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1. Chapter 1 - Spellman & Spellman


    
    Chapter 1 – Spellman & Spellman
Harry had been home from Hogwarts for three days when he received the first letter. It had been a nice three days of rest, time spent away from the wizarding world and all its problems, but Harry knew it would never last. The letter came attached to the leg of a particularly large and feisty eagle owl, delivered right to Harry’s bedroom window with a tap-tap-tap.

The owl hadn’t even stayed for a bit of water and a snack. Instead, it turned right around and flew away, leaving Harry holding the letter it had brought with it. The letter itself was written on thick parchment and sealed with a wax seal bearing the image of an owl. Harry broke the seal and unfurled the parchment to give it a read over.

Delicate, formal handwriting formed the bulk of the message, the words written in fine black ink on the thick, high-quality parchment. Certain parts of the letter were written in flowing, curly cursive.

Mr Harry Potter,


  My name is Valerian Spellman and I am the lawmage from Spellman and Spellman Arcane Advocacy representing Hogwarts School in its legal action against Lucius Malfoy. If it is convenient for you I should like to arrange a meeting with you and at least one of your legal guardians at your earliest opportunity. The meeting will be conducted with the presence of Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster of Hogwarts School. If you would reply to this owl with the dates and times most convenient to you we can arrange a meeting. I should note that it is quite important that we see to all of this as early as possible so that we may meet our August date for our preliminary hearing. 



  Regards,



  Valerian Spellman of Spellman and Spellman Arcane Advocacy


A lawmage. Harry groaned.

Harry knew lawmages were few and far between in Britain and Ireland, with most cases put before the Wizengamot not requiring any legal representation at all. Harry hadn’t thought Dumbledore would have bothered with one, considering his own knowledge of the law and its inner workings, but perhaps it looked better to have one.

Or perhaps Lucius Malfoy had hired one, so Dumbledore needed one of his own. That made sense to Harry. But the arrival of the letter brought everything into sharp focus, as it meant something was really happening. Something big. It wasn’t just a fight at school between Harry and Draco – there was legal action pending. Lawmages had been summoned.

Lawages to whom Harry was expected to lie. Well, that was simply unavoidable, as Dumbledore wanted to keep mention of Voldemort out of it all. Harry saw the point but lying to a lawmage… lying to the Wizengamot… well, that was a big deal.

Although it wasn’t as if no one had ever done it before, and if Harry wanted to get any sort of conviction for Lucius Malfoy, he needed the Wizengamot on side. And the Wizengamot was apparently filled with wizards and witches who wanted nothing more than to believe Voldemort was dead and gone, a relic of history and nothing else.

Harry put the letter away in his desk and went downstairs to find his aunt. As she often was, she was in the kitchen with a cup of tea and a book.

“Aunt Petunia?” Harry said as he entered the kitchen.

She looked up from her book, her expression wary.

“Yes, Harry? What is it?”

“Nothing bad,” he said, keen to settle her nerves. “It’s just that I just got a letter from a lawmage—like a wizard solicitor or barrister, kind of a combination—about the trial. The case, I mean, since there might not be a proper… well, anyway, he said he wants to meet with us ahead of the preliminary hearing. Dumbledore will be there too, but I’ve got to give them a list of dates and times that are convenient for us. And they want you or Uncle Vernon there as well, so it has to be something that works for us all. So…”

“I’ll be going, of course,” Petunia said. “Would you like your uncle there? I’m sure he can take the time off work, although God knows what sort of excuse we’d need to use—even an ordinary court date would be… well, that doesn’t matter,” Petunia said, lips drawn tight.

“I don’t need Uncle Vernon to come,” Harry said. It was probably better to keep him out of the wizarding world’s eye, anyway. Too much attention wouldn’t do any of them any good. “He’s not very good at lying, anyway.”

“Yes, I suppose there is that…” Petunia said. She sighed. “Are you absolutely sure what we’re doing is the right thing? Lying to the court? Keeping that—that man’s return a secret? Because it doesn’t feel like the right thing, Harry. Now, I don’t know the first thing about—about wizard politics and all of that, so maybe I just don’t understand, but—”

“I’m worried about it too,” Harry said, interrupting. But no matter his own misgivings, Harry knew he needed to cut that worry off before it could blossom into something bigger. “It feels like we should be shouting about Voldemort being back. If everyone knows then maybe we could…” Harry shrugged. “But Dumbledore thinks it’s a bad idea and he’s probably right. We’ve got no proof, and because Voldemort’s not really, er, properly alive at the moment it’s going to be hard to get some.”

And there were other concerns, too. If too much attention were to brought on Voldemort he might disappear again. Knowing where Voldemort was even if they couldn’t get at him was better than not knowing. Or so the thought process went.

“But you said that he was…” Petunia said, although she seemed to flounder at the next bit. Lack of proper context, Harry thought. “That Malfoy man. Isn’t he this Lord Voldemort now?”

Harry shook his head.

“Dumbledore said… well, it doesn’t work like that. He thinks there are two of them now. And maybe Lucius Malfoy isn’t actually…” Harry shrugged. “And if he is, it’s… well, the thing is, he still looks like Lucius Malfoy. So there’s nothing to really…” Harry shook his head. “Aunt Petunia, wizards really don’t want to believe Voldemort could come back. Even for wizards you don’t just come back from the dead. So… with him especially… Most of them would rather pretend nothing was wrong until the war starts again. Then they’d say there was nothing they could have done anyway. That’s why Dumbledore thinks we’ve got a better chance of getting it right if we don’t mention Voldemort and go after Malfoy on kidnapping and assault of a minor.” At least, that was Harry’s understanding of the charges that would be brought against Lucius Malfoy.

And the plan did make sense.

“It’s sort of just… If we want to get the end result we want,” Harry continued, “we’ve got to go about it a kind of roundabout way. Like, we want everyone to know Voldemort is back and a threat, don’t we? But if we just come out and say it, it’s not going to work like that. We just give him a chance to hide better. But if we can get Lucius Malfoy convicted, Voldemort loses one of his main followers—loses his own freedom. Or, sort of—since there’s two of them. And maybe once Malfoy is convicted they’ll figure out—but even if they don’t, this is better, isn’t it?”

Harry wasn’t sure who he was asking – his aunt or himself – but the words felt right. Sort of. For a given value of right.

Petunia sighed.

“If you say so,” she said, her tone defeated and tired. She closed her book. “For all that we live in the same country, the way your people do things is just so… so…”

“Weird?” Harry said.

“Alien,” Petunia corrected.

Harry thought that was fair. He’d had the same sorts of thoughts himself, and many times, since joining the wizarding world. Wizards not only functioned differently, they thought differently. And that had been more difficult a thing to get used to than the literal magic. But as for Dumbledore’s plans… well, Harry didn’t think that was really anything to do with wizard versus muggle patterns of thought. There were wizards – and Harry knew many of them – who’d disagree with Dumbledore’s approach, and muggles who’d support it wholeheartedly. Harry supposed it came down to a matter of values. Fundamental questions on whether it would be wrong to achieve something morally right using ethically questionable methods.

Important questions, to be sure, but not ones Harry wanted to engage in while sat in his aunt’s pristine and sparkling kitchen. Scrubbed to within an inch of its life – a sure sign of Petunia’s stress.

“So… er… just let me know the dates you’re available and I’ll send the letter back right away,” Harry said.

Petunia sighed.

“Ask me again later,” she said. “I’ve got to have a think about it all. Sorry.”

Harry nodded and withdrew. That was fair enough, he supposed. Voldemort returning, the trial, learning about forbidden magic… well, it was a lot for anyone. Harry returned to his bedroom and his brooding over the future, of trials and horcruxes and prophecies.

*

Sooner than Harry would have liked the date for his meeting with Valerian Spellman of Spellman and Spellman Arcane Advocacy came. He dressed in his best, smartest robes which weren’t his dress robes. Petunia had dressed in a smart dress, too, clearly on board with the need to appear respectable. Five minutes before they were due to leave for the meeting Harry and Petunia were sat in the living room waiting.

In silence, because the television was off and neither Dudley nor Vernon was in the house. Petunia had a distant look on her face and was staring at the corner of the room where Harry knew there was a photograph of his mother. Harry didn’t mind the silence so much as it gave him a chance to go over events in his mind, specifically how they’d relayed them to the aurors rather than the actual sequence of events. No sense getting tripped up in any lies, not when there was so much at stake. Although there wasn’t really that much difference between them.

At three minutes until they were due to leave there was a loud, sharp knock at the door. Followed by another, and then another.

Petunia near jumped out of her skin, turned to look at Harry.

“I’ll go answer it,” Harry said. He shot up and went to answer the door, opening it to reveal Dumbledore. The old wizard always looked a little out of place, even in the wizarding world, with his bold fashion sense, but he seemed especially incongruous with the overall décor in Privet Drive. He wore deep purple robes with sparkling stars and moons all over them, along with heeled boots with pointed and curled toes. He had his beard tucked into his belt and wore what looked like a new pair of half-moon glasses.

“Ah, Harry,” Dumbledore said. “Excellent. May I come in?”

“Oh, er—Professor!” Harry said. “Yeah, of course. Come inside.” And it probably was best to get Dumbledore inside before any of the neighbours saw him, since Harry didn’t think he could cope with rumours of Petunia having an affair with an ancient hippy on top of everything else.

“Excellent,” said Dumbledore. He stepped inside and Harry closed the door behind him.

“I thought you’d have apparated right in, Professor,” Harry said as he showed Dumbledore to the living room.

“It’s considered impolite to apparate directly into someone’s home without prior permission,” Dumbledore explained. “A point of etiquette.”

“Oh,” said Harry. That made sense. “Well, my aunt is just through here. How will we be getting to Mr Spellman’s office?”

“Lawmage Spellman,” corrected Dumbledore absently as he fished around in one of his voluminous pockets. “I have acquired a portkey from the Ministry of Magic. We shall take it there. It activates in exactly two minutes, so we had best hurry.”

“Right,” Harry said. He led Dumbledore through the short hallway and into the living room. “Aunt Petunia, Professor Dumbledore is here with our Portkey to Spellman and Spellman.”

Her face fell.

“Oh, a portkey…” she said. “How… convenient.” Having experienced portkey travel before, Harry could agree it wasn’t the nicest method. But despite Petunia’s half-hearted attempt at sarcasm, it really was convenient, and although Harry didn’t doubt Dumbledore could manage it, side-along apparition of two passengers was quite difficult.

Harry supposed Spellman and Spellman’s office was somewhere in London – Diagon Alley, perhaps – but even if it was, portkey was still quicker the car.

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. He held out a scruffy old boot. “Our portkey.”

Harry looked at it dubiously.

“Why is it a boot? Algie Macmillan had like, a ring thing.”

“Ministry regulations require it to be something such as this in the presence of muggles,” Dumbledore said. “An unobtrusive object which provides no temptation to pick up.” Dumbledore paused. “And Algernon Macmillan likes to skirt the rules where he can.” Dumbledore made the statement seemingly without judgement, although Harry did wonder. But given Dumbledore’s own relationship to the rules Harry thought it would be more than a little hypocritical to disapprove.

“But my aunt already knows about magic,” Harry pointed out.

“Not all regulations are sensible,” Dumbledore said simply. “Regardless, it is about to activate. Mrs Dursley, if you would like to take hold of the boot? Harry? Hold tightly.”

Petunia reached out to touch the boot, clearly unhappy to be touching such an obviously dirty item. Harry grabbed it. After about half a minute the portkey activated and yanked Harry into its vortex. They went swirling through space and got spat out a smart building in a faux Greco-Roman style that looked to be in one of the side-streets adjoining Diagon Alley. A large sign above the doors proclaimed the building as SPELLMAN & SPELLMAN ARCANE ADVOCACY. The side-street, which Harry thought may have even been Horizont Alley although he wasn’t sure, wasn’t especially busy. Several of the buildings there looked to be fancy sort of buildings like Spellman and Spellman was, so Harry supposed this was a more upmarket part of the London wizards’ enclave. The place where all the more prestigious, less day-to-day businesses and organisations could be found.

Harry glanced at his companions. Dumbledore stood there as if the portkey had been nothing more than summer day’s stroll, whereas Petunia was still reeling.

“Where are we?” asked Petunia, looking around as she tried to steady herself from the portkey. The high heels on cobbles probably didn’t help, although Harry said nothing.

“Somewhere in London,” Harry said. “Near Diagon Alley.”

“Shall we go inside?” Dumbledore said. “We ought to not keep Lawmage Spellman waiting.” He walked up to the door and opened it, then held out his hand. “After you, Mrs Dursley.”

Petunia followed Dumbledore up the steps of the building and went inside. Harry followed her, and they emerged into a surprisingly light and airy entryway. The floors were polished marble with bits and pieces of fossils in them – many of them species of presumably magical creature that Harry didn’t recognise. The walls were covered floor to ceiling in exquisite hardwood panelling, and portraits of Spellmans long dead sat in special display alcoves around the room.

A large reception desk took up the majority of the far side of the room opposite the doors, and thick doors flanked it leading elsewhere in the building. There was nobody inside waiting, although a plump middle-aged witch sat at the reception desk flicking through a glossy magazine.

Dumbledore strode right up to the desk. When the witch didn’t make any obvious move to greet him, Dumbledore rang the little bell on the counter.

“Excuse me, madam—I have an appointment to see Valerian Spellman in, oh, exactly two and a half minutes,” he said.

The witch turned slowly from her magazine to look at Dumbledore.

“Chief Warlock!” she said, her cheeks reddening. “Yes, of course—Lawmage Spellman is expecting you. Go right on in—through the lefthand doors and up the stairs, it’s the first office you’ll see upstairs. I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting! Have a pleasant day!”

“Thank you very much, madam, and a pleasant day to you as well.” Dumbledore took off in the direction indicated and gestured for Harry and Petunia to follow.

“Spellman and Spellman is one of two advocates which operate in the Isles,” Dumbledore explained as they all climbed the stairs. “They are quite highly regarded throughout Europe as much of their work is directly with foreign Ministries. They do not ordinarily take criminal cases such as this one,” he continued, “but as their competitor has been employed by Lucius Malfoy, they have graciously agreed to provide us with their services.”

“If they don’t usually take cases like this, will they be any good?” Petunia asked, echoing Harry’s own thoughts on the matter. He assumed Dumbledore knew what he was doing, but as it was a choice between two, and one was already taken, well… that wasn’t really a choice at all.

“I assure you that Spellman and Spellman is more than capable of providing us with suitable counsel,” Dumbledore said. “Valerian Spellman in particular has a successful record representing cases such as ours, albeit earlier in his career, and I am quite confident that he will work his wonderful legal wizardry for us, too.”

They reached the top of the stairs.

“Ah! Here we are,” said Dumbledore, glancing towards a heavy wooden door. The door had a nameplate on it proclaiming the room as THE OFFICE OF VALERIAN SPELLMAN, SENIOR LAWMAGE. Dumbledore knocked on the door.

“You may enter,” called a voice from inside the room. The door swung open and Dumbledore sauntered in.

“Lawmage Spellman,” Dumbledore said as he entered. “Valerian. It is good to see you!”

“And you, Albus, and you,” said the lawmage. Harry looked him over. He was quite old, although not nearly as old as Dumbledore. He was dressed in robes that were halfway between the traditional robe and a suit, which was a style Harry rarely saw but which nevertheless looked to be made of high-quality materials, in the traditional wizard’s green, but a more muted green than usual. He looked fancy enough that Harry felt more comfortable with him as his advocate. Even the office was impeccably turned out, with decoration Harry thought his aunt would consider tasteful amidst the shelves full of books.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Potter,” Spellman said to Harry. “And you, Mrs Dursley. Of course, the circumstances aren’t quite how I would have liked to meet the Boy-Who-Lived, but we make do. Can I offer you anything to drink? Tea, perhaps? Or maybe something stronger—I can have Miriam bring us some Firewhisky or Icewine, if we’re in need of some liquid fortification.”

“Oh, Heavens, no!” said Petunia. “None for me, thank you, although I would like some tea.”

“Albus?” asked Spellman.

“Tea for me as well, Valerian,” said Dumbledore. “I should think it’s a little too early for anything else.”

“Suit yourself,” Spellman said. “The offer’s there. Mr Potter?”

“Er, no thanks,” Harry said. He didn’t fancy tea and he didn’t think either his aunt or Dumbledore would allow him the whisky or wine.

Spellman wrote a little note onto a scrap of parchment, tapped it with his wand, and it went flying out of office like a little parchment butterfly.

“While we’re waiting let’s get down to some business, shall we?” said Spellman. “Mrs Dursley, I understand that you’re a muggle. That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” confirmed Petunia. “That isn’t a problem, is it?”

“No, no—not for me, anyway,” said Spellman. “Although it does mean you won’t be able to give proper testimony at the trial… you can provide a written statement but you won’t be able to speak. Archaic laws, almost nobody agrees with them anymore, but you know how hard it can be to get anything done. So with that out of the way, is there anything you’d like to know?”

Petunia didn’t seem to like that one bit. Her lips curled into the exact same grimace she got when Mrs Jones’s cat snuck into the house. But she didn’t protest.

“I don’t know where to begin,” Petunia said instead. “I’m not sure how any of this works.”

“It can be daunting,” said Spellman. “In brief, the Wizengamot is the legislative and judicial authority in the wizarding world. It makes and enforces our laws, oversees trials, all of that sort of thing. Given the high-profile nature of this trial I expect the Minister himself will be present, as well as his support staff—”

“The Minister?” Harry said, interrupting. “I didn’t—I mean—is it really his job to do that? What about judges?”

“Yes,” said Spellman, “the Minister will be a judge. It’s customary for top Ministry officials to serve in this capacity. Is this a problem?”

That was something rather different to what Harry had been expecting. He’d been thinking more along muggle lines, of a judge and lawyers and maybe even a jury. But the trial was literally in front of the Wizengamot, the body that made laws, including the Minister.

“Er…” Harry said. He shrugged. “I suppose not. I mean, if it’s the usual way it’s done. I just wasn’t expecting that—it’s not how muggles do it. So I just supposed… but it doesn’t matter.”

“It does seem unusual,” added Petunia. “At least to my way of thinking.”

“I have of course recused myself from this particular trial,” Dumbledore added, “but I have served on the Wizengamot during criminal trials many times in my capacity as Chief Warlock.”

“Ah, yes, I’d been wondering who you’d appointed in your place, actually,” Spellman said. “Have you chosen?”

“Yes,” said Dumbledore. “I have asked Griselda—Madam Marchbanks—to act in my stead. She has, fortunately for us all, agreed; I had been worried the Minister would appoint Dolores Umbridge.”

“Wouldn’t that have been a treat,” muttered Spellman. “Although no doubt she’ll find herself involved regardless. Well, that’s a bit of good news. Of course, the trial would have been much easier to win if you had been one of the judges, eh, Albus?”

Before Dumbledore could reply, a lithe young witch sashayed into the room carrying a tray with tea on it. She placed the tray gently onto Spellman’s desk and smiled.

“Your drinks,” she said simply. “Uncle Val, if you need anything more, please just ask.”

“That’s a good girl, Mim,” Spellman said. He glanced at Harry. “In the market for a girlfriend, Mr Potter? You’d do much worse than Mim. Have a think on it.”

Harry turned bright red. While Miriam – Mim – was a perfectly attractive witch and seemed quite nice, at least from the brief interaction Harry had had with her, she was also at least a decade older than Harry and Harry wasn’t really looking to be set up with his lawyer’s niece. Especially not while he was sat in a meeting with his headmaster and his aunt.

It was more than a little awkward. Harry sat there silently, unsure quite where to look.

“Ignore him, Mr Potter,” said Mim. “He thinks he’s funny but really he’s just inappropriate. I promise he’s a better advocate than matchmaker.” She paused. “And comedian.”

“One of these days, Mim, I’ll say something and you’ll laugh. One of these days.”

“Keep trying, Uncle Val. Until then, maybe you can do some actual work around here?” She smiled. “I’d best be off—I don’t just get you your teas, Uncle Val.”

“Too right, too right,” said Spellman. “You’d better get back to it then.”

Mim left, and for that, Harry was quite glad. The whole exchange had been unpleasant. Awkward, and not at all what he wanted from the meeting.

“Good girl, Mim,” said Spellman once she’d left. “She’s the future of Spellman and Spellman, you know—once she’s finished her apprenticeship I’ll be handing off to her. But you’ve got to keep her on her toes. Now, where were we? Oh, yes—your statement,” Spellman said, turning to Harry. “I’ve reviewed the statement you gave to the aurors, naturally, but I was wondering if we could go over your version of events once more. Would that be agreeable, Mr Potter?”

“I, er… yeah. Yeah,” Harry said. It was what they’d come for, after all. “Where should I start?”

“I would you like to recount events as you remember them starting from the moment you realised Mr Malfoy—Draco—was missing from your duelling bout,” Spellman said. He had on his desk in front of him a partially furled parchment scroll and a Dictaquill. “In your own time.”

Harry nodded. That was easy enough. And it was all the truth, so he wouldn’t even have to lie. Just… omit some of the context. So Harry relayed his story of the events of the Pariturium finals to Spellman who, contrary to his earlier bit of unprofessionalism, listened intently. He occasionally glanced down at the parchment, but mostly kept his gaze on Harry. When Harry reached the part of his tale where Lucius Malfoy had used the Imperius Curse on him, Spellman put up a hand for Harry to pause.

“Stop there. To be clear, you say that Lucius Malfoy used the Imperius Curse on you. That was in your statement to the aurors as well. What did he make you do?”

“Well, technically, nothing,” Harry said after a few moments and a glance over at Dumbledore. “I can resist the Imperius Curse. We did it in lessons with Professor Moody. But… er… Malfoy wanted me to take him to the room where Draco was.”

“And were you not doing this already? What reason would he have to use an Unforgivable Curse on you?” Spellman asked. “Understand that I am not asking this because I do not believe you, but because it is a question which needs to be answered.”

“Right,” Harry said. “Well, so, the thing is… Malfoy knew how to get into the room, but not where it was. I knew where it was but not how to open it. So, er, I wasn’t going to tell him what I knew unless he told me what he knew. But he didn’t want to, so he used the Curse, only it didn’t work…”

“I see, I see,” said Spellman. “Continue.”

So Harry did. He took Spellman through a sanitised version of Harry and Lucius’s ascent through the castle to the Room of Requirement.

“…and then when we got there, because I’d worked out how to get in,” Harry said, “I, er, used the Knockback Hex on Malfoy and slipped into the room before him. Because I didn’t trust him, not after he’d used the Imperius Curse on me, so I didn’t want to give him the chance to… well, to curse me again.”

“And why did you not run? Attempt to seek help? Go anywhere other than an unknown room where you knew neither where there was an exit, nor what awaited you inside?” asked Spellman.

Bollocks, Harry thought. Well. That was a perfectly reasonable question to ask, and one Harry would have asked himself. Only, the answer was on the list of things he wasn’t supposed to talk about. So that meant a lie. Only a small one, since he could give the general thought process behind entering the Room of Hidden Things without mentioning Voldemort… but it was still a lie.

At least it was a lie Dumbledore backed. That had to count for something.

“Well, er… so, the thing is, I thought Draco was up to something all year,” Harry said. “So, when it came to it, I was a bit worried about him. That he might have been doing something really bad. But then I thought, since he’d been acting so weird, maybe he was in trouble, too, and I just… well… I was so close. So I went inside. And Malfoy was right behind me anyway—I don’t think I could have got away. So it was let myself be caught by Malfoy—who’d just used the Imperius Curse on me—or go into the room, and I chose to go into the room.”

That was the story he’d agreed upon with Dumbledore. And it did make a kind of sense, even if none of that reasoning was as pressing as worries about Voldemort.

“A reasonable response,” Spellman said. “And then?”

Harry explained what had happened after he’d entered the Room of Hidden Things, without a single lie, right up until he found Draco sat on his makeshift throne in the midst of some arcane ritual.

“And then I found Draco. He was messing around with this crown—I’d never seen it before but it was giving off this powerful Dark energy. Like, really strong. I’d never felt anything like it before but it was the sort of thing that you just know is… bad.” Harry felt a shiver run up his spine, a real one, not put on for Spellman, as he remembered the vile and hateful aura put out by the horcrux in the Diadem. “And that’s when he started fighting with me. So we fought for a bit—he used the curse that gave me my new scar on my chest—and eventually I dropped a statue on him, knocked him out. That was when Lucius Malfoy got involved—he seemed to know what the crown was, like he was expecting to find it. Then he grabbed Draco and the crown-thingy and left. Then I don’t really know what happened because I fainted. When I woke up my friends Tracey and Ernie had found me with Snape—Professor Snape. That’s everything, I think.”

Everything Harry was allowed to say. There had been a bit of bother with Lucius Malfoy trying to shift the possession from Draco to himself, but that was unnecessary detail. Harry had covered the existence of the Diadem, cast it as a Dark object, and even suggested that both Malfoys had known about it already. That had to be enough.

“Very interesting. It’s useful for me to hear the words right from you, although everything you’ve said does agree with the written statement you gave a couple of weeks ago,” said Spellman. “Here is something interesting. I’ve been able to read the official report the Malfoys have given to the aurors, and they have not mentioned any Dark artefacts. Draco is said to be recovering from a spell—a curse of some kind—which you allegedly cast upon him. The most curious thing is that the spell left a mark across his forehead. A cursed scar.”

“Well, that will be from the crown,” said Petunia immediately. “I may not understand magic, but that’s what it’s from, isn’t it?”

“A very good guess, Mrs Dursley!” said Spellman. “Indeed, that is what I think as well.”

“Hmm, yes, yes,” said Dumbledore. “I knew of the crown, of course, from Harry’s earlier statement. I hadn’t yet seen the Malfoys’ statement, but it does seem very likely that the Dark object in question gave him that scar.”

“Ah, it’ll be kept from you, I’d expect,” said Spellman. “Given your proximity to the case. Has to go through official channels!”

“I definitely didn’t cast a Dark spell on Draco,” Harry said. “I didn’t even use any of the curses they teach at school.”

“I believe you!” said Spellman. “And even if I didn’t, I don’t think we would say any different anyway. After all, practicing Dark magic on school property is a key part of your accusation here. That the Malfoys have responded in kind is a perfectly natural counterclaim to what we’ve alleged. And really, it’s the only thing strong enough to act as an appropriate response. So. This is where we are,” Spellman said. “I’ll summarise, shall I?”

Spellman went over the main points, reading each one from his parchment. When he was finished, Dumbledore nodded, seemingly to himself.

“Yes, I do believe all this is correct,” said Dumbledore. “And you think our approach here will win the trial?”

Spellman shrugged.

“We’ve as good a chance as possible, I should think. Nothing is certain. But what Mr Potter has said about the Dark object does fit with injuries sustained by the Malfoy boy, and it will be hard to prove that Mr Potter knows any spells of that calibre let alone is able to use them.”

The aspersion – slight though it was – of Harry’s spellcasting prowess stung a little, but given the circumstances, Harry thought he should probably just let it go. For once, it was good not to be thought capable of such a thing.

“I think I have enough to start building our case,” Spellman continued. “I’ll have a preliminary hearing in a week or so—none of you need to be present—where I’ll present our side, and that cow Gavelwood will present theirs. We should know more then. In the meantime, is there anyone who would be able to provide a character reference for you, Mr Potter? Ideally we’d have two, from wizards or witches in good standing in our community. They’ll go with the statements we’ll take from your teachers, you see.”

“Er…” Harry said. Most of the adult wizards he knew were his teachers. Dumbledore was in the room already, and part of the case besides. Otherwise… “I do, actually—Algie and Mairi Macmillan would probably give a reference, and, um, Gwen—that’s not her full name but I can’t say her full one—Davis and her husband Colin. Gwen works at the Ministry, so… that’s good, isn’t it?”

Spellman nodded and scratched down the names onto his parchment.

“Everyone knows the Macmillans, of course. An excellent choice, should do you very well. The Davises are bit more obscure, but I know of Gwen from her work at the Wales Office. You could do a lot worse for references, let me tell you.”

Harry shrugged.

“Those are sort of my only options, if I’m honest,” he said. He’d never met any of his other friends’ parents, with the sole exception of Theodore’s father, and that was… well… also not an option. The only other adult wizard who wasn’t a teacher or member of staff at Hogwarts who knew Harry well enough to provide a character reference was Sirius, and Sirius was a wanted criminal. Literally a fugitive on the run from the law.

“Well as it happens they’re very good options,” said Spellman, “so you needn’t worry. I’ll just have Mim send them a letter asking them to provide a reference, and then—”

“Er, actually,” interrupted Harry, “I think I’d feel better letting them know first. You know, just so they don’t get an official looking letter and… well… I just thought it would be better if I asked them first.”

“Hmm, well, I suppose,” Spellman said. “Have a go at writing a little note here and we’ll get it sent out—I’ve a few things to discuss with Albus and your aunt anyway.” He rummaged around in his desk and then took out some parchment, a quill, and an inkpot which he gave to Harry. “You get started with that while we have a little chat, then.”

Harry nodded.

It shouldn’t be too difficult at all to scribe a quick little letter to the Macmillans and the Davises, and it really was the least he could do. Nobody wanted to get letters from lawyers out of the blue, so Harry felt like it was appropriate to let them know he’d be asking for a character reference first. He didn’t think they’d turn it down, but in the event they did, at least they were just saying no to Harry and not to one of the country’s premier legal minds.

Harry tried out a few different openings on the parchment. ‘Dear Mr and Mrs Davis,’ he tried first, but that sounded far too formal. Gwen and Colin had insisted that Harry call them Gwen and Colin, after all. So Harry tried that instead, but ‘Hi Gwen and Colin’ seemed too informal.

Harry grunted in frustration.


  Gwen and Colin,



  It’s Harry. I’m sorry to be writing to you like this, especially so early in the summer. I’m sure you’ve heard about what happened at the Triwizard Tournament at the end of the school year. We’ve made a formal accusation against Lucius Malfoy after what happened, and I’m really sorry to bother you with all of this but my advocate, Valerian Spellman, wants character references from wizards of good standing in the community. I was wondering if you would mind providing me with one? You don’t have to but it would be really helpful. I just wanted to ask you first so you didn’t get any letters from Spellman & Spellman.



  Thank you very much,



  Harry


Satisfied that was suitable for Gwen and Colin, Harry turned his attention to Algie and Mairi.


  Algie and Mairi,



  This is Harry. You’ve probably heard about what’s happening with me and the Malfoys by now, especially after what happened at the end of the Triwizard Tournament. I’m really sorry to bother you about this, especially during the summer, but with the trial coming up my advocate, Spellman & Spellman, wants character references for the trial from wizards in good standing in the community. I thought about you. I was just wondering if you would mind providing me with a reference? It would be really helpful for the trial. So I just wanted to let you know that Lawmage Spellman will be sending a letter asking for a reference.



  Thank you very much, 



  Harry


That seemed good. Appropriate and covered everything that needed to be covered. By the time Harry was finished, Petunia had finished giving a statement of her own, and Spellman was able to look over the letters Harry had prepared.

“Yes, yes, very good,” Spellman said. “We’ll have to send out our own still, of course—it’s our policy and we’d like to give them a bit more instruction in what we’d like them to say—but that’ll do. We’ll send these letters out ahead, and then ours the next day, if that’s agreeable with the three of you?”

Harry nodded. He’d make sure to send a letter of his own to Tracey and Ernie warning them, since it was only fair, but otherwise, Spellman’s plan sounded fine.

“And I think that’s that, then,” said Spellman. “We’ll be seeing each other again and soon, of course, for the first hearing—I’ll send an owl letting you know about the times and date. We can expect an August date.”

“Right,” said Harry, “thank you.”

“Thank you very much, Mr Spellman,” Petunia said. “Oh, that’s not how you say it, is it? It’s… Lawmage Spellman. I’m so sorry.”

Spellman waved away the apology.

“It’s just a title. Never liked it, anyway—reminds me too much of my father. Awful man. Well, unless there’s anything more, I think we’re done here for today.”

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “Thank you very much for your time today, Valerian. It’s greatly appreciated.”

“Nonsense,” said Spellman. “You’ve nothing to thank me for—you’re paying me, and I do like gold.” His tone was easy, jocular almost, and there was a twinkle in his eye that told Harry it really was a joke… but it seemed like one with an undercurrent of truth. Lawyers were all the same, Harry supposed.

Spellman saw the three of them out of his office, and together they exited the grand Spellman and Spellman building.

“We’re a little bit early for our return portkey,” Dumbledore said, checking the time on an antique golden pocket watch, “so we shall simply have to wait.”

“How long?” asked Petunia.

“Three and a half minutes,” replied Dumbledore. “So not very long at all.” He took another object from his pocket, this time a deflated bicycle tyre, and held it out in front of him. “This shall be our return portkey.”

Petunia eyes it suspiciously.

“How does that fit in—” she began, but then stopped herself midway. “Ah. Magic. Of course. Even after all these years I…” She sighed.

“It happens to the best of us, Mrs Dursley,” Dumbledore said, quite happily. “You know, I have been a qualified wizard for a century and there are still things I forget daily.”

After that, there was an awkward silence until the portkey activated, as nobody seemed to know what to say. Harry had things he would speak to Dumbledore about, but not in front of his aunt; things he would speak to his aunt about, but not in front of Dumbledore; and they probably had similar feelings too… so nobody said anything.

When at last the portkey was about to activate, Harry grabbed it and held on tight, keen to be away.

Harry, Dumbledore, and Petunia reappeared inside the living room at Number Four, just behind where Dudley sat playing his PlayStation using the big television in the living room.

“Fucking—er—I mean—” shouted Dudley. “Er. Sorry for the—but—I didn’t even—”

For once, Petunia didn’t bother correcting the language. She brushed herself down and sighed.

“Thank you accompanying us, Professor Dumbledore,” she said. “I really do appreciate it.”

“The pleasure was all mine, Mrs Dursley. Harry, I’ll see you at the next hearing. Please, do enjoy your summer in spite of all that is happening.”

“I’ll try, Professor,” Harry said. There would be an invitation to the European Circuit’s Summer Tournament coming any day, and after that, one for flight school. As excited as he’d been at the prospect of those things before the end of the year, they were somewhat less enticing given everything that had happened. But for Tracey’s sake Harry thought he’d attend the Summer Tournament.

“Excellent! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I shall be going—I have a very important appointment to keep! Farewell.” Dumbledore apparated away with a crack.

Dudley jumped.

“Why does everything have to make a fu—bloody noise?” he complained. He sighed. “A bunch of letters came for you,” he said to Harry. “A load of owls came and wouldn’t go away until I let them in. The letters are in the kitchen.” He turned back to his game, duties discharged, clearly uninterested in further conversation with either his mother or cousin. At least until he glanced back at Harry. “Nice dress,” he said, turning back to his game.

“Thanks,” muttered Harry. “I’ll just go grab them…”

  







2. Chapter 2 - A Meeting in Vienna


    
    Chapter 2 – A Meeting in Vienna
Harry found the letters Dudley had mentioned dumped in a haphazard pile next to the sink, mere inches away from a dripping tap that was no doubt the result of Dudley’s lackadaisy approach to tidying up after himself. Harry snatched the letters from the jaws of certain dampness and looked over them.

They weren’t just any letters. Turning them over in his hands, Harry saw that one of them was sealed with the official wax seal of the European Duelling Circuit. That one had to be his invitation to the Summer Tournament, whilst the second was sealed with an eagle and a Latin inscription too small to read. Flight school, Harry assumed.

Harry opened the Circuit letter first. The Summer Tournament would be held before the flight school, so Harry wanted to know what his summer was going to look like… outside of trials and visits to Spellman and Spellman.

Harry scanned through the letter in search of the interesting bits. It was all the standard sort of stuff, congratulations and a bit of history, an introduction to the tournament and all that nonsense, but what Harry was really interested in were the dates of the tournament.

And how to make arrangements to attend. Whether he’d have to go through the Ministry to arrange an International Floo – assuming muggles could even use a Floo to begin with – and where to stay. He’d have to ask his aunt to go as well, Harry supposed, since it seemed like the sort of thing she wouldn’t be happy for him to attend alone.


  Ah, there we are! 


…the Summer Tournament will commence 15 July 1995. Competitors may arrive at Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten from noon on 14 July. International portkeys will be arranged with the relevant governing bodies in your country and sent out one day before their activation. All competitors may bring up to three guests.

Harry didn’t bother to read the rest. It just looked like a standard farewell, anyway, nothing at all important. But up to three guests… well, he would have to take either Petunia or Vernon, and of the two Petunia was more likely as Vernon had to work. That left two spots, and the only person he could really think of who might want to fill it was Dudley.

And Harry wasn’t entirely sure Dudley would want to, or that Harry even wanted him there in the first place. It didn’t seem like Dudley’s sort of thing.

Ah, we can cross that road later.

Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten. Some castle in Austria, Harry remembered, and the headquarters of the European Duelling Circuit. Harry hadn’t been sure he even wanted to attend the tournament, not after what had happened, and yet with the invitation literally in his hands… it was very tempting. More than tempting – he wanted to go, and he wanted to win. And even if he didn’t, it wouldn’t have been fair to stop Tracey going, since their invitation was contingent on the other party attending.

“Sirius was right,” Harry muttered. It would do him some good to get out of the house, stop thinking about everything that had gone wrong. Do something that was fun. And on reflection, Harry supposed Sirius definitely knew what he was talking about there, having been cooped up and in hiding for the past year.

And that after Azkaban which was surely worse than anything Harry had experienced.

Next, Harry tackled the letter sealed with a wax image of an eagle, the one he assumed was from the flight school. That was always held later in the summer, at the end of July, in Rome. Harry scanned the letter for the various bits and pieces he would need, and then put both of them in his pocket once he was satisfied with it all.

There were other letters there too – one from Blaise, another from Tracey – but Harry could look over those later. They didn’t need him to ask his aunt anything, anyway, so he could tackle them at his leisure.

Harry made his way back into the living room where Petunia was quietly tidying up around Dudley and the PlayStation.

“Aunt Petunia?” Harry said. “I’ve just had my invitations to the Summer Tournament and flight school. I was just wondering if you’d want to go—I need a guardian with me, see. If you don’t want to I suppose I could ask Gwen and Colin if they’d mind me tagging along, but—”

Petunia stopped, hovered just over a share-sized packet of crisps next to Dudley.

“Of course I’ll take you,” she said. She paused. “Well, I’ll go with you—I suppose it’s going to be something magical that will take us there. Or we could ask your uncle—he did enjoy your duelling, after all.”

“Brilliant!” Harry said. “They’re going to send a portkey along on the fourteenth of July. No, er, the thirteenth—the fourteenth is when we’re supposed to arrive. And I’m allowed to bring three guests, as well.”

“Oh, how lovely,” said Petunia. “Dudley, did you hear that? We can all go!”

Dudley grunted. It sounded automatic, like he hadn’t even heard or processed what Petunia had said.

“It’s in Austria,” Harry said. “Vienna, I think. Or not exactly, but near enough. And, er, later on in July I’ve got flight school as well. So I’d need someone to go with me there, too… these are part of the prizes I won from the… well, you know. I’ve got the letters here.” Harry crossed the living room to hand the letters to his aunt. She read through them quickly.

“I’m sure we can work something out,” Petunia said, smiling. “Although perhaps your uncle won’t come—we’ve booked a holiday to Greece for August and I don’t think he can spare the holiday time for all three. But don’t worry about anything—God knows you could do with a little bit of fun with everything that’s happening. Something normal for once.” She handed the letters back to him.

“Nice one!” Harry said. “I’m going to go owl Tracey—she’ll have just had her letters, too!” That may even have been the reason she’d sent a letter already. She was always prompt with that sort of thing.

And Harry needed to warn her about the letters from Spellman and Spellman that would soon be making their way over to Wales for her parents.

Harry left his aunt tidying up and Dudley playing the PlayStation. When he returned to his bedroom he looked over Tracey’s letter and then wrote a swift reply, half about the Summer Tournament and half about the impending letter from his advocate, and then another to Ernie.

Once Harry was done with all that, he grudgingly got out his summer homework and made a start on it. With the invitations to the Summer Tournament and to flight school having arrived, homework seemed much more urgent than it had done before Harry had committed to a fortnight abroad. Perhaps even a whole month, if Petunia and Vernon really had booked a holiday to Greece. Between that and the trial, Harry didn’t think he’d have nearly enough time for homework if he didn’t knuckle down.

*

In the few spare moments Harry had he alternated between homework and duelling prep. Or, pre-prep, anyway, since he couldn’t cast any spells while at home. But that was fine since he could still practise his duelling stances and wand movements even if he couldn’t actually cast. It hadn’t been long since the Pariturium had ended, but he felt like the Summer Tournament would be a step up from that, and he wanted to be ready.

And it was excellent at getting Harry out of his own head. Left to his own devices Harry felt sure that he’d spend far too much time dwelling on what the Malfoys and Voldemort were up to, and that was unhelpful. More than unhelpful – Harry thought it was probably quite unhealthy.

It wasn’t all doom, gloom, and duelling prep in his room, however, as Harry was in regular contact with his friends. Ernie and Tracey had assured him their parents would provide character references for him, and Tracey had been keeping Harry totally up to date with her own duelling practise. Harry even received some more letters from Blaise, who was well-known for being quite distant in the summers. Harry supposed that was because of how the previous year had ended – learning Voldemort was still about would change anyone’s habits.

One afternoon when Harry was working on his homework for Arithmancy he received a letter right to his bedroom window. Rodrigo, Sirius’s brightly coloured post bird, tapped against the glass to be let in. Harry took the letter eagerly and offered the bird some treats, but he didn’t take any. He took a little of Agrippa’s water and then flew away again before Harry had the chance to make a fuss of him.

Harry opened the letter.


  Harry,



  Dumbledore’s asked me to come with you to the Duelling Circuit’s Summer Tournament. Flight school as well. Don’t worry about the logistics—it’s all sorted. I’ll apparate to your house on the 14th about five minutes or so before the portkey activates. 



  Padfoot


Harry read over the letter once more to make sure he’d got it right. He certainly hadn’t expected Sirius to be coming with him to the Summer Tournament or flight school. Polyjuice again, Harry assumed. Well, whatever the plan was, Harry was happy for it. It would be nice to have Sirius there at the Summer Tournament and even outside of that, having a fully qualified adult wizard on hand would be great. No doubt there would be awkward situations otherwise given how wizards usually reacted towards muggles.

Harry assumed Sirius wouldn’t be going as Dudley, since Petunia would want Dudley to accompany them to the competition. It would be a kind of extra holiday, Harry supposed, for all of them – even if Harry would spend most of it doing his own thing. So that could be nice enough.

Soon enough it was the fourteenth of July and Harry was running around gathering every last thing he’d need for the Summer Tournament. He had packed a full set of casual summer robes as well as his sport robe, although he’d heard it was quite warm in Austria even in the summer, so he took some muggle shorts and t-shirts with him as well. Once all of that was packed Harry realised he didn’t have any space for his duelling books and folios so he had to unpack everything and stick it all in again.

That was, however, much less work than his aunt had to do for packing her and Dudley’s things for the week, so Harry thought he’d got off easy there. In fact, when it came to the morning of their departure, Harry was sat in the living room with his bags and his wand and the portkey, waiting.

And waiting. Dudley wanted to bring his GameBoy, although Harry wasn’t sure it would work at the castle. He’d said as much, but Dudley wanted to try anyway, and Harry couldn’t really blame him. It wasn’t as if there would be all that much for him to do at Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten. But Petunia was more concerned with gathering the last few bits of Dudley’s clothes and the few bits of summer homework he’d told her he hadn’t bothered doing yet. Although Harry didn’t think Dudley would want to do it while in Austria, lack of things to do or no.

So Harry sat in the living room alternating between watching the television and glancing anxiously at the clock. Sirius hadn’t arrived yet, and he needed to be there before they could get going as the portkey would activate at dead on one o’clock, and it was near enough time to go. At least Harry could grab his aunt and Dudley if the time dragged on a bit… but Sirius was wherever Sirius lived. Somewhere not at all within easy reach of Harry, at any rate.

As Harry switched his gaze between the clock and the TV there was a sharp knock at the door. The back door, which was… well, more than unusual. There was a gate leading to the back of the house but nobody ever used it, especially to knock the door.

Which meant…

Sirius! Harry thought. He shot up from the sofa and made his way to the back garden. A tall blond man stood behind the door, visible through the patterned glass. He didn’t look like anyone Harry knew or had seen before, and with Voldemort and the trial coming up, that was worrying. Or would be worrying if Harry wasn’t expecting Sirius to come disguised, but Moody had been shouting about vigilance and all that bollocks all year in lessons, so it did give Harry reason to pause.

“Er, who are you?” Harry asked. “Just, you know, checking. Before I let you in.”

“Good boy,” the man – Sirius? – said. “Always check. It’s me, Padfoot. Or as you already know, your uncle Dave. Here to come with you to watch you at the Summer Tournament.”

Harry nodded. That was good enough. Padfoot wasn’t a nickname known to very many people, after all, and although Harry supposed it could be Wormtail at the door, that seemed unlikely given Dumbledore’s protections around the house.

So Harry opened it to let Sirius in.

“Nice one,” Sirius said. “How d’you like the new look? It’s some muggle bloke Dumbledore got hairs from. Not too shabby—nowhere near as handsome as me, of course, but he’s easy on the eyes.”

“It’s weird looking at you when you’re someone else,” Harry said. “Although it’s not as weird as when you were Dudley, so, you know…”

“That wasn’t my favourite look,” Sirius agreed.

Harry shut the door behind him and showed him into the living room.

“We’re just waiting on my aunt and Dudley,” Harry explained as he gestured for Sirius to sit down. “I’ve been ready ages, but Dudley ‘lost’ his summer homework and my aunt wants him to take it with us.”

Sirius nodded.

“Fair enough. Hopefully they won’t be late—the portkey’s coming on soon, isn’t it?”

Harry glanced at the clock. Sirius was right. They didn’t have very long at all. But Harry knew that his aunt abhorred being late to anything, let alone something as important as a one-time-only portkey. Not even Dudley’s loudest tantrums could dissuade her from her desire for punctuality, especially when there was someone at the other end noting down who had arrived and who hadn’t. So Harry wasn’t overly worried about that, although Dudley could definitely manage to throw up some sort of obstacle if he wanted.

“I’ll just go and shout up that you’ve arrived,” Harry said. He left Sirius sitting in the living room and ran halfway up the stairs. No sense going all the way up and getting dragged into something pointless. “Aunt Petunia?” Harry shouted. “Sirius is here! Er, we’re to call him Dave. But, anyway, he’s here, and the portkey activates soon, so…”

No response from Petunia, although Harry heard a loud, dull thud that could only be Dudley. Then, after a few moments, Petunia’s voice.

“We won’t be long at all,” she said. “We’ve just got to find Dudley’s history folder and we’ll be right down!”

Harry shook his head. There was no point even trying to find the folder, as Harry knew Dudley had purposefully left it behind at Smeltings before coming home for the summer so that he wouldn’t have the resources to do his homework, but he said nothing. As long as it didn’t result in Harry missing his portkey he didn’t much care about whether Dudley did his homework or not.

Dimly, Harry heard Dudley say something or other to Petunia, although Harry couldn’t quite make out what he’d said. It was probably a lie about his folder, anyway.

Harry left them to it.

He rejoined Sirius in the living room and sat himself down in Vernon’s chair. It was the comfiest, even if it did have a big dent in it.

“They shouldn’t be long,” Harry said. “My aunt’s just trying to find Dudley’s summer homework. Then we can go.”

Sirius just nodded.

“Uncle at work, then?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Harry said. “He was going to take the day off so he could see us go, but my aunt said there’s no point. So he went in. To be honest, I think he’s looking forward to having the house all to himself, not that he’s said.” But it made sense, since Vernon liked nothing more than to vegetate after work in front of the TV with some sort of liquor… which was something Petunia didn’t approve of at all.

“You’re all ready for the tournament, then?” Sirius asked, changing the subject. “Got everything you need?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, I think so. I mean, I’ve got my wand and all my sports kit, and I’ve brought my duelling folios… but there’s not much else I can do.” Harry shrugged. “I don’t know that there’s anything else I could even bring. Tracey’s brought all her stuff as well.”

“How do you feel about your chances?” Sirius asked. “You were great in the Triwizard. Reckon you’ve got it in you to win again?”

“We’ve only just finished the Pariturium. So… I reckon we’ve got a good chance,” Harry said, hoping he didn’t come across cocky or arrogant. He thought they really did have a good chance at it, especially fresh from a win as they were. True, many of the competitors would be different from the ones they’d faced in the Pariturium, and more experienced besides, but it wasn’t as if Harry and Tracey were complete beginners either. They’d won a proper international tournament.

“I think so too,” Sirius said. “And even if you don’t, well, it’s going to be a great experience anyway. A nice bit of a holiday! A good bit of summer fun.”

Sirius probably intended it as a positive thing, but all Harry could think about was that it was a holiday away from the media circus surrounding the trial. And the end of the Triwizard Tournament. A brief distraction before Harry would be plunged in the tricky and treacherous world of the Wizengamot.

“Yeah, I suppose,” Harry said. He shrugged. “I’ve never been to Austria before. Or Italy.”

“Me either,” Sirius said. “My parents—I—well, we only ever went to France,” he said. “And mostly we just stayed here.”

Harry suppressed his curiosity. Sirius didn’t really talk about his parents much, and Harry knew he’d moved out young to live with Harry’s grandparents, and the whole subject seemed raw still. Even more than a decade later. So Harry left it alone.

“Well, I’m sure we’ll have a bit of time to go do some exploring,” Sirius said after a few moments of silence. “I know you’ll be busy with the Summer Tournament,” he continued, “and then with flight school, but I reckon we can fit some stuff in. I’ll talk with your aunt about it, see what she wants to do as well.”

Harry opened his mouth to respond but his attention was drawn by Petunia appearing at the living room door. She was dressed smartly, in a long, flowy dress and a wide-brimmed hat, and she held in one hand a handbag. Behind her was Dudley, lugging her and his own suitcases with him. He looked angry.

Petunia must have found his homework.

“Now we’re all ready,” Petunia said, smiling. “Hello, Sirius—or should I call you Dave now? Even in here?” She lowered her voice. “Harry, do we know if they’re—listening—in?”

Harry shook his head.

“No, we’re not being monitored like that. They called off the aurors, remember? But when we’re outside we should say Dave.” He glanced at Sirius for confirmation. “Right? It’s safer that way, isn’t it?”

Sirius nodded.

“Yeah, definitely. So, I’m Harry’s uncle Dave—on the father’s side. Distant uncle. So just call me Dave and we’ll all be set.”

“Wonderful,” said Petunia.

Dudley just grunted.

“When is the portkey, Harry?” asked Petunia. “Do we have enough time for a cup of tea, do you think, or—”

“Definitely not,” Harry said quickly, keen to shut that idea down as soon as possible. ‘A cup of tea’ would turn into ‘just putting in a load of washing’, which would turn into ‘just doing a little tidy-up’, and then they would miss the portkey and have to arrange another one. Assuming that was even possible. And then they might even have to go through the Ministry, which would mean Sirius’s disguise would be put under even more scrutiny, and maybe even anti-Polyjuice spells or the like. So there was absolutely no way Harry was allowing Petunia to go make a cup of tea.

Not even a glass of water. They’d have more than enough time in Austria for all of that.

“We’ve got about two minutes until it’s ready,” Harry said, although it was closer to five. Still, no sense risking it. If Petunia didn’t start doing something else then surely Dudley would try to, whether it was ‘a couple of minutes’ on the PlayStation or something else.

Dudley sighed loudly and sunk into the sofa.

“What’s a portkey, anyway?” he asked. “Mum didn’t explain.”

“Er, it’s like…” said Harry. He pulled the portkey out of his pocket. Unlike those created by the Ministry of Magic, the European Duelling Circuit’s portkey to the Summer Tournament in Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten was no mere bit of rubbish. It was a little figurine featuring a duellist in one of the more common duelling stances and was just large enough for four people to hold at once. “They can be any shape, but this one is, well, this shape,” Harry said. He shrugged. “We grab hold of it and then when it activates we sort of… er… well, it teleports us to where we need to go.” That was the simplest way of explaining it to Dudley, anyway. Harry did understand the theory behind how the portkey’s whirling vortex worked, but it would be lost on Dudley and Petunia.

Dudley eyed the statuette warily.

“That little thing is a teleportation machine?” he asked. “And it just—like you don’t even have to do anything, it just takes us there?”

Harry shrugged.

“I mean, yeah? It’s magic. They put a spell on it and then at the right time it activates and takes us where we want to go. But it only works once, so that’s why we’ve all got to be on time. And it’s really hard getting portkeys, isn’t it, Sirius? Er, Dave? So we’ve really got to just get this one.”

Sirius nodded.

“Yeah. International portkeys especially—loads more rules about them. And, honestly, I don’t fancy our chances at getting me through proper Ministry border checks like this. So… I’d appreciate being on time as well.”

“So if I just don’t touch it,” continued Dudley, “then it won’t take me? And then I don’t have to go watch the stupid tournament thing?”

“Er… well… technically, yeah,” Harry said.

“Don’t even joke about that, Dudley,” said Petunia carefully. “We’re all going. It’s going to be a nice cultural experience. You’ve never seen magical places before, so this will be very exciting!”

“Doubt it,” Dudley said immediately. “Wizards don’t have TV, I can’t take my PlayStation, none of my friends are there, and Harry said my GameBoy probably won’t work either. And it’s not like I can tell anyone else about what I see anyway, so what’s the point?”

Harry supposed that was fair, although he wasn’t especially inclined to be charitable if Dudley messed up the portkey. Harry was going to the Summer Tournament. He hadn’t wanted to a few weeks ago, but now that he was sat waiting for the portkey, he was adamant he was going to attend. If not for his own sake, for Tracey’s.

“Well, darling,” said Petunia, “sometimes experiences are worth having just for themselves and not for what you can tell other people about them. And I’m quite sure we’ll all have a wonderful time in Austria—and if not, there’s always Rome the week after. Don’t you want to see all the Roman things there?”

“I suppose,” Dudley said. “I was more interested in Greece, since at least there’s a pool and we’ll have normal stuff about. But Rome is just more wizard stuff.”

All of that was perfectly fair reasoning. The next fortnight really was all about Harry and Harry’s things, so he could see why Dudley was being a little shit about it. Harry wouldn’t have minded if Dudley stayed home, but he knew Petunia didn’t want to leave Dudley unsupervised. Although she pretended otherwise, Harry knew she knew that Dudley was prone to less than stellar behaviour. So that wasn’t an option.

“You know, I’ve heard that the Summer Tournament has amazing food,” Sirius said. “And there’s elf service for all guests staying at the castle, so you get your own personal butler. Whenever you want, just call and they’re there. So…”

That seemed to perk Dudley up. He sat there nodding.

“And we’ve brought enough batteries?” Dudley asked Petunia.

“Yes, darling—lots.”

“Well… I suppose…”

“Portkey’s about to go!” Harry said. “Everyone grab on. And, er, keep hold of your stuff—it’s probably going to be rough.”

Harry held out the statue and grabbed it at the base, his bag in his other hand. Portkeys were rough enough as it was, and Harry assumed the international variant would be even worse. One by one Sirius, Petunia, and Dudley grabbed hold of the statue, and when the minute came, the portkey yanked them all through its swirling vortex.

*

After entirely too long spent whirling across time and space Harry, his aunt and Dudley, and Sirius were spat out at the other end. They emerged into an immaculate and grand entryway with dozens of other people. Portkeys from all over Europe had activated all at once to deposit their charges in Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten’s grand entryway.

If the rest of the castle was anything like the entryway, Harry expected it to be absolutely massive. And well turned out, too, as the floors were polished marble. Elaborate and ornate woodwork graced the walls and ceilings, along with detailed paintings. Murals and frescoes, all in vivid colours. No expense had been spared on the ornamentation, with what looked to be several suits of solid gold armour resting in alcoves around the room.

Amidst it all were the dozens upon dozens of voices, all joined in a cacophonous chorus as the arrivals all started talking to one another.

Sirius whistled.

“Nice bit of castle, this,” he said. “I wonder what our rooms will be like.”

“Yeah, it looks great,” muttered Harry, casting his gaze around the cavernous room in search of where to go and what to do next. He saw no obvious place to go at first, at least until he looked again and realised people were making their way towards a little kiosk that had been set up further into the entrance hall. “I think we’ve got to go this way,” Harry said, pointing so that his aunt and Sirius could see. Harry picked up his bag and started off in that direction, although Sirius reached out a hand to stop him.

“Hang on a second,” Sirius said. He nodded towards Harry’s aunt and cousin. “Your aunt and Dudley are still, er… recovering… from the portkey.”

Dudley looked as if he were about to be violently sick, everywhere, and Petunia was unsteady on her feet. A rather large queue was forming by the kiosk, so Harry didn’t want to dawdle too long, but it didn’t seem as if he had much choice. He’d likely need Petunia or Sirius to sign in since he was underage, and Harry did feel apprehensive about leaving his aunt and Dudley alone in a foreign wizards’ castle, so he stuck around and waited.

As Harry watched the queue grow larger and larger and more attendees joined it he heard a familiar voice call his name.

“Harry!” Tracey said. “I’m so glad I found you—now we can check in together!”

Harry turned in the direction of her voice and saw Tracey, along with her dad, Colin, and her youngest brother, Ffransis.

“I’m just waiting for my aunt and Dudley to get better from the portkey,” Harry explained with a little gesture. “They got a bit ill.” He shrugged. “Oh, this is my uncle Dave,” Harry said. “Dave, this is my friend Tracey, and her father Colin. Er, and her little brother, Ffransis.”

Colin strode forward and offered his hand for Sirius to shake. Harry left them to it and spoke to Tracey instead.

“Oh, it’s fine,” Tracey said. “It’s probably better to wait a bit anyway—that queue looks awful! No point getting caught in it yet anyway. Have you seen anyone else from Hogwarts arrive yet? I mean, they must be here already, since the portkeys were all set for the same time, but I haven’t seen anyone.”

Harry shook his head. He hadn’t, although to be fair, he hadn’t looked. But he knew there weren’t all that many of them anyway – just him and Tracey; Cedric Diggory and Jasper Flickey; Fred Weasley; and Hermione Granger.

“No, but I bet Diggory and Flickey are here somewhere. Can’t imagine they’d skip it. Or Weasley,” Harry said. Granger was harder to place, especially if her parents were hesitant to attend an all-wizard event with her. “I suppose we’ll see in a bit.”

“Yeah,” agreed Tracey. “I can’t wait to get started! Did you know we get our own private practise room? Isn’t that cool? So nobody can watch us and learn what we’re going to be doing. I’ve been so excited since I got the invitation all I’ve been doing is practising my sequences. It’s been driving Dad mad since I’ve got home!”

“At least you’ve been able to practise the actual spells,” Harry said. “I’ve had to make do with just the movements.”

“I’m really lucky that Nan agreed to watch me,” Tracey said, “otherwise Mam or Dad wouldn’t have let me do magic in the holidays. But we’re here now, so we can practise as much as we want! Well, after we get checked in.”

Harry nodded.

“Just a sec.” Harry turned to face his aunt again. She looked a bit better – steadier on her feet, at any rate – although Dudley still seemed a bit worse for wear. At least he hadn’t been sick. “Aunt Petunia, do you think you and Dudley are feeling well enough to go check in yet? I’m sure once we get to our rooms you can have a proper rest. International portkeys are a bit rougher than we expected.” Which was perfectly true, although that had affected Petunia and Dudley more than either Harry or Sirius.

Harry wondered whether it was due to Petunia and Dudley being muggles, or Harry and Sirius’s greater experience using portkeys. Maybe both. But even allowing for that, Harry just wanted to get a move on. It felt pointless to be standing around doing nothing outside of the queue for the check-in when they could be standing around doing nothing inside of the queue for the check-in.

“I think so,” Petunia said. “Duddy, darling—are you ready to move on? I know it’s a little bit—uncomfortable—travelling this way, but it does go away after you start moving again.”

“I’m not sure I want to do that again,” Dudley said after a few moments. Harry bit back his reply. Dudley would have to do it again at least three more times, since Harry doubted Petunia would allow him to stay home all summer without her supervision. “Let’s go, then. I want to get to our room so we can find our butler. I want to see what wizard food is like.”

“Butler?” asked Tracey quietly as the group moved off towards the queue.

“House elves,” Harry explained. “Si—Dave mentioned how they’re kind of like a personal muggle butler. And there’s elf service for all guests here, so…” Harry shrugged. The idea of elf service for all the guests was a little bit off-putting, but there was nothing Harry could do about any of that, and perhaps elves in Austria had different rights to those back home.

They joined the queue and waited for their turn. While they waited, Harry introduced Petunia and Dudley to Colin, and let his aunt speak with him and Sirius to give her something to do while they all waited. Dudley had already got out his GameBoy.

Harry nudged him.

“Is that even working?” Harry asked. He was genuinely curious, as highly magical locales often caused problems with muggle electronics. He knew of several muggleborns who’d brought similar things to Hogwarts – including digital wristwatches – that had malfunctioned spectacularly.

“Yeah,” grunted Dudley. “The screen’s flickering a bit, but it’s not too bad.”

“Fair enough,” said Harry. At least Dudley had a way to keep himself entertained. That should give everyone some space to enjoy themselves, as a bored Dudley was a destructive Dudley, and without his usual ways to channel it… well, Harry didn’t want the distraction.

Harry spent the rest of his time queuing talking with Tracey about their upcoming duels. Both of them steadfastly avoided mentioning the trial or Lucius Malfoy, something for which Harry was immensely grateful. He knew he would have to thank Colin for providing a character reference, and his presence at the Summer Tournament would make that much easier. But that could wait until later. For the moment, Harry wanted to enjoy being a normal teenager.

When it was finally his turn, Harry stepped up to the kiosk and looked for an open attendant. There was a cheerful-looking wizard with a spot open, so Harry filled it before anyone else came by to take it.

“Hello,” Harry said. “I’m not sure what we’re meant to be doing,” he continued, “but I suppose this is where we sign in? I’m Harry Potter. I should be on the list—I’ve got my invitation with me somewhere, hang on…”

The wizard waved a hand dismissively.

“No need for that,” said the wizard, his English only slightly accented. “Everyone here is here because they were sent a portkey.” He scanned a list in front of him. “Potter, Potter… ah, there we are. You’re signed up to the Novice Doubles, is that right? That’s what we’ve got here.”

“Yeah,” said Harry. “My partner’s actually just there—checking in with the witch next but one.” Harry glanced over at Tracey.

“Wonderful,” said the wizard. “Well, all that’s in order. Let me just tick you off there…” He muttered something too quiet for Harry to hear and then scratched something onto his parchment with his quill. “We need to check your wand in—and your guardians’ wands—and then we can show you to your rooms.”

“Right,” Harry said. He grabbed his wand and handed it over to the wizard, then glanced back at Sirius, who was stood talking to Petunia. “Er, Dave? We need to check in your wand.” Harry looked back at the check in wizard. “Oh, my, er, my aunt is a muggle—so she doesn’t have a wand, obviously. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine,” the wizard said as he did something with Harry’s wand. “It’s not like muggles can get up to much mischief anyway.” The wizard took down Sirius’s false name and then Sirius handed over his wand, too. After that it was just a matter of waiting for the wizard to be done. After a few moments the wizard gave back both wands. “Your rooms are in the East Wing. Your wands are your keys. It’s a bit of a maze in there so if you go through the main doors one of our elves will see you through the rest of the castle.”

“Right,” said Harry. “And then…?”

“There’s an information pack in your room,” the wizard explained. “It’s all in there. If you’ve got any questions just call an elf and they’ll fetch a human member of staff if it’s needed. Enjoy your stay, and good luck in the competition.”

Harry nodded and led Sirius, his aunt, and Dudley away from the kiosk. The route out of the entrance hall was clearly marked, so Harry followed along it until they emerged into a room not unlike Hogwarts’s grand stairwell. Unlike Hogwarts, however, there was a veritable horde of house elves lingering about the area. Harry had never seen so many of the diminutive magical creatures in one place before. The strangest thing wasn’t that there were so many, however, but that they were waiting in complete, utter silence.

It was unnerving.

“Oh!” said Petunia when she saw the elves. “These must be the… the elves,” she said quietly, just loud enough for Harry to hear. Harry assumed she didn’t want to offend the elves by talking about them where they could hear, but from what Harry knew about how wizards generally treated elves, they’d likely heard far worse and as comments directed to them.

Dudley hadn’t looked up from his GameBoy.

“Er, excuse me?” Harry said to the nearest elf. “Hello, I was just wondering if you could show us to our rooms? I’m Harry Potter and this is my uncle Dave—we’ve just checked in.”

The elf, which Harry thought was a female although it was hard to tell since she was completely bald, jumped at Harry’s address.

“Yes, of course, Mr Potter sir,” she said in a deep, heavily accented, voice. “Nieblitz is doing this. Come, follow.” The elf set off at once, winding a path through the elves and into the castle’s interior. They passed through a series of exquisitely decorated corridors and hallways, up marble staircases and across balconies and catwalks as their elf, Nieblitz, showed them the way to their rooms.

Harry tried to memorise the route as he went, but the sheer number of twists and turns made it difficult, not to mention the entirely unfamiliar setting. The one fortunate thing was that unlike Hogwarts, the layout of Hexenhochburg seemed to be more or less fixed. A small mercy. With luck, Sirius or Petunia would have had an easier time of it, so at least someone would know how to get back to the main part of the castle.

Harry rather doubted it, though. Petunia seemed more interested in the artwork and Sirius was staring morosely at their elf. Nieblitz stopped outside a non-descript hallway and gestured for them to move forward.

“Here is the rooms,” she said, gesturing to a thick wooden door set back within an alcove, flanked by a pair of gargoyles. “Use the wands to open the door. If you is needing anything, please call Nieblitz. Thank you sirs and madam. Is there anything else you needs?”

“Er, no,” said Harry. “I think we’re alright for now.” He glanced at Sirius and Petunia. “Right?”

“I’m good,” Sirius said. He shrugged. “Keen to get inside the room, to be honest.”

“I could do with a spot of tea,” Petunia said. “Is there a kettle in the room?”

“Nieblitz is bringing tea right away, frau!” squeaked the elf. She disappeared with a pop, which jerked Dudley away from his game.

“We’re here,” Harry said to him as he glanced around. Dudley grunted something unintelligible as a response.

“I’ll just unlock the door then,” Sirius said. He tapped his wand against the keyhole and it swung open. He gestured, did a half bow. “After you.”

Petunia stepped inside the room, and then Harry and Dudley followed.

Inside was every bit as sumptuous as the rest of the castle. Hardly modern by any stretch of the word, the furniture in the room was nevertheless exquisitely turned out. Rich, plush fabrics over hardwood frames for the chairs and sofas in the main room sat atop a shiny polished floor, all in natural colours – browns, greens, even a hint of red. Several dozing portraits sat on the walls, along with a great big tapestry depicting a witch Harry didn’t recognise. There were five separate doors set apart from the main room, four along one wall and one along the opposite.

Almost immediately upon getting inside Petunia did her usual hotel-room checks. She ran her fingers over the tops of tables, under the rims, and up on the higher up spaces to check for dirt. She even checked around the portraits.

“It’s very clean,” she declared when she was done. “Very clean. Of course, I’ll have to look at the bathroom, and the bedrooms, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen a hotel room this clean before.” Her gaze lingered on the top of a portrait frame. “Not even a speck of dust!”

“House elves,” Sirius explained. “A good elf is worth its weight in gold. More, even.”

“Marvellous creatures,” Petunia said. “I’ll have to ask her for some tips—although I suppose they just use magic.” She sighed. “I’m going to look in the bedrooms and the bathrooms!” she said and disappeared through the door set on its own.

Dudley sank into one of the plush armchairs. He put his GameBoy to one side.

“That elf,” Dudley said. “She said we can just call her if we want something. But she didn’t say how.”

“Call her name and then she’ll appear,” Sirius said. “Although—and don’t take this the wrong way—I’m not sure if elves can hear when muggles call them.” He shrugged. “Not sure if they can hear us from our magic or theirs, see.”

Harry thought that over. That was an interesting thought, that wizards were using their own magic to call for house elves, although Harry didn’t think it worked like that. It just felt wrong to him – the magic was surely on the elves’ side. From everything had had read and heard about elves, that seemed more likely.

He said as much.

“I think it’s probably the elf magic that lets them hear us,” Harry started to say. “I read a thing and—”

Nieblitz reappeared in the room with a loud pop carrying a tray with a dainty cup and a fancy porcelain teapot on it.

“Tea for Frau Potter,” Nieblitz said.

Mortified at the thought, Harry forgot what he was about to say and jumped to correct the elf instead.

“It’s Dursley, actually—I’m the only one called Potter,” Harry said. But of course, nobody had taken down Petunia or Dudley’s names, as muggles were invisible to wizards. And house elves too, apparently.

“Muuuum!” shouted Dudley. “That elf’s brought you tea.” He turned towards Nieblitz. “So, you can bring us anything? Like… snacks and drinks and that stuff?”

“Yes, Nieblitz is doing this,” said the elf. “If we has it at the castle, Nieblitz can bring it to you.”

“Brilliant,” Dudley said. “So, have you got any biscuits? Some sweets? Or a sandwich—I don’t mind what one, as long as there’s no pickles in it. Maybe some sausages? Germans like sausages, don’t they? So you should have—”

“Dudley, leave the poor wom—elf alone,” said Petunia, sailing back into the room with a big smile on her face. Euphoric from seeing a bathroom cleaner than she’d ever thought possible, Harry assumed. “There’s going to be a feast later so you won’t want to fill up on rubbish. Thank you for the tea, Nieblitz,” Petunia said, taking the tea tray from the elf and placing it onto one of the small tables in the room.

“Yes, madam frau! Nieblitz is at your command. Please do not be waiting to call Nieblitz whenever you need something!” The little elf bowed and disappeared from the room with a pop.

“We don’t even know what time food will be, Mum,” muttered Dudley. “Now we’ve got to wait ages…”

“I’m going to check the bedrooms and then read that information thing the wizard said about,” Harry said, keen to get away. Harry retreated to his bedroom with his bag and sat down to read the orientation documents.

*

Dinner – a grand welcoming feast held in Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten’s grand dining hall – was at eight o’clock sharp. Petunia had insisted everyone dress as smartly as possible for the occasion, clearly terrified at the thought of being seen in anything less than the utmost finery. Harry acquiesced and threw on one of his nicer robes. Even combed his hair, not that it really did anything to tame the wildness. Twenty minutes before the feast began Sirius suggested they call Nieblitz to ask for directions to the dining hall, and the elf led them all through the castle towards their destination. Once inside, Harry saw a grand room not unlike the Hogwarts Great Hall.

Grand, almost impossibly large floor-to-ceiling windows flanked the sides of the dining hall, some with transparent glass and others with exquisite stained glass depicting scenes from the castle’s storied history. The thin stone walls between the windows sported narrow tapestries and banners whose emblems and sigils Harry didn’t know the significance of. An absurdly long table sat right in the middle of the hall with easily two hundred spaces laid out. Animated suits of armour stood between each of the windows, occasionally moving an arm or a leg, although most seemed quite content to remain still. Some of them patrolled the dining hall. Many of the other attendees had filtered into the hall and had taken seats, although just as many hadn’t.

Tracey found them just inside the dining hall.

“Ooh, great!” she said as she rushed forward to greet Harry. “We can sit together!” In an undertone, said to Harry only, she added, “And I’ve managed to pick up a—guest.” She glanced back at where her father and brother were stood with an unknown man, woman, and – Hermione Granger. “Sorry,” Tracey continued, “but she hasn’t been that bad. So far.”

Harry fought the urge to groan. It wasn’t as if Granger was nasty, exactly. She just had a manner that, particularly in the context of school and lessons, happened to grate. Well, Harry could put up with that for a single week, at least. And if Tracey didn’t think she’d been that bad, maybe Granger was a little more bearable outside of school.

Or so Harry hoped.

Without lessons and teachers about, Harry thought Granger might manage to focus on something other than getting questions right or showing off how much she’d learned. And if not, well… the Summer Tournament only lasted the week and he could spend most of it practising with Tracey in their private training area.

And that was that. The three groups merged into one awkward mass as they filtered into the grand dining hall at Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten.

“How lovely to meet you all,” said Granger’s mother as Harry, his aunt, Sirius, and Dudley approached with Tracey’s family. “I’m Prudence, and this is my husband, Barnaby; we’re Hermione’s parents.”

Harry didn’t think she even had to explain that. The resemblance between her and her daughter was quite clear, right down to the bushy hair and large teeth, though Granger’s nose was more like her father’s. Apart from that, though, they had the same kind of cadence in their speech and held themselves in much the same way. And Granger’s parents seemed like what Vernon would call ‘uppity Londoners’, the sort of people who worked professional jobs and lived terribly middle-class lives. Of course, Vernon was himself a member of the middle class who worked in London and sent his son to a public boarding school, but Harry supposed that sort of disdain never really was logical. Vernon probably thought it different because he didn’t live in London and considered himself a more salt of the earth type.

But looking at Granger’s parents it was easy to see how and why Granger had turned out the way she had. A mystery solved, not that he’d been especially keen to find out.

“How do you do?” asked Petunia politely. “I’m Petunia Dursley, Harry’s aunt, and this is—this is—Dave, Harry’s uncle.”

“Lovely to meet you,” Sirius said.

“I understand that you and your husband are muggles, too,” said Prudence. “I have to admit that it’s nice not to be the only ones—we had worried, you see. We’ve never been able to do something like this with Hermione’s school, so we thought maybe we’d be the only muggles here.”

“Oh, Heavens no!” exclaimed Petunia. “Dave isn’t my husband—he’s—”

“We’re definitely not married,” Sirius said, sounding almost as mortified as Petunia at the thought. “And I’m a wizard.”

“Dave is my uncle from my father’s side,” said Harry, jumping in before anyone got the wrong idea. Sirius and his aunt, married? Awful. Unmarried and cohabiting? Worse.

“But there aren’t any relatives on your father’s side,” Granger said. “I remember, because it was in—”

“Distant uncle,” Harry said. “From my father’s mother’s side. It doesn’t matter. Shall we take our seats? The table is filling up and we don’t want to be separated, do we?”

Harry strode off, glancing back at Tracey to get her to follow with her dad and brother. Anything to end the painful conversation that had been taking place… and anything to stop Granger from digging into Sirius’s cover story too deeply.

Harry found a spot on the big feast table that would fit everyone – reluctantly, since he didn’t think spending the evening with Granger and her parents was something he wanted to do – and waited for everyone else to sit down.
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Once everyone had found a seat, Harry was disappointed to see that the arrangements weren’t quite how he would have liked them. He’d got to sit next to Sirius, which was nice, but on his other side was Granger, and then her mother. Just past them were Petunia and Dudley, and then Granger’s father. Tracey, her father, and brother all sat to the other side of Sirius. Soon enough the grand feast table filled up with all the other guests as they found their way from their rooms to the dining hall.

Floating candelabras meandered throughout the dining room lazily, their choreography no doubt handled by some charm or other as they rotated around a central crystal chandelier. An enchanted orchestra provided soothing dinnertime music from a spot midway along the grand hall. And over it all more than a dozen different languages coming from all parts of the room. Harry felt like he might have been overwhelmed if not for the practise he’d had with a similar situation over the Triwizard Tournament.

And there weren’t nearly as many people at Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten. More languages, but fewer people, and that was manageable.

“Have you read the orientation papers, Harry?” asked Granger while they waited for the feast to officially begin.

Harry thought her use of his forename was a bit forward, especially since they weren’t on those terms at school, but said nothing. He supposed they were on holiday, sort of, and it was a bit weird to keep to the formal tradition of surnames until you were friendlier. They were literally eating dinner together. And it was likely to make Harry appear rude if he insisted otherwise, so he let it go.

“Yes, I took a look when we went to the rooms,” Harry said. “I’m glad we’ve got so many training days, to be honest. I’m feeling a bit rusty since we got back for the summer.”

“It’s a real shame students aren’t allowed to practise spellwork during the summer,” Granger said. “I understand why, of course, but in situations like this one it would have been very helpful for us to have been able to cast spells, wouldn’t it?”

“Definitely,” said Harry, glad the conversation was going somewhere he could keep it going. “Tracey’s been able to do some proper spellwork already. Don’t get me wrong, I understand why muggleborn and muggle raised wizards can’t do magic at home, but it’d be nice if we could do it too, wouldn’t it? I’ve been stuck doing movements without actual casting and it’s a real pain.”

Granger appeared surprised at that.

“What do you mean?” she asked. “Tracey was casting spells? I thought we weren’t allowed to cast spells at home! We all get the letters at the end of the year saying so.”

“Oh, er…” Harry said. It seemed like Granger hadn’t known wizard-raised students could cast magic at home. Enforcement of that particular law was down to parents, and some parents were rather lax with it. “Well… they only investigate when the Trace goes off for muggleborns and people like me,” Harry said. “So if you live in a magical home, if your Trace goes off they don’t bother to investigate.” Harry hadn’t enjoyed learning that piece of information either, since it seemed to put him at a disadvantage, but then again he had been able to get away with some summer spellwork at Ernie’s summer house.

But Granger seemed even more put out by it. She sat there with a great big frown on her face.

“That isn’t very fair at all,” she complained. She turned to her mother. “Mum, did you hear that? Wizard-raised students are allowed to do magic at home in the summers. It’s just another example of the unjust institutional structures I was telling you about. So that means they get to practise magic in the summers, but I have to sit at home doing nothing.”

“Technically, no one is supposed to do magic at home,” Harry said, trying to smooth over the situation. “It’s just that, if your parents don’t mind, you can cast spells. Er, but I’m sure not all parents will allow it. I know Tracey said hers only let her do it under supervision, you know, because it can be dangerous…”

“Yes, but do you really think families like the Malfoys follow those rules? Or the Parkinsons?” Granger continued. “I don’t think so.”

The Malfoys. Harry winced. He’d been doing so well in not thinking about the trial, too, but now he kept wondering how Lawmage Spellman was getting on with the case prep. Wondered what the Malfoys had said to their own lawmage, that Gavelwood woman.

Even wondered what was in the papers, which he’d steadfastly refused to read so that they didn’t ruin his week at the Summer Tournament.

“But the two of us—and all the other muggleborns—we’ve got to wait until we get to school to do any magic at all! And that’s not fair, is it?” continued Granger. “And that’s on top of all of the other advantages wizard raised students have over us to begin with. It’s just one thing after another.”

On that, Granger wasn’t wrong at all. Harry had thought much the same himself. Some countries solved that by removing muggleborns from their parents at the first signs of magic to be raised as wizards… but that didn’t seem like a good solution to Harry. Not one he would have wanted, anyway. He’d lost one family already and didn’t feel much like he’d have wanted to lose another one. Muggle or not, Petunia, Dudley, and Vernon were his family.

“You’re not wrong,” Harry agreed. “But really, what can we do? It’s just the way things are. And there are ways around it—you know, you could go to Diagon Alley and places like that to practise. And even muggleborns can go there as much as they want, even in the summer. I heard that from—”

Harry stopped talking as a witch at the far end of the table stood and tapped out a series of notes from her wand. The grand dining hall quietened.

“Good evening, witches and wizards—and to our muggle guests, whoever you may be,” she said in Latin. Harry’s Latin was much improved from his earliest days at Hogwarts, but he made a special point to concentrate so that he didn’t miss anything. Although he could reasonably be said to ‘speak Latin’, he didn’t feel fluent in it. But he supposed it was the most sensible language for the Circuit to use to communicate with wizards from all over Europe.

“What’s she saying, darling?” Harry heard Granger mother ask her.

“I’ll explain after,” Granger said.

“Tonight we convene the 1995 European Duelling Circuit’s Under-21 Summer Tournament,” continued the witch. “We are so very pleased that all of you could join us here. You are the very best young duellists that Europe has to offer and we are all looking forward to seeing just what you can all do! Before we enjoy the marvellous feast I would like to remind everyone that orientation for duellists will begin at eight o’clock tomorrow morning in the entrance hall. With that out of the way, please, everyone enjoy the feast!”

The witch sat back down, and as she did, mountains of food appeared on the table. Platters and dishes and tureens filled with all sorts of things, some of it familiar to Harry and some of it not. It seemed as if the organisers had created a menu which drew from the cuisines all over Europe. It was like the Triwizard Tournament’s selection of foods only on a much grander scale. Harry stuck to the things he knew.

“My Latin’s a bit rusty,” Sirius said, “but I think she said about the orientation tomorrow? That’s good, isn’t it? So you can get started right away. You’ll be wanting to work out a strategy, I bet.”

“Definitely,” Harry said. “I mean, we’ve only just finished from the Pariturium so we’ve got a good idea what we’ll do, but…”

“I was planning on trying a different approach for the Summer Tournament,” Granger said from beside Harry. “You might think about doing that, too.”

Harry glanced over at Granger. That made sense for Granger – she’d been knocked out of the Pariturium and had only won the invitation to the Summer Tournament because Harry and Draco had forfeited the finals. Marching on with her strategy unaltered seemed like a recipe for failure once more. But Harry and Tracey had won the doubles competition. They’d come out of it undefeated, the unequivocal winners of the Novice Doubles. Changing too much risked ruining their synergy.

“We still need to talk about our tactics,” Harry said politely, “but we wouldn’t want to mess around too much with what let us win.” He paused to eat some of the sausage-thingy in a weird sauce he’d put onto his plate, then looked over at Granger again. “But we will try to add some surprises, I suppose. Some of the people here will have seen us duel, or read about it, I bet.”

“Oh, yes,” said Granger’s mother, leaning slightly closer. “Hermione told me that you and Tracey won the paired competition. Not that she needed to, of course, because we do get that paper of yours delivered to the house. When Hermione said that we could do that we were honestly thrilled, because it’s so hard for people like us to keep up with all the goings on in your world. Although I bet your aunt and uncle feel the same way!”

“My uncle—er, Vernon, the one back in England, not Dave—gets the paper as well,” Harry decided to say, although the subscription was really Harry’s that Harry tended not to read. Vernon enjoyed it, anyway. “But I see what you mean. It is hard for muggles to get involved—nothing in our world is really set up for it.”

Which was a massive understatement, given that the Ministry considered muggles something akin to children.

“You know,” said Sirius, “I’ve never really thought about it before, but that’s true, isn’t it? Even just getting to the Alley to buy school stuff—or toys, or something like that—is a nightmare for muggles. Can’t even see The Leaky Cauldron until a wizard shows you.”

“Well, we did have that day trip put on by the school,” Prudence said, “when all of us parents of the muggleborns got to go down to London together to be shown in. I suppose they must have put on a few of those days, since I don’t recall seeing you or your family there, Harry. But it was very helpful for us. I do think more could have been done along those lines, of course—I haven’t even seen Hogwarts. Well, aside from pictures and books but that isn’t quite the same.”

“It’s just the one day, actually, Mum,” Granger said. “Harry wasn’t there.”

“Ah, because your parents are magical, I suppose? And your aunt already knew how…”

“Something like that,” Harry muttered, keen not to get into the nitty-gritty of it.

“It was because in our first year Sirius Black escaped from prison, I think,” Granger said. “You remember that man on television? The one who escaped from prison but the news never said where?” Granger said. “That was Black. He’s a very dangerous wizard, and he was thought to be looking for Harry. I imagine that’s why Professor Flitwick took you on your own, wasn’t it, Harry?” asked Granger.

Quite how that little morsel had made its way to Granger Harry couldn’t say, but it was more or less true. Not quite, as Harry probably would have attended with the muggleborns if his aunt hadn’t got cold feet at the last minute and tried to stop him attending Hogwarts altogether, but that seemed like unnecessary detail. Not something he wanted to get into with Granger at any rate. Harry glanced over at Sirius, who was sat there eating calmly as if he wasn’t being talked about. As if he had barely an idea of who Sirius Black even was.

Harry hadn’t kept it a secret that he’d been taken to Diagon Alley by Flitwick. He’d mentioned it to people, friends, in the first few weeks of term. Since it wasn’t a secret. It just felt strange that the information had found its way to Granger of all people.

“Er, yeah, that’s part of it,” Harry said. “And I was late answering my letter.” He shrugged. Tried to think of some way to change the topic of conversation to one less predicated on Harry and his goings on. One a bit less close to Sirius, as even though there was no earthly reason for anyone to connect Sirius Black with ‘Harry’s uncle Dave’, it felt stupid to be talking about Sirius in public at all. Much easier to just not mention it at all.

If only Tracey had been sat next to Granger instead. Harry knew she’d have been able to keep up any number of different topics of conversation as naturally as breathing. Next to her, Harry felt like a socially awkward troll. Granger liked school, so Harry picked that as a topic. A bland and safe conversation about her options. That should work.

“What optionals did you take for next year, Gr—Hermione?” Harry asked.

“I wanted to choose all of them!” Granger said. “Except Divination. But Professor McGonagall said there literally wasn’t enough time in the timetable for that.” Granger actually seemed disappointed she couldn’t do five optional OWLs.  She was frowning and everything, like the very idea still smarted.

Mad.

“So I had to choose. I had to do Arithmancy, of course,” Granger said. “It was my favourite subject last year. And Ancient Runes, since it’s so important for everything. I had to think about Alchemy because Professor Dee’s lessons are all a bit… well, you know … but in the end I thought it was best to try. And I did think about doing Magizoology on top, but Professor McGonagall said that four on top of Triple-As might be a bad idea.” She paused, glanced around as if checking anyone was listening. “And, to be honest, I’m not a big fan of Mr Hagrid’s teaching style. Professor Grubbly-Plank is alright but the lessons weren’t really my thing. So I put myself down for it but I might drop it by Hallowe’en. Depending.”

That was a lot of words to say ‘I chose Triple-As,’ but Harry didn’t mind too much. He’d wanted to find a topic Granger could talk about, after all. And with Granger doing all the same subjects as Harry, Harry assumed he’d be seeing a lot of her over the next year. Best to start amicably.

So Harry just nodded along as he helped himself to a second portion of whatever the stew he’d been eating was. It was delicious, even if the meat did taste like nothing he’d ever eaten before.

“Those are what I picked as well,” Harry said. “Er, well, except Ancient Runes—Snape picked that for me. Wouldn’t let me do two. So I’m doing Triple-As as well. I did think about doing Magizoology too, but… well, I didn’t pick it. Triple As is enough for me I reckon.”

“Oh, you enjoy Alchemy as well?” said Granger, brightening. “You know, I’m the only one in Gryffindor who liked it? Nobody else can stand the lessons. I know Professor Dee is a bit strange but honestly, the subject is just so interesting I don’t think it matters!”

Harry nodded along. Now, that was a subject he could talk about. Even with Granger.

“Definitely. And you know, they do say that all alchemists are a bit eccentric, don’t they? Look at Dumbledore. So really…”

The rest of the feast passed by like that, the ice broken. As Harry made his way back to his room with his family and Sirius he reflected on the sheer oddity of spending an evening with Granger and having enjoyed it, but he supposed stranger things had happened to people while on holiday.

*

Harry got up especially early the next day so he could have a read over the orientation packet before heading down to the entrance hall for the orientation proper. Sirius and Petunia came with him, although Dudley stayed in bed. The meeting saw everyone split off into their various categories and told the location of their personal training rooms.

That was particularly exciting for Harry, as he’d never had a dedicated, properly outfitted space for duelling practise. Group sessions of Duelling Club in the Great Hall were nice, and his and Tracey’s little hideaway in the dungeons made for a passable locale, but neither was a special dedicated training room. But it had to wait until after breakfast, since nobody had eaten and Harry didn’t want to spend all morning sparring on an empty stomach. For breakfast, Dudley joined them in the dining hall, directed there by Nieblitz. Unlike for the feast the previous night, Hexenhochburg’s dining hall saw dozens upon dozens of small, intimate tables scattered throughout the cavernous room.

Harry found that he preferred it that way, as although he couldn’t sit with Tracey or her family, he could at least sit with his own family without any distractions. And it was nice to have a morning chat with Sirius and his aunt… and even Dudley, who seemed quite excited by the idea of food magically appearing on his plate once it was requested. Finally, after a breakfast that had in Harry’s opinion dragged on far too long, Harry was able to make his way to his training room with Tracey.

Along with everyone else in their entourage.

“…I’m quite looking forward to the excursions in the afternoons,” Harry heard Petunia say to Sirius and Colin as they walked through the castle. “I’ve never been to Vienna before, and certainly I’ve never seen the magical part of Vienna!”

Excursions. His aunt was excited about the excursions. Well, that was typical for Petunia, but Harry didn’t much feel like wasting any time with them. Not that he had much choice about it, as the training spaces were blocked off after lunch and everyone had to participate in the ‘cultural activities’ put on by the EDC. But at least everyone else would be in the same boat and he wouldn’t be disadvantaged by his aunt’s desire for cultural enrichment.

Small mercies.

Harry tuned out the adults’ conversation and focused on his and Tracey’s instead.

“I think we should get started on our combos,” Tracey was saying. “We did really well with them in the Triwizard but I think we can make it smoother.”

“Definitely,” Harry said. “I read in the packet they gave us the rooms have even got, you know, training dummies and all that, so we can get really, properly into it.” With training dummies and proper, professional duelling equipment, Harry thought they could take their training to the next level. They could practise proper levitation combos, battle transfigurations… anything! And with Sirius and Colin on hand, as well as the EDC’s officials, even if they broke things it could all be fixed up in no time at all.

So to say Harry was excited about it all was an understatement.

Soon enough they found their way to the training room and Harry went inside. It was more or less how Harry had expected it to be.

Against the wall with the door was a seating area – a handful of chairs with a couple of small tables, all in a non-descript kind of wood without much in the way of ornamentation. Then, within the room itself, were a few target dummies in a few different sizes strewn throughout.

“It’s so big,” Tracey said. “I thought it’d be smaller than this!”

“I reckon it’s about half the size of a duelling arena,” Harry said, looking from one end of the room to the other. Definitely enough space for them to practise in, anyway. Especially all of the manoeuvres they’d need for their end of the arena.

“It’s a bit like a boxing gym,” Petunia said once inside. “Isn’t it, Dudley?”

Dudley looked up from his GameBoy.

“Yeah, a bit,” he said. “I suppose.” He sat himself down in one of the chairs.

“Well, don’t mind us,” Petunia said as she put her bag down on one of the tables and took a seat herself. “We’ll just be watching along here.”

“Could have done with something like this when I was your age,” Sirius said with a low whistle. “Nice set up.”

“Did you duel yourself, Dave?” Harry heard Colin ask. “I don’t remember you at Hogwarts, so maybe your school was a bit more adventurous with it.”

“Er… not exactly,” Sirius said.

Harry ignored them. Sirius could fend for himself, had surely crafted a proper false identity before they’d even stepped foot in Austria. He could handle a casual conversation with Colin.

“So, right,” Harry said. “Shall we get started with a few basic openers, then see about the combos? I think we can improve our Levitation Combo if we practise a bit more.”

“Let’s do that,” agreed Tracey. “Let’s do that this morning, and tomorrow we can try out this hex combo I saw in Duellist’s Friend…”

Harry and Tracey spent the rest of the morning at their practise, trading spells with one another and working on their Levitation Combos. By the end of the session the target dummies had spent more time in the air than they had on the wooden floor, and Harry felt quite glad at what they’d managed to achieve. If nothing else, it was a nice little session that got him back into the groove of spell casting. More than that, it got his mind off Lucius Malfoy and the horcruxes, and that was priceless.

As everyone walked away from the training room and towards the dining hall for lunch, Harry felt quite relaxed. He practically had a spring in his step. He even managed to think ahead towards the excursions.

“So, what’s today’s activity, then?” Harry asked as they made their way to the dining hall. “Something in Vienna, is it?”

*

And that was the shape of Harry’s week. Dedicated and quite intense training for the Summer Tournament during the mornings, followed by excursions to see various bits and pieces of Austria in the afternoons. Trips to locations of historical importance to Austrian wizards, museums and galleries and that sort of thing mostly, although Harry did especially enjoy cloud surfing over the Austrian Alps. Even Petunia had had a go.

Then in the evenings, everyone decamped to one of Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten’s many lounges for well-earned rest. Or, Harry thought the rest well-earned at least, given everything he’d been through to get to it. And it was a fortunate thing indeed that there were many lounges, as the sheer number of competitors at the prestigious Summer Tournament meant an even more considerable number of hangers on.

Harry’s group had even managed to pick up another set of new ‘friends’ in the form of the Weasley family – or a small section of it, anyway. Fred Weasley had been accompanied to the Summer Tournament by his mother, younger brother Ron, and sister, Ginny. The Weasleys plus the Grangers meant that Harry and Tracey’s group had doubled in size, but Harry didn’t mind overly much. Ron and Ginny Weasley being there, but not competing, did at least give Dudley some others his own age to talk to when he wasn’t playing his GameBoy.

So in the evenings, Harry found himself sat with quite the motley collection of companions in the lounge chosen by the various adults in the group. The lounge itself wasn’t bad – an expansive yet somehow cosy room decked out in traditional Austrian browns, with splashes of red and white here and there. Most of the furniture was wooden and a roaring fire blazed along one wall, set back in an alabaster white fireplace that showed no signs of soot or char. A trio of enchanted instruments played soothing music from a corner, just loud enough to be heard over the buzz of conversation but not so loud as to overpower it.

Petunia and Sirius were sat some distance away with the other adults in the party – along with Tracey’s youngest brother – while Harry and the others had found a comfortable place just far enough away that they didn’t feel overlooked. While Harry didn’t necessarily think he’d have chosen to keep such company outside of an event like the Summer Tournament, he did have to admit it wasn’t half bad.

Even with Dudley sat there, too. But even that had turned out to be fine, since apparently Ron Weasley was fascinated by the GameBoy.

Wonders never ceased.

“It’s so nice being able to do magic in the summer,” Hermione said. “I know we’re meant to be practising for the duelling, but in my off-time I’ve had a good look at next year’s spell list. Of course, I suppose all you wizard-raised don’t have to worry about that.” She still seemed a little sour over the revelation that, practically speaking, wizard-raised students didn’t quite have the same restrictions.

Which was fair enough, Harry supposed.

Ron grimaced.

“Mum doesn’t let us do magic at all in the summers,” he said. “Not a single spell. ‘Course, Fred’s been rubbing it in since we got back after summer—George, too.”

“Ah, ickle Ron,” said Fred. “You’ll be a man too, some day, and you can cast all the spells you like!”

“You’re seventeen already?” Harry asked.

It was Fred Weasley’s turn to grimace.

“Eighteen, nearly,” he said. “Not long after Hallowe’en.”

“Mum made him and George resit their third year,” Ginny said, smirking. “They failed too many OWLs.”

A sideways glance from Fred. A touchy subject, no doubt. Especially embarrassing in light of Fred’s duelling win.

“McGonagall said we were fine to go on to NEWTs,” Fred explained, “but Mum disagreed. Said we wouldn’t have enough NEWTs between us to… well, doesn’t matter. So we did third year twice. That’s why we’re in the Novice category.” He shrugged.

“Do you know, I always thought you were the year above us!” Tracey said. “Not that it matters! But I never realised you weren’t.”

Harry hadn’t, either. He’d assumed they were in the year above too. No wonder Fred was such a versatile duellist – he’d had an extra year of practise! Not that Harry thought it was cheating, exactly, since he’d been put in the Novice category by Flitwick and hadn’t learned any more advanced material, but it did explain some things.

“Well, hopefully you didn’t fail your OWLs twice,” Hermione said.

“I was kind of hoping they stuck around a bit longer,” Ginny said. “Maybe all four of us could leave together. Ron’s definitely going to have to take his OWLs twice, so—”

“Oi!” said Ron, looking up from Dudley’s GameBoy. “I’ve not failed anything. Not even Potions. And I can’t rely on greasy Snape to cover for my mistakes like you can, so don’t go—”

Ron was distracted by a loud pop as an elf materialised next to their seating area. Harry turned to see Nieblitz stood next to him holding a letter.

“Harry Potter, sir, there is a letter for you. Nieblitz brings it to you at once.” The little elf gave up the letter Harry, bowed obsequiously, and strode towards Petunia with yet another letter. Harry looked over the letter and found the wax seal. It was an owl – so the letter was from Spellman and Spellman. News of the preliminary hearing, Harry assumed.

Or hoped, anyway. He opened it, heedless of the company, and read it over.


  Mr Potter,



  I shall be brief. I have just returned from the first of our hearings before the Wizengamot. It went well. Very well. Having heard what Gavelwood has put together for the Malfoys I think we’re onto a winner here. The hearing went on all day, but we came out of it better. I’d like to speak with you in person when you get back from Austria if we can manage to arrange a meeting between your duelling and your flight school.



  Regards,



  Valerian Spellman


Spellman was a little light on the details, but from the little that he’d said, Harry was pleased. He leaned back in his armchair and read over the letter again. He was all too aware that the conversation had more or less stopped as Harry read over his letter, replaced by scattered comments as everyone was more interested in the letter. But that could wait.

Harry took a sip of his butterbeer and read the letter yet again. Then he folded it and put it in his pocket.

“Er, what were we talking about?” Harry said, keen to get back to it.

“You can’t just pretend like nothing’s happened,” Fred said. “That letter. It was about the Malfoy thing, wasn’t it? So you’ve got to tell us what’s happening.” He paused and cast his gaze around the group. “It’s not like any of us are on Malfoy’s side, is it?”

“Er…”

“It is Harry’s private business,” Tracey said gently. “He doesn’t have to tell us if he doesn’t want to.”

Harry shot her a grateful look. Still, it was nice to know that there were people on his side who didn’t have to be. People like the Macmillans and Tracey’s family and even Blaise’s mum would support him just because they had one foot in Harry’s side anyway, but the Weasleys? Harry was no one to the Weasleys.

“The preliminary hearing went well,” Harry decided to say. “Can’t say more than that. But our lawmage was pleased.”

“I hope Lucius Malfoy gets what he deserves,” Fred continued. “It’s about time something caught up with him.”

Harry felt much the same way.

“Well, that’s what we hope will happen,” Harry said.

“I read in the paper that Mr Malfoy’s chances of winning the trial are quite high,” Hermione said. “But if your lawmage thinks the hearing went well, that’s good, isn’t it?”

“Er… well…” Harry said. He didn’t want to come out and say that the Daily Prophet was nothing more than a propagandist’s rag, but… well… that’s what it was. And if Hermione had yet to notice that, well…

“Please,” said Ginny. “The Prophet’s bought and paid for. As if they’d say anything bad about Lucius bloody Malfoy.”

Ron looked up from the GameBoy. Snorted.

“A right cynic, is our Gin,” Fred said with a wide grin. “And this time she’s not wrong.”

“That can’t be right,” Hermione protested. “It’s the only real newspaper, and you’re saying it’s—it’s just…”

“There is the Quibbler,” Ron said. “If that’s your sort of thing. But… yeah. Everyone knows the Prophet is a bit…” He shrugged, waved a hand.

“Mum doesn’t,” Fred said. “Believes every word of what Rita Skeeter writes, you know, even when she knows better.”

Hermione seemed to be processing that little bit of information still, so Harry moved on.

“God, I hope she doesn’t believe all the shit Skeeter writes about me,” Harry said, glancing over at where Molly Weasley sat with all the other parents and guardians. “Since it’s all bollocks.”

“I did tell her you’re not a Dark wizard,” Fred said. “And our dad’s got his head glued on right—mostly—so he agreed. And with this Malfoy stuff no one will believe you’re Dark, not against them. So…” Fred shrugged.

That sounded nice. Unlikely, given everything Harry knew of the wizarding world and its fickle attitudes, but it was a pleasant thought. With some luck the trial would go his way and he’d come out the other side one enemy neutralised and with a better reputation to boot.

“Thanks,” Harry said. “We’ll see how it goes. Anyway…”

Harry changed the subject. As nice it as was having a bit of support, he didn’t want to dwell on it. Part of the reason he’d come to the Tournament in the first place was to get away from all that, so despite the Weasleys’ and Hermione’s sudden support, Harry was keen to get on. The rest of Harry’s days and nights at the Summer Tournament passed like that, with training sessions in the morning, excursions in the afternoons, and evenings spent in the lounge. Fred joined them some nights and not others, spending them instead with Diggory and Flickey.

And then, before the week’s end, it was time for the Summer Tournament itself.

*

The final two days of the week were given over the various Tournaments for which everyone had been assembled at Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten in the first place. Without quite as many individual bouts as the Pariturium, Harry wasn’t worried about how long it would take. Instead, Harry was concerned with the standard of competition. It would be high, no doubt. Invitations to the prestigious Summer Tournament were rare indeed, handed out only to those who’d won a qualifying tournament or league – and a handful of others, the criteria of which were known only to the European Duelling Circuit’s board itself. But whatever the particulars, Harry knew he and Tracey were set to face off against the very best Novice duellists Europe had to offer.

And it was as exciting as it was terrifying.

On the first morning of the competition Harry and Tracey were shown to the very centre of the magnificent mountain fortress, an ornate and verdant garden, massive in its scale and fabulous in its detail. At the very centre of that was a full-sized duelling stage, raised up over the hedges and flowers and topiary and ringed by stands for the spectators.

Aside from the garden locale, it was very much like the arenas Harry had fought in during the Pariturium. So he didn’t think there was anything to worry about there. It being outdoor was a little different, Harry supposed, but given that there were charms to ward against rain and snow and the like, it didn’t seem as if it would matter. The inner ring of seats around the arena had been reserved for the participants, so Harry and Tracey sat together with Fred, Hermione, Diggory, and Flickey to watch the bouts and offer each other support. Harry thought it only right, them being the sole participants from Hogwarts, and it was nice to have the support.

Especially since family and friends had been seated further back.

The bouts for the various events – Novice Singles, Novice Doubles; Junior Singles, Junior Doubles – were all mixed up so that there were a variety of events throughout the two days of the Tournament proper. While that was all very well and good for the spectators, it did mean Harry had to endure rather a lot of sitting and around watching. And waiting.

And worrying.

“The standard’s really high,” Harry muttered to Tracey as they watched the first of the Novice Doubles bouts that day. Their own match wasn’t until later, which was a blessing and a curse, since although they had a chance to see some of the competition fight, they had more time to worry themselves, too.

“It is,” Tracey said, “but I don’t think anyone we’ve seen so far is better than we are.” She paused. “Really.”

“Hmm, maybe,” said Harry. “I reckon we’ve got a chance anyway.”

“More than a chance,” said Tracey. She gestured to the arena floor where one of the pairs was executing a combo. “See, look at that—that was a really sloppy Knockback Combo. We were managing better in the first round.”

Tracey did have a point. And they were able to take notes while they waited for their turn, so it wasn’t all bad. At least they’d come into the second round with a bit more information. Harry watched the rest of the duelling, taking notes on the Novice Doubles bouts. The other categories were for savouring the moments he got to simply enjoy the spectacle, sitting in the crowd and taking it all in. And he had to support Diggory and Flickey, Fred, and Hermione, too. They were Hogwarts’s only entrants to the Summer Tournament in a very long time indeed, so Harry wanted them all to do well.

Fortunately, everyone else made it through to the second round. And then it was Harry and Tracey’s turn to fight.

When they were called up Harry and Tracey made their way underneath the great arena at the centre of the garden to prepare for their bout. It was similar to the Pariturium in that there was a staging area set underneath the arena, although this one was amidst the gardens. The landscaping hadn’t been skipped even though there was a duelling stage on top of it, although instead of the usual plants, Harry noted it was filled with exotic magical fungi. Glowing mushrooms and colourful ferns, and really all sorts of odd things Harry didn’t recognise, lined the walkway to the staging area for the duels.

Striking, in its own way, but more than a little bit weird.

An official at the proper location under the arena moved Harry and Tracey into place, and then it was just a matter of waiting for their duel to begin. Harry glanced over at Tracey.

“Ready?”

She nodded.

“Yeah. We’re going to smash it, I just know it,” Tracey said. “As long as we make the semis we can be happy, I think.” She paused. “I mean, we’re going to win the whole thing, obviously. But… you know… just in case we don’t.”

Harry grinned.

“Definitely.”

Soon after the platform on which they’d been stood rose up to the arena proper, and once more Harry was able to take in the unique atmosphere of a duelling arena pre-match. The buzz of the crowd as it slowly quietened. The rush of his heartbeat, the thud-thud-thud of anticipation.

In that moment, Harry could forget about everything else. About everything unpleasant. He was just Harry Potter, duellist. Internationally-acclaimed duellist. A champion.

Or at least, half of a pair of champions. Same thing, really.

Harry glanced over at Tracey, caught her eye.

“Ready?” she said.

“Ready,” Harry confirmed.

He looked across the arena towards their competitors. It was nobody he knew. Not in a duelling sense, anyway, since he’d at the very least seen them around the castle and at the excursions over the past week. But he’d never seen them duel, and that was… well, not great. But manageable.

The announcer started the introductions. In Latin, as with everything else at the Summer Tournament, so Harry paid special attention.

“Next,” said the announcer, “a Novice Doubles duel. Our duellists this afternoon are Harry Potter and Tracey Davis, winners of the Triwizard Tournament’s Pariturium in the Novice Doubles (second year) category; and Alexandros Kyriakidis and Thalia Papadaki, semi-finalists in the Pýrinos Chorós.”

Greek. Their opponents were Greek. That wasn’t very helpful for Harry at all, since he knew nothing at all about the magical schools in Greece, and even less about the duelling tournaments in the region. The standard of the bouts could have been very high, or… not at all. But Harry had no way to know. That they’d rated an invitation for the Summer Tournament on the back of a semi-finals appearance suggested they would be decent opponents.

At least as good as anyone Harry and Tracey had fought in the Pariturium.

The wizard, Kyriakidis, was tall. Taller than Harry, who was growing quite tall himself, with broader shoulders. A more than suitable reach, which they’d have to watch out for. More than that, he didn’t look intimidated by the crowd, or by Harry and Tracey. Papadaki held her wand tight in one hand, perhaps the only sign of nerves, but stared across the arena at Harry and Tracey like it was nothing at all.

“On my count,” the announcer said, and Harry prepared to bow. To bow, and to jump into action. The culmination of days of practise – no, months, counting the Pariturium as a sort of prelude to the Summer Tournament. “Three, two, one… go!”

Harry bowed. Trusted Tracey to have done the same. Then pulled up his wand to start with his Pimple Jinx combo. It was a sequence Harry knew well and worked nicely enough as an opener.

“Furnunculus!” Harry said, wand pointed right across the arena at Papadaki.

The spell hit. Harry didn’t wait around. He followed it up with a Stinging Jinx, which went wide, and then with a final Knockback Hex. Papadaki twirled out of the way of the hex and hit back with spells of her own. Harry caught the first with his Mirror Charm but ducked the second – it had the look and feel of a hex, though he didn’t recognise the spell itself. Harry looked to his right where Tracey was getting off a sequence of her own.

She’s fine, Harry decided. Whatever Kyriakidis was up to, Harry trusted Tracey to be able to deal with it.

Harry sidestepped a slow-moving spell and responded with a Levitation Spell.

“Levioso!” he said, stepping out and jabbing his wand just so.

Papadaki rolled to avoid it. The spell went wide, hit the shield charm around the edge of the arena.

But I can use that, Harry thought. While Papadaki rolled, Harry peppered her with a series of Stinging Jinxes. Then, as Papadaki lumbered to her feet, moved in for a Disarming Charm.

“Expellia—”

Harry lurched backwards. Thrown by a Knockback Hex from Kyriakidis, Harry was knocked to the arena floor.

No time to fuss. He had to recover. If Kyriakidis had been able to cast against Harry, that meant Tracey was dealt with in some way. Harry threw up a quick Mirror Charm to deflect a spell from Papadaki and then got to his feet. He glanced at Tracey, who was tied up – literally – and struggling her way out of a set of ropes. Fortunately, they’d practised for such an eventuality, and Harry now knew a nifty little charm that unbound bindings. He cast it in Tracey’s general direction and then ducked to avoid a pair of spells from Papadaki and Kyriakidis.

Freed from he bindings Tracey crossed the arena and joined Harry once more, and together they formed up into their preferred defensive stance.

“Sorry,” Tracey said. “He was too fast with those ropes. Got my wand trapped.”

“Levitate him, Stickfast her?” Harry suggested. If he was whirling through the air Kyriakidis would be far less dangerous.

“Yes,” said Tracey. “You get her, I’ll do him.”

Harry nodded and focused his attention on Papadaki, who was edging away from Kyriakidis slowly in a wide arc. There were a few different options for the third spell in Harry’s Stickfast Combo, but he decided to make it a Disarming Charm. With some luck, he’d take an opponent out of the fight, and if not… well, it was always worth a try.

“Flipendo!” said Harry. The Knockback struck Papadaki as she tried to put some distance between her and her partner. She stumbled, and Harry followed it with his Stickfast Hex, sticking Papadaki to the arena floor. The spell was easy enough to dispel if one knew how, but it would take precious moments that in a duel could mean the difference between a win and a loss. “Expelliarmus!”

Papadaki threw herself to the floor. Or most of herself, anyway, since her feet were still stuck, and she couldn’t lie flat. But that didn’t matter, as Harry’s Disarming Charm went wide and flew into the shield charm around the arena. In a fit of pique, Harry changed the colour of her robes to a bright pink and glanced over at Kyriakidis.

Kyriakidis who was floating through the air above the arena.

“Nice one, Trace,” Harry muttered. He cast a quick Banishing Charm at Kyriakidis. “Depulso!”

Kyriakidis whirled and twisted through the air. That would be a nice few points there.

“Go for the Disarmament,” Harry said to Tracey. “Might as well try. I’ll see about Papadaki.”

By then, Papadaki had unstuck herself from the arena floor. She spared only a brief look at her partner, still careening through the air. Harry didn’t give her a chance to cast. With the summer sun beating down on him, Harry stepped forward.

With a flick of his wand he cast the Disarming Charm.

“Expelliarmus!”

The spell hit. Papadaki dropped her wand. She swore, just loud enough for Harry to hear, although since it was in Greek, he wasn’t sure quite which word she’d used. But her expression left Harry under no illusions that she was anything other than furious at her disarmament.

But she wasn’t the problem anymore. Harry looked over at Kyriakidis, who despite being levitated every which way, still held onto his wand.

“I got a bit too clever with the Banishing Charms,” Tracey admitted when she saw Harry’s looks of concern. “He’s spinning too fast to hit. But he’ll fall in a second.”

Harry shrugged. As long as they got Kyriakidis out, he didn’t mind.

Kyriakidis fell to the ground with a big thud. Tracey didn’t wait a moment. As soon as Kyriakidis was stationary once more she pounced.

“Expelliarmus!” she said as Kyriakidis tried to stand, dazed.

His wand went sailing away through the air in an echo of his own trajectory across the arena. Then it clattered to the floor.

Harry grinned.

A win! They’d won.

“We did it!” Harry said. “Nice.”

“Well, of course we did!” Tracey said with a great big smile. “We’re unstoppable!”

Harry didn’t know if he’d go quite that far, but it was a good first bout. And Tracey’s enthusiasm was infectious.

The commentator announced their win and Harry and Tracey crossed the arena floor to offer their opponents a handshake each. That all sorted, they returned to their position in the stands to watch the rest of the day’s duels – including those of their friends and fellow Hogwarts students. Hermione saw her way through to the quarter finals of the Novice Singles, whilst Fred made it to the semis before getting knocked out. Harry and Tracey won both their quarter and semi final bouts which sent them to the finals of the Novice Doubles tournament – as did Diggory and Flickey for the Junior Doubles. With the day’s duelling done, Harry was free to retire for one last evening in the lounges at Hexenhochburg Prachtgarten.

One last evening of relaxation before the final bouts of the prestigious Summer Tournament the next day.

*

The next morning after breakfast Harry was met by Lawmage Spellman just ahead of the climax to the Summer Tournament. The lawmage had found Harry just after he’d split from his aunt and the other spectators to go and sit with the combatants in the finals.

“No offence,” Harry said after the lawmage had arrived, “but you being here doesn’t seem like it’s good news.”

Spellman took Harry’s comment with a smile.

“Do you know, Mr Potter, I get told variants of that very often indeed! No, I am here simply because it has come to my attention that certain representatives of the British press will be here today, and I wish to be present myself to advise you on any comments you make.” Spellman paused. “And the Summer Tournament is quite an exciting event—not to mention the opportunities for networking. Did you know that the Czech—well, I’m sure you have your own things to worry about today so no sense me filling your head with my nonsense. In any case, I shall see you after your bout. Good luck, by the way,” Spellman said, and disappeared into the spectators’ section of the stands with Harry’s aunt, Dudley, and Sirius.

“My lawmage,” Harry explained to Tracey – and Diggory and Flickey – when he rejoined them. “Said he wanted to be here just in case the press gets, er, funny with me after the bouts.” The whole situation was awkward enough as it was, what with the situation being dragged through the papers and it having even been mentioned in the foreign news, and now with Spellman there…

But fortunately, Diggory and Flickey were too polite to comment, and Tracey knew everything anyway. So that wasn’t so bad.

Harry followed the others to the competitors’ section of the stands to wait for the day’s activities to begin. Unlike the previous day, the tournament that day consisted of only four bouts – one for each of the four categories. It was a morning of duelling before a final closing ceremony, and then everyone would be sent home. That, Harry could deal with. Win or lose, he had to admit that he’d had fun, and the outing had done exactly what he’d wanted it to – kept his mind off Voldemort and the Malfoys. Mostly, anyway. Spellman had thrown a gobstone into proceedings with his sudden presence, but that was tolerable.

Expected, really, even though Harry really hadn’t expected it.

Harry shook the thought away. Instead, he sat amongst the finalists and enjoyed the morning. The sun was shining, and there was a breeze so pleasant and perfect that Harry assumed it had to have been commissioned by the Austrian Ministry for the day’s festivities. An anticipatory buzz filled the arena as the spectators – from knocked out participants to their guests and even the assembled press – waited for the duels to begin.

“We’ve got this,” Tracey said quietly to Harry as the Tournament’s organiser said a few words before the commencement. “We won the Pariturium, and we can win this too. It’s just another duel.”

Harry nodded.

“Right. Definitely.” For all that it wasn’t ‘just another duel’ – being the culmination of the EDC’s Summer Tournament, a world-renowned and very prestigious tournament – it was ‘just another duel’. So what if the standard was high? They’d secured an invitation and bested their competition. Made it to the finals.

And they’d watched their opponents duel, too, so they even had some idea of what they were up against. Not like when they’d started the day before. So Harry felt quite good about their chances, especially since he and Tracey had spent a good few hours the previous night going over every last bit of information they had on who they’d fight that day.

Utku Şahin and Kaan Demir had won some Turkish competition whose name Harry couldn’t pronounce, and not only that, they’d totally trounced their opposition in the Summer Tournament, too. The two boys were quick and powerful, favouring a strong offensive onslaught over any kind of defence. And with Turkish wizards favouring a form of Classical Arabic for their spells instead of Latin, that meant a slightly different basis for their spells. It was a good strategy, especially in the EDC Summer Tournament, and one which could cause Harry and Tracey to become unstuck if they let it.

Which, of course, Harry was not intending to do. But…

Harry shook himself out of his thoughts. No point dwelling – they’d chosen a strategy and now was the time to follow it. Harry sat through the whole introductory spiel as the tournament organisers and various EDC bigwigs droned on and on about unity and togetherness and all that sort of stuff. Harry tuned it out, mostly, keeping an ear out for the start of the tournament. Just so it didn’t sneak up on him.

After the organisers had finished congratulating themselves the sun had risen in the sky and it was getting quite warm indeed. It was approaching lunch time, although there wouldn’t actually be a lunch time given the tournament. But at the very least the first of the day’s four duels was held – the Junior Singles bout. It was exciting enough, the duellists both very skilled and definitely deserving of their places… and yet Harry couldn’t concentrate because his and Tracey’s duel was next. He clapped politely along with everyone else once the duel ended, then left the stands to go back to the staging area.

The walk through the strange fungal gardens under the stage was oddly calming. Something about the combination of simulated dusk and gently glowing mycelium, Harry supposed. Soon enough the platform rose up to the arena, and Harry was once again stood before an excited crowd. Unlike the previous day, various representatives from the press outfits all over Europe – along with some from the rest of the world – were there, too.

Harry let the buzz wash over him while he waited for the duel to start.

“And now for the final bout in our Under 21 Novice Doubles tournament!” the commentator said, her voice booming with the tell-tale volume and timbre of magical augmentation. “Our competitors today are Utku Şahin and Kaan Demir, winners of the Konstantinopolis Büyüçüler Meydanı this spring; and Harry Potter and Tracey Davis, winners of the Triwizard Tournament’s Pariturium. Both pairs have made it through the Summer Tournament without a single loss to their name, and today’s match is set to be an interesting one indeed.”

Introductions out of the way, the commentator moved to start the countdown to the duel.

Harry braced for it. Got his wand ready and stared out across the arena at the two Turkish wizards who stood in the way of his and Tracey’s tournament win. Neither seemed particularly impressive, both being of only middling height and weight, nor were they especially ugly or especially handsome. They seemed perfectly average in every way… except they’d won that Turkish tournament and they’d made their way to the finals of the EDC Summer Tournament too. So looks were deceiving.

At the count, Harry bowed. Then, before he’d even stepped out of the bow, slid to his left. Şahin always started with a Knockback aimed right at his opponent opposite, so Harry wanted to avoid that from the off.

It worked.

Demir stepped forward and, with a sweep of his wand, conjured a torrent of water from the end of his wand. The water soaked the stage and gave Harry – and Tracey – a reason to pause.

What’s he playing at? Harry wondered. Whatever it was, Harry wasn’t keen to find out.

“Evanesco!” Harry called out. If he could vanish the water, whatever Demir was up to would be delayed. The water disappeared. Next to Harry, Tracey was already casting. Harry didn’t have to look to know she would be working on one of her Stinging Jinx combos, since that was what they’d practised. So instead, Harry conjured bees right around Şahin. Before the other wizard had the chance to register the bees, Harry followed up with a Knockback.

Harry chained them in a pair to sandwich a Stinging Jinx of his own.

They missed. Şahin leaned away from them with fluid, easy motions. Then, almost as if the bees were no problem at all, flung a nasty-looking purple spell Harry’s way.

Unsure whether he was facing a jinx or something more serious, Harry didn’t risk a Mirror Charm. Instead he moved, stepped closer to Tracey, and responded with a Scalping Hex. Then another Knockback.

The Scalping Hex went wide, but the Knockback – cast sloppily, and quickly just for something to send over – hit. Şahin stumbled. Harry sent over another three, peppered the Turkish wizard with Knockbacks while Tracey defended against Demir.

But it didn’t last. Şahin struck out with his wand in a wide arc, sending a fierce and powerful wind across the arena. Then, with only the barest of movements, conjured … something. Something small and shiny which came flying towards Harry and Tracey.

No time to move. No time to duck. Instead, Harry conjured a solid barrier – a great big lump of ice – to soak up the flying shards. He didn’t quite think it through, as the strong wind knocked the ice back at Harry, but he did at least avoid what looked like metal shards.

“He’s fast,” Tracey said to Harry in a brief lull. “They both are. We’ve got to get more aggressive with it.”

“Right,” Harry said. “Let’s form up closer. See if we can get off an Incarcerous…”

Harry stepped closer to Tracey so that she was stood under his arm. Easier to defend them both that way.

Şahin and Demir kept a decent distance from each other.

“Let’s do a Disarmament Feint on Demir,” Harry said to Tracey. “You go for the charm, I’ll do a Pimple Jinx combo.”

Tracey dropped her Mirror Charm and pushed forward with a Disarming Charm. Then another. As Demir dodged the spells, Harry made his own move. First the Pimple Jinx, which struck Demir over the arm. Then…

“Locomotor wibbly!”

The spell struck Demir on the chest. The tell-tale signs of a successful Jelly-Legs took hold, and more than that, the tentacles that were the hallmark of that particular combo’s spell synergy broke out all across Demir’s face. With some luck the writhing mass would make it difficult for Demir to see. Take off some of the pressure.

But while Harry and Tracey worked on Demir, Şahin was up to his own tricks. Just as Harry was finishing up with his Jelly-Legs, a spell hit him right on the foot.

And Harry’s foot grew. It expanded within his trainers until it fit snugly, and then was far too large. It didn’t stop there. Harry’s left foot kept growing, swelling and expanding until it burst out of his shoe, tore up his sock.

An Engorgement Charm. Or the nearest equivalent, anyway. Not an easy fix at all, since Harry would have to apply a Shrinking Charm until he got to the desired size… not something he could really afford to do during the duel. So he’d simply have to deal with having an oversized foot until the healers could fix it up at the end.

Harry conjured more bees, this time right around Şahin’s head. Then conjured a great big ball of ice and hurled it at Şahin with a swift Banishing Charm. Şahin had to jump to avoid the ice.

“Let’s swap,” Harry said, and turned his attention to Demir instead. Tracey had managed to keep him at bay with her precise charmwork, and Harry had managed with Şahin, but they needed to end the duel decisively. Perhaps a change of focus was needed.

Harry thought back to earlier in the duel when Demir had conjured all the water. Harry did the same, sweeping his wand across the arena and sending a torrent of water splashing out. Then, before Demir could respond, turned it all to ice – right underneath Demir’s feet.

“Depulso!” Harry cast. “Flipendo!” And then, on a whim, “Ventus!”

The Banishing Charm caught Demir’s robe and sent him flying across the ice, whilst the Knockback hit him square on the leg. He went spinning across the icy floor. The wind… well, the wind did nothing much at all. But Harry thought it was a nice bit of flair, at least. Sets of three were nice. Auspicious, even. Dimly, Harry was aware of the roar of the crowd, but it was a faraway thing.

Something to worry about later.

“Incarcerous!” Harry said, weaving his wand through the movements. Thick robes wrapped themselves around Demir, tying him up even as he skidded off the edge of the ice.

There, thought Harry. That should be enough to—


  CRACK!


Harry staggered backwards, the sudden pain in his head almost too much. He felt like he’d been hit by a bludger. If he could just—


  CRACK!



  CRACK!



  CRACK!


Three times Harry was hit by a thick, heavy force, although by the time he recovered well enough to look, he couldn’t see the culprits anywhere. Some sort of spell from Şahin, Harry supposed. He glanced around for Tracey, and found her standing next to him, just as dazed as Harry was.

By the time they recovered, Şahin had helped his partner out of his predicament and the pair formed up into a defensive position opposite Harry and Tracey.

Harry groaned.

“Back to square one…”

“No,” said Tracey. “We aren’t. We know Demir doesn’t want to be hit with a Disarming Charm now—he dodged, remember? So…”

“So we go in for the kill,” finished Harry. He could do that. The Disarming Charm was easy, one of the spells Harry felt like he could do in his sleep if he needed to. As long as Tracey could defend him, Harry would cast it as many times as he needed to get Demir out of the duel.

“And let’s do it soon,” Tracey said, “since if it goes to time I’m worried we’ve not got enough points to win.”

“Right,” said Harry. He massaged his jaw briefly, ignored the weird sensation in his foot, and reached out with his wand for the first attempt at Disarmament. He missed. But Harry didn’t give up. While Tracey traded spell after spell with Şahin – a jinx here, a hex there, a bit of levitation – Harry sent Disarming Charm after Disarming Charm at Demir.

They all missed, largely because Demir jumped this way and that to avoid them, but even that was good. He’d be dropping points for style all over the place, and Harry would take that in lieu of an outright win. But even that couldn’t last forever.

“Impedimenta!”

The jinx hit Demir and stopped him mid-dodge. While the other wizard was stilled, Harry cast. He threw every last bit of willpower into the spell, keen to get at least one of their opponents out of the duel. “Expelliarmus!”

With no way to jump, dodge, or roll, the charm hit Demir square in the chest. His wand went flying out of his hand.

One down, Harry thought. That left Şahin, who’d proven to be the tricker of the pair anyway.

With Demir out of the duel Harry and Tracey focused all their attention on Şahin. They sent forth a barrage of different spells – jinxes, hexes, even a few charms – to tire him out.

And it worked. Without his partner to keep up their own onslaught, Şahin was forced to defend, and it was clear to Harry he wasn’t very good at that.

As Şahin stumbled from one of Tracey’s Knockbacks, Harry saw his chance.

“Levioso!” he said. Şahin rose into the air. Taking a steady and careful aim, Harry cast a Disarming Charm.

The charm caught Şahin as he whirled through the air, and he dropped his wand.

As Şahin’s wand dropped to the arena floor, Harry was struck by the sudden and all-consuming desire to cheer. They’d won. Their second tournament win, and this time at the European level. The only higher accolade available at the Under 21 level was the World Championship, and to even be invited one had to have won a qualifying regional tournament such as the EDC Summer Tournament. Harry turned to look at Tracey, who appeared just as shocked as Harry was.

“We won!” she screamed, grasping Harry and drawing him into a surprisingly strong hug. “We did it! We won the Summer Tournament! Oh, I’m so happy!”

“Me, too!” said Harry as he returned the hug. “Listen to the crowd—this is amazing!”

And it really was. The crowd at the Pariturium hadn’t been quite so invested in the duelling, as many of the spectators had never watched a bout before. But the EDC’s Summer Tournament attracted a particular kind of fan, drawing as it did from the most accomplished duellists in the continent, and even the Under 21 tournament was well-attended. After a few moments the commentator spoke, her magically-enhanced voice ringing out across the whole of the arena.

“And we have found our winners!” she said, forming the words in crisp, precise Latin. “Harry Potter and Tracey Davis are the winners of the Under 21 Novice Doubles Summer Tournament! Congratulations to our conquering champions! That was a fast-paced duel with some interesting techniques on display; well-fought by both of our pairs, in the end, the better duellists won.”
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All of that was very nice, of course, but Harry felt sure he had a massive bruise all across his head and face, and his foot was still several sizes larger than it had ever been before. But they’d won. Şahin and Demir were worthy opponents, and the duel had nearly gone to time… but in the end they’d won. Another feather in their cap.

Harry basked in the glow of success as he waited for the healers to finish up with him and Tracey, and then crossed the arena to shake their opponents’ hands. When they were done the press approached them for a short interview.

Before Harry could answer any questions, though, Spellman came pushing his way through the gathered throng.

“Out of the way! Excuse me! Lawmage coming through! Yes, yes—I’m Mr Potter’s advocate,” he said as he barged his way into the space next to Harry and Tracey. “No questions until I’ve had a chance to get sorted, thank you!”

Harry felt his face redden.

God, how embarrassing. He sounded like the sort of person who went around with a bloody lawmage on retainer. No doubt some people would assume this the normal state of affairs for him, and not that it was because of… because of… well, the unpleasantness with the Malfoys. Ugh.

“Monsieur Potter!” called out one reporter. “A question please? You have won two tournaments now. Do you think you will fight at the World Championships?”

The question struck Harry as a very good one, although probably not for the reasons the reporter had in mind. With everything that was going on – Malfoy, Voldemort – Harry didn’t think the World Championships were really something he could pursue. Perhaps in another life… but he couldn’t say that.

“Er, well, I think for now,” Harry said, “I’m going to be happy with just these two wins. The Summer Tournament is a big enough deal as it is, and we’ve got to go home now to sit our OWLs. Maybe after we’re done with NEWTs?” Harry looked to Tracey for some back up.

“I’ve got to agree,” Tracey said. “It would be really nice to take the World Championship, but we’ve got a lot going on otherwise. Honestly I’m just so thrilled we’ve won this tournament!”

That seemed to be an acceptable enough answer. What followed was a series of rapid-fire interview questions from various different journalists from all over Europe and the world. Harry felt like he’d answered the questions properly, with nothing that could be twisted in any way. It was, on the whole, quite a pleasant experience – almost wholly unlike his other experiences with the press.

Until, that is, the representative from the Daily Prophet asked his question.

“Mr Potter,” asked the journalist, a man Harry didn’t recognise, “would you say that the impending legal action back home has affected your duelling in any way? Indeed, one might even think that you were unaffected by everything that’s going on—and is that really the manner of a boy in recovery from the Imperius Curse, as you’ve alleged?”

“I, er, I don’t—”

“That’s it!” said Spellman. “That’s an entirely inappropriate line of questioning!” he said, pushing in front of Harry. “We’ll be giving no comments on what is—what should be—a matter for the Wizengamot. The interview is over!”

Spellman led Harry and Tracey away from the reporters and back to the stands where Harry and Tracey’s families were waiting.

“Oh, congratulations!” said Petunia. “You did so well—I can see how much you’ve improved from the tournament at school. Well done. We’re all so proud!” She seemed happy, which Harry took to mean she hadn’t overheard the line of questioning from the British journalist. Well, no sense ruining her day as well.

“That was actually pretty cool,” Dudley said, clearly grudgingly. “I liked when you made him float in the air. That was cool.”

“Er, thanks,” Harry said. “I mean it.”

“You did really well!” Sirius said. “Your parents would have been proud. James would have—well—you were great.” He paused. “Both of you,” he added, nodding towards Tracey.

After that, Harry and Tracey joined the spectators to watch the end of the tournament. When it was all done, and the prizes given out, it was time for a swift and early dinner before the portkeys home. When Harry, Petunia, Dudley, and Sirius got spat out back in Privet Drive – much to the consternation of Vernon, who clearly hadn’t been expecting everyone to materialise suddenly in the living room – Harry was glad to be home.
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    Chapter 4 - Volare Est Vivere
Harry only had a few days back in England after the Summer Tournament. Fortunately, there wasn’t very much at all that he had to actually do, since there was no washing after the Summer Tournament – courtesy of the elves who’d kept all of their clothes clean throughout the week – and Harry didn’t have to prepare for flight school. Not really, anyway, and even if he did it wasn’t as if he could take to the skies on his broom in Little Whinging. So Harry simply had to get on with his homework. It was a good time for it, he supposed, since it was a natural break between duelling in Austria and flying in Italy, but it was still something Harry would have rather put off until later.

But he couldn’t, since the latter half of the holiday would be spent in Greece on a family holiday, not to mention the possibility of multiple days before the Wizengamot. So it did make sense to get it done. Halfway through the short break Harry and Petunia were summoned to London for a meeting with Harry’s lawmage, Valerian Spellman. As with the previous journey, Dumbledore arrived with a portkey on the day of the meeting to accompany them.

“Congratulations on your recent tournament win, Harry,” Dumbledore said once Harry had let him inside the house. “You should be very pleased—the European Circuit’s Summer Tournament is a very prestigious tournament to win.”

“Thank you, sir,” Harry said. “I’m really happy. For me, and for Tracey. She deserves it.”

“As do you,” Dumbledore said. “I am glad you decided to compete.”

“Me too,” Harry said. Originally he’d told himself that he’d done it for Tracey, since it wasn’t fair for her to miss the opportunity it represented just because Harry had to worry about trials and prophecies and all that nonsense. But then he’d realised that he really did want to win the tournament. There was enough anxiety and frustration to be had in life that Harry thought he ought to take some more time to just have fun.

So Sirius said, anyway, and Harry was starting to agree.

“Aunt Petunia,” Harry called out, “Professor Dumbledore is here with the portkey!”

Harry showed Dumbledore into the living room while they waited for Petunia to finish up in the kitchen. When she returned it was with two cups of tea.

“Tea?” she offered Dumbledore, who took one of the cups and sipped at it politely.

“Thank you, Mrs Dursley,” Dumbledore said. “Did you enjoy your time in Austria? I quite enjoyed my visits to the grand garden at Hexenhochburg. Tell me, did you have a chance to see the fungal garden? It is quite delightful.”

“Oh, yes, very much,” Petunia said. “It was such an enriching experience for us all. I am so glad that we could all go—I’m sure we’ll all look back on it fondly for many years.” She sipped at her tea. “The fungal garden was… unique,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.”

It sounded almost like a compliment, but Harry knew his aunt well enough to know that it was her polite way of saying she didn’t like it. Too many negative associations with the word fungus, Harry assumed, even though the lights were quite pretty.

She changed the subject.

“Have you had an enjoyable summer so far, Headmaster?” she asked, cradling her teacup in her hands and offering Dumbledore a slight smile.

“As these things go it has been quite pleasant,” Dumbledore said. “I am of course very busy during the summers with ICW work, but I do make some time for myself as well. This year I have visited my friend Nicolas for the first time in quite a few years.”

“Oh, how lovely,” said Petunia. “I do find it important to keep up with old friends—it’s such a shame how friendships can slip away over time, isn’t it?”

Harry sat there, bored. It was the typical sort of conversation adults had with each other, all boring stuff about people dying or never having any time because of work. The only thing it was missing was something about knitting and book clubs, and Harry wouldn’t put it past Dumbledore to be interested in both.

At least the portkey was nearly ready.

“When does the portkey activate?” Harry asked during a lull in the conversation. “You know, just so we’re not late.”

“Ah, thank you for reminding me,” Dumbledore said. “We have a minute or so. Let me just…”

Dumbledore placed his teacup down onto the side table and then placed his hand into his pocket. He pulled out a tatty old leather glove.

“Our portkey.”

“Great,” Harry said. “Spellman’s got good news for us, hasn’t he? He said in his letter it went well, then when we saw him at the Summer Tournament he was pleased. So… we’ve not got anything to worry about, have we?” Harry asked. It was half a statement and half a question. Harry was worried that they did, in fact, have something to worry about and if they did, he hoped to hear something about it from Dumbledore first.

Just so he could brace for the bad news from Spellman.

“I am told the preliminary hearing went very well for us,” Dumbledore said, “and so I imagine Valerian simply wishes to discuss our next steps.”

Harry nodded. Good. That was good. Exactly what they wanted.

“Ah, the portkey is almost ready,” Dumbledore said, glancing at the clock. “Hold on.”

Harry and Petunia grabbed the glove, Petunia with a great deal of visible reluctance. Within moments the portkey activated and Harry, Dumbledore, and Petunia went whirling through the vortex. Not a minute later the portkey spat the travellers out in the street just in front of the Spellman  and Spellman law offices in London.

Harry brushed himself down at the other end. Portkeys were getting much less stressful, and he thought that even Petunia was getting a bit better at them. She wasn’t stumbling on the cobbles, anyway, and she’d worn the same high heeled shoes as the last time. Progress for everyone.

Once everyone had sorted themselves out, they entered the grand edifice that was Spellman and Spellman. Inside they met the same middle-aged witch as the first time, although she was paying a bit more attention than last time. Enough that she didn’t miss them enter, anyway.

“Chief Warlock!” she said when Dumbledore approached her. “Mr Potter, Mrs Dursley. Lawmage Spellman is waiting in his office for you—just through those doors and it’s the first office after the staircase.”

“Thank you, madam,” said Dumbledore.

“It’s my pleasure, Chief Warlock,” said the witch. “I’ll just let Lawmage Spellman know you’ve arrived.” As the group walked away Harry saw her scratch out a little note onto a piece of parchment. Moments later it flew past like a parchment bird. When they reached the door to Spellman’s office he called out immediately.

“Come in, come in!” he said.

Inside the office, all was as it had been the first time. Not a single thing out of place, other than Spellman in a slightly different set of robes. But the rest of it – from the books to the little ornaments and the strange devices Harry didn’t recognise – was just how it had been before.

“Take a seat, please,” said Spellman cheerfully. “I’ve asked Mim to bring us in some tea—since I know you lot aren’t interested in anything stronger! She won’t be long, I’m sure.”

“Thank you, Lawmage,” said Petunia.

“Now,” said Spellman once everyone had sat down, “first off—congratulations on your duelling win, Mr Potter! I’ve said it already but I’ll say it again: what a fun day out that was, eh? Shame about the Prophet, mind, but that’s to be expected.”

Despite Harry not giving any comment to the reporter’s inappropriate question the Prophet had managed to write an article around it anyway, which was … well … typical, Harry supposed.

“Thank you,” Harry said. He shrugged. “The Prophet’s always like that. I’m surprised it wasn’t any worse, to be honest with you.”

“I sent them a strongly worded letter,” Spellman explained. “Curtailed the worst of it, I should expect. Now, I do recall you saying something about flight school next week. Tell me, there isn’t a competition at the end of that, is there? Because if there is—and there’s press about—I’d like a bit more notice this time.”

Harry shook his head.

“No. Not that I know of, anyway. It’s just… well, you know, a summer flight school. Not like the EDC Summer Tournament. Might be press there, mind. Depends if Krum will be there or not. He did win a spot.”

Spellman considered that.

“Hmm. Well, I don’t suppose it will be too much of an issue if the reporters don’t have any access to you in particular,” he said. “Let me know what’s happening and I’ll clear a spot for you if need be.”

“Er, right,” Harry said, hoping with as much optimism he could muster that that wouldn’t be necessary. “I’ll let you know.”

“Excellent, excellent,” said Spellman. “Next, we should—oh, there you are, Mim. I was starting to think you’d got lost!”

“I know this building just as well as you, Uncle Val,” said Mim as she placed a tray with teas and a teapot onto the Spellman’s desk. “Need anything else?”

“No, no—that’s fine. Don’t want to waste any more of your time, especially with what you’ve been working on. Better get back to it actually—we’ve got to present our work to the Undersecretary for International Affairs tomorrow, after all!”

“My work, you mean,” said Mim. She nodded towards Harry and the others. “Have a good afternoon.”

She left.

“Where were we?” said Spellman.

“We were about to start discussing the outcome of the preliminary hearing, I would think,” said Dumbledore.

“Ah, yes! That. Well, as I wrote in my letters, it went very well. As we had thought, the Malfoys’ defence seems to rely almost entirely upon Mr Potter having cast an unknown Dark spell upon young Draco. Of course, Lucius has denied casting the Imperius Curse, but we expected that. He’d hardly want to admit to it!”

“But the jury… the… the… Wizengamot,” Petunia said. “The Wizengamot believes Harry?”

Spellman nodded.

“The small section of it which has overseen the preliminary hearing does, at least,” Spellman said. “They seem to agree with us that young Draco’s scarring is congruent with Mr Potter’s story about a Dark object. Indeed, it has been rumoured for several years now that Lucius Malfoy is in possession of some very Dark artefacts… so it is unsurprising that certain members of the Wizengamot are inclined to believe contact with one has harmed his own son. Now, previous attempts to search Malfoy Manor have been inconclusive in this regard, but it is easy to believe that young Draco has been harmed by his father’s foolishness. This of course helps us greatly.” Spellman smiled, a vicious little thing, all teeth. “And I should think that certain personages on the Wizengamot will be pushing for Veritaserum during the trial. On Lucius alone, of course, as Mr Potter and Draco are both still children.”

That actually sounded quite promising. Of course, Harry was telling the truth – mostly – and so the evidence should back it all up. But that didn’t mean the Wizengamot would agree… or even that those who did agree would say they agreed. Malfoy gold could go a long way to buying silence or support.

But with Veritaserum in the mix, well… depending on who asked the questions and what questions they asked, that was very good news indeed.

“Veritaserum?” asked Petunia.

“Truth potion,” Harry said.

“Well, that’s just wonderful news,” said Petunia. “Isn’t it?” She looked over to Harry, then at Dumbledore. After a few moments Dumbledore nodded.

“It does seem that way,” Dumbledore said. “I assume you’ve had access to the healer’s report, Valerian?”

Spellman nodded.

“Indeed. Or, well, a summary of it, anyway. It seems that Draco is still in recovery from an interaction with ‘Dark magic’—so says the report. Nonspecific Dark magic, you understand, not from a Dark object. The report claims he’s experiencing difficulty concentrating, pain, all the usual stuff. They say it’s bad enough that he won’t have to give a live statement. We’re going to argue that the absence will obstruct the Wizengamot from making an informed decision over the nature of the injury, but we don’t expect that to work. They’ll see an injured lad and won’t want to dig deeper. But we’ve got to try for it.”

“Do we know if they’re lying about it?” Harry asked. Lying about Draco’s condition would be totally on brand for the Malfoys. Harry didn’t doubt that there was some sort of aftereffect from the horcrux, but whether it was serious enough that Draco couldn’t be seen in public… well, that was another thing. While it was possible Draco was still incapacitated, Harry did think the Malfoys would prefer to exaggerate.

“Perhaps they’ve embellished matters somewhat,” Spellman said, “but the healer who submitted the report is a scrupulous sort. We can try and get a healer of our own to make an assessment, if you’d like…?”

Harry shrugged. Looked over at Dumbledore and Petunia to see what they’d prefer.

“Who would you have in mind?” asked Dumbledore.

“Someone from St Mungo’s—they do this sort of thing all of the time. The only problem there is that Lucius Malfoy is one of the patrons, so perhaps there’d be a conflict of interest,” Spellman said. “I’ll make a note of it and have Mim see to the arrangements.”

“Yes, please,” said Petunia. “If you think it would help.”

“Indeed,” said Spellman. He made a note of it on his parchment. “In slightly happier news—for us, anyway—Old Ambrose has gone and snuffed it.” At Harry’s blank look Spellman explained. “Ambrose Plopp, Member of the Wizengamot for Nimlet’s Head. No foul play, he was just very old. But the reason it’s good news for us is that he was a key Malfoy sympathiser—known to vote whichever way Lucius wanted. With him gone the bugger’s an ally down on the Wizengamot, and every vote helps, eh?”

It felt a bit ghoulish to celebrate the death of an old wizard Harry had never known, but on the other hand, said death did make a Malfoy victory in the trial less likely, so… well…

“I hadn’t heard,” said Dumbledore. “A shame. I shall have to offer my condolences to his wife.”

“They’ve not made the announcement yet,” Spellman said after sipping his tea. “Waiting for all the family to hear the news. I only know about it because my wife is friends with Elladora Plopp. Tragedy for the family, of course, but for us… let’s just hope we get someone a bit more amenable to our way of thinking after the by-election, eh?”

“What if his replacement is worse?” asked Petunia. “Could that happen?”

Spellman shrugged.

“Honestly? I don’t think it can. Plopp was Malfoy’s man through and through. With some luck, we’ll have a more independently minded man after the election… and if not? We’re just where we were to start with.”

“I suppose,” said Petunia.

That sounded reasonable enough to Harry. At least this way they had a chance at getting someone better in the seat, although given his luck, Harry thought it unlikely.

“Aside from that,” continued Spellman, “we’ve just got the one thing that needs doing. If you’re amenable to it we’d like to have Mr Potter seen by a St Mungo’s healer. Just to have a little look at that cursed scar—the new one, not the famous one. I know your schedule is a bit busy so if you can manage it tomorrow, we’d like to do it then. Before you get off to Rome and that flight school of yours.”

Harry looked at Petunia.

“Er, could we?”

“Well, we don’t have any appointments,” she said, “but I haven’t the faintest idea where this St Mungo’s is, nor do I know how to get there…”

“Ah, it’s easy enough, madam,” Spellman said. “It’s in London actually—even has a muggle-facing entrance you can use. If you ask our receptionist on your way out she’ll give you all the details!”

“I suppose we could drive in,” Petunia said. “Yes, that would fine. If you can give us all the right information.”

“Wonderful!” said Spellman. “Now, I do believe that’s that. We’ve had your character references back—nothing to worry about, glowing reports from all involved—and once you’ve had that scar of yours examined by the St Mungo’s lot there’s nothing to do but wait. I’ll let you know should anything change!”

“Thank you, Lawmage Spellman,” Harry said. It was all very tentative, but Harry thought things sounded quite positive. Positive enough that Harry felt good about swanning off to Rome for flight school, anyway.

“Excellent,” said Dumbledore. “There was one other thing, Valerian—that matter we discussed last week. Do you suppose…?”

“Ah, that. No need to worry, Albus, we’ve got the meeting scheduled for… Tuesday, yes. Unless you think we should push it back…?”

“No, no, Tuesday should be fine,” said Dumbledore. He stood. “Good day.”

“And to you all,” said Spellman.

They trudged out of the office and back to the reception area where Petunia was provided with a full description of St Mungo’s and the directions for how to get there. The witch wrote it down onto a piece of parchment, anyway, so Harry didn’t bother listening. Not when he could just have a read over it later on. Then, once all that was done, it was back outside to wait for the portkey home.

The next day, it was a swift trip to St Mungo’s for an examination by the healers – a trip which went surprisingly smoothly in Harry’s estimation – and then after that, Harry was free to enjoy the few days until flight school.

*

As with the Summer Tournament, the organisers of Harry’s flight school had sent along a portkey for all the attendees to take to the site. Some sort of ancient site near or just outside of Rome, according to the letter Harry had been sent. Perhaps a bit warm for extended flying, but Harry wasn’t going to complain too much, as a week of being trained by the very best flyers in Europe was a privilege even if it would be in plus 30-degree heat. Even Dudley was looking forward as unlike Hexenhochburg, flight school had a pool on site.

It was going to be, at least as far as Dudley was concerned, the highlight of the week. Harry didn’t mind. Whatever got him to go, and to be happy going. Sirius would accompany Harry, Petunia, and Dudley once again disguised as ‘Uncle Dave’. An easy enough ruse, considering he’d spent a week doing just that already.

So, on the very last Thursday of July, Harry waited once more in the living room for a portkey to activate. Much easier than the plane journey that Petunia and Vernon had booked to take them all to Greece later in August… and only marginally more unpleasant. Unlike the journey to Hexenhochburg, Dudley was ready and waiting in the living room.

He’d even dressed appropriately, although in muggle summer wear rather than summer robes, which Harry thought was fair. And this time there hadn’t been the faintest argument over his summer homework, as he seemed to accept that Petunia was adamant that it get done even if Dudley was traipsing all over Europe while doing it.

And Petunia herself was keeping her pottering to the bare minimum – she busied herself rearranging the ornaments along the mantelpiece while they waited. So it was really only Sirius Harry had to worry about, and as Sirius could apparate directly into the home, Harry wasn’t very worried at all.

“When’s Sirius going to get here?” complained Dudley. “We can’t go if he’s not with us, and the portkey’s soon.”

“I’m sure he won’t be late,” Harry said. “He doesn’t want to miss the portkey either.”

Not a minute later Harry heard the telltale crack of apparition from inside the hall, which meant Sirius had arrived.

“See?” Harry said. “He’s here now.”

Sirius appeared at the doorway to living room only moments later, already disguised as Dave. He entered the room with a big smile.

“How are we all today?” Sirius said as he sauntered into the room. “Excited?”

“Oh, hello, Sirius,” said Petunia, glancing over at him from where she stood. “I shan’t be long—just wanted to do a little tidying up before we go.”

“It’s only Dad staying here when we’ve gone,” said Dudley, “so I don’t know why you’re bothering. It’s not like he cares.”

“But I care, darling,” Petunia said.

“I reckon it’s going to be great,” Harry said, ignoring Dudley and Petunia’s exchange. “D’you know they’ve got instructors for basically every broomsport that there is? I mean, okay, so I don’t fancy playing Quodpot myself, and I think technically I’m signed up for the speed and hazard racing because those are the events I won, but that’s still really cool. Right?”

If anyone would understand Harry’s excitement it would Sirius. Dudley thought all flying was cool, but didn’t really get it as he’d never flown before. Petunia made all the right noises at all the right times, but Harry knew she was only pretending to understand. But Sirius – Sirius had flown himself. Knew the thrill of broomflight.

“Definitely,” said Sirius. “I’d have killed for this sort of thing when I was your age. Mind, I was never as good on a broom as your dad was, so between the two of us he’d probably have made better use of it. But it does sound like good fun.”

Harry nodded along as Sirius spoke. He’d known his father had flown, of course. Certain people mentioned it more or less every time Harry got on a broom while at school – including Hooch. But James Potter had been a Quidditch player, a chaser. Whether he would have been interested in hazard flying or speed racing…

Although perhaps Sirius knew.

“Sirius,” Harry said, “did my dad ever do speed racing or hazard flying or anything like that? I know it’s not been that popular over here—the scene is more Quidditch, isn’t it—but I was just wondering…”

“I don’t know that he did,” Sirius said. “Like you said, it’s always been more Quidditch here. We never did other broomsports at school though. I know he played Quodpot a few times—didn’t much care for it. But I reckon he’d have loved watching you fly in the hazards. Loved a bit of danger, James.” Sirius grinned. “Can’t say Lily would have been quite so thrilled to watch it, mind you, but… mums, eh.”

That was surprisingly disappointing, though Harry couldn’t quite put his finger on why. But even though he didn’t share the specific sport with his father, it was nice knowing that they shared talents. Shared interests, a love of flying. That something of James Potter – other than his physical appearance, anyway – had made its way to Harry was … comforting.

“Right, portkey’s nearly ready,” Harry said after taking a slightly deeper breath than usual to steady himself. He held out the portkey – an undersized decorative wooden broomstick – for everyone to grab hold. “Er, remember your bags and stuff, Dudley,” he said to Dudley, and then grabbed his own bag. He wasn’t travelling with a suitcase as he’d asked Sirius to expand the inside of his bag. Inside, Harry had everything he needed – including his Firebolt. “Aunt Petunia?”

“So soon?” she said, looking between Harry and the ornament – some ghastly porcelain woman in a ridiculous dress – before finally setting the ornament back down onto the mantelpiece. She crossed the living room and grabbed on to the portkey along with Dudley and Sirius. “I had been hoping to—” she said, and then stopped abruptly as the portkey activated.

The two Dursleys, Harry, and Sirius were sucked into the portkey vortex and sent spinning across time and space.

*

The portkey deposited Harry and his guests on the somewhat cramped lawn in front of a grand Roman villa. The building itself seemed to have been pulled directly from Imperial Rome, being in pristine condition. Despite the warmth of the sun there was a slight chill in the air, and upon closer inspection of his surroundings, Harry saw that they were atop a mountain of some kind.

The hills outside Rome, Harry realised as he looked around. He bet that once in the air he’d be able to see muggle Rome itself if he looked in the right direction. But for now, all he could really see was the sprawling complex of the flight school itself.

And its dozens of other guests, all dropped in via portkey at the exact same time as Harry. Casting his gaze around the manicured lawn Harry saw several of his fellow Aerobaticum competitors – Giovanna with a witch who was presumably her mother; George Weasley with his mother, Ron, and Ginny; a handful of others from all three schools; along with Serrano and his guests. Harry gave a tentative wave to each of them when they noticed each other but didn’t make any moves to greet them more personally. There would be time for that later, and he wasn’t at all sure he even wanted to speak with Giovanna.

Or whether she wanted to speak with him.

So Harry decided to leave it alone, at least until they met each other in a more organic kind of way throughout the week of flight school. And scattered all around the lawns were people totally unknown to Harry, carrying bags and broomstick cases.

“Where do we go from here?” asked Dudley, also looking around. “I can’t see a pool.”

“It’ll be further in,” Harry said idly, not really caring. “Past the buildings. I think we’ve got to head for the main building and then they’ll tell us where to go, I suppose.”

“That’s what everyone else seems to be doing,” Petunia said.

Petunia was right. Those other attendees who had recovered from their international portkeys in were already streaming towards the main building’s main entrance in a messy, haphazard mass. In the absence of anything else which looked like a welcome area, Harry followed, bag in hand.

Slowly, Petunia, Dudley, and Sirius followed him and they joined the crowd as everyone attempted to gain access to the main compound. Closer to the building Harry saw white-painted walls surrounding the grounds, topped with a small roof with bright terracotta tiles. The walls stretched off into the distance and followed the peaks and troughs of the hill on which the complex had been built.

“Not bad,” said Sirius as they approached. “They’ve got a full-sized Quidditch pitch put in, look.” He nodded towards the west, where Harry could just about see the tops of Quidditch hoops poking over the walls.

“I wonder what their hazard course looks like,” Harry said. “I bet it’s at least as good as what we had for the Aerobaticum.” Or perhaps not, as Harry dimly remembered that the Triwizard organisers had put on a truly top-notch hazard course according to the papers, but then, the Daily Prophet was a rag. But judging from the way that flight school looked, Harry was expecting great things.

Harry wondered if Krum had bothered to attend, or if he’d skipped it. No one would have blamed him for doing so, especially as he was already a professional flyer. At the very least, Harry couldn’t see him anywhere. Well, it didn’t matter. There were already people Harry knew in attendance, and even if there hadn’t been, Harry was mostly confident he’d be able to make some new acquaintances. As the throng of guests moved closer to the main building in the compound Harry saw three officials directing the flow of traffic into three columns. There didn’t seem to be any specific sorting method, as Giovanna and Serrano had both been sorted into different columns, so Harry picked the one with the least people in it.

And then it was just a matter of waiting. Harry passed the time by idle conversation with Sirius and Petunia, as Dudley was more interested in complaining about the heat and the waiting. But even that passed quickly enough, and Harry was soon shown inside the near-palatial Romanesque villa.

Although slightly dimmer than the full sun of the outside, inside the villa was still bright and airy. A grand mosaic of eagles in flight covered most of the floor, while animated frescoes lined the walls. Deeper inside half a dozen or so witches and wizards stood with little writing boards receiving guests. When he saw a chance Harry headed right for the nearest one who was free.

“Excuse me,” Harry said, “I’m… er… well I’m here for the flight school,” he said. “I’m Harry Potter. I won one of the—actually technically I think I won a few of the prizes—well, I’m here, anyway.”

The official – a stocky young witch with a no-nonsense hairdo olive skin – scanned her parchment.

“You are on the list,” she said. “May I see your wand? And your guardians’ wands?”

“Er, yeah,” Harry said. He grabbed his wand from his robe pocket and handed it over, then gestured for Sirius to do the same. “But my aunt doesn’t have one—she’s a muggle. So’s my cousin.”

“That won’t be a problem,” she said. She took down Sirius’s assumed name. Then she took out an odd device, did something to both Harry and Sirius’s wands, and handed them back. At Harry’s sceptical look she explained further. “We need to check in your wands so we have a proper way of identifying you. This isn’t a problem?”

Harry shook his head.

“No, no—I just didn’t recognise that thingy you were using, that’s all. I’ve not seen something like it before.”

“Ah.” She paused. “So, you will want to go through here into the adjoining chamber where one of my colleagues will show you to your villa for this week. Please, have a wonderful time and do not hesitate to ask for assistance should you need it!”

With a polite smile and a subtle gesture, the witch dismissed Harry and his guests to attend to the next lot of people. Harry didn’t mind. Instead, he moved on through the building and went in the direction the check in witch had indicated. Through a set of wooden double doors and into a long hallway with windows overlooking a courtyard.

Flight school didn’t appear to have quite as well-planned logistics as the EDC Summer Tournament as, once inside the long hallway, there was an equally long wait to be seen by a member of staff. But Harry supposed the scale of the two organisations was quite different, and as flight school didn’t appear to have a horde of house elves at its beck and call, perhaps the slow service was the trade off.

The reason for the slow service soon became apparent as Harry realised that the staff were gathering up larger groups of people before leaving. Harry found himself in a group with mostly people he’d never met before, as well as George and the other Weasleys in attendance. Harry said his hellos to the Weasleys, then focused on the wizard again. No doubt there would be time later for chit-chat, especially as Molly Weasley represented the single person in the entire compound that Petunia already knew.

“I think this is enough,” said the wizard who’d gathered them all together. He spoke in Latin, just as the staff and officials at Hexenhochburg had. Harry kept up a basic translation for his aunt and Dudley’s benefit. “Let’s go. I am Marcos and I will be your guide this afternoon! Follow me, everyone.”

The wizard led the group outside of the building and talked them through everywhere they passed by. Once outside, Harry saw manicured gardens leading away from the main building… and dozens of little buildings scattered about, each of them mostly hidden by the landscaping but not entirely.

“You’ll all be staying in one of our little villas,” the wizard said, gesturing to the little buildings strewn about. “These are fully equipped with everything you need in your stay, but if anything isn’t to your satisfaction please do not hesitate to contact a member of staff. Your lodgings are towards the middle, so please follow me and try not to get lost.”

“I can’t see a pool,” Harry heard Dudley say to Petunia while he was translating.

Harry ignored him.

“So, with that out of the way, let me welcome you all to Istituto di Volo Estremo Roma!” the wizard continued. “We pride ourselves on offering the very best experience for anyone who is serious about broomstick flight and broomsports, and we are very happy that you have joined us here today. We have programmes for the major broomsports played worldwide, with a specialisation in Quidditch, hazard flight, and speed racing; we offer specialised training in every Quidditch position, all done on one of our full-sized Quidditch pitches; and we have a truly world-class hazard course set up and regularly inspected by the World Hazard Racers’ Federation. And more than this, we are able to offer taster sessions in less popular broomsports such as Quodpot and, later in the week, we offer an opportunity to experience magic carpet flight. So there is much for you all to look forward to!” said the wizard.

He turned at a fork in the path which led deeper into the gardens with all the little villas.

“Our dining hall is back where we have just left and is where you will eat most of your meals this week. Every meal is prepared by our world-famous chefs, contracted here specifically for each session. I eat here very often, and I should say that I am never dissatisfied. But, if you find the food not to your liking, please inform a member of our team—we will do our very best to help!” he continued. “Just after the residential area is our space for relaxation and recreation, which is fully equipped with a swimming pool, a stage for Summoner’s Court and even an open-air bar and lounge.”

“See,” Petunia said to Dudley after Harry translated, “there is a pool.”

“And here’s the villa for, ah… Tomasz Wojcik and guests,” said the wizard. He gestured towards the nearest of the small buildings, the little villas. “Please, settle in and get ready to join us for drinks and snacks later this afternoon! Our next stop will be the lodgings for Harry Potter and guests, so please follow me everyone.”

Now that was promising. As nice as it was listening to the wizard reel off the flight school’s major features, Harry felt sure that there would be some literature available in their rooms where he could read over all of that at his leisure. But he wanted to set down his things and figure out exactly what he had in store for the next week, and milling about in the admittedly very nice gardens was quite low down on the list of things he wanted to get done.

Marcos walked past several more villas and then stopped in front of one.

“Harry Potter, here is your villa for the week. Please, call a member of staff if you’ve got any questions! Moving on…”

Harry left him to it. He unlocked the villa door with his wand and gestured inside.

“It looks a bit small for all of us,” Dudley said, lingering by the door. “We’re really all meant to be in here?”

“It’s probably bigger on the inside,” Petunia said. She glanced at Harry. “Isn’t it?”

“Yeah, probably,” Harry said. “Let’s just get in.”

Inside, it really was bigger than it looked from the exterior, with a central room flanked by several other rooms. A bedroom for everyone, and separate bathroom. Still rather small, but definitely good enough for the week – at least in Harry’s estimation. Perhaps his aunt would have other opinions, but Harry was happy enough with it all.

Dudley dumped his things onto a long sofa and looked around.

“It’s not as fancy as that castle was,” he said. “And we’ve not heard from our elf. How are we supposed to call her if we don’t know her name?”

“Maybe there isn’t an elf,” Harry said. “I don’t think we’ve got elf service here anyway.”

“Really? Why not?”

Harry shrugged.

“Dunno. But I’ve not seen any elves and none of the letters or anything mentioned it.”

“I can answer that one,” Sirius said. “Italian labour laws. It’s a wizard-first job market. I remember when they brought the law in—I was only a boy, but my mother was furious about it. Basically, organisations like this aren’t allowed to use elf labour.”

“Really?” asked Harry. “That’s… progressive,” he said, settling on that although it didn’t feel quite right. “What about in houses?”

“Still allowed in private homes. And some businesses, too, I think,” Sirius said. “Unless it’s changed since I was a boy.”

“Hmm,” Harry said, thinking on it. It did seem good that elves weren’t being used to provide unpaid labour for wizards who were making gold hand over fist… but then, they were still providing unpaid labour in wizard homes anyway, so Harry didn’t think it was that much better.

Dudley, however, seemed not to have considered the philosophical or economic ramifications of this at all.

“So, how will we ask for snacks and drinks and stuff like that, then?” he said. “If there’s no elves.”

“Marcos said about a bar-lounge type thing,” Harry pointed out. “So you can probably just order it there.” Although whether that was true or not, Harry didn’t particularly care. He was at the Istituto to fly, not to lounge about eating, so he assumed the dining hall would be more than adequate for his needs. He shrugged. “I’m going to look for an info pack,” he said, and left Dudley to it while his aunt made her usual checks.

Harry assumed there would be a pack somewhere, as the flight school was usually something people paid quite a lot of money to attend, and no doubt they would be peeved to arrive and find information lacking. Of course, there had probably been a brochure of some kind before booking, but Harry hadn’t actually booked, so he’d received nothing. After a while looking through the villa Harry found what he wanted and settled down to read it.

That didn’t quite take him up to the time for ‘drinks and snacks’ later that afternoon, but it was close enough, and he had enough time to change into a nicer robe for it, too.

*

Snacks and drinks turned out to be reasonably fun, even if Harry spent the whole afternoon itching to fly. Unfortunately, there would be no flying until the next day, as the arrival day was meant to be something of an icebreaker for all the attendees. So after the drinks and snacks session ended, Harry spent the rest of the afternoon lounging about by the pool. ‘A bit of family time,’ Petunia had called it, so Harry acquiesced without argument.

But after that – and a night spent at the outdoor bar-lounge area with George and the other Weasleys – Harry was able, finally, to fly. 

The next morning Harry turned up to the racers’ orientation event with his Firebolt in hand and his flight goggles at the ready. He even had his gloves in his robe pocket just in case. The previous evening Harry had been given the chance to sign up for various training session, and although he’d considered Quidditch, he’d decided against it in the end.

Hazard flying and speed racing seemed a bit more fun, and a purer expression of flying besides. That meant Harry was put in a group with George Weasley, Emiliano Serrano, and also Giovanna.

“Alright?” Harry said to Emiliano and Giovanna once he’d arrived with George for their event.

“Good to see you again,” Emiliano said.

“Hello, Harry,” said Giovanna with a little smile.

Harry relaxed immediately. He’d been worried it would be awkward after how things had ended between them, but it seemed as if they were both on board with the idea of just being friends. But there wasn’t much time to stand about chatting at all, as their instructor for the week – renowned hazard flyer Beatrix Csaba – got things started.

“Good morning!” she said, her voice strong and clear, her Latin impeccable. “You are all here today because you want to get serious about broomstick racing. Some of you have already won competitions at a high level,” she said, and here she glanced at Harry, George, and the other Triwizard competitors, “and some of you are less experienced. Do not worry about this because we are very experienced in meeting all our students’ needs. Any questions?”

“When do we get to use the hazard course?” asked one boy from behind Harry.

“You’ll all get a chance in the Stack,” Csaba said carefully, “but until we’ve properly assessed your skill-level, we’re going to focus more on the fundamentals. That’s what we’re going to be doing all day today—some basic flight assessments, moving on to a bit of work with bludgers. Anyone else?”

No one had any questions. Harry was of the opinion that they, like him, just wanted to get up in the air. They’d all come to fly, after all. And so, with no more questions to answer, Csaba had everyone up in the air flying basic manoeuvres for the first part of the morning.

As simple as it was – it was very basic flying, stuff Harry had left behind right at the start of the previous school year – Harry enjoyed. Perhaps because of the simplicity. It was, after a rough year and a week’s hard work, just what Harry needed. A chance to get lost in the sheer, unbridled joy that was broomstick flight.

So Harry spent the morning right up until lunch flying, feeling the wind through his hair and the Italian sun on his face. Harry very reluctantly landed and put away his broom when it was time for lunch, and joined his aunt, Dudley, and Sirius at the dining hall.

“Good day’s flying?” Sirius asked when Harry joined them once again.

“Brilliant,” Harry said. “Really good. I mean, we’ve only been doing basic bits, but the instructor—Beatrix Csaba, do you know her? She’s brilliant, a world champion hazard racer—is great. Really knows what she’s about. Can’t wait to get in the Stack, honestly. I bet it’s going to be crazy.”

“Can we come and watch when you’re doing that?” Sirius asked. “We didn’t get to see your hazard races.”

“Dunno,” Harry said. “Probably? I’ll ask.”

“I don’t know if I could manage,” Petunia said. “The hazard flying sounds awfully dangerous. And before you say anything, Harry, I know they’ve got healers and I know you know what you’re doing. But even thinking about it gives me a heart attack.”

“It’s not that bad,” Harry said. “And to be honest, I think because everyone who’s here is paying so much to be here, they won’t do anything really dangerous anyway. Worst thing, I reckon, would be losing an arm or something. Which is fine since I can just grow another one.” Harry shrugged.

That seemed to make Petunia more anxious rather than less, so Harry wisely changed the subject.

“Er, did you all have a good morning?”

“We went to the pool,” Dudley said. “Mum just sunbathed, but they’ve got slides and stuff so I went on them with Si—Dave.”

That actually sounded like fun to Harry. Probably not as much fun as flying, but definitely something he wanted a go of later on in the week. If there was time.

“I’ll give them a go if I’ve got time,” Harry said. “Sounds like fun.”

“You should,” Dudley said. “They’ve got this one, right, where it’s like…”

The rest of the week followed on from that first day of flying. Harry spent most of his days up in the air, alternating between increasingly tricky speed races and jaunts into the Istituto’s K-Stack. Then, once the day’s flight training was done, he joined Dudley – along with Sirius and, on more than one occasion, the Weasleys – at the pool. Evenings were a mixed bag, sometimes spent with his family and the Weasleys, and sometimes with his friends from flight school – including Giovanna and Emiliano, whose company Harry found that he enjoyed quite a lot. After all, they did share participation in the Aerobaticum.

On one evening near the end of the week Sirius had booked them all a flight on the magic carpets. Harry hadn’t been overly enthused to go on them, as he wouldn’t be flying it himself, but he supposed it was a good opportunity to give Dudley and Petunia a taste of wizard flight. So, as the sun was setting above the mountains outside Rome, Sirius, Harry, and his family made their way to the carpet dock.

“That carpet is going to hold all of us,” Dudley said when he saw the large carpet, “and we’re going to fly on it.” For all that it was a question, it didn’t sound like one, as Dudley’s tone was totally flat. Almost as if he didn’t believe the carpet could fly at all, which Harry thought was… stupid, given everything he’d seen of magic.

“Yeah,” Harry said. “It’s not—I mean, it is just a carpet, but it’s not a normal carpet. It’s got all sorts of spells on it to make it fly. Right, Dave?”

Sirius nodded.

“Yeah. Perfectly safe. Mind you, I’ve not been on one in years—not since I was little and we were on holiday in France. They’re banned back home, see.”

“Banned? Why?” asked Petunia.

“So muggles don’t get them confused with normal rugs,” Harry said. “I know it’s stupid—we use brooms—but that’s the reason for the law.” He shrugged. “Shall we go on? I think they’re ready for us.”

They stepped forward and were shown onto the expansive carpet by the attending wizard.

“No running, jumping, or standing while the carpet is in the air,” the wizard said in a flat, bored monotone. “The carpet is charmed with all the safety charms necessary, but in the event that you do not follow the safety guidelines we will not be held liable for any damage to yourself or your belongings which may occur. Prior to take-off we will be casting a Disillusionment Charm upon you all and the carpet itself as our flight path takes us over muggle areas in Rome. Any questions?”

Harry had none. He suspected that Petunia would have at least half a dozen or so, mostly centred around safety, but she said nothing.

“What happens if we fall off?” asked Dudley. Harry debated whether to bother translating Dudley’s question, especially as it seemed designed to provoke Petunia’s anxiety, but then Dudley looked at Harry expectantly. Privately, Harry thought Dudley ought to be able to speak enough Latin to ask the question himself, given Smeltings’s curriculum… but what Dudley ought to be able to do and what he was able to do were sometimes miles and miles apart.

So Harry translated.

“If you follow our safety guidelines that won’t happen,” the wizard said in the same bored tone. “But if you don’t follow them and you fall off, you’ll die.”

“He, er, says you won’t fall off if you follow the rules. But if you do, you’ll die.” Harry paused. “Let’s just get on, shall we?”

All that decided, the four of them climbed on to the flying carpet and settled in. It was much more comfortable than Harry would have thought, being quite cushioned in spite of looking like an ordinary carpet. It even had little handles to hold onto. Once everyone was properly seated, the wizard came back around to cast Disillusionment Charms on them. When he reached Harry and cast the spell, Harry shivered. Almost like an egg had been cracked atop his head, a cold dribble crawled down the back of Harry’s neck as he shimmered out of sight.

He could just about see the outlines of where Dudley, Petunia, and Sirius were, along with the carpet itself. But for all intents and purposes, they were invisible, no cloak necessary. A nice enough trick, Harry supposed, even if the results weren’t quite as nice as his Invisibility Cloak.

Their guide Disillusioned himself and climbed aboard the carpet. Then, without warning, the carpet rose up into the sky and shot off away from the flight school compound.

Harry leaned over the edge of the carpet to watch their ascent. The mountains outside Rome were magnificent, the dying light of day casting shadows over the landscape. And then, in the distance, the multitudinous lights of muggle Rome flickered into being. The city sprawled across the landscape like nothing Harry had ever seen, beautiful in its complexity and horrifying in its imposition upon the landscape.

A land of contradictions.

“Oh, my,” Harry heard Petunia say. “So high…”

The carpet rose higher and higher. Got faster, too, although it didn’t feel all that fast to Harry. Certainly nowhere near as fast as his Firebolt. But it was a gentler kind of flight than any broom Harry had tried and more comfortable besides, for all that it did seem to lack a bit of the sheer thrill. But it was fun enough, and Petunia and Dudley both seemed to be enjoying it.

Their wizard guide flew the carpet along what was surely a well-flown route, one he knew by heart. They dipped closer to old ruins and bits of crumbling architecture for the view, then back up when they grew too close to muggle houses. And through it all Harry was struck by the beauty of the Roman countryside and the suburbs outside Rome. Old, almost impossibly ancient ruins alongside more modern constructions, some of it magical and some of it muggle, all coexisting. Side by side, as they had for centuries, and Harry could see it all from the air.

“This is nice,” Sirius said after taking a sip of his Polyjuice. “Nice and relaxing, and even better because we don’t have to fly ourselves, eh?”

“I have to admit,” Petunia said after a few moments, “this is much nicer than I’d thought it would be. It’s quite… lovely. Vernon would enjoy this. He’d never say, but I think he’d love the romance of it.”

Harry thought that unlikely, but he supposed Petunia knew Vernon better than Harry did.

“It’s good,” Dudley said, “but I thought it would go faster.”

Harry asked the wizard.

“We can go faster,” he said, and the carpet surged forward. Not nearly as fast as a Nimbus, but still faster than they’d been going before. They sped towards Rome itself and flew over the buildings, watched the cars and people below as they went along their business. The wizard took them along a route which passed by most of Rome’s famous landmarks, which Petunia pointed out whenever she noticed one. Once they’d covered most of the city they turned back towards the Istituto, and returned about two and half hours after they’d left.

More or less just in time for dinner.

“That was lovely, Dave,” said Petunia as they made their way from the carpet dock. “Thank you for booking it.”

Sirius shrugged.

“No problem. I thought it’d be fun, and it was. Glad you enjoyed!”

“Thanks, Dave,” Harry said. He was glad his aunt and Dudley had been able to experience flight. They’d done the cloud surfing back over the Austrian Alps, but that wasn’t quite the same as flying, and even though they’d still never flown on a broom… well, the carpet ride had been very nice. And it had given his aunt something cultural to do as well, so at least Harry didn’t have to worry about any unexpected excursions.

After that it was just a matter of completing the week’s activities. Speed races, the odd hazard course, and even an introduction to Quodpot, just for a change. And it the end of the week Harry felt more relaxed, more at ease, than he had done in a very long time indeed.

*

The final day at the Istituto di Volo Estremo Roma brought with it a handful of exhibition flights for the participants in front of their guests. Nothing too exciting, although Harry was glad for the chance to show off regardless. After that, the organisation’s heads presented all of the participants with certificates proving their successful completion of training at the flight school. That was nice enough, Harry supposed, although it was really more of a souvenir than anything useful. But it would be nice to keep. All of that took up until dinner time, after which the portkeys home had been handed out.

Despite the week’s fun and games, Harry was keen to get home. For a little bit of normalcy now that he’d finally managed to relax and destress. So, after saying his goodbyes to Giovanna and Emiliano, after making vague assertions with the various Weasleys that they’d see each other in Hogwarts, it was time to go home.

After a full week’s flying in the sun – along with more than a little lounging and swimming – Harry, Petunia, Dudley, and Sirius were deposited back in Number Four, Privet Drive courtesy of their international portkey. That late in the evening Vernon was home, and he near enough jumped out of his skin at their arrival.

He recovered soon enough, though, and turned to address them all. Harry didn’t like the look on his face, not one bit – it was exactly like that time he’d failed to secure Grunnings a new, high-value client after weeks of work.

“Bit of bad news, I’m afraid,” he said gently, more to Harry than anyone else. “You’ll be wanting to sit down, I imagine.”

Harry regarded him warily.

“What? What is it, Vernon?” Petunia asked. “Has something happened—is it Marge? Or…”

“Nothing to do with Marge,” Vernon said. He gestured to a paper sat on the table next to his chair. It was the Daily Prophet, closed but with the front page pointing out. “That Malfoy’s gone and got himself elected to that Wizengamot thing.”
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    Chapter 5 – The Wizengamot
“Shit,” said Harry. “That’s… that isn’t good at all.”

Harry took a quick look at Petunia in case she was about to tell him off for language, but she hadn’t seemed to notice. Instead, she’d gone white, and held one hand up covering her mouth.

“Clever bastard,” said Sirius. “Dirty, conniving little maggot.”

“Why’s that bad?” demanded Dudley. “Can’t you still take him to court?”

Harry hadn’t thought Dudley had been paying any attention to the trial and the business with Malfoy, and it had honestly been quite refreshing. There was at least one person who wouldn’t bring it up at inopportune times. But apparently, he knew enough.

“The Wizengamot is the court,” Harry said. “So now Malfoy’s on it. But… I don’t think that means he gets to decide on the trial—he’ll have to sit it out like Dumbledore is.” Harry glanced over at Sirius for confirmation. “Right?”

“Right,” Sirius said.

“So… why’s it so bad, then?”

“Because now they won’t use Veritaserum on him,” Harry said. “Before, Spellman thought they’d want to use Veritaserum—truth potion—on Malfoy. But they can’t use it on members of the Wizengamot unless they’re on trial for treason.”

“Oh,” Dudley said. He seemed to consider it. “That does sound bad. But won’t it be obvious that’s why Malfoy took the job?”

That was fairly well-reasoned for Dudley, Harry thought. And he was right – it would be glaringly obvious to anyone with even half a brain that that’s why Malfoy had stood for election in the first place. But Harry didn’t think it would matter if it came down to Malfoy’s word against Harry’s.

“The problem there is,” Sirius said, “they might downgrade the trial from a criminal to a civil matter. Looks bad for a peer of the Wizengamot to be involved in a criminal trial, see.”

“Well, they’ve got that arse backwards, haven’t they?” said Vernon. “If it looks so bloody bad for one of their own to be on trial for assaulting a little boy maybe they should chuck out the man instead of the case!”

Being called a little boy did sting, but Harry thought Vernon had the right of it. Unfortunately, given everything he knew about the wizarding world and its politics, the case being thrown out seemed far more likely than Lucius Malfoy being denied the seat.

“These people,” said Petunia with a sigh. She sank down onto the sofa. “It’s one thing after another. Can’t even run their own judicial system properly.”

“The Ministry is a shambles,” Sirius said. “The Wizengamot most of all. I never even got put on trial, but with the way things are, I doubt anything would have changed. I’m just sorry Harry’s been caught up in it all as well.”

Silence.

“It doesn’t matter,” Harry said after a few moments. “If they downgrade us to arbitration before the Wizengamot, we’ll just have to win that. We’ve come this far—the only way we can go is forward.”

“Unless you withdraw the accusations and collapse the case,” Sirius said. “Not that I think you should.”

“Absolutely not!” Vernon said.

“I don’t want to do that,” Harry said at the same time. “That’s what Malfoy—what Voldemort­—will want us to do. So we’re not going to do it.”

“That’s fair enough,” Sirius said. “I really think—”

Mid-sentence, Sirius’s features began to blur and shift away from those of Dave. Within seconds Sirius was himself once again, his Polyjuice having worn off. He shook himself off.

“Er, what was I saying?” Sirius said. “Right—I bet Malfoy’s going to offer to settle out of court next. That’s how he usually solves his problems, anyway: throw enough gold at it to make it go away.”

“Maybe we should accept a settlement,” Petunia said. “Not for the money, of course,” she continued once she saw Harry’s stare, “but because… well… it can’t be good having your name all over the papers like this. And with him being on the Wizengamot now… is it worth fighting this as well as everything else? Don’t you deserve to be a normal young man at school?” She sighed again. “This is what I was worried about when you got that bloody letter!” she muttered, just loud enough that Harry could hear.

“I see what you’re saying, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said carefully, “but I don’t think it can work like that. This is part of the ‘everything else’. If I give up now I’m just going to be facing something bigger and stronger later. Better to do it now.”

“None of this is fair,” Petunia said. “We shouldn’t have to deal with any of this. You shouldn’t have to be dealing with this.”

Harry shrugged.

“Life isn’t fair. This is bad news, but… it could be worse news, couldn’t it? It doesn’t matter. We’ll deal with it.” He sighed. “I’m going to go write a letter to Dumbledore.” Harry turned to look at Sirius. “Sirius, thank you for coming with us—it was a great week. It was nice having you there for my birthday.”

“No problem at all, Harry,” Sirius said. “It’s the least I could do. And if I’m honest, it’s really you doing the favour for me. So… listen—if you need anything with this trial, let me know, okay? I know I can’t get out and about much, but I’ll do what I can. Let me know how it goes.”

“I will,” Harry said.

After that, Petunia and Dudley said their own goodbyes to Sirius, and he apparated away. Then Harry stood to go back to his room.

“Wait a moment, Harry,” Petunia said. “I… I won’t promise you all of this will turn out how we want it to, because God knows I have no faith in your people’s legal system. But… we’re all here for you. We’ll make the best of it that we can.” She paused. “And before you send your letter to Dumbledore let me know—I’ve got a few words of my own I want him to read. So we’ll send our letters off together, if that’s alright with you.”

Harry nodded. That was fine with him. It would no doubt take Harry a while to completely figure out just what he wanted to say to Dumbledore anyway, and that was without knowing how he wanted to say it. So he could wait for Petunia to finish up with her own letter. With one last look at the Daily Prophet next to Vernon – where a smiling, waving Lucius Malfoy looked out at them – Harry left the living room and retreated to his bedroom.

*

Harry and Petunia sent their letters to Dumbledore the following morning. Harry didn’t ask what his aunt had written in hers, as he supposed she did deserve to have private correspondence with Dumbledore. It was probably an echo of what she’d already been saying to him, anyway. As long as Dumbledore answered Harry’s questions, he didn’t mind what his aunt had asked. And Harry had covered more or less all of his worries about Lucius Malfoy’s election to the Wizengamot, so hoped that Dumbledore would be forthcoming with his answers.

Dumbledore didn’t reply until the next day.

Not long after dawn Harry was woken by an owl tapping at his bedroom window. Groggily, he roused himself from bed and let the owl inside to take its letters from it. The owl took some water from Agrippa’s stock before flying away again.

Immediately Harry knew the letters were from Dumbledore. For one thing, it had been one owl with two letters, which meant either Dumbledore or Valerian Spellman. For another, he recognised Dumbledore’s wax seal. Harry set aside Petunia’s letter to give to her at a more appropriate time, then carefully opened his own.


  Harry,



  You are right to be concerned with Lucius’s election to the Wizengamot. It is not something we could have predicted given his prior behaviour, but that it has happened at all is cause for concern nevertheless. I cannot promise you that the trial will proceed as planned. Indeed, it seems possible that the Wizengamot will conclude there ought not be a trial at all—though I do not think this will be the case. No, instead, the likeliest outcome in my estimation is that our trial is downgraded from a criminal matter to a civil dispute requiring arbitration before the Wizengamot.



  If this is so, we will forfeit the opportunity to send Lucius Malfoy to Azkaban and it will instead be replaced with a fine which is theoretically unlimited in amount. Unfortunately, such a resolution may also be used against us, should we come away from arbitration as the losers. As frustrating as this may be I do not think we should allow this to change our strategy, nor should it temper our desire to see justice done. At this point, with the level of scrutiny the case has received in the press and indeed in the court of public opinion, I believe that withdrawing the accusation would be more damaging than an unfavourable arbitration.



  I will be meeting with Valerian Spellman as soon as possible to discuss this development. Please, try not to worry any further. Expect our appearance before the Wizengamot to occur as planned but be prepared for the nature of the appointment to change.



  This is all I can suggest.



  Sincerely,



  Albus Dumbledore


Harry sighed. What Dumbledore had written was essentially exactly what Harry had already known. Or what Harry had assumed was going to happen, anyway. The one saving grace was that Dumbledore didn’t think the case would be completely thrown out. Although Harry didn’t exactly want Hogwarts to be liable to pay an unlimited fine due to him, so that was less promising. Dumbledore had assured Harry that Hogwarts had more than enough money to fight a legal battle such as this one, but that had been before Malfoy’s election and the possible – probably – downgrading of the trial.

An unlimited fine was … well … unlimited, and even Hogwarts’s seemingly deep pockets would soon run out of gold if pushed too far. But then, the same was true for the Malfoys, Harry reminded himself, and it was still possible that the other members of the Wizengamot would prefer to see justice served.

Or so Harry’s inner optimist thought.

Dumbledore didn’t contact Harry until the Sunday before the trial, which as far as Harry was concerned meant that nothing had changed. At least, nothing had changed in a way that required Harry to do anything. And then on Monday Dumbledore arrived to collect Harry, Petunia, and Vernon for the trial. Dudley had elected not to go. Didn’t want to spend all day ‘listening to wizard shit’, which Harry thought was probably fair enough. If he could out of it himself, he would have.

Vernon had taken the day off work for it, had even dressed in one of his best suits. Harry had chosen one of his best robes and had even combed his hair, not that it did all that much to help. But Harry felt like he should at least try, given that he was to appear before the Wizengamot.

They were to take a portkey directly to the Ministry of Magic’s Atrium. Vernon had asked whether they could simply drive, but there apparently wasn’t time. So Dumbledore came with their portkey not too long before its activation.

“Are you prepared?” Dumbledore asked Harry while they were waiting in the living room for the portkey to activate.

Harry shrugged.

“I suppose. I know what I’m supposed to say, anyway. Just… I’m a bit worried about Lucius Malfoy being on the Wizengamot now. Still. I know you said to try not to worry, but…”

“Understandable,” Dumbledore said. “I, too, am worried—but we must soldier on. We have come too far to give up now.”

“I know that, Professor,” Harry said. And he did. He didn’t want to give up, not when the trial was mere hours away. “It’s just a bit worrying, that’s all.”

“I still think that Wizengamot of yours is a bloody farce,” Vernon added. “Ought to tear it down and replace it with something actually useful.”

“Do you know, Mr Dursley,” Dumbledore said, quite cheerfully, “I have thought the same thing myself at times. Alas, treason is quite difficult to execute properly. Nevertheless, I do believe that we shall receive as fair a hearing as is possible under the current system.”

That was… something, Harry supposed.

“And it’s still a criminal trial?” Petunia asked. “They haven’t changed it? So Malfoy could still…”

“I am told that it is still regarded as a criminal matter, yes, Mrs Dursley,” Dumbledore said. “Valerian has been quite proactive in lobbying the relevant bodies to keep it as such, and I daresay it is his clout which has kept it that way.”

Petunia nodded to herself.

“Well, that’s good. Very good,” she said.

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “Of course, they may decide to reclassify the trial during the proceedings, but that is something we can consider if and when it happens.” Dumbledore glanced at the clock. “Ah! We are almost ready to go.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew the portkey. “Please, hold on tight.”

That day’s portkey was a battered and twisted old umbrella missing its fabric. Harry grabbed hold. Within a minute the portkey activated and yanked Harry around the middle and sent him spinning and swirling through time and space – directly into the Ministry of Magic itself.

*

Harry got his bearings quickly enough and took a long look around. The Ministry of Magic Atrium was a vast, long thing, lined all along each side with gigantic fireplaces. The floors were of a polished and shiny hardwood, while the walls were covered in dark wood panelling. The ceiling was blue and covered in ever-changing golden writing.

And through the atrium dozens of people were moving this way and that. Out of and into the fireplaces; across the atrium to the various doors leading away from it; and others still milling about near the great golden fountain at the Atrium’s centre.

A fountain which, Harry was interested to see, depicted a number of magical creatures making a cloying obeisance to their wizard masters.

Typical, Harry thought. Save perhaps for the house elf, Harry didn’t think any of the creatures depicted had ever so much as considered looking at a wizard quite like the fountain showed them. Certainly not the goblins, and he rather doubted the centaurs would, either.

But the whole of the Atrium was bigger than Harry had thought. For serving such a small population, the Ministry was grand in its scale and opulence. Although Harry supposed that since it housed the judiciary, the legislative and executive, as well as the entire civil service and police force, that was probably fair enough.

“Ah! There you all are!” said a voice from behind Harry. He turned.

It was Lawmage Spellman, and behind him, Mim.

“I was worried you’d be late. Not that you’d be late, of course—no, I was worried they’d given your portkey the wrong timing. They do that sometimes, you know,” Spellman said. He looked from Harry to his aunt and uncle, then back to Harry. “Well, you’re all dressed alright. Good choice with the mugglewear—really hammers it home that you’re muggles. Should be a nice contrast, I think.” Spellman offered his hand to Vernon. “Mr Dursley, I assume? Nice to meet you. I’ve had the pleasure of working with your wife on this case, but it’s good to meet you as well. Do any of you have any questions before we begin? Mrs Dursley? Mr Dursley?” He paused. “Mr Potter? Or… Albus?”

“What do you think our chances are?” Vernon asked immediately. “I mean really.”

Spellman seemed to consider it.

“Well… honestly, I’m not sure. They won’t be using Veritaserum on Malfoy and that does make it more difficult for us, but the facts should speak for themselves. No, I’m more concerned with—”

He stopped abruptly.

“Ah, this isn’t quite the place to for this kind of chit-chat.” Spellman glanced over his shoulder at Mim, who was reading through some parchment scrolls. “Should we move on to our chamber? We’ve not got long before we start and I’m sure our clients have a few more questions.”

“Yes, Uncle Val,” Mim said.

“Follow me!” said Spellman. He took off towards the opposite end of the Atrium and led the two Dursleys, Harry, and Dumbledore into the lifts, then selected a destination floor once they were all inside. “We’ve been given a preparation chamber, you see,” Spellman said, “so I’m going to take us there. Bit more private. Now, while we’re waiting I’d just like to go over the particulars for the trial. Mr and Mrs Dursley, you are both aware that you won’t be able to speak at all during the trial, yes? Muggles aren’t allowed to speak before the Wizengamot. Archaic, yes, I know—but not something we can change today.”

“Of course,” said Petunia. “I remember.”

“Well, nobody told me that!” Vernon said. “I’d have had a few choice words for that Malfoy bloke otherwise.”

As touched as he was by Vernon’s anger, Harry thought the rule probably for the best. Not in general, but in this specific scenario, as he didn’t really want Vernon and Petunia any more exposed to the wizarding world – and its nastiest denizens – than was necessary. That they’d both showed up and would be giving written statements was probably a step too far.

“I must have forgotten to mention,” Petunia said after a moment. “But that’s the rule and we don’t want to do anything that could harm the case, do we? So we’ll just have to put up with it.”

Vernon grunted.

“So, what, the rule says only wizards can speak, or some such nonsense like that?”

“Ah, no,” Spellman said. “The rule specifically excludes muggles from speaking—squibs and certain non-human beings are allowed. As I said, it’s an archaic and quite frankly, barbaric rule, but it is the rule and—”

The lift door opened and the lift stopped at Level 9 – The Department of Mysteries.

“Ah, here we are,” said Spellman, clearly relishing the opportunity to change the subject from what seemed to be a tricky topic. “This won’t be our final stop I’m afraid—we’ve got to go downstairs to Level Ten, but the lifts stop here.”

“Department of Mysteries?” scoffed Vernon. “What sort of name is that for a government department?”

“A very descriptive one,” Dumbledore said. “It is exactly as it is described: a Ministry office where, among other things, they study the deepest mysteries of our universe. But this we can discuss another day—we do not want to be late for our trial.”

Spellman led everyone away from the entrance to the Department of Mysteries and down a set of stairs, at the bottom of which was a sign proclaiming it as the Headquarters of the Council of Magical Law and the Wizengamot. There was nobody else around on Level Ten.

“Not very busy, is it?” Vernon said.

“Level Ten never is,” Mim said. “And the members won’t arrive until after it’s time we start—they like making defendants wait.”

Spellman ushered everyone into a poky little office space off one of the adjoining corridors. Everyone sat down, although it was rather cramped.

“Now, then—bit more of a private space for us to talk business,” Spellman said. “We’ll be in Courtroom Ten, which is just through the door behind me. It’s a bit unusual for it to be used, but since this will be a full session in front of the Wizengamot, I suppose we can’t be too surprised.”

“Why’s it not usually used then?” asked Vernon.

“They used it for the Death Eater trials,” Harry said, “so they prefer not to use it for other things these days. That’s what I read, anyway.” And it seemed rather poetic that Lucius Malfoy would be put on trial right in that very same room… although Harry couldn’t help but worry it would end in the same sort of acquittal as last time.

“Mr Potter is quite right,” Spellman said. “Too many associations for certain members of the Wizengamot. Old Barty never did like the sight of the place after he sent his lad down. But that’s all by the by. We’ve not got long until the trial is meant to begin—which means we’ve got some time until they call us in since they’ll make us wait—and I want to go over some things. So,” he said, “let’s get down to it, shall we?”

“Yes, of course,” said Petunia.

“Indeed, let’s,” said Dumbledore.

“Now then. Given Malfoy’s recent elevation to the Wizengamot they shan’t be using Veritaserum on him, which is a blow for us but I think we can make do without it. For the time being we are still treating this as a criminal trial, so that’s in our favour. If that changes we’ll take a short recess, but don’t worry about that unless it happens. In terms of strategy,” Spellman said, “we think that Gavelwood will try and make Mr Potter here appear unreliable as a witness. We’ve worried a bit that she might bring up that bit of bother at the end of your first year at Hogwarts, so…”

Spellman and Mim went through their strategy for the trial with Harry, answered questions from Petunia and Vernon, and went over several points with Dumbledore. He even told Vernon and Petunia – in minute detail – just what they were supposed to do, how they should sit, and what would happen over the course of the trial. It was all very helpful information and did a fair bit to put Harry’s mind at ease.

Or as at ease as it could be, anyway. Harry felt a bit better about the trial, and that was something. They had a plan. Harry knew what he had to say, how he had to say it, and why. Mim was even able to suggest some of the likely things Lucius Malfoy would say. When they were done, it was time for the trial to begin.

“I’ll just check if they’re ready for us,” Mim said, and left through the door to Courtroom Ten.

“Doubt they will be,” Spellman said. “As we’ve said, they like to make you wait. But it shouldn’t be too long now. We’re expecting the full turnout, of course—a peer of the Wizengamot on trial, and the accusers being the Chief Warlock and the Boy-Who-Lived? All the ingredients for a full house.”

“And the press?” asked Vernon. “They’ve been writing about this trial for weeks now. It’s been in every bloody issue of that paper.”

“There won’t be any press allowed inside the courtroom,” Spellman said. “Whether statements will be given afterwards, however… well, that’s up to the members of the Wizengamot. I’ve prepared statements for us all in the event that we win or lose, so we should be all set there—if you’d like to look over them I’m sure we have some time before Mim gets back.”

Harry shrugged. He trusted Spellman to have written a decent enough statement. He didn’t need to read over it.

About five minutes after the trial was due to start, Mim came back into the little antechamber.

“They’re ready for us,” she said. “Well, they want us to come in—the Minister’s not here yet, nor are his staff.”

“Malfoy?” asked Spellman. “And what about Gavelwood?”

Mim nodded.

“They’ve arrived. Malfoy is already in his place, Gavelwood’s not here yet.”

“Late?” asked Spellman. “Or…”

“Not sure. Nobody could say,” said Mim. “But we should go on through—I think the Minister is waiting until after we’ve gone in.”

“Of course he is,” muttered Spellman. “Well, best be getting on with it. Mr and Mrs Dursley, Mim will show you to where you’re going to sit. Mr Potter, Albus—follow me.”

Everyone stood and went about their business. Petunia and Vernon went through first following Mim, and then Harry, Dumbledore, and Spellman. Once inside Harry saw a large, dingy room decked out completely in stone. The floor, walls, and even the ceiling had been made from the same dull, black stone. All around the walls of the chamber were benches rising in levels, with seating reserved at the front of the chamber for a smaller number of officials. Harry recognised only one of the officials – Amelia Bones, Susan’s aunt – although most of the seats were missing their allocated person.

At the centre of the room were three chairs, two of which were set apart. Lucius Malfoy sat in the third, staring forward at the far wall of the chamber. He seemed quite relaxed. Each of the chairs had chains strapped to the legs, although they didn’t do anything other than rattle menacingly every so often.

And not even Malfoy had been locked up within them, when it was he who was on trial.

Spellman led Harry and Dumbledore to the chairs and directed them to sit. And throughout the hall there was silence save for a prolonged whisper once Harry had sat down.

Spellman stood behind Harry and Dumbledore. After that, it was a matter of waiting for the Minister to arrive. Which took rather a lot more time than Harry would have thought. He must have been sat there five minutes at least by the time the doors to Courtroom Ten opened once again to admit the Minister and his retinue.

Fudge, the corpulent Minister for Magic, waddled into the chamber clad in his green suit, followed by an almost childlike woman with a bow in her hair. A woman who looked familiar to Harry, although he couldn’t quite place why. Following her was a Weasley, the Weasley brother who had been a prefect when Harry had started Hogwarts, Harry remembered after a second glance. And then, after the Ministry officials, was a witch Harry assumed could only be Gavelwood, Lucius Malfoy’s lawmage.

They took their seats next to Amelia Bones and the other officials.

“Hem, hem,” coughed the little witch with the bow in her hair. “Rise for the Minister.”

All around the chamber people stood for the Minister. Spellman tapped Harry and Harry rose, too. At a gesture from the witch everyone sat down once again.

Who’s she, then? Harry wondered. She looked familiar, although he couldn’t decide why. He studied her face and its saccharine smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, and then looked over his girlish pink robes. After a few moments he realised where he’d seen her before – she was Dolores Umbridge, the witch who’d led the ill-fated Ministry expedition into the Forbidden Forest during his first year at Hogwarts.

“We are here today to decide upon a most serious accusation brought before the Wizengamot,” Umbridge continued, “by Headmaster Albus Dumbledore of Hogwarts School. The accused, Lucius Malfoy, a peer of the Wizengamot, is to stand trial for kidnapping and assault of a child while on school property. These are the charges which we will consider today,” Umbridge said. She went on to list the precise charges.

Out of the corner of his eye Harry saw Dumbledore turn and whisper something to Spellman. Once Umbridge was finished, Spellman spoke.

“Madam Undersecretary,” he said, “while it is no doubt an honour to have this case overseen by such an august presence as yourself, I was told to expect Griselda Marchbanks as the presiding officer of this court today. Why was I not informed plans had changed?”

“It was decided at the last moment that a more neutral and unbiased party should serve as presiding officer today,” Umbridge said with a wide smile. “As such, I have stepped in to provide what Madam Marchbanks could not. Will this be a problem, Lawmage Spellman?”

“I see,” Spellman said. “There is no problem, Madam Undersecretary, but it is customary to inform counsel of any such changes at the earliest opportunity.” Spellman’s tone wasn’t quite a rebuke, but it was near enough there. The problem was, Harry realised, the change had obviously been Gavelwood’s doing, especially at such a late juncture. No wonder she’d been late.

“Then we shall proceed,” Umbridge said. “Mr Malfoy, you stand accused of very serious crimes. What is your response to these accusations?”

“I am not guilty, Madam Undersecretary,” Malfoy said, his voice calm and his tone even. Somewhere inside Lucius was a fragment of Voldemort’s soul, though to look at the man, it was impossible to tell. Draco had shown many more signs of his possession, from the colour of his eyes to the strange way he held himself. Even the precise way in which Voldemort was using his voice.

But Lucius Malfoy – as far as Harry could tell – looked, behaved, and sounded like Lucius Malfoy always had.

“Specifically,” Gavelwood said, “my client enters a plea of innocence to the court, along with a counterclaim of assault by Harry Potter on behalf of his minor son, Draco Malfoy. This—”

“Hem, hem,” interrupted Umbridge with her false little cough. “The court has not yet moved to decide upon this latter issue. Our business at this precise moment is the matter of Lucius Malfoy’s alleged assault on Harry Potter, and the use of illegal Dark magic on Hogwarts grounds.”

“Of course, Madam Undersecretary,” said Gavelwood. “To reiterate, my client enters a plea of innocence on the specific accusations made by Headmaster Dumbledore and Harry Potter.”

That little exchange gave Harry a bit of hope that Umbridge wouldn’t be too biased in favour of Malfoy. She obviously didn’t like Dumbledore, especially judging by her behaviour after her expedition into the Forest, but in front of the entire Wizengamot… perhaps she would be a little less obviously biased. Maybe.

Umbridge said nothing in response. Instead, she looked directly at Malfoy and smiled.

“Mr Malfoy, please explain your behaviour on the day in question—the day of the Triwizard Tournament’s Pariturium finals. It is the understanding of this court that, prior to the official declaration of your son’s forfeit, you left the duelling arena to visit a location within the castle. Why?”

“When my son—when Draco—failed to attend his duel with Harry Potter I knew immediately that something was wrong. You see, Madam Undersecretary, Draco was very excited to have reached the finals of such a prestigious tournament. It really was all he spoke about to us—his mother and me. So when he failed to attend I knew right then that he must have been upset about something, or that something serious had occurred. An accident, perhaps.”

Harry fought the urge to snort. Draco hadn’t been sending letters home at all. He’d been avoiding his parents all year. So that was a lie. And even if they had been speaking Draco was unlikely to have relayed any such excitement to them, as he’d been in a sort of fugue state most of the year, halfway between possession and agency even when he didn’t have the Diadem on his head.

“The advocates for Harry Potter and Albus Dumbledore have submitted that Draco was not in regular contact with his parents over the school year,” said Amelia Bones. “Indeed, when this court approached Mr Malfoy for evidence of correspondence throughout the year he was unwilling or unable to provide any. Further to this, Mr Potter alleges that you, Mr Malfoy, approached him directly after one of the Aerobaticum events to ask him to relay a message to your son. Precisely because he was not answering your letters. What do you say to this?”

That was a good line of questioning, Harry thought. Quite a few people knew that Draco hadn’t been answering letters home that year, and not just those who were Harry’s friends. Even though it was a minor thing, it did mean Lucius would have to lie to the court, and that could trip him up. Harry glanced over at Lucius, but he seemed quite calm.

“We are not in the habit of keeping our letters from Draco,” he said. “Some—those which are particularly sentimental, of course—my wife does like to keep. But in general? No, we do not keep our letters. I couldn’t say what we do with them—we have an elf for that. That is, however, why I was not able to provide letters to the court.”

“And my second question?” asked Bones.

“I did, in fact, approach Mr Potter after one of the Aerobaticum events in which he flew against my son,” Lucius continued. “That much is true.”

Well, that was a fair enough answer. Many people would have seen Lucius Malfoy speaking with Harry after the event, and it was even possible that there existed photographs from any one of the various press organisations present. To lie there would be stupid, and Lucius Malfoy was not stupid. Evil, but not as far as Harry knew, stupid.

“But this was because on that day Draco had gone back to his dormitory before I had a chance to speak with him, and I wished to congratulate him on his performance. And of course, as Mr Potter is one of Draco’s schoolfriends—they share a dormitory, in fact—I asked him to relay my message. It was also,” continued Lucius, “an opportunity to congratulate Mr Potter himself on his successes within the Tournament. His was quite the successful outing, as we no doubt all remember from the reporting during the event.”

“I see,” said Bones. She turned her gaze towards Harry. “And does this tally with your recollection of the day, Mr Potter?”

Harry considered what to say.

“Mostly,” Harry decided to say after a few moments, “but not exactly. I remember that Mr Malfoy caught me on that day, and he asked me to give Draco a message because he hadn’t been answering letters. But I already knew Draco hadn’t been answering his parents’ letters because… well… we’d all noticed, us second year Slytherins. Mr Malfoy did congratulate me, though.”

“Thank you, Mr Potter,” Bones said. “So, with this information in mind… Mr Malfoy, why then did you seek Draco in the castle when he failed to attend his bout? Is it your assertion that in fact, you were in regular contact with Draco?”

“Of course, Madam Bones,” Malfoy said. “I would simply suggest that Mr Potter is mistaken, or that he has misremembered the events in question. I went to see Draco because I knew, from his letters over the year, that he had a secret training room within the castle and I thought—given that he had failed to attend his bout—that he was there. It was my hope to find Draco fast enough for him to participate in his bout.”

Malfoy spoke the words easily enough, seemingly without worry. Stood behind him Gavelwood was calm, didn’t move her gaze from where she looked at Amelia Bones.

Bones nodded to Umbridge. “That’s it for now.”

“And you, Mr Potter?” asked Umbridge. “Why did you not attend the bout? In young Mr Malfoy’s absence you would have won the bout by default, secured yourself the title. So why did you fail to attend?”

They’d gone over that, Harry and Spellman and Dumbledore. Spellman had been certain the question would be asked. Most students would have allowed their opponent to forfeit even if they knew where he was.

“I didn’t want to win just because Draco didn’t come,” Harry said. “I wanted to win because I was the better duellist.” He shrugged. “I was looking forward to duelling Draco since I realised it could be us in the finals, because Draco was—is—a really good duellist. And because I’d noticed Draco being weird all year, I knew where he was going to do his training. So I just thought that if I was quick—if I could get there and back in time—we could both go to the duel and then… everything would be fine.”

“Your statement submitted to the court suggests that you did not know how to access the room used by Draco Malfoy,” Umbridge said. “So why then did you risk forfeiting your match to seek him there?”

“I just thought… I thought that maybe he hadn’t reached it yet, or maybe this time I could figure out how it opened. I don’t know. I just wanted to try, since I wanted to fight Draco—in the Pariturium, I mean—and not just win because he didn’t turn up. And I didn’t want to fight his replacement if they put one forward. So I just thought it was better to try.” Harry shrugged. That was more or less true, even without the Voldemort angle. Harry had wanted to win on his own merit, and had wanted to win against Draco, too. It had been petty, and perhaps a little childish, but… well, it was the truth.

“And I was planning on running back down before the forfeit timer finished if I couldn’t get to Draco. The only reason I was late is because Mr Malfoy forced me to go with him. He threatened me with his wand, and then later, when I wouldn’t tell him where we were going—because he didn’t actually know, see, he only knew how to open the room’s door—he used the Imperius Curse on me. So that’s why I never got back to the duel and why it went to forfeit.”

“And this brings us to the core allegation made by Harry Potter and Albus Dumbledore to the Wizengamot,” Umbridge said with only the barest of glances towards Dumbledore. “Mr Malfoy, you have been accused of kidnapping and assault of a minor child; practising Dark magic; and the casting of an Unforgivable Curse upon another person. In your own words explain what happened when you met Harry Potter on the day in question.”

Silence for a moment, and then Lucius spoke. It was with that same easy, even tone, almost if he was sat in his living room speaking about nothing of any consequence. Not a single sign of nerves, and quite unlike the Lucius Malfoy Harry had met previously.

Is he Voldemort or Lucius? Harry wondered. It seemed impossible to tell.

“I did, of course, meet with Harry Potter on that day. That much is true. The rest? Well, I wouldn’t like to suggest that Mr Potter is lying, but what he has said is certainly not correct. A misremembering, perhaps.” At that, a ripple of hushed noise from the Wizengamot. Harry fought the urge to turn around to look.

“We must have left the arena at the same time because we encountered one another in the school’s Entrance Hall,” Malfoy continued. “It was clear to me that we were both interested in Draco’s location and well-being—or so I thought at the time—and so I suggested we go together. My Potter agreed, and I can assure you—as a peer of the Wizengamot and as a father myself—I would not have forced the matter, and certainly not by using Dark magic! Indeed, the very spell under which I was cruelly held captive for many years during the War… no, I never would have done such a thing! And not to Harry Potter, who was after all the saviour of not just me, but of us all.”

Harry grimaced. Malfoy’s statement left a sour taste in his mouth even though they’d been expecting something like it. Lucius had invoked Harry’s own name, and the deaths of his parents’, in an attempt to defend himself against kidnapping, assault, and practicing Dark magic upon Harry himself. And from the rumble that went through the Wizengamot members arranged on all sides of the courtroom, Harry was worried it may have worked.

Harry looked at the various officials in front of him. Umbridge seemed ready to believe Malfoy. The Minister looked decidedly uncomfortable with proceedings in their totality, and Harry didn’t feel able to gauge his opinion. He seemed keen to get the whole affair over with. Amelia Bones, though, didn’t seem especially convinced.

“Mr Potter’s statement to the Wizengamot tells us that you, Mr Malfoy, used the Imperius Curse upon him when it became clear he would not tell you the location of your son’s training space,” Bones said. “Indeed, according to Mr Potter’s statement, you each had a key piece of information which the other did not: Mr Potter knew where the room was, and you knew how to open it. It seems quite clear to me that you had motive to at the very least coerce Mr Potter to give you the information you sought.” Bones paused.

“In fact, Mr Potter’s statement to the Wizengamot tells us this directly: he tried to obtain the secret to opening the room from you, and you refused. Then, when he refused to tell you its location, you performed the Imperius Curse upon him,” continued Bones. “What do you say to this?”

“Mr Potter must be confused,” Malfoy said, “because I did not—and would not—cast such a curse upon anyone, let alone a child. If I had performed the curse upon him, would events have transpired the way they did? I ask you to consider the counterclaim which we have submitted to the court when you—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “The Wizengamot shall consider that when and if it is pertinent.”

“Bring in Alastor Moody,” said Bones with a quick look to one of the doors. Harry watched as one of the aurors brought in Moody. He was dressed the same as he had been when he’d been a professor, more or less, although that didn’t surprise Harry as he hadn’t dressed like a professor when he’d been one. His electric blue eye whizzed about in his head looking every which way, and his false leg thudded against the stone floor with every step. He stood at the front of Courtroom Ten looking forward.

“Alastor Moody,” Bones said, “you have been brought before the Wizengamot to—”

“Aye, I know why I’m here,” interrupted Moody. “You want me to say whether I think that sot Malfoy is capable of putting Potter under the Imperius Curse. Well, he ain’t. Not because of morals or whatever—he would absolutely try to cast the Curse on a child. Especially that one. But Potter’s got too strong a will, see? He’d throw it off.”

“I see,” Bones said. “And your reasoning?”

“Well, I trained him to!” Moody said. “You saw the bloody application to the Department when I wanted to cast the Imperius on second years. Potter was the only one who threw off the Imperius Curse fully. The only one. And that’s from me, and I’m a damned sight stronger than Malfoy is. So no, I don’t believe that Malfoy could get Potter under the Curse, though I do know he’d try.”

Nobody seemed surprised at Moody’s behaviour, least of all Amelia Bones.

“Thank you, Alastor. That will be all for now,” Bones said. The auror led Moody out of the courtroom. Before either Bones or Umbridge could speak again, however, Gavelwood raised her hand.

“There is a point I’d like to raise,” Gavelwood said. “Alastor Moody is known to have a personal vendetta against my client to the point that interactions between them have been subject to arbitration before the Wizengamot. Is his testimony here appropriate?”

Harry supposed that was fair. Moody was the very definition of a biased witness and hadn’t even pretended to be professional during his brief appearance. But what he’d said was all true.

“Alastor Moody is a retired auror,” said Bones, “whose record is impeccable. Not once in his career has he been found to have participated in, or even suspected, of any kind of corruption or wrong-doing. His behaviour may be unorthodox, but there has been no indication that his word is untrustworthy.”

“Even so,” said Gavelwood, “his testimony cannot be considered untarnished by his prior experience with my client. I move that the testimony be struck from the record and a more suitable witness is found.”

“There is only one more suitable witness,” interrupted Spellman. “Auror Nymphadora Tonks who, during her secondment to Hogwarts School during its previous academic year, served as an adjunct professor and was present during all sessions involving the Unforgivable Curses.” He paused. “And she would no doubt be considered tainted also, due to her association with Alastor Moody. It is our submission that the testimony as given stands.”

“It is the opinion of this body that—” Umbridge started to say but was interrupted by Bones.

“The testimony as given stands,” Bones said, her tone firm. “There is to be no suggestion that the Auror Corps is tainted in any way, or that its members—present and former—in good standing are to be considered unsuitable witnesses in a trial such as this. We have sought and obtained a written statement from Auror Tonks regarding this, and her accounting of the day is the same—albeit less colourful. Motion denied, Lawmage Gavelwood.”

Gavelwood whispered something to Malfoy, and then nodded towards Bones.

“We accept your ruling.”

“After this,” Umbridge said, “both Mr Potter and Mr Malfoy’s statements agree that they proceeded to the room in question. Once there, both agree that Mr Potter hexed Mr Malfoy, and entered the room ahead of him. A question which remains, however, is—”

“This room,” interrupted Fudge, shifting in his seat suddenly. “Where is it? What is it? What’s all this nonsense about—about, well, everything? Explain, Dumbledore.”

“Of course, Cornelius,” said Dumbledore. “The room in question is a lesser-known aspect of Hogwarts School and its precise nature is unknown even to me. It dates to the founding of Hogwarts and is possibly a creation of Rowena Ravenclaw herself; more than that, nobody knows. What is understood is that this room can appear in many different permutations, each with a different name. If one simply wishes to open the room, no name is required, merely a desire. But for a specific iteration of the room… that is more complicated. The location of the door is fixed but will not appear unless the person requesting it understands the nature of the room which they seek—and its name. This is why, to take an example from the submission we have made to the Wizengamot, Harry was able to know the location of Draco Malfoy but not how to open the door. When the room is occupied in such a way the only way to open it is by knowing its current purpose.”

The idea that the room had many different permutations – that the Room of Hidden Things wasn’t its sole form – was very interesting to Harry. It seemed like something worth looking into it. Later, of course, but…

“And then… so if I’m following,” Fudge continued, “Lucius would have known the name of the room, but not where it was? Which is why he needed Harry there?” He paused. “Hypothetically.” He waved a hand.

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore.

“So, Lucius,” Fudge said, any pretence at formality gone, “what’s this about? Why’d you go there with Harry Potter if you already knew where it was and how to open the door? You’ve got to see that it looks a bit off, given what happened after.”

“It is simply as I said, Cornelius,” Malfoy said. “I had, at that time, thought that Mr Potter cared about my son and his absence from the competition. That they were friends, of a sort. And so of course I suggested that he was free to accompany me, as we had clearly been going to the same place. I even shared my knowledge of how to enter the room with him—which is how he was able to enter it himself. Of course, as soon as we arrived he assaulted me.”

Harry opened his mouth to protest but a hand on his shoulder from Spellman stopped him.

“Wait a moment, lad,” Spellman whispered, just loud enough for Harry to hear.

Bones looked down at her desk and read over something quickly.

“Mr Potter, in your statement to the Wizengamot you have admitted to casting a Knockback Hex upon Mr Malfoy,” Bones said. “In your own words explain this.”

That was easy enough. Harry had already answered this question nearly a dozen times for Spellman and Dumbledore. They’d gone over different ways to say it.

“After Mr Malfoy cast the Imperius Curse on me I was worried about what he might do,” Harry said. He swallowed; his mouth felt dry even though he’d barely done any talking at all. “I was frightened because he’d already used an Unforgivable Curse on me—I wasn’t sure what he would do next. I knew that if I ran away down the hallway he’d have a chance to cast spells on me, but if I went inside the room, maybe I could get away.” Harry paused, looked over at Malfoy. “And I was worried that maybe Draco was in trouble. That maybe there’d been something that had happened with his parents and that was why he wasn’t answering their letters or… or anything like that. So I wanted to help him, and I thought maybe we could get away together. It really felt like the only way I could go was into the room—Mr Malfoy was right behind me.”

“If that is the case,” said Umbridge, her tone sickly sweet, “please explain why you fought with Draco Malfoy upon entering the Room of Hidden Things.”

“I had to find him first,” Harry said. “The Room of Hidden Things is really big, and it’s full of… junk, mostly. But I managed to find him. He was sat on this big throne, and he had this Dark artefact with him. I’ve never felt anything like it before. It was… hateful,” Harry said. “It was a crown, and Draco was wearing it. I asked him if he was worried about his dad. I told him that we could go to Professor Dumbledore, that he’d help us. But he wasn’t… he wasn’t right. There was something wrong about the crown he was wearing. Draco was angry, and that’s when we started fighting. Mr Malfoy came in then, but he hadn’t got to us yet.”

Harry swallowed again. He could hear, vaguely, members of the Wizengamot speaking amongst themselves at his words, but they were too quiet to hear what they were saying. He couldn’t tell if they were receptive or not.

“We were fighting, and Draco cast a curse on me and cut my chest—I’ve got a new cursed scar from it,” Harry said. “And then eventually I dropped a statue on him. But that was when Mr Malfoy found us, and he… well, he seemed to be expecting the crown Draco had on. He picked it up like he knew what it was, and then he took it and Draco out with him. I don’t know what happened after that because I was bleeding a lot and I fainted. The next thing I know was that Professor Snape had found me.”

“And your response to these allegations, Mr Malfoy?” Umbridge asked.

“True, in parts,” Malfoy said. “It is true that there was a fight between Potter and my son. I witnessed it. But I am unaware of any Dark object and can state with certainty that my son was not wearing one. While my son did curse Potter, this was during a very serious duel. I feared for my son’s life. Indeed, my son’s curse upon Potter was a last resort, cast only after Potter performed Dark magic upon my son. I have never before witnessed such a spell, and I hope I never do again.” Malfoy shuddered. “When Potter fainted, I took my chance to save my son, and fled.” Malfoy paused. “Alas, I was too late, and my son was seriously wounded—as our healer’s submission to the court shows. He has not yet recovered and is certainly too ill to attend this court. This was no mere fight between schoolboys,” Malfoy said. “Potter is dangerous.”

At that, there was a bit of commotion from the benches. Several peers of the Wizengamot had made audible protestations, and Harry thought he heard Vernon’s tell-tale groans as well.

“That is clearly preposterous,” said Spellman. “The wounds on the Malfoy boy are quite obviously from a cursed object and my client’s description of the object in question matches the wounds sustained by the boy. Malfoy’s counterclaim is nothing more than a naked attempt to deflect blame and cast doubt upon my client’s account. Harry Potter is, whilst obviously being a competent and talented wizard, clearly incapable of casting a Dark spell of the nature Malfoy alleges.”

“Or it’s the complete and utter truth,” Gavelwood said. “Mr Potter is known to be fond of casting Dark spells and the healer’s report is quite clear that young Draco’s injuries are the result of spell damage.”

“Oh, come off it!” Spellman said. “Where would my client have learned such a spell? It’s hardly going to be found in the stacks at Hogwarts, is it? So unless you’re suggesting he’s in league with Dark wizards I don’t think—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “I fear we are becoming distracted from the issue at hand. These allegations against Mr Potter are quite serious and we of course—”

“Allegations against Mr Potter?” repeated Bones, clearly incredulous. “Dolores, we are here to consider the case against Lucius Malfoy. Harry Potter is not on trial!”

“With allegations as serious as these,” Umbridge started to say, but Fudge put a hand on her arm.

“Let’s take a short recess, shall we?” Fudge said. “Take a spot of tea and consider where we go from here.” He got up from the bench. “Weasley, come with me—I’ve got something for you…” he said as he waddled away from the courtroom.

Harry watched him go, astounded at how things had turned out.
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    Chapter 6 – Decisions Rendered
Spellman led Harry and Dumbledore away from the courtroom, back into that little antechamber they’d occupied before it began. Soon after they arrived Mim came in with Petunia and Vernon. Vernon had gone purple, while Petunia had gone so pale Harry would have thought she’d died if she hadn’t been trying her best to smile.

“Well,” said Spellman once everyone was settled down, “that was a disaster.”

That was an understatement. In Harry’s experience disasters went much better than that.

“That woman—the Undersecretary woman,” Vernon said with a great big frown. “She was all over the place. What’s her problem?”

“Dolores is self-serving sadist with a lust for power,” Spellman said, waving a hand. “She’s hitched her broom to the Ministry, see. She’ll be angry that Malfoy’s brought the Wizengamot into disrepute and she’s always been unhappy with his influence over Fudge. She’ll be caught between wanting him to hang and wanting all this bother to go away. Too many inches in the press, see.”

“Why did she go after Harry like that?” asked Petunia. “She can’t seriously be suggesting that Harry needs to be put on trial, can she?”

“I don’t think that she is,” Spellman said, “though with Dolores, you never can know. No, I think she’s looking for excuses to downgrade the trial. If she can cast this as some private feud—some tiff between schoolboys that got out of hand—it’s the sort of thing more suited to arbitration than the full criminal treatment.” Spellman paused. “Although I’m not sure she wants that, either. I wonder if she thinks this is all a good bit of theatre for the papers to make the Ministry appear competent. As if it’s doing something about all those nasty Dark magic rumours without having to actually do anything.”

“She might be trying to look unbiased by suggesting Mr Potter is at fault along with Lucius Malfoy,” suggested Mim. “I think she wants to see Malfoy censured for this but doesn’t want to look like that’s what she wants.”

“I think,” said Dumbledore quietly, “that I am the true target of the Undersecretary’s ire. You are simply a suitable proxy, Harry. Had she been allowed to continue I think she would have laid blame upon me. If not directly as the source of your Dark knowledge, indirectly through a failure to act. I am not on the Madam Undersecretary’s Christmas card list, I fear.”

That was … well, it made sense, even though it still wasn’t very nice thinking about. For a moment Harry had been worried that he would be put on trial. Harry chanced a little look at Dumbledore. He looked mostly calm, although Harry could see the slightest hint of a frown. Which meant he was probably furious. But what he’d said certainly made sense, as Umbridge probably held a grudge against Dumbledore for the Ministry’s ill-fated Expedition into the Forest during Harry’s first year, and whatever other issues she had with him besides.

But it would have been nice not to have been caught in the middle.

“So they won’t put the boy on trial?” Vernon asked.

“I shouldn’t think so,” Spellman said. He nodded to himself as he considered it. “No, they’d have to agree on a charge and then Malfoy would have to formally submit it to the Wizengamot, there’d have to be a proper investigation by the DMLE, we’d need preliminary hearings, we’d have to schedule Wizengamot time…” Spellman shook his head. “No. And even apart from all that, Fudge wouldn’t stand for it. The man’s a spineless coward, but he’s a brilliant politician as well. Too many people would be out for his blood if he put Harry Potter on trial to serve Lucius Malfoy’s ego. So, no, that won’t happen—and if it does, I’ll represent you for free.”

That was something, Harry supposed. Although if Spellman managed to lose their current trial even though Malfoy had been messing around with horcruxes and Unforgivables Harry wasn’t sure he really wanted his counsel for a second trial.

“But that’s something we only need to worry about later, isn’t it?” Harry said. “What about today? We’ve got to go back in there when they call us. So… what are we going to do?”

“Well, we’re going to try and win the trial,” Spellman said. “We’ve still got a chance. Should be a very good one, actually—Dolores can behave how she likes, but it’s the Wizengamot vote that decides whether we keep this a criminal trial or not. And without a clear reason I don’t think even Dolores will try to force a swap. Even if she wants to. She’s a stickler for publicly following the rules.” Spellman shrugged. “Even if they vote to switch to arbitration, we should win that easily—some of those fence-sitters are more likely to vote with us if it means Malfoy will avoid Azkaban.”

Lucius Malfoy, and the bit of Voldemort inside him, free from Azkaban and with a seat on the Wizengamot to boot seemed like a rather poor outcome in Harry’s opinion. Still, it was probably better that Malfoy receive a fine and an official ruling of wrong-doing than otherwise, so…

“What happens next?” asked Petunia. “With the trial, I mean?”

“We’ve heard the testimony from Mr Potter and Malfoy,” Spellman said, “so by this point as far as the Wizengamot’s concerned we’ve heard everything we need to hear about the day itself. Oh, Amelia and Dolores might have a couple more questions depending on what they’re arguing about right now, but that part of the trial is done. No, I think what will happen next is we’ll hear from the various witnesses, I’ll read the character references we got, that sort of thing.”

“Witnesses?” asked Harry. “But there weren’t any witnesses…”

“Not to the assault itself,” clarified Spellman. “On our part we’ve had Poppy Pomfrey in—you know, she saw you right after the assault so she’s an excellent witness. I expect the Malfoys will have their healer make an appearance since their lad won’t be here.”

Harry nodded along at the explanation. He supposed that was fair. Madam Pomfrey had treated him immediately after the incident, so if anyone had any insights to what spell had been used on Harry, it would be her.

“And then… the Wizengamot votes?” Harry asked.

“Just so,” said Spellman, nodding.

“It’s a pity we can’t use Veritaserum,” Mim said, speaking for the first time. “Malfoy is definitely lying. Uncle Val, have you noticed how his posture changes whenever he talks about his son? Something’s not right there.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed that too,” Spellman said. “There’s something unusual going on with Malfoy. Not that I know the man intimately, of course, but he does seem off. Perhaps it’s just nerves.”

“Perhaps,” Dumbledore said, although Harry knew he didn’t think so. That had Voldemort written all over it. Draco had been similar during his own possession, although much more obviously. Whatever was going on with Lucius and Voldemort, it was much more subtle.

Perhaps because it was complete. Or… Harry shook the thought from his head. No sense getting confused with it while they had the trial to consider. His ruminations on the nature of horcrux possession and its more esoteric effects could – and probably should – wait for another day.

“I do think we need to discuss what we’ll do if—when—they switch us to arbitration,” Spellman said after a minute or so of silence. “Because I think that’s coming. Getting a conviction will be tight, and I’m afraid that the Malfoy gold will have swayed some of the key votes in the criminal trial. So…”

“Er, I’m not really sure what the arbitration would mean,” Harry said. “Apart from fines.”

“If we get there this whole sorry affair will be recast as a civil dispute,” Spellman explained. “So the Imperius Curse charge will go out the window, I’m afraid, but we can go after Malfoy for a lesser version of the other charges.

“I should think it would be quite easy to get the Wizengamot to agree to charges of reckless behaviour from a school governor,” Dumbledore said. “Perhaps even negligence and endangerment of a child. Two children, in fact.”

“Exactly what I was thinking, Albus,” said Spellman. “That’s what we’ll have to try for.”

“As the only adult present he’d technically be responsible for both boys,” said Mim, “so we should try and use that, too. They were both using Dark magic on each other—if you believe the counterclaim, anyway. So in that case Malfoy should have acted to stop their duel.” She tilted her head to one side. “Should have tried to stop their duel regardless.”

“Yes, yes, good work, Mim,” said Spellman. “I think we’ve got the beginnings of something here.”

They continued discussing strategy until a loud knock at the door interrupted proceedings, and they were all led back into Courtroom Ten by the auror on duty. Harry found himself sat down in that sad wooden chair with its intermittently menacing chains, once again looking forward at the benches where the Minister and Percy Weasley, Dolores Umbridge, and Amelia Bones had been sat.

None of them were sat there yet. After a few moments of waiting all four of them entered through the doors on the far side of the chamber, Weasley trailing behind.

“Rise for the Minister,” said Umbridge once all three officials – and their Weasley assistant – had sat down. This time, Harry needed no prompting and rose along with everyone else and then sat once allowed. “It is the view of this court that we have now heard the relevant testimony regarding the day in question,” Umbridge said. “We do not anticipate that there is any further information which we may gain through questioning of our plaintiff or our defendant. With that being the case, we move now to consider auxiliary evidence.” She coughed. “Lawmage Spellman, who is your primary witness?”

“We would like to call Madam Poppy Pomfrey, the mediwitch in residence at Hogwarts, to provide a statement,” Spellman said.

“Bring in Poppy Pomfrey,” Umbridge directed.

As with Moody before, the auror at the door brought in Madam Pomfrey. She was dressed in a formal robe and looked quite unlike her usual self. It was, Harry thought, a little strange seeing her outside of her usual uniform. She didn’t appear to be at all nervous, something for which Harry was very glad, as she’d always been very good to him.

She took up her spot between Harry, Dumbledore, and Malfoy and looked forward, right at Umbridge.

“Poppy Pomfrey,” Umbridge said, “you have been brought before the Wizengamot today to provide a statement and to answer questions regarding your treatment of Harry Potter after the incident in question.”

“I understand, Madam Undersecretary,” said Pomfrey.

“On the day in question,” Umbridge continued, “when did you become aware that Mr Potter required treatment?”

“When Severus—Snape—brought him to me,” Pomfrey said. “That was a few hours after he went missing—by that time they’d finished the duelling tournament and all the guests had gone home. That was an hour or so after Mr Malfoy was seen running through the castle. So it would have been late afternoon, perhaps, or the very early evening.”

“And in your professional opinion, this wound. Was it, perhaps, the sort of spell schoolboys often cast upon one another?” asked Umbridge.

“That’s a bit of a leading question,” said Spellman.

“Then I shall rephrase,” said Umbridge with her sickly smile. “Please give your professional opinion of the severity of Mr Potter’s wound.”

“It’s not often I see injuries like that as the Hogwarts mediwitch,” Pomfrey said immediately. “Oh, I see all sorts—splinching, potions accidents, beauty experiments gone awry—but that…” she said. She glanced back at Harry. “That was very unusual, yes. Mr Potter had lost a lot of blood by the time he arrived in the Hospital Wing, but that was far less concerning than the curse itself. It was a very Dark spell, one which lingered in the wound and sapped his vitality even as we stabilised him and fed him Blood-Replenishing Potions. The Ministry classification scheme says the curse was a minor one, but the scheme was designed for adults and—”

“That will be all,” Umbridge said. “In your opinion, would you say that Mr Potter healed well from the curse? Responded properly to treatment?”

“I—yes, Madam Undersecretary,” Pomfrey said. “The treatment for the curse is quite simple when it’s caught early, which it was. But it has left a cursed scar, and this particular curse often—”

“Thank you, Madam Pomfrey,” Umbridge said. She glanced to Bones, then over at Fudge. “Do we have further questions for the witness?”

Fudge shook his head.

“I have one,” said Amelia Bones. “Madam Pomfrey, what was the name of the curse in question? You didn’t quite get the chance to tell us, and I should like it noted in the record.”

“Of course, Madam Bones,” Pomfrey said. “It was the Necrovorous Laceration Curse. Most adult wizards can survive the spell, even if treatment is delayed, but children fare… less well.”

Bones had gone a stark white.

“I remember,” she said softly. “A nasty spell, especially given its history.” She turned her gaze towards Harry. “And you say that Draco Malfoy—not Lucius Malfoy—used this spell against you?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, Madam Bones. The only spell Lucius Malfoy cast on me was the Imperius Curse. But Draco was the one who cut me with the—the Necrovorous—that curse,” Harry said firmly. As nice as it would have been to get Lucius for that curse, too, Harry had already pinned it on Draco. And it had been Draco who’d cast it, anyway, and the Imperius Curse was a more serious charge.

“That curse is not one which I would ordinarily expect a child to be able to cast,” noted Umbridge during the silence after Harry’s statement.

“Well, there were only three people in that room, Madam Undersecretary,” Harry said, “and I didn’t cast it on myself.”

Umbridge didn’t seem to like that response at all. Her false smile dropped momentarily, but she recovered soon enough. Harry thought that maybe he shouldn’t have said anything, especially since nobody had called on him to speak, but it felt wrong to let Umbridge make her little statements. Draco had cast that curse on him, and Harry wasn’t about to let her minimise it.

Or, Voldemort had using Draco’s body, but… that wasn’t the point.

“You are quite sure that it was Draco who cast the curse on you and not his father?” Bones asked.

“Yes, Madam Bones,” Harry said. “I didn’t know what the spell was when Draco used it on me, but it was definitely him. When I said Mr Malfoy only used the Imperius Curse on me, that was the truth. He threatened me, but that was the only spell he actually used.”

“Hmm,” Bones said, just about audible where Harry sat. “I suppose…” She glanced over at Lucius, who was sat in his chair looking forward, almost totally nonchalant. “You say that Draco Malfoy was wearing a crown, yes, Mr Potter?”

Harry nodded.

“A Dark object radiating a palpably evil aura—so says your statement given to the court,” said Bones after a few moments. “If that is so, I can understand how a child was able to perform such a spell. And such a spell clearly was used upon you, as we have testimony from the treating mediwitch, Severus Snape, and the report from a later examination at St Mungo’s.” Bones looked over Madam Pomfrey one last time. “Poppy Pomfrey, there will be no further questions. Thank you for your co-operation in this matter.”

Madam Pomfrey nodded and turned. She was escorted out by the auror on duty, and the trial moved swiftly on.

“The Wizengamot calls forward Healer Henry Miller to provide testimony,” Umbridge said.

The auror brought forward a youngish wizard, of an age that Harry thought he couldn’t have been very long out of his apprenticeship.

The Malfoys’ healer, Harry assumed. He seemed a little young, but then, perhaps that made him easier to control with money.

“Henry Miller,” said Umbridge, “you have been brought before the Wizengamot to provide further testimony regarding the report which you submitted to the court. Do you understand?”

“I—yes, I understand, Madam Undersecretary,” he said, his tone a little unsure.

“Please state before the court your professional opinion of the wounds inflicted upon Draco Malfoy.”

Miller nodded.

“I’d never seen anything like it before,” Miller said. “Not because it was… what I mean is… the spell damage was quite serious—severe, even—but… that isn’t what I mean. I mean, I’ve literally never seen anything like it before, not in my apprenticeship, not in books. I can honestly say that I don’t know what spell caused the damage, and I’ve discussed it with colleagues and searched through all the reference books I’ve found.” Miller paused. “The damage occurred along a thin band around the front of Mr Malfoy—Draco’s—forehead, just above his brow. The primary effect was apparently extreme pain, pain to such an extent that for much of the time I was treating him, Mr Malfoy was not fully aware. Even when the initial aftereffects were calmed, Mr Malfoy experienced moments of confusion. Memory loss and headaches. And… of course… the cursed scar.”

“A thin line,” repeated Bones, interrupting Umbridge before she could speak. “Consistent with, perhaps, a crown? Or an object of that kind?”

“Perhaps,” said Miller. “I saw no evidence of an object,” he continued, “merely the effects of spell damage upon Mr Malfoy.”

“But—in your professional opinion—could the damage be the result of a cursed or otherwise Dark object?” continued Bones.

“It could,” said Miller eventually. “It can be very difficult—impossible, often—to tell the difference between spell damage from a spell or a Dark object. But I saw no object attached to Mr Malfoy, and usually with this sort of damage, the object would be fused to the skin until after treatment.”

The ‘object’ hadn’t been on Draco’s head because Lucius had already worn it. Of course, Harry couldn’t tell them that. But that would be why. It was interesting to him that Draco’s wounds, his injury, had only appeared after their altercation. Some sort of by-product of Voldemort’s soul moving from Draco’s head to his father’s? A question for Dumbledore later, perhaps.

“Thank you, Mr Miller,” Bones said. “That was very helpful. You may—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “I have a question for you, Mr Miller. Young Draco’s recovery. It says in the report submitted to this court that young Mr Malfoy is still in recovery from this Dark spell. In your experience would you say that this long convalescence is indicative of the severity of the attack?”

“I… well… whatever it was,” Miller said, “the after-effects were very serious. That being said…” He glanced back at Lucius Malfoy. “That being said, Draco has recovered quite well. Not well enough to withstand the stress of appearing in court, of course, but his condition is stable and improving daily. I do not anticipate that the spell—or the curse on the object, if that is what it was—will result in any lasting illness apart from the cursed scar itself. There isn’t…” Miller said. He paused, floundered for a few moments, and then continued. “The long convalescence as you’ve said is more a result of the kind of spell than the severity. Medically speaking.” He shrugged. “As far as I’ve been able to tell, Draco will recover fully and without complication.”

Harry couldn’t quite tell how Umbridge felt about that answer. Her expression hadn’t changed at all. Harry thought it had been quite promising for his own case, if Draco was going to fully recover and his scar wouldn’t even have any lingering effects.

“Your cooperation with the court is appreciated, Mr Miller,” Umbridge said. “You may go.”

The auror led Miller away. Harry spared him a look as he went, wondering just how much he had been paid by the Malfoys for his service and silence, and whether it had been worth it for him.

“I have a question for Albus Dumbledore,” Bones said before Umbridge could speak. “Your statement given to the DMLE in the early parts of this investigation supports the presence of a Dark object in the room in question. Are you prepared to give on opinion on the nature of this object?”

“Of course, Madam Bones,” Dumbledore said. “When I was informed by Mr Potter of the events of that day I immediately went to the site of the incident to ascertain whether there was any lasting risk or danger. I found clear evidence of Dark magic. Some, of course, was the obvious result of recently-performed spells—the Necrovorous Laceration Curse—as I noted in my statement to the Department. But there was residue of a much older nature. It was as Mr Potter described: a hateful and evil aura which had seeped into the stones, which had spread its contagion to objects near to it. A report on these objects has of course been submitted to the Department. The object in question—a crown, according to Mr Potter’s statement—is likely to have been subject of both a direct and an indirect curse. Those who remember the Defence Against the Dark Arts curriculum well may understand that—”

“Hem, hem,” interrupted Umbridge. “This is not a classroom, Dumbledore. We have no need for lectures. Speak plainly, and do not deviate from the point.”

Dumbledore inclined his head.

“As you say, Madam Undersecretary,” Dumbledore said. “There was, in my considered opinion, absolutely a cursed object present in the Room of Requirement that day, and one of considerable power. I cannot speak to the precise nature of the spell on the object, only that it was extremely Dark in nature. It is clear to me that the indirect curse upon the object was caused by an intense hatred in its owner.”

Bones nodded at Dumbledore’s explanation.

“Thank you,” she said. “Our aurors did note Dark magic residue in their own investigations… That was very helpful.”

“Of course, Madam Bones,” Dumbledore said with a smile.

“We now call Lawmage Valerian Spellman to read character references for Harry Potter to the Wizengamot,” Umbridge said before Bones could say anything more. “Lawmage Spellman, when you are ready.”

“Of course, Madam Undersecretary,” Spellman said. He stepped into the spot between Harry, Dumbledore, and Malfoy and pulled a parchment scroll from his suit-robe’s pocket.

“Our first character reference has been provided by Gwenllian Davis, who is head of the Wales Office here at the Ministry, and her husband Colin Davis. Of Mr Potter, Mrs and Mr Davis have the following to say.”

He cleared his throat and began to read.

“‘We first met Harry Potter the summer after our daughter’s first year at Hogwarts. She and Harry are friends, and we met with Harry briefly as we collected our daughter from King’s Cross Station. Later on in that same summer we had the pleasure of hosting Harry for a day in Barcelona while we and he were on holiday there separately. Harry was a polite, courteous, and charming young man. He was and is someone we were very pleased to have as our daughter’s friend and he comported himself wonderfully.’” Spellman paused for a moment, then cleared his throat again. “This next part has been written by Colin Davis specifically, as Gwen Davis was not present. ‘We were unsurprised to learn that Harry and Tracey had decided to pair up for the Doubles tournament in the Pariturium. When they won, we were delighted for both Harry and our daughter. This past summer I had the pleasure of accompanying our daughter to the European Circuit’s Summer Tournament, and Harry was there with his family. Once again I can only say that Harry was polite and courteous. Harry is a talented and hard-working young man and I have never once felt uncomfortable with him as my daughter’s friend. He is a credit to his family and a pleasant young man.’”

Harry swallowed. That was… that was a rather glowing report, and not something he’d ever thought to hear from one of his friends’ parents. It was almost embarrassing that Gwen and Colin had written it. In any other context Harry would have wanted to curl up and die from the sheer awkwardness of them having said that. But in this particular context, well… that was good. Very good indeed. Not even Umbridge could take offence at anything Gwen and Colin had said.

“And the second reference?” Umbridge said, making no comment on the first.

Spellman nodded and switched the scroll with a new one from his pocket.

“This second reference is courtesy of Algernon and Mairi Macmillan. They write: ‘We had the great pleasure of hosting Harry Potter during the Quidditch World Cup as he is a close friend of our son, Ernest. We found Harry to be very good company, being a polite and charming young man. He was an excellent sport and took to life with our family very well indeed. While at the Quidditch World Cup Harry behaved responsibly and comported himself very well. During his stay with us we found Harry to be a very kind and generous young man, and thoughtful too.’ Here,” Spellman said, “Mairi Macmillan writes: ‘I had the distinct pleasure of being able to accompany Harry to Diagon Alley to purchase his school things and a few other accoutrements. I found myself very impressed by Harry’s modest and gentle nature. Harry is a delightful young man, and his guardians should be very proud of him. It would be our pleasure to host him again.’”

Such a good reference from people like Algie and Mairi – purebloods who were part of high society, easily on par with the Malfoys in terms of social standing if not quite as wealthy – should surely stand Harry in good stead. That’s what Spellman had told him, anyway, and Harry was apt to believe him. Especially since at least a handful of people on the Wizengamot would have social or business ties to the Macmillans and may consider their words to have quite a bit of weight. So was the hope, anyway. Harry fought the urge to look back at the Wizengamot to see whether the assembled witches and wizards were responding well.

Either they would or they wouldn’t.

“Thank you, Lawmage Spellman,” Umbridge said. “The court is pleased to enter these references into the official record.”

Spellman nodded and returned to his position between Harry and Dumbledore. Next, Harry knew, it would be Gavelwood’s turn to present character references for Lucius. He wondered just who they’d chosen. Draco made much of the fact that his father and the Minister were ‘close, personal friends’, but Harry assumed the Minister couldn’t provide a character reference for a person whose trial he would oversee.

Although… he didn’t quite have enough faith in the wizarding legal system to rule it out totally.

“The Wizengamot calls Lawmage Persephone Gavelwood to relay to the court the character references for Lucius Malfoy,” Umbridge said.

“My client has been provided with a reference from Hugo Nightshadow, the Chairman of the Board at St Mungo’s Hospital for Magical Maladies and Injuries in both his professional and personal capacities,” Gavelwood said. “Mr Nightshadow writes: ‘Lucius has been a close, personal friend of mine for more than a decade now. Not only is he generous with his company, he gives selflessly to charitable causes. Without Lucius I can state categorically that several of St Mungo’s most important innovations would have been impossible. There are few alive in this country today who can say they have contributed as much to the health of the nation as Lucius Malfoy has. Lucius Malfoy is a truly compassionate man with a generous heart. I can honestly say I have never met a man quite so dedicated, thoughtful, and considerate. Lucius is a man of rare moral fibre and I am glad to count him among my friends.’”

Rare moral fibre. Harry suppressed the urge to snort. That was true, in a manner of speaking – true evil was rare, and Malfoy was that through and through.

As he listened to Gavelwood read Nightshadow’s testimony, Harry wanted to retch. Almost none of it was true. Not a single word, other than that he did give a lot of money away. Although not at all selflessly. It was an obvious – naked, even – attempt to garner sympathy and good will. Even the most kind-hearted and naïve Hufflepuff could see that. 

But it was also a reference from a well-respected wizard. The Chairman of St Mungo’s, the only hospital serving Ireland, England, Scotland, and Wales. That would count for something, and Hugo Nightshadow had supplied Lucius with an effusive reference almost saccharine in its praise. No doubt some of the Wizengamot would find it cloying, fake… while others would take it as gospel.

“The second statement is courtesy of Aurelius Selwyn, noted philanthropist and patron of the arts,” Gavelwood continued. “Mr Selwyn says of my client: ‘Lucius is a wonderful fellow. We have known each other for a very long time and I can say that we have never once had a serious disagreement. Lucius is an agreeable wizard without a single nasty bone in his body or improper thought in his head. He, like myself, is a keen advocate for charitable giving and graciously agreed to help sponsor my passion project providing musical instruction to poor, unfortunate squib children. With Lucius, I know that I always have someone I can count on—in life and in business, in love and in hard times. Lucius is a family man, devoted to his wife and son as any good wizard should be. He is a man of upstanding character, and I am proud to call him my friend.’”

“Thank you, Lawmage Gavelwood,” Umbridge said. She glanced over at Bones, whispered something to her. After a short exchange she spoke again. “The court is satisfied with the character references provided. Next, we would like to offer Lawmage Spellman an opportunity to present his prepared statements to the court. When you are ready, Lawmage Spellman.”

This was the part of the trial Harry had been most worried about. Not because of Spellman or his ability to persuade the court, but because it was where Gavelwood was likely to try and muddy Harry’s reputation. At least she would have to split her time between accounting for Dumbledore and Harry, while Spellman only had to go after Lucius. That was something.

Maybe.

“Charitable giver and man of society Lucius Malfoy may be,” Spellman said, “but that does not preclude him from practicing Dark magic and abduction of children. The Imperius Curse is a particularly insidious spell, and my client, Harry Potter, is lucky that he can resist it. It is clear to me that Lucius Malfoy wanted my client to show him the location of the Room of Hidden Things, and that he was willing to resort to Dark and illegal magic to make that happen. It was unfortunate for him that my client is resistant to the spell. But that did not stop Lucius Malfoy from threatening my client with other magic and consequences, and he got what he wished in the end—my client had to lead him to the Room which he sought. Further to this, it seems apparent that Lucius Malfoy had a very good idea what his son was up to inside that room, and that it involved some seriously Dark magic. Draco Malfoy’s injuries are consistent with the Dark object described by my client, and even his own healer is unable to discount the existence of such an object. The Department of Magical Law Enforcement’s own investigation found evidence for the existence of a cursed object, although no object has been found. Where, then, did it go,” asked Spellman, “if not out of the castle with Lucius and Draco Malfoy?”

“Whether or not Lucius wished for Harry Potter to become involved in this is immaterial, because become involved he did. When it became clear that his son was embroiled in Dark magic—and it is obvious that he was, as he later cast the Necrovorous Laceration Curse upon my client—Lucius should have acted to ensure the safety of any children involved.”

Spellman paused.

“But he did not. Instead, he allowed my client and his son to duel, and this was no mere schoolyard tussle. This was, as the permanent and cursed scar upon my client will attest, a vicious and aggravated duel. As the adult present—a so-called responsible adult, a member of the Hogwarts Board of Governors even—he should have acted to defuse events. He did not. Instead, he waited until his son had seriously injured Harry Potter and then, when his own son had been injured by the very Dark object he had been messing about with, Lucius Malfoy fled.”

Spellman was silent after this. Stood there and looked at Umbridge, Fudge, and Bones, then turned to look at the Wizengamot.

“He fled. Leaving a battered and bleeding young man alone in a secret and secluded room, the location known only to a select few. If Lucius Malfoy had been so concerned, if he had been innocent of the crimes of which he has been accused, why then did he not seek aid in the Hogwarts Hospital Wing? For Draco, and for Harry?”

That was an angle Harry hadn’t considered. It would look strange for Lucius to have run all the way from the castle to Hogsmeade where he could apparate or take a public Floo back to his home, and with an injured child in his arms too. Why do that if his actions – and the actions of his son – had been above reproach? Or even merely questionable?

“No, instead, Lucius Malfoy fled along the long road from Hogwarts to Hogsmeade, and risked apparition—Side-along!—despite his injured son. This we know because he did not use the public Floo, and every business approached for comment has denied that he used theirs, too. What reason could an innocent man have for this reckless action?”

At that Harry even heard some murmurs from the peers of the Wizengamot assembled behind him. Side-along apparition was difficult enough even without a heavily injured child, and not something risked when the Hogwarts Hospital Wing was right there. Not without good reason.

“In contrast, my client immediately sought aid. He relayed events to the relevant and appropriate authorities at the earliest point, seeking first the Headmaster of Hogwarts under whose purview the castle falls, and then the aurors as representatives of the Ministry of Magic. Lucius Malfoy had to be contacted after the investigation had started! I ask you, is this the behaviour of an innocent man? A man merely afraid for his son? A man who wishes only to do the right and proper thing?” said Spellman, turning to address the Wizengamot itself. “No, it is not. It is the behaviour of a man afraid for the consequences, a man afraid of due process, and a man afraid that his actions may invite further scrutiny!”

Harry nodded along. That was good. It was exactly the sort of thing they needed to be saying about Malfoy. Put at least some doubt into enough of the Wizengamot’s heads and perhaps they’d be willing to convict.

“Lucius Malfoy was at best negligent,” continued Spellman. “He is guilty of assault, of kidnapping, and of practicing an Unforgivable Curse—upon a child. His reckless messing about with Dark artefacts has harmed his own son. It would be irresponsible of this court to fail to convict.”

Spellman was silent then.

“You have no further statements, Lawmage Spellman?” asked Umbridge.

“None, Madam Undersecretary,” confirmed Spellman.

“Then the court shall offer Lawmage Gavelwood an opportunity to make her own statement,” said Umbridge. “When you are ready.”

Gavelwood stepped away from where she stood next to Lucius with a little flourish.

“My client is a family man,” she said. “He is a dedicated father and a loving husband. There are scant few in this country who can claim to be as dedicated a father as Lucius Malfoy is and has been to his son, Draco. My client’s significant family wealth ensures that his family is well cared for in all respects—Draco has had the best tutors available; the best diets; all the most appropriate toys. So then it is easy for us to see why my client would take his son home for important medical care, as my client is able to provide the very best medical care to his son wherever he is in the world. It has been my client’s sole ambition in this life to provide the very best for his son, and it should be obvious to us all here that he has done so!”

Gavelwood turned to address the Wizengamot directly.

“It is not a crime to use one’s monetary wealth to provide the very best for one’s family. It is not a crime to rely on one’s family healers. It is not a crime to keep one’s children away from dangerous wizards. My client has been cast as a criminal, an extremist of some kind.” Gavelwood paused, lifted a hand into the air, brandished her finger like a wand.

“He is not this!” she said firmly, bringing her hand down. “Lucius Malfoy is a philanthropist. He does not hoard his wealth and use it only for his own ends—though he would be well within his rights to do so. Lucius Malfoy is a generous man, a man who cares about his community enough to seek election to the Wizengamot, to fund hospitals and cultural programmes. Is this the behaviour of a criminal? No!”

She turned towards Umbridge again.

“Lucius Malfoy is not a criminal. Need I remind this court that Lucius Malfoy is himself a victim of the very spell it is alleged he has used? My client is a victim of cruel Dark magic, and the suggestion that he has gone on to perpetrate that same foul crime on a child is nothing more than vile slander. Foulness aimed right at the most painful years of his past. My client wishes only to protect himself and his family, and yet has been subjected to a targeted campaign against him led by none other than Albus Dumbledore. No crime has been committed here, save by two schoolboys who ought to have been taught better—boys whose education has been overseen by none other than… Albus Dumbledore. Harry Potter is guilty of nothing more than being an unruly child, unwittingly manipulated by the Chief Warlock to score points in some abstruse political game. I ask only that you consider the testimony you have heard today when you render your decision,” continued Gavelwood. “My client is no criminal. He is a family man, a man of upstanding character, a philanthropist. He does not deserve Azkaban.”

Gavelwood bowed.

“Thank you.”

“We will now deliberate,” Umbridge said. Fudge and Bones leaned closer to Umbridge and the three officials discussed amongst themselves. Harry wasn’t quite sure what would happen next. A vote of some kind, he supposed, although what there was to discuss given that the Wizengamot hadn’t voted on anything he couldn’t say.

Harry glanced back at Spellman.

“What are they deliberating about?” Harry whispered.

“The precise question they’ll ask the Wizengamot to vote on,” Spellman whispered back.

Harry shouldn’t have been surprised at that answer, but he was. It should surely be a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the question of ‘did Lucius Malfoy commit the crimes he was accused of?’, at least in Harry’s eyes. Instead, the wizarding legal system allowed the officials at the head of the trial a final chance to muck things up.

After an agonising wait, Umbridge spoke.

“We will now take this matter to a Wizengamot vote,” Umbridge said. “After hearing the testimony, character references, witness statements and advocates’ counsel, we would like the Wizengamot to vote on the question: Is Lucius Malfoy guilty or not guilty of the crimes of which he has been accused? We will allow ten minutes’ time for you all to consider the way which you will vote.” Her bit said, Umbridge stood, followed by Bones, Fudge, and Percy Weasley, and all four of them strode out of the room.

Harry looked back at Spellman to see what he was supposed to do.

“Stay where you are,” Spellman said. “We’ve got to wait here, unfortunately.”

The peers of the Wizengamot filtered out of Courtroom Ten after Fudge and the other officials, leaving Harry, Dumbledore, and Spellman waiting at the front of the hall with Lucius Malfoy and Persephone Gavelwood.

And Mim, Vernon, and Petunia sat way back in the stands, although they didn’t make any moves. Harry assumed they weren’t allowed.

“We have done all that we can,” Dumbledore said quietly after a few moments. “You have done very well, Harry—comported yourself with poise and rationality many an adult wizard would not be able to manage.”

“Thanks,” muttered Harry. He’d tried, anyway. As frustrating as it all was, he knew that the outcome of the trial didn’t really have all that much to do with Harry. There was something else going on, and Harry was a bystander, for all that the trial was ostensibly about his kidnapping and assault by Lucius Malfoy. Umbridge had a feud with Malfoy; Malfoy and probably Voldemort wanted to harm Dumbledore; Fudge wanted everything to go away; and the peers of the Wizengamot likely wanted two dozen different things. Harry was simply stuck in the middle of it.

Without much to talk about, and without any desire for it to be overheard by Malfoy and Gavelwood, Harry, Spellman, and Dumbledore waited silently for the Wizengamot to return and begin the vote. In that time Harry was able to run through every possible scenario in his head, whether the Wizengamot would vote to acquit, to convict, or even some outlandish third option which Harry couldn’t totally discount. But it was all pointless, since the decision would be made soon enough, and it was now totally out of Harry’s hands. He’d told his story, given his testimony, and presented every bit of evidence he could – short of revealing Voldemort’s involvement, and that was likelier to hinder than to help.

When the time was up the members of the Wizengamot came filtering back in slowly, eventually followed by Umbridge, Fudge, and Bones. As well as Percy Weasley following dutifully behind, his role still not entirely clear to Harry. Some sort of assistant to Fudge, Harry supposed.

Once everyone had sat back down Umbridge got up to speak.

“We will now vote. Following the standard procedure, please vote guilty or not guilty,” she said.

Harry turned to look at the Wizengamot members to the back and sides of the room. One by one they lifted their wands and sent up either red or green balls of light. Some sent up nothing, which Harry assumed meant an abstention. Harry tried to keep count, but the balls flickered out of existence soon after they had been created, so he didn’t get far.

Eventually, Umbridge spoke again.

“Quorum has not been reached,” she declared. “A majority of peers abstained.”

Notably among them, Cornelius Fudge. As Harry hadn’t seen him cast a vote, whereas both Bones and Umbridge had – and both of them in favour of Malfoy’s guilt.

Typical Fudge, Harry thought. Keen not to be seen to fall on either side of the argument. A neutral figure.

“Vote again,” said Spellman. “This is a criminal trial—we can’t allow abstentions. Not when an Unforgivable has been used.”

“I agree,” said Bones. “We should redo the vote, this time without any abstentions. This is a serious matter and we need to treat it as such.”

Umbridge seemed to consider it. She paused and tapped at the table in front of her.

“There is… merit… in what you suggest,” Umbridge said after a while. “I find myself drawn to this suggestion, but we must be aware of the sacrosanct right of Members of the Wizengamot to vote—or not vote—as their conscience demands. That is, after all, their civic duty to the Ministry and to their constituents…” For all that Harry didn’t like the woman, she seemed genuinely torn. From what he’d been told, a situation like this would be awful for her. On the one hand, precedent and tradition; and on the other, a chance to kneecap a political opponent.

“There is precedent,” Bones said. “The Death Eater trials. And back in the eighteen—”

“Now, now,” said Fudge, interrupting. “Let’s not draw any false equivalences! I hardly think that this—that we should be—what I mean is, this is a very delicate situation!” His gaze jumped from Lucius, to Dumbledore, then to Harry and back again. “I think we’ve all let it get a little out of hand. With the Wizengamot unwilling to vote either way, why not just move to arbitration instead? Dismiss the criminal case and decide on a civil resolution?” Fudge smiled widely. “Yes, I think that would be most appropriate here.”

“Is that really for the best, Cornelius?” asked Dumbledore. “An Unforgivable has been used upon a child. A child has been assaulted at Hogwarts by one of its very own Governors. If this is not a matter for a criminal trial, what is?”

Fudge coughed. When he spoke, he stopped just short of actually looking Dumbledore in the eye.

“Yes, well…” he said. “It’s clear to me—based on the evidence and testimony provided—we’ve got a bit of a ‘he said, she said’ situation, so to speak. Without any way of ascertaining the truth, and with the Wizengamot unwilling to rule… I think my solution is best for everyone involved.” He shrugged. “You can always refuse arbitration if that’s what you want. You’ve always got that right.”

Of course, Harry knew that the only reason the Wizengamot couldn’t order Malfoy to take Veritaserum was because he sat on the Wizengamot, and they reserved that only for charges of treason. A naked attempt to avoid necessary scrutiny, but one which had apparently worked without consequence to reputation. For Fudge to suggest that their hands were tied, that there was simply not enough evidence to decide one way or another… well, that was more than frustrating.

Harry supposed it was technically up to Dumbledore whether they pursued the case as arbitration, but they had already agreed to do so if it went there, and Harry wanted it to anyway. A fine was better than acquittal, after all, even if both were worse than having Malfoy and the horcrux he hosted stuck in Azkaban.

“I shall say again for the record: it is not appropriate for this criminal trial to be downgraded in such a way. There has been a serious crime, and it should be tried as one. Alas, if the decision of this court is that this should be otherwise, I will abide by that and accept arbitration,” Dumbledore said.

Fudge coughed.

“Ahem. Well. Now that we’ve got there, let’s… let’s get started,” Fudge said. He shifted in his seat and looked from Dumbledore to Malfoy. Then, Fudge gestured at Umbridge. “Go on. Ask for advocates’ statements and then we can vote and get this sorry business behind us.”

Umbridge twisted her mouth into the start of a frown, but recovered quickly enough Harry didn’t think Fudge had noticed. Then she nodded.

“Very well. This court will no longer rule on the matter of assault and practice of Dark magic and possession of Dark artefacts,” Umbridge said. Harry thought she was disappointed. He certainly was. “Lawmage Gavelwood, state your case for arbitration,” Umbridge said.

“Of course, Madam Undersecretary,” said Gavelwood. “Our case is simple: Albus Dumbledore has used the unfortunate events of the day in question as a way to spread vicious lies and rumours about my client and his family. That there was an altercation in Hogwarts between Harry Potter and Draco Malfoy is indisputable; Lucius Malfoy’s involvement begins and ends as a spectator to this. Any other suggestion is a lie, a manipulation of the truth, or simply a mistake. The intense level of media scrutiny, and the reputational damage caused by the spurious allegations made, has meant that my client and his family has suffered immensely from this ordeal. As such, the restitution we seek from this court is a formal apology from Albus Dumbledore and Hogwarts School, as well as a token fine of, say, five thousand galleons. We are willing to overlook the maiming of Draco Malfoy by Harry Potter as both boys were involved in a serious altercation.”

Harry was just barely able to contain his snort of derision. Reputational damage to Malfoy? It wasn’t Malfoy who was in the papers being touted as a Dark wizard. It wasn’t Malfoy who was being written of as if he were some sort of manipulative puppet master. That was reserved for Harry and Dumbledore, in pieces written and paid for by Lucius Malfoy.

“And this is your application to the court?” Umbridge asked. “Your final statement?”

“It is, Madam Undersecretary,” Gavelwood said.

“Then let it be entered into the record,” Umbridge said. “Lawmage Spellman, please state your case. When you are ready.”

“Our application to the court is thus,” Spellman began. “We believe that Lucius Malfoy—a man in a position of authority at Hogwarts School—was negligent in his behaviour. We believe that through his actions a fight between schoolboys became something much worse, something which should have been mediated properly by a responsible adult—which he had failed to do. Further, his behaviour with regard to Mr Potter was nothing short of coercive and predatory. His actions on the day in question endangered Mr Potter, endangered his own son, and endangered the reputation of Hogwarts School both domestically and abroad. As restitution we are seeking that Lucius Malfoy be barred from serving on the Board of Governors at Hogwarts School in perpetuity, a formal apology to Harry Potter, and a fine of five thousand galleons to be paid to the Hogwarts School estate. We believe that to be fair restitution.”

“Then we shall vote once again,” Umbridge said. “First, we can consider that we have already heard all relevant testimony as part of the inconclusive criminal trial. As such, we have no need of further discussion. Thus, we must now consider, on the basis of the evidence we have heard, whether Lucius Malfoy was negligent to the point of endangerment on the day in question, and whether this shall be considered sufficient to require formal restitution. Please vote.”

Harry watched as the Wizengamot voted. This time, there were far fewer abstentions, and many more people had voted with a green ball of light.

“Next,” continued Umbridge without any mention of the result of the vote, “we must consider the form of restitution. Is it the view of the Wizengamot that Lucius Malfoy should apologise to Harry Potter, and should be barred from serving at the behest of the Ministry on the Hogwarts Board of Governors?”

Once again, the votes came back overwhelmingly in favour of that outcome.

Finally a bit of good news, Harry thought.

“And further to this,” Umbridge said, “does this court believe that a fine of five thousand galleons, to be payable to the Hogwarts School estate, is suitable restitution?”

Harry thought that one was likely to be more controversial. Five thousand galleons was a huge sum of money. It was more than many people had saved, more than they would get paid for a whole year’s work. Probably not any of the peers of the Wizengamot, but many other wizards, anyway. But it was a far less serious sentence than Azkaban, and those who had been unwilling to send Lucius there might be a bit more inclined to hit him in the coin purse.

Hopefully.

One by one the wizards of the Wizengamot voted. The vote this time was far tighter, with a large number of red lights – and more than a few abstentions. But Harry thought that overall, it was in favour of financial restitution.

“This court orders Lucius Malfoy to pay a fine of five thousand galleons to the Hogwarts School estate,” Umbridge said.

Harry looked over at Malfoy. He sat there staring ahead with that same calm, detached look on his face, as if the result was totally inconsequential to him. Although Harry supposed it was – five thousand galleons was a lot of money, but not a lot of money to Lucius Malfoy. And an apology wasn’t exactly earth-shattering. But it was a formal recognition that Malfoy had done something wrong, even if they hadn’t got the criminal conviction they’d wanted. So that was good. Sort of.

“On the matter of reputational damage due to spurious accusations,” Umbridge continued, “it is necessary for us to vote once again. This court asks: are the allegations made by Albus Dumbledore on behalf of Hogwarts School likely to have caused irreparable reputational damage to Lucius Malfoy?”

One by one, lights went up, and as far as Harry could tell, it was quite even. A few abstentions, but most of the Wizengamot had voted one way or another… including Fudge, who’d voted in favour.

“The motion is carried,” Umbridge said. “Let it enter the record that the Wizengamot finds Albus Dumbledore to have caused reputational damage to Lucius Malfoy. We must now vote on the issue of restitution. Does this court find that a formal apology is suitable restitution?”

Once again the Wizengamot voted. This time it was near-unanimous in favour of an apology. Ridiculous, but Harry supposed it was consistent with their earlier vote.

“And finally, the Wizengamot is asked whether a fine of five thousand galleons to be paid by the Hogwarts School estate to Lucius Malfoy is sufficient and appropriate restitution,” said Umbridge.

Harry watched as a sea of red lights appeared above the Wizengamot peers’ heads. A few of them had voted in favour of financial restitution, and some had abstained, but the vast majority had voted against it. Harry found that interesting, but perhaps not too surprising. It was easy enough to think Malfoy deserved an apology, he supposed, but receiving a payout after being found to have acted negligently was another thing entirely.

And no doubt all of those who had voted to convict in the criminal trial would be disinclined to offer him five thousand galleons in the civil arbitration.

“Then this court shall order Albus Dumbledore to make a formal apology to Lucius Malfoy,” Umbridge said. “Lucius Malfoy is to be barred from serving as a Ministry of Magic representative to the Hogwarts Board of Governors. He is to formally apologise to Harry Potter for the negligence which led to his injury and will pay a five thousand galleon fine. It is the view of this court that this dispute has been mediated successfully. It is the will of this court that all restitution be made no later than Hallowe’en of this year. Failure to comply will result in increased penalties.”

With that, Umbridge made as if to get up and go, but Bones stopped her.

“Peers of the Wizengamot are to be reminded that they are not to discuss this case with the press,” Bones said. “We have arranged a suitable statement to be provided by the court and will liaise with counsel to provide appropriate statements on the plaintiffs’ behalf. You may go.”

Bones, Fudge, Umbridge, and Weasley all got up and left. Once they were gone, the Wizengamot followed.

Malfoy stood up from his manacled chair immediately and left swiftly, followed by Gavelwood close at his heel.

“Let’s not linger,” Spellman said, and left back to the antechamber. Harry and Dumbledore followed. Once back inside they were joined by Mim, Petunia, and Vernon.

“That was a bloody farce,” complained Vernon once they were all inside. “Don’t see what the point was of even having the trial.”

“It could have gone better,” Dumbledore said mildly, “but we did not come away empty-handed. Lucius Malfoy was clearly found to be at fault in the arbitration. That I am required to apologise for reputational damage is merely Cornelius’s way of helping his friend save face. In truth, most people will see the outcome for what it is: an admission of Malfoy’s guilt by a system designed to protect its own.”

Harry had far less faith and confidence in the wizarding public’s ability to detect nuances such as that, but he stayed quiet. No sense dragging the already low mood down even further.

“And don’t forget that Malfoy’s got to apologise to Mr Potter there,” added Spellman. “The papers will have a party with that. We didn’t get the conviction, which is more than a pity because I’ve never met a guiltier wizard, but we got an admission that Malfoy was at fault. It’s Malfoy who’s got to pay a fine, as well.”

All that felt still like too much nuance for Harry, but perhaps the statements to be given to the papers afterward would clear things up a bit. More than likely not, but…

“Well, at least it’s all over now,” Petunia said, her tone full of false cheer. “You don’t always get everything you’d like in life and at least the outcome here was mostly in our favour. Thank you very much, Lawmage Spellman.” She paused. “And thank you, Mim. You’ve been very helpful—we really do appreciate all you’ve done for us today.”

“It isn’t any problem at all, Mrs Dursley,” Mim said.

The adults all sat there talking about the outcome of the trial after that. Harry said nothing. He wasn’t at all sure what there even was to say, and he still needed to process everything he’d heard.

After a while, though, they seemed to notice that Harry hadn’t said anything for a while.

“Are you alright, Harry?” asked Petunia.

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah. I suppose.” He shrugged again. “Bit disappointed, honestly.” More than a bit – he’d wanted to see Lucius Malfoy sentenced to Azkaban. And the bit of Voldemort stuck inside his head. But that hadn’t happened. “At least they agreed he was negligent, or whatever.”

There was silence after Harry’s statement.

And then Dumbledore spoke.

“In the criminal trial,” said Dumbledore, “those who voted, voted in favour of a guilty verdict. We did not secure the conviction, that is true. But there are those on the Wizengamot who have heard the testimony and found Lucius Malfoy lacking. Already there are plans being made and discussions being had. We may not have won today, but we did not lose, either. And that is something good.”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “Fair enough. And like Aunt Petunia said—at least it’s over now.”

Although Harry didn’t believe that that – the outcome of the arbitration – would be the end of it. Not by a long margin. Even without the toxic and hateful shard of Voldemort stuck in his head Lucius Malfoy bore grudges. The only real difference was that there were two spiteful minds in Malfoy’s head instead of just the one.

“There’s something I’ve been wondering,” Vernon said after a few moments. “How much is five thousand galleons?”

“Around twenty-five thousand pounds, Mr Dursley,” Dumbledore said. “It is a not inconsequential sum, even to one as financially well-off as Lucius Malfoy.”

That was a bit of an overstatement given what Harry knew of Lucius Malfoy’s finances, but only a bit. The Malfoys had hundreds of thousands of galleons at their disposal, but Harry knew they didn’t have literally unlimited funds. Five thousand galleons was a large enough sum that most of the wizarding public would be horrified, even if Lucius Malfoy himself viewed it merely as the cost of doing business.

“Hmm,” said Vernon. “Well. Better than nothing, I suppose.”

“Indeed,” Dumbledore said. “Now, your return portkey is ready for activation when you desire to leave the Ministry. If you are ready, I am authorised to activate it.”

Harry shrugged. He was done with the Ministry for the day. For the year, if he had his way. Lucius Malfoy had walked away a free man. Even with his loss at arbitration Harry was sure his paid for journalists would find a way to make it positive.

“Yes, please, Headmaster,” Petunia said. “That would be very helpful, thank you.”

Everyone said their thank yous and goodbyes, and Dumbledore prepared the portkey – a broken old shovel handle – for activation. Harry gripped tight for the journey and didn’t even stumble at the other side. It was nice to be out of the Ministry, but even home felt a bit dull in grey in Harry’s post-trial malaise.

He’d perk up in time, he supposed. And it wasn’t as if the outcome was totally unexpected, given the Ministry’s endemic corruption and incompetence.

“Well,” declared Petunia once the three of them were all back inside the living room at Number Four, “now we can think about Greece! Something nice and relaxing after all the… after all the…”

“Bother and fuss,” supplied Vernon.

“Yes, bother and fuss,” said Petunia. “Something fun for us all!”

  






7. Chapter 7 - Last Days of Summer


    
    Chapter 7 – Last Days of Summer
Soon after the trial and the arbitration Harry, Dudley, and Petunia and Vernon spent a fortnight in Greece. It was pleasant enough, a fortnight of lounging and relaxation in the sun. Harry certainly enjoyed the time away from the wizarding world in which he was a celebrity, a focus of newspapers and rumours and gossip. In Greece, Harry was just a random English boy, part of an anonymous mass of others.

Bliss.

“It’s good to be back in England again, eh, lot?” Vernon was saying from the front of the car as they entered Little Whinging. “Holidays are nice enough, but there’s no feeling quite like coming home again.”

He paused for a response, but when Petunia made only a half-hearted noise and neither Harry nor Dudley said anything at all, continued.

“Especially after the summer you three have had. Watching bloody wizards’ duels on the Continent, broom races and all the rest, then a family holiday—bet you’re all keen to sleep in your own beds, eh?”

No mention of the trial at the Wizengamot, though. That had been more stressful than any of those other things, at least for Harry, although Vernon had pointedly not mentioned it. Nobody had said much about it since the trial itself.

“I’ve certainly had less eventful summers, darling,” said Petunia. “Although it was very interesting to visit the wizards’ quarter in Rome and Vienna with Sirius. We were lucky to have him there, really. It’s not a very accessible place for norm—for people like us,” she said.

“Sirius this, Sirius that,” said Vernon, his tone light, although Harry thought he could sense a bit of uncertainty there. “Anything I should worry about, Pet?”

“Oh, don’t be so silly!” said Petunia. “Sirius is a dear, but there’s nothing to worry about there, darling.” She glanced up at the rear-view mirror briefly for a quick look at Harry and Dudley. “Sirius is, well—he has other interests, darling, and I have you, of course.”

Harry looked at Vernon in the mirror. He had that look on his face, the one that made him look constipated but meant he was thinking about something.

“Well, that’s good,” he said eventually.

Harry certainly hoped Sirius and his aunt weren’t about the have an affair – they’d got along well enough during the EDC Summer Tournament and the flight school as far as Harry could tell, but a messy divorce and all that fuss was, while not quite the last thing Harry needed, not especially high on the list either.

“What about the two of you, then?” Vernon continued. “Happy to be home?” He paused. “Oh, Dud’s asleep, is he? Well, just you then, Harry.”

“Er—” said Harry. He felt a bit put on the spot. Was he happy to be back? There’d been times he’d longed to be anywhere but Number Four, Privet Drive. He’d spent some days as a child wishing someone would come and spirit him away to something more interesting, grander.

And it had even happened.

But after a long summer duelling on the European Circuit with Tracey, and then attending a prestigious Italian flight school with the other Triwizard flyers, a trial before the Wizengamot, and then a fortnight’s holiday in Greece with his family… well, a chance to relax at home was well awaited. Even if it would only last a handful of days before it was time to go back to Hogwarts.

“I am actually, yeah,” Harry said. “It’s been—well. A lot.”

He and Tracey had managed to win the Summer Tournament, which was far better than either of them had dared hope; he’d flown with some of the best flyers from all across Europe, from Quidditch players to hazard racers; and spent a good deal of time besides on holiday, both in the muggle and wizarding worlds. He’d even got to spend some proper time with Sirius, which had been great, although his godfather had spent the entire time Polyjuiced as a random muggle.

The trial had been less fun. Grudgingly Harry would have said it was worth it, since Lucius Malfoy had been found negligent and was required to issue a formal apology to Harry on top of a fine, but that was still a far cry from life in Azkaban.

“I bet,” Vernon said. “You were in the papers a lot, you know. For all of it. Frankly I don’t know why they’re so obsessed with a fourteen year old boy—”

“I’m fifteen now, Uncle Vernon,” Harry corrected automatically.

“Are you really?” said Vernon.

“Of course he is, Vernon, darling—we had his birthday while he was at flight school. You were at work,” said Petunia.

“Ah. I remember now. Well, it doesn’t matter—it’s still strange they write about you so much. The trial, I can understand, but the rest of it…”

“Tell me about it,” Harry said. It was all the same sort of thing, over and over again. Harry had tried to ignore it. Vernon had kept reading the papers, though, adding them to his daily routine, and kept Harry abreast of any major mentions.

At least until Harry, Petunia, and Dudley had gone overseas for the competition and flight school with Sirius, and Harry was able to spend those days in sheer blissful ignorance of British wizarding news.

It was something Harry wished he could do permanently, but with the state of the world and Harry’s place in it… well, Harry didn’t think it at all wise.

“With a bit of luck this year there’ll be something else for them to focus on,” Harry said. “Last year was a bit mental, and then with everything else this summer, but I’m just doing my OWLs this year, so…”

“’Doing your owls? What?” said Vernon as he turned the car onto Privet Drive. “They just sort of fly about, don’t they? What’s there to do?”

“No—wizarding exams. Like, um, GCSEs. But for wizards.”

“Oh, right. Well, you’d best do well on them then—otherwise you’ll be in the papers!” Vernon chortled to himself as he pulled the car into Number Four’s drive. Harry rolled his eyes, although he did have to admit his uncle wasn’t far wrong. Once he’d parked up Vernon glanced back at Harry and Dudley. “Wake Dudley up, Harry, and then the pair of you can get and help me with the suitcases—pair of strapping lads like you should be put to work. None of this namby-pamby, wishy-washy…”

Harry tuned his uncle out as Vernon and Petunia got out of the car. Instead, he nudged Dudley, who’d fallen asleep almost as soon as he’d got into the car.

“Oi—wake up. We’re home and Uncle Vernon wants us to help with the suitcases,” Harry said, nudging his corpulent cousin once again. “And I’m not bloody doing it myself—those suitcases are heavy.”

Perhaps Harry had gotten too used to featherlight and timed shrinking charms but lugging about heavy cases full of clothes and assorted tat was not something he wanted to do. And certainly not alone.

Dudley didn’t stir.

“Oi!” Harry said again. “Wake. Up!”

Dudley jolted awake mid-snore and looked at Harry, frowning.

“What’d you that for?”

“We’re home,” Harry said. He undid his seatbelt. “Uncle Vernon wants us to help with the suitcases.” He slid out of the car and joined his uncle at the boot to grab the lighter of the three suitcases and lugged it over to the house where Petunia was unlocking the door.

Petunia sniffed several times as she crossed the threshold, and then sighed.

“It’s lovely to be home again but I do wish I didn’t have to do a deep clean tomorrow…”

“Mum, you spent three days cleaning before we even went,” Dudley said as he dumped a suitcase unceremoniously in the hall. “And no one’s even been here, so it’s not dirty, is it.”

Privately, Harry agreed with Dudley, although he said nothing. He knew his aunt well enough to know that she would have cleaned even if they’d had a cleaner come to the house daily since they’d been gone – that was just how she was. And she’d only cleaned that much before they’d left because she’d been stressed from the trial.

“Where do you want the cases, Aunt Petunia?” Harry said instead.

“Oh, just leave them there, Harry. I’ll sort them out later. Thank you. You’d best go and see to your owl—he’s been on his own for two weeks, hasn’t he?”

“Er—yeah, that’s right, he has,” Harry said. “I’ll just go and check on him, then…”

Harry left the suitcase where it was and raced up the stairs to his bedroom. He’d left the window open for Agrippa, so the owl had been able to come back and forth whenever he wanted, but that was no substitute for a bit of company.

Agrippa was inside, sat on his perch, when Harry entered the bedroom. The owl let out a deep hoot when he saw Harry, and Harry smiled.

“Hello, Agrippa! Did you have a good time?”

Harry rummaged in his desk drawer for some owl treats and fed them to the owl slowly. He’d left Agrippa behind with Vernon during the Summer Tournament and flight school but had wondered what to do for Greece. He hadn’t wanted to leave him completely on his own so had thought about bringing him, but Harry knew Petunia and Vernon would have balked at the suggestion he bring on an owl with them to a muggle holiday resort in Greece. So, the owl had stayed at home, albeit with free access to the outside world and instructions to visit Sirius every other day.

Harry spent a half hour or so playing with Agrippa before he sat himself down at his desk. He had homework to finish, and although he’d been tackling the homework at various points in the summer, he felt like it was still quite late. But the school letters hadn’t even come along yet, anyway, which made the end of summer feel quite a bit farther away – even if the letters themselves were also late.

*

Harry spent the next couple of days up to his ears in textbooks and parchment as he worked furiously to get his summer homework completed. He had homework in every single one of his subjects, although he could ignore the homework assigned by teachers like Trelawney as he wouldn’t be doing Divination for the OWL. Even with that, however, he still had fat stacks of parchment and wonky towers of textbooks piled up on his desk with his remaining subjects.

Harry was working his way through a particularly complex arithmantic problem when he was interrupted by Petunia calling him from downstairs.

“Harry? Harry! Your friend Stevie is here,” she said. “He wants to know if you want to go out.”

Harry glanced at the arithmancy homework and then pushed it away. He stoppered his inkpot and put down his quill, then headed right downstairs. Arithmancy – and all the others he still hadn’t finished – could wait. He hadn’t seen Stevie in a whole year. If he didn’t make time there and then, Harry thought it might not happen at all.

“Coming, Aunt Petunia!” Harry said as he thundered down the stairs. He met Stevie at the door.

“Alright? Saw you were back from your holiday so wanted to know if you fancied going into town with me and the boys?” said Stevie.

Harry had to look twice at Stevie when he reached the door, because he almost didn’t recognise him. He’d grown tall, taller than Harry – who thought he’d done quite well in that area himself – although he looked a bit awkward and gangly. It made quite the contrast from the last time Harry had seen him, although he supposed that was what happened when it had been a full year since they’d last seen each other.

“Yeah, definitely,” Harry said. A normal day out, free from worries and woes about Dark wizards and prophecies and horcruxes was just what he could do with. Nobody would be writing an article about it for the papers. Nobody would be spreading any rumours about him. Not a robe in sight, just friends he hadn’t seen in a long time and the simple delights of wandering through town. “Er, let me just grab some money and my shoes, and I’ll be right there.”

Harry dashed back to the staircase where his aunt had a shoe cabinet, found his trainers, slipped them on, and stuck his head around the kitchen door.

“Aunt Petunia? I was going to go out to town with Stevie and the boys, but I don’t have any muggle money. Could I borrow a fiver please?”

Petunia looked up from where she sat at the kitchen table reading her book and frowned at him.

“You don’t have to borrow money, Harry,” she chided. “I’ll give you ten. Let me just get my purse…” She reached for her purse and took out a crumpled ten pound note. “Are you sure that’s enough? I do have another here that you could have.”

Harry considered it and then shook his head. Although he’d grown quite used to the wizards’ currency and pricing, he didn’t think they would be getting up to anything particularly expensive. He took the note.

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia! I don’t know how long we’ll be, but I’ll be back by dinner I imagine. See you later!”

Harry joined Stevie outside and shut the door gently.

“Who’s going?” he asked when the pair had set off along Privet Drive.

“Me, you, Johnny and Rishi,” replied Stevie. “We’ll meet them at the bus stop, but we’re going to walk into town.”

“Brilliant,” Harry said, and they set off.

“So, where’ve you been all summer? We knocked a few weeks ago but your uncle said you were gone,” Stevie asked. “Didn’t say where.”

Harry thought about his answer. He didn’t want to outright lie, since Stevie was a friend, but he had to pick the right mixture of half-truth so that it sounded convincing, and Harry wouldn’t feel guilty about saying it.

“Competition thingy with school,” Harry said. “Trip to Italy, some time in Austria. Took up loads of my summer—it was good fun though. Didn’t leave much time for homework, mind, or seeing anyone… and then we went to Greece on holiday, all four of us. So I’ve really only got this week left before having to go back.” And he couldn’t say anything about the trial, but nor did he want to.

“They work you hard at that school, huh?” Stevie said. “Summer homework—that’s bonkers, mate.”

“It’s not that bad,” Harry said, although he could have done without the translations for Runes, or the astronomical charts for Astronomy. Better to steer the conversation elsewhere, anyway, before Stevie asked about something Harry couldn’t talk about. “Anyway, what’s been going on with you? I’ve not seen you since last summer!”

Stevie shrugged.

“Same old shit, Harry,” he said. “School is school—you went there, you know. Got GCSEs next year, my parents want me to do A-levels and go to uni but I don’t know if I’ll bother, to be honest. But I bet it’s the same for you.” Stevie paused. “Er, I started going out with Olivia, so that’s… I mean, that’s nice.”

Harry caught his words before he made an unkind comment. He hadn’t ever expected that as an outcome, but he supposed after two years away, things could have changed. Things obviously had changed if Stevie and Olivia were going out with each other.

Not that that sort of answer was appropriate. If Tracey heard about him making that kind of social faux pas, she’d die of second hand embarrassment.

“Really? Nice, mate,” Harry said. “How’d that happen?”

Stevie turned pink.

“She, er, well she asked me out actually, at her birthday party this year. I didn’t know if I should say yes or not but I did, and—er, well… it’s gone well, so I’m glad I did really.” Stevie mumbled something unintelligible, then spoke up a bit louder. “How about you? You seeing anyone? There must be loads of fit girls at that school of yours from all over. Bet you’re drowning in choice!”

“Something like that,” Harry said. While there were a lot of girls at Hogwarts, all the British and Irish girls had grown up with him as a hero, and Harry was always a bit unsure whether they liked him or the ‘Boy-Who-Lived’. But Giovanna had been an interesting diversion, even though it hadn’t gone well in the end, so Harry knew there were girls out there who wouldn’t be interested in his drama.

Which was theoretically nice even if there was Voldemort looming large in the distance to offer yet another complication.

“I was with this girl for a bit, her name’s Giovanna—she’s Italian. We went to the Yule Ball—like a Christmas dance—together last year, but it didn’t work out.”

“Very nice,” Stevie said. “Shame it didn’t work out but Italian birds are meant to be fit.”

“She, er, she was,” muttered Harry. “She doesn’t go to my school, though—sort of a foreign exchange. But…” They kept on chatting like that until they met up with Johnny and Rishi at the bus stop and started the walk into town.

“Oh aye, look who it is!” said Johnny as Harry reached the bus stop. “The Lord Potter, back from his travels on the Continent! How marvellous to see you, your Lordship!”

“Forgot about us lowly oiks, did you?” Rishi said with a big grin.

“It’s nice to see the pair of you, too,” Harry said. “Glad to hear you missed me.”

“Well—who said we missed you?” replied Johnny. “But it’s good to see you’re happy slumming it with the likes of us.”

“As if I’m slumming it,” Harry muttered. Alright, so none of his muggle friends’ fathers owned half a village, and none of their mothers were one of the richest women in Britain, and Harry himself had a nice little fortune stashed away… but he wasn’t posh. Or he wasn’t that much posher than the other boys, at any rate, even though his uncle drove a nicer car than any of their dads. Keen to change the subject, he asked a question. “So, what are we going to do? Cinema? Food?”

“Cinema’s too boring,” said Rishi. “We were going to go into town, have a look around the HMV that’s just opened, doss about. Maybe grab a Maccie’s on the way back. That’s if his Lordship feels like it, of course.”

“Piss off,” mumbled Harry. “But yeah, alright. Let’s do that.” He hadn’t picked up any new muggle music in literally years, and he thought if he could get a record, he might even be able to share it with some of friends in the Common Room using the gramophone. And if not, well – having a good look around wouldn’t hurt either. If nothing else it would keep him from getting too detached from muggle music.

The walk into town took about half an hour, after which they were on the main high street with all the shops. The four boys went straight for the HMV along the middle of the street, which was much bigger than Harry remembered. Louder and dirtier, too, as cars and even motorbikes whizzed past spewing smoke and fumes in a seemingly endless procession.

Inside the shop wasn’t much better as music blared from speakers throughout, and there were even several wall-mounted televisions showing different films, all with the volume up.

“I’m going to go look at the posters,” declared Johnny. “See you in a bit.” He shot off towards the back of the shop.

“C’mon, let’s go have a look at the PlayStation displays. They’re doing pre-orders still, but I think this one has sold out,” Rishi said. He led the way towards a section of the shop that had been dedicated to some sort of computer, as far as Harry could tell. “You gonna get one, Harry?” Rishi asked. “I’ve had mine pre-ordered since they announced it.”

“Um,” Harry said. He glanced at the displays. Dudley already had one. Dimly, Harry thought that was something to do with Vernon, a favour from a work friend. Of course, he had absolutely no plans at all to get one – didn’t have a television, and it wouldn’t work at Hogwarts or in a lot of wizarding places anyway. “I wasn’t going to, to be honest. I don’t really, er, play that much.” He paused. He didn’t want to come across too poncey. “Dudley’s already got one, though. My uncle got him one early.”

“Lucky bastard,” Stevie said. “Trust him to get a deal like that.”

“Are you even allowed stuff like that at boarding schools?” Rishi continued. “Where would you keep them?”

“We are allowed to bring games and stuff like that to school with us,” Harry said. Of course, nobody would have brought a PlayStation to Hogwarts and even if they did it would be non-functional. But in principle it would be allowed, and people brought all sorts of games and toys with them to the school. “We keep them in the Common Room, or our dormitories. I think Dudley would take his PlayStation to school, but it’s out after he goes, so… I imagine he’ll have to wait until Christmas. And that’s if my aunt lets him.”

“Speaking of,” Stevie said, “you going to be back this year? Or staying at school again?”

“Er—well, I thought this year I would come home, yeah,” Harry said. First year had had certain exceptional circumstances, and he couldn’t have missed the Yule Ball and all that, but as far as he knew there would be nothing keeping him at the school this year. And it would be nice to have a normal Christmas after the two he’d just had, even if that did mean spending it with Aunt Marge. “So yeah, probably.”

“I can’t believe you’d stay at school for Christmas,” Rishi said. “That’s mad, that is.”

“Mate, you don’t even celebrate Christmas!” Harry said.

“We do, sort of. We do presents and food. Just not the Jesusy bits,” said Rishi. “And it’s nice having the holidays for it isn’t it?”

“Yeah, fair enough,” Harry said. “It’s not like that, anyway. It’s school, but no lessons, most of the teachers go home, you do still get time off to chill. And last year there was this big event so everyone stayed over Christmas—there was this huge fancy ball, it was pretty good actually.”

“If you say so,” Rishi said. “You’re getting a PS, right, Stevie?” he asked. “What games have you got for it?”

“I ordered Rayman—looks really fun. What’d you get?”

“Wipeout. Rayman looks a bit naff—no offence.”

Stevie shrugged.

“I thought the adverts were cool.”

“Hey—I’m just going to go have a look at the records for a bit,” Harry said, interrupting. “Won’t be long.” He nipped away and headed for the part of the shop dedicated to music, and then searched for the records. CDs were cheaper and more readily available, but he couldn’t play them at Hogwarts, and he did want to share some good muggle music with his friends there. Harry flicked through the stacks looking for something he recognised, but after so long wrapped up in his world of wands and wizards, there wasn’t much there.

There especially wasn’t a lot he knew and could get as a record. So Harry made his way to the little station where there were headphones and a selection of popular music to have a good listen to find something he could bring back with him. He discounted a lot of things immediately, both because he thought it was awful and he didn’t think any of his friends would like to hear it. The music player had some tracks from Mariah Carey, who Harry knew of already, and thought Daphne might like, so he made a note to see if he could find a vinyl of one of her singles. Or something in his price range, anyway. He skipped a few more tracks and eventually found one by Oasis, which he thought Blaise would like. He just needed to find a song for Millicent, Tracey, and Theodore—

Or perhaps not Theodore. Harry had given him an ultimatum at the end of the last schoolyear, and he still didn’t know where the other boy stood. Maybe he never would know. After all the fuss that summer with Malfoy, Harry doubted Theodore’s father would allow him to associate with Harry even if Theodore had wanted to.

Harry busied himself with the music instead of dwelling on Theodore and his father’s allegiances, and eventually managed to make some decisions. By the time he’d finished choosing, Rishi and Stevie had moved on to the video section, and Johnny was still looking through the stacks of posters in search of the one he’d wanted. So Harry went to have a look at the vinyl to see if he could pick anything up. The selection was pretty large, but he still couldn’t get the things he wanted. After a moment’s indecision, Harry picked a more classic selection instead, and then sought out Rishi and Stevie by the videos with his purchase.

“Alright?” Harry said when he joined them again. “What are we looking at? Anything good?”

“Was going to see if I could pick up a copy of that Robin Hood film they just did,” Rishi said. “You know. But I can’t find it…”

“The one with the foxes?” Harry asked. “The musical one?”

“Ugh. No, obviously. The new one, the one they just did,” Rishi said.

“I thought that was awful to be honest,” Stevie said. “Like, really bad. But it’s your money. What did you think, Harry? You must have seen it.”

“Er—well, actually…” Harry said. He hadn’t seen it. He hadn’t known it existed. It didn’t sound like the sort of film his uncle would watch at home, and Harry hadn’t been the cinema in a few years. “Nope. Didn’t catch that one.”

“What about Coneheads? Everyone’s seen Coneheads,” said Rishi.

Another film Harry hadn’t seen or heard of.

“Er, no, I’ve not seen that one either,” he admitted. “I don’t really watch many films, to be honest.”

“What about the new Batman? You’ve got to have seen that!” said Stevie.

Harry shook his head.

“Nope. There isn’t—my school is kind of out of the way, right, so there’s not—I haven’t been to the cinema in a while,” Harry said. He was beginning to understand why so few wizards were able to keep a foot in both worlds – he’d only been gone two years, and already the cultural landscape was changing around him. Musicians he’d never heard of had come into and dropped out of the charts, never to be heard from again; dozens of popular films had come and gone to critical acclaim, none of which he’d heard of; and no doubt there were new celebrities and television programmes and everything else he hadn’t kept up with that could trip him up.

It was exhausting. Even casual conversation felt like a trap.

Both boys looked at him like he’d grown a pair of new heads, each uglier than the last.

“Tell us again why you go there? Sounds awful,” Rishi said.

“It’s a really good school,” said Harry, perhaps a bit more defensive than he would have liked, but he felt possessive of Hogwarts.

“Yeah, I bet you’re fast-tracked to Oxbridge, right?” said Stevie. “Fair enough.”

“I hadn’t really thought about universities,” Harry said. That was at least true – while there were some magical universities in Europe, there were none in Britain or Ireland, and Harry just wanted to get through his regular schooling alive before he thought about any of that. “Just want to get on with my OW—GCSEs and A-levels, you know. See what happens afterwards.”

Fighting a fucking war, probably. But a war they can’t even know about… he thought miserably.

“My dad wants me to be a pharmacist,” said Rishi. “So I’m supposed to do sciences for A-levels. Bloody ball-ache, let me tell you. I wanted to do computing. Reckon it’s going to be big. But…”

“I’m supposed to go to uni,” Stevie said, “but my mum and dad don’t mind what I do. So that’s alright, I think.”

“‘Least you both get to choose,” said Rishi. “‘You will study pharmacy and you will like it!’, that’s what my dad always says. It’s a bit rich coming from him, too—he’s a bloody greengrocer.”

“Pharmacists are on good money, though, aren’t they?” asked Stevie as he flicked through the videos. “So it’s not all bad.”

“Yeah, but I’m shit at chemistry…” said Rishi.

“Oi, oi, lads!” said Johnny as he re-joined the group. “Got my poster. You fuckers finished up here or what? I wanted to nip to Woolworths to grab some sweets and then get along to Maccie’s.”

Rishi shrugged and gave up looking at the videos.

“Yeah, alright. I can pick up a new tape any time…”

The four boys left the shop, only Harry and Johnny actually having bought anything, and wandered along the high street chatting and looking in windows. The conversations revolved around girls and school, along with music and films and all the other things Harry didn’t know about.

Harry found it hard to get too invested. The three other boys were his first real friends after primary school – the first ever, really, considering everyone there had been too afraid of Dudley to really get to know Harry – but the gulf between them was growing larger and larger with every day Harry spent as a wizard. Even without Voldemort and prophecies Harry would have almost nothing left in common with them, and that was a bitter pill to swallow.

*

A few hours later Harry slipped back inside Number Four. It was still light out, light enough that Dudley wouldn’t have come home at least, and Vernon’s car was parked in the drive. As Harry passed the kitchen, his aunt called out to him.

“Harry, a letter came for you. From, ah—school. It’s on the kitchen table.”

Harry ducked inside to grab the letter and saw his aunt sat at the table with her friend Yvonne, two oversized glasses of wine sat there with them along with a mostly empty bottle. His aunt didn’t ordinarily drink alcohol before dinner, but then, when Yvonne was around, all the rules seemed to go out the window.

“Hello, Yvonne,” Harry said as he grabbed the letter. “Aunt Petunia. Er, I’ll just go read the letter, shall I?”

“Oh, no you don’t!” said Yvonne. “It feels like I haven’t seen you in years! Off at that alternative school of yours. Let me have a good look at you.” She reached for Harry’s t-shirt, her fingers tipped with long, pointed red nails.

Harry fought the urge to sigh. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Yvonne, although he could have done without seeing her. It was just that she was overly handsy, too affectionate – especially after a bottle of wine.

“Did you have a nice time with your friends, Harry?” asked Petunia. “With all that time at school he’s hardly been able to see the friends he had from here,” she explained to Yvonne. “And this summer has been so busy for us all.”

“Er—yeah, it was nice seeing them again,” said Harry, and it wasn’t a complete lie. “I saw Stevie last summer, but I hadn’t seen the others since before I left Stonewall.”

“Oh, well I bet that was just lovely,” said Yvonne. “Are you enjoying school? I know it can be difficult to make a move like that, but Pets tells me you’re doing really well!”

“I, er—yeah, it’s—I mean, it’s really different, but you get used to it quickly enough. And I really do like it there. It feels right to go,” said Harry, even though he just wanted to get away. But Yvonne had always been kind to him, if a bit overbearing, so he did want to be polite.

 “Oh, well, I’m so happy to hear that!” Yvonne said. “You always were such a nice boy. It’s good to see you thrive!”

Harry felt his ears go red.

“I—er—yeah, thank you,” he said. “I’d better go and read the letter—I bet it’s for, um, my school things…” He started to back slowly out of the kitchen. “It was nice seeing you again.”

Before anyone could reply, he slipped out the kitchen door and ran right upstairs to his bedroom. Yvonne was better in small doses, and he really did want to get a look at his Hogwarts letter, as it was very late. It was almost the end of the summer holiday, and the letters usually arrived at the beginning of August at the latest.

Harry pulled open the letter and scanned over it to see what he’d need for the coming year.

“Blah, blah, blah, ‘you are invited to attend’…” Harry read, “…’we are pleased to inform you that’… er, wait, what?”

Harry stared down at the letter. He read it again. “’We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected as a Prefect for Slytherin House this year. Please find enclosed your Prefect badge’. Snape made me a Prefect?”

Nothing about that seemed right to Harry. It was true that he’d never got into any real trouble at school, at least none of his own making aside from that one detention he’d served with Snape but being made a prefect entailed actual responsibility… and Harry didn’t think he wanted it. There was the issue with Draco the previous year, too, and of course, Harry had killed a teacher. Not on purpose, but…

All that and a highly publicised trial before the Wizengamot. So what if Harry had been the plaintiff and not the defendant – that was still the sort of thing Snape disapproved of.

Harry sank into his desk chair and placed the letter onto the desk.

Perhaps Dumbledore had wanted to make a statement and having Harry Potter – the Boy-Who-Lived – as a Slytherin prefect would make a decent declaration of intent, Harry supposed. With Lucius Malfoy on the Wizengamot, and after the trial and arbitration, maybe Dumbledore wanted to showcase a different side of Slytherin. Even so, Harry didn’t relish having to wear the badge everywhere and force the first years to do guided homework and revision sessions.

I wonder if I can just say no? Harry thought. He’d never heard of someone refusing the badge, but then, anyone who would was unlikely to brag about it.

But Harry took the badge from within the envelope and placed it safely on his desk anyway, since he didn’t want to get into trouble for losing it before term had even started. Then he tackled his equipment list.

There usually weren’t many – if any – new books for the core subjects, as the course material up to OWLs was covered in the texts they’d bought in first year. That year, however, whoever the new Defence professor was had gone all out and had included a list of books nearly as long as all the other subjects’ put together.

“The entire collection of Gilderoy Lockhart books?” muttered Harry. That sounded odd, as they were mostly travel books, although the wizard himself was meant to be very talented and skilled in dealing with all sorts of Dark magic. The Lockhart book series, along with a theory book by some other wizard and one on Dark creatures, would take up quite a lot of space inside Harry’s trunk. He’d have to reorganise the entire thing…

And that was without the additional equipment he required for Alchemy, but at least some of his potions stuff would be able to do double duty there.

Harry sighed and glanced over at his full-to-bursting school trunk. There were places on Diagon Alley where he could get the interior expanded, and although it was more expensive than he would have liked, he had to pay for it because he wasn’t allowed to do magic at home. Even though the spell should be simple enough. Harry briefly considered lugging his trunk all the way to Diagon Alley just for a go at it but decided against it. It wasn’t that expensive.

He wondered if the Lockhart travelogues were really necessary, but they were on the list and if he had to be a prefect then it would be a poor start getting in trouble over some bloody books…

Harry realised he’d need to ask his aunt or uncle for a lift into London to go get his stuff but didn’t think that would be a problem. He could wait to ask, though, as asking his aunt while Yvonne was sat in the room seemed a recipe for disaster. ‘Let’s all three of us make a day of it!’ Harry imagined Yvonne saying, and then Petunia’s horrified expression at the thought of having to say no.

Far too much drama. Especially for a Lockhart travelogue.

So Harry put his school letter to one side and worked on the remaining bits of homework he had while he waited for dinner. He assumed it would be later than usual, anyway, given the mostly empty bottle of wine sat on the kitchen table. Perhaps even Continentally late if the two women cracked open another a bottle, although Vernon would complain if dinner really was later than nine. And Petunia rarely did finish the second bottle.

After a few hours wrestling with his homework an unusually cheery Petunia called upstairs to signal the start of dinner, and Harry joined her and Vernon at the table. Dudley was late for dinner, even though dinner itself was late, but nobody mentioned that. It was, Harry thought, skirting too close to the subject of Dudley’s delinquent behaviour for either his aunt or uncle to want to address.

“Bit late having dinner tonight, aren’t we, Pet?” Vernon asked as Petunia served the meal.

“Oh, you know what Yvonne’s like,” said Petunia, waving her hand. “Once she opens a bottle of wine she won’t stop until she reaches the bottom!”

“Hmm,” said Vernon, his opinion on that quite clear. “Well, it’s nice, anyway.” He paused. “Even if it is late.”

“It’s a new recipe I got from my magazine—you know the one, darling—and I just had to try it out. I thought I’d added too much paprika, but it’s not overdone, is it?” She glanced over at Harry.

“Er, no—it’s nice,” he said. “Not overdone at all.” Although he wasn’t entirely sure what paprika tasted like, specifically.

Vernon didn’t look overly pleased at the idea of paprika – he never was one for ‘unusual’ flavours – but as he’d already expressed his approval, said nothing more. Instead, he looked towards Harry and pointed his fork.

“Got your school letter today, did you? Late this year, wasn’t it? I bet it’s got to do with all that fuss I read about in the paper this week—some educational thing, big business apparently. Caused a bit of a stir politically, from what I can tell,” he said.

Harry still hadn’t got used to Vernon reading the wizarding papers. It was especially strange when Vernon knew things about current events that Harry didn’t. But Harry had given up on the papers after the trial and the arbitration.

“Oh?” said Harry. “I hadn’t read anything about that.”

“Mm,” said Vernon. “Some shake-up with the curriculum, something along those lines, anyway. I was more interested in the business pages, of course, but I did have a quick look over. Did you know those bloody goblins are agitating again? You know they want your lot to give them wands? Bloody bad idea, I’d say. Not that they’d want my opinion, but that bloke, what’s his name, the one in the paper—well, he agrees with me.”

Ah, Harry thought. There’s the Vernon I recognise. Content to believe what he read in the papers, and apt to side against anything he didn’t fully understand, or which was different enough from him that he’d need to think a little. Of course, on the matter of goblins and wands, Harry didn’t think he was wrong – as much as Harry thought it wasn’t wizards’ right to deny goblins wands, it probably was safer.  

Harry didn’t mention that the ‘bloke’ from the paper was perhaps just as likely to support the return of muggle hunting as he was the continued prohibition of wand rights for goblins and other creatures if he was the one Harry was thinking of; it didn’t seem like dinner conversation.

“I hope nothing comes of it,” Harry said instead. “They’ve got all my money.”

Vernon shrugged.

“Lad with your talent, you’ll make it back in no time if something kicks off,” said Vernon in between chomps of his food. “I’d be more worried about the long-term economic repercussions of—”

But Vernon didn’t get to finish, as Dudley wandered in from the hallway and threw himself into the spare chair with such a force Harry worried it might break, followed by a strong smell tinged with a bit of smoke.

“What’s for dinner?” he said, casting his eyes at the others’ plates. “Anything good?”

He’s stoned, Harry realised. Harry didn’t think Vernon would recognise the smell, but Petunia… well, he had a funny feeling she would.

“Paprika chicken,” Harry supplied. “Aunt Petunia made it from a new recipe,” he continued, his tone light, casual.

Dudley helped himself to what remained in the serving dish at the centre of the table and dug in.

“Lost track of time, did you, Dudley my boy?” Vernon said. “Watch broken, is it?” His tone had changed, got as close to harsh as it ever did when chastising Dudley.

Dudley shrugged.

“We was just—we were just—er—we got held up a bit because Malcolm forgot his jacket and we couldn’t have him walk back on his own this late, could we?” Dudley managed to say eventually. “Everyone says there’s that gang of lads about, so it didn’t seem fair.” He seemed quite proud of his excuse, which as far as Dudley’s excuses went, was actually pretty good. Harry had to give him credit for that, at least. Without the tell-tale smell it would have even been a very believable excuse.

Of course, ‘that gang of lads’ was Dudley and his friends, but Harry didn’t think his aunt or uncle were ready to believe that just yet. That was a step too far.

“Hmm, well, try not to let it happen again,” Vernon said.

Petunia looked set to say something else, and judging from the look on her face it probably wouldn’t have gone well for Dudley. So Harry interrupted her, as he wanted a lift to London and asking after a little spat over Dudley’s behaviour wasn’t particularly conducive to a pleasant dinner.

“I was made a prefect this year,” Harry said. “They told me in the letter. Isn’t that nice? I didn’t really want to be one, if I’m honest, but I suppose they choose who they choose…”

“You did do well in your exams,” Petunia said.

“You are good at those sports your lot loves,” said Vernon at the same time.

Dudley didn’t seem to realise he’d been saved from a series of probing questions by Petunia, though, as he sat there with a sour look on his face, chewing his food.

“Er—I suppose that is true,” Harry said. He hadn’t thought of it in those terms, had seen it instead through the lens of Voldemort and blood politics, but his aunt and uncle did have a point. “Well, I was wondering if you could—either one of you—give me a lift into London this week so I can grab my school things? You don’t have to come shopping with me—I can just be dropped off outside the Leaky Cauldron, that’s alright.”

Vernon opened his mouth to respond but Petunia cut him off.

“Yes, of course, Harry. We’ll go tomorrow—you, me, and Dudley. We can make a day of it; I haven’t been to that Alley of yours since, well, a very long time, and Dudley’s never been, so it will be a nice day out, won’t it? And then when we come home we can order a takeaway and watch a film together—all four of us. We haven’t done that in ages, have we, so it will be lovely,” Petunia said.

“Mum, me, you, and Harry spent all summer together. Remember, we went to Italy and Austria. Watched Harry do all those wizard things. Then we had a holiday with Dad,” said Dudley. “We spent more time together this summer than we ever have.”

“That was different,” declared Petunia, although she didn’t elaborate. “I think we’ll leave nice and early to miss the traffic, and that gives us all day. Now, Vernon darling, what would you like tomorrow? Chinese or Indian? We could be a bit daring and try…” Petunia was saying, but Harry didn’t listen.

Instead, he contemplated Diagon Alley with Dudley, and wondered just what he’d done to deserve that.
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True to her word Petunia had both Harry and Dudley up bright and early for their trip to Diagon Alley. It wasn’t all that much earlier than Harry would have woken up himself anyway – nine in the morning as opposed to half-past – but for Dudley it was near enough four whole hours earlier than he’d have preferred. That had caused a bit of a ruckus as Dudley wasn’t at all prepared for the early hour, but Harry sat it out in his bedroom with Agrippa for some company.

Harry threw on a set of robes rather than his usual summer muggle clothes as he needed to bring his wand and didn’t have charmed pockets in any of his jeans to store it in, and then waited downstairs while his aunt cajoled Dudley into being ready on time to leave – even if that meant he skipped breakfast. In the time it took her to do that, Harry managed to have two slices of toast, flick through the television channels fruitlessly, and take a look at the Daily Prophet for a good ten minutes before he grew too tired of the reactionary vitriol to continue. There wasn’t anything especially interesting, anyway. Just more barely disguised anti-goblin propaganda pieces.

“Didn’t fancy dressing in normal clothes, did you?” Dudley said when he saw Harry’s robes.

Harry shrugged.

“Where we’re going, these are normal.”

Dudley grimaced and looked down at his own, ordinary, muggle clothes.

“Wizards are so weird…” he muttered.

“Now, where did I put my keys?” wondered Petunia aloud as she followed after Dudley. “Harry, have you seen them? I could have sworn…”

Harry shook his head. Petunia rarely actually drove. She had a car, and keys, but Harry couldn’t remember when he’d last seen them.

“Oh, I remember!” said Petunia.

She grabbed her car keys from the coffee table in the living room and ushered the two boys out of the door and into the car – quicker than usual, and probably so that the neighbours didn’t see Harry dressed in his robes.

Harry thought that was fair. Harry did already have owls and Sirius’s exotic bird going to and fro at all hours of the day, so there was no sense throwing fuel on that fire. Petunia herself wore a dress that looked, if one squinted, a bit like the fashionable witches’ robes some witches wore, so she at least wouldn’t stick out in the Alley. That just left Dudley, and mugglewear was common enough in Diagon Alley that he should go largely unnoticed.

Assuming he didn’t make a scene for unrelated reasons.

Once everyone was settled into the car Petunia set off for London. She had the radio on, but it was quiet enough Harry couldn’t really hear the songs playing. Dudley seemed disinclined to talk, so Harry left him alone and stared out the window.

After a good few minutes of bored silence, Petunia spoke.

“Now, I was thinking about the itinerary,” Petunia said, “and we’ll have to stop by the bank first of all, won’t we, Harry? Because you need to get money, and I’d like to exchange some of our money for wizard money because I thought—if we can find somewhere suitable—we could have lunch in the Alley. You’ll have to handle the money of course, Harry, if that’s alright, because if I remember right the wizard money is closer to old money than new, but different enough that I…”

Harry half-tuned her out as soon as he realised she was just speaking to fill the air while Dudley sulked and Harry stared out the window. He did make the appropriate responses at the appropriate times, but that was easy enough and didn’t take much thinking at all. It was nice enough that his aunt still made an effort when it came to visiting wizarding locales, even after the trips they’d taken with Sirius in Italy and Austria, so he didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm. Especially as he’d never thought, once he’d been introduced to the wizarding world, his aunt would so much as speak the word ‘magic’ without cringing.

Petunia carried on like that until they reached London proper, and Harry had to lead the three of them to the Leaky Cauldron, as neither his aunt nor his cousin could actually see the pub until they were prompted. Harry hadn’t gone there the muggle way ever before, technically, as Flitwick had only shown him the way from the Cauldron. Retracing those steps but backwards and a few years later was harder than Harry had thought. Especially with Dudley complaining. But they made good time, and Harry managed to get the three of them there without getting lost.

Before entering Harry reached up to cover his scar with his hair only to realise it was still far too short after his pre-holiday haircut at his aunt’s insistence.

Not that it would have mattered – Potterwatchers seemed to have a special sense for him, and would no doubt recognise him even if he’d dyed his hair pink – but Harry did always feel better with the scar covered.

He paused at the door and directed his aunt and cousin to stop.

“We’re here,” Harry said. “See, this is the Leaky Cauldron.” Once prompted, both Dudley and Petunia were able to see the Cauldron. Dudley made as if to enter, but Harry stopped him.

“Er, people might recognise me and stop us,” he said to his aunt and impatient cousin. “So we should just stop, say hello, then move on. It’s worse here than abroad. Just so you… er… know.” Although his aunt had dipped her toes into the wizarding world of late, Harry didn’t think she would be quite as prepared as she needed to be for how the general public behaved around Harry. All the times she’d been in the wizarding world were ones where the focus was justifiably on Harry.

“Well, are we going in or not?” asked Dudley.

“Right,” Harry said, and opened the door.

Inside the Cauldron it was the same dingy interior with the odd cobweb and far more dust than Petunia would be comfortable with, but it was packed to the rafters with wizards and witches, many more than Harry was comfortable with.

Fortunately, everyone seemed far more concerned with their own affairs than whether or not the young wizard who’d walked in was Harry Potter, so Harry simply pushed his way through the crowd and out the back of the Cauldron to the little yard which concealed the entrance to Diagon Alley.

“I’ll open the door now, hang on,” Harry said. He grabbed his wand from his robe pocket and tapped the brick, then waited for the wall to reconfigure itself into an archway. Neither Dudley nor Petunia showed any real response to it, having grown quite used to magical phenomena of that sort over the summer, and stepped through the threshold to the Alley after Harry.

*

Diagon Alley in all its hodgepodge and rickety glory wound itself away from the Leaky Cauldron as it always had, but like the famous pub, hosted more wizards than Harry had ever seen there before. Robed figures hurried from shop to shop, and many of the shops which did a lot of Hogwarts trade even had long queues trailing from their doorways and out onto the already crowded street. The late letters had no doubt contributed, but it seemed busier even than that.

“It’s not usually this busy,” Harry said as he attempted to lead his aunt and cousin through the street and towards the towering edifice of Gringotts Bank at the other end. “I bet it’s because the letters came out late and everyone’s in a rush…”

Harry pushed and squeezed and shuffled his way through and around the crowds of people on the way to the bank while the unseasonably hot August sun beat down, until eventually they made it into the charmed-cool goblin-run bank.

Where it was just as busy as the street outside, filled to bursting with wizards, witches, and even muggles needing to exchange currency, and where the goblin tellers seemed to delight in drawing out every transaction.

Harry wasn’t at all sure how integrated Gringotts was with the wider goblin community, but Harry didn’t doubt that at least some of the goblins were revelling in their ability to cause problems for their wizarding customers. Especially given the situation with the Ministry.

“I think it might be better if we split up,” Harry suggested. “The Muggle Currency Exchange is that queue over there,” he said, pointing, “but I’ve got to join one of those queues over here.” He gestured vaguely to the windows set up for wizards visiting vaults. It would be a more efficient use of everyone’s time, but Harry was also keenly aware that Petunia would hate the carts down to the vaults. She might literally have a heart attack. Better for everyone if she avoided that entirely.

“Dudley, want to come with me? The way down to the vaults is like… er, it’s like a rollercoaster; thought it could be fun.”

The promise of something actually fun – and probably because he got to escape Petunia’s gaze for the time it took – seemed to light something akin to a fire of enthusiasm in Dudley then, who agreed readily.

“Come on then—let’s go before the queue gets any bigger,” Dudley said, and joined the shortest of the queues of wizards all lined up to get to their vaults. Petunia went off to join the queue for the muggle currency exchange and Harry followed Dudley.

“How long do the queues usually take?” Dudley asked, peering along the queue of wizards dressed in robes for a look at the goblin teller.

“I’ve never actually seen a queue, to be honest,” Harry said. As the only bank in Britain and Ireland, Gringotts was always well attended, but the crowds that day were something else entirely.

“And stop staring—goblins don’t like it when you stare.” Good advice in general, but if Dudley hadn’t learned and applied that more generally by his age, Harry didn’t think he ever would.

Dudley took another long look at the teller – a bald goblin with a nose ring in a smart business suit – before finally wrenching his gaze away.

“Dad keeps on saying about all that fuss about goblins,” Dudley said after a few moments. “What’s he mean?”

Harry paused before answering. Going into the details was definitely not what Dudley really wanted, even if he had asked, but Harry wouldn’t have felt comfortable talking about that in Gringotts anyway. It was a bit on the nose.

“Er, it’s complicated,” Harry said. “Basically, goblins want wands, and wizards don’t want to let them. And some other stuff. One of their… leaders, I suppose, just gave the Wizengamot a list of demands. It’s not gone anywhere. But we shouldn’t really talk about it in here.”

Dudley nodded, seemingly considering Harry’s words. He didn’t have any more questions for a little while after that, so Harry considered the exchange a success.

“So why do you have to go all the way to your vault?” Dudley asked while they waited. “In normal banks they just give you the money.”

Harry shrugged.

“I think it’s because muggle banks don’t keep, er, literal piles of money in a specific account for you. It’s all on computers, isn’t it? But my money here is coins protected by goblin magic and some wizard spells. They don’t do anything with it like muggle banks do—my mate Justin said wizard banking isn’t very advanced, not like muggles have. So they have me go and get it. Dunno, maybe it’s just to make people think their money is safe, or something like that.” Harry hadn’t really thought about it.

Dudley grunted in response.

“And there’s a rollercoaster to get there?”

“Er, basically, yeah—it’s this little cart and it goes underground through all the tunnels until you get to your vault. Mine’s quite far down. Not all the way though—apparently for the really deep vaults there’s dragons and all sorts guarding them. But I’ve never met anyone who’s been down there.”

“How’d they get dragons underground?”

“Er—I dunno. Probably hatch them down there,” Harry said. Dudley never seemed to be just the right amount of talkative – it was either nothing at all, or question after question. At least the queue was moving quickly.

When it was his turn Harry fished in his robe pocket for his vault key and showed it to the teller.

“Harry Potter, here to visit my vault.”

“Snagbak will attend to you,” said the teller, stamping a piece of parchment. “Next!”

“Snagbak? What sort of a name is—”

“A goblin name,” hissed Harry. “Shut up.” Quite aside from it being rude, Gringotts held all of Harry’s money, and Harry didn’t want the goblins to think poorly of him. Or more poorly than they already thought of wizards, anyway, since he did enjoy having free and easy access to his money.

Snagbak the vault attendant joined them at the door to the vault access room and directed them to sit in the ramshackle mine cart that awaited them.

“Hold on tight,” Harry warned Dudley as they shuffled into place. “It goes upside down and everything. So… just hold on.”

Dudley grunted. At first Harry wasn’t sure he’d listened, but his cousin’s arms did move and he seemed a bit more secure in the seat.

“Gringotts Bank is not responsible nor liable to pay compensation for any injury to the self which may arise from using our services,” said Snagbak in a bored tone. “All users visit their vaults at their own risk and are advised not to place any part of their body outside of the cart at any time.”

Without waiting for either Harry or Dudley to confirm they still wanted to travel, Snagbak set the cart rolling along its track. Harry had travelled on the carts before – twice – but even so, it was still quite exciting. Not quite as exhilarating as flying a Firebolt at top speed, but definitely very fun.

Dudley treated it like a muggle rollercoaster.

Fair enough, Harry thought. Let him have some fun. 

Dudley stumbled when they got out of the cart at Harry’s vault, but that didn’t seem to ruin his new-found joie de vivre – he looked ready to go again.

“Give me a second,” Harry said. “Just have to grab some money for my school things.” He didn’t want to spend too long with Dudley at his vault since he didn’t want to flaunt the literally mounds and mounds of gold. Although Dudley was set to receive a decent inheritance from Vernon’s life insurance policy and the house some time in the – hopefully distant – future, it still wasn’t quite as much as Harry had in goblin gold hidden underneath London.

Harry made sure to grab a bit more than usual given that he had to purchase the entire range of Lockhart books, and some alchemy equipment besides, and then indicated to Snagbak that he was done.

“I didn’t realise how much money you’ve got,” Dudley said as they walked away. “Mum and Dad did say something, but seeing it…”

“It looks more all piled up like that,” Harry said evasively. He hadn’t thought Dudley was paying all that much attention, but he evidently had been. Harry just hoped it didn’t become a thing. It wasn’t as if Dudley didn’t have a tidy sum coming his way in time, and Harry had grown up without his parents. Money was of little consolation.

“I suppose,” Dudley said. He shrugged. “Where are we going next?”

“Need to check where’s busy and where’s not,” Harry said. “I’ve got loads to get… then Aunt Petunia wanted lunch, didn’t she? So we’ll have to find somewhere she likes for that…”

The café he’d visited with Flitwick would probably do, but it was always hard to tell with Petunia. There weren’t all that many options in the Alley, anyway, and the café was the only one Harry knew of.

“What sort of stuff do you need to buy, anyway? Dragon’s tongues and shrinking powder?”

“Er—no,” Harry said. “Nothing like that. Well, I need some more billywig stings, and… mostly it’s just stuff like books, to be honest. I’ve got to pick up some alchemy equipment this year, though. Glass bottles and stuff.” Harry shrugged. “I wanted to get my trunk expanded as well, but I think I can just buy a compartment to stick in it for that.”

“Hands inside the cart or risk losing them,” advised Snagbak. The mine cart whizzed back up to the surface and Harry got out, although Dudley lingered a few moments, seemingly keen to do it another time.

“Come on—I bet Aunt Petunia’s finished by now,” Harry said. “Her queue wasn’t as big as ours.”

The two boys met Petunia outside of the bank, and Harry led the way to the first of their stops – Madam Malkin’s so Harry could get his robes adjusted. He didn’t think he needed anything new, as all of Madam Malkin’s robes were very durable, but he’d grown a bit, so perhaps he did.

Wizards and witches milled about in the shop, some of them browsing through the stacks of robes and other garments, but most of them waiting to be seen by fitting witches. The shop assistants were swamped and there were queues for fittings and measurings. Harry waited there along with Dudley, although something caught Petunia’s eye and she left them to it.

“Those look like nice dresses,” she said absently. “And certainly no one in my book group would have one… I’m just going to go and…”

Harry left her to it while he waited with Dudley, who kept pointing out which witches he thought were attractive, and which ones he didn’t. It was an insight into Dudley Harry wished he hadn’t had.

After an age it was Harry’s turn to get measured up, but the whole process was – mercifully – quite fast after that. Harry would need new everything, as he’d grown quite a bit more than he’d thought, but he hoped the new set would last him a good while. When it came time to pay Petunia joined Harry in the queue.

“Those robes really do look like nice dresses, you see,” Petunia explained while they were queuing, “so I had that nice woman measure me up for a set, and they were so cheap I’m going to buy two!” She paused. “You know, one of these days Harry we should bring your uncle along and have him measured up for a nice new suit—the prices are nice but more than that the tailoring is just wonderful. There’s even a spell so that if you put on a little extra weight, the material expands—but it’s not stretchy at all!”

“I didn’t know that specifically,” Harry said, “but all of the clothes here do come with a load of useful spells on them, so, er, I’m not surprised really.” Still, he didn’t think Vernon was quite ready to get a suit from a wizarding seamstress no matter how cheap it was or how perfectly it fitted.

Or which convenience charms it had on it.

Vernon had been quite happy with magic, so long as it existed at some distant point. Magical suits seemed a step too far.

Once outside again Harry took a look around to see where it would be better to go next. The bookshop, for whatever reason, had an absurdly long queue snaking from the entrance, so he discounted that immediately. He could have done with some more broom polish, but there was a large queue there, too, and Spintwitches in Hogsmeade would surely be a much more pleasant outing.

Harry spent a minute or so deliberating while the crowds passed him by. Petunia seemed happy enough to take in the ambience, but Harry could see Dudley was getting bored with the lack of action, the sights and sounds of Diagon Alley clearly not enough to keep him occupied. In the end Harry set off for the apothecary, as although his aunt wouldn’t appreciate the sights or the smells, it had the shortest queues and Harry did need to restock his more basic potions ingredients.

And the glassware shop was opposite, so he could nip in and get his alchemy stuff right after.

Once inside Dudley peeled off immediately to look at the more disgusting ingredients – eyeballs, still-quivering tongues, and all the rest – although Petunia kept glancing around, seemingly in search of something to look at that wasn’t at all unpleasant.

Fat chance of that, Harry thought, as the apothecary specialised in revolting bits and pieces of various creatures. He went around the shop filling various bags and jars with the things he needed and then approached the counter to pay whilst Petunia attempted to stop Dudley from touching anything.

“They just sell dragon blood?” Harry heard Dudley ask from across the shop. “Like, from actual real live dragons?”

“Hush, darling,” said Petunia. “Harry’s trying to pay for his … things … but yes, I suppose it would be from real dragons, wouldn’t it?”

“Just these,” Harry said to the man behind the counter. “Oh, actually—I need the basic alchemical kit, too. Do you stock that? You know, the solvents and that stuff?”

“We do, Mr Potter, we do. I’ll just get that prepared for you—just a moment!” said the man. He disappeared into the back of the shop and returned with a small box. “Be careful with these—we don’t recommend playing about with them in the home, Mr Potter, as they can be quite volatile. Best to wait until you get to school before having a look, but I can assure you it’s all there.” He sorted through all the various bits Harry had in his pouches and jars, packed them all up into a neat package, and handed it over to Harry.

“Thanks,” Harry said. He paid the man and took his things away, then finally managed to get Dudley to stop poking the dragon eyes before making their way into the glassware shop to pick up his new alchemy equipment. After that it was a quick trip to the luggage and bag shop for an insertable expanded compartment for his trunk. The man inside had tried to sell Harry a totally new trunk, but he’d declined.

He liked his old one, and even though the wizard had offered a multi-compartment trunk complete with a secret room, Harry couldn’t think of a use for it. And it cost more than Harry wanted to spend on a trunk, anyway. Petunia had seemed keen on purchasing an enchanted wardrobe, but had demurred, citing a need for Vernon to weigh in on the matter first.

“We can always come back around Christmastime if we really want it,” Petunia had muttered as they left the shop.

Harry scanned his Hogwarts list to check what else needed to be done. He’d bought new gloves for Herbology in Madam Malkin’s, so that was done, ticked off his list. Everything he needed for both Potions and Alchemy had been purchased in the apothecary’s or the glassware shop. He had enough wand polish, so there was no need to visit Ollivander. That only really left Flourish and Blotts for his towering stack of books, so with a deep sigh, Harry led his aunt and cousin towards Flourish and Blotts.

Once there, Harry was dismayed to find that the queue to get inside had grown even larger.

After they’d been waiting in the queue for half an hour at least Dudley started to show signs of his boredom.

“Why are so many people waiting to get into a book shop anyway?” he wondered aloud.

Harry shrugged.

“Wizards don’t have televisions, so it’s really just the Wireless, games, and books,” Harry said. “And with school about to start and the letters coming out late everyone’s going to be here to get their schoolbooks for the year. But it’s not usually this busy, so…”

“Can’t we just go do something better and come back later?” whined Dudley. “It’s not like the books are going anywhere is it.”

“We can’t go now, darling,” Petunia said. “We’ve been waiting half an hour already. And look, the queue is moving again, so I’m sure we won’t be here much longer! And then we can go find somewhere nice to have lunch!”

The queue moved along at a glacial pace, but eventually Harry, Petunia, and Dudley found themselves close to the entrance. Unfortunately, that meant Harry could see the reason for the long queues, and it wasn’t just because it was the school rush.

Gilderoy Lockhart was at the shop doing an all-day book signing to promote his latest book, Meanderings with a Manticore. Harry half wanted to acquiesce to Dudley and go somewhere else, but as Lockhart would be at Flourish and Blotts until closing time, that would be pointless. And that way he might even miss the opening hours and he’d have to come back another day, which would be inconvenient to say the least.

So Harry stayed in the queue as it moved slowly into the bookshop, although by the time he crossed the threshold, he wished he’d come back on a different day.

“Well, if it isn’t Harry Potter!” Lockhart declared – loudly – when he noticed Harry stood amongst the customers waiting to get inside the shop. He’d made sure to be in the queue for the shop rather than the book signing, but that didn’t seem to matter to Lockhart, who got up from the table where he was signing the books and meeting his fans to greet Harry at the door.

“And who is this enchanting vision of womanhood?” Lockhart said to Petunia. He flashed her his perfect – and if the signs weren’t lying, award winning – smile and kissed her hand.

“Now, never let it be said that I, Gilderoy Lockhart—Britain’s most attractive and successful Dark forces defender, Order of Merlin, and of course, multiple time winner of Witch Weekly’s Most Charming Smile Award—would allow Harry Potter or his family to languish at the doorway while I sat in comfort amongst my fans. Now, I’m sure every one of you here has heard of young Harry’s story? Perhaps it isn’t quite so widely publicised these days, but young Harry here was instrumental in the defeat of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named oh so long ago! Isn’t that right, Harry, my lad?” Lockhart beamed at the crowd and leaned over towards Harry.

“Smile, lad!” he said through his supernaturally white teeth. “You’re on camera!”

Harry forced himself to smile even though he wanted to turn tail and run. Honestly, he’d wanted to come in and get his schoolbooks, not pose for an impromptu photoshoot! Instead, his face would be plastered all over the front page of the Evening Prophet – and probably the next day’s edition of the daily, too – along with Petunia, Dudley, and bloody fucking Gilderoy Lockhart.

Blaise would never let him live it down.

“Let’s just shuffle around here,” said Lockhart, moving Petunia closer to him and wrapping one of his arms around Harry. “Smile for the cameras!” he muttered again and squeezed Harry’s shoulder. “That’s the ticket! Once more and we’ve got the lot, I’d think,” he said after the next round of photos. When his photographer had finally finished he turned back to the murmuring crowd and flashed them his smile once again.

“Now, what Harry Potter and his family didn’t know upon entering this fine establishment today was that I, Gilderoy Lockhart, would see fit to gift him my entire collection of hand-signed books—including my best-selling autobiography, Magical Me!” said Lockhart. He paused for the crowd to ooh and aah and clap, then continued while Harry cringed inwardly.

He didn’t need or want to be gifted a signed set of Lockhart’s books, and certainly not in so public a manner.

“Of course, young Harry here will be attending Hogwarts this September and, if I remember correctly, will be sitting his OWLs—I happen to know that this set of books will be invaluable to him, not least because it’s on the course list for the year! Which brings me to my formal announcement, as it were,” said Lockhart with a little flourish. “I have agreed—after much persuasion from Albus Dumbledore himself—to serve as the Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor! After all, how could I pass up the opportunity to share my skills and knowledge with an entire generation of young wizards and witches?”

Lockhart did a deep bow as the crowd clapped and cheered.

I’ve got a full year of this, Harry realised while Lockhart bowed and smiled at the crowd. Lockhart may well have been Britain and Ireland’s preeminent expert in all things Dark, but Harry would have preferred Dumbledore hire Marge Dursley if it meant he didn’t have to put up with Gilderoy bloody Lockhart and his camera-seeking antics.

Or perhaps that was an exaggeration but stood in front of a crowd of Flourish and Blotts customers and the gathered press, Harry wasn’t sure.

At least Lockhart seemed done, and Harry could slip away…

“Now, we’ll take a short recess while I spare some time to speak with young Harry and his family here, and then the book-signing will resume!” declared Lockhart. More clicks of the cameras at that announcement, and the collective sigh of the crowd as they realised Lockhart was serious about the break.

Harry sighed.

No chance of that, then.

Lockhart drew Harry, Petunia, and Dudley away from the crowd and the cameras to speak with them privately.

“Well, that could have gone better but I daresay we’ll have had a couple of good photos out of that!” said Lockhart, beaming. “And you, madam, were simply radiant! Where has young Harry been keeping you?”

Petunia flushed red.

“Oi, leave off,” said Dudley, although Lockhart ignored him. “She’s married.”

“And you, Harry—next time do try to be a little less aloof, mm? The camera hates it when you play coy—take it from someone who knows! But even with your little display I do think you’ve managed to boost your profile quite nicely, thanks in part to me of course! Remember me when you get properly famous, eh, lad?” Lockhart beamed. “We can collaborate! Just think, the two of us could sell so many things!”

“I wasn’t worried about my profile,” Harry said. “I just wanted to buy my schoolbooks. And now we’ll be in the papers…”

“You’re welcome, my dear boy, very welcome indeed!” Lockhart said, missing Harry’s point entirely. “You’ve had a little time in the sun, I won’t deny that, but you do need to take a more active role in managing your fame and profile, you know,” he continued. “That business with the flying and all that duelling—that’s a great start. Some more of that and you’ll have the public eating out of your hand! That trial business, well, they do say there’s no such thing as bad publicity. And you won the arbitration! Got people talking all about you again! But it’s been weeks since you were in the papers, and fame is a fickle business Harry, let me tell you.”

“Er, yeah, I suppose it is,” Harry said, keen to get away but also not wanting to offend his new Defence teacher. His fame and profile managed itself too well already. Every time Harry had tried to engage with the press it had gone poorly. Not that ignoring the papers had helped much either, but at least it hadn’t made things worse. “Thanks for the advice—and for the books. But I really just wanted to pick up my other things for school, so if you don’t mind…”

“Ah, the folly of youth, eh?” said Lockhart, flashing his smile at Petunia, who swooned.

“Mum!” said Dudley. “God, you’re so embarrassing…”

“You’ll see in time, Harry, you’ll see,” continued Lockhart. “I have much to teach you about fame. I can see that! Oho, I can see that. Here’s a first little lesson for you: fame is hard to come by—for some of us at least!—so don’t be afraid to use it! There’s no sense shrinking into the background, not when you’ve already got a profile.”

“Right, thanks,” Harry said. “I’ll be sure to remember that.”

“Ah, I hope you do,” Lockhart said. He gestured to a flustered shop assistant. “Get young Harry here his books, would you? Yes, yes, the ones I signed earlier—that’s the ticket!” Lockhart turned back towards Petunia. “Madam, it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He kissed her hand again.

“Oi!” said Dudley.

But Lockhart didn’t seem to care. Instead, he turned away to sit at his book-signing table to bask in the adoration of his fans.

The shop assistant hurried along and pressed an overflowing bag of books into Harry’s arms before trying to scurry away.

“Er, actually—could you grab me these books from my list as well?” Harry said. He fished in his pocket for his Hogwarts letter. “Only, I want to get away before… er…” He glanced over at Lockhart.

“Say no more,” said the shop witch. “I won’t take long—we’ve got all the Hogwarts books ready in back. Give me a second.” She disappeared into the back of the shop and came back a couple of minutes later with the rest of Harry’s books. “You can pay at the counter, Mr Potter,” she said.

“That’s brilliant, thanks!” Harry said, and he pushed his way through the thronged masses to get to the counter in order to pay.

“I had wanted to browse a little,” admitted Petunia while they waited, “but I suppose now isn’t the time…”

“I promise the next time I bring you here,” Harry said, “we can stop and have a look.” Although quite what Petunia, the muggle, wanted with a shop full of books on magic was something Harry didn’t fully understand. He paid for his books and all three of them managed to escape the crowded bookshop only to find themselves in an equally full Diagon Alley.

“Sorry,” Harry said once they were safely outside. “That’s—well, that’s never happened to me before,” he said. “Bit of a pain but at least it’s over now…”

“Creepy fu—git,” Dudley said. “What’s he doing, kissing Mum’s hand?”

“Oh, hush, darling—he was just being nice,” Petunia said, her face red.

“Hm,” said Harry. He rather doubted that, but then Lockhart seemed to have that effect on ladies of all ages, and the less Harry had to think about his aunt as a lady, the better. “Well, I thought we could go and get something to eat? Not at the Cauldron—I’ve heard the food there isn’t, er, that good. But there’s a café just down this side-street I’ve eaten at before and it’s quite nice.”

Truthfully, the food at the Cauldron was meant to be fine, but Harry didn’t think his aunt could cope with the general aesthetic, and he himself didn’t want to push his luck with any more public appearances. As the café was out of the way of the main street Harry thought that even if it were busy, it would be busy with the sort of people who’d wanted to get away from the crowds, and who probably wouldn’t subject him to any unsolicited photoshoots.

Harry led his aunt and cousin to the little café and found that it was quite full, although not so full as to be turning away customers. They sat down for a decent lunch, and when they were done, went to get the last few bits and pieces Harry needed for school. On their way out of the Alley Dudley stopped and pointed out one of the shops.

“Can we get some ice cream, Mum?” he asked, pointing at Florean Fortescue’s ice cream parlour. He’d taken to wizarding sweets and desserts like a fish took to swimming, and almost never passed up the opportunity for more. “And if it’s good, we can bring some back for Dad, and to have for dessert after our takeaway later.”

Despite Dudley’s enthusiasm, however, Harry didn’t think they’d get their ice cream any time soon. A long column of wizards and witches snaked from the doors and there was even a flashing sign noting that the shop was doing ‘TAKEAWAYS ONLY’.

“Well…” said Petunia, checking her watch. “I suppose we do have time, even with that queue…”

It took near enough a full hour for them to get their ice cream, but Harry didn’t mind all that much. Florean Fortescue’s ice cream was worth it. They took away their ice cream to eat as they walked back through muggle London towards where Petunia had parked the car, along with the box of ice cream they’d chosen for later – safely held under a timed Freezing Charm – as Petunia held a mostly one-sided conversation with the two boys.

Harry left her to it, grunting and offering small answers at appropriate points in the conversation, but his heart wasn’t in it. He kept thinking on what Lockhart had said about fame, and about being afraid to use it. There was fame, and then there was whatever Lockhart was doing – camera chasing, courting publicity, being the centre of attention. He didn’t mind people knowing what he’d done but being on display all the time felt wrong.

Harry knew he was famous. He knew he’d even courted fame and glory himself with his duelling and his flying. He hadn’t spent much time out of the papers that summer, between the Duelling Circuit’s Summer Tournament and the Wizengamot trial with Malfoy. But that seemed altogether different from what Lockhart was doing, and he’d hoped it would still allow him time to be himself. To do things without eyes on him all the time. Life seemed better with an ability to work unseen at least some of the time… but Harry wondered if perhaps he’d made a mistake in pursuing competition, especially if it led to a life like Lockhart’s. Was glory and prestige even worth it if it led to massed crowds and vanity like Lockhart’s? Or could Harry pursue his goals and manage to have a private life?

We picked the worst day for shopping, Harry decided.

Harry managed to stop thinking on it by the time they got home as he had to go right upstairs to sort his school things for the coming year, but the thoughts sat there, lurking, even so.
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The morning after Harry, his aunt, and Dudley’s trip to Diagon Alley an owl arrived, as it always did, with Harry’s copy of the Daily Prophet. Vernon took it first, as he was wont to do.

“You made the front page, Pet,” he said. He nudged Petunia with his free hand. “Have a look. That’s you there, and Harry and Dud, of course. But who’s that bloke, then? The one with the teeth.”

Harry leaned over for a look. True enough, the front page of the Prophet that morning was a photograph of Harry with Lockhart, along with a swooning Petunia and a visibly unhappy Dudley. The Harry in the photograph kept rolling his eyes at Lockhart, who beamed and at the cameras and stopped every few seconds to kiss Petunia’s hand. The Petunia in the photograph looked positively thrilled at the attention, fluttering her lashes and covering her mouth with her hand.

That is what I wanted to do, Harry thought as he looked at himself in the photograph, but I’d thought I’d managed to put on a happy face… Everyone in Britain and Ireland who read the Prophet – which was most of the wizarding population – would see Harry’s disdain for Lockhart right on the front page.

And would see his aunt buckling like a schoolgirl with her first taste of love, which he could well have done without.

Petunia – the one in the kitchen – went red.

“Oh, he’s a teacher of Harry’s. New this year. Some sort of celebrity… He was just being nice,” she said.

“Well, he’s just being nice all over the front page of the papers,” Vernon said. “You never said he kissed your hand! Look, he’s doing it again.”

“Oh, Vernon, darling, it’s not like that. Really. You know how these wizard photos are. They’ve got a mind of their own, haven’t they, Harry?” protested Petunia. She glanced at the paper, then over at Harry, and then back at the paper again.

“I—er—yeah, they do,” Harry said. Of course, their mind usually betrayed their counterpart’s feelings to a degree, but that wasn’t the most helpful thing he could have said, so he didn’t say it.

“What’s that bloody school thinking, hiring teachers like that?” complained Vernon, still staring right at the front page of the Prophet. “Leering at married women and taking pictures with schoolboys! I have half a mind to complain but having met what passes for a headmaster I don’t think it would do anything…” Harry thought Vernon was more concerned with how handsome and charming Lockhart was than anything else, seeing him as unfair competition. Especially given Petunia’s reaction.

Harry shrugged.

“He’s a bit of a ponce, but he’s part of the Dark Force Defence League and everything… Meant to be really good at handling Dark creatures and wizards,” Harry said. “He said afterwards he just wanted to take advantage of the photo opportunity. I think he only really cares about, you know, looking good in the papers and all that. Selling books. Think he enjoys being famous and the Dark stuff is how he does it. But he should be useful to have around the school, what with, er… well, you know.”

“Hmm,” grunted Vernon. He didn’t sound convinced.

Which was perfectly fair since Harry wasn’t totally convinced either. But Harry assumed that Dumbledore had properly vetted him, and since Lockhart had been hired on Dumbledore evidently hadn’t found him lacking.

“You can read the paper later, darling,” said Petunia, taking the Prophet from Vernon. She folded the paper in two and placed it down on the table, but not before deftly removing the front page – its large photograph included – and placing it into her pocket. No doubt that would disappear into her private memory box in the attic. “While we’re all here I thought we should organise how we’re going to get the boys off to school. It’s all muddled up this year—Harry’s due back on the Sunday because school starts on the Monday, but Dudley isn’t due until the Tuesday. Did you want to take the Tuesday off, or should I go on my own?”

“No, no,” said Vernon. “I’ll take the day off. Always good to have an extra day, isn’t it?”

Petunia nodded.

“We’ll drop you off as usual, Harry. No need to worry about that. We’ll all come to see you off, of course. How does that sound?”

It was a distraction from her appearance in the paper, Harry knew, rather than any real desire to plan the boys’ return to their respective schools. That was always easy and set in stone, with nothing to actually plan, since it wasn’t as if King’s Cross Station or Smeltings ever moved about. Still, Harry had wanted to sort that out as the new term loomed, so he took the opportunity.

“Yes, sounds great, Aunt Petunia.”

“Wonderful,” Petunia said. “Dudley, we’ve still got to get your new uniform—we can go today or we can go at the weekend. Which do you prefer?”

Harry glanced over at him. He seemed torn. If he went shopping with Petunia that day, he would lose his last Tuesday of the summer – the day he and his friends always went to play laser tag. But if he went at the weekend, he’d have to spend the very last days of freedom running errands.

“Thursday,” he decided eventually. “And I need new boxing gloves as well—my old ones have a rip in them.”

“If we need to get some new gloves as well maybe we should go today and Thursday,” Petunia said. “What do you think, Dudley? Will the shop have them, or will we have to order?”

“The shop always has gloves, Mum,” Dudley said immediately. “We can just go on Thursday. And the uniform shop always has my size—you put it on order, remember?”

“Well, darling,” said Petunia, and Harry could see she was trying to phrase what came next as delicately as possible, “I’m not quite sure that the size we had on order will still fit. So I think we should go today as well, perhaps. Yes, that would be best, I think. Harry, do you—”

“I, er, I’ve got some homework left to do,” Harry said, quick as he could. He didn’t want to spend the last few days of summer shopping for Dudley’s school things, not when he did actually have some finishing touches he could put on his homework. He was going to be a prefect, and he didn’t want to start the year off wrong, after all. He said as much. “And with me being a prefect now I want to be stirring a full cauldron, you know.”

“That does make sense,” agreed Petunia. “That settles it, then—Dudley, we’ll go shopping today and Thursday, and that way you can still see your friends tomorrow. Isn’t it nice how things work out? Now, first we should go to…”

Petunia spent the rest of breakfast detailing the errands she wanted to run, which only managed to get to anything Dudley needed after quite the array of shops Petunia wanted to ‘just nip into’. When he could finally leave the breakfast table – after Vernon had finished and snuck away with his copy of the morning papers, the Prophet sans front page – Harry dashed back upstairs to tackle his remaining bits and pieces of homework.

*

September the third came along much faster than Harry had thought it would. Of course, Harry had spent most of his summer busy and elsewhere, so the days had passed by quicker than usual, but that didn’t help when on the morning he was meant to go back to school he still had to figure out how to pack his full-to-bursting school trunk.

With the expanded compartment Harry had picked up at Diagon Alley, he reckoned he’d be able to fit everything he had inside. Still, given the massive stack of books he had, along with the additional equipment for Alchemy, packing his school trunk proved to be quite the logistical nightmare.

When it got to nine am and Harry still had his potions ingredients and the full set of Lockhart books still to pack, he gave up momentarily to send Agrippa off to school. No need for the owl to spend his entire day cooped up on a train, after all.

“I’ll meet you at school, Agrippa,” Harry said as he opened his window to let the owl out. “No sense in the both of us being stuck on a train all day, is there?”

Agrippa nudged Harry gently before taking off into the morning sky. Harry watched him go before returning to his packing with a big sigh.

Fortunately, he managed it by half past nine, and Petunia had got Dudley sorted, so Harry, his aunt and uncle, and Dudley all packed into the car, trunk included, and set off for the train station. They were cutting it a bit fine, perhaps, as the train ordinarily left at ten on the dot, but Harry had never had trouble catching it yet.

Dudley and Vernon went to park up while Petunia accompanied Harry to the barrier between the muggle and wizarding sides of the station.

“Have a good year,” Petunia said. “Remember you can write home—the neighbours are used to the owls by now. They barely even mention them anymore… And remember to be safe. Heaven knows I don’t completely trust that headmaster of yours but try not to—well, you remember what happened last year. This year… After the trial and how everything… well… I want you to be more careful this year.”

“I know, Aunt Petunia. I’ll be careful.”

‘Don’t go looking for trouble’, she means, Harry thought. It was a fair comment after what had happened at the end of the previous year, although Harry didn’t want to hear it yet again. This year he would have to watch out for any potential recriminations from Lucius Malfoy and Voldemort – both Voldemorts – but Harry thought it manageable. Lucius Malfoy was, after all, no longer on the Board of Governors and could only accomplish so much as a single member of the Wizengamot. And Voldemort – the original one, anyway – was a pitiful little ghost hiding away at Malfoy Manor.

Harry was a flesh and blood teenager, safe and sound behind Hogwarts’s thick stone walls and exemplary magical defences.

Petunia just nodded.

“I think I’ll be home for Christmas this year as well,” Harry said. “There’s nothing on this year, so… I thought I would come back. If that’s alright.”

“Of course it’s alright!” said Petunia. “We’ve missed you, you know. Marge will be there but we can sort out how that will work later on in the year. Now, we don’t want you to be late!”

“Right,” Harry said. “I’ll see you at Christmas, then.” He set off for the barrier, trolley in hand, and left his aunt standing on the muggle side.

Harry emerged onto the wizarding side of the platform and crashed right into a portly wizard in aquamarine robes.

“Shit—I’m really sorry,” Harry said.

The wizard simply scowled and said nothing. Harry looked around and found that the station was full. Each of the train’s entrances had long, snaking queues trailing from them, and the station was littered with wizards and witches and trolleys, along with a veritable menagerie of animals. The departures board showed that the Hogwarts Express departure was delayed, something which Harry hadn’t thought was even possible.

It was pure chaos, and King’s Cross on Hogwarts days wasn’t ever a picture of serenity. But even relative to that Harry emerged into nothing short of pandemonium.

Harry scanned through the crowd in search of any of his friends, but it seemed impossible amongst the heaving mass of humanity squeezed onto the little platform. They’d arranged to meet ahead of boarding so they could all choose a carriage together, but Harry was a bit late and with the station so crowded, perhaps plans had changed.

Harry pushed his trolley further onto the platform and away from the scowling wizard in search of someone he knew well enough to jump the queues with. He discounted several less than pleasant options as he pushed his way through the station including the Weasleys and Hermione Granger. No sense risking having to sit with them for the entire journey to the castle, after all.

Harry eventually found it in the form of Tracey – and her younger brother.

Perfect, Harry thought. He could have done without her brother’s company, especially since he knew the topic of Voldemort and related issues would come up, but it was hardly the end of the world. Illtud was pleasant enough anyway.

“Alright?” said Harry, squeezing his trolley in next to Tracey and ignoring the muttering of the people stood behind her.

“Harry!” said Tracey. “Oh, I’m so glad you found us! You remember Illtud, don’t you? He’s at Hogwarts this year because of the… well, you know already—it’s in all the papers.”

“Hello,” Harry said to Illtud with a little nod. He didn’t feel up to trying to pronounce his name, not when he had questions for Tracey. Still, the first year looked miserable, almost as if he wanted to be anywhere else but Platform 9¾.

But then, he probably did want to be elsewhere. Dimly, Harry remembered that he’d wanted to go to the school in Wales instead.

“What’s in all the papers?”

“You haven’t read?” asked Tracey. “Really? I’d have thought you’d been keeping up with the news after—well—”

But she didn’t get to finish because Blaise slipped in next to them, causing a great deal of muttering and aggrieved tutting from those behind.

“Thank God I saw you,” Blaise said, “because I didn’t much fancy waiting in this queue. That bloody Decree…”

“I know,” said Tracey. “It’s chaos. There’s just so many people waiting this year.”

“I don’t know what the Ministry’s thinking,” Blaise continued. “What was wrong with how it was before?”

“What’s going on?” Harry asked. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Harry. “Can someone tell me?”

Both of them turned to look at him, although Illtud continued to stare miserably at the Express.

“You’ve really not been reading the papers?” Blaise said. “You’d think with the year you’ve had…”

“My uncle’s been reading it,” said Harry defensively, “and he tells me whether I’m in it or not and then I read it to see what they’ve said. But otherwise I don’t bother, because it’s shit.” He shrugged. “It’s just anti-goblin propaganda and gossip columns disguised as news.”

“Well, if you’d been reading it you’d know what all this is about,” said Blaise with a shrug.

“Can you just tell me?” Harry said.

“There’s this Educational Decree,” Tracey said. “The Ministry announced it—Lucius Malfoy sponsored it as one of his first acts in the Wizengamot.”

“I—wait—what?” said Harry. “Lucius Malfoy sponsored a law about Hogwarts? I thought he wasn’t allowed. The arbitration ruled…”

“The arbitration—which you were at, so you should know—said he can’t be on the Board of Governors,” Blaise said, shrugging. “This is different.”

“Well, that’s a shit piece of news,” Harry said. “Lucius Malfoy, with a fucking piece of—er—” Harry paused and glanced at Illtud. “You know. Making laws about Hogwarts.”

“That’s not even the worst of it,” Tracey said. “The Educational Decree says all school-aged wizards and witches in Britain and Ireland have to attend Hogwarts this year. They’ve shut down all the other schools in the country, forbidden anyone from going to Beauxbatons or Durmstrang or anywhere, even. And there’s going to be a High Inquisition at Hogwarts this year! Mam said the Ministry’s revised the whole curriculum. Appointed teachers, changed the exam standards. It’s… a lot.”

“Something to do with protecting the reputation of the school, streamlining educational standards and promoting unity, preventing falling standards, all that rot,” Blaise said. “That’s what the papers have been saying. But given who sponsored the initial bill, there’s probably an ulterior motive there.”

That was rather a lot to take in. Harry couldn’t quite understand how or why Vernon hadn’t mentioned such widespread and sweeping changes, changes which would surely have impacted Harry in a major way. And he had been reading the papers daily for the entire summer, so Vernon must have known something. 

But then, Vernon had said something about educational news, although he hadn’t elaborated. In Vernon’s mind that was likely sufficient, especially since he been more interested in the goblin stuff and the business pages. The High Inquisition was probably what Vernon had been alluding to. Perhaps Harry should have read the papers himself, since it wasn’t as if Vernon really understood the things Harry found important…

He sighed.

All the students in Britain and Ireland attending Hogwarts suddenly would account for how busy Diagon Alley had been, and how busy Platform 9¾ was.

And no doubt the Inquisition business was partly behind why the Hogwarts letters had gone out late. Dumbledore must have pushed back against the Decree, especially with how the trial had gone.

“They’ve just shut all the other schools?” Harry said. He almost couldn’t believe it. That seemed like the biggest kind of governmental overreach, the sort of thing Vernon got riled up about but which would never actually happen. From what Harry knew of the often-fragile political situation of the Isles, shutting down all the schools was a monumentally controversial idea. Not just within the Celtic Fringe, but in England too, as there would be hundreds of students in attendance at Wandwright’s or that day school who didn’t want to go anywhere near Hogwarts. Not to mention all the homeschooled students.

“Well, not officially,” said Tracey. “But they’ve made it law that everyone has to go to Hogwarts, even if they were going somewhere else, so effectively they shut them all. It’s not fair—Illtud was meant to go to yr Ysgol this year, but he has to come here instead. It’s not so bad because all his friends have to as well, but people are really angry about it. Nan’s already started a letter campaign. Mam said she’s been inundated at work, as well.”

“I can imagine,” Harry said. Gwen worked at some sort of Welsh affairs office at the Ministry, and that seemed like a lightning rod for complaints. “But what’s the point of it all? How’d the Ministry justify it?”

The queue started to move forward, albeit slowly.

“They mentioned the acromantula in the Forest,” Tracey said, “and they said about you getting kidnapped by Quirrell in first year. They even…” She paused. “Malfoy even mentioned your duel with Draco last year. Said that you both obviously only learned Dark magic from school, so… That’s why they needed the Inquisition, apparently, to sort out how any of that could happen. I think they’re trying to discredit Dumbledore. But then they made up all sorts of things about the other schools, said their students needed a proper education. It didn’t help that there was that scandal at Wandwright’s a few years ago, and then the Prophet did that story about homeschooling standards… Honestly it was just a load of nonsense, but…”

“It worked, and now … this,” said Harry, gesturing to the crowded platform. “Right. I get it.”

“Mm,” said Blaise. “It’s a bit of a ball-ache but I reckon it’ll fail—massively. It’s such a big thing to do and people are so pissed off that something will have to give. So at least Lucius Malfoy and that lot will have the public embarrassment of their flagship policy failing.”

“Well, there is that, I suppose,” Harry said. Malfoy and Voldemort getting a public knockback was worth the fuss of having to queue to catch the train to school. Of course, people wouldn’t know Voldemort had anything to do with it, but Harry knew, and anything that decreased Malfoy’s influence was a good thing.

It was just a pity he’d gained a seat on the Wizengamot in the first place.

And it seemed as if the trial and the arbitration had done nothing to check his influence at all. Ejected from his position on the Board of Governors, Malfoy had managed to find a way to exert even more control over Hogwarts.

“Once we get on the train, Illtud, you don’t have to stay with us,” Harry heard Tracey say as the queue moved closer to the train entrance. “Your friends from the village should be here too, so you can go find them.”

Illtud said something back to her in Welsh, something which started a little argument between them. Harry left them to it.

“Have you heard who our prefects are this year?” Blaise asked. “It’s not me—or Tracey, by the looks of it. I reckon Daphne’s got it for the girls, though.”

“Oh, er—” said Harry. “It’s me. I don’t know why Snape would make me a prefect, but he did. I was thinking I might say no—can we do that? Do you know?”

“No, no, this is good,” Blaise said. “You get to be out after hours and there’s all sorts of other rules the prefects don’t have to follow. You’d be a fool to give the badge back. Speaking of, you aren’t wearing it.”

Harry sighed. He’d put it in his robe pocket, hoping all the while he could simply pretend it wasn’t there until it was time to leave for the stupid prefects’ meeting. He took it out and then put it on.

“Cheer up,” Blaise said. “At least this means it wasn’t Draco!”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Harry said, although that did make him wonder. “Has anyone heard from Draco? I mean, obviously he’s not going to be sending us letters, is he, but…” Harry had heard nothing of Draco since the trial.

“I’ve heard nothing,” Blaise said. “I’ve been keeping up with Vince and Theodore—oh, don’t look at me like that,” he said, noting Harry’s glower. “I know what the situation is but it doesn’t make sense for me to just completely drop them, does it?” he said in a low voice. “Anyway, they’ve not seen hide nor hair of him all summer. No one has. But with that new law we can be sure he’s coming to school this year.” Blaise paused. “I did wonder, after the news about his scar—he’s right vain, probably wouldn’t want to be anywhere near school even without all the—the—er, extra stuff.”

By then Tracey had stopped arguing with Illtud and they’d reached the front of the queue and it was finally time to board the train. Illtud went off on his own, muttering darkly to himself in Welsh, while Tracey, Harry, and Blaise shuffled through the corridor in the opposite direction in search of Daphne and Millicent.

“Neither of you’ve seen Daph or Millie, have you?” Harry asked as they pushed through in search of an empty compartment.

“No,” said Tracey, “but I did get a letter from Daphne. She’s the new prefect from the girls—so you won’t have to deal with Pansy, Harry,” she said, glancing at the shiny badge on his robes.

“Small mercies,” muttered Harry. “What else did she say?”

“She wanted us all to grab lunch in the dining carriage together—thought it might be nice this year—but the sign on the way in said it was closed this year. Probably because there’s so many of us… I know you’ll see her at the meeting, but we should still try to find them both, because otherwise Millie will be sat on her own…” said Tracey.

They kept on looking, travelling further and further along the magically enlarged train, until Harry realised the train itself was much longer than he’d ever seen it. They eventually found Daphne and Millicent sat in a compartment near to the end of the train – or at least, near to where the end should have been, if it hadn’t been enlarged well beyond its natural capacity.

“Found them!” declared Tracey. She slid open the compartment door and dumped her trunk – along with her cat’s carry cage – onto the rack. Harry and Blaise followed. “God, that took us ages!”

“I know!” said Daphne. “Do you know, it’s half past ten and the train still hasn’t gone? It’s madness. Oh, but it’s so lovely to see you all again!” she got up from where she’d been sat, wrapped around Millicent, to give Tracey a hug. “And you both did so well in the duelling—oh, I bet you’re so proud! You were in all the papers. Well, I’m sure you already know,” Daphne said. She glanced at Harry, and whatever she’d been about to say was gone, replaced by surprise at his badge. “And you’re the other prefect! I’m so pleased to see that, Harry, because I was honestly worried it would be Draco. Even after everything that happened… But it’s you, so that’s wonderful news!”

“Er—thanks, Daphne,” Harry said. He sat down on the opposite seat to the two girls.

“Alright, lads?” Millicent said. “Have a good summer?”

“I did, actually,” said Blaise. “Not that anyone else thought to ask me.”

“Mate, you sent me a letter not three days ago and I asked!” Harry said.

Blaise shrugged.

“But that was in a letter. Honestly, you’ve got no class.”

Harry rolled his eyes.

“You sound like my aunt.”

The train eventually got moving at quarter to eleven, a full forty-five minutes after its scheduled departure time, and everyone finally managed to settle in for the journey ahead. After perhaps fifteen minutes, Daphne stood up and looked over at Harry.

“We’ll have to go to the meeting, Harry. Our letters said it starts twenty minutes after the train leaves, didn’t it?” she said.

Harry stood up.

“I did want us all to go for lunch in the dining carriage afterwards,” Daphne said, “but it’s closed. Awful, I know. So we’ll just come back here after the meeting, unless they want to put us on patrol, or something like that. See you later!”

Daphne checked her hair in a little hand mirror, played about with her moving butterfly hairclip, and then left the compartment at a quick pace. Harry followed.

“Now, Millie and I agreed we’d ease into this, since it was a little bit naughty of her to have said, but I just thought that now was a good opportunity to come out with it,” Daphne said once they’d got away from the compartment, completely serious and without her usual well-practised casual air. She stopped walking down the train corridor completely, stood still and stared right at Harry.

Has Millie proposed? Harry wondered. They were a bit young for it, but then they had been joined at the hip since the Yule Ball, and—

“Millie told me about You-Know-Who still being alive,” Daphne said, and Harry had to replay the words in his mind over again at least three times before he understood her meaning. But Daphne didn’t stop there. “And I wanted to let you know, I’m on your side, Harry. I know she shouldn’t have said anything without telling you first, and I am sorry she betrayed your trust like that. But… you can understand why she’d want me to know, can’t you?”

Daphne looked at him earnestly.

“I—er—I do, yeah,” Harry said, although he was a bit miffed she’d done it without saying anything to Harry. At least he hadn’t told her about the prophecy yet – he wanted to keep that bit of information close to his chest, and even if he ended up telling Millie and Daphne, it should at least be his decision. “So, you’re with us, then?”

“Oh, definitely,” Daphne said. “This is too important for me not to be. I’m not a fighter—you saw how awful I was at duelling—but I don’t want any of that… you know, the Blood War… to happen again. It was awful. I’d be safe, and so would Millie, but Millie’s father… and it’s just not right, is it? So I just wanted to tell you that. I didn’t think it was fair for me not to say anything.”

“I appreciate that,” Harry said. More allies were always good, even if he would have preferred to come by them differently. That Millicent had told Daphne of Voldemort’s survival was hardly surprising, even if Harry wished she could have kept quiet. Just so Harry could be the one to decide. Still, it was done, and Harry didn’t think Daphne would be the sort of go around gossiping about it.

Not that anyone would believe her, given the content.

“Good,” Daphne said. “So, whatever happens—whenever it happens—know you can count on me. On the both of us. I’m going to become a healer, and they always need healers in war, so… that’s something I can do. Something I will do. I’ve been thinking about it all summer.” She paused. “Now, let’s go—I don’t want to be late to our first prefects’ meeting!”

*

The prefects’ compartment was large, almost cavernous when Harry compared it with the others on the train, and even it was packed full to bursting. None of the prefects carried their trunks or other things with them, but even so, there was only just enough room for everyone in it. Two long seats sat on opposite sides of the compartment, half of each filled with prefects from each House. The Gryffindors and Ravenclaws took the seat against the corridor wall, while the Hufflepuffs and Slytherins took the seat along the outer wall of the carriage beneath the windows.

Harry and Daphne slipped in, late to the meeting but not nearly the last to be so. A steady stream of prefects entered the carriage after them, some which Harry recognised as prefects from last year, and others – even in fourth and fifth year – who he knew hadn’t ever been prefects. Harry spotted both Ernie and Justin stood amongst the Hufflepuff contingent, along with Hannah Abbot, and gave them a small nod as they passed.

Daphne pushed her way through the crowded compartment to reach the other Slytherin prefects. Harry followed her. They soon joined Shafiq and Farley, along with nine others – including Pansy.

Well, that’s a bit shit, Harry thought. They’d obviously selected more than the usual number of prefects – that much was apparent from even a cursory look at the compartment – so Harry was unsurprised to see another of his classmates counted amongst them. Pansy, though, seemed like an unwise choice. Florence or Irene would have been better, at least in Harry’s estimation. At the very least they were both capable of being nice.

“Just one left from our lot then,” muttered Shafiq as Harry and Daphne joined Pansy as the youngest of the Slytherin prefects. “Diggory’s getting annoyed—I really hope ours isn’t last in…”

“Diggory?” echoed Harry. He glanced over at the Hufflepuffs where Diggory stood in the middle of the aisle between seats, a bright and shiny Head Boy badge pinned to his school robes. “Ah.” It made sense that Diggory was the new Head Boy, Harry supposed – he’d taken the Triwizard Cup, been a finalist in multiple events and had a stellar academic record outside of that. With a record like that, Diggory was the perfect choice.

And probably the least controversial of all the possible choices, Harry mused. Diggory certainly had enough friends among the students to warrant consideration, and Harry hadn’t ever heard of him getting in trouble with any of the staff, either.

A few more latecomers arrived after that, until it was just one prefect left – the last of Slytherin’s third year prefects. Harry kept up an easy conversation with Daphne, one eye on the compartment door, as he waited for the meeting to begin.

 “Right, well,” said Diggory suddenly over the general din, “it looks like Slytherin’s last prefect is either late or just not coming, so we’ll have to start without him. Everyone else is here, I think, so we can start and then Yafir or Gemma, one of you can fill him in later? That sound good?”

Shafiq just muttered to himself.

“No problem, Cedric,” Farley said. “I’ll make sure he knows what’s up.”

“Good,” Cedric said. “So, we’ve probably all already noticed, there’s rather a lot of us this year. Because of the Educational Decree, this year they’ve doubled the number of prefects, so—”

The compartment door slid open and everyone in the compartment, Harry included, looked away from Diggory and at the door.

Draco stood in the doorway, a shiny prefect badge pinned to his school robes … and a scar on his head. It was the first time Harry had seen it, although he of course knew it existed. It was the first time Draco had been seen since the incident, as far as Harry knew.

“…he got that from Potter,” Harry heard someone say.

“…got to be awkward, both of them prefects,” said someone else.

“…his dad was definitely guilty,” said another. “I heard my mum say to my dad that…”

“…can’t believe Potter got away with it all,” Harry heard one Ravenclaw say. “That’s fame for you…”

Soon enough the compartment was abuzz with gossip and mutterings as Draco made his way to join the other Slytherin prefects. As far as Harry could tell it was evenly split between those who believed Harry and those who believed the Malfoys. At least those who were talking loud enough to overhear, anyway.

Harry ignored the muttering, the comments, and focused on Draco’s new scar. Its shape matched that of the Diadem almost perfectly, and sat across Draco’s forehead as a jagged, angry red line. Draco had made it through the aftereffects of the horcrux and the possession, although not without consequence.

Harry resisted the temptation to trace the lines of his own scar.

If Draco heard the comments at all, it didn’t show on his face. He crossed the compartment and joined the other Slytherins as if he had not a care in the world. He didn’t apologise for being late.

“Er… okay, right, so now that we’re all here,” Diggory continued once the loud whispers had died down, “as I was saying. We’ve got double our usual number of prefects this year because of the Ministry business—no discussion now, please, that’s not what we’re here for—so our returning prefects have all got a lot of work to do in getting you all up to speed. They can go over the House-specific stuff with you later. All of us will have patrol duties this year after-hours, and with so many students this year, it’s going to be rough. I haven’t managed to get the schedules planned out yet—I’ve got to speak with Dumbledore still—but it’s going to be more complicated than usual. So bear with me on that. For the ride to school, we’ll pair up and patrol the corridors, but…”

Harry listened to Diggory as he explained their duties, what their role was meant to be, and what that actually meant in practice. It all sounded easy enough, even if Harry could well have done without the extra responsibilities. He already had enough to be getting on with. Still, the only bits that were especially onerous were ferrying first years from one classroom to another and escorting them to meals, and that stopped after a week or so.

The number of times Diggory made sure to underline how difficult the job was going to be that year specifically did give Harry reason to worry, but there was no getting out of it without giving up the job entirely, and Blaise had made a very good point by detailing the privileges involved. And that was without considering whether Dumbledore or Snape specifically wanted Harry in post and would forbid him from quitting anyway.

“…and lastly, all prefects have access to the prefects’ bathrooms. Now, I know some of you will be thinking, ‘I’ve got a bathroom back at the dorms’ and that’s true. But trust me on this—our special bathrooms are loads better. This can be a stressful job and the bathrooms help us unwind. Check them out. The senior fifth year prefects can show you where they are and how to get in, so don’t worry about that,” said Diggory. “So—off you go! We’ve wasted enough time as it is…”

Most of the gathered prefects flooded from the room as soon as they were dismissed from the meeting, although Harry stayed back to speak with Ernie.

“Hey, Daph—give me a sec, I’m just going to say hello to Ernie and Justin…” he said and left her with the other Slytherin prefects. It was a good opportunity to avoid Draco, anyway, since he didn’t want to risk an altercation so early in the year.

“Good to see you with a badge on, Harry,” Ernie said. “It’s a lot of work but the perks are nice, aren’t they?”

“Hello, Harry,” Justin said. “Have a good summer? I heard you did well in the duelling.”

“I—er—yeah. We won the tournament,” said Harry. “Good result considering it’s our debut.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Justin said. “You did very well.”

To his credit, Justin said nothing at all about the trial or the arbitration. And he’d surely have known about it since Harry didn’t doubt people were talking about it. Even if they hadn’t been, Harry expected Ernie to have said something, just so that Justin would know. Assuming Justin didn’t get the Prophet delivered while he was at home in the muggle world, anyway.

“Thanks,” Harry said.

“Yes, yes,” Ernie said. “Of course he did well—you saw how the pair of them duel. But enough with that—bit of rough luck with Malfoy being the other prefect, eh? Considering.”

“Bit awkward if you get put together, what with… well, you know,” Justin said.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Harry said, more than a little bit miserably. “I can’t imagine he’d agree to be paired with me though. And… it’s probably for the best.”

And, Harry thought, I can’t imagine Dumbledore would be too happy about it, knowing who’s living in his house. But then again, Dumbledore had clearly given the okay for Draco to be made a prefect, so…

“This year’s full of surprises already,” said Ernie. “We’ll have to dash soon, but I did want you to know—before the train gets in—that my mum is going to be a teacher this year. It’s a real nightmare, I know—believe me, I had a few choice words to say when she told me yesterday—but it’s done. This stupid High Inquisition… well, she’s one of the only qualified floramancers in the country and with Wandwright’s closed…” He sighed. “Well, she’ll be a teacher this year, and she’s been dying to see you again, so I wanted to warn you before she did something silly like hug you in front of everyone or… well, you know how she is,” he said, and made a vague gesture.

“Thanks for the warning,” Harry said, “but I like your mum, anyway. She’s nice.” A bit dippy, as his aunt would say, but nice. And she had given him a positively glowing reference for the trial, so Harry thought she’d earned a little bit of silliness.

“Get back to me after the end of the year,” said Ernie with a little smile. “Well, we’d best be off—and I think Greengrass wants you back, so you’d best go, too.”

“Yeah. See you later, then,” Harry said. He re-joined Daphne who’d been stood at the far end of the compartment alone after the other Slytherins had left.

“We should start our patrol now,” Daphne said without preamble. “Shafiq and Farley want us to cover the dining carriage—I know it’s closed, but we’re supposed to make sure no one tries to get in.” She paused. “But we can nip back to our compartment to get our uniforms on first.”

Harry sighed. He’d wanted a nice relaxing journey to school, some time to chat with everyone, maybe lunch in the dining carriage… and instead, he got Draco sporting a cursed scar, a seemingly endless list of prefect duties, and no lunch to boot.
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As it happened Harry didn’t have to spend too much time patrolling the train, as it puttered into Hogsmeade Station hours earlier than usual at about half past twelve – a total transit time of roughly three quarters of an hour, if Harry had done the maths right, which would have been impressive if the train didn’t run on magic.

He and Daphne fought against the swarming mass of students fighting to leave the train to get back to their initial compartment to retrieve their things.

“That was fast,” observed Blaise once they’d managed to get out into the corridor. “No one likes being sat on the train for hours, but I’d just settled in and then—we’re there, just like that.”

“I know!” said Tracey. “And think about all those first years—and the other new people—who don’t even have the time to make friends or get sweets or anything like that! It just doesn’t feel like the start of the year, does it?”

Millicent shrugged.

“It’s not so bad. Train’s just dead time, isn’t it? We’re here now. I wonder if they’ve put on lunch, or if we’ll have the feast early, or—” She paused and grabbed a first year attempting to jump the queue by the back of his robes. “—Oi! No jumping the queue. Go wait like everyone else.”

“I just wanted—”

“Don’t care,” said Millicent. “You can stay behind us if that lot lets you, but you aren’t getting ahead of us. We’ve all got to wait, so don’t be a shit about it.”

“But—”

“I don’t care,” said Millicent. “Go on. And look—we’ve got two prefects here, so don’t give backchat.”

The boy slipped away but didn’t get to remain behind their group, as those students behind them who’d let him push past reconsidered their generosity.

“Oh, Millie, you shouldn’t use us like that!” chastised Daphne. “It makes us look bad if he tells anyone!”

“He won’t say anything,” said Millicent, waving a hand. “Anyway, the queue’s moving now, so let’s go.” She picked up her trunk and her cat’s carry case and ploughed through with the slow-moving mass of trainee wizards and witches.

Daphne huffed but followed along after her.

“Married life is tough, eh?” said Blaise, smiling. “Best get going.”

Almost like a plug had been pulled students flooded from the train and out onto the platform where thestral-drawn carriages waited a short distance away. Hagrid the Groundskeeper called out and attempted to corral the new students.

“Firs’ years—ah, and anyone new, really—don’ matter if yer not a firs’ year—come wi’ me! This way, this way. There’s a lot of yeh this year and we ain’t got all day!” he shouted. Once the crowd split in two – more or less – the wait for the carriages was as normal. The girls took one as a three, but Harry and Blaise found Ernie and Justin and took a carriage as four.

Something for which Harry was inordinately glad, as he didn’t want to risk having to sit with complete randoms or, which would be even worse, Draco or Theodore.

“Zabini,” said Justin to Blaise.

“Finch-Fletchley.”

Blaise and Justin rarely interacted, but Harry didn’t think it was due to any sort of prejudice on either’s part – more just a lack of opportunity. Still, their lack of familiarity was perhaps something that needed fixing.

At some point, since Harry already had a mountain of tasks to complete and next to no time to complete them.

“Can you imagine the size of the fleet of boats they’re going to need this year?” said Ernie. “I don’t envy Hagrid with all that, let me tell you.”

“This year’s going to be a logistical nightmare,” said Blaise. “You couldn’t pay me enough to oversee it.”

Harry privately knew there were a great many things Blaise wouldn’t be paid to do, nearly all of which had to do with the massive pile of gold he had sat under London rather than their difficulty, but he agreed with the sentiment. Literally ferrying a horde of first years and new upper years across the massive Hogwarts lake was not a task Harry ever wanted to have to do.

“Good luck prefecting all this shit,” Blaise continued. “And with OWLs this year, too. And with you having picked Triple As, as well.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” Harry said. Technically, Harry hadn’t picked the dreaded ‘Triple As’ – Alchemy, Ancient Runes, and Arithmancy, the combination of the three hardest subjects offered at Hogwarts – himself. Snape had forced him into it, decided that Alchemy and Arithmancy weren’t enough of a challenge. “Snape made me do it, so I don’t think I can even drop one.”

“Rough luck,” said Ernie. “Honestly, I’m just glad they aren’t offering floramancy as an official course, or my mum would’ve made me take it. She’s been on about me learning for years. I’ve always put it off but with her at Hogwarts…”

“Floramancy?” asked Blaise. “Since when has anyone taught floramancy at Hogwarts?”

“His mum’s a teacher this year,” supplied Harry. “For Charms, I think, but for the Wandwright’s lot to keep doing their art stuff as well, I suppose.”

“Ah,” said Blaise. “God, it would be awful if my mum started teaching here…”

“Tell me about it,” muttered Ernie. “But Harry’s right—Mum’s here for Charms and to keep the Wandwright’s lot up to date with their floramancy.”

Harry, though, wondered what exactly Livia Zabini would be able to teach. Blaise spoke often of his mother, but always in vague statements, little references, all superficial really. Nowhere near enough detail for Harry to put any sort of concrete idea about her together. She’d seemed nice enough in the letters Harry had received from her at Christmas and Easter, but there were those rumours that never went away…

The carriages traversed the Hogsmeade Road towards the castle in an endless procession, the thestrals pulling each one along gently and at a steady pace. The four boys kept up a decent enough conversation as the carriages made it past the outer wall and the gardens.

It’s nice to be back at Hogwarts, Harry thought as the thestrals pulled their carriage through the expertly kept lawns and gardens in front of the castle.

Soon enough the carriages pulled up outside the castle and the students flooded inside only to find that the Great Hall – already the largest single room in the castle – had been expanded to truly gargantuan proportions. Rather than serve as the central dining hall of a school for wizarding children, it now seemed fit to house giants instead. The four House tables remained where they ever were, but each one was at least twice as long as Harry had ever seen them. So, too, was there much more ornamentation. The usual tapestries and banners graced the walls, but in far greater numbers. Much of the decoration from the Triwizard Tournament had been left out, including the spectacular Hogwarts banner and coat of arms.

Ernie and Justin joined the other Hufflepuffs at their own table, and Harry and Blaise went to sit at the Slytherin table.

Before Harry could sit down, however, he was accosted by Shafiq, who told him he had to sit near the end of the table to deal with first years and other new students. But before Harry could do that, Shafiq gave him the rundown of his post-feast duties.

“See you after the feast then, I suppose,” Harry said to Blaise as they parted. Whenever the feast actually was, as the Express had never arrived quite so early in the day before.

Will there be lunch first? Harry wondered as he took a place at the end of the table closest to the Sorting Hat opposite Daphne. Being so close to the High Table wasn’t how he would have chosen to spend his first night back at school, but that was the prefect’s lot, Harry supposed.

At least Draco and Pansy had been relegated to the very end, where the new first years would sit. That meant Harry could at least deal with older students, possibly even the new third years who would become his classmates.

The High Table, too, spanned the width of the Hall, more than two dozen new chairs added to it. A diverse array of teachers Harry had never seen before, including Gilderoy Lockhart in flamboyant purple robes sat next to a decidedly unimpressed Professor Flitwick, occupied the expansive High Table.

Harry and Daphne weren’t the only prefects sat at the far end of the table, but the others were spaced along in such a way that there were large gaps between them – especially so, given the elongated tables – and it felt rather lonely all the way at the end.

Although lonely is better than sat next to Draco and Pansy, Harry thought.

“I didn’t realise how many new students there would be this year,” Daphne said from across the table. “Everyone’s been talking about it since the announcement of the High Inquisition but I didn’t really… well, it’s one thing to hear about and another thing to see the tables all like this, isn’t it?”

Harry nodded. The Hall felt colossal, more like a cathedral than the place he’d eaten his breakfasts, lunches, and dinners in for years, and the tables seemed empty, each one only half full. It looked as if only half of the students were sat there, which Harry supposed was probably the case.

“It’s mad,” Harry said. He took in the huge tables, the empty, cavernous Hall, and glanced up at the High table once more—

“Hang on. I just noticed Umbridge sat there, next to Dumbledore,” Harry said. Not a face he’d expected to see, and certainly not one he’d wanted to see ever again let alone at Hogwarts.

Daphne nodded.

“Yes, she’s the High Inquisitor. There was a bit of a fuss over the appointment, Daddy said, and I know you’ve had a run in with her already but—”

But whatever Daphne had to say, she didn’t get to elaborate, as McGonagall strode through from the Entrance Hall at the head of a veritable horde of first years.

And second, third, fourth, and fifth years, Harry thought to himself. The entire collection of students from every other school in Britain and Ireland, as well as all the incoming first years, and a few stragglers from Durmstrang, Beauxbatons, and elsewhere, shuffled along behind McGonagall.

Many of them – the older students especially – looked unhappy to be there.

“We’ll be here all day,” Harry said quietly. “And all night. This is insane…”

Harry reckoned there had to be around a thousand students stood waiting to be Sorted with McGonagall. If each one took a minute to be Sorted it would take more than sixteen hours to get through everyone. While some students didn’t take nearly that long, Harry knew that others took five minutes or more. Either the Hat would hurry things up this year, or they’d be at it until well after midnight…

And to top it all off, Umbridge presided over the Sorting with her saccharine smile and obnoxious pink robes. Harry would have to sit with that as his view for potentially sixteen hours.

Dumbledore coughed. The magically-enhanced sound rang out across the Great Hall, and gradually, the students quietened. He stood.

“It should not escape notice that we have a rather large intake of new students this year,” Dumbledore said. “To our new students I shall say: welcome and know that we have done our very best to accommodate you. To our returning students: please, spare a thought for your new colleagues and Housemates and remember how it feels to stand there before the Sorting Hat and the gathered school.”

Dumbledore paused for a few moments, then continued.

“Ancient Hogwarts bylaws require that the Sorting Ceremony be held prior to the Welcome Feast. Due to the Ministry’s recent Educational Decrees—specifically, that which requires all school-aged wizards and witches in Britain and Ireland to attend Hogwarts—we have more students than we have ever had to Sort at any one time. This is, I am told by the office of the High Inquisitor, a most necessary departure from the more liberal educational approach we have followed as a people for centuries. Alas, the Hogwarts bylaws are quite specific on the matter, and so we must all wait to fill our bellies until the Sorting is complete. I would only ask that you reserve enough enthusiasm and gusto to properly receive all new members of your Houses and indeed, the school community, as you would any other year. Let us begin.”

The Hat opened its brim and sang out a rather short, obviously truncated, song about unity and fraternity, although Harry thought most of the message had been lost because of everything that had been cut from it. With the traditional Sorting Hat song over, McGonagall stepped forward.

McGonagall called out the first of the names, starting with the new fifth year students. Or so Harry assumed, as the first student up – Aldford, Katherine – looked much older than any first year. Katherine Aldford sat on the stool under the Hat and, after a few moments and went right to Ravenclaw. The Hall broke out into its usual claps and cheers, but McGonagall cut it short by calling forth the next student on her list, another fifth year.

The first of the new fifth years to go to Slytherin – ap something-or-other that McGonagall had had trouble saying, Ifan – tried sitting himself down next to Harry.

“You’re supposed to fill in further up,” Harry said as the new student tried to sit down. “Sorry—it’s just what we were told.” Shafiq had told him older students sat further along the table, although apparently no one had told the older students that. “But welcome to Slytherin—good to have you!”

The new Slytherin shuffled along the bench and joined the rest of the House half-way along the table. The Sorting continued. Slytherin received a good number of new students, all of whom went to sit towards the middle of the table, and after about as long as the Sorting usually took, McGonagall had run out of fifth years to Sort.

Unfortunately, Harry realised, there were still four cohorts left. Including the largest ever first-year intake Hogwarts had seen in its millennium teaching young wizards and witches. He glanced up at the ceiling and saw the sun had crept higher into the sky.

But it was still hours away from darkness. They would have to sit through the equivalent of four more Sorting Ceremonies before they were done and could finally eat. More than that, probably, given the number of first years waiting to be Sorted. At least the Hat seemed to be getting through each one faster than normal – out of curiosity, Harry timed the next few Sortings using the second hand on his wristwatch. The longest Sorting lasted a mere thirty-two seconds.

But even that would result in an eight hour long Sorting Ceremony. Absurd.

Harry hadn’t had breakfast because he was expecting to have lunch on the train. Now he wished he had.

McGonagall continued making her way through the list of new students, calling out names one after another, and butchering the pronunciation of more than a few if their owners’ reactions were any indication.

Harry stopped paying attention midway through the new fourth years. He could only clap cheerfully so many times before it felt like a chore, and he ended up spending more time examining the new teachers and other members of staff than he did looking at the new students. There were a few interesting contrasts between the new teachers – sat next to Gilderoy Lockhart, resplendent in his finery and with hair many a witch would kill for was a shabby, almost ill-looking man with tired eyes; Binns floated next to a youthful witch in bright robes wearing some sort of exotic bird as a hat; Professor Dee smoked his pipe, blowing out clouds of swirling green smoke, next to a dour-looking and positively unimpressed man in non-descript brown robes; while Dumbledore sat impassive in his elegant, if flamboyant, robes next to Umbridge dressed all in pink, her hair topped with a little bow.

“Harry!” hissed Daphne from the other side of the table. “At least pretend to pay attention!”

Harry wrenched his gaze back to where a seemingly endless procession of students sat under the Sorting Hat. McGonagall had made it to the new third years by then, which did perk Harry up a bit, as they would be his new classmates.

There was nothing like a bit of selfish interest to reignite the dying embers of his enthusiasm, after all. A tiny little wizard – easily shorter than a number of the first years – stepped up to the Sorting Hat. Dragonsfoot, Thomas, Harry thought he’d heard McGonagall say. The Hat was enormous on him, covered his whole head and nearly his shoulders too. Eventually the Hat shouted ‘Hufflepuff’ and the little wizard scurried away to join the – still decidedly enthusiastic – Hufflepuff House at its table.

The next few students went to Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw, but eventually Slytherin gained its first new third year in the form of ‘FitzRoy, John’. John FitzRoy sailed right past Harry and took a seat on Daphne’s side of the table to a chorus of applause. Slytherin gained another new member not too long after that in the form of a Welsh girl whose name McGonagall mangled several times before giving up and pointing. She sat down near to Harry, although still with a little gap.

The table was filling up nicely, but Harry did still hope he wouldn’t be saddled with a bunch of second or first years as his dinner mates – one of the new third years would be a much more pleasant interaction. Slytherin got quite a few more after that, including a pair of twins – Honeysuckle, Aphasia, and Honeysuckle, Loquasia.  

And so the Sorting dragged on.

By the end of the new third years Harry thought Slytherin had gained an additional seventeen third years, which was near enough double what they’d started with. At least they’d made it to Harry, and he had new classmates on either side of him.

He wouldn’t have to deal with any of the second years, not unless they got too rowdy, anyway.

Let Draco and Pansy deal with the firsties, Harry thought. Perhaps it was a bad idea to let the most poisonous of the Slytherin third years have a crack at the first years, but then, it wasn’t Harry’s decision and he didn’t feel strongly enough about it to kick up a fuss. He’d have enough to be getting on with by watching over the new third years.

McGonagall plodded on, and the day grew later, the enchanted ceiling of the Great Hall shifting to match the sky outside as it gradually darkened. Harry found himself wishing the long benches at the House tables had backs to them, as it had been hours and they’d still only just crossed the half-way point.

But he daren’t slouch or lean against the table, as that would court Daphne’s ire, and he didn’t feel up to dealing with that on the first night back. So instead Harry took a breath and straightened, and tried to focus on the new second years and their Sortings. He clapped and cheered a little whenever a new student came to Slytherin, but he’d long ago given up on trying to remember their names – there were simply far too many. Harry thought he’d even managed to forget some of his new year mates’ names, and he’d actually tried to remember them.

The Sorting – as always – was a ceaseless procession of names and faces, but unlike other years, the sheer volume of students sitting under the Hat meant it was near enough impossible to pay attention. In some ways Harry felt like he was sat at a table in a different school, there were that many faces he didn’t recognise.

Fortunately, after a brief look around the Hall at what everyone else was doing, Harry realised he wasn’t the only one who was bored. Tracey and Blaise were writing messages to each other on a scrap of parchment, while Millicent was drawing little patterns in the air with her wand. All around the Hall students were paying little attention to the Sorting itself, some of them even going so far as to whisper to each other – although from what Harry could see prefects were stopping the most egregious offenders.

Even some of the teachers seemed less than enthusiastic about proceedings – Hagrid had fallen asleep, and one of the new teachers was reading a book, and not even Umbridge herself looked happy to be sat there. Only Dumbledore seemed in any way interested in watching the Sorting, and Harry assumed that was put on.

But still McGonagall continued, and the House tables filled with new students as the sun started to set in the sky and everyone grew ever hungrier. By the time the last of the new first years was Sorted – Yarrow, Harpsichord – Harry had gone long past hungry and was ready for bed.

But although the Sorting had finished, the Welcome Feast had yet to begin. They’d been at it for hours, and although each and every new student had been Sorted, no one had eaten. Once the clapping for Harpsichord Yarrow – a brand new Ravenclaw – died down, Dumbledore stood.

Harry heard groans throughout the Hall, although Dumbledore didn’t react.

“We have come to the end of a truly historic Sorting Ceremony,” Dumbledore said, “and now that we have welcomed our new friends and colleagues into our Houses, it is time for the Feast to begin. I will offer my congratulations to all our new students on behalf of Hogwarts School. There is much left to say, but it can wait until after the Feast, as I am sure we are all very hungry. So, enjoy.”

Dumbledore sat back down, and as he hit his throne-like chair food appeared on the tables.

“Oh, thank God,” Harry said, and let out a breath. Harry piled food onto his plate, choosing a bit of everything that looked palatable – and given the elves’ skill and talent in producing food, that was all of it – keen to get started. He’d missed breakfast and lunch, and the Feast had started hours later than it usually did, and all Harry cared about was getting fed. As tired as he was Harry didn’t think he’d have been able to wait until breakfast to eat, so despite the late hour, Harry tucked in.

“Ugh, boys are so rude sometimes,” Daphne said from across the table. “Harry, introduce yourself! You’re a prefect, remember?”

Oh, yeah, that, Harry thought. He slowed down and turned to the two new students in turn, one on either side of him. He swallowed.

“Er—hello,” Harry said. “I’m Harry—er, Harry Potter. I’m one of the prefects for Slytherin. I don’t remember your names, sorry—the Sorting was a bit, er, long this year.”

“Capability Plumm,” said the boy on Harry’s right. He stuck out a hand, and Harry shook it after putting down his knife and fork. “Formerly of Wandwright’s Institute.”

“Llinos Gwenfor,” said the tall, slim girl on Harry’s right. Harry remembered her as one of the students whose names McGonagall hadn’t been able to say – and for good reason, he thought, as her name had that funny Welsh sound at the start of it he’d never been able to say. “I used to go to Yr Ysgol—the school in Wales?” she said, although she formed the words slowly. Harry couldn’t place her accent, although it was obviously Welsh. It didn’t sound like Tracey’s. She paused. “I don’t speak English very often, so I’m sorry if…” she waved a hand.

“That’s alright,” Harry said. “Must be a bit of a nuisance having to come here this year, for the both of you,” he said. He hated small talk. It was just so pointless…

“Oh, absolutely,” said Plumm. “It’s not that Hogwarts isn’t a good school—it is. But the Plumms have always been Wandwright’s wizards, you know, and the curriculum here is a bit, well, narrow. You don’t even teach painting or sculpture!”

“Er, no, I suppose we don’t,” Harry said. “Is that what you did at Wandwright’s, then?”

“That, and the rest!” said Plumm. “I’m just glad my portraiture instructor signed on here. OWLs are all well and good—we do them at Wandwright’s too, of course—but no TITs in sight! It’s a crime, really.”

“Tits?” echoed Harry.

“Yes, you know—Trickily Intricate Technicals? I mean, I do have to pass the CATs first but I’ve got those covered…” said Plumm. Art school versions of the OWLs and NEWTs, then, Harry assumed.

“They wanted to give me a place at Hogwarts when I was younger,” Gwenfor said, “and I nearly took it. It was just such a surprise to learn about magic! Then someone else came and said there was a school I could go where everyone spoke Welsh. So I went there instead, of course, because we only speak Welsh at home…”

Gwenfor was muggleborn, Harry realised. Until she’d joined the House, his year hadn’t had a single muggleborn in it, although he did know some of the other years did. Just one in the year below, but some of the uppers had two. While it wasn’t unheard of for a muggleborn to Sort into Slytherin, it didn’t happen as often as in the other Houses and they sometimes had a difficult time of it.

There’ll be none of that this year, Harry promised himself. He might only be a junior prefect, but he could cut that out from amongst his own year, and the years below… and he didn’t think Farley would let it slide amongst the uppers, either.

“My friend—Tracey, she’s down there somewhere,” Harry said, gesturing up the table, “she speaks Welsh. Her mother works at the Welsh affairs office thingy at the Ministry. Her little brother wanted to go to that school as well, but… well, he had to come here, obviously. Must be rough having to switch languages and learn in English.”

Harry eyed up another slice of roast pork and slipped it onto his plate.

Gwenfor nodded.

“Yes, all my friends have been talking about this. It doesn’t seem fair. Most of the spells are the same because everyone uses the Latin spells because of the Romans. But the words we use to learn, those are all different. And this year we must take the OWL exams, and there is a version in Welsh, but if we are being taught in English this year…”

“I don’t suppose any of your teachers signed on here, then?” Plumm asked.

Gwenfor nodded.

“Some of them did. Yr Ysgol sent letters to us in the summer to explain. But it will be harder than it needs to be.”

Harry thought that was fair enough. He didn’t speak any other languages – except Latin – but he didn’t think he’d much like to be in Gwenfor’s situation either. Suddenly having to switch to using a different language, and one he didn’t especially want to use at that, seemed like an awful thing to have to do during the OWL year.

“At least you’ve got some of your old teachers, so it’s not all new,” Harry said. “What OWLs are you both doing?”

“Just the cores,” Plumm said. “Charms, Potions, Transfiguration, Herbology. But I’m a bit worried they’ll have me doing more now that I’m here.”

“The same, but with Animals, History, and, ah… Serydd—the one about stars,” said Gwenfor.

“Astronomy,” supplied Harry. “No Defence?”

“It wasn’t a separate subject at Wandwright’s,” Plumm said. “Is it at your Welsh school?”

Gwenfor shook her head.

“No, it was part of our other subjects—we learn about Dark charms in Charms lessons, Dark creatures in Animals, like that.”

Plumm nodded.

“Although I suppose, given that Hogwarts does a whole class about it, we’ll be dropped into it this year. It’s a required subject here, isn’t it?” he said.

“Er, yeah,” Harry said.

“How’s the curriculum?” asked Plumm.

That was a loaded question. ‘Erratic and unpredictable’ was perhaps the fairest way to describe it. ‘Abysmal’, if Harry was being honest, although Moody’s lessons the previous year had been pretty good. Perhaps with Lockhart in charge of the department it would be better.

“We’ve had a lot of teachers, so it’s, erm… well. But with Lockhart here this year it should be good—he’s meant to be really experienced, isn’t he? So hopefully…” Harry decided to say in the end. He shrugged. “The other subjects are all quite good, though.”

“I am excited for the Animals lessons here,” Gwenfor admitted. “The Forest reserve is meant to be very interesting—do you know if we go inside it at all?”

“I’m not sure, to be honest,” Harry said. “I don’t do Magizoology. Well, I did it last year, but I didn’t choose it for the OWL…” He paused. “Daphne might know. Hang on!” Harry gestured across the table to Daphne, who was talking with her dinner companions. “Daph? Daph! Do you know if the Magizoology lot goes into the Forest at all for the OWL?”

“Sometimes, yes,” Daphne said. “Always supervised by Mr Hagrid, of course. Why?”

“Er—well—Clino—Thlinos—um,” floundered Harry. “Our new Housemates wanted to know.”

“Well, we do sometimes,” said Daphne. She returned to her conversation.

Harry glanced over at Gwenfor.

“Er, look, sorry—I don’t know how to do that funny sound. Tracey’s tried to show me but I’ve never…” he said.

Llinos smiled.

“English people always say that! But it’s easy to do. Let me tell you,”She said. “Put your tongue behind your teeth, at the line—the bump—almost like you’re going to say, ‘luh’. Then instead, blow. Like this.” She demonstrated.

That was all well and good, but Harry still didn’t think he could actually say it without mangling the sound. He tried anyway.

“Th—Llinos?” he said. “Was that right?”

“Nearly!” said Llinos. “It’s okay; you’ll get there with some practise.”

“Er, thanks,” Harry said.

“Never had a head for languages myself,” said Plumm. “Although I have always wished I could speak Greek. Beautiful language.”

“They make us do bits of Latin here in first year,” Harry said, “but that’s about as much as I know of other languages. Well, and I can say that Welsh sound, now.”

Tracey would be pleased, at least.

Llinos laughed.

Harry kept up a decent enough conversation with his two new Housemates over the rest of the Feast, and he didn’t even need to intervene in an official capacity as a prefect in anything. In all, not the worst meal he’d had at Hogwarts. And neither Gwenfor nor Plumm so much as implied they knew anything about the trial over the summer, so that was very nice indeed. It felt like a normal meal with normal people.

A small wonder, given the circumstances.

After the dessert course had wrapped up – long past the time when everyone was usually on their way to bed – Dumbledore stood up again to make his announcements.

Harry hoped it wouldn’t last too long. He doubted breakfast or the start of lessons would be any later no matter what time they all got off to bed, and he could feel the hours slipping away.

“And so we are, sat here contented, with full bellies and, I should hope, some new friends,” Dumbledore said, “although perhaps a little later than we would have liked. I shall try to make my post-dinner announcements as brief as I possibly can. Firstly, I should like to introduce to you all the High Inquisition—Madam Umbridge, of course—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “It is High Inquisitor Umbridge, Headmaster Dumbledore.”

“Ah, my mistake,” said Dumbledore. “Our High Inquisitor, the person who will oversee the High Inquisition, under whose authority it undertakes its work over the course of this year, is High Inquisitor Dolores Umbridge, formerly Senior Undersecretary to the Minister. High Inquisitor Umbridge, as some of you may already know, is the architect of the High Inquisition and of the recent Educational Decrees passed by the Ministry, sponsored though they were by the Wizengamot. It is my sincerest wish that all staff and students co-operate fully with the High Inquisition as it attempts to carry out its work. Now, moving swiftly on—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge again.

“Yes, Dolores?”

“I had hoped to say a few words, Headmaster Dumbledore, to properly contextualise the High Inquisition and its role,” she said, sickly sweet, obsequious. With how she’d behaved throughout Malfoy’s trial Harry believed none of it. Her manner was wholly affected, not at all genuine. Behind that smile was a woman obsessed with power.

Spellman had said as much, and Dumbledore hadn’t said otherwise.

“It is getting rather late, High Inquisitor, and I should think that the students would like to get to bed. Indeed, I still have rather a lot to get through before we can all be dismissed—perhaps your announcement could wait until afterwards?” said Dumbledore. “Or perhaps tomorrow morning?” He didn’t let her respond. “Following the announcement of Educational Decree Numbers One and Two, we here at Hogwarts found ourselves having to accommodate more than twice our usual number of students. And so we have searched far and wide to expand our teaching and support staff. Each and every department here at Hogwarts School has been expanded, some considerably, and so I have many new teachers to introduce to you all. Some of you here will recognise the new members of staff as they have been sourced, wherever is possible, from the other fine institutions which find themselves bereft of students.”

Dumbledore gestured to the greatly expanded Head Table.

“Firstly I shall introduce our newest department heads. Please join me in welcoming Professor Gilderoy Lockhart—whose reputation likely precedes him—as our new Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor.”

Lockhart stood up in his spot and bowed flamboyantly to each of the House tables. As he did so Dumbledore led a polite clap for Lockhart, then continued. “Next, I should like you all to welcome our new History of Magic Professor—and a dear, dear friend of mine—Professor Perenelle Flamel.”

The young, pretty lady wearing an exotic bird for a hat stood up and waved to the students, then sat back down before the clapping started.

Perenelle Flamel, Harry thought. That must be Flamel’s wife! He remembered reading about her during his Alchemy prep. She certainly didn’t look more than six hundred years old. Dumbledore really had gone looking far and wide, then, if he’d come up with Perenelle Flamel.

Dumbledore continued through the list of new teachers, adjuncts, apprentices, and everyone else. Harry tried to listen, but after the first two announcements, nobody else really stood out. At least not until near the end of the list.

“…and we must also welcome Mr Nicolas Flamel, the newest addition to Hogwarts’s Alchemy department. Mr Flamel is of course well-known in alchemical circles, and we hope that all of our Alchemy students will relish the opportunity to study under such a learned and experienced instructor, in addition to the expert teaching of our own Professor Dee.”

The dour-looking man sat next to Dee stood briefly, inclined his head to the gathered students, and sat back down before any clapping.

“Lastly, I must ask that we all…”

Nicolas Flamel! Harry thought while Dumbledore went through the new additions to the Flying department. He hoped he’d get to have at least a couple of lessons from the man. Flamel was, after all, the best alchemist in the entire world, the only alchemist ever to have completed alchemy’s Great Work. It was rare for Flamel to make any sort of public appearance, as he was usually swarmed by people wanting gold or Elixir of Life, so to receive any sort of instruction from him was worth more than all the gold in the world.

“And so, with all the necessary introductions made, I have one last announcement—Hogwarts will now be offering NEWTs in History of Magic, thanks in large part to the expansion of the department, but also to accommodate those students from our sister schools taking the NEWT. I would ask all students who wish to sign up for it to see their Heads of House directly after the Feast ends so that we may make the necessary adjustments to the timetables before tomorrow morning. As we are all no doubt longing for the sweet embrace of slumber, I shall—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “It is not quite time for bed, Headmaster Dumbledore. The High Inquisition has a few words which must be said.”

Harry let out a groan. It had gone midnight, and with breakfast bright and early – and no doubt swathes of new prefect duties with it – he just wanted to go to bed. He certainly didn’t want to listen to Umbridge drone on about her nonsense.

“Ah, of course. By all means, High Inquisitor, speak. I am sure our students will understand the necessity of the Inquisition,” said Dumbledore, “and will forgive you the intrusion into their sleep.” He sat down.

Umbridge frowned but recovered quickly enough to get up from her seat.

“The Ministry of Magic is concerned,” Umbridge began. “The Wizengamot in its wisdom has voted to convene a High Inquisition to ascertain whether the children of Britain and Ireland have been receiving a quality education. Our aim here is simple: we wish to ensure each and every student has the best possible education at the best possible institution.”

She smiled and cast her gaze about the Great Hall.

“It should be no surprise to anyone gathered here that the former model of education in this country was insufficient to meet the needs of our society. Instructors spread across a number of different schools; instruction received in foreign languages, free of any oversight; schools which focused more on artistry than on the fundamentals of wizardry; and schools run more like a personal fiefdom than the public service which they really are,” said Umbridge. “The Ministry has seen dangerous creatures run amok; students attacking one another with Dark magic; and falling educational standards among our home-schooled students. I must say that this is simply unacceptable!” Umbridge paused for a few moments and then continued. “The Ministry of Magic is not satisfied with the frankly miserable state of things. We require more. We require better.”

“As your High Inquisitor my purpose is to ensure that each and every student is safe, secure, and well-educated. The High Inquisition has been convened to assure the people of this great country that their children will grow into competent, well-trained, and productive members of society. To that end I, and my Inquisitors, will be monitoring lessons and providing feedback to all members of staff. We shall oversee extracurricular clubs and activities. We will, of course, be most interested in hearing the opinions of students on their teachers and their teaching. And we will do it because we care. Because the Ministry cares. Because we are here for you.”

“Bullshit,” said Harry. The words echoed throughout the Hall, and Harry cringed.


  Fuck. Timed that wrong…


A few students laughed. Umbridge pretended not to notice.

“I shall have more announcements in the days to come,” Umbridge said, “but for now, remember that I care. That the Ministry cares. You may go.”

Immediately after Umbridge’s dismissal a horde of student streamed from the Hall in search of their dormitories, although a large portion – all of the new students along with the prefects – remained. Although all the returning students had gone, Harry reckoned at least half of the school was still assembled in the Hall, unsure of what to do or where to go.

Which was where Harry was supposed to come in. Shafiq had explained, fortunately, what Harry needed to do.

“Er, right,” said Harry towards the group of new students closest to him. There were roughly two hundred and fifty new Slytherins, but there had been prefects spaced throughout the table, so in theory they could all handle smaller groups.

In theory.

“If, er, if you just follow me—or any of the prefects really, but I’m closest—we can show you how to get to the Slytherin House Common Room,” Harry said. He heard Daphne say much the same thing, along with all the other prefects in different parts of the Hall.

Harry gathered about thirty or so new students – mostly second and third years – to him and led them from the Great Hall.

“Our House is in the dungeons,” he said. “So we just come out through here, and then down these steps—past the cellars, that’s where Hufflepuff is, somewhere—and we keep going, like this.” Harry remembered what Shafiq had said after his own Sorting. “The entrances to the Common Rooms are sort of a secret, so don’t go telling your friends how to get in, or anything like that.” He stood halfway down the stairs ushering his charges past, then followed up once he was sure they’d all followed.

This prefect lark is stressful, he thought. It was made all the more difficult because the Hufflepuffs had to manage the exact same situation, and there was a blockage at the stairs.

Harry nodded over at Ernie, who was attempting to corral an unruly set of first years, then returned to his own lot.

“We keep going this way,” Harry said, nudging a second year girl in the right direction. “That’s right, just keep going—I’ll be right with you!”

Harry kept watch over where the new Slytherins were going until he reached the end of his batch – or what he thought was the end of his batch, at least – and then followed them.

“Why do we have to keep things secret?” asked one of the new students, a second year by the look of him. “At Wandwright’s everyone knew everywhere.”

“I—er—it’s an old tradition,” Harry said, momentarily flummoxed. “From when the castle was, you know, a fortress. And it’s helpful for, er, House identity, and all that.” He shrugged. “And the castle is weird—it tricks you, things don’t always make sense… you know, sometimes a door will go to the wrong place, or you go up a staircase and end up two floors down. Best to just go with it.”

“But how are we meant to find our way places?” complained a different student.

“It is tricky at first,” Harry admitted, “but one of the prefects will be taking you to and from lessons for the first week… and you get used to it fast, I promise.” Harry shrugged. “By Hallowe’en you’ll barely be getting lost, and that’s with the moving staircases!”

By then they’d got down into the dungeons proper, and Harry glanced ahead to see that there was a massive queue at the Common Room door. Shafiq stood at the entrance with a group of fifth years, with Farley a little further back with another group. The other prefects waited with groups of their own, and the new Slytherins trailed all the way back up the stairs to where Draco waited with the new first years.

“It’s not usually like this,” Harry said to his group. “Er, you know, there’s just… well, there’s a lot of us this year. But when we get to the door I’ll show you where it is and how to get in—there’s a password, see. It’s a secret, so you’re not supposed to share it with anyone outside of the House. It changes every so often.”

“Who sets the passwords?” asked one girl.

“Prefects, usually,” Harry said. “Sometimes Snape—Professor Snape, he’s our Head of House, the Potions Master—sends a list over.”

“How often do they change? Who decides when?” continued the girl.

“I—er—I’m not sure, to be honest,” Harry said. He didn’t think there was a set schedule for password changes anyway. Sometimes the password would remain the same for a whole month, and sometimes it would change once a week. He just wasn’t sure why.

God, I don’t remember us asking this many questions! He thought.

“It’s just that I was wondering if there was a procedure, because at Beauxbatons, everything was much better organised. We had a proper orientation and… well, I don’t want to be locked out of the Common Room because one of you decided we should have a new password at lunchtime,” she continued.

“The password usually only changes once a week at most,” Harry said thinking back on his prior years at the school. “Er, on a Monday. The new password is always on the noticeboard in the Common Room in the morning. So just, er, check it before you leave…” There had been some occasions when the password had changed twice, and mid-week, but that had been because everyone had been worried about Sirius getting in and running amok. 

Harry didn’t think that would happen this year.

“Hmm.” The girl didn’t sound at all pleased with Harry’s answer.

“Any more questions?” Harry asked. He might as well check, as they were doing nothing but standing, waiting, for the others to enter the Common Room.

None were forthcoming. Some of the new Slytherins chatted amongst one another, but most seemed fed up, tired, and stood where they were. After what felt like an entire geological epoch Harry and his group made their way to the Common Room door where Shafiq waited still.

He thrust a sheaf of parchment into Harry’s hands.

“Show the new third and second year boys to their dorms,” Shafiq said. “It’s all on the parchment. Oh, remember—tell them if they want to complain, do it to Professor Snape. If you don’t they’ll have you up all night,” he added in an undertone. “Though it’s not like there’s much of it left to be fair.”

Harry just nodded and brought his group through the Common Room door. It had seen so much traffic that the doorway hadn’t even bothered to disappear.

“So, when you get to the doorway—it usually looks like a normal bit of wall, but you’ll learn where it is—just say the password. Starting off the password this year is, um, ‘Unity’. I don’t know who picked it. But you just say the password to the wall and then this door appears, right? So… yeah. Here’s the Common Room,” Harry said. He gestured at the room idly, but then stopped to take another look when he realised it was different.

The décor was the same – dark woods, Slytherin green, with fireplaces and soft lighting to accentuate the lake-facing windows – but the space had been greatly expanded. It had been large to start with, with enough room for two to three hundred students, but it was easily double the size it had been before. The study annex was more of an entire suite and the central hub had four new fireplaces.

“You can do firecalls over there,” Harry said with a gesture at the fireplaces. He’d never done one, as he had no one to call – except for Sirius – but he knew some of his Housemates used them near-religiously. “This is the study annex,” he continued, “we do revision and homework and stuff there. It’s not as good as the library’s but it’s a bit more convenient, you know.”

He moved forward through the Common Room, keen to get his group away from the doors.

“The windows look into the lake, it’s not bad, considering,” Harry said. “You know, could have just been stone walls. Sometimes you see the merpeople. Or the squid. Er… I think that’s it, to be honest. There’s loads of space here—more than usually, actually, they’ve expanded the whole thing—so no need to worry about that. The noticeboards are over there,” he said, waving a hand. “And… yeah. The dormitories are this way. Only the second and third year boys should come with me now, though. Sorry, I don’t know who the girls have to follow and I’m not allowed down that corridor anyway. So, er, yeah—boys, follow me.”

Harry turned and set off for the dormitories. With some luck he could be done and in his own dorm soon enough. He glanced down at the list. He didn’t have the entire complement of second and third year boys with him, instead having about half the total number.

“Boys can’t go that way,” Harry said idly as they passed by the girls’ corridor. “There’s a spell on it so it bounces us back out.”

“Can girls come down ours, then?” one boy asked.

“Er—yeah, actually,” Harry said. “It’s not fair, I know.” He shrugged. “My parchment says… Oh, that’s fucking bullshit,” he muttered. Everyone’s dormitory assignment had been changed, even for returning students. He was no longer quartered with Draco, Theodore, Blaise, and Vince; instead, he was with Plumm, that John Fitzroy bloke, and Charles Miller from Adder group – along with, fortunately, Blaise.

Theodore won’t be pleased by that, Harry thought. The other boy tended not to do well with people he didn’t know, and a sudden switch of his dorm-mates would be most unwelcome.

But Theodore’s not your problem, Harry, Harry thought. Not unless…

“Right,” Harry said, shaking himself out of pointless lines of thought. “Sorry. So, there’s new assignments all ‘round—was a bit shocked, that’s all. Second years bear with me, because your dorms are right at the end. But third years, we’re all up front.”

He showed the new third years to their dormitories and then saw off the second-year boys before finally returning to his new dormitory with only a little trepidation.

After all, he knew Charles Miller already, and Blaise was one of his best friends. Really, the only properly new addition was John Fitzroy because Harry had already met Capability Plumm. Satisfied that he’d discharged all his prefectly duties properly, Harry ducked inside his new dormitory.

Thankfully, nobody was asleep just yet, so he didn’t have to be the bloke who woke everyone up.

“Alright?” Harry said as he walked through the door. “It was mad out there—bit of a logjam.”

“Logjam?” echoed John Fitzroy from where he sat at the end of his bed rifling through his trunk.

“It’s a muggle expression, it means—er, doesn’t matter,” Harry said. He couldn’t be bothered to explain the origins of the phrase to someone who had little understanding of the lumber industry. He headed right for the empty bed, which was next to Blaise’s and, fortunately, nowhere near the door to the bathroom. “This is way too many new students at once. What was the Ministry thinking?” He started to dig through his trunk in search of his pyjamas.

“They weren’t thinking, obviously,” drawled Fitzroy. “Forcing people like me to come to Hogwarts is just stupid. And effectively shutting down all the other schools in the country… that’s going to cause some problems with the Fringe.” FitzRoy sighed. “There’s already talk of independence from the Ministry and they’ve gone and enflamed things like that. Stupid. Not that it would matter to me, but…”

“I don’t know about all that,” said Plumm, “but I was happy where I was. No offence to you lads, but we had private rooms at Wandwright’s…”

“You do get used to it,” Charles Miller said. “My best mate was in my old dorm. It’s a bit rough for all of us, though. Everyone’s all mixed up.”

“At least your friends are still at the same school as you,” said Fitzroy. “Most of mine are in France.”

“That’s true,” muttered Charles Miller.

Having nothing much to contribute to the conversation Harry took his pyjamas into the bathroom to get ready for bed. He was tired, felt like he could quite easily sleep for a whole day, and wanted nothing more than to fall asleep at the earliest possible time. He changed, cleaned his teeth, and returned to the dormitory where the conversation seemed to be dying down.

“We ready for bed, or what?” Harry said as he got into his own bed. “It’s just, it’s really late and we’ve got an early start tomorrow—I’m knackered. Reckon it’s a good idea to go lights out, that’s all.”

“Is that a prefect’s command or just Harry’s?” asked Blaise.

“Just Harry’s,” Harry said. “And bugger off. I only took the post because I thought Draco—well. We saw how that one went. It’s just late, that’s all.”

“We were only waiting for you anyway,” declared John Fitzroy. “I was ready for bed hours ago, frankly.”

Harry fought the urge to roll his eyes. He’d managed to get rid of Draco only for him to be replaced with someone identical – although hopefully without the added fuss of working for Voldemort.

“Nox!” Harry said, and the lights went out. Harry settled into bed and fell off to sleep right away, tired from his agonisingly long day.
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Breakfast the following morning ended up being just as chaotic as Harry had assumed it would be. The new students sat wherever they liked along their House tables, upsetting decades and perhaps even centuries of tradition in which students sat where. First years sat at the far end of the tables only to get sent scowling back to the end nearest the High Table by irate fifth years, while some students broke protocol and sat with their friends in other Houses from their old schools.

While that wasn’t forbidden, it was certainly frowned upon for the very first day back at lessons. At the very least it wasn’t an especially good start to relations with the rest of one’s House. But that wasn’t Harry’s problem.

As far as practically possible for a prefect, Harry ignored it all. He hadn’t managed to get enough sleep the night before, and Fitzroy had woken everyone up early in the morning by singing. In French.

If a bunch of first years wanted to sit where they shouldn’t, Harry wasn’t going to push the issue.

Both Mr Shafiq and Snape came around near the end of breakfast to pass around the new timetables for the year. Harry was fortunate enough to get his from Mr Shafiq, but any disappointment he’d been spared from by not having to deal with an extremely irate Snape disappeared when he saw just how little time he would have that year.

“This is bollocks,” Harry said. “Oi, Blaise—how many frees have you got this year? Because I think my timetable must be wrong…”

Blaise shrugged.

“Loads, why?” He glanced over at Harry’s timetable. “Oh. Well, you did insist on doing Triple As… But it doesn’t look like we’ve got any lessons together this year, not even the cores.”

“Really?” said Harry. He scanned over his timetable and compared it with Blaise’s. “That’s a bit a shit. Will I be on my own in everything, then?” he wondered.

“We’re in some lessons together, I think,” Daphne said. “Pass me your timetable so I can have a look.”

Harry complied, passing his new timetable across the table to her. He didn’t much like the idea of being on his own in all his classes – especially not with boatloads of new students joining him. It felt like first year all over again, but worse because he had to sit OWLs at the end of it.

“I think we’ve only got Runes together,” Tracey said. “It’s because I’m only doing Ancient Runes. I think. Because I’m in with Millie and Daph—and Blaise—for Divination, but not for most of Daphne’s other lessons. Daphne’s doing Runes and Arithmancy, so I bet they’ve put all the people on Double or Triple As together and planned the timetables around that.”

“She’s right,” Daphne said. “Well, I think so, anyway—we’ve got a whole bunch of lessons together, Harry.”

Tracey leaned over to look at Harry’s timetable.

“Ooh, look—we do have Astronomy together,” she said. “So that’s another one. And I think we’ve all got History together, so there’s one class at least!”

Harry supposed that was something. He’d have some lessons with Daphne, and a couple with Tracey, as well as a single lesson with Millie and Blaise. That was something. With some luck he’d have a lesson shared with Ernie and maybe even Justin, as he knew Ernie had picked Double As…

“Could be worse, I suppose,” Harry said. “And I bet Alchemy with Mr Flamel will be brilliant. I just wish I had more than four frees all week…”

“That’s what you get for taking Triple As,” Blaise said. “It’s your own fault.”

“I didn’t even want to do Triple bloody As,” Harry said. “Snape made me.”

“Complain to Snape, then,” said Blaise. “At least you didn’t try four optionals and Muggle Studies. I bet everyone who did is reconsidering after seeing the timetables this morning.”

There was that Harry supposed.

“I’m not sure it’s even possible to do five,” Harry muttered. Back during the summer Granger had said something about McGonagall refusing her permission due to it being literally impossible to fit in the timetable. He knew Theodore had wanted to try for five, but as the other boy hadn’t made any overtures, Harry wasn’t about to ask him. He didn’t know whether he was dealing with his friend, a ‘neutral party’, or an outright enemy. Better to just not engage.

“Not a bad day today, though,” Harry continued. “Free just after breakfast, then Charms with Miss Evergloam, then Alchemy—with Professor Dee, not Mr Flamel, but that’s alright…”

“Astronomy last thing, though,” pointed out Blaise. “Could have done without that.”

“Suppose,” Harry said. Midnight lessons were far less exciting after the first couple, but at least Harry could drop Astronomy at the end of the year. “Well, at least I get a break after breakfast.”

“Not really,” said Daphne. “We’ve got to show the new students to their lessons, haven’t we? You have the Viper Group first years this morning; I’ve got the Asps.”

Harry sighed. Even his frees were being eaten up by prefect duties. Even the perks didn’t seem worth the fuss.

“Oh, yeah.”

He managed to enjoy the rest of his breakfast before collecting his group of new first years to ferry to their lesson – Foundational Skills with Madame Helix – before heading back to the Common Room to enjoy one of his few measly frees of the week. The reorganisation of the space disoriented him, as new ornate pillars had popped up to subdivide the room further and in different ways, and some of the portraits had even moved spaces. There were new paintings, new ornaments, and the room just felt different from the one Harry remembered.

Still, he managed to find a decent enough space to sit himself down and relax ahead of his first lesson, and after a quick trip to ferry Viper Group from Foundational Skills to their first ever Transfiguration lesson, even managed to be on time for Charms.

*

Miss Evergloam didn’t jump right into the OWL work. Instead, she took some time out to explain the syllabus and the curriculum thus far, which Harry supposed was fair enough given that a large number of students in the class had been at other schools. Or at no schools at all in the case of any home-schoolers.

The desks were arranged in pairs, and Harry got there late – fortunately, Daphne had kept a seat open for him and he didn’t have to sit with any of the new students. He noticed Ernie a few rows back, which seemed like a good omen for Harry’s other classes. A dour-looking man sat at the very back of the class, clearly not a student – one of the High Inquisition’s Inquisitors, Harry assumed. After a lengthy taking of the register Miss Evergloam delivered her lecture, an unusually dense treatment of summoning and banishment. The Inquisitor said nothing throughout the lesson although he did take copious notes as he watched Miss Evergloam’s lecture. Gone was Miss Evergloam’s usual manner, replaced by a stiff, almost mechanical, delivery of the key parts of the lesson.

The class streamed out after the hour’s end, evidently keen to be anywhere else. Harry and Daphne had to go get their respective groups of new students, and then it was a mad dash to their next lesson – Defence Against the Dark Arts with one of the new teachers.

Everyone else had already arrived by the time Harry and Daphne made it to the classroom so there were only two spots left open – although each of them was at completely different points in the room. Harry surveyed the room quickly and found that most of the other students were ones he recognised, but the rest of the class was made up wholly of new students – and a completely different set of them than in Charms. The Inquisitor from Charms sat at the back of the classroom, silent as he had been before. Daphne took the seat in the front row, leaving Harry with one further back.

 With only the briefest of glances at the teacher – fortunately not Lockhart; instead, the one in shabby robes who looked tired – Harry made his way to his seat. Given the much larger class sizes Harry had to work through a few rows, but he didn’t mind. He wasn’t quite keen enough to sit right at the very front, and at least he wasn’t at the back with the Inquisitor.

Thanks, Daph, Harry thought. He didn’t know the people on either side of him, but the desks were all singular in Defence rather than paired as in Charms, so Harry didn’t mind. It was worth it not to have to sit right at the front.

“Right,” said their teacher from the front of the room. He stood up from his desk. “My name is Mr Lupin, and I’m going to be your primary Defence instructor this year. You may have noticed—sat at the back of the class—that we have an Inquisitor sitting in with us today. Inquisitor Arlecchino is here to observe me and my teaching, so I don’t want you to worry about him. We’ll start off with a little explanation of why we’ve chosen the course content that we have for this year—all of which is in accordance with the Ministry-approved syllabus, of course. From what we’ve seen you’ve had an, er—well, let’s call it unusual—curriculum so far, and with this as your OWL year it’s incredibly important for us to fill in the gaps. So, with that in mind—”

“Sir? Sir?” said one of the other students – Mandy Brocklehurst, one of the Ravenclaws. She’d been in Charms that morning, so Harry assumed she was in Double or Triple As. He’d find out after Alchemy, he supposed.

“Yes? Miss… Er…?”

“Brocklehurst, sir,” she continued. “I was just wondering, sir, if we’d get any teaching from Professor Lockhart at all?”

“Ah,” said Mr Lupin. “That. Yes, you will. You should have one session per week with Professor Lockhart marked on your timetables, although I’m told there was some rearranging done late last night, so perhaps it hasn’t been written in. Does that answer your question?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, Mr Lupin,” said Brocklehurst.

“Excellent,” said Mr Lupin. “I understand you covered most of the relevant Dark spells and their counters with Professor Quirrell before his—er—before the—accident,” Lupin said. To his credit he didn’t draw attention directly to Harry by looking at him, although almost everyone knew the story, so the class did it anyway. “What you’ve missed mostly, though, is any sort of focus on Dark creatures. Fortunately for you Professor Lockhart is a renowned, er, expert in the treatment of Dark creatures—and I have a bit of knowledge myself—so we’ve put together a syllabus that should get you all where you need to be.”

“Mr Lupin?” said one of the new students, raising his hand.

“Go on. Mr, er?”

“Wandwright sir. Fenwick Wandwright,” said the boy. “At my old school—Wandwright’s, of course—we didn’t do Defence Against the Dark Arts. What about us?”

A few of the others in the class nodded along with him.

“We’ve thought of that,” said Mr Lupin. “We’ve been in touch with your old teachers—some of them are members of staff at Hogwarts now, as well, of course—and we’ve got a good idea of where you are. Even though some of your old schools didn’t offer a dedicated OWL in Defence, the, ah, the Ministry guidelines ensure that the relevant content is taught regardless, whether you were home-schooled or in attendance at another institution.” Lupin paused. “We’ve been talking about whether students formerly in attendance at either Beauxbatons or Durmstrang—or other continental schools—will have covered the same material, but we can address any issues there on a case-by-case basis. If you were at a different European school before and you see something you don’t recognise at all, see me about it straight away. We’re certain we’ve come up with a course plan that serves everyone’s needs this year, no need to worry about that. Does that answer your question?”

“I suppose it does, sir. Thank you,” said Wandwright.

“Brilliant!” said Lupin. “Now, I do think we should be getting on—OWL year is a tough one and we’ve got a lot to get through, especially with the… changes… we’ve all got to put up with this year. Now, any more questions before we start? I’m keen to get on.”

“Yes, sir,” said Hermione Granger. “Well, it’s not a question. You didn’t take the register, sir.”

“Oh, I didn’t, did I?” said Lupin. “Right, then—let’s get that sorted and we can start.”

Lupin took the register – a task in itself given the large number of students – and finally got started with his lecture. Harry took out his parchment and quill to make notes, but nothing in the lecture seemed especially important. It was all summary, and most of it was revision. At the end of the two-hour session Lupin sent them all away with an assignment to read a chapter from the solitary Defence book not written by Lockhart or assigned by the Ministry.

Harry didn’t stick around after the lesson even though he’d wanted to speak with Ernie – Inquisitor Arlecchino sat at the back of the classroom made him reluctant to stick around, and he had to get away and pick up first years again.

This prefect business is already more trouble than it’s worth, and it’s only the first day, Harry thought as he hurried away to grab the first years. I just want to get my lunch…

*

Harry got to lunch late with his first years because one of them had got stuck halfway through a disappearing step and one of the others, thinking it looked fun, stuck his foot in too. He dropped them off at the far end of the Slytherin Table with the other first years and then took a spot between Tracey and Blaise mid-way along the table.

“God, I can’t wait until this week is over,” Harry said. “And it’s only lunch time on Monday…”

“That’s what you get—” Blaise said.

“—For taking Triple As,” Harry finished. “I know.”

“I was going to say, that’s what you get for being a prefect,” Blaise said. “But what you said works, too.”

Harry rolled his eyes and helped himself to some lunch. They only had an hour, and part of Harry’s had been wasted dealing with first year nonsense.

“We had one of the new teachers for Defence,” Harry heard Daphne. “He seemed a bit shabby, but I think he knows what he’s talking about. I was a bit disappointed we didn’t have Lockhart, because, well he’s Gilderoy Lockhart! But Mr Lupin should be alright. What did you think, Harry?”

Harry shrugged.

“He seems alright. Too early to tell. Seems like he knows about Dark creatures, though. Better than Quirrell was, anyway.”

Although Quirrell had been possessed by Voldemort, who presumably knew a great deal about all things Dark, so perhaps not.

“We didn’t have any of the new teachers this morning,” Tracey said, “but we did have an Inquisitor in with us for Herbology. Didn’t we, Blaise?”

Blaise nodded.

“Yeah. Right angry bloke, too. Kept asking Sprout to explain everything she was doing. We barely got anywhere.” He paused. “Not that I minded that much, to be fair, because what Sprout was on about was quite boring. But if they keep up like that all year we’ll fail OWLs, and my mum won’t be happy with that…”

“That bad?” asked Harry. “We had one in Charms and in Defence, but he just sat there without saying anything all lesson.”

“It was pretty shit, to be honest,” Millicent said. “He said they’ll be inspecting random lessons all through the year so we’re going to have to put up with this until the Inquisition goes probably.”

“I still don’t understand what they’re meant to be looking for,” Harry said. “It seems like they’re just trying to make everything really inconvenient.” He knew what Umbridge claimed – some blather about educational standards and a lot of other rot – but that wasn’t what the Ministry really wanted to achieve.

That was just the agreed upon pretext for the Inquisition. The Ministry would have an ulterior motive. And whatever that motive was, it certainly wouldn’t have been what Lucius Malfoy and Voldemort had in mind when they’d sponsored the bill through the Wizengamot, even if it was in part what some at the Ministry wanted to do.

“Nan said it’s because ‘monoglots can’t stand the idea of other people getting on and living their lives in a language they can’t understand’,” said Tracey. “So they had to shut down the minority language schools.”

That did sound like something Tracey’s nan would say, Harry supposed.

“Maybe some of them,” Harry said. “But there must be something we’re missing.”

Perhaps he was looking at it the wrong way, and the Educational Decrees – added later by the Ministry’s bureaucrats, after all – were separate from the High Inquisition proposed by Malfoy at Voldemort’s urging. Or maybe the Inquisition was just a vehicle for something else.

Assuming it had been Voldemort’s plan in the first place. But Harry thought that was a fair assumption given the circumstances.

“Mam said it’s because the Ministry wants more control over what’s going on in the schools,” Tracey continued. “I think she’s right. Some of them have always been worried about what goes on at Yr Ysgol—and the Irish one. They don’t like the home-schooling either. Even Hogwarts is too independent.”

“That sounds about right,” Blaise said. “When she said about educational standards I bet what she really means is the schools are teaching things the Ministry doesn’t like. No wonder they took the opportunity to revise the curriculum.”

“Daddy said it’s Ministry overreach,” Daphne said. “Although I think that’s only because he doesn’t like when the Ministry does anything—he agreed that the other schools should go. Especially the day school. Said it’s ‘completely against all our traditions’. And don’t get him started on home-schooling…”

Various different wizards and witches in the country had, Harry was beginning to realise, all sorts of strange opinions Harry had never considered before. Why anyone would care about the existence of an art school, or a school that taught in a different language to the others, Harry couldn’t say – but evidently people did.

“I’ve heard Umbridge isn’t the biggest fan of Malfoy,” Harry said, mulling it over. Spellman had said as much. “I wonder if he thought she’d get the High Inquisitor job or not.”

Harry glanced up at the High Table where Umbridge sat, ugly little bow in her hair and a sickly-sweet false smile plastered across her toad-like face. Umbridge was the sort of person who had an agenda, and probably one completely separate from Voldemort’s. Umbridge was an odious little witch, but Harry thought she probably came by it on her own. She was evil in a much more ordinary way, the sort of evil that came from the tip of a quill rather than at the end of a wand.

Just a useful idiot. A dangerous idiot, but an unwitting pawn all the same.

“I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see,” Harry said.  There were things he wanted to discuss with his friends about Malfoy and Voldemort, but the crowded Slytherin Table at lunchtime wasn’t the proper place to do it.

Silence. At least from Harry’s friends – the din from the rest of the Hall was almost cacophonous as near enough two thousand students talked with one another will all the usual volume schoolchildren could muster.

“As long as she doesn’t muck up Alchemy with Mr Flamel,” Harry decided to say to break the silence, “I reckon we’ll survive.”

“You know, I’m actually a bit disappointed I chose not to do Triple As this year,” Daphne said, “now that Mr Flamel is in. But Snape said Divination was more important than Alchemy for healing, and St Mungo’s likes you to have Arithmancy for the apprenticeship and I wanted to be in Magizoology with Millie… Do you think Snape would let me drop Runes for Alchemy if I went and asked right away?”

Harry tuned the conversation out and focused on his lunch. Daphne wouldn’t change her subjects because she didn’t actually like Alchemy, and because despite that it was sometimes considered very helpful for any healing apprenticeship, it usually wasn’t a requirement.

Harry hurried his way through the rest of his lunch before rounding up his first years just before the period ended. He got them to where they needed to be and then headed back towards Professor Dee’s alchemical teaching lab.

He managed to get there on time, although the rest of the class had already arrived by the time he made it through the doors. Unlike the Charms and Defence classrooms which had been expanded greatly to accommodate the larger class sizes, the Alchemy classroom was the same size as ever. Almost intimate in its scale, or at least it would have been if there had been a few more people in it – there were only seven other students sat inside, and no Inquisitor.

Professor Dee lounged at his desk at the front of the laboratory puffing out clouds of green smoke from his ever-present cigarettes. Quite why Miss Evergloam had warranted an Inquisitor’s presence, while Professor Dee got away without one, was beyond Harry.

“Sorry I’m late, Professor,” Harry said as he walked in, although Dee hadn’t seemed to notice. He glanced around at his classmates to see which of them would make the best choice to sit near – although fortunately, each seat was on its own, so he wouldn’t have to sit next to anyone.

His choices were limited. There was Theodore, of course – a fellow Triple As student, Theodore was in every one of Harry’s subjects – but Theodore had taken himself out of the running by his refusal to take a stand in regards to Voldemort. So that was out. Aside from Theodore there was a spot near to Hermione Granger, but Harry wasn’t that keen on sitting next to her for the next year of lessons even if she had been bearable during the Summer Tournament.

There was another spot open next to the tiny little wizard Harry had seen at the Sorting – Dragonsnose something-or-other, Harry thought – so he sat himself down in that and pulled out his parchment and quill.

Once Harry was settled he waited along with the rest of the class, although Dee seemed content to sit where he was, smoking. A minute or so passed by without Dee so much as glancing at the front of the class, puffing away as he gazed out the window.

“So, this is OWL Alchemy,” Dee said eventually, stubbing out his cigarette into his ashtray after puffing out a huge cloud of green smoke. “We’ve got quite a big class this year. I think about half of you won’t sit the OWL, though—won’t have the aptitude for the practical stuff. It’s not your fault—most don’t. We might see a bit of an influx now that the Grand Philosopher himself is in residence, but they won’t stay long. So we’ll fall back down to something a bit more manageable at, oh, around Christmas I should say.”

Eight students hardly seemed unmanageable to Harry, especially in light of the massive number of students in some of his other classes that year, but Professor Dee’s announcement that half of the class would lack the aptitude for practical alchemy did worry him somewhat.

“Sir?” asked Hermione, her hand in the air.

“Yes, Miss Granger?”

“What do you mean that some of us won’t have the practical aptitude?” she continued.

“I mean that some of you won’t be any good at alchemy, and won’t get anywhere with it,” Dee said. “Was I not clear?” He produced a long, thin cigarette from a packet on his desk and lit it. “The trouble is that we can’t tell until you start trying who has the knack and who doesn’t. So we let anyone take the class as long as they passed the second year theory exams. All of you did, of course. But when it comes down to it, when it comes time to get down and do alchemical work… not every witch or wizard can manage it.” He blew out a cloud of smoke. “If you fail our first practical assignment just before Christmas you’ll be asked to leave. If you pass it, but fail the next one just before Easter, we won’t let you sit the OWL. Too dangerous.”

That caused a bit of consternation among the class, but Harry wasn’t too worried. He felt confident enough that he could pass at least an OWL in Alchemy.

“I told you all last year—well, not you two, since you weren’t here—that alchemy is hard,” Dee said, jabbing his cigarette in the direction of the Dragonstongue bloke and another girl Harry didn’t recognise. “You’ll see. Now, this year like I said, we’ve got the Grand Philosopher himself, Nicolas bloody Flamel, in with us. That might give some of you a chance at meeting your probably meagre potential, but not even he can work miracles. Mr Flamel will be taking you for our single period session each week and going over some of the more fundamental alchemical techniques and processes.” He took a long drag of his cigarette and puffed out another cloud of his thick, green smoke. “In our double sessions—all of which will be taught by me, of course, and aren’t you lucky—we’ll be starting our practical work. The syllabus includes three of alchemy’s most basic works—the Alchemical Salve of Ocular Augmentation which is also called the Salve of Clear Sight, which improves the eyesight of the wizard making it; the Alchemical Draught of Aural Acuity, which improves the alchemist’s hearing; and the Alchemical Elixir of Evocation, which gives you a better memory. Now, you’re probably sat there thinking, ‘Professor Dee, if alchemists can make these things why can’t people buy them in shops?’ Well, I’ll tell you—it’s because they only work on the alchemist who produced them. Something a lot of people forget—or never knew, I suppose, which is more likely considering the ignorance of the average wizard—is that alchemy has a great focus on self-transformation.”

Professor Dee stubbed the rest of his cigarette out.

“It’s not all about transmuting gold and the like. The first one we’ll try is the Draught of Ocular Augmentation. It’s the easiest,” Dee continued, “so I reckon at least half of you will manage it. Maybe more. Usually it’s about four of you, but I’ve never had more than six students at once, so who knows. That’ll take us up to Christmas. The Draught is easy enough, as these things go, and we can fit that in around Easter. The Elixir, though—that’s hard. It’s the hardest of the three basic alchemical works, and it’s going to be your OWL exam. You’ll take the Elixir after the practical is over, assuming the invigilator thinks it’s up to snuff. Fun, isn’t it? Alchemy should be the last of your exams, so don’t think you’ll be getting an advantage ahead of next year.”

Still, a better memory for NEWTs isn’t something to sniff at, Harry thought. Assuming he could get past the Draught and the Salve first, of course. Even if he couldn’t manage it all the way to the Elixir, at least there was the possibility of getting rid of his glasses.

Hermione stuck up her hand again.

“Yes?”

“But won’t it give us an advantage over everyone else for NEWTs?” she asked. “You know, the Elixir of Evocation?”

Professor Dee shrugged and lit another cigarette.

“Yeah. So?” he said after taking a long drag from it.

“But… isn’t that just as unfair as us having taken it before the OWLs?” Granger continued.

Dee puffed out a big cloud of smoke.

“Everyone has to do OWLs, so it wouldn’t be fair for you lot to have that advantage. NEWTs are optional. You can choose not to do them. At least that’s the rationale behind the ruling. And anyway, life isn’t fair. Is it fair that Mr Flamel and Professor Flamel get to live forever, young and beautiful and with endless piles of gold while the rest of us will get to two hundred if we’re lucky and probably end up dying penniless? No. But that’s life, isn’t it? You don’t have to take the Elixir if you don’t want to, but you will probably fail the OWL if you do that—it’s sixty percent of the marks and you get graded on the efficacy.”

Harry thought Hermione probably had a valid point, but wizards had different standards for fairness than muggles did, he supposed. And he wouldn’t want to put in a complaint about it, since a better memory did seem like something he could do with.

“So, any other questions, or are we done?” asked Dee.

The little wizard next to Harry stuck up his hand.

Professor Dee sighed.

“Go on then. Mr Dragonsfoot, was it?”

Dragonsfoot nodded.

“I was self-taught until this year,” he said in a surprisingly loud, deep voice for such a little wizard, “so I was just wondering if there was a book or something like that I could use to get caught up with the rest of the class?”

Professor Dee shrugged.

“Just the assigned book, really. Have a read of it if you want, but it’s not a big deal if you don’t. Honestly, last year was busy-work designed to filter out anyone who thought alchemy was too hard or too boring. Helpful for knowing your rubedo from your albedo, yeah, but… we do the real work this year. Alright. No more questions,” said Dee. “Let’s move on and get you ready for your lesson with Mr Flamel on Thursday…”

Professor Dee didn’t stop to allow for any questions or even engagement after that. He took them through the course plan, then went right into an explanation of the key concepts they would need to know, all the while smoking cigarette after cigarette in numbers Harry thought were definitely excessive.

Worse than old Mrs Figg who used to watch Harry and Dudley when they were very young, even, and she’d been his exemplar for a chain-smoker for years.

Professor Dee powered through the rest of his lesson with an alacrity Harry had never seen in him before, and Harry struggled to keep up as he scrawled notes across his parchment. Harry filed out with the rest of the class – a sorry little line, especially in comparison to the numbers in all the other classes – more than ready for his first day of classes to end. There was nobody in the classroom he would have liked to stay and speak with, so Harry hurried away back to the dungeons.

*

The next day Harry had his first Defence Against the Dark Arts lesson with Professor Lockhart just after lunch. He arrived late after having had to escort a group of new second years to their classroom but found himself a seat near to the back of the class.

Lockhart seemed content to let him pass without comment.

Thank God, Harry thought. He didn’t want to be put in the middle of whatever nonsense Lockhart had planned for his lessons – no doubt something needlessly theatrical, if Harry’s prior experience with him was any indication.

Lockhart got up from his desk with a flourish and strode forward to the front of the class.

“Ah! And with the arrival of our last colleague—fashionably late as befits his profile—we may begin our lesson. I am, as you may or may not know—but you should, as I am quite famous—Gilderoy Lockhart, Order of Merlin, Third Class; Honorary Member of the Dark Force Defence League; five-time winner of Witch Weekly’s Most Charming Smile Award—and your new Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor!” said Lockhart. He paused as if waiting for applause, although none came. “I have, of course, graciously agreed to come and teach for this year—a sabbatical year, as it were—to offer my experiences and expertise to a new generation of witches and wizards. Perhaps some day one of you may reach such staggering heights as I have—but we’re getting ahead of ourselves! Now, my adjunct should have covered the boring bits with you in your first lesson—he’s going to be teaching you practical ways of dealing with all sorts of pesky little Dark creatures, pests and the sorts of things one might encounter in daily life. All very important to know—for life and for OWLs, of course—but rather quotidian, eh?”

Lockhart leaned back against his desk.

“And so, with the assistance that I have this year, I thought on what would be the best possible use of my time here. After all, it’s not every year students such as you get the opportunity to learn from a globe-trotting adventurer type such as myself, is it? And with this being a very special year indeed, it’s all the more important. So I sat there and wondered, pondered even, thinking how best to serve your needs!” Lockhart said. “And then it came to me—I thought, ‘Gilderoy, you magnificent, beautiful man! You know just what to do!’ What is it that I, Gilderoy Lockhart alone, can give to these young scholars hungry for knowledge?”

“Why, nothing other than first-hand accounts and commentary of and on my singularly unique and impressive deeds! For you see, I am quite the accomplished wizard with many a story to tell. And so I have made myself available to every class cohort undertaking study in Defence Against the Dark Arts this year, so that my presence here isn’t wasted. I shall discuss—in great detail—my exploits, my thinking, and the prodigious feats of magic I have accomplished on my little adventures. Isn’t that marvellous?” said Lockhart, beaming.

If you ever get around to actually doing it, maybe, Harry thought. Lockhart may have been an extremely well-travelled man with a whole host of fantastic deeds to his name… but he didn’t half bang on about it. It was exhausting, and they had nearly a whole hour of it to get through.

Harry had never read the Lockhart travelogues, but if the man wrote like he spoke, no wonder they were so thick.

“And so, over the course of our brief—but hopefully illuminating—year together I shall be giving you the very best of myself,” continued Lockhart. “I shall give first-hand accounts, of course; readings from my assigned—best-selling—texts; and live re-enactments using student volunteers. But first—a little quiz!”

Lockhart passed out little sheets of parchment.

Harry glanced over his and found it to be full of nonsense questions, mostly about Lockhart himself. Harry sighed.

Defence with Lockhart’s going to be useless this year, he decided. At least the other bloke seemed to know what he was doing, so the OWL year wouldn’t be a total loss.

Harry gave a half-hearted attempt at the quiz but gave up when he realised it was completely pointless rather than just mostly. He spent the rest of the lesson doodling over the quiz, front and back, and didn’t bother handing it in on the way out.

*

Harry soldiered his way through the rest of his lessons, taking on with the appropriate level of enthusiasm and seriousness the words of his teachers on how difficult the OWL year would be. None of his subjects had anything interesting to offer, at least in comparison with what Professor Dee had dangled in front of them during the first Alchemy lesson of the year. Arithmancy was to focus mainly on numerology that year, which was a branch of the field Harry had no particular interest in.

More ways to make shitty prophecies about how he’d have to spend the rest of his life fighting Dark wizards seemed like the last thing Harry wanted to learn about, but it was on the curriculum.

Ancient Runes had them learning Old Norse, which Harry thought would be utterly useless, but as Snape had insisted on Harry doing Runes, he put up with it. His core subjects were as they ever were, although at the very least, Charms and Transfiguration each offered some new practical skills that he could use in his daily life.

So that was something.

And just after lunch on the first Thursday back after the summer Harry had his first Alchemy lesson with the great Nicolas Flamel. That was a lesson worth waiting for, at least if the ancient alchemist was half as good a teacher as he was an alchemist.

Everyone arrived early to Alchemy that afternoon, including the handful of prefects who had other duties to attend to. Harry had rushed his group of first years to their lesson just so he wouldn’t be late, and he assumed Hermione had done the same thing.

It seemed as if nobody wanted to make a bad first impression on Mr Flamel. Unfortunately, sat at the very back of the classroom was the toad-like High Inquisitor. She said nothing as the students filed in and sat down, although she did stare. No one dared say a thing.

Mr Flamel himself, though, was late. Five minutes after the start of the lesson he wandered into the classroom dressed in plain brown robes like the ones he’d been wearing at the Welcome Feast. Up close he looked young – or perhaps not young, exactly, but youthful – and quite handsome. He walked with an air of nonchalance, an easy, unburdened gait. He took a seat behind his desk and took the register.

When he was done he looked out at the small class. He seemed quite content to completely ignore High Inquisitor Umbridge sat at the back of his classroom, and when he spoke, made no sign that he’d even noticed her presence.

“Well, good afternoon,” he said. He sounded like an Englishman, although Harry knew he was French. Or had been born in France hundreds of years ago, anyway. “Eight of you. John told me that’s a lot compared with the usual number. I’ve never taught more than three at once before, myself,” continued Flamel. “Do you know an extra sixty students tried switching into Alchemy once they realised I was going to be their teacher? We refused, of course. We only want those of you who chose Alchemy before they knew I was going to be here. Now, to address the erumpent in the corner… No, I will not be teaching you how to create a Philosopher’s Stone. No, I will not brew you any Elixir of Life. And no, I will not give you any gold. I am here to teach you the esoteric art and science of alchemy, and alchemy is primarily a business of self-transformation. Greedy fools get caught on the immortality and gold and forget that the Great Work of Alchemy is nothing less than the transformation of one’s own self and soul. One does not—cannot—progress as an alchemist without understanding this.”

Harry nodded along. What Mr Flamel was saying was all correct, of course, and nothing more than a reiteration of what Professor Dee had been teaching them the previous year… although unlike Dee, Flamel really could show them how to make a Philosopher’s Stone. All the books said alchemy was complex, difficult, and not especially practical until one got quite far along the path. But the basics still offered something exciting to the budding alchemist, and if Harry could clear the first hurdles, perhaps he could achieve one of the Great Works some day – assuming the whole Voldemort business wrapped up nicely.

“Hem, hem,” interjected Umbridge.

“Yes, Madam?” said Flamel, glancing over at Umbridge for the first time.

“You may address me as High Inquisitor,” Umbridge said. “Is this line of discussion pertinent to the OWL? Do our students need to engage in philosophical digressions which would be more suited to the salon, or do they need to learn the fundamentals of alchemy? I ask only because it is my understanding that the OWL in Alchemy is primarily concerned with students’ ability to perform the basic alchemical operations, their ability to use alchemical equipment safely, and so on. Is this not the case?”

“Alchemy is unlike any of the other magical arts you have studied High Inquisitor, or indeed, which any of our young minds here will study. One might say that alchemy is predicated upon philosophical digression! It is a process, a journey; I myself have not achieved all there is to achieve on the path, although I have gone farther than most,” Flamel said. “I have not, for example, succeeded in creating a Universal Panacea—have not come anywhere close to it, in fact. This may come as a surprise to you all—it certainly came as one to me. I had long thought that with the creation of a Philosopher’s Stone I would have reached the apex of the field, that I would wield almost God-like power in my hands and achieve everything that alchemy could ever achieve. Alas, it was not so. And so, Madam High Inquisitor, I come to your question—is what I am discussing pertinent to the students and their OWL? Yes, it is. Alchemy requires a particular kind of mind to understand it; it requires a temperament not often found in the ordinary witch—or wizard. If what I am saying now seems too complex, too difficult, too obtuse, or pointless—you should not be in this classroom. Leave now, because no amount of schooling in how to use an athanor correctly will make you an alchemist.” Flamel paused as if waiting for anyone to leave.

Harry doubted anyone had even considered it even if they’d found what Flamel was saying to be too strange. There were eight students brave – or foolish – enough to take a full Alchemy OWL. Harry assumed at least half of the class wanted an Alchemy OWL solely for applications to good healing apprenticeships, so would stick it out just for that. Harry knew Theodore had no intentions of becoming a working alchemist – he just liked obscure magic. Hermione was known to tackle the most difficult subjects and academic challenges wherever offered, so she wouldn’t get up and go anywhere.

And Harry simply liked alchemy.

“All staying? Wonderful,” said Flamel. “Now, one last thing—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge again.

“Do you need to visit the Hospital Wing, Dolores?” asked Flamel. “If you do, please feel free. We shall not wait, of course, as this is only an hour session and we have a lot of work to do, but if your cough is bothering you so, do not let us keep you.”

“I was merely concerned that we do not seem to be covering the recommended content,” said Umbridge, smiling. “For example, the Ministry-approved syllabus for the Alchemy OWL states—”

“Madam, I know full well what it says, as I wrote the damned thing!” Flamel said. “I understand the impatience of youth and mortality well, High Inquisitor, but it is nevertheless rude to interrupt an instructor in his lecturing. So, if you will allow me to finish my lecture, perhaps you will see that we shall cover—in due time—all that which needs to be covered?” Flamel didn’t stop to allow Umbridge a response. “As per the Ministry-approved syllabus we shall cover this year the basic operations of alchemical equipment; you shall—with Professor Dee—undertake two of the fundamental alchemical works and, if successful, progress to the third; and of course we shall undertake a basic study of spagyric which shall be most useful to those of you seeking an illustrious career as a healer. As our hour grows short and we find ourselves under the eyes of a watcher, we shall not pause to discuss or synthesise what we have learned. Instead we shall press on at a pace most ungentlemanly, and which I expect shall be too quick for you all to gain anything useful from it.”

Flamel continued his lecture by demonstrating the proper setup of the basic alchemical equipment, pausing every so often to ask a question or explain some of the trickier bits of kit. Umbridge said nothing after her last interruption, although she did scratch furiously onto her parchment for the whole of the rest of the lesson. Harry felt like Flamel was holding back, that he’d prepared a lot more commentary and perhaps anecdotes from his long years of alchemical practice. Still, there would be other lessons without the High Inquisitor watching them, and Harry could look forward to those at least.

When the lesson ended all eight budding alchemists hurried from the room, keen to be as far away from the High Inquisitor as possible, and Harry was free for the rest of the day.

*

Harry’s first lesson of the last day of his first week back at school was History of Magic. Ordinarily Harry wouldn’t have been quite so interested in a morning History of Magic session, but as his new teacher was Perenelle Flamel – immortal wife of Nicolas Flamel – he felt cautiously optimistic that the lesson would be at least more interesting than one led by Professor Binns.

Even the classroom was different, as Binns was apparently still haunting the old one. Professor Flamel had chosen an airy classroom overlooking one of the castle’s interior courtyards. With large, patterned windows and a host of intricate murals along the walls, Professor Flamel’s classroom was quite the contrast with Binns’s old one.

Unfortunately when Harry strode into the room along with his friends – their only daytime lesson of the week all together – he saw High Inquisitor Umbridge sat at the back of the classroom, clad in her bright pink robes and false smile. Students filtered in, seemingly without end, and everyone seemed caught in the dilemma of whether it was better to sit nearer to the teacher or to the High Inquisitor herself.

Harry took a desk next to Blaise in the third row. Once everyone was in, Professor Flamel closed the classroom door with a flick of her wand and got up from her desk in a swirl of robes.

“Good morning, class,” she said, her voice lightly accented, but not like any French accent Harry had ever heard. She looked young – far younger than her years – and moved almost with an exuberant gait. Her clothing was not quite fashionable, at least to Harry’s untrained eyes, but there was a kind of elegance about her that Harry supposed people like Daphne would have appreciated – even if she was wearing an exotic bird as a hat.

“I am Professor Flamel and I will be your History of Magic instructor following the retirement of Professor Binns. I don’t want any of you to worry about this, because it really isn’t an issue at all, but up until now Professor Binns had you all working from a rather stripped back and—to be frank—outdated interpretation of the syllabus. While it was Ministry-approved it was sorely lacking in several key areas required to make good historians of you all, and so we—my colleagues in the newly re-established History Department—have endeavoured to make it fit for the modern era.”

Professor Flamel paused.

“Not an easy task, I should have you know—given the rather sudden expectation to put together a whole department and an updated and revised curriculum due to the Ministry’s newfound desire to—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “It is not the role of a Hogwarts instructor to cast aspersions on, or criticise in any way, the Ministry and its workings.”

“My dear girl,” Perenelle Flamel said, “I am quite sure that I know already what is to be expected of me in my role—I have taught before, you know. Several times over the centuries, and once even at Hogwarts! Had I been allowed to finish my statement—and I do commend you on your zealous dischargement of your duties although it was in this instance quite misplaced—I would have gone on to applaud the Ministry and its desire to improve educational outcomes for all of its charges. It has been quite some time since the Ministry chose to undertake a review of its curricula and some of the guidance was woefully inadequate. Fortunately, after young Albus managed to liaise with the Department of Magical Education this summer, we have been able to set a quite challenging but very interesting, updated syllabus with an OWL examination to match! Indeed, I believe this is the case for each and every one of your other subjects this year, although—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge again. “Is it the purview of a history teacher to discuss other subjects?”

“Well, High Inquisitor, it’s very interesting that you ask that question because as historians—and historians of magic in particular—we must discuss and consider perspectives, opinions, and events from across all magical disciplines. So in a sense the job of an historian is to discuss and contextualise—”

“Be that as it may,” said Umbridge, interrupting, “I think it would be best that you do not directly discuss the work of your colleagues—it is not pertinent to the work of a professor of history at this school.”

Harry fought the urge to look back at Umbridge. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself any more than simply being Harry Potter already would have. It seemed as if Umbridge had something particular against the Flamels, or at least in their capacity as teachers. Perhaps because of their public friendship with Dumbledore, or perhaps because they were commonly seen as being outside of the regular hierarchy of things.

Perhaps even because they’d replaced a Ministry-approved instructor the High Inquisition had wanted to install instead. There had to have been a reason Dumbledore had reached out to the Flamels that year, and why they had decided to come and teach, when theoretically they could have done so at any point in the last … however many decades.

Whatever it was meant that Umbridge felt it necessary to personally inspect their lessons. Harry just hoped it wouldn’t be the case for every single lesson he had with the Flamels.

“Of course!” said Professor Flamel. She leaned back against her desk. “Let’s get on, then—not with a lecture per se, because we still have the administrative minutiae to get past. The new curriculum requires an understanding of how to be an historian, which of course will form the backbone of everything we do this year, but particular topics of interest to us will be the development of witchcraft and wizardry across these islands, from the earliest Neolithic wizards right up to the founding of the Ministry of Magic. We will of course consider the goblin rebellions—although perhaps not in quite so much detail as dear Cuthbert would have liked—which given the current political climate is maybe more important than ever—”

“Hem, hem. It is not the job of the History of Magic Professor to profess an opinion, nor to offer commentary on, current political events,” Umbridge said. “You will refrain from doing such.”

Harry heard the scratching of her quill against her parchment.

Umbridge can write what she likes, Harry thought, but I don’t think either Flamel gives a shit…

“As you say, High Inquisitor,” said Flamel with an easy smile. “Could I possibly make a small request? It may be best if you saved your critique and advice for after my lecture, as I have only a single hour with my budding historians and there is quite a lot to get through even without constant interruption. I assure you that I will be properly chastised and contrite should I overstep in any way when you deliver your commentary even if it is delivered to myself alone at the end of the lesson—but I am concerned for the students, you see. I do not wish to waste their time—or indeed, yours. I find myself with an overabundance of time, but I understand that is not the case for everyone and so I am always very keen to act efficiently. I promise that I will act upon every one of your points once I am aware of them but I am ever conscious that there is quite a lot of work to be done, and not a lot of time to do it.”

“We shall have much to discuss, Professor Flamel,” Umbridge said after a few moments. “You may proceed.”

Umbridge wouldn’t have liked that, Harry knew. She seemed like the sort of person to view any threat to her authority, no matter how small, as a personal attack. He just hoped Professor Flamel hadn’t gone too far, because her course plan sounded interesting, and her delivery was far more engaging than Binns’s had ever been.

If she was sacked now, right at the start of the year, Harry feared the class would end up with someone worse than Binns.

Perhaps even Umbridge herself.

“So as I was saying, class, this year we will be…” continued Flamel. She managed to get through the rest of her lecture without further interruption from Umbridge, but the toad-like witch sat at the back of the classroom furiously scratching her quill against her parchment. No doubt once the students were gone she would have quite a lot to say to Perenelle Flamel.

“…and for homework, I want a short essay—no more than five paragraphs—on your favourite period of history which we will study this year!” finished up Professor Flamel. “You may go!”

The classroom erupted into chaos as everyone hurried to get away from the High Inquisitor.

“Professor Flamel already seems like a much better teacher than Binns,” said Daphne as their little group of Slytherins walked away from the History Department’s corridor. “Doesn’t she?”

“I thought so too!” said Tracey. “And I bet she knows loads and loads—I mean, she lived through lots of things, didn’t she?”

“I wasn’t expecting her to be that fit, to be honest,” said Blaise. “When someone’s hundreds of years old, you know, they don’t tend to be…”

“She’s not really an ordinary old woman though, is she?” said Millicent.

“True,” said Blaise. “But my point was, she’s still really fit. Like, much too fit to be a teacher.”

Harry didn’t disagree. But with her being hundreds of years old and married, that seemed irrelevant. Certainly not important in his day-to-day, anyway.

“I hope we don’t have Umbridge in too many of our lessons, personally,” Harry said. “She was in Alchemy was Mr Flamel too and wouldn’t let him give the lesson. Same as with Professor Flamel really, although Mr Flamel was more polite.”

Although only just.

“She’s going to be here all year, so I wouldn’t count on that,” said Blaise. “I think we’re in for the long haul, mate.”

Harry groaned.

“At least there are a few Inquisitors so it’s not just her,” offered Tracey. “Some of the other ones seem quite nice.”

“Which means they’re probably bigger arseholes than Umbridge—they’re just better at keeping it secret,” said Blaise.

Harry opened his mouth to reply, but then realised he had to be somewhere else.

“Ugh. I’ve got to go grab my first years again—at least I’ll be done after this week,” Harry said. “See you all at lunch.”

Harry peeled off from the rest of the group – although Daphne did go in the other direction to collect her own students. He had Potions with Snape next, and although being a prefect with prefect’s duties meant Snape shouldn’t be too upset with Harry being late, he still didn’t want to chance it.

Snape could be funny like that.

So Harry hurried towards his first years and got them where they needed to be, then headed straight for double Potions with Snape.
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The second week back at school was a welcome thing indeed for Harry, as it meant the end of his escort duties and the resumption of a much more normal school schedule. Not totally, as it also meant that Harry had to start doing his prefect’s rounds and patrols, but wandering about the castle on his own was a much more pleasant task than ferrying first years from one room to another.

It was, in fact, something Harry often did on his own anyway, although under cover of his Invisibility Cloak and under fear of being caught. That, at least, was one benefit of being a prefect, he supposed – he got to see bits of the castle he wanted to explore further and couldn’t be told off for doing it.

“We’ve been put up around the Owlery tonight, Harry,” said Daphne at breakfast on the second Friday of term. “I did ask Shafiq if we could swap it for tomorrow but he said no—Diggory wants us there, apparently.”

“Really? Why?” asked Harry.

Daphne glanced up and down the table, then leaned over to Harry.

“I heard he put Draco and Pansy there all this week, but Draco’s just never turned up. So we’re to replace them tonight. Between you and me, I don’t think Draco has been carrying out his duties properly and Diggory wants him replaced.”

Harry nodded. That made sense – Draco was unlikely to want to actually discharge his duties as a prefect, especially with how the students had started talking about his scars. It didn’t surprise Harry at all that he was skipping his assignments. Still, it wasn’t Diggory’s decision whether he was removed or not – that ultimately rested with Dumbledore if Snape refused to do it.

And as Snape and Dumbledore had allowed Draco to become a prefect in the first place, Harry doubted they would step in for anything less than completely unacceptable behaviour.

“And we’re still meant to do the third floor at the weekend?” Harry asked.

Daphne nodded.

“We are. Owlery tonight, third floor this weekend. I could well do without it, you know, but—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge from her throne at the High Table, the little cough she put on magically enhanced so that it carried throughout the massive space in the Great Hall.

It had little effect. The students kept on talking, some even louder than before.

So Umbridge coughed again.

“Your High Inquisitor has an announcement,” she said after her second cough. Gradually the din in the Hall died down and Umbridge continued. “The High Inquisition announces the resumption of official and organised extracurricular activities and groups—in a preliminary state pending a full review of their purposes, activities, and official supervision.” Umbridge paused.

That didn’t sound especially promising to Harry. ‘Pending a full review’ sounded ominous indeed, and was no doubt intended to allow Umbridge to display her powers and the full extent of the High Inquisition’s authority within the school. And if Umbridge found reason to she would no doubt cancel or otherwise impede the clubs she didn’t like.

“The relevant members of staff will have their own announcements to make after I am finished,” Umbridge continued, “but they must wait. In accordance with the latest Educational Decree—Educational Decree Number Four—the High Inquisition will start to undertake interviews with randomly selected students to gain a fuller and more detailed picture of life at Hogwarts and, further than this, what deficiencies there may or may not be. The first of these interviews shall take place on Monday and will continue throughout the year.”

Umbridge smiled widely.

 There is no need to be alarmed as these interviews are solely to inform and educate the Ministry—through the High Inquisition—on the student experience of school life. What we learn in these interviews will go a very long way to helping create and maintain the very best learning environment for our pupils and we look forward to learning how we can help you all further! Remember that the Ministry cares!” said Umbridge. “That is all for now.” She sat back down in her throne.

Hooch stood up after her.

“Quidditch try-outs have been organised for next weekend,” Hooch said. “This year due to significantly increased demand we have decided to run two House teams for each House—along with a double league. Anyone interested should see the sign-up sheets posted in House Common Rooms by the Quidditch Captains. We had a great go last year at the Triwizard Tournament with a number of winners in the events and following this success the Flying Department has decided to expand the number of recreational flight sports offered this year. So we’re happy to announce the start of Flight Club with a taster session this weekend for anyone interested in broom racing, hazard flying, or agility. Of course, anyone who participated in last year’s events is welcome to return too. That’s all.”

Flight Club sounded promising, although Harry couldn’t say whether he was up for it and his prefect’s duties. Not with the Inquisition lurking around every corner. But the thought of getting back on a hazard course, or taking part in a speed race, was alluring even so…

Hooch sat back down, only for Flitwick to get to his feet to make his own announcement.

“Following on from Madam Hooch’s announcement I am very pleased to announce that we have decided to continue with Duelling Club as well!” Flitwick said, and with much more enthusiasm than either Umbridge or Hooch.

“I’d like to welcome anyone who wants to attend to join us in the Duelling Arena which we have repurposed since the Triwizard Tournament last year. Duelling Club is open to all students, including first years, this year even those who have never duelled before.” He paused. “Even those who have duelled before, including at the Circuit level! We plan to meet twice weekly, with a weekday and a weekend session. We will of course post more information on the noticeboards! Thank you all.”

After Flitwick sat down there were a few other announcements made by other members of staff, but Harry wasn’t interested in any of them – not even the new clubs started by former Wandwright’s teachers. Outside of Duelling and Flight Clubs Harry didn’t think he wanted to add anything else that would drain his precious moments of free time further than it already would be.

By the end of breakfast, though, not even the announcements about clubs and societies could shift attention away from the High Inquisition and its interviews. It was the only thing Harry could hear throughout the Hall.

“I’ll bet you five galleons there’s nothing random at all about who Umbridge chooses for interviews,” said Blaise, glancing over at Harry.

“That’s not a bet I’m going to take,” Harry said. “She’s obviously got an agenda. Still can’t figure out what exactly, but…” He shrugged. “We’ll see on Monday, I suppose.”

“I think probably some of the selections will be random,” Tracey said. “Or most, probably. I mean, I think she’s just fishing for dirt on teachers and things like that.”

“It’s all a bit much,” said Millicent. “Interviews all through the year?”

“I usually don’t agree with Daddy about things like this,” Daphne said, “but I really do think this is Ministry overreach. Trying to get us to inform on our teachers…”

“I suppose we’ll just have to tell the truth and hope for the best,” Harry said. “It’s not like there’s anything to say really, anyway, is there? The worst teacher was Binns and he’s not a teacher anymore.”

“Well, it’s not like Trelawney’s drink problem is a secret,” said Blaise.

“And I like his lessons,” said Millicent, “but some people do think Mr Hagrid is a bit reckless.”

“Professor Dee does say some outrageous things, too,” said Daphne.

“And Snape can be horrible when he’s in a bad mood, really outrageously nasty sometimes,” added Tracey.

Harry grimaced.

“Alright, yeah. All fair points. I can see how that would be, er, not the best look in front of the Ministry.” He shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it, is there?”

“No,” said Tracey. “Oh, but there was a bit of good news, wasn’t there?” she said. “Duelling Club is back on! Do you want to sign up? I know you’re going to be really busy this year but I thought, well, after how we did in the Circuit’s tournament in the summer it would be good to keep at it…

“I was looking forward to Duelling Club,” Harry said. “I’m glad they started it back up. I’m going to try Flight Club too.”

“Not Quidditch?” asked Blaise. “You wanted to play Seeker. I’m well up for Duelling Club, though.”

“I’ve got too much going on,” Harry said. “Maybe if Snape hadn’t made me a prefect…”

“Maybe if you hadn’t gone and picked Triple As,” Blaise said, “you’d have a bit more time.”

“I didn’t—” Harry started, but then gave up. “Whatever.”

“There’s a lot going on this year, though, isn’t there?” said Daphne. “So it’s not all bad, even though… well…” Daphne shrugged. “I’m not a big fan of the Inquisition, but some of the new clubs sound really fun, don’t they? I’m looking forward to Art Club. And we wouldn’t have got the chance otherwise…”

Harry supposed that was true, although it wasn’t quite enough for him to consider the Inquisition’s presence worth the palaver.

“I guess there is that,” Blaise said. “If you can get past Umbridge and all her goons. Well, as long as they don’t mess with Duelling Club I’m not too bothered—the Inquisition seems more like a headache for Dumbledore and the teachers at the moment.”

“We should get going,” said Tracey. “We’ve got History with Professor Flamel and breakfast is nearly over.”

Harry checked his watch. Tracey was right, and he didn’t want to be late, not with the promise of an actually interesting lesson ahead of them. With luck there would be no Inquisitors sitting in and Professor Flamel could really get going.

Blaise sighed.

“Yeah, alright,” he said.

The rest of the group – Harry included – finished up with their breakfast and got up to head to History. The threat of Umbridge and her interviews sat at the back of Harry’s mind, but even so, he couldn’t help but look forward to getting back in the air again after that summer’s flight school.

*

After a leisurely breakfast on Saturday morning – since he’d traded his Homework Club supervision with Daphne – Harry made his way onto the grounds with his Firebolt in hand, ready for the first session of Flight Club. Or for the taster session, anyway, even though he already knew what it was about. He’d got the taste for hazard flying the previous year even though the Firebolt wasn’t quite the best broom for it, and agility sounded promising. Racing would be a bit of wash, Harry thought, given that no one else had a broom in the same league as his and the school brooms were generally poor, but he didn’t have to participate in everything.

He could just do bits and pieces. That would be alright and doing it that way meant Harry could dip in and out and structure his activities around his duties.

Flight Club was set to take place at the Quidditch Pitch, which had been put back to normal after the previous year’s modifications. A welcome sight, if a little strange given its absence the previous year.

When Harry arrived there were plenty already in attendance, waiting outside of the stands with their brooms in little groups. Some of the people there were competitors in the Triwizard events the previous year, although many weren’t. Some were even first years, stood about without brooms of their own, although most were older.

Even Draco had come along, his shiny Nimbus 2001 cradled in his arms – and his new scars bright against the skin of his forehead. Draco stood with a group of Slytherins, people Harry ordinarily would have gone to stand with… so Harry simply nodded towards them and looked for someone else.

The Weasley twins were both there, along with a group of other Gryffindors Harry didn’t know at all.

That’s an option, I suppose, Harry thought. He’d been at flight school with one of the twins, and the other had attended the Circuit tournament in Austria, so he knew them well enough. Still, the crowd of Gryffindors made for an unappealing mass, so Harry settled for a little nod towards the Weasleys and looked elsewhere for his company.

Oh, thank God, Harry thought when he saw Ernie stood along with Justin and two unfamiliar girls. Harry headed right for them.

“Morning,” he said when he arrived. “Didn’t think I’d see you here, Justin!”

The slender wizard shrugged.

“You know, I finally persuaded my parents I ought to get a broom—nothing so flash as a Firebolt, mind you, just a Nimbus—and I thought I should learn to use it properly. Ernie convinced me it was proper.”

“We tried a bit of Quidditch this summer at mine,” Ernie said, “and he was awful at it. So I just thought, you know, a bit more practise might go over well. Never know when you might need good broom handling, do you?”

Harry nodded along. It was a fair point. Many and varied though the travel options in the wizarding world were, Harry didn’t think it sensible to go about without halfway decent broom skills.

“Fair enough.” He turned towards the two new girls. “Er, we’ve not met, I don’t think—I’m Harry,” he said.

The taller of the two girls – almost deathly pale, paler than Draco even – gasped slightly when Harry spoke.

“I know about you, of course,” she said, her voice quiet.

“Oh, Vi, that’s not how you introduce yourself!” said the other girl, a slightly pudgy girl with red hair and pigtails. “Cordelia Happenstance—of the Gamp’s Bottom Happenstances,” she said, as if that was supposed to mean something to Harry. She offered Harry her hand.

Unsure of what to do with it, Harry shook it awkwardly, but by the look on Cordelia’s face, that was the wrong thing to have done.

Can’t be helped, Harry thought. He wasn’t about to kiss her hand like some of the wizards he’d seen do. That was just weird.

“And this is Octavia,” Cordelia continued. “You’ll have to forgive her—she’s a bit shy. We’re not used to all this, you see. We were both home-schooled before this year, so sometimes it’s all a little bit much. Especially for Vi—she really doesn’t get out that much.”

Octavia – Vi – turned bright red.

Ernie coughed.

“My mum and Cordelia’s mum are friends,” Ernie said. “So we knew each other already.”

That explained why Cordelia was with Ernie and Justin at Flight Club, Harry supposed.

Harry reached for something bland to say.

“I suppose it is all a bit different, coming here from home-schooling,” he settled on.

“Oh, yes—very different!” said Octavia. “I’d always wanted to come to Hogwarts, but my… father thought it was a bad idea. So I was home-schooled with tutors.”

“We had some of the same tutors, actually,” said Cordelia, “so we already knew each other. We had lessons together sometimes. But it is much more exciting here at school! So many more people to see, lots of things to do. And it’s lovely not having to be around Mummy and Daddy all of the time, although do you know, I actually miss them already? It’s a little strange not being home. Did you feel the same way when you got here the first time?”

“It must be nice knowing some people already,” Harry said once he’d processed the torrent of words. “When I got here I didn’t know anyone—until the train, anyway.” And he’d certainly been glad to get out of Privet Drive. A pleasant enough place, but it was only upon finding Hogwarts and the wizarding world that Harry had realised he really didn’t fit into life in the muggle world.

Before either girl could reply, Hooch strode into the waiting mass of students and their brooms with a procession of boxes floating in the air after her. Trailing along after that were her new assistants.

“Alright, listen up you lot! I’ll only say this once. The first—and most important—rule of Flight Club is safety first! If you’ve yet to pass your Flying lessons—and that’s every last first year—you can still join, but there’s a bit of extra supervision. So first years will be with Mr Frogmore for the duration.” She gestured behind her at one of the wizards. “If you could go that way, that would be grand,” she said, prompting a chaotic few minutes of awkward shuffling about until the first years were all where they were supposed to be.

“Marvellous,” declared Hooch once they were done. “Next—as we’ve had quite a few new students in other years whose flight status is unconfirmed—anyone without a formal certificate should go and see Miss Featherstone. Chop, chop, now—we haven’t got all day.”

“That’s us!” said Cordelia. “Come on, Vi—best get going.” She grasped her tall companion by the wrist and pulled her away from the rest of the group.

Once they were gone, Ernie sighed.

“Delia’s lovely, really,” he said, “but she doesn’t half go on. Sorry if she was a bit much.”

“She was alright,” Harry said. “Honestly, sometimes it’s just not nice having to think of anything much to say. Who was the other one, again? Octavia? Ever met her before?”

“Not until she Sorted Hufflepuff,” Ernie said. “But I have heard of her—her father is a confirmed bachelor if you know what I mean, and he’s never been linked with anyone, but she exists. So, you know, people talk, don’t they?” Ernie shrugged. “Never met her before, though. Whole family’s a bit reclusive, at least that’s what Mum always says. Mr Octavius never goes to any of her parties and she always invited him.”

Harry wasn’t quite sure what Ernie meant, but it didn’t matter as Hooch was ready to press on.

“For the rest of you we’ll be splitting into two groups—people who competed in last year’s flight competitions, and people who didn’t. We shan’t be doing it this way all year, but to start with we want to give a bit of extra attention to those of you who need it—and those who don’t can just get up in the air and get on with things.” She paused. “New starters to the left, veterans to the right. Come on then, we’re wasting time stood around on the ground! This is Flight Club!”

“Well, I suppose that’s me,” Harry said. “See you later, then.”

He moved off to the left along with the other veterans of the Triwizard Tournament. Harry thought – after a quick look around – everyone who’d made it to the competition had come to Flight Club. Even Diggory, whose Head Boy status, along with NEWTs, meant he would have a very tough year ahead of him indeed.

Harry supposed he wanted a good outlet for all that energy and frustration. He could relate, even though all he had was regular prefect duties and OWLs.

Of course, the fact that all of the other Triwizard competitors were there off to one side meant that Harry’s plan to avoid Draco was scuppered, but that was life. A minor annoyance, especially next to the fact that Voldemort lived at Draco’s house. And also in Draco’s father’s head. Draco remained with the Slytherins who’d made it through, so Harry headed towards where the Weasleys stood with Chang and a few others. He’d managed to avoid any awkward confrontations with Draco since coming back to school and he didn’t intend to ruin the first session of Flight Club with one.

Even if they would eventually have to address what had happened at the end of the Triwizard Tournament.

“Alright?” Harry said once he reached the little group. It was always a little awkward joining a bunch of acquaintances, but he did know the Weasleys fairly well after that summer’s outings in Italy and Austria, so it wasn’t all bad. And fortunately, Hooch had the veterans up in the air not long after, and Harry got to do some much-needed flying.

No hazard flying, but for the first session, Harry didn’t mind that.

At least it was free from Umbridge and her Inquisitorial goons. Harry spent the rest of his morning flying laps, racing, and getting to grips with the agility course Hooch had organised, and by the time Flight Club ended and lunch started, he was glad for it.

*

At breakfast on Monday morning a black-robed Inquisitor – Harry recognised him from lessons as Inquisitor Arlecchino – came to the Slytherin table.

“I really hope we don’t—” Millicent was saying, but she stopped abruptly as Arlecchino stopped at their section of the table, right where Harry was sat. To Harry it felt like everyone at the Slytherin table had gone silent as Arlecchino approached.

“Potter. You’ve been summoned by the High Inquisitor for an interview.”

“Er, right now?” Harry said. He glanced down at his toast. “Or… after breakfast?”

Arlecchino shrugged.

“After breakfast if you’re still eating. I can wait.”

He stood there, watching, silent.

“I… er… we’ll just go now, I suppose,” Harry said after glancing around at his friends. Nobody would want to finish up their breakfasts with an Inquisitor stood over them, and they all had lessons to get to. Harry at least had a free period. Harry grabbed the last piece of toast on his plate and stood up.  He could eat while he walked.

“See you later,” he said to his friends as he left the table with the Inquisitor.

Arlecchino led Harry away from the Great Hall and up through the castle, presumably to wherever Umbridge had an office. Harry stayed quiet; the Inquisitors all reported to Umbridge, and anything he said would no doubt be relayed to the High Inquisitor. No sense in giving up anything voluntarily.

“The High Inquisitor is usually much too busy to deal with little things like these interviews—that’s why she has us,” Arlecchino said eventually as they ascended the castle stairs. “But given the fuss you’ve been involved in she made an exception.”

My arse she’s too busy, Harry thought. Her job was making a nuisance of herself in whatever way she could, and to gather dirt on Dumbledore and the school for whatever purpose the Ministry had in mind. She spent her days sitting in on lessons, asking pointless questions and coughing like an elderly muggle smoker.

That was bad enough, but the whole Inquisition and the bloody Educational Decrees had Voldemort – and Lucius Malfoy’s – fingerprints all over. Not content with just meddling in the trial, Umbridge had found her way to Hogwarts. Harry could only hope her goal was to frustrate Lucius Malfoy as much as it was to interfere with the school. Harry would have to be careful with everything he said, as after the Ministry got done with his words, they would inevitably make their way back to Voldemort no matter how Umbridge spun them.

“It’s been an eventful couple of years,” Harry said eventually, as Arlecchino seemed to be waiting for a response.

“Yes, it has, hasn’t it? Kidnapped by Sirius Black, competitor in the Triwizard events, all that bother with the Malfoy lad—”

“I wasn’t kidnapped by Sirius Black,” Harry said. “I was kidnapped by Professor Quirrell. And Mr Malfoy used the Imperius Curse on me—my duel with Draco was nothing compared with that.” Although technically, in the eyes of the law, the matter of assault hadn’t received a ruling, Harry had no qualms talking about it.

He doubted Malfoy would dare take the matter to arbitration for defamation.

“My mistake,” said Arlecchino. “You are in the papers often enough one can get confused, you know.”

By then they’d reached Umbridge’s office, which was situated on the same floor as Dumbledore’s, although in a different corridor. Some sort of powerplay, no doubt, designed to underline Umbridge’s authority as High Inquisitor. Arlecchino rapped on the door with his bone-white fist.

“You may enter,” called Umbridge after leaving them wait for a minute or so.

“Inquisitor Arlecchino here with the Potter boy, High Inquisitor,” Arlecchino said. “As per your instructions.”

“Good, good,” Umbridge said. “Mr Potter, please, come inside and take a seat. We have much to discuss, you and I.”

Harry stepped inside Umbridge’s spacious office, although Arlecchino lingered at the door.

“You may go, Inquisitor,” Umbridge said.

Arlecchino shut the door and then left. Harry glanced around the room. It looked like a little girl’s rendition of an office space, filled with ghastly artworks depicting kittens and other such cute things, with lots of lace and pink ornaments. It was far past what aunt Petunia would consider tasteful, and Harry thought that even she would balk at some of the little porcelain figures scattered about the office.

“Sit, sit,” said Umbridge. “We don’t have all morning—you have Charms next, and I wouldn’t want you to be late!” she said. She smiled, and it was something approaching warm. Sort of.

Harry took a seat opposite Umbridge’s desk.

“Good morning, Mr Potter. May I call you Harry? Would you like a biscuit? Tea? A cake? They’re quite good—I baked them myself.” Umbridge gestured to a teapot and a platter of little treats on her desk.

Harry eyed the offerings warily. He’d just had breakfast, so he wasn’t hungry, but even if he had been he wasn’t sure he trusted anything Umbridge had to give. Especially not anything she’d made herself. God only knew what she’d put in them. Veritaserum was the least of his worries.

But for all that they did look delicious.

“No, thank you, High Inquisitor—I had a big breakfast, you see,” Harry said.

Umbridge smiled, although it didn’t reach her eyes.

“Perhaps next time, then, Harry.” She moved the platter away. “Now then, I do suppose you’re wondering just why I’ve called you in her today. You needn’t be alarmed—it really is as I’ve been saying. The entire purpose of the High Inquisition is to make things better for all young wizards and witches in this country, but to do that we need to gather information. You aren’t in any trouble at all—nobody is, not yet. But because of your… unique… position and the events which have, through no fault of your own I’m quite sure, befallen you since your arrival at school we—that is to say, I—felt it appropriate to begin my student interviews with you. Does this all make sense, my dear?”

Harry couldn’t say he was a fan of Umbridge’s over-familiar approach, but he didn’t think it wise to object just then. She was after something, and he didn’t want to get distracted by matters of etiquette when there was potentially something much more sinister afoot. He pretended to consider her words, although he already knew them for obfuscation. Someone was in trouble – Dumbledore, surely – whatever the outcome of the interviews, and probably whatever teachers got in Umbridge’s way, too.

“Yes, High Inquisitor. That makes sense,” he said.

“That’s wonderful, Harry. I’m told you’re quite the clever young man. A Slytherin, too—did you know that I was a Slytherin when I was at school? So that’s something we have in common. Isn’t that nice?” Umbridge smiled again. “You know, Slytherins go quite far in this world, Harry. I was once Undersecretary to the Minister, until I was asked—personally by Minister Fudge—to become High Inquisitor. Have you ever considered a career in the Ministry? It could be quite rewarding for you. Public service is its own reward of course, but between you and me, the perks are quite nice as well! But, well, we can talk of this another time, can’t we?” she said.

Harry fought the urge to grimace. Umbridge was laying it on thick, all unctuous schmooze, overbearing to the point where it certainly wouldn’t work… but Harry had to keep it from his face. The implication Umbridge was trying so hard to create was, of course, that if Harry co-operated, good things would happen to him. Things which Umbridge could facilitate. A direct conduit to Minister Fudge’s ear, perhaps.

The problem for Umbridge was that Harry wanted absolutely nothing she could give him, or even anything that she could promise to give him. He had enough gold to never need a job as long as he was sensible, and the papers already wrote lies about him, so even a bit of bad publicity wasn’t the end of the world.

“How would you describe your experience here at school, Harry?” Umbridge said next. “You were raised by… muggles, yes? Would you say the staff here has done a good job of… acclimating you to your new environment?”

“I—er—” said Harry.

What’s she after? Harry wondered.

“I’ve had a really good time here,” Harry said. “It was a bit strange at first—so many new things, new words to learn, everything really—but all the teachers were really helpful.” Except for Binns, who wasn’t entirely certain what century it was, and Snape, who wasn’t very helpful to anyone… and Quirrell, who had been a Death Eater with Voldemort growing out of the back of his head – but that was a special case. Everyone else had been fine.

Flitwick had been great. Helpful with everything at Diagon Alley, enthusiastic as an instructor… no complaints there at all.

Harry thought a bit more on the muggle-raised background angle. It was a similar approach to the one Rita Skeeter had used in some of her articles about him. The suggestion that being raised by muggles was … something. Something detrimental. Or at the very least, slightly embarrassing.


  But why?


“And honestly, I don’t think I was at any disadvantage coming here from a muggle background,” Harry decided to say. “In first year we have Foundational Skills with Madame Helix, and it’s really helpful for everyone—even the wizard raised students—because it covers so many different things. So even though it was a bit of an adjustment I’ve actually been really happy at Hogwarts.”

Umbridge scribbled something down onto a piece of parchment in front of her.

“You have done remarkably well for yourself since coming here,” Umbridge said after glancing down at a second piece of parchment. “Even after such a difficult start—the business in your first year with the late Quirinus Quirrell—you have exceeded expectations. Indeed, you are a prefect, you were a competitor in the Triwizard Tournament—a winner in several events, even. Your teachers are quite complimentary about you in their reports. Would you say there’s a particular professor or other member of staff who has helped you get where you are today?”

“I—er—no, not really,” Harry said. “I mean, it’s not like I did it all on my own—I had the same teachers as everyone else—but no one in particular…” He shrugged. “What I mean is, I appreciate all of my teachers, but none of them stand out as ever giving me special attention or anything like that.”

“No?” said Umbridge. “Not even Professor Flitwick? I understand you spent quite a lot of time with him last year, in preparation for your duelling events, and I am told he was the teacher who introduced you to our society.”

What’s her angle? Harry thought. She had something in mind, something she was digging for. He’d spent more time with Flitwick than any of the other teachers, that was true, but only because Flitwick had devoted quite a bit of time to the Triwizard duellists over and above his usual duties as Head of House and Master of Charms.

But that was just Flitwick. He was like that.

“Flitwick—Professor Flitwick—is a really good teacher,” Harry said carefully, “and he was really helpful last year with the duelling… but he was helpful to everyone who progressed in the competition. But he’s like that in lessons too, you know, always knows how to make a topic fun and explains it really well. And he was really helpful when he picked me up and told me about magic—he even explained how the money here works when we went to my vault.”

“He escorted you—personally—to Diagon Alley? And your vault?” asked Umbridge. “Where were your guardians?”

Oh, shit, thought Harry. Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned anything about that. The other muggleborns – muggle raised – students had all gone together to the Alley on a specified day, along with their parents or other guardians. Harry’s situation had been … different. Had Flitwick even been allowed to do that? Harry assumed so, and that the Ministry had known about it, since it was at the height of the Sirius panic, just after he’d escaped Azkaban.

Maybe Umbridge was just fishing for something.

“Er—yes,” Harry said. “It was back when Sirius—Sirius Black had just escaped from Azkaban, so when he came to get me my aunt and uncle were, er, they were scared to go into Diagon Alley. You know, because they’re muggles and with everything…” Harry shrugged again. It was a decent enough excuse, and one someone like Umbridge would be expecting from muggles anyway.

“So once Professor Flitwick explained everything, we went into London to get my things. It was easier that way. I think the Auror Office knew because they followed my aunt and uncle home.” Harry paused. “And it would have been more dangerous for me to go with everyone else, you know, because of the, er, Sirius Black thing.”

Harry hated dropping Sirius into it, but it was all true. It was always better to tell a lie with the truth than it was to invent something out of the aether, after all.

“I see,” said Umbridge after scribbling something onto her parchment. “You must understand, Harry dear, I am simply trying to ascertain whether or not anything improper has occurred. There are very strict rules when it comes to liaising with muggles and the muggle families of our students and it is ever so important that we adhere to them. But you needn’t worry—you aren’t in any trouble at all!”

Umbridge smiled again.

“Now, moving on… At the end of your first year at school you were kidnapped by then-Professor Quirrell. In your official statement—delivered through Headmaster Dumbledore in a departure from procedure—you mentioned the presence of Peter Pettigrew. Why was this?”

That hadn’t been the question Harry had expected Umbridge to ask about Quirrell and first year – not by a long stretch of his imagination. Harry had expected her to bring up all that stuff, as it was within her remit to ask about unusual circumstances at the school… but that? It hardly seemed relevant. Whether Harry had ever suspected Quirrell of any weirdness, or if… well… Harry wasn’t entirely sure what specific questions would be appropriate, but he knew there would have been such questions. But the specific question Umbridge had chosen seemed like it had come out of nowhere.

“Well, when Quirrell kidnapped me, he brought me to a room under the castle and he met up with another wizard. It wasn’t Sirius Black—I know what he looks like from all the posters and the photos—and Quirrell called him ‘Pettigrew’,” Harry said. “I didn’t actually—what I mean is, I never actually said it was Peter Pettigrew.”

As far as he remembered, that was all the papers’ doing – of course, that had been what Dumbledore had wanted.

“The papers said that. I just said what I heard, which was Quirrell calling the other wizard he was working with ‘Pettigrew’ and ‘Wormtail’. I’d never seen him before—not in pictures or anything like that. Honestly I’d only ever read about Peter Pettigrew before, and the books all said he was dead.”

“And you are quite sure that what you heard was ‘Pettigrew’? Not some other name, perhaps?” asked Umbridge.

Harry shook his head.

“It was definitely ‘Pettigrew’. Quirrell called the other wizard ‘Wormtail’ and ‘Pettigrew’,” Harry said. “Nothing else.”

Umbridge’s line of questioning didn’t seem at all pertinent to the stated aim of the High Inquisition, but Harry had always known it wasn’t really about what the Ministry had claimed. Maybe a bit, but it certainly wasn’t the whole reason.

He was just having trouble figuring out what the real reason was.

“I see,” said Umbridge. She scratched something else out onto her parchment. “I notice your official statement was emphatic on the absence of Sirius Black—which is very curious, as other credible witnesses placed him in Hogwarts on the evening of the events in question.”

Another question that didn’t seem at all relevant to the High Inquisition’s purpose. This one was something Harry had to tread carefully around, as he would have to outright lie to answer it.

“Because I didn’t see Sirius Black that day,” Harry said. “I saw Quirrell, who met up with that other wizard. Pettigrew. Wormtail. Whatever. But I never saw Sirius Black—I told the Aurors I found after escaping that. Er, Dawlish and Peakesbury. Sirius Black may well have been in the castle, but I never saw him.” Harry paused. “And wasn’t he seen all over the place on that same night? I read one article that said he was seen in Cornwall.”

“I am merely trying to ascertain the facts as you see them, Harry,” said Umbridge with that false little smile. “I am quite aware of the official sequence of events that day.” She wrote something else onto her parchment scroll. “In your opinion do you believe that the steps taken to ensure the security of students—your own safety included, even given your unique context—were sufficient? What, if anything, do you believe should or could have been done? Because for a staff member to abduct and injure a student is a very serious matter indeed, and one which cannot be allowed to happen ever again. That it happened even once is a symptom of a serious weakness in school policy.”

Not hiring a bloke with Voldemort stuck to the back of his head, Harry thought. But Quirrell had been a teacher prior to his association with Voldemort and had been picked for the Muggle Studies position not long after he’d finished school himself. Presumably he hadn’t been working with the down-on-his-luck Dark Lord while at school.

Background checks would have accomplished very little, and anything more thorough after the fact would have been considered far too invasive to be allowed without very good evidence for its necessity.

“I don’t think anything else could have been done, really,” Harry said. “Everyone thought the threat came from Sirius Black, didn’t they? So all the stuff that was being done—the Aurors, the Dark Detectors, teachers’ patrols—were looking for the wrong thing. They’d have to have been looking at the teachers, and nobody ever thought that… er… you know.”

Umbridge wrote something down onto her parchment.

“How would you describe your relationship to Headmaster Dumbledore?” Umbridge asked.

“Um, I don’t—I suppose the same as anyone else’s at school,” Harry said. “I haven’t spent much time with him, to be honest—he’s really busy, isn’t he? With all the things he does, and he’s not a teacher so I never have lessons with him.”

“But he did provide the Ministry with your official statement after the kidnapping in your first year,” Umbridge said. “So presumably you met with him to discuss this. Was this not the case?”

“Well, I did talk with him about it after it happened,” Harry said, “but that’s normal, isn’t it? He’s the headmaster.” It was certainly true that Dumbledore hadn’t spoken with any of the other students – personally and at length – about prophecies and Dark Lords and anything of that nature. At least, Harry didn’t think it was Dumbledore’s usual behaviour to do such things.

Not that Harry could say any of that, of course. Still, it was the only thing that made Harry’s relationship with the elderly wizard different from any other student’s.

“And then of course there was the trial this summer,” continued Umbridge. “And the arbitration. You do not mean to suggest that you had little contact with the Headmaster throughout this process?”

“Well, I suppose I’ve met with him more than students usually do,” Harry said carefully. “But it’s not like we’re, you know, mates or anything. Just with what happened with Mr Malfoy…”

“I see,” said Umbridge. “And would you say that Headmaster Dumbledore has discharged his duties successfully? That he is an effective headmaster? Are you happy with his decision to represent you to the Ministry, in the way that he did?”

“Er—well—I don’t know,” Harry said truthfully. Dumbledore was the only headmaster of a magical school he’d ever actually experienced personally. There was Karkaroff, of course, who didn’t seem an especially good headmaster; Giovanna had seemed scared of him rather than respectful. Madame Maxime was meant to be decent enough, but Harry still couldn’t make a comparison between her and Dumbledore.

As to the last of Umbridge’s questions, well… Harry certainly preferred Dumbledore being the one to deliver barefaced lies to the Ministry than Harry himself. Not that Harry had managed to avoid having to do that anyway, what with the trial, but it had been nice of Dumbledore to intervene the first time.

“Hogwarts seems to be doing well. I like being here,” Harry said. “Until this year really the only teacher I didn’t like was Binns. And he’s gone this year anyway. So, I don’t know, I think he’s done a good job. And after what happened with Quirrell I was honestly just really happy not to have to, er, you know, go through the whole… all of the… you know, fuss with giving statements and everything like that.”

“I wonder if—” Umbridge started to say, but a knock on the door of her office interrupted her. “Yes?” she said. “You may come in.”

A large, robust-looking witch entered the office. One of the Inquisitors Harry hadn’t met yet.

“High Inquisitor, I’m sorry to interrupt your meeting but there’s an urgent matter that needs your attention. This very moment, I’m afraid,” said the Inquisitor.

Umbridge glanced towards Harry.

“Can’t it wait? I am quite busy.”

The Inquisitor shook her head.

“No, High Inquisitor. I don’t want to go into detail with a student here, but it’s an issue involving the Magizoology assistant. The, ah, the Headmaster has been called and I felt it would be best for the High Inquisition to—”

“Very well,” said Umbridge, interrupting. “Harry, we will revisit this another day. Thank you for your co-operation and know that the Ministry is determined to improve your time here at school. You may go—and hopefully next time you’ll try one of my little treats! They are quite tasty and I do enjoy sharing them.”

Harry nodded and got to his feet to leave. He didn’t want to spend any more time than he had to in Umbridge’s office. Even though it hadn’t been how he’d have wanted to spend his Monday morning, it had at least given Harry some things to think about. Far from being primarily concerned with the running of the school, Umbridge – and by extension the Ministry – seemed quite interested in Harry in particular.

What Harry had been doing, what Harry had been saying, even which teachers Harry had been doing things with and saying things to. No doubt Umbridge would be watching him closely. Was already watching him closely.

Harry didn’t doubt that if Umbridge hadn’t been interrupted by one of her Inquisitors she would have gone on to discuss the trial and the arbitration. The incident with Draco in the Room of Requirement which had led to the trial. No doubt would have had questions about Lucius Malfoy as well.

The pressing question for Harry was whether – and how closely – Umbridge’s goals aligned with Voldemort’s. Harry didn’t think she was an active participant in the Dark Lord’s plans. She’d spent too long asking him questions that Voldemort already knew the answer to for that. No, Umbridge seemed to be a Ministry witch through-and-through, with aims and objectives to match.

Harry left Umbridge and the Inquisitor behind on his way back to the dungeons through the castle. With lessons underway the castle was quiet and he saw no one else on his way. Harry spent the bit of time remaining in his free period in the Slytherin Common Room going over and over Umbridge’s interview with him in his head.
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Over the next couple of days Harry tried as hard as he possibly could to ignore the Inquisition and all its irksome meddling. The trouble was that was quite difficult. On Tuesday morning Tracey was summoned for an interview with Inquisitor Arlecchino, and by lunchtime it became clear to Harry that his friends, and not only him, were targets of the High Inquisition.

Tracey had been gone all morning, with her interview ending only because lunch had begun. She slipped into place at the Slytherin Table next to Harry.

“Alright?” Harry asked. “How’d it go?”

“It was—” Tracey said, and then she paused, glancing around. She’d taken a seat in between Harry and Blaise. “It was awful,” she said. “Inquisitor Arlecchino was really interested in you, Harry,” Tracey said. “He asked about—well, it would be easier to say what he didn’t ask about! Just—everything. He asked about you and Dumbledore. He even said about Sirius—and Pettigrew. And he asked loads of questions about the teachers and school and all things like that. He wanted to know about the Circuit in the summer as well. And he even asked about when we met up in Barcelona.” Tracey sighed. “God, he must have asked me the same questions about fifty different ways…” She glanced at Blaise. “He’s going to have you in next, I think. Or, you’re going to be called up by one of the Inquisitors, at least. He kept hinting that all of us are being brought in for questioning.”

Harry grimaced. That wasn’t on, not at all. Whatever problem the Ministry had, or was looking for, or wanted to create, they could leave his friends out of it.

“Look, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean for—”

“Don’t be sorry,” Tracey said. “It isn’t your fault. Honestly, I don’t even think it’s about you. I think it’s all about Dumbledore. I know you weren’t really reading the papers this summer, but Skeeter and a couple of other reporters have been writing these hit pieces against Dumbledore. Sometimes your name was in them but mostly, they were about Dumbledore.”

“It has to be a bit about Harry or they wouldn’t be asking all those questions about him,” Blaise said. “Er, not to make you feel bad, or anything.”

“Thanks,” muttered Harry.

Tracey paused.

“Well, okay, that’s fair enough. It’s probably a bit about Harry. But I think it’s mostly about Dumbledore. Didn’t you say Umbridge was asking about the statement he gave to the Ministry? And about whether he was doing enough to keep you safe and all that? Arlecchino asked some of the same questions to me,” Tracey said. “So it’s not all about you. And some of it might even really be about what the Ministry keeps saying it’s about, because he asked me loads of questions about the other teachers as well. He asked loads and loads of questions about Flitwick and Duelling Club; he even asked loads of questions about Professor Snape!”

“Yeah, well,” Harry said, “I’m still sorry they had you in there for hours. They wasted your whole morning.”

Tracey shrugged.

“They probably won’t do it again, though. And if they do I’ll owl Mam and tell her they’ve been unfairly discriminating against me—she’ll kick up a fuss at the Ministry. Anyway,” Tracey said, “I’m still looking forward to Duelling Club tomorrow. We’re still all going, aren’t we?”

There was still a lot Harry wanted to say, but he knew a forced topic change when he saw one, so he let it go.

“Yeah, of course,” Harry said. “Blaise?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Blaise said. “Rumour has it they’ve made a few changes to the Arena from last year. Meant to be pretty nice.”

“Really? Where’d you hear that?” Harry asked.

“Oh, you know—around. I think Montague said something about it, maybe.”

“Oh. Well, okay. Fair enough. It’s cool that they didn’t just knock it down,” Harry said. Conversation stayed away from the Inquisition after that, so Harry did at least get to enjoy his lunch without worrying about Umbridge, the Ministry, and Voldemort too much.

*

Wednesday night brought with it the very first session of Duelling Club. Harry was happy to see it, as after a day filled with runic alphabets and biting vegetables, he could do with a break. It was only an hour’s session just before dinner, but it was certainly a welcome one.

And there would be another one at the weekend, assuming Harry could fit it in.

“I wonder what they’ve done with the Arena!” said Tracey, practically bouncing as Harry walked out onto the grounds with her and Blaise in a stream of other students.

“Well, we’ll see in a minute, won’t we?” said Blaise.

“I know, but the anticipation is fun, isn’t it?” said Tracey.

“I suppose,” said Blaise. “I’m more interested in how Flitwick’s arranged it all. I mean, it seems a bit unfair to throw all you lot in with the rest of us, doesn’t it? I reckon I’d be alright, you know, but for everyone else…”

“What do you mean?” asked Harry.

“You’ve fought on the Circuit,” Blaise said. “You won the Summer Tournament. Bit unfair to stick you against the rest of the Novices.” He paused. “Especially since that includes first years now.”

“That’s fair, actually,” Harry said. “But it’s really only a couple of us—me and Tracey, and Granger. Weasley’s moved up to the Juniors now… So unless it’s just us three duelling non-stop it’s going to be a bit boring.”

“Oh, Flitwick will have sorted all that,” said Tracey. “Let’s just get on!”

There were quite a lot more students than there had been at last year’s Duelling Club walking down to the Arena. Harry supposed that even without the massive influx of new students – many of whom evidently wanted to participate in Duelling Club – students who hadn’t participated the previous year were a bit more interested now that the profile had been raised after the Triwizard Tournament. Indeed, Harry spotted handfuls of students who’d never attended a single Duelling Club session the previous year make their way down to the duelling arena.

Unfortunately he also spotted Draco, flanked by Vince and Greg as he often was since coming back, which did sour the mood a little.

Well, some things can’t be helped, Harry thought. Draco was a student at the school and a Slytherin besides. Harry wasn’t going to get a Draco-free existence until the summer.

Flitwick had the students enter through the main entrance which was a little strange for Harry, who was much more used to entering through the competitors’ doors at the sides. The décor was more or less the same, albeit without some of the crazier statues and portraits, but the interior of the building had changed in layout completely. Gone were the four separate duelling arenas, each with its own sets of seats, enclosed by walls.

Instead the arena had been converted into a single space with four duelling stages with seating all around almost like a coliseum, all in a single – vast – room. Harry thought they’d even done away with the waiting rooms and the lifts.

Not the simplest of renovations, but then Harry supposed Flitwick had managed it all with a neat little swish and flick.

“Come in, come in!” said Flitwick as the Duelling Club members flooded into the room. Flitwick stood at the edge of one of the duelling stages near to the seats. “Take a seat in the stands here and we can get started as soon as possible!”

Harry glanced over at the stands and saw Umbridge sat there, right at the top surveying the room. Also on the stands were several other teachers, including Professors Snape and Lockhart.

That’s not a good start, Harry thought. That Flitwick needed assistants was expected given Duelling Club’s popularity in addition to the increased student population, but Harry could have done without Umbridge presiding over it all.

But then, that wasn’t unexpected either, as Harry didn’t doubt the Ministry had strong opinions about the students learning to duel.

The two hundred or so students filed in and took their seats at the edge of the stage as they waited for the session to begin. The atmosphere changed from buoyant and excited to one of trepidation as more and more students noticed Umbridge sat at the back, but Harry was determined to have fun anyway.

It was duelling, and not even Umbridge could ruin that.

“Alright, settle down, everyone!” shouted Flitwick over the din. “We’re all keen to get started to let’s make the most of our time this evening!” He gestured for the students to quieten down. “Now, welcome back everyone who was a member last year—and welcome to everyone who wasn’t! Before we begin I’d like to congratulate, once again, our Triwizard winners from last year! They did a wonderful job! And I would like to congratulate in particular those students who participated in a European Circuit tournament this past summer!” Flitwick looked around at the gathered students. “The European Duelling Circuit’s Summer Tournament is a prestigious tournament indeed! We here at Hogwarts are proud of all our participating students! A round of applause please for Mr Weasley, who placed fifth in the Novice Singles tournament; Miss Granger, who placed sixth in the same; Miss Davis and Mr Potter, who won the Novice Doubles tournament—our most successful Novices to date, I should add. Miss Davis and Mr Potter gave us an excellent example of the little-used—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “Perhaps we can begin? I intended to sit in on a proper session of Duelling Club, after all.”

“I—yes, of course,” said Flitwick. “But I think it’s always important to recognise the successes of our members. We will of course start duelling as soon as practically possible, but with several of our own members having achieved such wonderful—”

“Hem, hem,” Umbridge coughed again. “I am here to determine whether or not Duelling Club is a suitable extracurricular activity for students as young as thirteen,” Umbridge said. “Its role as an important Triwizard sport notwithstanding, it is currently unclear to us in the High Inquisition—and the Ministry more generally—whether Duelling Club should continue. I cannot do this if I do not see its normal operation.”

Flitwick nodded.

None of that sounded particularly good news to Harry. Umbridge would use Duelling Club and any other extracurricular activities as a weapon to control the teachers and the students – no doubt she would target her meddling where it would hurt those she worried about the most. What that meant for Harry, he wasn’t quite sure, but he was certain if he rocked the boat she would announce some new Educational Decree.

“Of course, High Inquisitor,” Flitwick said after a few moments. “Well, let us begin. This year there are a lot more of us so we will have some assistants. Professor Snape has graciously agreed to resume his role in helping us, and we also have—for this year only!—Professor Lockhart as well. Those of you who were with us last year will remember the structure we use—first, second, and third years are Novices; fourth and fifth, Juniors. We follow the European Circuit’s rulebook, of course, and—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “I have reviewed the rulebook and found several of the allowed spells are quite dangerous in nature. Offensive, even—is this suitable for use by students as young as these?”

“Er—well,” said Flitwick, “duelling is a well-respected sport with a long history in our society, High Inquisitor, and its major European bodies are all agreed on the suitability of these spells for the categories in which they are used. Indeed, the Ministry itself approved of the spellbook we used in the Triwizard Tournament.”

For someone who wants to see Duelling Club work, Harry thought, Umbridge interrupts rather a lot.

Harry glanced over at Tracey, who bore a grimace much like Harry’s own.

“She’ll be at this all year,” Tracey whispered. “I don’t think she even cares about the duelling. It’s just so she can stick her wand in.”

“Do you not think it irresponsible—perhaps even dangerous—to be teaching school children offensive spells?” continued Umbridge. “It is, after all, unlikely that they will ever need to use them—we have a safe country here. What, then, is the necessity of learning how to fight?”

“I—Madam High Inquisitor, respectfully, that is the point of duelling,” said Flitwick after a brief pause. “The European Duelling Circuit’s governing body has been quite diligent in ensuring that the spellbooks in use at each of the levels of scholastic competition are wholly appropriate for students—this has been agreed across all Ministries within the region’s purview, including our own. And, without wanting to sound self-aggrandising, I have quite a significant experience with both duelling and teaching and am more than capable of guiding sessions such as these. Indeed, our success at the Triwizard Tournament—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “Policies can—and often do—change. What was considered appropriate once may not always be—”

“Well, that’s all well and good,” said Lockhart, standing up from his seat on the benches, “but are we here to natter on like a bunch of jarveys, or are we here to duel? It’s nearly dinnertime and we’ve not got off a single spell! High Inquisitor, I understand your concerns—really, you’d be right to worry on any other day—but between the lot of us I daresay we have the experience and expertise to deal with anything that could come up. Even good old Severus here! So, let’s get on, shall we?” he said, flashing his dazzling white smile at the toady little witch.

Umbridge near enough melted at the sight, which made Harry feel queasy.

Lockhart didn’t wait for a response. Instead, he made his way down to the arena floor.

“Severus, you take the first years—you’ll do fine with them, I’m sure,” declared Lockhart.

Snape wouldn’t have been very happy with that, Harry knew, not least because he didn’t seem to like Lockhart at all. But Lockhart still didn’t pause.

“I’ll take half the Novices here,” he continued, “as I’m sure Filius will want the Juniors under him. Harry, my lad—no, not you, Fawley, I meant Potter—come this way with me.”

Harry fought the urge to groan. Could he simply refuse, and go with the other half of the Novices? He probably could, but it would look churlish, and in front of so many other students and Umbridge too… Harry sighed.

“You’re both coming with me,” he muttered to Tracey and Blaise, and got up to join Lockhart’s half of the Novices. As the largest group there were enough of them that Harry thought he could just sink into the background a bit. “No arguments.”

They made their way to Lockhart’s stage, and by the time everyone got into place, Harry was ready to do some duelling … even under Lockhart’s supervision. Unfortunately, Lockhart seemed to have other ideas.

“Harry, lad—come up here with me,” Lockhart said. “And… let’s see… yes, Malfoy, that’s a good choice—we can recreate that duel you missed at the end of last year! Come along then, we’ve not got long!”

Harry groaned inwardly. Lockhart was really shaping up to be Harry’s least favourite teacher, and one of his older ones had kidnapped him. Draco showed no real response, instead simply making his way onto the stage. Not one to be outdone, Harry followed.

Despite Harry – and Draco’s – lack of reaction to Lockhart’s words, the other people around their little bit of the arena didn’t have quite that level of nonchalance. Harry ignored them – he already knew the kinds of things people were saying about the end of the previous year, and he didn’t care. There had been a very public trial, although fortunately the actual events of the Wizengamot session hadn’t yet leaked to the public. But even so, Lockhart’s decision to put the two boys together seemed designed to court intrigue… which was probably why Lockhart had made it.

“Right, so the both of you know the etiquette well enough I should think,” Lockhart said. “Harry perhaps a little better, as he did recently complete a summer on the Circuit, but young Draco here certainly got far enough through the Triwizard to have it down. Now, this is just a little demonstration of what’s possible at the upper end of the Novitiate category,” explained Lockhart, “so we don’t need a full duel. Just a little taster for the second years, who’ve never actually duelled before, after all.”

Harry paid little attention to Lockhart. The man could – and would – waffle on forever, as he apparently loved the sound of his own voice. Instead, Harry took the opportunity to give Draco a look over. He bore the angry red scars from his run-in with the horcrux Diadem of Ravenclaw, of course. Other than his scars, though, Draco seemed expressionless. Without emotion, almost. He simply stood there on the stage opposite Harry, almost bored.

It was the first time Harry had been so close to him since the previous year. They had Arithmancy together, but they never sat close, and Diggory – or more probably, Shafiq and Farley – hadn’t yet scheduled them to do prefect work together. And Harry had mostly avoided him in the Common Room, and since Draco had chosen a different collection of subjects to Harry, they weren’t in many lessons together either.

“So I’ll just count you down, then let’s get right to it, shall we?” said Lockhart. “Three, two, one—go!”

Almost by instinct Harry dipped into a bow and readied himself for a Mirror Charm.

He didn’t need one.

“Serpensortia!” said Draco. A big, fat snake slithered into existence on the duelling stage in front of Draco. Once, Harry would have worried about that, but he’d prepared for Draco to use a snake last year.

Don’t speak Parseltongue, he reminded himself. He knew he could manage it, even while looking right at the snake, since he’d practised it over and over with Tracey the previous year. He wasn’t quite ready to reveal his secret to the world. Not yet, anyway.

“Evanesco,” Harry said. The snake vanished back into nonexistence. Harry conjured a swarm of bees around Draco, then prepared a Stickfast for the other boy’s feet. He dodged Draco’s Knockback Hex, raised his wand and started to form the incantation—

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. She’d taken a spot right next to the duelling stage, was practically ignoring the rest of Duelling Club in favour of Lockhart’s little group.

Harry stopped mid-cast, while Draco continued to vanish Harry’s bees.

“This is altogether too much for a demonstration,” she declared. “It is my understanding that disarmament is key to the Novice category of duelling—why have the students perform such dangerous and complex magic as this when there is a safer, more school-appropriate, alternative?” Umbridge nodded. “Yes, yes—disarmament. You shall demonstrate the proper way to disarm an opponent. Disarmament—if all else fails, including flight from danger—is an appropriate response.”

“Well, you heard her boys—Harry, why don’t you try relieving Draco there of his—” said Lockhart.

“No,” said Umbridge. “Mr Malfoy will disarm Mr Potter,” Umbridge said.

Harry fought the urge to snort. There was no way on Earth that was going to happen. Draco could try as hard as he wanted, but Harry had no intention of giving up his wand. Whatever little game Umbridge was playing, whatever effect she wanted Harry’s disarmament to have, simply wasn’t going to happen.

Not if Harry could help it.

“Well, this is shaping up to be a little more exciting than I’d thought,” said Lockhart. “Harry, Draco—you’ve got your marching orders! Let’s see a disarmament, then. On my count—three, two, one, go!”

Harry steeled himself for the attempt. He’d managed to keep his wand more often than not during practises, and even in the actual duels he’d completed both in the Triwizard and on the Circuit, so he knew he could.

“Expelliarmus!”

The jet of scarlet light hit Harry square in the chest, sending him staggering backwards at the impact. He gripped his wand tighter to prevent it flying from his hand at the spell’s urging. Then Harry fought the urge to drop his wand.

Not a fucking chance, he thought.

The Disarming Charm nearly always worked – when cast correctly – on an unsuspecting or otherwise distracted opponent. On someone better prepared, though, it often came down to a contest of wills, even when the Charm had been expertly cast. Draco’s Disarming Charm had been powerful, but Harry had faced stronger at the Summer Tournament.

He kept a solid hold of his wand.

Some in the arena muttered and whispered, but Harry ignored them. He was well known for his ability to resist Disarming Charms already – it shouldn’t have surprised anyone.

“Well, not worry, Draco,” said Lockhart. “Happens to the best of us—well, not to me, but I am rather exceptional. Why don’t we swap over and have Harry try and disarm Draco here—”

“Mr Malfoy will try again,” Umbridge said. “Then we will swap.”

Harry glanced over at her. She clearly wanted him disarmed, and in front of half of the Novices – and no doubt a good portion of the others in the arena, who would be surreptitiously watching the exchange.

Why? Harry wondered. Did she think he would be humiliated, perhaps? Upset? It would have stung, of course, but it was nothing that would cause a meltdown. No reason to cause a scene. That was simply the nature of sparring, and Harry was prepared to potentially lose his wand every time he stepped into the arena.

Or was she trying to recreate something of the duel between the two of them at the end of the previous year? To gauge… something, perhaps? Test some sort of hypothesis she’d been holding since the trial?

Harry shrugged. Best to look magnanimous.

“Righto, then!” Lockhart said, smiling. He seemed unconcerned by Umbridge’s interventions. “Let’s try again, shall we? On my count—three, two, one, go!”

Harry braced himself for the impact.

“Expelliarmus!” said Draco again. The jet of scarlet light hit Harry, who once again staggered backwards, but he kept a firm grip on his wand. The spell pulled against his wand, and Harry felt the urge to simply … drop it.

But he didn’t.

Harry was not going to give up his wand to Draco. He’d lasted in a duel against the Draco-Voldemort, so mere Draco shouldn’t be a problem at all. Wasn’t a problem, although Harry found it a bit more difficult to keep hold of his wand than he’d have liked.

“Well, that’s that, then,” said Lockhart. “Let’s have a go the other way now—Harry, your turn. I’ll count you in again… Three, two, one—go!”

Harry didn’t move immediately. Instead he focused and readied himself for one of the more powerful Disarming Charms he’d ever cast. In theory, anyway.

“Expelliarmus!” said Harry. Scarlet light shot from the end of his wand and hit Draco, sending him lurching backwards. Draco stumbled, had trouble righting himself… but kept hold of his wand the whole time.

Harry frowned.

He’d been certain he could get Draco’s wand off him. He’d faced tougher opponents on the Circuit, and that had been a flawless Disarming Charm. With any luck Lockhart would give him another chance at it and he’d make sure to really put some oomph into it.

“It’s only fair the lad gets another go,” said Lockhart, “so get ready for another round, Draco my lad!”

Draco simply nodded.

“There you go, Harry lad—take another crack at it!”

Harry nodded. Aware that everyone in the arena was watching him – even those who should have been more focused on Snape or Flitwick or one of the others – Harry braced himself. Draco had endured the last Disarming Charm, but Harry wasn’t at all keen to let him do so with the next.

“Expelliarmus!” Harry said, throwing a good deal more force behind the spell than before. The spell struck Draco and sent his wand flying from his hand.

Harry let out a breath. It had been closer than he’d have liked, but it had worked.

“Oho, good show, Harry!” said Lockhart. “Could have done with a bit more flair but it’s good work from a beginner.”

Harry stayed silent. He was hardly a beginner, not with two international tournament wins under his belt, but engaging directly with Lockhart seemed a poor idea. No need to fuel his nonsense further.

“I think next we’ll have you two demonstrate Mirror Charms,” Lockhart said, “since you seem to be good sparring partners! Draco, I’d like you to—”

“No,” said Umbridge. “We will move on. We’ve seen enough demonstration—give everyone else a chance to participate now that we’ve settled on an appropriate way forward. There isn’t much time left, after all.” She smiled.

There’d be more time left if you didn’t keep interrupting us, Harry thought. Harry got down from the stage anyway without being told – he didn’t want to stick around in case Lockhart had him doing something else while on show despite Umbridge’s words.

While Harry retreated to the relative safety off the stage, he considered what Umbridge was up to. She was more aggressive than she had been during his interview, where she’d been at pains to appear conciliatory and even friendly. Had she learned something to change her approach? Or was she trying to make Draco look bad?

Some way to get at Lucius Malfoy?

Or simply grabbing an opportunity Lockhart had unwittingly presented her with by forcing Harry and Draco together for a demonstration?

Impossible to say.

Ugh. Too many variables… Harry thought.  

“A round of applause for our demonstrators, please!” said Lockhart. “Never let it be said I don’t know the value of a good bit of public recognition! After that I want you all to try out the Disarming Charm. Some of you will have done it already, but I think it’s new to the second years. Word of advice—the Disarming Charm is categorically—”

Harry ignored Lockhart. He didn’t need to listen, anyway, having already mastered the charm. He wanted to whisper something to Tracey and Blaise instead.

“That was the one of the strongest Disarming Charms I’ve ever done,” Harry said once he’d taken his spot next to his friends again, “and I don’t think his wand even twitched.”

“Mate, you sent him sprawling backwards—he nearly fell,” Blaise said. “I don’t know what you’re complaining about.”

“I just think it’s weird, that’s all,” Harry said. “I could manage it last year when he had—well, you know. I think something’s up with him.”

“You always think something’s up with Draco,” said Blaise.

“Well, he was right last year,” Tracey said. “So… in fairness…”

Blaise considered it.

“Yeah, alright. Still, it’s not like you didn’t manage to do anything. I reckon he’s just been practising over the summer. And you got his wand off him in the end, didn’t you? So I wouldn’t worry about it—even if he is stronger than he used to be, so are you.”

“You’re probably right,” said Harry. “Still…”

Harry wanted to talk more about it, but Lockhart had them all pair up to practise. Tracey and Blaise managed to get each other, but Harry ended up stuck with a random Ravenclaw second year he’d never spoken with before. Fortunately, there wasn’t too much time left in the Duelling Club session, so Harry didn’t have to spend too long utterly embarrassing the poor lad with repeated disarmings.

When Flitwick dismissed Duelling Club the students streamed out, a bit more subdued than when they’d came in, given that Umbridge followed along after them.

*

Harry got through the rest of the week without being called for another interview with Umbridge, although he knew she was still conducting them, and that he wouldn’t be spared for too much longer. Still, by the time the weekend came, Harry was glad for Flight Club. OWL year was rough, and with his prefect duties, even harder – but a regular bit of flying did wonders for the soul.

Harry firmly believed that, anyway.

After the awkwardness of the first session Harry arranged to walk down to the Pitch with Ernie and Justin – as well as the Happenstance girl and her shy friend.

“I was just saying to Vi this morning—wasn’t I Vi?—that it’s a bit boring having to be put in the complete beginner’s section since we can both ride brooms already,” said Cordelia. “But I suppose because we don’t have our Flying cert—you know, we haven’t formally learned, have we, Vi? We never had an official instructor—it is fair. At least we’re actually going to be allowed in the air—can you imagine being a first year and coming along to Flight Club and then you get told it’s going to be weeks before you’re allowed to fly? Honestly, it must be terrible.”

“I’m sure Hooch will—” Ernie started to say, but Cordelia was off again.

“But all of you lot get to do the really fun stuff,” she said. “Of course, that’s fair enough, since Harry’s a better flyer than Viktor Krum—we read in the papers this summer, didn’t we, Vi? It was all over them—and you two have your Flying certs. But I just keep thinking to myself, ‘Cordelia, at least you’ll get to be up in the air!’”

“I don’t know if I’m a better flyer than Krum,” muttered Harry. “It was just, you know, luck on the day…” Luck and Krum’s professional contracts making him a bit more careful than Harry, anyway.

But Cordelia didn’t seem to care. She appeared to simply like talking and said whatever came into her head at any given moment.

“Isn’t it funny how us three grew up with brooms, but you only got on one a couple of years ago and you’re already one of the best flyers in the world!” Cordelia said. “Some people would say it’s all in the blood but I think that’s silly, since how could that make you better on a broom? Honestly, it’s like Mummy says, isn’t it? ‘Blood prejudice is the refuge of a weak wizard’. Don’t you think?”

“I really don’t think—” Harry protested, but Cordelia was already moving on.

“Some people just have all the talents, I suppose. I was just saying to Vi yesterday—”

“Oh, look,” Ernie said. “We’re here. And I think Hooch has something to say.”

Flight Club and all its members had walked down to the Pitch more or less together, as nobody wanted to waste time waiting around. Hooch and all her assistants were ready and waiting – Hooch even on her broom and up in the air.

“Same groups as last time,” she shouted at the waiting students. “Except the Triwizard veterans—we’re folding you into the regular groupings. Quickly now, sort yourselves out!”

“Ooh, well, I guess this is tata for now!” said Cordelia. “Come on, Vi, let’s get going!”

The students shuffled around into their separate groups, each with their own assigned supervisor. Hooch took the bulk of the students this time, and fortunately this time, Harry didn’t have to specifically avoid Draco by hanging out with the other Triwizard vets because he could stick along with Ernie and Justin.

Hooch shouted out at the remaining students near to her.

“Up in the air, now! I’ve put on a whole programme this morning and I want to get through this all properly!” she said. “Come on!”

Harry didn’t waste any time. He mounted his broom and kicked off, rising into the skies to join Hooch in the air.

“This morning I’ve put up a basic hazard course,” Hooch said as the more advanced students joined her. “Nothing quite so exciting as the K-stacks we had in the Tournament, mind, but it should be enough for you all to be getting on with. So I’m going to want you to sort yourselves into three little groups here—one group stick with me for the hazards, I’d say no more than twenty of you. The rest of you make two groups, one to the left for agility with Mr—”

“We’re here on the orders of the High Inquisitor,” called out Inquisitor Arlecchino, broom in hand, interrupting Hooch. He gestured to the other Inquisitors flanking him. “On the orders of the High Inquisitor we are to supervise this session of Flight Club to ascertain its suitability as an extracurricular activity going forward from today.” He kicked off his broom and rose into the air, followed by his fellow Inquisitors.

For fuck’s sake, Harry thought. He’d have enjoyed at least one thing free from the Inquisition and its long reach. What could there possibly have been about Flight Club with Hooch that was in any way subversive or dangerous? Even the hazard courses she’d put on couldn’t possibly approach the danger there’d been during the Triwizard Tournament, hazards Harry had personally tackled.

Ones which the Ministry had signed off on and approved of. Likely multiple times at any number of different levels.

For the Inquisition to suddenly take offence at that seemed… petty.

Of course, some of the hazards had been specially bred by Hagrid, and Harry didn’t think Umbridge at all fond of the half-giant Magizoology teacher, so maybe that was why.

I doubt I’ll ever see another helicoptopus again, Harry thought as he watched the Inquisitors take to the air. Most of them weren’t especially skilled on the broom, although they all looked competent enough to keep up with novice students. Arlecchino seemed more skilled than the others, taking to the air with a smooth motion, flying a wide arc around Hooch and her group.

Of course, Harry assumed Umbridge had sent them there to watch him. To show off her power, Harry supposed. It didn’t surprise him that Umbridge herself hadn’t come – Harry personally doubted she could fly well. But to send an army of Inquisitors…

Maybe I’m overreacting and it’s not all about me, Harry thought.

Whatever the case, Harry didn’t have time to think on it as Hooch had recovered. He stuck with the hazard group, which ended up being smaller than the twenty Hooch had planned – people were a bit worried about losing a hand or getting knocked out of the air, Harry supposed. Harry had wanted to spend a bit of time flying with Ernie and Justin, but neither boy seemed overly interested in tackling the hazards, so Harry ended up flying with an assortment of other students instead.

He had a good time, anyway. A bit more troubling was Arlecchino and his fellow Inquisitors flying loops around the edges of the groups… but that was, Harry was starting to realise, the new normal.

*

Harry didn’t get much respite from Umbridge and her High Inquisition in classes, either. Various different Inquisitors sat in on lessons, some of them more interventionist than others. Harry’s next Alchemy lesson with Mr Flamel – as with the last one – featured High Inquisitor Umbridge sat at the back of the classroom sniping at the centuries-old philosopher.

The lesson was a bit more practical than the first, though, which meant Umbridge had far fewer opportunities to interject than she had before. Instead, Mr Flamel had the budding alchemists setting up their equipment and adjusting the various bits and pieces before use.

“Ah, Mr Potter,” said Mr Flamel as he passed by Harry’s setup, “I would advise you never twist that particular part of the equipment quite so tightly. It won’t give you any difficulty here, true, but once we start working with increased pressures the glassware will smash. It’s unenchantable, you see.”

Harry turned the piece, relaxing the clasp.

“I learned that one the hard way—as a novice myself I set my lab on fire. Ah, the folly of youth—I nearly burned down a whole—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “It is not the role of a teacher to share personal anecdotes.”

“Ah, forgive me, lass,” Flamel said. “I am quite forgetful in my dotage.” He shrugged. “Do try and remember that, though, Mr Potter. Miss Granger,” Flamel said next, “you may use more heat here—the bottom is quite fire-resistant…” Flamel moved on to help Granger.

Harry chanced a glance back at Umbridge. She was ruining quite possibly the only opportunity Harry would have to learn from Nicolas Flamel himself. What was the point of a centuries old, world-renowned alchemist as a teacher if he wasn’t allowed to tell any stories? Quite apart from that, Umbridge seemed to have little knowledge of alchemy, and often interrupted Flamel while he was in the middle of important explanations. Even if Harry could forgive her for stopping his stories dead, she was also messing up his basic instruction in alchemy.

Harry returned to his work. Flamel had them working on creating a basic alchemical solvent. Nothing quite so complex as alkahest, but it was still difficult enough that Harry didn’t want Umbridge interrupting every few minutes. Harry rather doubted she’d taken Alchemy to the OWL, and he didn’t want her failures to become his.

“In your opinion—based on what you’ve experienced so far—do you think alchemy as a subject is appropriate for OWL students?” Umbridge said suddenly from next to Harry.

Harry nearly jumped out of his skin, almost knocked over his alembic. He scrambled to fix everything before he mucked up his solvent, while at the same time answering the meddling High Inquisitor.

“High Inquisitor!” Harry said. “Sorry, I, er, I didn’t expect you…”

Harry had expected Umbridge to have stayed sat at the back of the laboratory sniping at Flamel all lesson. She hadn’t got up to lurk and stick her wand in during any of Harry’s other lessons, anyway, although some of the Inquisitors did sometimes.

“That is quite alright,” said Umbridge. “And my question?”

“I—er–well, yeah,” Harry said, unsure how to answer. “Mr Flamel and Professor Dee are explaining things really well and I honestly don’t think that, um, if we were supposed to start doing it for NEWTs it would be any easier, really. And if we didn’t do it at all then we’d be missing the opportunity to train loads of alchemists, wouldn’t we?”

“Hmm,” said Umbridge. “You do not think it is perhaps overly complicated or lacking in practical applications for the ordinary wizard?”

Harry couldn’t truthfully say no to that question, he supposed. Alchemy was a more niche topic, a subject in which even most of the people interested in it failed to progress, but even so he felt that it was worth learning.

And it wasn’t as if anyone could learn it without being exposed to it first. So there had to be a first exposure, and earlier seemed better to Harry.

“I don’t think so,” Harry said. “My friend’s mum—er, Mrs Macmillan, she works here now, actually—she said that it’s important to learn the higher mysteries, you know, the esoteric arts, and alchemy is one of those… I think it’s just the right amount of complicated.”

Umbridge was fishing for some sort of negative opinion, Harry supposed. That, or she just wanted to lead the conversation in a particular direction. Perhaps she wanted to provoke Mr Flamel into saying something, or maybe she just wanted an opportunity to monitor Harry…

Just be polite and pretend you don’t know anything strange is happening, Harry thought to himself. If Umbridge thought Harry knew she had a particular interest in him she might become – or try to be, at least – more subtle in her manoeuvres, and Harry was busy enough without having to watch out for that.

“And you do not think the time would be better spent on other topics? Wizarding culture and traditions, perhaps? Or more time spent on the core curriculum which is, after all, the most useful and applicable to your life after school?” asked Umbridge.

Is that what they’re after? Harry wondered. Some sort of ‘wizard studies’ class, a vehicle for propaganda? No doubt the Ministry would see the value in that, even without it being infiltrated by Voldemort through Lucius Malfoy.

“Honestly?” Harry said. “No. You pick up culture by living it, don’t you? And we learn about things like that in Foundational Studies, a bit. You know, just the basics, but it’s enough to start with. If we only did the core curriculum I think we’d all be worse off for it—I know I said about the higher mysteries before, but it really is important to give them a go. Magic is about more than, you know, cheering charms and boil cure potions, isn’t it?”

“An interesting perspective,” Umbridge said. She scribbled something down on her parchment, although Harry couldn’t see what, since she had her clipboard angled away. Of course, Harry couldn’t take all the credit for his answers – he’d cobbled it together from a combination of chats he’d had with Mairi and Tracey’s nan – but it had the benefit of all being things he thought were true.

“Oh, er—I don’t want to be rude,” Harry said, glancing at his alchemical apparatus, “but the instructions say this bit is really hard, and I don’t want to have to start again…”

Umbridge looked over the equipment briefly.

“Of course,” she said. “As High Inquisitor, my number one priority is students’ success. I shall leave you to your … work.” Umbridge walked off through the lab, stopping at the other students’ desks, presumably to ask them the same annoying questions she’d asked Harry. Umbridge didn’t bother Harry again that lesson, although she was still a general annoyance whenever Mr Flamel so much as hinted he might stray from his job description as a teacher. By the end of the lesson Harry was just glad to go and couldn’t even take some time to appreciate his success in creating his first alchemical solvent.

Instead, he could hope for was a lesson without the Inquisition or its meddling.

Unfortunately for Harry, that didn’t seem to be an option. Various different Inquisitors were sat in his lessons, always watching, always ready with a comment… and always with an interest in Harry. During Potions Inquisitor Arlecchino kept asking Harry questions, so much so that he nearly mucked up his potion – and even in Transfiguration Umbridge couldn’t seem to just let him get on with his conjuration.

When the next session of Duelling Club arrived, attended by Umbridge, Inquisitor Arlecchino, and yet another Inquisitor, Harry was just about ready to pack it in.

“I think I might just quit,” Harry said to Blaise and Tracey as they waited for Lockhart to get things ready. “Honestly, they’re everywhere, and they won’t leave me alone. They’re ruining Flight Club, and Duelling Club, and Alchemy with Mr Flamel… If I quit my clubs at least I’d have more time for my alchemical projects. I did say how big of a deal they are, didn’t I? So at least it wouldn’t be for nothing…”

Blaise shrugged.

“Yeah, you said. But you quitting the only fun things you’re doing this year isn’t going to help, is it?” He paused. “I mean, alright, we’ve got Inquisitors everywhere we go, but that’s going to happen anyway. So why put yourself out?”

“Well, you never know,” Harry said. He lowered his voice. “Umbridge is definitely watching me for something—if I dropped Duelling or Flight Club, at least everyone else would get to—”

“Oh, don’t even say it!” interrupted Tracey. “None of this is your fault! It’s all—well, we know whose fault it is,” she said. She glanced around. “Still, I think we should… I don’t know… do something.”

“Like what?” Harry asked. He didn’t want to cause any trouble. He still remembered what Dumbledore had said at the end of the previous year, that Harry’s meddling in things he didn’t fully understand had made everything worse. Worse in a way even Dumbledore seemed flummoxed by.

What if that happened again?

“Well, I don’t know,” Tracey admitted. “But not dropping your clubs is a start!”

“She’s got no reason to publicly move against you, anyway,” Blaise said. “Okay, so there’s the stuff that’s been in the papers recently—which you really need to pay more attention to, by the way, but we’ve had this discussion before—but otherwise, you’re actually pretty popular. You know, there was the Triwizard stuff, and you defeated—well, there’s all that, too.” He shrugged. “Even the trial didn’t really make a dent in it. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this Inquisition bollocks is definitely about more than just you. There’s Dumbledore to consider, and I bet Umbridge isn’t pleased with Malfoy—Lucius, I mean. There’s a lot going on.”

Blaise shrugged.

“So, you know, you’re actually in a pretty good place with all this. It’s not like you’ve got parents or relatives who work at the Ministry who might—”

“Blaise!” hissed Tracey. “I said not to mention anything!”

“I—wait,” said Harry. “What happened?”

Tracey sighed and glanced around. Lockhart was still faffing about with his explanations, and most people were either paying rapt attention or talking amongst themselves.

“I didn’t want you to worry,” she said, “but when I had an interview with Umbridge the other day—my second one—she did sort of imply that… well, she hinted about having friends at the Ministry and she mentioned Mam’s job. So it wasn’t… well, it wasn’t hard to imagine what she was talking about, was it?” Tracey said. “But, honestly, Harry—it’s fine. Mam’s really good at her job and she has friends at the Ministry too. I just answered her questions honestly and pretended not to notice.”

Harry glowered at Umbridge where she sat in the stands, watching.

What’s your game? he wondered. Perhaps Dumbledore would know. If Harry could find the time maybe it would best to visit the headmaster’s office. Certainly, if he’d done that at the start of last year things might have been very different…

“I’m going to talk to Dumbledore,” Harry decided. “I probably won’t drop my clubs. But I can’t… I don’t want to mess anything up for your mum,” Harry said to Tracey. “And Blaise, I know there’s nothing going on with your mum, but the Ministry loves to find ‘new evidence’, and I just… look, I’ve got to be careful. It’s not just me who can get in trouble, is it?” Harry muttered.

“Fair enough,” Blaise said. “Don’t do anything rash, though—we’re not Gryffindors, are we?”

By then Lockhart was just about ready to start actually doing something, so there wasn’t any time to talk it out further. Harry spent the rest of the session trying to enjoy himself, although he couldn’t help but notice watchful eye of the Inquisition whenever he had to look up at the stands.
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At breakfast on the last Friday of September Umbridge got up to make an announcement.

“Hem, hem,” she said. “The High Inquisition has reached a decision on which of the extracurricular activities may proceed as normal. We are pleased to announce our full approval of the Gobstones Society, Charms Club, Choir, all four—eight—House Quidditch teams…”

Harry only half paid attention. Umbridge seemed to be going right through the entire list of activities available at the school, and it seemed a waste of energy to listen to her list them all. Instead, Harry ate his cereal.

“…and of course the Inquisition is sorry to announce that the following clubs and activities may not resume without further review: Potions Society, the student newspaper, Duelling Club, Flight Club, and Art Club. Students may rest assured that the Inquisition takes safety very seriously and will be diligent in its duty of care to you all. However, you may be pleased to learn that this does not mean these clubs are cancelled. This does however mean that all sessions of the aforementioned clubs, societies, and activities will require the presence of at least one Inquisitor for the foreseeable future. Again, students are reminded that this is due to on-going safety concerns and that the safety of all students is of paramount importance. That is all.”

“Well, that’s a load of shit,” said Harry once Umbridge had sat down. “What’s wrong with Art Club?” He could just about see – grudgingly – why Duelling Club, Potions Society, or Flight Club could be deemed ‘unsafe’. But the student newspaper was a barely-read newsletter put out twice a month to little fanfare and involved next to no actual activity, and Art Club was meant to be painting and floramancy and all that bollocks.

“I don’t think Umbridge likes Mrs Macmillan,” Daphne said quietly from across the table. “I go to Art Club—well, I’ve started to anyway—and at our last session Umbridge kept trying to provoke Mrs Macmillan into being rude. She wasn’t, but Umbridge wasn’t happy at all. That’s probably why.” Daphne sighed. “Oh, that’s just so unfair, though—she was going to teach us how to make flowers sing!”

Was that my fault? Harry wondered. He’d mentioned Mairi to Umbridge before, after all. Flight Club and Duelling Club made sense to keep under review if Umbridge wanted Harry watched, since those were his only activities outside of lessons. But Potions Society, the newspaper, and Art Club?

“Yeah, alright. I can see that,” Harry said. “But why the newspaper? And Potions Society?”

“The newspaper printed a rude cartoon about Umbridge,” Blaise said. “That Thomas in Gryffindor drew it. Can’t imagine that would have gone down well with Umbridge—great excuse to clamp down.” He shrugged. “And people like her hate an uncontrolled press. Don’t be surprised when she starts ‘editing’ the output.”

“I—” said Harry, but then stopped. Blaise had a point. “Okay. Yeah. That makes sense. God, this year is turning out to be awful.”

“She didn’t cancel Creature Club, though,” Millicent said. “So, that’s something, isn’t it?”

“Erm, I suppose,” Harry said, although Millicent was the only person Harry knew who went to Creature Club, so it wasn’t much. Great news for Millicent, less so for Harry.

“Really?” said Tracey. “I thought she would have shut it down fast—it actually is dangerous!”

Millicent shrugged.

“Yeah. Well, it’s not dangerous, it’s just a bit—you know,” she said, waving her hand. “But I think Umbridge actually likes Grubbly-Plank. She hates Mr Hagrid, but…” She shrugged again. “So if she does shut down your clubs you can always join Creatures.”

“I’ll think about it,” Harry said.

“God, no,” said Blaise at the same time.

“You don’t have to be rude about it,” said Millicent.

“He’s only teasing,” said Daphne.

“If she does cancel Duelling Club,” continued Blaise, ignoring Daphne, “we should start our own secret duelling club. Put on bets, duelling tournaments with prize money…”

“Let’s not let it get that far,” Tracey said. “All that sounds like it would get us into a lot of trouble.”

“I’m going to talk to Dumbledore,” Harry said quietly. “I said before, remember? I just never… but I’m going to go. After lessons today. I’ll see what he’s going to say—I’m sure he’ll talk to me after… er, well. You know.”

Given that Harry had already had an interview with Umbridge, and with everything that had happened since the trial, Harry didn’t think Dumbledore would turn him away.

 “Good luck with that,” said Blaise.

With breakfast over – and Umbridge having ruined the atmosphere with her announcements – everyone packed up and headed to History of Magic with Professor Flamel. Harry was disappointed – but unsurprised – to see an Inquisitor sat at the back of the classroom, but that was more or less normal for lessons with the Flamels. So Harry tried to pay attention to the lecture, but spent more time thinking on what he could say to Dumbledore later that afternoon.

*

After a long day of lessons – each one attended by a meddling Inquisitor, although fortunately not Umbridge – Harry dumped his things in his dormitory and headed straight for Dumbledore’s office. He didn’t know the password, but he felt quite sure that if he announced himself and asked to see Dumbledore, the gargoyle would step aside. It had done so under a rather more emergency situation during first year, but Harry thought it should do that normally, too. Hadn’t Diggory said something about that, anyway? Harry couldn’t quite remember.

“Harry Potter,” Harry said when he reached the gargoyle. “Er, third year Slytherin prefect—here to see Professor Dumbledore. If he’s in and has time, I mean.”

Nothing happened. At least at first – eventually, the gargoyle spun around to reveal the rotating spiral staircase, and Harry stepped on. It terminated at the door to Dumbledore’s office, which swung open just as Harry reached it.

Dumbledore sat inside at his desk, that strange collection of silver instruments scattered around his office, although this time there was a magnificent red, orange, and golden phoenix perched to one side of the room. The phoenix let out a little trill as Harry entered the room.

“I had been wondering if I would see you,” Dumbledore said. “Well, come in and sit down.”

“Er, thank you, sir,” Harry said. He took a seat.

“Lemon drop?” asked Dumbledore. He gestured to a bowl full of sweets on his desk.

“Er, no thanks, sir,” Harry said.

“More for me, then,” said Dumbledore cheerfully. He took one from the bowl and popped it into his mouth. “You had something to say?”

“Yeah. Er, yes, sir,” Harry said. “I was just—well, you know, the High Inquisition is here this year, and after Lucius Malfoy getting elected and then the trial…” Harry shrugged. “I was just a bit worried.”

“Ah, yes,” Dumbledore said. “You are right to be concerned. The Ministry has been wanting to… well, that’s neither here nor there—and certainly not relevant to what you are, I expect, wondering,” Dumbledore said, stopping himself.

“I shall try to put you at ease—it seems unlikely that High Inquisitor Umbridge is working for or with Voldemort. Indeed, I think she is merely carrying out a long-held and deep-seated ambition of hers to interfere with and curtail the independence of Hogwarts.”

“Isn’t that worse in a way?” Harry asked. “If Umbridge is just doing what she already wanted to do, I mean, and it’s still helpful for Voldemort? Since Lucius Malfoy sponsored the Inquisition bill thingy that means that whatever the Inquisition is doing here is something that Voldemort wants, doesn’t it?”

“That seems a reasonable assumption,” Dumbledore said, nodding.

“Then that means there are people right at the top at the Ministry who want similar things to what he wants…”

“An astute observation, Harry. Yes, it would seem so. For my part I have been doing everything I can to counteract the Ministry’s more … reactionary tendencies, but there is only so much I can do. I am, after all, merely one wizard among many. I trust the High Inquisitor has not been too disruptive to your studies?”

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah. I mean, no, not really—just annoying more than anything. She keeps interrupting in Alchemy—only with Mr Flamel, though, not with Professor Dee—but lessons are alright, mostly.” He paused. “But it feels like she’s watching me specifically sometimes. She’s interested in… well, I’m not sure, to be honest, sir,” Harry said. “But I think it’s to do with you. In those interviews she was doing, she called me in for the first one. I’m not sure if you knew. At first she was just, you know, really friendly and stuff like that. Implied she could help me get a Ministry career. That sort of thing. But she asked me about you, about how the school was run, she even asked me about Quirrell and Pettigrew in first year—”

“Did she, now?” Dumbledore said, interrupting. “Curious. What did she ask about, specifically?”

“Er—well, just if I was sure it wasn’t Sirius, you know, stuff like that,” Harry said. “One of the other Inquisitors interrupted the interview though so it didn’t finish, but Umbridge said she’d call me in another day. I’m not really worried about that, sir, since I think she was just trying to get me to say I thought you could have made the school safer or something like that. That seems like what she wanted.” Harry shrugged.

“But I was thinking about my clubs—you know, Duelling Club and Flight Club? I think she’s only keeping them under watch because I’m in them. Well, and my friends—she was asking Tracey and Blaise stuff in the interviews as well. Ernie, too. If Umbridge is just watching me… well, should I let her? Do you think I should quit my clubs, make it harder?” Harry paused. “I don’t want to do anything to make things worse.”

“Whether you continue with your clubs or not is for you to decide, Harry,” Dumbledore said. He leaned back in his chair. “I would, however, suggest that if the High Inquisitor wishes to watch you, give her something to watch. If you withdraw from your activities she will see that as a sign of wrongdoing and I am quite certain that she will be displeased. If you stay, however… well, you can enjoy yourself while keeping her eye on you in a controlled manner. Quiet resistance is often much more effective than loud protest. In any case, I expect the High Inquisitor’s true aims here revolve around me, and certain other complaints about operational matters that the Ministry has. I should think that you have little to worry about.”

Give her something to watch, Harry thought. That was an interesting suggestion. Dumbledore wouldn’t have meant to do anything outrageous or reckless – not after the fiasco of the previous schoolyear – but there were still things Harry could do. If Harry could figure out how to subtly undermine Umbridge and the Inquisition without dragging his friends and their families into it, that would be perfect.

Until then he could muddle through his lessons and clubs while looking like an ordinarily boring student.

“That makes sense, sir,” Harry said. “I won’t do anything stupid, I promise, but I’ll make sure Umbridge has something boring to focus on. Thank you.”

“Wonderful. Was there anything else?”

“Er—actually, yes, sir,” Harry said. “I was wondering about—well, you know how Draco has those scars and Mr Malfoy is on the Wizengamot… And my mate Theodore—well, we’re not actually friends since last year because his dad is—well…”

“You are curious about the horcrux?” Dumbledore asked. “What has become of the horcrux in the months since its discovery I cannot say—whether it resides now inside Lucius Malfoy, or still within the Diadem of Ravenclaw, is something we cannot know. There is little research in this area—we tread new ground, unfortunately. This brings me to something I had wished to discuss with you but hadn’t found the time…” Dumbledore paused.

“What do you know of occlumency?”

Harry dredged something up from the deepest, darkest recesses of his mind and dusted off the cobwebs.

“It’s some kind of obscure mind magic, isn’t it?” he said. “I think I read about it somewhere…” But that description hardly seemed useful, and in any case Harry couldn’t understand its relevance.

“Ah! Wonderful,” Dumbledore said. “Yes, that is an apt description. Occlumency is the magical art of protecting one’s mind from intrusion. Draco Malfoy has acquired some proficiency in it, and I should like you to do the same. To that end we shall begin lessons, once every week on—oh, let’s say, Thursday evenings? I shall teach you the rudiments of the art.”

Harry hadn’t been expecting that, not at all. He blinked a few times.

“Er—thank you, sir. But—why?”

“There are things I should like to discuss with you, things which need better protection than you are able to give them at present. And of course, there are things I have already told you which ought to be better protected than they are. Your classmate’s success with the art has made me reconsider whether it is an appropriate thing to ask of you,” Dumbledore said. “Now, it is not long until dinner, and I should not want to keep you any longer. I shall send a note next week with a time to come to my office. Do not be late.”

“Er, right,” Harry said. “Thanks, sir. I’ll be sure not to.”

Dumbledore nodded.

“Goodbye, Harry,” he said.

Harry got up and left the office.

He’d accomplished what he’d come to do, Harry supposed. Perhaps not in the way he’d wanted, but he had a better idea of how to deal with Umbridge. Dumbledore’s suggestion of ‘quiet resistance’ felt like it had legs, and Harry wanted to figure out how to implement that as soon as possible. It seemed like it wouldn’t take much to annoy Umbridge but still be within the rules, still be boring enough to seem normal… he just had to figure out a good way to do it.

Harry returned to the dungeons to get ready for dinner. He couldn’t quite settle all evening since he had thoughts of occlumency alternating with ideas for how to annoy Umbridge rattling through his head.

But at least it was Friday, and the weekend was about to begin.

*

After dinner ended on Friday, Harry took Tracey and Blaise aside in the Slytherin Common Room to tell them what Dumbledore had said. He chose an out of the way alcove, which was a little difficult given the expansion of the student body and the room itself, but there were still several good options available, especially if you got there first.

“Well, at least he’s doing something!” Tracey said.

“Well, he said he was, anyway,” Blaise said. “Whatever it is, it isn’t doing much, is it?”

“Oh, we don’t know that,” said Tracey. “But he agrees with us—Harry can’t just give in to Umbridge!”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “I didn’t really want to give in—it’s not my style—but I just thought… Well, anyway—Dumbledore said I should give her something to watch, if she’s going to be watching me anyway. Make it easy for her so she doesn’t go digging deeper.”

“That makes sense,” Tracey said. “If you quit everything she’ll just think you’re hiding something! I know I would.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. So I will keep at it,” Harry said. “But I was thinking as well…”

“Always dangerous,” interjected Blaise.

“Ha, ha,” said Harry. “No, but I was thinking that while I’m pretending to be all normal and boring I could try and… I don’t know… interfere with the Inquisition. Make it harder for them to do… you know.” He waved a hand. “To look normal but actually be doing something anti-Inquisition. But I was stuck on what do actually do. Any ideas?”

“None yet,” Blaise said. “I’ll have a think on it.”

“Me neither,” said Tracey.

“I wonder about something else as well,” Harry said, glancing around to check no one was listening in, “that I should bring Susan and Justin in on things as well. And get Millie and Daph up to speed. Not about the—er—the prophecy,” he whispered, “but about everything else. Do you think that’s a good idea? They could be helpful in pissing off Umbridge, and with Theodore not really talking to us—me—this year, I think we need the extra support…”

Harry knew neither of them would ever support Voldemort. Justin had every reason not to, and although Susan could probably get away with neutrality, her family had never supported Voldemort. Her aunt and uncle and all her cousins had been killed by Voldemort and his Death Eaters, even. Harry doubted Susan would ever even think about joining Voldemort.

“Bones would probably go running to that aunt of hers,” Blaise said. “Finch-Fletchley would be alright, though.”

“I think you can tell them both,” Tracey said. “I know what Susan can be like but I really do think if you tell her how important it is not to say anything, she won’t. She’s good like that.”

“You two know her better than I do,” Blaise said. “Good shout on not saying about the, er, you-know-what, though. Seems like you’d want to keep that close to the chest.”

Harry nodded.

“I don’t mind you three knowing, but I’m not ready for anyone else…” He shrugged. “Oh! While I remember—and you can’t say anything to anyone, I don’t think he’d want me saying anything to you, honestly—but Dumbledore’s going to teach me occlumency. He said,” Harry said, and he glanced around again to check no one was listening, although nothing had changed, “that Draco is an occlumens now. So he spent this summer learning occlumency.”

Blaise let out a little whistle.

“That’s meant to be hard,” he said. “Like, really hard—basically no one knows it anymore. What’s Draco learned it for?”

“We know why he’s learned it,” Tracey said. “Remember what he had in his head last year? And who’s living in his house?”

“Fair point,” Blaise said. “So why’s Dumbledore got you learning it, then?”

“Says he’s got stuff he wants to tell me that needs to be better protected,” Harry said.

“That’s a bit ominous considering what he’s already told you,” Blaise said.

“I get the feeling he would have preferred not to have had to tell me, honestly,” Harry said. “But shit happens.” Harry shrugged. “So, we’re all agreed it’s fine to bring Susan and Justin in? And let Millie and Daphne know about, er, what happened at the end of last year?”

Tracey nodded.

“I think it’s the right time,” she said. “For Millie and Daph, definitely—maybe you should check with Ernie about Susan and Justin?”

“I’ll think about it,” Harry said. “D’you reckon we can get it done this weekend? Should I do it all together, or separately?”

“Separately,” said Blaise.

“Together,” said Tracey.

“Brilliant,” said Harry.

“Definitely together,” Tracey said, “because nobody likes to look silly or cowardly or anything like that in front of anyone else. I think the reaction will be better if you do it all together. With all of us there.”

“…that’s a good point, actually,” Blaise said a few moments later. “I thought about doing it separately because it’s easier to, you know, tailor the message. But I think all together will work better, especially with Hufflepuffs.”

“Right. Good,” Harry said. That was the start of a plan. Something concrete to work towards. “Tracey, do you think you could make it so that Daphne and Millie come to the library tomorrow afternoon? After Flight Club? I’ll make sure Ernie knows what’s up and he can get Susan and Justin there. I reckon the library’s a good enough place to go—won’t look weird a bunch of us finding a corner and settling in for a bit, will it?”

“I can do that,” Tracey said. “After lunch?”

“Yeah,” Harry confirmed. “That’s perfect.”

Planning done, they settled in for the usual Friday night chill-out in the Common Room, although Harry couldn’t fully relax given all he had to think about.

*

At Flight Club the next morning Harry managed to draw Ernie aside while Justin was being bombarded with questions by Cordelia while her friend Octavia watched silently.

“Can’t say too much here,” Harry said quietly, “but I’m going to tell Susan and Justin about, you know, the—the situation. Not about the you-know-what, but about the—well, you know.”

“Bit cryptic,” Ernie said, “but I think I’ve got the gist. You’re sure?”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “Unless you think it’s a bad idea?”

“No, no,” said Ernie. “I think it’s about time. Just, you know, it’s quite big and I know how you Slytherins are with secrets.”

“Feels like the right time. I feel like there’s always a reason to wait, but the Inquisition is here now and with everything going on…” Harry shrugged.

“So, I was going to do it today after lunch in the library—reckon you can get them both to come?” Harry glanced over at Cordelia and Octavia. “Without those two—they seem nice but I’m not, er, well, I don’t think I want to bring them in…”

Ernie nodded.

“Can do. I’ll make sure we’re all present and accounted for,” he said.

“Nice one,” Harry said, and that was that. The decision had been made, and after lunch the group of people who knew about Voldemort would have expanded by four – or two, since Daphne and Millicent knew already, although not about Lucius Malfoy or the horcruxes.

After Flight Club it was a rush back for showers before lunch, a quick lunch, and then off to the library to find a good spot for their little meeting. Blaise and Tracey were meant to bring Daphne and Millicent, and Ernie was bringing Susan and Justin, so Harry went alone.

The library wasn’t busy, anyway. Busier than it usually would be at the start of term, Harry supposed, but then there were twice the number of students in residence, so perhaps that was to be expected. Harry found a good spot in one of the more boring bits of the library where few students ever bothered to go and settled down to wait.

Harry ran over various different scenarios in his head, from declarations that his friends were for Voldemort to ones where they decided to no longer be friends – like Theodore had evidently chosen to do. It would hurt, but Harry needed to know who was behind him and who wasn’t. He didn’t think Justin would be at all interested in joining Voldemort, at the very least, so there was that. He could count on not having any new enemies.

Ernie arrived first, Susan and Justin following after him. Harry heard them before he saw them – he’d hidden himself quite well and they had to look – but they found their way eventually.

“Alright?” Harry said once they sat down at his table. “We’re just waiting on Tracey and Millicent—and, er, Blaise and Daphne,” he explained. But none of his Hufflepuff friends seemed overly concerned, and whatever Ernie had told them seemed to be sufficient for them to wait patiently, so Harry didn’t push. They kept up a basic conversation about school until Tracey and Blaise arrived with Daphne and Millicent.

“Sorry we’re a bit late,” Tracey said. “We had to go back to the dungeons because Millie forgot her wand.”

“I was polishing it and I left it on the table,” Millicent said. “I didn’t mean to…”

Harry shrugged.

“It’s fine.”

“So… what are we here for, exactly?” Justin said after a few moments of silence. “Ernie said it was important, but he didn’t say what it was. So, er—help a chap out?”

“I, um,” said Harry. He’d thought of exactly what to say, how to say it, even what he could say to any questions or objections. But that was different to actually saying it. “So, it’s like this,” Harry said. “First thing—Sirius Black is actually innocent. That’s the least shocking thing I’m going to say, so let’s get it out of the way. He’s a good man—we’ve been in contact since first year, but I’ll get to that.”

“No!” said Susan. “But he killed all those muggles!”

“Wasn’t him,” Harry said. “That was Peter Pettigrew—the man who he was supposed to have killed. I know it sounds bonkers but… Remember back in first year, when Quirrell kidnapped me? Well, he was working with Pettigrew, and he did it on Voldemort’s orders. Because Voldemort is still alive. Sort of.” Harry paused to let that sink in. “Millie and Daphne already knew about that part—and Tracey and Blaise and Ernie—but I thought it was time to tell you two as well,” he said to Justin and Susan. “Sorry it took so long, but it’s just—well, Dumbledore wanted it kept secret, that’s all.”

“But he can’t be still alive,” Susan said. “Everyone knows he—everyone says that he—my aunt Amelia even—”

“He is,” Harry said. “I’ve seen him. Twice, technically, although the last time… Well. It’s easier to just explain. He has these things, right? They’re evil, really Dark magic, Dumbledore even said that—well, that doesn’t matter. They’ve got bits of his soul inside them. They’re called horcruxes and they let him, I don’t know, sort of just not die.  Even when he should. So when I killed him all those years ago, he died, but he didn’t pass on. So he’s just kind of stuck here.”

“Well, that’s not the worst thing, is it?” Justin said. “If he’s mostly dead…”

Harry shook his head.

“It’s worse than that. He can possess people. Like a—well, I don’t know. Something that can possess people. But he was inside Quirrell all year—that’s why he wore that turban.”

Harry didn’t wait for them to process that – he still had to discuss Draco and his parents’ involvement, as well as Wormtail, and Sirius… There was simply too much to get through to allow them to process it all at their own pace.

“And then last year… so, one of Voldemort’s horcruxes was hidden here at school. Mental, I know. But that’s not the worst bit. Voldemort is living with the Malfoys. He sent Draco to get the horcrux that was here at school last year, but Draco… well, Draco was using it to get better at duelling. He didn’t realise it was possessing him. I don’t even think he knew what it was, not really. But that’s why he never turned up to the duel in the Triwizard Tournament—Voldemort was taking over his body.”

“Wait, so Draco is You-Know-Who?” Daphne said. “That can’t be right.”

“No, no,” Harry said. “It didn’t—that never happened. I managed to—well, there was a fight, and… The horcrux possessed Mr Malfoy instead. We don’t know what happened after that, but we don’t think it’s good. But, er. That’s where we are.” He paused. “Thoughts?”

“I’ve never heard of a horcrux before,” Susan said. “Is this all just some sort of stupid joke? Because if it is it’s not funny at all.”

“No,” Harry said. “No, it’s really not—I wouldn’t joke about something like this. Horcruxes are evil, Dark magic—Dumbledore says most people who know about them don’t even like to talk about them. People just pretend they don’t exist. Voldemort really made one and hid it here at school. Draco found it for him last year, and Mr Malfoy took it back.”

“Well… I believe you,” said Justin, “but… you said Dumbledore knows about all of this? And he hasn’t said anything? He’s just letting it all happen?”

“Er, I suppose that’s one way of putting it,” Harry said. “It’s complicated. With the trial over the summer we tried to get Lucius Malfoy put in Azkaban, or at least questioned under Veritaserum. But because he was on the Wizengamot they couldn’t use it… they only use Veritaserum on Wizengamot members if it’s a trial for treason. And nobody wants to believe Voldemort could be back—Dumbledore’s been trying and he’s got nowhere with it.”

“Malfoy’s got too many friends on the Wizengamot,” Ernie said. “Dad was complaining about it over the summer, and he doesn’t know the half of what’s going on. There’s too many wizards who believe all his nonsense about the Imperius Curse… or just don’t care because he’s got deep pockets and is generous with them.”

“We should grab Draco and curse him until he tells us what he knows,” Millicent said. “If cursing doesn’t work, we can hit him.”

“Tempting,” Harry said. “Really tempting. But I don’t think it would work—and I’m sure Dumbledore wouldn’t want us to do that anyway.” Harry didn’t know whether to tell everyone about the occlumency or not, so erred on the side of caution.

“I have to tell my aunt Amelia!” Susan said. “I’m sure she’ll—”

“Told you,” Harry heard Blaise mutter.

Harry didn’t think Susan would tell Amelia Bones if he asked her, sincerely and very seriously, not to. He just had to phrase it just right…

“You can’t,” Harry said. “Please don’t. I’m trusting you with this because you’re my friends—all of you are my closest friends. You’re the only ones I can trust, especially with Umbridge and the Inquisition here this year.” That wasn’t entirely true, as Harry still wanted to count Theodore in that number, but the other boy had chosen to sit out the war if at all possible… so it was practically true. “You know it was Mr Malfoy who sponsored the bill that led to the Inquisition? So he won’t have done that without Voldemort’s order, will he? So that means whatever the Inquisition is here to do is something Voldemort wants done. So we’ve got to be really careful what we say and who we say it to, otherwise… well…”

“None of us will say anything,” Millicent said firmly. “Will we?”

Susan paused to consider it.

“No,” said Susan in the end, “of course not. I don’t like it but I wouldn’t—I just couldn’t betray your trust like that. I’m sure if I could tell my aunt Amelia—which I won’t do obviously—she’d be able to help…”

“I’ll bear it in mind,” Harry said. Amelia Bones had seemed reasonably helpful during the trial, but Harry wasn’t entirely sure she could be trusted to act properly given knowledge of Voldemort. That Dumbledore hadn’t approached her with what he knew spoke volumes, Susan’s faith in her aunt notwithstanding.

“So… Malfoy, then—er, Draco—he was possessed by You-Know-Who last year?” Justin asked. “Is that where—well, it’s just, he’s got those scars now, hasn’t he? So is it like yours, Harry? Or…”

Harry traced the outline of his scar reflexively. He didn’t know the answer to that. He thought they were different, having a different origin – Harry’s from where Voldemort’s spell failed, and Draco’s from where the Dark magic of the horcrux burned his skin. But then, was that so different?

“I don’t know,” Harry said. “Dumbledore thinks it’s because horcruxes are so Dark that when Draco was taken over by one, it left a scar. So it’s a similar concept, I suppose…”

“But Mr Malfoy doesn’t have any scars,” Tracey said. “It would have been in the papers otherwise—everyone would be talking about it. I wonder if that means anything? Because we know he was possessed as well, don’t we?”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” Harry said. “Maybe it does. I’ll have to mention it to Dumbledore, see what he says.”

“So… alright,” Susan said. “I believe you. I won’t tell my aunt. But what can we do about anything? We’re just at school.”

“The High Inquisition,” Harry said, “is here because Voldemort wants it to be. The Ministry wants it for some reason as well—Dumbledore thinks they want to get dirt on him—but that’s not why Mr Malfoy sponsored the bill, is it? We don’t know what it’s for, and not even Dumbledore has any real ideas.” Harry shrugged.

“But they’re watching me. And I think they’re watching you lot, as well—with the interviews and stuff like that. So I reckon we need to make it hard for the Inquisition to work. But we’ve got to do it all without getting in trouble.”

“I’m up for that,” Ernie said. “Did you know Umbridge has gone after Mum?”

“I had heard,” Harry said. “I think that might have been my fault—I mentioned your mum to Umbridge. It wasn’t anything bad—I just said she thought it was important to do the esoteric subjects. It was really stupid, I should have just… well, I shouldn’t have said anything. Sorry.”

Ernie shrugged.

“I think she would have gone after Mum anyway, Harry—you know how she is, always says what she wants. I’ll bet she’s said something to Umbridge and that’s what’s set her off.”

“I’m all for a bit of subtle resistance,” Blaise said, “but have you got any better ideas for actually doing it? Remember, we’re not supposed to get in trouble, and we’re going to want to do it without anyone noticing we’re up to anything at all.”

“Er, not yet,” Harry said. “I was hoping we could come up with some together, honestly.” Eight heads were better than one, after all. “Any ideas?”

“I wouldn’t usually suggest anything like this,” Daphne said, “because it is against the rules and honestly I think it’s just really uncouth to do, but… what if we started writing graffiti about Umbridge and the Inquisition? Nothing nasty, but she had me looking for some when I went on patrol last night. She seemed to really not like it.”

“We could do some of that,” Harry said. It was quite a low-risk activity given that graffiti appeared all over the school all of the time anyway and could be accomplished without anyone really going out of their way. If nothing else it was a good start.

“Subversive messages, anti-Ministry stuff,” Blaise suggested. “’Question authority!’ and ‘Who Watches the Inquisition?’” He shrugged. “Stuff like that.”

“Ooh, that’s good,” said Tracey. “I like that! And maybe we should add in some anti-You-Know-Who stuff? You know, just so then no one can say that being anti-Inquisition is Dark or anything! Because you just know that’s what Umbridge would say about it.”

“That’s great,” Harry said. “But we’ll need paint and stuff, won’t we?”

“I’ll ask Mum how to do that spell, you know, the one that you can use to paint from your wand,” Ernie suggested. “Then I can show you all.”

“I think we might be going over that spell in Art Club too, so I’ll help,” Daphne said. “So, I’ll do that—well, and Ernie. I can call you Ernie now, can’t I? Only, ‘Macmillan’ seems a bit impersonal considering the circumstances.”

“Yes, of course,” Ernie said.

Harry fought the urge to sigh. The wizard-raised were often oddly formal when it came to forenames and surnames. He went along with it because it was just the done thing, but sometimes…

“Right, so then the rest of us will have to figure out things to write,” Harry said. “And other stuff to do, since I don’t think graffiti is enough. But this is all a good start, I think…”

“What about asking awkward questions when the Inquisitors are about?” Justin said. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed but they keep interrupting the teachers whenever they say anything they don’t like. What if we asked questions about stuff like that?” He paused. “You know, like in History when they talk about goblin rebellions we could ask about how the context then is different from the context today. Then when the teachers try to answer, the Inquisition will stop them—and I know some people are getting really annoyed by that already. Especially when Professor Flamel wants to tell a good story. And I bet there’s loads of ways we can ask questions and say things to make the Inquisition do stuff that makes them look bad but doesn’t get us in trouble.”

“Ooh, Justin, I love it!” said Tracey. “And then if we can make everyone else annoyed by the Inquisition—more than they already are I mean—that should do some of the work for us, shouldn’t it?”

“That’s a good one,” Harry said. “We’ll do this, then. If anyone comes up with more, we have to let everyone else know. Otherwise… let’s just get on with it. ‘Quiet resistance’, Dumbledore said.” Harry paused. “And thanks for supporting me. Not everyone I’ve told… well. We all know which one of us isn’t here today. So thanks. I really mean it. I don’t know if I could do this on my own.”

“We’re all here for you, mate,” Blaise said.

“I couldn’t not support you, Harry,” Tracey said. “It’s just not who I am. We’re friends.”

The others joined in with statements of support, and then they dispersed from the library. They’d been sat there long enough going over things everyone would much rather not have to talk about, and with decisions made, everyone was keen to get away.
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Harry felt much better having decided to do something, even if that something was rather small and unlikely to really set a fire under Umbridge’s toes. But then, Harry supposed that was part of the point – to do something without looking as if they were anything at all. To do something more spectacular would ruin the plan.

That his friends were in support of his plans was no small thing either. Harry hadn’t really expected them to join Voldemort, but that wasn’t quite the same thing as supporting Harry.

Of course, they had to wait before really putting their plans into practice because they didn’t know the right spells and hadn’t thought of exactly what to graffiti around the school, but that was alright. They could at least start asking questions and drawing attention to the Inquisition’s impositions.

There were plenty of opportunities to do that, too, as Inquisitors were a frequent presence in lessons. Unfortunately for Harry, his next lesson with Lockhart had no Inquisitor in it and Lockhart was free to be as annoying as he wanted.

“Good, good, you’re all present and accounted for, early as well!” declared Lockhart at the start of the lesson. “We’ve got a real treat today—not that our other lessons haven’t been delightful!” He paused as if waiting for laughs, although none came. “I want us to discuss my sensational—and best-selling—encounter with a world-famous—although not so famous as me—vampire. I’m sure most of you will have heard the story already, as it was an international best-seller and was dramatized as a Wireless play, but these things are better from the hippogriff’s beak as they say.”

Harry could well do without Lockhart’s showmanship, but vampires were quite interesting. There weren’t many in the Isles at all, having been subject to a Ministry pogrom a century or so ago, and Harry had heard about Lockhart’s experience with vampires before. Despite the man himself being an obnoxious fop, it really was meant to be quite an exciting tale.

“Now, of course, I’ll be wanting some assistants to help me with my lesson today,” Lockhart continued. “Any volunteers?”

Harry looked down at his desk. Fortunately, several other students volunteered, and Lockhart called one of them up.

“….and we’ll have you up here as well, Mr Potter—come on up, Harry lad, your audience is waiting!” said Lockhart.

Oh for fuck’s sake… Harry thought. He wondered if he could get away with refusing, but Lockhart seemed keen on Harry’s participation.

“I think there were some other people who wanted a go, Professor,” Harry decided to say. “Er, maybe I’ll try next time?”

“Nonsense, Harry—you’re just the man for the job! Come along, we haven’t got all afternoon!” Lockhart said. “I’ll have you in the role of Volodymyr, who after a week with me—well, we’ll get there, won’t we?” Lockhart gestured for Harry to get up from his seat.

Fighting the urge to sigh, Harry got up from his desk and joined Lockhart and one of the new students at the front of the class. Refusing to participate only to be forced into it anyway after all the palaver would look worse than just doing it after a mild protestation, although in a different way, Harry supposed, so there was that. At least the rest of the class would have heard his first refusal.

“Wonderful!” exclaimed Lockhart. “Now, I’ll play myself, of course, and…”

Lockhart continued the ‘lesson’, which ended up being nothing more than a summary of his book as some sort of extended advert, until the lesson ended midway through one of the scenes.

As glad as Harry was to be free of it all, they hadn’t even reached the interesting bit, and Harry didn’t feel like reading the book itself.

“Ah, what bad timing!” Lockhart said. “We were just about to get to the part where poor old Volodymyr swore off blood—well, I’ll just set the homework, shall I? I want three paragraphs on your favourite part of Voyages with Vampires by our next lesson. And Harry, lad—stay back a moment, would you?”

Not even freed by the end of the lesson, Harry gathered his things at his desk and presented himself to Lockhart, keen to get away.

“Sir?” Harry said.

“Yes, Harry, my boy. Sit, sit,” said Lockhart, gesturing to a chair next to his desk. “That was a golden opportunity handed to you this lesson and I must say—with the greatest respect possible—you failed spectacularly. Not a good start to your career, if you can’t even knuckle down in this sort of setting. Really, at where you are, you should be jumping at the chance to play to a crowd!”

Harry didn’t sit. Instead, he stood near to the desk but angled towards the doorway out of the classroom.

Harry didn’t know quite what to say to that. Defence lessons were hardly his idea of ‘a crowd’, nor were they the sort of place Harry wanted to parade himself about even if it were. He was there to learn about Dark creatures, spells, and all other aspects of magical defence.

Even if Lockhart was abysmal at actually teaching those things.

“Er—to be honest, Professor, I don’t really see Defence as the sort of place where—”

“Ah, well, that’s your mistake, Harry, lad!” Lockhart said. “You can’t be compartmentalising things like that—everywhere is the sort of place for it! That’s rule number one of fame! Someone is always watching!”

That was probably true, at least in a general sense, but Harry still didn’t think he needed to worry about his profile during his lessons at school. And even if he did, pretending to be Lockhart’s vampire acquaintance Volodymyr wasn’t the kind of attention he wanted.

“Well, I suppose that’s true,” Harry said. “I’ll bear that in mind.” It was a fair enough lesson. Perhaps Lockhart wasn’t entirely useless as a teacher after all.

“See that you do, lad!” Lockhart said. “You’ve got a few years before it gets really important for you to manage your fame—it’s still early days yet for you—but you really should pay more attention. Now, for your homework—don’t worry about what I set the rest of the class, you don’t need to do that—I’m going to have you come in and help me answer my fan mail this evening. As I’m sure you’re aware—on a much smaller scale of course—the letters can pile up, and our fans do enjoy getting a response.”

Harry would rather swallow a fire salamander.

“Er, if it’s alright, Professor,” Harry said carefully, “I’ll just do the other assignment. Only, I’m quite busy with clubs and work and prefect duties that I—”

“Nonsense,” Lockhart said. “This is important for you to learn, Harry my boy, and you can make time for the important things. I’ll see you tonight after dinner and we can get your homework done—I’m sure it’ll be an illuminating experience. So get going to your next lesson—apologise to your teacher for me, I’m sure everything will be fine—and I’ll see you after dinner.”

“Er, right,” Harry said. He picked up his things and left the classroom. Harry did get letters from fans, although he’d never actually written back to them. That seemed like a bad idea. Then again, Lockhart appeared to thrive under the eyes of his lovestruck fans, and his entire life was predicated upon keeping himself in the public eye. So perhaps for a certain sort of person it really was a good idea.

He had Arithmancy next with Vector’s apprentice, Miss Jones, so had to hurry through the castle to avoid being late. Even with that he was the last person in and the lesson had already started.

“Professor Lockhart kept me back, sorry, Miss Jones,” Harry said as he slipped into the classroom and into his seat. “Shouldn’t happen again.”

*

Thursday brought another Alchemy lesson with Mr Flamel, which was simultaneously one of the highlights and low points of Harry’s week. Getting the opportunity to learn from the Nicolas Flamel was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, something only a rare few had ever had the opportunity to do.

But thus far an Inquisitor had been sat in every one of Mr Flamel’s lessons – twice it had been Umbridge, but she had been replaced that week by Inquisitor Arlecchino. Unlike the High Inquisitor Arlecchino tended to remain quiet during lessons, but even with that the atmosphere was tense. Flamel didn’t seem to care about the Inquisitors but they put the students on edge, Harry included.

“Adjust the flame just so once you reach the boiling point, then add the powdered unicorn horn using the small measuring spoons,” Flamel directed. “Remember, stir smoothly and consistently or the sericon will not form—our actions even at this early stage are key to the process.”

Harry attempted to follow the instructions exactly. In many ways alchemy was exactly like potions, especially at the level Mr Flamel was teaching – with the exception of the substances being produced, of course. From what Harry understood the sericon was some sort of metallic substance that they would go on to use in later alchemical experiments, but which itself required a substantial series of reactions to produce. According to some accounts – although Mr Flamel had refused to comment when Hermione had asked about it – the production of a type of sericon was a precursor to creating a Philosopher’s Stone.  

The sericonergic process was associated with nigredo in Colour Theory, Harry knew, so he didn’t think it would be a key component in the creation of a Philosopher’s Stone as the magnum opus of alchemy was associated with rubedo. Still, it could be more important than Flamel had let on, and the instructions he’d given did say the final steps of the sericonergic process involved a red substance…

But that was something for much later in his alchemical career – and perhaps never if he mucked up the OWL – so Harry tried not to dwell on it too much.

“Don’t worry too much about getting it perfect at this stage,” continued Mr Flamel, “because the sericon you’ll need to use in the first of your OWL projects will be created under Professor Dee’s supervision. Think of this as a learning opportunity. You know, the first time I attempted to make sericon came quite a lot later in my career as an alchemist than where you all are today—but of course, it was a different time then. Alchemy wasn’t new—us alchemists have an ancient pedigree as you should all know—but by God, we knew next to nothing compared with what we know now! It wasn’t long after I’d finished school that I set up in my shop in Paris. Then of course after that I discovered the process—not the one we’re using today, of course, because this improved process was figured out by Li Minghua in the seventeen twenties. Fantastic alchemist, Li Minghua; it’s a pity her diaries were lost because I’m quite sure she was on the verge of a real breakthrough when it came to the Universal Panacea. We exchanged a few letters of course but I never did get to meet her. Our schedules simply never aligned.”

Harry scribbled down a note on the alchemist he’d mentioned, although he marked her down as ‘that Chinese alchemist’ because he didn’t have a clue how to spell her name. He sounded it out as well, but assumed it was wrong. Perhaps Madam Pince would be able to help.

Harry dared a glance back at Inquisitor Arlecchino. He didn’t seem overly concerned with Mr Flamel’s digression into a story about his past, not like Umbridge would have been. Tentatively, Harry preferred Arlecchino’s approach, assuming he didn’t go back and tell Umbridge to punish Mr Flamel for unauthorised storytelling.

“Well, that’s neither here nor there, I suppose,” said Flamel. “Once you’ve added the powdered unicorn horn and it’s dissolved fully into the solvent I want you to add the powdered lead until the mixture turns black. Not just a bit black—it should be blacker than the blackest of nights you’ve ever seen. That’s the sign we’re ready for the next step.”

Harry measured out some lead powder and added it to his solvent. There wasn’t a set amount of lead powder that needed to be added. From what Harry had read, and what Mr Flamel had explained – although only briefly – the amount was different for every alchemist attempting to produce a sericon. It was one of the quirks of alchemy that although in many cases there was a set method for doing a particular thing, the actual recipe differed from alchemist to alchemist.

Still, it probably wouldn’t take the entire stock of lead powder, so Harry felt happy enough with the ambiguity of the process. That was alchemy, after all – equal parts pin-point precision and esoteric flexibility all mashed up into a weird arcane discipline.

Harry added more powder, but his liquid didn’t change colour, although the lead settled into the bottom of the glassware. He added some more then tapped it with his wand as Flamel had instructed them to do. Eventually the liquid started to blacken as the lead powder dissolved into a solution.

“Brilliant,” Harry muttered. It hadn’t quite turned black, but it was a start, and after a quick look around at what everyone else had managed, Harry saw he was making good progress. No one else had got as far, at least. The making of a sericon was one of the more basic and simple processes in modern alchemy, but Harry was still happy to be making progress since many alchemists failed at that first hurdle.

“Ah, here we go,” said Flamel. “Potter’s managed the beginning of the alchemical transmutation. The sericonergic process isn’t as finicky as some of the later ones but it’s complicated enough that I had to discover it. So well done to Potter and don’t feel too disheartened if you’re finding it a bit more difficult—I can tell you that young Albus had a little trouble with it his first time.” Flamel paused. “You’ve still got a way to go before we actually produce any sericon of course. Even Minghua’s process isn’t miraculous. But be thankful you’ve not got to do it the really old-fashioned way, or we wouldn’t get it done in the time we have. For the next part—Potter, pay attention because you’re nearly there—we’re going to need to chalk out some alchemical sigils around the apparatus. You should have memorised the basic ones from that book Professor Dee assigned you, but if not the diagrams should be in there. Some people underestimate the importance of proper placement of the sigils but they really shouldn’t…” continued Flamel.

Harry fished the book out of his bag while keeping one eye on his equipment then flicked to the page with the right diagrams. He spent the rest of the lesson juggling the demands of alchemical transmutation until Flamel dismissed the class.

Alchemy was Harry’s last lesson of the day, so he spent the rest of his afternoon in the dungeons working on his homework until dinner.

*

Towards the end of dinner a paper crane fluttered gently onto Harry’s arm from the Head Table. He unwrapped it and read the message written on its insides.


  After dinner report to my office. Bring your wand and nothing else.


The note wasn’t signed, but Harry knew it could only have come from Dumbledore. Even if they hadn’t arranged for occlumency lessons on Thursdays, Harry didn’t think anyone else in the Hall would be the type to send fluttering paper cranes as messengers. Harry placed the note onto the dinner table and it burst into flames.

“Steady on!” said Blaise. “What are you lighting fires for?”

“Er—I didn’t mean to,” Harry said. “I don’t think anyone noticed, anyway.” He glanced up and down the table where most people were paying attention to only their own affairs. “See? No one cares.”

“Well, you nearly burned my robes,” Blaise said. “Don’t do it again.”

“It wasn’t me,” Harry said. “It was a note from Dumbledore—a little—you know what, it doesn’t matter. I’ve got to go see him after dinner.”

“Oh, for the… thing,” Blaise said. “Well. Good luck with that, I suppose.”

“Thanks,” muttered Harry. “I’ve got to go right after dinner ends.” At least he didn’t have his school things with him, just his wand. When dinner ended Harry left his friends and made his way up to Dumbledore’s office pleased for once that his prefect’s badge meant he could more or less do what he wanted without being bothered by anyone on the way.

When Harry stood in front of the stone gargoyle he realised Dumbledore hadn’t given him a password. When he opened his mouth to announce himself, however, the gargoyle didn’t wait before stepping aside.

I suppose Dumbledore is expecting me.

Harry made his way up to Dumbledore’s office and stepped inside. Although Dumbledore had left dinner at the same time as Harry had, the old wizard was sat behind his desk already as if he’d been waiting ages.

“Sit, Harry—we have much to get through,” Dumbledore said. “Good evening,” he said as an afterthought.

Harry sat down opposite Dumbledore.

“Tonight we will begin your instruction in occlumency,” Dumbledore continued after Harry had got settled. “Occlumency is a difficult art, one which is seldom practised these days. There are very few wizards who could teach you this skill—and of those who could, there are only a handful for whom it is practically possible. Ordinarily I wouldn’t like to be the one to teach you this but given the circumstances…” Dumbledore sighed. “Together we shall have you learn the rudiments of occlumency, and when you have progressed well enough, I shall deliver you into the hands of Professor Snape for further testing.”

“Snape? Why him?”

“Professor Snape, Harry,” chided Dumbledore. “In answer to your question, because he has both the necessary level of skill in occlumency and legilimency to be an appropriate teacher in this endeavour. And, of course, because teaching someone occlumency entails a necessary amount of making oneself vulnerable mentally—something which would be unwise of me to do given all that which I know. Does that answer your question?”

“Er, I suppose so, sir,” Harry said. “But why not have Sn—Professor Snape teach me to start with?”

“Professor Snape is, perhaps, not as gentle as would be preferred when it comes to instruction in the Mind Arts,” said Dumbledore. “It will be better for you to learn the basic principles from me, I should think, and in any case, I meant what I said after last year’s debacle—I must take a more active role in your education.”

“Right, sir,” Harry said. “I’m still, um, sorry about—er—”

“It is done, and in many ways it was not your fault at all. Now, to the issue at hand,” said Dumbledore. “Commonly, occlumency and legilimency are held as separate disciplines, but in truth they are two sides of a single magical art. The Mind Arts are obscure, little-understood, and only situationally useful—hence their obscurity. Nevertheless we find ourselves in a situation where it is imperative that you become a competent occlumens. It is quite difficult for even adult wizards to learn this skill, but you must persevere. Tell me, what do you know of meditation?”

Harry wasn’t sure what to say to that. Certain muggles went on and on about meditation – ‘hippy stuff’ as Vernon would say – but Harry didn’t think Dumbledore would be asking about that. But that was the only thing Harry could think of.

“It’s, er, about being, er, calm? Not thinking? Or… or only thinking about the right things? I’m not sure, honestly, sir.”

“That is not entirely incorrect,” offered Dumbledore. “The ancient Vedic wizards developed the first techniques as a way to improve their control over magic—in a time long, long before wands—but similar practices have existed across many cultures and times. Indeed, some believe that meditative techniques were key to unlocking our early potential as wizards, so very long ago. There are several methods pertinent to our goals this evening and so we will discuss them all. First, tell me what you understand the goal of occlumency to be.”

“Er,” started Harry, but he stopped himself. He’d prefer not to say anything stupid. Dumbledore had already told him the answer to his own question on a different day – occlumency was the art of defending one’s mind, and the information it contained, from intruders. Harry said as much.

Dumbledore nodded.

“Indeed, that is one of its primary functions,” Dumbledore said, “and the one which we are most concerned with. There are some other benefits to practitioners of the art, but these are considered ancillary today—and in any case are a thing which you may explore further yourself when we are done, should you wish to. Occlumency is unlike much of the magic you have studied thus far in that it does not rely on ritualistic methods of preparation, on wands, or even much of a cogent theoretical framework. It is magic of a primeval sort. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said. “It’s not about spells and things like that, but more a state of mind? A way of thinking, or not thinking but in the right kind of way. And that’s how we can get the magic to work. Right?” Something akin to what Quirrell – or Voldemort through Quirrell – had spoken about during his first year.

“Quite so, Harry,” said Dumbledore. “There are several approaches conducive to entering the proper state of mind for occlumency, and we shall likely attempt them all in the course of our studies. The best—although perhaps the most difficult to achieve—is by clearing one’s mind of all thoughts and feelings. That is, of course, easier said than done but the mental state produced in this way is very effective when used with occlumency. So we will attempt this first.”

“Right, sir. Okay. How do I do it?” Thinking about not thinking was still thinking, at least as far as Harry understood it. It seemed counterproductive to try to clear his mind.

“Ah, now. That is the difficult part. We discussed, briefly, meditation. This is one approach, and the one we will try this evening. Perhaps to your disappointment we shall not do any occlumency, strictly speaking, this evening. Instead, I would like to introduce you to the methods which may help you on the way and, if you are willing, I shall show you what a legilimantic incursion feels like. Does this sound agreeable?”

Harry shrugged. Whether or not it was agreeable was wholly irrelevant, as Harry wanted to know what Dumbledore had to tell him and learning occlumency was the requirement. He didn’t much like the idea of Dumbledore invading his mind with magic, but he liked the idea of Voldemort doing so even less.

“It’s fine, sir.”

“Wonderful,” said Dumbledore. “So, let us begin. First, I want you focus on your breathing…”

Dumbledore spent the rest of the evening working Harry through different breathing exercises, basic methods of meditation, and what seemed to Harry to be the very rudiments of occlumency. After perhaps two hours of breathing exercises and attempts to ‘clear his mind’, Dumbledore had Harry stop.

“We will stop here for tonight,” Dumbledore said. “After one last exercise—I wish to show you what active legilimency feels like. May we proceed?”

“Yes, sir. That’s fine.” Truthfully, Harry was curious. Breathing and meditating and all that was fine, but it didn’t feel like actually doing anything. It was just sitting around trying to relax, which seemed backwards to Harry. An invasion of his mind by Dumbledore – however light his touch was – wasn’t exactly fun, but it was at least something approaching progress.

“Excellent. Before we begin, attempt to clear your mind of thoughts and feelings. You will not succeed but it is best to try. Nod when you are ready.”

Harry took a few deep, steady breaths and attempted to free his mind of all thought and feeling. He hadn’t managed it yet, but by focusing on his breathing, he was able to eradicate most of his active thoughts. That would have to be enough. When he felt like he’d achieved everything he was going to, Harry nodded.

Dumbledore didn’t wait around.

“Legilimens,” said Dumbledore.

At first, Harry felt nothing. Not so much as a whisper. But then, after a few moments, he felt something strange – something not right. Dumbledore probed gently, almost without any presence at all. It was a strange feeling, like a tickle in his mind, like the frisson of something when he could sense someone watching him from afar.

Harry’s attention became drawn inwards. He could still see Dumbledore’s office in his vision, but it seemed unimportant. A trifling thing. Instead, Harry tried to follow the presence within his mind. Dumbledore flitted from one passing thought to the next, probing no further than Harry’s most surface thoughts and feelings, but pausing at each before tossing it aside. Each time Dumbledore did, Harry experienced the thought again and again, almost like a recording and its echo.

How am I supposed to fight against this? Harry wondered. Not thinking would mean an intruding legilimens would have nothing to look at, he supposed, but occlumency was meant to be more useful than that. Useful for keeping secrets.

Harry felt Dumbledore tiptoe through his mind, weightless almost. But it was Harry’s mind, Harry remembered, so he thought he surely had more power within it than Dumbledore did. So Harry pushed, hard.

Dumbledore withdrew after Harry’s push.

“So now you see,” Dumbledore said. “You felt my presence—pushed against me, although not hard enough to dislodge me. You must understand, it is possible for a skilled legilimens to be even less obtrusive than I was this evening—so subtle that it is nigh on impossible to notice their presence. Your skill in occlumency will aid you in this, in time. But it is also true that many legilimens will be more obtrusive. Voldemort, for example, favours an aggressive approach in his legilimency—he will not be as gentle as I was. Nor will he—I expect—simply leave once you show him he is unwelcome. We are done for this evening, I think. You have done very well. I would like you to continue practising your breathing and the meditative exercises we have started with tonight. Can you do this?”

“Yes, sir. Of course,” Harry said.

“Good. Practise as often as you can, but especially before sleeping,” directed Dumbledore. “You will have to find time for it, I am afraid—it is key to mastering occlumency. We shall meet again next week at the same time; I will inform you should anything change. Now, I have kept you here quite late, so please, be off to bed.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Harry said. He got up from his seat and left Dumbledore’s office. Occlumency seemed like it would be much more difficult than any of the other magic Harry had learned, and not even because it was complicated. Alchemy was hard, but occlumency was something entirely different. Due to the late hour Harry saw only a few of his fellow prefects out on patrol, and although he was allowed out after the curfew, he didn’t dawdle back to the dungeons.

*

Over the next week Harry attended his extracurriculars, his lessons, and fit in as much additional occlumency practise as he possibly could while still having enough time for everything else. The occlumency practise was the least trackable thing Harry had to do, as it felt like simply sitting around doing nothing, but Harry did it anyway.

It was a good excuse to put off some of his homework, anyway. At least for a little while.

Unfortunately for Harry, Lockhart seemed unwilling to assign Harry actual homework, and instead asked Harry to help him after lessons again. The first time had been bad enough – an hour spent writing more or less the same message, tweaked only slightly, so that Lockhart could sign a letter to send back to his fans – but Harry was quite sure a second go at it would send him mad.

After being assigned another go at Lockhart’s nonsense errands Harry did consider asking Dumbledore to shift their occlumency lessons to Tuesdays instead but thought the better of it. Lockhart was a professor and could assign whatever homework he liked within reason, and Dumbledore was busy enough without having to intervene on Harry’s behalf for such a silly thing. And really, helping Lockhart write letters was probably less unpleasant than cleaning cauldrons by hand for Snape.

Probably.

With any luck some of the other students – the ones who were actual fans of Lockhart – would complain about Harry’s ‘special treatment’ and get it stopped that way. Stranger things had happened after all.

So after dinner on Tuesday – as late as he felt comfortable leaving it – Harry made his way to Lockhart’s office for his special ‘homework’ session. He arrived earlier than he would have liked, but probably later than Lockhart had intended, to find Lockhart already sat behind his desk with stacks and stacks of letters surrounding him.

“Ah! Harry! There you are. Fashionably late, I see—well, take a seat and pick up a quill. We’ve got a lot of work to do tonight—Witch Weekly announced the nominees for the Most Charming Smile Award and I’m inundated!” Lockhart said.

Harry fought the urge to groan. Lockhart had an international following, and the announcement of Witch Weekly’s latest round of awards would no doubt cause a near hysterical reaction in many of his fans.

“Yes, sir,” Harry said instead. “What do you need me to do?” He sat down at the desk.

“Answer these letters for me, there’s a good lad,” Lockhart said, gesturing towards a stack of letters on his desk. “Standard sort of answers—‘Dear Mrs so-and-so, I am positively delighted to receive your congratulations’, ‘Dear Mr who-ever-you-are, it is with the greatest pleasure that I write to you…’, that sort of thing. Not all that much different from what we did last time, although this time I do imagine most of the letters will be along the same theme. Not a bad bit of ‘homework’, eh? The perks of being a public figure!”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said. He could do that. It was boring, and he didn’t see why Lockhart felt the need to respond to each bit of fan mail he received, but Harry supposed it was better than a kick up the arse. “Start with these?”

Lockhart nodded and Harry picked the first of the fan letters to respond to. He wrote a basic response using Lockhart’s special quill – charmed to replicate Lockhart’s natural handwriting no matter who used it – and then passed the letter over to Lockhart, who was signing each one and sealing the letter with a kiss.

Harry made decent enough time but didn’t rush. If he finished the stack early no doubt Lockhart would come up with something even worse to fill their remaining time, and at least responding to fan letters was easy. He took the time to read over each letter properly in order to formulate a personalised response to each one.

“Who’s this one from?” Harry muttered as he picked up the next letter in the stack. It was perfumed – not uncommon for a letter from Lockhart’s fans – and written on pink parchment.


  My Darling Gilderoy,



  All is well here in Gamp’s Bottom! I send this letter just having read about your recent nomination for…


Harry scanned the rest of the letter, confident it was yet another congratulations about the Most Charming Smile Award. When he reached the end, however, he had to stop and read it over again just to check he’d really read what he’d read.

…I am weak at the knees at the thought of seeing you again! Please do endeavour to visit us here in Gamp’s Bottom ahead of your next tour. I’m quite sure that this time will be the time I get my kisses and you get your special thank you. Please find enclosed a photograph of what awaits you.


  All the love in the world,



  Vivian xx


As tempted as he was to unfold the enclosed picture, Harry didn’t. It seemed like a private sort of thing, and he wasn’t sure that he really wanted to see whatever it was that Vivian had to offer. It could be wonderful, or it could put him off women for years to come.

“Er, Professor?” Harry said. “This letter, I don’t think… well, I’ve only scanned it but I think it’s, er, a bit more private than the other ones. She put in a photograph, and—”

“I’ll just be taking that one here,” said Lockhart, snatching the letter from Harry before Harry could finish his sentence. “If you get any others like that just hand them over, there’s a good lad.” He paused. “And if you find one with a picture of a chicken on the envelope don’t even open it, just pass it to me and forget you ever saw it. There’s a good lad.”

Torn between immediately wanting to know the contents of such a letter and never wanting to know, Harry simply nodded.

Whatever Lockhart gets up to on his own time is none of my business, Harry reminded himself. Although it could make good blackmail material if the need ever arose… Harry supposed he could cross that bridge if it came up. Harry kept an eye out for the letter with a chicken on the front, anyway. Just in case.

About halfway through the letter answering session Lockhart paused and sighed dramatically. Harry ignored it. Lockhart sighed again. Unwilling to be drawn into whatever it was Lockhart wanted, Harry pretended not to have noticed.

Lockhart sighed yet again.

“Ah, Harry. Harry, Harry, Harry,” he said. “To be young and at the start of my career again—to have the chance at doing it all differently. Knowing what I know now… ah, but time-turners only turn so far, don’t they? Looking at you now, though—well, it brings it all back, doesn’t it?”

“Differently, Professor? What do you mean?” Harry asked before he could stop himself.

“Not that I wouldn’t have done all the things I’ve accomplished, of course,” Lockhart said. “All this, you know, it was my calling—my destiny, so to speak. Never worry about that—Gilderoy Lockhart is a stalwart defender against all things Dark and dastardly—but there are some early missteps I made with the press. Little blunders, you know, errant comments made in interviews, opinions given better left unsaid. Perhaps it would surprise you to learn, but I haven’t always been the media-savvy professional you see today!”

“Er, right, sir,” Harry said. Truthfully, he’d been hoping for something a bit meatier than that as an answer. That Lockhart had given a poor interview or two was hardly the news of the century, and Harry had his own experiences with the press which meant he already knew just how far some reporters would stretch a quote. Still, there could be something there worth digging out. “I’ve had a bit of, er, trouble like that myself.”

“Yes, one does have to watch what one says to dear Rita,” Lockhart said. “She is quite the tricky customer! When speaking to reporters, Harry, lad, it’s always best to remember that they aren’t your friends. Oh, treat them like they are, at least to their faces, but remember that they don’t want what’s best for you! Only you want what’s best for you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Professor. Thank you,” Harry said. It was good advice, even if he’d learned that already through his own missteps.

“Please do,” Lockhart said. “Ah, it really is just your luck that you’ve got me here to help! What I’d have given to have had access to perhaps the world’s most successful celebrity when I was starting out. But I had to learn it all on my own! You can ask me anything, you know, and I’ll always be here to advise!”

“Right, sir. Thank you,” Harry said.  Lockhart probably could dispense some useful advice regarding the press, but Harry didn’t think he wanted to risk asking. It seemed like it would set an unwise precedent. But with all the attention Lockhart dedicated to the press and courting publicity, Harry supposed he should have the expertise to show for it. “Er… how would you go about getting someone—Rita Skeeter, for example—to stop writing nasty articles about you?”

“Do something outrageous—but harmless—to take the attention away from whatever it is they’re writing about, of course,” Lockhart said. “Might be a bit hard cooped up here at school, but it always works a treat! If you do something the public will love, someone like Skeeter won’t go against the grain by keeping at the nasty stuff—it’s just bad business. It won’t last forever but it should help fix things for a while.”

That seemed like decent enough advice to Harry. It wasn’t too far from what Dumbledore had suggested Harry to do with Umbridge, although in true Lockhart fashion it was highly visible, and Lockhart certainly had the experience with the press to back it up. But he’d hit on an important obstacle: Harry was stuck at school and generally lacked for opportunities to do anything outrageous in that sort of way.

“Thank you, sir. I’ll try to think of something.”

“Cheer up—at this stage in your career, everything is salvageable. Now, I’ve noticed that some of the letters are asking me about my unpublished book—here’s what you should say…” said Lockhart. He explained his preference for those letters and Harry spent the rest of the allotted time working on Lockhart’s letters. When it was finally time to go, Harry returned to the dungeons feeling like the evening hadn’t been a complete waste of time.

Just about.
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Harry fell into an easy routine. He would spend most of his days working on his regular schoolwork, including the mountains of additional work brought on by Alchemy and its practical projects, while trying to fit in all his extracurricular activities – and his duties as prefect – around all of that. It worked well enough.

Occlumency lessons with Dumbledore, and the resulting self-directed learning afterwards, was a little harder to fit in, but Harry made time for it. Occlumency seemed like a very important thing for him to learn, and he didn’t want to put Dumbledore off sharing any further information. There were things Harry wanted to know – needed to know, even – and he wasn’t going to let himself fall down at that particular hurdle.

Not when he’d been presented with a route around it.

It left very little time for anything else, though, including the clandestine activities he and his friends had agreed upon. That wasn’t so bad, though, as they hadn’t managed to meet up to learn the spells necessary, but it was another thing Harry had to keep in mind as the days went on.

Even though he had a lot going on Harry still looked forward to his alchemy lessons, as the class had moved on to preparing for the first of the three practical projects of the year – the Salve of Clear Sight. It was a matter close to Harry’s own heart – well, eyes – since it would mean he could, after successfully producing the Salve, do away with his glasses altogether. The presence of Inquisitors during the practicals was less welcome, but they tended be in attendance mostly for Mr Flamel’s lessons, so Harry at least got a break during lessons with Professor Dee.

Unfortunately, that meant Professor Dee was free to behave in exactly the way he normally did, which could be frustrating during practical lessons.

“So,” said Professor Dee before taking a long, hard drag of his cigarette, “today we’re going to work on the first step in creating the Salve of Ocular Augmentation.”

Hermione put up her hand.

“Professor?” she asked.

Dee blew out a cloud of smoke.

“Yes?”

“Why do you call it the Salve of Ocular Augmentation, but Mr Flamel calls it the Salve of Clear Sight?” Hermione asked.

Harry sighed. Not exactly the most important of interruptions to the lesson.

“Two names for the same thing,” Dee said, shrugging. “In the Ministry syllabus it’s called the Salve of Ocular Augmentation, so that’s just what I’ve been calling it as well.”

“But they’re the same thing?” pressed Hermione. “I only ask because I’ve been in the library doing some research and I keep seeing it called the Salve of Clear Sight or the Salve of True Sight in the books, as well as the Salve of Ocular Augmentation, and I was worried there was a material difference in the methods. You know, like how it is with the Elixir of Elation and the Draught of Euphoria. So I just wanted to check that it really was the same thing just so I didn’t end up researching something different.”

That’s actually fair, Harry thought, revising his earlier opinion.

Dee stubbed out his cigarette and then lit another.

“Five points to Gryffindor,” he said. “I wasn’t sure where you were going with this question but you got somewhere good in the end. Well done. So, yes, in this case it really is just two names for the same thing. I think Mr Flamel favours the traditional nomenclature—for obvious reasons.” He paused. “Any more questions? No? Then moving on…”

Dee blew out a cloud of green smoke.

“You’ve been doing really well—most of you, anyway—with Mr Flamel, and I’m told you’ve all managed to create an alchemical solvent. You’ll have all made a sericon with Mr Flamel, too, so we’re well on our way to creating the Salve. Well done, all of you. Not that we’ll be doing that today. Today, as the first step in the Salve of Ocular Augmentation, we’re going to be making the solvent. Set up your apparatus—two to a bench—and get on with it. I’ll be watching you, so don’t worry about that.”

Dee flicked ash from his cigarette into the ashtray and blew out a cloud of green smoke.

“Get started. If you fall behind you might not have time to finish, and if you don’t finish, you can’t sit the OWL.”

Dee leaned back against his desk and continued smoking.

Harry set up his apparatus right away at the workbench he shared with Thomas Dragonsfoot. There were others he could have chosen, but Dragonsfoot was friendly enough, and lacked some of the baggage of the others in the class. By the time Harry had finished with his own equipment he realised the little wizard was still putting his things together.

“Need any help?” Harry said. Dragonsfoot always took a little longer than the others to get his things set up as he was much, much shorter than everyone else and had to climb onto his seat to reach the top of the alchemical equipment.

Dragonsfoot shook his head.

“No, thank you. Appreciate the offer, but in the exam I have to do it all myself, so I don’t want to get used to having the help,” he said with a smile.

“Fair enough,” Harry said. “Just let me know if you need anything.”

Harry started the work of making his solvent, setting the fire to the right temperature, filling the various bits and pieces with the right materials, while he kept his eye on Dragonsfoot in case the other boy really did need some help.

He didn’t. Dragonsfoot did need to stand on top of the workbench for part of the work, and even though that was technically against the guidelines for practical work in alchemy, Harry didn’t mention it. If Professor Dee thought it okay – and the cigarette-smoking professor had said nothing at all – it was none of Harry’s business. And, with Dragonsfoot being so small, there wasn’t much else he could do anyway.

“Harry, would you pass me my sulphur, please?” Dragonsfoot asked after a little while.

“Yeah, no problem,” Harry said. He handed the vial of powdered sulphur to the little wizard.

“Thanks!” he said.

Harry continued with his work. As the first step in his first ever alchemical work, he didn’t want anything at all to go wrong. Not only would that mean he failed at the first hurdle and couldn’t get his eyes fixed, it would also bar him from any and all progression to the higher mysteries of alchemy, and that thought was not a nice one. Fortunately, the creation of a solvent suitable for the Salve of Clear Soght was quite simple as alchemy went, so Harry wasn’t that worried.

It was even better that the Inquisitors were absent, as they mostly only ever got in the way no matter what class they were sitting in on. Especially Umbridge, who appeared to seek out each and every opportunity to interrupt with a zeal hitherto unknown in any being yet to grace the Earth.

But as the creation of a solvent was reasonably simple, that did leave Harry with a lot of spare time in between bits and pieces of activity, so he decided to try to get to know Dragonsfoot a bit better.

“How’d you end up deciding to take Alchemy, anyway?” Harry asked him. “If you were home-schooled before, I mean.” He paused. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to—I was just making conversation, that’s all.” No need to put the boy on edge, after all.

Dragonsfoot shrugged.

“It’s fine. It’s a fair question,” he said in that surprisingly deep voice of his. “I never had the chance to actually learn alchemy at home,” he said, “so I never did the theory bits. My mum couldn’t have afforded private alchemy tuition—there’s only one instructor and she charges obscene amounts, like really, shockingly high—so I just never bothered. I did read on my own—but it’s not the same. It was really boring being home-schooled, to be honest with you.  When the Ministry changed the laws and I had to come here anyway…” He shrugged again. “It just made sense to try it out.”

“That makes sense,” Harry said. “I’ve heard a few people say things like that.” Of course, he’d also heard people complain that the change ruined long-standing plans or was a complete upheaval and altogether unwanted. But it seemed like not everyone was as upset by the Ministry’s decisions as people like Tracey’s brother or John FitzRoy.

And none of that made Harry at all pleased to have Umbridge, the Ministry faction she represented, and Voldemort’s people interfering with Hogwarts.

But it was interesting to consider.

“I don’t think it’s fair that they shut down all the other schools, though,” Dragonsfoot continued. “That’s wrong. But I’m not unhappy I got to come to Hogwarts.”

Harry had the question fully formed and ready to go before deciding not to ask it. There could have been any number of reasons Dragonsfoot wanted but hadn’t been allowed to attend Hogwarts, and some of them might have delicate answers. Probably best not to ask the question, at least not until Harry knew him better.

“That’s fair enough,” Harry said. “I’m glad I got to come, too—my aunt and uncle didn’t want to let me, not at first.” That had been a moment of madness on his aunt’s behalf, Harry knew, as she hadn’t wanted to let Harry back into a dangerous world… and she would have been overruled anyway by the Ministry. But Harry understood something of what Dragonsfoot felt.

“Really?” asked Dragonsfoot. “I never would have thought that.”

“Yeah,” said Harry absently as he adjusted the flame. “My aunt was worried. Since she’s a muggle and, well, the only wizards she ever knew died in the War.” Harry’s parents. The reason Harry had been placed with her in the first place.

“Oh, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to…” Dragonsfoot said. “Sorry.”

Harry shrugged.

“It’s just what it is. But anyway—my aunt wasn’t too convinced about me coming to Hogwarts, so I get it.”

“My mum worries, too,” Dragonsfoot said. “I think mums—and aunts—are just like that. Mind you, my grandfather’s the same as well, so I think it’s just an old people thing. Worry worry worry.”

That sounded about right to Harry. Most of the full grown adults he knew where busy worrying about something or other, sometimes even things that nobody needed to worry about. He opened his mouth to say as much—

“Shit,” muttered Harry as he saw his auxiliary fluid boiling. “Forgot about that…”

He jumped to fix the temperature and went back to his alchemical work but did manage to keep up a decent enough conversation with Dragonsfoot after that. It wasn’t quite to the level of social interaction Tracey managed with just about everyone, but Harry was pleased with it, anyway. Not everyone had to be a social butterfly, after all.

“See you tomorrow,” Harry said at the end of the lesson while they were packing things away. Both of them had managed to create their solvents and so didn’t have to stay later – something which Harry was very glad for indeed, as Alchemy was the last of his lessons on Monday and meant he could get back to the dungeons for some much-needed rest before scrambling to meet his other obligations.

“See you,” said Dragonsfoot.

*

At dinner on Thursday evening Harry once again received a message from Dumbledore in the form of a self-immolating paper crane instructing him to report to Dumbledore’s office later that night. Another occlumency lesson and given that Harry had been making progress with his meditation, perhaps one involving actual occlumency.

As the crane burned to ashes at the table, Blaise twitched away from Harry.

“Oi! I told you—oh. Well. Just point the bloody thing away from me next time, alright?” he said. “God, why’s he got to light the thing on fire?”

Harry shrugged.

“Dunno. To be honest, I think he likes the theatricality of it all. You know.” That sounded about right to Harry, anyway, since as the Headmaster, Dumbledore was perfectly entitled to simply ask any student to attend his office whenever he wanted without any kind of subterfuge being necessary.

Blaise mumbled something unintelligible.

“Well, enjoy your stupid meeting, I suppose,” he said. “Even though this is the second time you’ve nearly burned my robes.”

“The fire was nowhere near you,” Harry said dismissively. “Anyway, you can just repair them easy enough.”

“Not my under-robe—that’s a special silk and reparo won’t work on it because it’s inherently magical. So just be more careful.”

Harry rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, alright.”

Harry finished up with his dinner and used the small window of time between the end of dinner and the beginning of occlumency with Dumbledore to get some of his homework done. When it was time to leave he gathered his things and headed straight to Dumbledore’s office.

He reached the gargoyle which guarded the entrance to Dumbledore’s office and gave it the password.

“Sugar mice,” he said, and it moved aside to reveal the staircase. The door to Dumbledore’s office opened as soon as Harry reached the top of the staircase.

“Come in, Harry,” said Dumbledore. “Would you like a cockroach cluster?”

Harry eyed the bowl on Dumbledore’s desk dubiously. He’d never tried a cockroach cluster and didn’t intend to, either. He didn’t know anyone who enjoyed them. Was Dumbledore joking, perhaps? But there really was a bowl full of cockroach clusters on the desk.

“No, thanks, sir,” Harry said. “I… er, I had a large dinner.”

“Ah! More for me, then,” said Dumbledore, popping one into his mouth. “Now, I trust you have been keeping up with your exercises? Before sleeping and upon waking?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, sir. I have—every night. And morning. I even try to do them in the day if I get the chance but I’ve been really busy so I don’t always manage it.”

“The curse of the productive and successful wizard,” said Dumbledore. “No matter—what you’ve done should be sufficient. Must be sufficient, in fact, as you do not have many other options.”

“Yes, sir.” Harry supposed he could drop one of activities for it, or even pull back from one his less important subjects, but Harry reckoned Dumbledore wouldn’t have been too happy with those solutions.

“Let’s begin. First, I wish to see whether you are able to maintain a clear state of mind. May I use legilimency on you?”

“Er, yes, sir. I mean, you have to to check, don’t you? So…”

“Consent, Harry, is important in any endeavour such as this,” said Dumbledore. “If there is no trust, we are doomed to fail. We shall begin when you are ready.”

Harry nodded. He took a few moments to breathe, then tried to coax his mind into that paradoxical state of mind required by occlumency – a mind actively clear of thought. When Harry thought he was more or less there, he nodded.

“Sir.”

Speaking took him out of it, but only a little, and he slipped back in before Dumbledore started.

“Legilimens.”

At first, Harry couldn’t tell anything had happened. Of course, that was the point, and Dumbledore was a very light touch when it came to legilimency… and Harry was focused more on maintaining his clear state of mind. But after a few moments Harry felt the additional presence in his mind. It was subtle, almost no feeling at all. Like a single speck of dust on a photograph, Harry could only notice it because it was the only presence in his clean, cleared mind – and so it must have been foreign. An intrusive presence, not part of his thoughts at all…

That’s the point of clearing my mind, Harry realised.

“Ah, well,” said Dumbledore, jolting Harry from his thoughts. “A wonderful realisation, Harry, but perhaps poorly timed. Nevertheless, I am quite confident that you are able to enter and maintain the correct state of mind for our lessons to progress. No doubt in the coming weeks we shall visit this, and do so using different techniques, but we can begin the real work tonight. Next, I am going to try a more active legilimantic incursion. I will attempt to view a memory—something banal, innocuous, like a memory of your last Transfiguration lesson with Professor McGonagall, say. You need only do your best to maintain a clear mind—do not try to push me out. I daresay you would be able to succeed, but that isn’t quite what we’re aiming to achieve here.”

“Er, then what are we doing?” Harry asked. “Sir. I mean, I thought the point was to not let you rummage around my head.”

Dumbledore leaned back in his chair.

“You are correct, of course,” he said. “In most cases the goal of the occlumens is to prevent the legilimens from gaining access to his mind. However, he can do this in several different ways. One approach, as you have experienced already, is to push the intruder out. However this is not, strictly speaking, occlumency—it is rather closer to legilimency than occlumency. It straddles the imaginary line diving the two arts. This can be quite effective but has two major disadvantages over a subtler approach. Can you guess what these are?”

Harry thought about it. The most obvious answer seemed to be that it would show off to any attacking legilimens that their attack had failed. He said as much.

“Is it because they’ll notice they failed and might try harder next time?”

“Indeed, that is one reason many occlumens take a subtler approach. But this is not the whole reason: a sufficiently talented occlumens would be able to resist even a very aggressive incursion. So, can you think of another reason?”

Harry fought the urge to shrug. It had to be at least a little bit obvious or Dumbledore wouldn’t have bothered to ask, so Harry thought on it a bit more. After a few moments Harry thought he’d figured it out.

“Is it… well, if Voldemort used legilimency on me, and I pushed him out, he’d know that I’m an occlumens. But if I just kept my mind clear he’d never know that I even knew he was looking about in there?” That sounded right to Harry. “So that way, you can keep your secrets—even the one about being an occlumens.” He paused. “Is that how you knew about Draco being an occlumens?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Dumbledore said. “Young Mr Malfoy is skilled enough in the Art that he could resist a minor incursion, though not so skilled that I would face a challenge in gaining access to his mind should I wish to press the issue.” Dumbledore hesitated. “Not that I would have done so without sufficient cause—I am not fond of using legilimency, and strive never to do so without good reason. No, what really alerted me to his newfound talent was simply how empty his head was whenever I looked.”  It was Dumbledore’s turn to pause. “Emptier than the mind of a teenaged boy ordinarily is, I should say.”

Harry nodded and thought about it.

“So, clearing my mind is only the first step? There’s more to learn?”

That was disappointing but not wholly unexpected. For occlumency to be such a rare art, and so difficult to learn, it would have to be a bit more complicated than simply being a wizard who didn’t think very much. Otherwise Vince and Greg would be grand masters of it.

“Quite so,” Dumbledore said. “It is the beginner’s defence. A more experienced practitioner would appear to not be using occlumency at all. That was Mr Malfoy’s downfall: he could keep secret that which he guarded, but not that he was guarding a secret. There are of course many reasons one might wish to keep knowledge that one is an occlumens from others—not least of which that the Ministry takes a rather suspicious view on those studied in the Mind Arts.”

“Really?”

“It is not illegal to be a practitioner,” Dumbledore said, “but it carries with it a certain … stigma, should one ever need to give testimony at a trial or other such things. If it had been known that I am an occlumens—let alone that I am quite the accomplished legilimens—at the trial during the summer it would have been much more difficult for us to have achieved the result we managed.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Harry said. The trial had gone poorly enough as it was, and with the things being written about him in the papers, Harry didn’t want to see just how bad it could get if Rita knew he’d dabbled in the Mind Arts. “Alright. I think I’m ready to try, then.”

Harry took a few more breaths and got himself back into his cleared state of mind. Although Dumbledore had told him some useful things, none of it mattered at that moment. What mattered was that Harry kept his thoughts clear, his mind empty. Free from anything even halfway resembling a memory for Dumbledore to latch onto.

No memories, and no errant thoughts either. Easier said than done, but Harry thought that he could—

“Legilimens!” said Dumbledore without warning.

But Harry felt nothing. Not at first. Then, eventually, it was as if someone was gently leafing through the pages of a book, the lightest of pressures inside his mind, searching around the empty space Harry had created for something that didn’t fit. Something that stood out.

Harry ignored it. That was the point of the exercise – ignoring Dumbledore, pretending as if he didn’t exist. Pretending as if nothing existed in his mind, at that. His mind was, as Snape often claimed of his students, not even full of air.

Harry kept at his breathing.

His mind was an empty room. A clear blue sky. Like the waters of a calm sea. Any and every bullshit metaphor and analogy Harry had ever heard to describe such a thing.

None of it mattered.

Harry maintained the occlusion as best he could, kept his mind balanced on the edge of thought and unthought, that sweet paradoxical place where the magic of occlumency was born.

And then Dumbledore dug deeper.

It was as if he simply swept aside Harry’s hard-won state of mind like it was nothing to reveal the chaotic mess that lurked beneath. Any hint of occlumency was gone, the magic dispelled. Instead, Harry’s mind filled with thoughts, memories: the first time Dumbledore had used legilimency on him, the first time Harry had successfully meditated, the first…

Harry tried to rein himself in, tried to get back the cleared state of mind. Focused on his breathing – in, hold, out slowly. Repeat.

Nothing worked.

And then a memory replayed over in his mind. Dumbledore had found what he’d been looking for – a memory of Transfiguration with Professor McGonagall. It was the lesson McGonagall had attempted to teach her students how to vanish complex structures and groups of objects by visualising them as a collective entity. Harry had mastered it early on, as he had been doing essentially the same thing in reverse by conjuring bees during his duelling bouts, and McGonagall had given him a hint during the exams the previous year besides.

So instead of listening to the lesson, he’d played about with his buttons instead, transfiguring them into beetles and back again. Not exactly mucking about, but not what he’d been assigned to do either.

“An admirable defence, Harry,” Dumbledore said after the memory played out. “You seem to have grasped the basic concepts well. Of course, application of concept is a rather different beast, especially in occlumency. But we will get there. When you are able to maintain the occlusion despite my incursions we will progress to the next step—occluding your thoughts so that it appears you are not occluding at all. Are you ready to try again? This time I shall hunt for a different memory—a lesson with Professor Flitwick, perhaps.”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, sir. I’m ready.”

And so it went. Harry attempted to occlude, to keep his mind clear, while Dumbledore rooted around in search of memories. Each time, Dumbledore found exactly what he’d been looking for, Harry’s pitiful occlusion broken and swept away almost like it had never existed. Over and over again, filling the better part of three hours, until Harry couldn’t fill his mind with thoughts even if he’d wanted to.

“We shall stop here, I think,” Dumbledore said eventually. “You have done well.”

Harry rubbed at his aching head.

“I don’t feel like it,” he muttered. Harry sighed. “Sir, when you push past my occlusion… er, how do you do it? I mean… I was keeping a clear mind, right? And I was managing it. But then you just—just…”

“In part it is because you were too focused on what I was doing, and not focused enough on occlusion, that the state slipped momentarily. Once that happens it is trivial for the legilimens to go further. It is a foot in the door, so to speak,” Dumbledore said. “And in part it is simply the nature of legilimency to see past occlusion. Of course, had I wished to simply force my way through your occlusion I could have done so at any point. You are a novice and I have—without being immodest—much more skill at legilimency than you do at occlumency.”

Well, that all made perfect sense, even if Harry didn’t like it.

“Sir, do you think—” Harry started to ask, but then paused. He thought it would be helpful if he learned something more about legilimency, how it worked, what it was in more detail – but didn’t want to come across as if he wanted access to other people’s minds. He wasn’t a snoop, not like that.

“That you should learn legilimency?” Dumbledore finished for him. “No, not at this juncture. We have more important things to discuss, after all—occlumency is necessary for those, remember. You are not learning for the sake of it, but because we have a specific, concrete goal. Remember this, Harry.” Dumbledore paused. “And quite aside from that, learning even the rudiments of legilimency is counterproductive to our goal, as it is in some senses the opposite of what you need to be doing. No, your goals are best served by a dogged persistence in the art of occlumency alone, for now.”

“I didn’t mean I should learn legilimency,” Harry said. “More that I wondered if it would be helpful to know about how it works so I can learn occlumency better. Like, if I understood what it was that a legilimens was doing I could know better what I should be doing with occlumency.” Harry shrugged. “But if you don’t think that’s necessary then it doesn’t matter.”

“For now, focus on occlumency,” Dumbledore reiterated. “You are making excellent progress, but we are not quite where we need you to be. Continue your practise every morning when you wake and every night before you sleep—and before you sleep especially. Now, the hour is late, and I am quite sure you are tired—mentally if not physically after our practise. I wouldn’t want to keep you any longer, unless there is anything you wish you discuss?”

Harry thought about it, then shook his head. He’d had no unpleasant run-ins with the Inquisition, and he’d decided against asking Dumbledore to intervene with the Lockhart situation. Umbridge hadn’t even been that obnoxious during Duelling Club.

“Then I will see you soon enough,” Dumbledore said. “See that you hurry back to the dungeons—I should not want you to run afoul of the Inquisition, Prefect’s badge or no.”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said. He stood and left Dumbledore alone in his strange office full of its odd instruments and portraits of long dead personages and went right back to the dungeons. He didn’t even linger in the Common Room – it was late enough that none of his friends were there, anyway, so there didn’t seem much point.

“He kept you late,” remarked Blaise as Harry returned to the dormitory and sat himself down on his bed.. Everyone was still awake and chatting quietly, all except for Capability Plumm whose curtains were closed off.

“Private lessons with Lockhart again?” asked John FitzRoy, his tone a clear statement on how he felt about that little titbit.

Harry sighed. He didn’t ever have private lessons with Lockhart, but the answer of having long, drawn out meetings with Dumbledore was hardly any better for Harry’s reputation. Either way it looked like special treatment.

“I don’t have private lessons with Lockhart,” Harry decided to say. “He just makes me do my homework there instead of—ugh. But whatever. I had a meeting with Dumbledore, actually. It was, er…”

Harry paused. He knew what Dumbledore had suggested during one of their meetings – that Harry was seeing Dumbledore for ‘pastoral care’ at his aunt’s urging after the trial – but that was embarrassing. Still, a bit of embarrassment was better than rumours of private tuition from Dumbledore…

“My aunt wanted me to have pastoral sessions with Dumbledore,” Harry explained. “After the assault. And the trial. You know. So… that’s what I’m doing on Thursdays. Not that it’s anyone’s business.”

Charlie at least had the decency to look a bit awkward at the statement, but FitzRoy didn’t seem to care at all. He waved a hand dismissively.

“Oh, that.” FitzRoy sniffed. “Bad bit of business, that.”

“Yes, well, I’m not sure I want to go over it all again before bed,” Harry said. Hopefully FitzRoy would take the statement at face value. It was a reasonable excuse. “So… anyway, I’m going to go bed,” Harry said. “You lot can keep talking, but I’m tired. So… goodnight,” he said.

Harry closed the curtains around his bed and got changed, then settled in to do his final occlumency exercises before sinking into a deep sleep.
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Daphne had Tracey arrange a meeting between all of their friends ‘in the know’ about Voldemort the weekend after Harry’s occlumency session with Dumbledore. Art Club had met, and Daphne apparently had everything she needed to teach everyone else the proper spells. So they crammed in to one of the far-flung study alcoves in the library on Saturday morning while most of the rest of the school was off watching Quidditch.

Harry was a little bit disappointed to miss the first match of the year, but he supposed that their plans were more important. And given that there were more matches planned that year than for any other, he could catch one of the others.

“Show me again how to hold the wand,” Justin asked after Daphne had finished explaining one of the art spells. “It’s not like how you normally do it…”

“No,” said Daphne, “you’ve got to kind of hold it like this. Technically, you don’t have to, but Mrs Macmillan said it’s easier to control the chalk when it comes out.”

“Hmm,” said Justin. He tried again.

“There—see, much better,” said Daphne, beaming.

And so the morning went on. Daphne – with occasional assistance from Ernie, who had learned many of the spells from his mother years before – taught Harry and the rest of their friends the spells they would need for their upcoming campaign of havoc against the Inquisition. Harry thought they probably could have got away with Daphne teaching the Slytherins and Ernie teaching the Hufflepuffs, but he supposed it would help if all his friends started learning to work together.

If for no other reason than it was more convenient for Harry.

“This is actually a good bit of fun,” Tracey declared after a little while. “I thought it wouldn’t be as fun as using real paints and stuff like that but it’s not that different! And so much cleaner.”

“Mum does always say it’s better to use the real stuff,” Ernie said, “but you’re right—it is cleaner this way.”

“Why’s it better?” asked Harry.

“Oh, you know Mum,” Ernie said. “It’s not practically better, just, you know, part of the spirit of art and all that guff.”

Harry nodded. That did sound right for Mairi.

“Oh, but I can see what she means,” said Daphne. “It isn’t quite the same, is it? I do think you lose something doing it from a wand instead of a paintbrush.”

“Wands are better for what we need all this for, though,” said Susan. “Can you imagine what it would be like to get caught with a pot of paint after those messages are found? They’d know it was you straight away.”

“Mm,” said Blaise. “At least we’ve got a reasonable excuse for always having our wands on us.”

“Still doesn’t help if we’re caught out after hours, though,” Millicent said. “Well, at least, it doesn’t for all of us who aren’t prefects.”

“Oh, Millie, you know we said we’d find good times for everyone to get about,” said Daphne. “Times like this morning, when everyone’s out, or… well, you know.”

Millicent shrugged.

“I’m not complaining,” she said. “Just pointing it out.”

“We’ll all be fine,” said Tracey. “And we’re all really sensible—I don’t think any of us has really been in trouble before even—so even if we do get caught doing something I bet it won’t be that bad.”

“Unless they punish us worse to make an example,” said Blaise. “That seems like something Umbridge would do.”

Tracey frowned.

“Oh, I suppose she would do that.”

“If anything serious happens I’ll take the blame,” Harry said. “I don’t really care about what Umbridge does—she can’t hurt me. If I get kicked out of school I’ll just hire tutors or something like that.” Of course, he didn’t want that to happen. Getting kicked out of Hogwarts seemed like an awful consequence for going against Umbridge and her nonsense but given that the Ministry had gone to such lengths to force everyone into Hogwarts in the first place, he doubted that would happen. “And it’s just a bit of graffiti, isn’t it? Remember when they caught Montague and his lot drawing knobs over all the desks—even then the punishment was just cleaning muggle-style.”

“Isn’t what we’re doing a bit more—um—seditious than that, though?” said Susan. “Not that I’m saying we shouldn’t do it or that I won’t help, because I will,” she continued, “but we do have to be careful, don’t we? Because depending on what we say specifically, we could get into a lot of trouble.” She paused. “It’s just, you know, the Inquisition is a Ministry body and if we say the wrong kinds of things and annoy the wrong people then there could be real consequences…”

Harry nodded. He understood that. Even though he had little to fear in the way of consequences for his actions his friends had family working at the Ministry, or families with good standing in the community, that sort of thing. Except for Blaise, whose mother was often under suspicion of something, but she had more than enough money to ignore silly little things like Ministry censure.

If she wanted to she could bribe people to stop talking or, if it really came to it, could simply flee the country for pastures new.

“I’ll make sure we don’t, er, do anything particularly treasonous,” Harry said. “I promise. Look, I don’t want to do anything stupid. It’s not like we’re trying to bring down the Ministry, is it? But what the Inquisition is doing here is all—I mean, it’s just…” He shrugged. “You know. It’s getting a bit much. And it’s not fair. So we have to do something. And,” he said, lowering his voice, “we know it’s all got something to do with Voldemort. We just don’t know what. So I still think it’s a good idea even if there are consequences.” He paused. “I mean, consequences short of being put on trial for conspiracy.”

Susan went white at the mention of Voldemort. But she eventually nodded.

“I know. I trust Dumbledore knows what he’s doing,” Susan said, “but I do wish we could let my aunt know.”

“Well, she’ll find out eventually, won’t she?” said Blaise darkly. “I don’t imagine this is all going to go away, no matter what we do.”

There was silence. Harry didn’t look forward to that part of the future. Probably hated the idea more than anyone else, as he’d come closer to Voldemort than the others ever had.

Hopefully closer than they ever would.

“We can deal with that later,” Harry said. “For now, we know what we’ve got to do. There’s going to be time to worry about that later. So we should work out what we’re going to write, where, and when. That’s what we need to be doing for now. Agreed?”

Everyone agreed. After that, talk changed from Voldemort and to the specific activities they would each be doing over the coming days. By the time they were done the Quidditch match had clearly ended, as students came trickling back into the library, so they cleaned up and went their separate ways.

*

On Monday evening Harry and Tracey snuck out of the Slytherin Common Room to daub messages around the school. It was the first such outing any of Harry’s friends had made, and fortunately, he and Tracey would be able to use Harry’s Invisibility Cloak. That had been part of why they’d decided to do it in the evening after dinner – the other part being that Daphne and Pansy were assigned patrol duties in the section of the castle they planned to be in. Although Pansy was the furthest thing away from an ally in their endeavours, Harry knew Daphne would be able to goad her into doing as Daphne wanted.

So Harry and Tracey found themselves on the second floor, just past the tapestry concealing an entrance to the ground floor, waiting until Daphne and Pansy made their rounds.

“God, I hope they don’t take too long,” Harry whispered while under the Cloak. “I’m feeling a bit… twitchy.”

“We’ll be fine,” Tracey said. “And we’re invisible, so—”

She went silent and pointed.

Daphne and Pansy came around the corner from where Lockhart had his office.

“…when I do these patrols with Draco we leave this part until last,” Pansy was saying. “I think it’s better that way.”

“The other corridor has funnier paintings,” said Daphne. “I always go there last with Harry, because it’s more fun that way.”

Pansy didn’t seem to like that answer.

“But when I do this with Draco,” she continued, “doing it later means we get to see Professor Lockhart coming out of his office. I know you don’t like boys, but the rest of us girls do, and sometimes he wears a low-cut robe so you can see his chest hair…”

“Ugh,” said Daphne. “Brilliant. Thanks for ruining my evening, Pansy. Honestly, who wants to hear about that? Come on, let’s just go. If you really need to see a middle-aged man’s chest hair we can come back again later.” Daphne walked away.

“He’s not a middle-aged man,” Pansy protested, but Daphne was already gone.

Pansy hesitated but followed her, and soon enough both girls were gone.

“Does he really wear a low-cut robe?” Tracey asked once she and Harry were alone again. “So you can see his chest hair?”

“He does,” confirmed Harry. “It’s not great, to be honest.”

“I suppose that depends on your perspective,” Tracey said. She shrugged. “I would have thought Lockhart used depilatory charms, though. He seems like he would.”

“Okay. Right,” Harry said.

Do girls really like chest hair? Harry wondered. He didn’t have any. He supposed there was still time, but… Well, it wasn’t as if he needed anything else to worry about.

“Oh, but we can talk about this later. Come on, let’s get to it!” Tracey said. Taking a look up and down the corridor, she then left the safety of the Invisibility Cloak to look for a nice stretch of wall. There were no portraits in that section of the corridor, just the tapestry and a suit of armour, so there was a decent amount of space on the walls.

Harry shook his head to get rid of any and all thoughts of Lockhart, then followed Tracey. They’d all discussed a whole range of different things that they’d write around the school. Tracey would write some messages in Welsh, while Harry would tackle some more explicitly anti-Inquisition messages.

Harry picked a non-descript section of wall to write his message.

He stood back and cast the spell that made his wand into a paintbrush and wrote the first of his messages. He cast the charm that made the paint especially hard to remove and then stood back to admire his handiwork.


  THE INQUISITION IS NOT WELCOME HERE



  RESIST



  DENY



  DO NOT COOPERATE


Between them all, Harry and his friends had chosen many different kinds of messages. Some were anti-Voldemort, others anti-Umbridge, and others still were meant more as empowering statements. Harry glanced over at where Tracey was still writing.


  YMA O HYD


Huge words covered the whole section of wall, near enough from floor to ceiling, each letter a different colour.

“What’s that mean?” Harry asked.

“It’s something like, ‘we’re still here’,” Tracey said. “I thought it was a nice thing to say especially since the Inquisition has been telling people off for not speaking English. D’you remember Llinos complaining about—oh, well, it doesn’t matter.” She shrugged. “Just being written in a language that isn’t English will piss off the Inquisition, I think. It’s just a shame I don’t speak Irish. Come on, we should go do some more. I think Daph and Pansy will be coming back ‘round soon anyway.”

“Yeah, alright,” Harry said. “Get back under the Cloak just in case,” he said, and once they were both safely under the Cloak once again, they went off in search of a new space for their messages.

They spent another hour or so at it until they eventually slipped back inside the Common Room just as Daphne and Pansy were returning from their prefect patrol duties.

The next morning it was clear to Harry that their activities had been noticed by Umbridge, as she spent the entirety of breakfast scowling at the gathered mass of students, as well as staring. When breakfast was almost over Umbridge stood to make an announcement.

“Hem, hem,” she said. “Last night a subversive incident occurred after hours, one which must be addressed. Vandals have descended upon the hallowed halls of this school, writing anti-Ministry messages and defiling centuries old panelling. Such behaviour will not be tolerated at Hogwarts and is of course against the school rules.”

Umbridge paused.

“The High Inquisition and the office of the Headmaster are in complete agreement that the perpetrators of this crime must be punished to the fullest extent of the Hogwarts School Charter. What has been written on the second floor is unacceptable. Anyone with any information on this vicious and nasty act should speak to an Inquisitor at once.”

Umbridge sat back down.

Slowly noise crept throughout the Great Hall as the gathered students wondered what, exactly, had happened.

Exactly what we wanted to happen! Harry thought. It was a small victory, but it was a victory. He glanced at Tracey, who was smiling. All around the Slytherin table – and the rest of the Hall – Harry could hear people talking about Umbridge’s announcement.

“What sort of subversive messages do you reckon she was on about?” Oliver Wash was saying to Charlie Miller.

“Stupid bitch never should have said anything about anything,” Harry heard one of the fifth years saying to his companions. “Now everyone’s going to want a look.” He paused. “Fancy a go at it before Charms?”

“I think we’ve got we wanted,” Blaise said to Harry in a whisper. “I wonder how angry she’s going to get before we’re done.”

Harry shrugged.

“Dunno. Remember how she was back in first year, when her expedition got messed up in the Forest? If we can get her halfway to that I reckon we can call it a win.”

Blaise grinned.

“God, yeah. Well. We’ll see.”

Of course, someone had died during that and the whole expedition had been captured by centaurs and threatened by acromantulas, so it seemed like there wasn’t really any risk of Harry and his friends proving a reaction like that one. But it was nice knowing that their little bit of rebellion was having the right effect.

*

And so it went. Any combination of Harry and his friends would sneak out at various different times to diverse parts of the castle to scrawl messages and doodle bits of political artwork aimed against the Inquisition. On the first Friday evening after they’d started their little campaign, Harry and Daphne were assigned patrol duty on the fifth floor.

The perfect opportunity to daub some messages, and to sow a little bit of misinformation about the identity of the vandals.

If they were careful.

Daphne had chosen to draw a little cartoon depicting Umbridge as a vampire, sucking the fun out of school life. Harry had no problem with that – it was an accurate depiction of events and would no doubt send Umbridge up the wall. But he wasn’t as good at art as Daphne, so his role was limited mostly to look-out and, where appropriate, colouring in. He’d suggested that he could write the message – a very simple THE INQUISITION SUCKS – but Daphne had refused. Harry’s handwriting was too bad, apparently, even from a wand rather than a quill.

So Harry wandered up and down the corridor just in case anyone came along. Prefects often patrolled in two pairs – one up, the other down – so it was possible that they’d be caught in the act by their fellows on patrol. Fortunately, that was something they had explicitly planned for.

“Granger and Weasley will be back around soon,” Harry said to Daphne as she was doing the finishing touches on Umbridge’s fangs. “We’ll want to look like we’re chasing someone off.”

Daphne didn’t answer at first. She finished what she was doing and then glanced back at Harry.

“Do you think I should have used a different colour for the word ‘fun’? I’m thinking that red might have been too…”

“No, it looks great,” Harry said. And it did – Daphne had drawn Umbridge, more or less as she actually was, complete with her garish pink accessories as a comically oversized vampire stood next to little drawing of Hogwarts castle. Daphne had drawn the word ‘fun’ in vivid red, using an almost liquid, flowing script, being drawn from the castle and into Umbridge’s waiting fangs.

Harry thought it a really good cartoon. Certainly better than anything he would have been able to draw himself. Between Daphne and Ernie, Harry reckoned they would be able to churn out a few more cartoons like that one.

Assuming they managed not to get caught.

“But I really do think we should start, er, pretending to be looking for someone.”

“We’ve got a few minutes yet,” Daphne said. “Let me just write the message in—you look that way, just in case.”

“Aright. Just be quick,” Harry said. He wasn’t quite sure that he trusted Daphne to know when to stop – she had a tendency to want to do ‘just a little bit’ more. But he couldn’t stop her if she didn’t want to be stopped.

Harry turned and walked to the end of the corridor, the direction Hermione and Ron would be coming from, and waited just out of sight while Daphne finished up their little act of political vandalism. When Granger and Weasley – and why McGonagall had picked Weasley of all people to be one of her prefects was beyond Harry’s imagination – came back, Harry was to start running after a mysterious vandal.

Easy enough. It just meant a little bit more waiting.

Harry just wished Daphne would hurry up.

“…honestly, Ronald, don’t you care that you’ve been saying it wrong for years,” Harry heard Hermione say to Ron. For one brief, unwise moment Harry wanted to linger and hear just what it was Weasley had been getting wrong, but he thought the better of it. Knowing Weasley there would be an uncountable number of opportunities to hear such things in the future.

Before the Gryffindor prefects rounded the corner, Harry leapt into action.

“Oi you!” Harry shouted, breaking into a run. “Stop! You’ve been caught red handed!”

Daphne immediately stopped what she was doing and did much the same thing as Harry – although she jogged rather than ran.

“If we catch you that’s a detention!” she said as she made her way down the fifth-floor corridor. “But if the teachers catch you later it’ll be even worse! So just stop!”

Harry and Daphne kept running. Part of the plan was that they couldn’t look back to see if Hermione and Ron were following. Hermione and Ron had to think Harry and Daphne were completely unaware of their presence – Hermione was such a stickler for the rules that she would be unable to even entertain the thought that her fellow prefects would be involved in something so heinous as vandalism of school property. That alone would serve Harry and Daphne well when it came to debriefing with Diggory later that evening.

When Harry and Daphne reached their goal – the corridor near to where the Room of Requirement was hidden – they stopped and conversed loudly with each other.

“Oh, no!” Daphne said. “They got away!”

“Did you see who it was?” Harry asked.

“They had their faces covered!” Daphne complained. “But there were three of them. Did you see that they weren’t even wearing their school robes?”

Almost as if they were waiting for their cue Ron and Hermione came skidding along the corridor and caught up to Harry and Daphne.

“…hurry up, Ronald! If you hadn’t spent so long looking at the cartoon maybe we’d have already…” Hermione trailed off, the comment dead in her throat when she saw Daphne and Harry stood about looking towards the far end of the corridor.

Daphne sighed, a loud, almost theatrical sound. She turned to face Hermione, fists balled in precisely the way she did when she actually was annoyed.

“They’re gone!” Daphne said. “They must have… but… there’s nowhere to go from here,” she complained. “But they’re gone.”

“They?” echoed Hermione. “So there was more than one?” She turned towards Ron. “Do you think it might have been your brothers?”

He just shrugged.

“I mean, yeah, obviously it could have been them,” he said. “That’s exactly the sort of thing they’d do.”

Harry glanced at Daphne. They hadn’t wanted to stitch up anyone specific. There was no telling what sort of punishments Umbridge might want to set for such things, and Harry liked the Weasley twins well enough to specifically want to avoid getting them in trouble.

“There were three of them,” Harry said. There. That should move some suspicion away from Ron’s brothers. Despite their reputations Harry actually liked the Weasley twins … in small doses, anyway.

“Your brothers and Lee Jordan, then,” Hermione said. “It was probably them—this is the sort of thing they would do. Ronald said it himself.”

Ron rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, I mean, I did say that—and it is. But it can’t have been them. They’ve got detention with Snape.”

“Should we keep looking, do you think?” Daphne asked.

“Nah,” said Ron. “No point. I reckon whoever it is is long gone by now—you probably don’t know, since you live down in the dungeons, but there’s a secret passage near here that takes you well away. So whoever it was that did that drawing is gone by now.” He paused. “Wish I’d met him. That’s a bloody good picture.”

“Is it really?” Daphne asked. “We didn’t get a chance to look at it, not properly anyway—we just saw people doing something and chased after them. It’s a picture, is it? And it’s really good?”

Harry fought the urge to sigh. Instead, he addressed what Ron had said about the secret passage. He knew it existed, of course – had used it himself many times – but it was better to look ignorant of it.

“There’s a secret passage here?” Harry asked. “Where?”

“Oh, just over there,” Ron said, gesturing vaguely. “Did you really not see the picture? You should go back and have a look—it was brilliant. Really captured the way Umbridge—”

“Ronald!” said Hermione, clearly scandalised. “You can’t go saying that! People will think you’re happy about—”

“Oh, come off it,” Ron said. “It’s funny.”

“Hmm,” said Hermione. “Well, that aside, we still have to report the incident to Cedric. He needs to know. Harry, I think the two of us should go and report to Cedric while Greengrass and Ronald finish up the patrol.”

The thought made Harry uneasy. Hermione was alright, but they were far from friends even if they had spent some time together that summer at the European Circuit’s summer tournament. And leaving Daphne alone with Ron – while she would no doubt try to wring some more compliments about her art from the unsuspecting boy – seemed like a poor idea. Still, it was sensible suggestion from Hermione, and to reject it out of hand would look strange.

Needs must.

“Alright, then. We’ll go now, shall we? Patrol’s nearly over anyway, so he’ll be expecting us.”

“That was what I thought, too. Ronald, can I trust you to finish the patrol?”

Weasley rolled his eyes.

“Look, McGonagall picked me to be a prefect, didn’t she? So she must have thought I could do it. Or are you suggesting your standards are higher than McGonagall’s?”

“Ugh,” said Hermione. She turned and walked away. “Well, are you coming?” she said, glancing back at Harry.

“Right. Yeah,” said Harry. “See you in a bit, Daph,” Harry said, and then caught up to Hermione.

They walked in silence.

Diggory was on patrol up by the Astronomy Tower that night, and his various prefect teams were all supposed to report to him if they’d seen anything or dealt with any incidents over the course of their patrol. Harry had never actually had to report to Diggory before, since although he’d taken patrols, they’d been uneventful.

Well, once he’d caught Montague snogging someone after curfew in a restricted classroom, but he hadn’t reported that because that meant Montague owed him a favour.

But it had the same effect.

“Are you sure you didn’t see who they were?” Hermione asked Harry as they made their way up to the Astronomy Tower. “Anything you remember could be vital to catching them.”

“Er, no—like Daphne said, they weren’t wearing their school robes and they got away, anyway.” Harry wondered why she cared – it was hardly as if Umbridge had ushered in a new age of learning and good vibes with her stupid High Inquisition.

Although, on consideration, Hermione probably was outraged that someone would vandalise school property. Just on principle.

“That’s disappointing,” Hermione said. “I’m sure Cedric would have been pleased to have some sort of clue.”

“Er, yeah, I bet he would have been,” Harry said. He was never sure where conversations with Granger would go – not that he had all that many. But they’d spent some time together over the summer, so Harry thought he was getting a better grip on how the girl worked. He just wished he had Tracey there to soak up some of the attention.

“I know Umbridge is… I know the Inquisition can be… frustrating,” Hermione continued, “but that’s still no reason to go and damage school property. Hopefully whoever did it wasn’t smart enough to have charmed it permanent.”

Unfortunately for Hermione – and the house-elves, Harry supposed – Daphne had used every charm she knew to get the image to stay. That was the point. Their messages had to be visible, not just something that could be quietly cleaned away. The house elves would get it eventually, but hopefully after enough people had seen it to get the whole school talking about it.

“I’m sure the house elves will be able to get it clean eventually,” Harry decided to say. That, however, had apparently been entirely the wrong thing to say to Hermione.

She stopped walking. Turned to look at Harry with a great, big frown.

“House elves? There are house elves at Hogwarts?” she said.

“Er, yeah,” Harry said. “I thought you’d have known that,” he said, and left out the rest of his sentence – since you seem to know everything else. 

“It’s not written down anywhere!” Hermione said. “And no one has ever told me.”

Harry shrugged.

“Well, the wizards probably consider it the sort of thing that doesn’t need saying, you know how it goes,” Harry said. “But Hogwarts has loads of house elves, yeah.”

Although how Hermione had got to her third year without anyone ever mentioning house elves to her was a mystery to Harry. They were far from a common topic of conversation, but surely someone would have mentioned it to her…

Although given Hermione’s lack of close friends, Harry supposed she really could have gone two whole years without anyone ever saying it.

“And you’re okay with this?” Hermione said. She paused. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised about that. But do you know—have you even thought about—how house elves are basically slaves?” She hadn’t started walking again. Didn’t seem inclined to. She looked, although Harry didn’t know her well enough to be sure, ready to go on a full rant.

“No, I’m not okay with it, not really,” Harry said. “House elves make me kind of uncomfortable. It just doesn’t seem fair that they should… and even if they like it, which most of them do, it’s still… the principle of it, you know? There’s just not really anything I can do about it. It’s been happening here for so long…” Harry shrugged. “At least the Hogwarts elves are all treated really well.”

“Oh, so slavery is perfectly fine as long as it’s traditional and the slaves are treated well,” Hermione said. “Of course.”

“That’s obviously not what I meant at all, Hermione,” Harry said. “I don’t know why you’re getting angry with me—I don’t have a house elf. I think the whole system is unethical and it makes me really uncomfortable. But there isn’t anything I can do about it.”

And there were other, more personally important, things Harry had to worry about. The plight of house elves was an abstract thing, something that while being unfortunate, could wait until after Harry no longer had an immortal madman out for his blood.

“The problem is with society and the Ministry,” Harry continued, “so that’s where the solutions have to come from, isn’t it? But with a Ministry like the one we’ve got, well…” He shrugged. “They can’t even just let people choose their own schools, and you want them to overhaul a centuries old system of house elf servitude? Just because it’s the right thing to do? As if they’d go for that.”

Harry paused.

“And we can’t just come in and do whatever we want. We’ve got to have the house elves on board, don’t we? And I bet if we asked them what they wanted they’d say something we wouldn’t expect. But… whatever. Come on. We still have to go find Diggory, and arguing about house elves isn’t getting us there.”

Harry walked away. After a few moments Hermione followed him.

They didn’t speak much after that. Harry wasn’t too disappointed. If Hermione didn’t like what he’d said, that was her problem. When they found Diggory, the fifth year was just at the foot of the staircase to the very top of the Astronomy Tower where the lessons were held. Not that there was a lesson on-going – it was too early for that.

“Oh?” said Diggory as Harry and Hermione approached. “Did something happen?”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “Er, when we were on patrol, someone did—well, me and Daphne saw people vandalising a corridor on the fifth floor. We chased them but they got away.”

“And that’s when I caught up to them—with Ronald, of course,” Hermione said. “It was another of those messages,” she explained, “only this time, there was a drawing, too.”

“Er, right,” Harry said. “There were three of them there, but they had their faces covered and they got away before we could catch them,” Harry said. “That was when Hermione and Ron caught up with us—Ron said there’s a secret passage they might have used, but I don’t know about that.”

“So you and Granger came here to tell me, and left Greengrass with Weasley to finish the patrol,” concluded Diggory. “Alright. Fair enough. What House were they in? Could you see?”

Harry shook his head.

“No. They weren’t wearing their school robes. And they had their faces covered. The only thing we could see was that there were three of them. And… well… with so many new students this year I don’t have a clue who it was. They didn’t seem familiar.”

“I suggested it could be Fred and George—Weasley,” said Hermione, “but Ronald said they have detention with Professor Snape. So it couldn’t have been them.”

“Alright, that seems like a good enough alibi,” said Diggory. “We’ll count the Weasley twins out, then. But at least we know it’s more than one person doing it, eh? Don’t you two worry about this—I’ll let the professors know and I’m sure they’ll be on the lookout in the future. We can’t have students going around doing things like that, even if they are justifiably miffed.” Diggory took a pocket watch from his robe pocket and checked the time. “It’s a little bit early but you can both come off patrol now if you want. Just be sure not to go around painting anything when you do, eh?”

Harry smiled.

“Thanks,” Harry said. “I hope Umbridge doesn’t give you too much trouble about this—you know what she’s like. I’m just sorry we didn’t have any better information for you.”

“It’s no bother, really,” Diggory said. He grinned. “I’ll report directly to Dumbledore, see, so it’s him who’ll be telling her about this. Mind you, I wouldn’t say no to watching her reaction when she finds out about it. What was the painting, anyway?”

Hermione appeared scandalised at the very thought of Cedric Diggory, Hogwarts Champion and Head Boy, expressing an open interest in anti-Inquisition messaging. To the point that she stood there, in the slightly draughty corridor beneath the Astronomy Tower, mouth slightly agape.

“It was Umbridge as a vampire sucking the fun out of Hogwarts,” Harry said after a few moments.

Diggory stifled a laugh.

“Sorry,” he said. “That’s unprofessional of me. But… that sounds pretty funny. Maybe I’ll go have a look after I finish up here, just so I know exactly what I’m reporting on…” He smiled. “Well, go on then—it’s OWL year for you, so you’ll be wanting to get to sleep. I bet you’ve got a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”

Goodnight, Cedric,” Hermione said before leaving.

“See you,” said Harry.

Harry walked with Hermione some of the way back, although they soon separated as they were bound for entirely different parts of the castle. Harry waited for Daphne on the main stair, as Diggory hadn’t let them go that early and it felt unfair to make Daphne walk back to the dungeons on her own. A few minutes later Daphne joined Harry, and they went back on their way to the Slytherin Common Room.

“Everything go to plan?” Daphne asked.

“Exactly to plan,” Harry said. “Diggory’s going to tell Dumbledore about the graffiti tonight. Then Dumbledore will tell Umbridge.” Harry lowered his voice. “And hopefully, we’ll be above suspicion. At least for a little while.”

“Brilliant,” said Daphne. “I know it’s only a little thing that we’re doing but it is nice to be doing something, isn’t it?”

“Definitely,” Harry said. “And even Diggory found it funny. I reckon it’s making people talk, which is good, isn’t it? That’s what we wanted.”

Of course, Harry wanted something more along the lines of open rebellion, but talk was good enough for the moment. At least it was showing off to everyone else in the school that there were people who didn’t like the Inquisition, who were actively opposed to it. That was something. And anything that made it harder for the Inquisition to operate within Hogwarts was good news in Harry’s estimation.

When Harry and Daphne made it back to the Common Room they headed towards their separate dormitories. Harry slipped into his to find it empty – apart from Blaise, who’d evidently gone to sleep early, as the curtains of his bed were drawn tight and the lights were off. Harry went about his normal nightly routine and then settled into bed himself in anticipation of whatever Umbridge would do the next morning.

*

The next morning Harry got up especially early so that he could sit through the entirety of breakfast. Umbridge usually made a point of arriving at breakfast as soon as the doors opened, and Harry wanted to see how she’d taken their nocturnal endeavours. Umbridge sat in her throne at the High Table with her tight little smile, a pleasant expression betrayed by the steel in her eyes as she glowered at the gathered students in the Great Hall.

Harry took his time at breakfast. No doubt she would make an announcement at the end, just before everyone went off to lessons – and in so doing, inform everyone in the school just where to go and look. That had been what she’d done the first time, although since then, she hadn’t made announcements. That had been part of why they’d decided to add a drawing. That, and the fact that Daphne wanted a chance to do some ‘proper political artwork’.

So Harry treated himself to a leisurely breakfast, made some extra room for Blaise and Tracey to sit next to him when they arrived, and waited until the end of breakfast.

Exactly as Harry had hoped she would, Umbridge stood up at the end and did her silly little cough to attract the attention of the students in the Great Hall.

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “It has been brought to the attention of the High Inquisition that subversive activities are on-going within the school. This is not appropriate. We will not tolerate seditious and frankly, treasonous, behaviour at this school. The High Inquisition is an instrument of the Ministry of Magic—the democratically elected government which is responsible for the well-being of everyone in these islands. To disrespect the Inquisition and its membership is to disrespect the Ministry itself and cannot be allowed under any circumstances. In addition, it is wholly inappropriate to depict Ministry officials as—as—beasts and halfbreeds.” She paused. To Harry, it seemed as if the words caught in her throat, that she had trouble speaking.

Interesting, he thought. Umbridge really hates the idea of being a ‘halfbreed’. We can use that.

But Umbridge continued.

“Anyone with any information on the identities of the individuals carrying out this campaign of treachery and sedition—in particular the vandalism which occurred last night on the fifth floor—should see an Inquisitor at once. Again, I must remind you all that the High Inquisition was instituted to help all the students of these islands. We want only to improve your educational experiences and outcomes, but we cannot do this within an environment of fear and distrust. The Ministry cares. The Inquisition cares. We are not the enemy—the enemy may be found among those who sow dissent and discord, who fight against the gentle, loving hand of the Ministry of Magic. With your help, by working together, we can enter a golden age of education. That is all.”

Umbridge left the Great Hall in silence. When she was gone, it erupted into noise once again – noise that the remaining teachers and Inquisitors didn’t even try to quieten the crowd.

“That woman really doesn’t get it, does she?” said Blaise, shaking his head. “I bet everyone—literally everyone—in the school is going to head right to the fifth floor to look at that picture now she’s gone off on one at breakfast. It’s bonkers.”

“Was a bit stupid to go and make an announcement about it,” agreed Harry. “It’s just drawing attention. Especially at the weekend.”

“Everyone would have seen it by the end of the day anyway,” Tracey said, “but now she’s made it a thing.” She shrugged. “But that’s good—it’s what we wanted.”

They spoke quietly, far too low to be overheard given the general din, but even so Harry felt like he should be cautious in his response.

“Definitely,” he said. “I don’t think she can help herself, though. She bleeds Ministry. I think she sees it as defending her honour, or something. I think she’s just really pissed off no one respects her authority.”

“Rare bit of insight coming from you,” said Blaise. “Not that I disagree—just you usually don’t think like that.”

“Maybe you lot are rubbing off on me,” Harry muttered. He didn’t think he was that oblivious, anyway. He just usually had other things going on. He raised his voice a bit, changed the subject just slightly. “Well, anyway, want to go have a look at the message on the fifth floor? I saw it last night on prefect patrol, but you two wouldn’t have. It’s pretty funny.”

They’d decided to go all-in on the deception. If they really hadn’t had anything to do with the messages and anti-Inquisition artwork, they would have wanted to go take a look at it just like everyone else. So that was what they were going to do.

And from the conversations happening all around, Harry knew they would be in good company. By the end of the day Harry thought that – just as Blaise had said – literally everyone in the castle would have seen Daphne’s drawing.

Everyone living and probably a fair few of the ghosts, too.

“Oh, go on then!” Tracey said. “Might as well.” She turned towards where Daphne and Millicent sat on her other side. “Daph? Millie? Want to come have a look at what Umbridge was on about with us?”

“I saw it last night,” Daphne said. “Millie? Do you want to go see?”

“Er, yes! Obviously,” said Millicent. “Let’s go now, before the rush.”

They all got up to leave. Millicent’s idea to beat the rush, however, was a dead in the water, as seemingly half the student body had the exact same idea. Harry didn’t mind – the point of going was to be seen, after all, and so they streamed out of the Great Hall along with everyone else.

The teachers did nothing to stop it. Harry noticed several of them tagging along at the back.

Everything according to plan! he thought as they walked in a mass of chattering students towards the fifth floor.
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Daphne’s mural of Umbridge as a fun-sucking vampire was a hot topic over the weekend, although Harry knew that by the time lessons came back around the next week, people would have moved on. Far more important to Harry was the upcoming full moon. The first full moon of October was also the last full moon before Harry would need to create his first alchemical work, which meant it was the only opportunity for Harry to collect his own lunar water for the process. Mr Flamel had let slip – perhaps a little earlier than he was supposed to – that students would be required to come up with their own process for the reaction, and Harry intended to do it properly.

For certain purposes lunar water could be collected by one person and used by another, but for most alchemical purposes it was necessary to collect it oneself. So Harry knew that lunar water wouldn’t be provided, not like the other ingredients. Fortunately it was easy enough to procure, assuming one had a bit of time and the right equipment.

Technically, Harry thought he could have got away without the lunar water, substituted it for rosewater or a tincture of mugwort instead, but given that he had the opportunity, he wanted to take it. So Harry made his way to Snape’s office to get permission for a trip out onto the grounds after curfew to collect his lunar water. He didn’t need the permission, since he could have just worn his Invisibility Cloak and snuck out, but he wanted to do it all properly. And if he ended up being caught by Umbridge or another Inquisitor, he would at least have had permission and would have managed to keep his Cloak a secret.

Harry knocked on Snape’s office door and waited.

And waited, because apparently Snape wasn’t taking visitors.

Despite the fact that part of his job was to take visitors.

Harry sighed and turned around. He could just sneak out, but…

“You may enter,” said Snape eventually, just before Harry left.

The door opened and Harry stepped inside.

“You’re late, Lupin,” said Snape, not looking up from his desk. “It is on the desk. It does not surprise me that you would be so irresponsible—Ah, Mr Potter.” Snape had finally looked up. “Forget I said anything. That is a … personal … matter between myself and Mr Lupin. Unimportant. What can I help you with this evening?”

That sounded interesting. Something Snape specifically called out as unimportant was unlikely to be so at all… but Harry had other concerns.

“I, er, well, in alchemy we’ve got the first alchemical work coming up,” Harry said. “I’m not sure if you know but we’re supposed to come up with the procedure and everything like that on our own. So for mine, I wanted to use lunar water—but tonight’s the last full moon before we’re doing the ritual. So I was just wondering if I could have your permission to go out onto the grounds to collect it tonight after curfew.”

Snape leaned back in his chair.

“Lunar water, you say? And you know how to collect this?”

“Er, yes, sir—I looked it up. I’ve got the prism and the right sort of glassware. I’ve even got the silver chalice. I’ve never done it before but I think I understand what I’ve got to do. It’s like when we collected autumnal rain in first year, isn’t it?”

“Quite,” said Snape. He took out his quill and scrawled something onto a piece of parchment. “Your permission. If you would, collect an extra gallon or so for me. I am running low and find myself pressed for time this year.”

“Of course, Professor. Thank you!” Harry said. He took the scrap of parchment.

“You may go.”

Harry nodded. He glanced down at the parchment to see what Snape had written just in case it had some sort of qualification on it that meant Harry had to use it in a particular way. As Harry exited the office he bumped into someone.

He looked up.

It was Mr Lupin.

“Oh! Sir—I’m sorry, I didn’t see you…”

“Quite alright, Mr Potter,” said Lupin. “It was my fault.”

“You may go, Potter,” reiterated Snape.

Harry didn’t hang about. He had what he’d come for, after all, and even if whatever ‘personal matter’ happening between Lupin and Snape was interesting, he didn’t want to risk his permission for a night-time jaunt on the grounds over it. So Harry left.

It was only a short trip back through the dungeons to get to the Slytherin Common Room, and Harry saw nobody else on the way before ducking back inside.

Harry spent the rest of his evening in the Common Room editing his homework. Blaise had suggested he take a nap between then and his midnight expedition to collect lunar water, but Harry didn’t see the point. Especially since a nap would likely mean he couldn’t sleep after getting back. At about a quarter past eleven Harry left largely empty Common Room and made his way out into the castle.

The dungeons immediately outside the Slytherin Common Room were quiet, as they always were, but the rest of the school was eerily quiet. There was usually someone or other wandering about, especially a ghost or two, but that full moon night seemed an exception. Of course, it was too late for prefect patrols, and Harry assumed most of the teachers would have gone to bed, too.

Harry was reminded of his trips under the Invisibility Cloak during his first year, when he’d spent the days over Christmas roaming the castle and looking into its hidden corners and secret places.

Except this time he actually had permission to be out, and wasn’t hiding at all. He even had a bag full of equipment, and a signed note from Snape allowing him access to the grounds. Unfortunately, only on a specific date and time… but where permission had been granted once, Harry thought it could be granted again. Especially since Harry had proven himself to be a generally well-behaved sort of student and was a prefect besides.

When Harry reached the Entrance Hall he paused, unsure whether the doors would even be open. He’d never tried to get onto the grounds at night before, certainly never after curfew. There’d never been any reason.

“Oi! What are you up to?”

Harry spun around. He recognised the voice, of course – it was Inquisitor Arlecchino. Harry had a vague idea that the Inquisitors, some of them at least, roamed the school at night looking for… something. Students out of bed, perhaps, although given the Inquisition’s remit, teachers doing things they weren’t supposed to be doing seemed more likely to Harry. In any case, Harry didn’t think Arlecchino technically had the same powers of authority over him as any of the teachers did.

Not that Harry particularly wanted to test that out – he really did want to get his lunar water collected.

“I have permission,” Harry said. He got the scrap of parchment with Snape’s permission on it out to show Arlecchino.

“Let’s have a look at that,” said Arlecchino. He took it. “Professor Snape… lunar water under the full moon… dated… eighth of October…” He handed the parchment back to Harry. “Hmm. Everything seems to be in order, then. Do you need an escort out onto the grounds?”

“I, er—no, thank you,” Harry said.

“Even with the Black situation? Perhaps that’s unwise, Potter,” said Arlecchino.

“Black was sighted last week in Mexico,” Harry said quickly. “I doubt he’s about the grounds. But even if he was, it’s important that I collect the lunar water myself. Observers could, er, ruin the alchemical balance of the, um, the reaction.” He paused. “I don’t think Professor Snape would have given me the permission to go if it was dangerous, anyway. But I really do need to get going, if that’s alright—I have to do it under the full moon at midnight and I still need to get set up, see…”

“Well, don’t let me keep you,” said Arlecchino. “But do be careful—I’d hate to be blamed if anything happened to you out on the grounds.”

“Right,” Harry said. “I’ll, er, bear that in mind. I’ll just get going, then.” Harry turned and opened the wicket gate set within the larger Entrance Hall doors. When Harry glanced back, Arlecchino was still stood watching him go, but Harry didn’t stick around much longer.

Instead, Harry headed towards the lake. Although he didn’t require water from the lake itself, the ritual apparently went better when performed near to a natural body of water, so Harry wanted to do it right by the lake.

It was a clear night, the sky cloudless, and with a chill in the air just cold enough to be bracing rather than uncomfortable. A little shiver ran up Harry’s spine, but he ignored it. A cloak would have been too hot, anyway. The Moon was bright in the sky, so bright in fact that Harry didn’t bother with a light from his wand until he reached a fair distance from the castle itself.

When Harry reached the lake he kept on walking. The best location for collecting lunar water would be somewhere quite far from the castle and other places of human habitation, so Harry would have to avoid the gamekeeper’s hut, too. Harry walked along the edge of the lake until he found a suitable place then set his things down on the ground. He had more than enough time to prepare the ground for his little ritual, but even so he didn’t want to take too long about it.

“Right, so I need…” Harry mumbled to himself as he rummaged through his bag for the ritual equipment. He would need a prism, which he’d acquired from the student stores earlier that day; a silver chalice, which he’d borrowed from the kitchens; and white candles, which he’d nicked from the dinner table. He set the silver chalice on top of his alchemy textbook – the large, thick tome was perfect as an ersatz table for the ritual – and sat the prism in the cup. He would need to take it out later, but he didn’t want it to get dirty while he fiddled with the candle, so Harry thought it would be safer in the chalice.

Next, Harry took out the candles and arranged them in a circle around the silver chalice. He lit them with fire from the end of his wand and then sat back to survey his alchemical circle.

“Not bad,” he said. “Not bad.” He enlarged the silver chalice with a quick Engorgement Charm, mindful that Snape wanted a whole gallon of lunar water, and that was in addition to everything Harry needed. He’d asked the elves for their largest silver chalice, but even that wasn’t quite large enough, and the silver serving bowl they’d offered him wouldn’t have fit the ritual.

So he had to make do with the engorged chalice.

Then, Harry filled the silver chalice with conjured water, and sat back.

He didn’t even have to place any alchemical sigils, as lunar water wasn’t specifically an alchemical product.

Then it was just a matter of waiting. Harry still had a few minutes until midnight, when the power of the Moon would be greatest, so he went over the invocation in his head. At half a minute left until midnight Harry grabbed the prism and held it up to the Moon, angled towards the chalice.

The moonlight had to hit just so, or otherwise…

Harry counted down in his head.


  Three, two, one…



  “Luna, invoco te! In hac nocte sacra! Ut testificeris, et benedicas hoc rituale meo!” 


At first, nothing happened. Then, after a few agonising moments, the prism started to glow. Moonlight flooded the prism, filling it until it spilled out in a strange, ethereal midnight rainbow – and right into the silver chalice. The rainbow of moonlight infused the water sat in the chalice, swirling gently for a few moments before falling still. It sat there glowing softly with a pale white light.

He’d done it.

The lunar water looked just like the textbook had said it would, and he even had enough for his upcoming Salve ritual and for whatever Snape needed it for. The only thing left to do was decant it from the chalice into appropriate glassware, which Harry set about doing right away. When he was done, Harry cleared away the ritual components and made sure everything was as he’d found it, then headed back up to the castle.

Fortunately, when Harry arrived inside, Arlecchino was gone, and there were no teachers or anyone else around either, so Harry was able to get back to the dungeons quickly enough. His dorm mates were all asleep by the time he slipped inside his dormitory, and Harry joined them not long after.

*

When Monday came it seemed like everyone had moved on – mostly – from Daphne’s mural of Umbridge. Harry overheard a few conversations here and there, but as the week went on, they were fewer and fewer. Harry didn’t mind, although he knew Daphne was a bit disappointed. But Hogwarts students were fickle, and without a major incident, moved on quite quickly.

Their little group had already suggested several other little bits of protest, but nobody had enough spare time – and at the right times of day – to carry them out. Harry would have done it himself at night, under his Cloak, but even he had far too much to do between his extracurricular activities, his lessons, his duties as a prefect, and all the extra work he had to do to learn occlumency, too.

So Harry spent more time attending to his alchemical coursework. It was by far the subject he considered the most important. It was the only subject that had any direct, short-term, real-world benefits, for one, and it came with the opportunity to learn from Nicolas Flamel himself. That was an opportunity very few people in history ever got, and even if Harry had to share him, that was fine.

Even Professor Dee, whose method and manner of teaching were eccentric at best, provided Harry with a wealth of new alchemical knowledge.

It was all accompanied by that thick, acrid, cloud of green smoke which followed him, but even that didn’t ruin Harry’s day.

“You’ll be making the Salve of Ocular Augmentation soon, this side of Hallowe’en,” said Dee in between long, hard drags of his cigarette. “The Salve of Clear Sight. Whatever you want to call it. It’s got loads of names. We’ll be doing it before Hallowe’en, so not long left until you’re blooded alchemists—or until we ask you to drop the class because you’ve not got what it takes.” He took a drag from his cigarette and puffed out a cloud of green smoke. “No pressure.”

He put out his cigarette.

“What’s unusual about this—for you, anyway—is that we won’t be giving you a recipe or a process. Or, not a specific one, anyway. That’s because it’s different for every alchemist, but also because we want to see how well you actually understand what we’re doing here. Like I’ve said a thousand times already, alchemy is hard. It’s weird. It’s not just about mixing things together and hoping for the best—you’ve got to understand it. Higher mysteries, esotericism, all that bollocks. So in the next lot of lessons—mine and Mr Flamel’s—we’re going to be learning about the ingredients that can be used to make the Salve, and about the incantation you’re going to need to craft. Because you have to do that, too.” He paused for effect.

“Still listening? Good,” he said after lighting a new cigarette. “You won’t ever have done this before. Well, I don’t expect you to have done it, anyway; none of you lot are especially innovative or clever in your magic. But for the Salve you’re going to have to craft a suitable incantation for the ritual process, one that draws on the various bits of symbolism and meaning that you’ve put together for your specific alchemical work. Got that?”

Harry scratched the back of his head idly. That was… a lot. Easily the most difficult piece of work he’d ever had to do, ever had to contemplate – it blew everything Vector had given them in Arithmancy clear away.

“We’re going to help, obviously,” said Dee, “but you’ve got to do the real work. It shouldn’t be so bad. If you paid attention to Madame Helix’s lessons in first year, you’ll be set. If you joined us late and never had those, well… tough luck. Muddle on anyway. Now, today, what we’re going to do is discuss weights. Why you’d use an ounce instead of a pound, that sort of thing. Very important. So… get your quills ready.” He took a long drag of his cigarette. “This is a me-talking-lecture, so… let’s get to it.”

Harry already had his stuff ready, of course – Dee was unpredictable, but he usually said something worth writing down at least once in every lesson, so Harry was always prepared. He spent the rest of the double session taking down Dee’s words, even when they didn’t make sense, just in case he could figure something out later on.

But it was Flamel’s lessons which were one of the highlights of Harry’s week, and not even the presence of Inquisitors – or Umbridge herself – could diminish them.

“…so, of course, each ingredient required for the Salve of Clear Sight is chosen because it fulfils more than one of our criteria,” Flamel said. “Now, if someone would be so kind as to give me one reason we use powdered silver in this alchemical work?”

Nobody offered anything, not even Granger.

Harry thought he knew. It seemed too simple, though, too basic… but as nobody else offered anything at all, Harry stuck up his hand.

“Potter?”

“It symbolises the Moon in its physical, magical, and spiritual aspects,” Harry said.

“Excellent,” said Flamel. “One point to Slytherin. Yes, of course; we must draw upon the power of the Sun and the Moon in this ritual, and the powdered silver invokes the Moon in its three aspects pertinent to alchemy. The magical properties of silver are helpful, too—healing, purification, all of that good stuff. I’m looking for one more thing,” Flamel continued. “One specific reason we use silver, and for this particular alchemical work. Someone guess. If no one gives me an answer—even a wrong one—I’m keeping you all after class.”

“Hem, hem,” interrupted Umbridge from the back of the classroom. “Is that wise? They will be late to their next lesson, Mr Flamel.”

“That, Madam,” said Flamel, staring right at Umbridge, “is what we call a natural consequence. So. Anyone willing to make a guess?”

Harry wracked his brain for something else. He could list the normal magical properties of silver, of course, as they pertained to potions and transfiguration and charms, but none of them seemed relevant because Flamel had already covered them. Something specific to alchemy, and something specific to the kind of alchemical work that the Salve of Clear Sight was…

Even Hermione seemed stumped.

For a little while, at least – after a few moments of complete, utter silence from everyone in the room, Hermione put up her hand.

“Yes, Miss Granger?”

“Is it… Is it because silver is associated with feminine energy, with fertility, and the alchemical reaction can be thought of as a kind of rebirth—localised to the eyes?”

It was the least sure Harry had ever heard Hermione be in relation to anything, especially an answer given to a teacher. But now that she’d said it, it sounded right to Harry.

“Yes! Yes, exactly that. Two points to Gryffindor. I admit, this particular feature of the alchemical process isn’t on the syllabus, but it is absolutely—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge again. “If it is not on the syllabus, why are you covering it? We have discussed already what is relevant to your role here, Mr Flamel.”

“It’s important for Mr Flamel as a teacher of alchemy to help us understand the processes and concepts of alchemy at a level beyond that required by the syllabus, Inquisitor,” said Harry, interrupting proceedings. Flamel could have said as much himself, but Harry felt it important that students be seen and heard resisting the Inquisition’s rules wherever possible. It was one of the things he and his friends has discussed doing, after all.

And Alchemy with Mr Flamel was a very easy place to do that, as the man spent half his lessons skirting the edges of what the Inquisition considered appropriate anyway.

“Alchemy is one of the esoteric disciplines and to properly understand it—even the bits the syllabus asks for—we need more information.” Harry paused. “I know you aren’t a student of alchemy,” he continued carefully, “but that kind of knowledge really is helpful. We have to come up with our own incantations for the alchemical ritual, and now that I know about the feminine energy of silver, I’m going to have to make up a different one.”

“A wonderful defence of the alchemical process, Mr Potter,” said Mr Flamel before Umbridge could respond, “but one which is perhaps lost on present company. Moving on, I would like to discuss the properties of orpiment, which is also a key ingredient in the Salve. If someone…”

Flamel continued his lecture. Harry snuck a glance at Umbridge, who sat there toad-like but serene, as if nothing in the world could ever possibly bother her. Unfortunately for her, Harry knew that wasn’t quite the case. She would be seething underneath her mask, more than simply put out that a student had spoken back to her – and that the teacher didn’t care for her threats.

But he couldn’t spend all lesson feeling smug about that, not when Mr Flamel was going over vital information for their upcoming alchemical work. Harry spent the rest of the lesson taking down notes, along with – occasionally – offering an answer to one of Flamel’s questions. When Mr Flamel released the class, it was the end of Harry’s day, but he still had ideas buzzing around his head for the Salve of Clear Sight, so he went to library instead of returning to the dungeons right away.

He couldn’t spend all evening on it, since he had a meeting with Dumbledore later on, but Harry worked up until dinnertime.

*

As much as Harry would have liked to have spent most of his time on his alchemical work, he couldn’t. He had more than enough other things to be getting on with, not least of which were his other subjects. It was OWL year – not that he could forget that with all the teachers going on and on about it at every opportunity – and Harry had a particularly busy schedule. So on Monday, after a hectic weekend, he was dismayed to find Umbridge present in his Defence Against the Dark Arts lesson with Mr Lupin.

The entire school was behind in the Ministry-approved curriculum for Defence as a result of… well, rather a lot of things, as far as Harry was aware, but mostly because of Quirrell. A bit because of Moody refusing to teach the standard curriculum – although what he had taught them was more interesting, so Harry didn’t mind much. And because Lockhart was an awful teacher and spent his lessons flogging his travelogues rather than actually teaching.

But that last bit was an unpopular opinion, especially around most of the girls – and some of the boys, too – so Harry kept it to himself.

Still, Mr Lupin seemed to know what he was doing, and he had been marching his classes through the syllabus at a bracing pace, and Harry felt like they were making good progress. Progress good enough that he didn’t feel too worried about the OWL. Ironically, though, given the Inquisition’s stated aim, Harry was certain Umbridge’s presence in the man’s lesson would only result in a less efficient and effective experience for everyone involved.

It didn’t help that the shabby man looked tired, as if he hadn’t slept well in weeks. He stood at the front of the class, shoulders hunched and in almost a slouching posture.

“We’re going to talk about boggarts today,” Lupin said. “I did have a boggart ready for us all to do a practical session with, but there was… er… I was persuaded not to do that lesson with you all,” he continued, glancing over to Umbridge where she sat at the back of the classroom. “So I’ll just be doing a demonstration; you won’t need your wands today.”

Harry sighed.

Fighting a boggart could have been an interesting lesson. Much more fun than listening to Lupin talk about how to defend against one, anyway.

“Maybe after Hallowe’en,” Lupin said. “We’ll see. Now, I was unwell through a lot of last week, so I didn’t get a chance to—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “This is the second time you have been unwell this term, isn’t it?” she said. “Am I to understand it is impacting students?”

“I am quite confident that despite my recent illness, High Inquisitor, we are proceeding at just the right pace. I believe I submitted my action plan for the year to you already, in fact, with details on—”

“Yes, yes,” said Umbridge, waving her hand. “You did. I am concerned, however, that your recent illness may reoccur. Perhaps—”

“While I am touched by your concern High Inquisitor, I would question whether this is the correct forum for such a discussion,” said Lupin. “Again, I am quite confident that I can deliver the curriculum and fulfil my role as an adjunct professor this year—and I would be even more confident if I were able to get through my lessons without continued interruption.”

“Hm,” said Umbridge. Harry heard the scratching of her quill as she wrote something down onto her little sheaf of parchment. “Continue.”

“Who can tell me what a boggart is? Anyone? Don’t be shy,” said Lupin.

Nobody said anything. Harry assumed most people knew the answer, since it was a basic question – a Dark creature capable of mimicking the fear of whoever saw it. But nobody wanted to draw attention to themselves with Umbridge in the room.

In the end, Harry put up his hand.

“Yes—Mr Potter?”

“Boggarts are Dark creatures that can turn into people’s fears,” Harry said.

“Quite right. Have five points for Slytherin. Boggarts are considered to be non-human spiritous beings, a category of creature you should all recognise by this point in your schooling. Most people think of boggarts as simple pests, but they can be much more dangerous to the improperly prepared. Can anyone tell me what the best course of action is if you come across a boggart? Anyone?”

Nothing. Nobody moved, except to look down at their desks or elsewhere in the classroom.

Eventually, Hermione put up her hand.

“Miss Granger?”

“There’s a banishing spell specific to boggarts, Mr Lupin,” said Hermione. “It’s called the Boggart Banishing Spell.”

“Indeed there is!” said Lupin. “Five points to Gryffindor. So, that’s exactly right—the best thing to do if you ever come across a boggart is to banish it. The spell in question is—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “Wilbert Slinkhard suggests two potential courses of action in such a scenario, Mr Lupin—the first being to run away, and the second being to call the appropriate Ministry of Magic department to handle the creature. Is it appropriate to teach children to fight dangerous Dark creatures?”

Lupin paused, rubbed at his chin as if considering what Umbridge had said, and then nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “Boggarts are a common pest and the Boggart Banishing Spell—as Miss Granger said—is specific to boggarts. It isn’t dangerous—or useful—in any other circumstance. While Slinkhard’s methods have their place, I don’t think it’s very sensible to teach our students to run away from everything they ever encounter. Sometimes it really is worth it to stand and fight.”

“The Ministry of Magic does not believe in forcing children to fight Dark creatures,” Umbridge said. “Indeed, there is a reason that Wilbert Slinkhard was selected as one of the primary texts for this course moving forward. It seems wholly irresponsible—”

“High Inquisitor, with respect, it is wholly irresponsible to send our children out into the world unable to defend themselves from common pests. In many cases the best thing to do is to run away, but sometimes, we are all unable to run. What then? And, again with respect, the Ministry-approved syllabus includes the Boggart Banishing Spell. It would be failure on my part not to teach it to our students as it is going to be on their OWL exam.”

Lupin was always hesitant to cross Umbridge, whether by contradicting her directly or through more indirect means. But on that point, at least to Harry, he seemed defiant. And he had a completely fair point: the Ministry-approved syllabus that Umbridge appeared to have shoved up her arse required Lupin to teach the very spell she had a problem with.

“Be that as it may,” said Umbridge, “it is improper to not consider Slinkhard’s approach when teaching students as young these. Indeed, I do believe that a proper treatment of Slinkhard’s work is included on the syllabus, is it not?”

“It is,” confirmed Lupin after a few moments. “Where appropriate my lessons reference Slinkhard, High Inquisitor, but the Boggart Banishing Spell is simple and effective enough that it can and should be taught to all students. If we were speaking about dementors and the Patronus Charm, perhaps, then—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “Are you suggesting, Mr Lupin, that the Ministry is not in control of its dementors? Because the dementors are under the control of the Ministry; it is impossible for our law-abiding students to encounter one. It is, frankly, bordering on sedition to even suggest—”

“There are many more dementors in this world than those appeased by the Ministry of Magic at Azkaban,” Lupin said, interrupting. “Sedition is quite far from my intentions, I can assure you. But none of this is relevant to our lesson today. As I have been reminded it is imperative as teachers that we use our time in class efficiently, and this seems like a more … administrative … issue. May I continue?”

“You may,” said Umbridge. “Do be mindful that Slinkhard is also on the curriculum when you continue, Mr Lupin.” She didn’t sound pleased. Harry had no doubt that she was writing all sorts of things onto her parchment to bring up with Lupin later. Probably even notes to check in on his family or whatever other authoritarian nonsense it was she preferred to do.

Lupin ignored her.

“So, then, as I was saying…” He continued his lecture, covering all of the relevant points – where boggarts were most commonly formed; theories as to how and why boggarts were formed; even case studies from particularly famous incidents with boggarts. Towards the end of the lesson Lupin paused his lecture to pull a big, heavy trunk out from under his desk.

“Alright,” he said. “In here is the boggart. As I said before, today’s session was going to be a practical one, but instead, I’ll be demonstrating the proper use of the Boggart Banishing Spell. We will learn and practise the spell before your OWLs, but not today. Of course, it would be remiss of me to forget that we do not always have to confront entities such as the boggart. It is also possible to simply run away or contact the relevant Ministry body or private pest control service. With that…”

Lupin jabbed his wand at the trunk and an indistinct, fuzzy dark shape shot out of it. Immediately it transformed into a pale, slightly glowing, sphere.

What’s that…? Harry wondered. It looked almost like the Moon, but why Lupin would be afraid of the Moon, Harry couldn’t say.

“So, as you can see, the boggart transformed immediately upon leaving the safety of its confinement,” Lupin said. “Its true form is unknown, but the very fact that it so readily takes on new forms is its own downfall. I appreciate this may be difficult when faced with your own worst fear,” he continued, “but the key to casting the Boggart Banishing Spell is to envisage your worst fear as something funny. This will force the boggart to take on an appearance you find funny. That is, you must find some way to make your fear something to laugh at. It is, perhaps, something easier said than done. But I have every confidence in your abilities to do this when the time comes.”

He swallowed.

Harry watched. For whatever reason, Lupin was afraid of the Moon – or, Harry supposed, it could be a crystal ball, but even that had its questions. It must have been a big fear of his, for the boggart to manifest in such a way. Harry had no idea what his own boggart might look like – Voldemort? His parents, disappointed? Harry couldn’t say. He did know that it would be a hard sell to get him up in front of the class to tackle it, though.

What if it was something embarrassing?

“Riddikulus!” said Lupin, pointing his wand at the boggart. The spell cast with a whip-crack, and the boggart shifted, its features changing. Instead of the Moon – or a crystal ball, or whatever – it was now a comically oversized face. Big, bulbous eyes; a gargantuan nose, complete with nose-hairs; and even a moustache.

Lupin laughed. It was a feeble little thing, barely a laugh in Harry’s estimation, but Harry supposed it counted. With a sharp poke of his wand Lupin sent the boggart – now a giant, smiling face – back into the trunk. Once it was safely locked away, Lupin turned around to face the class again.

“There! Not so difficult, is it? The Boggart Banishing Charm can be used, as the name suggests, to fully banish a boggart. When that happens the boggart’s form will dissipate—it’s like a little explosion of spiritous energy. This doesn’t kill it—boggarts are not alive, remember, so they can’t be killed—but it does make it reform somewhere else. I didn’t want to do that today. Mostly because I plan to use it again in other lessons, for this class and others, but why else might I not want to banish this boggart? Anyone?”

One of the new Ravenclaws put up her hand.

“Yes, Miss Stephenson?”

“Because spiritous energy is messy and you didn’t want to get everything dirty?”

“Ah, no,” said Lupin. “But that was an interesting guess. Anyone else?” He scanned the room. “Mr Dragonsfoot?”

“Because when a boggart is banished from somewhere like Hogwarts, it’s going to reform really quickly. The problem is that you can’t decide where, so it could reform in the staff room—where it’s easily dealt with—or under a first year’s bed. And you just can’t tell,” said Dragonsfoot in his deep, booming voice that Harry always had trouble connecting with the little wizard.

“That’s exactly right! Five points to Hufflepuff. Places such as Hogwarts—a location with about two thousand hormonal, emotional young witches and wizards—are rife with creatures like boggarts. Comes with the territory. This one, though—we know where it is. So that’s one boggart that won’t end up under a first year’s bed. Now… it’s near enough the end of the lesson. For homework, I’m going to want two feet on non-human spiritous beings, with at least eight inches being dedicated to the boggart itself. You can hand that in next week. Before you go, does anyone have any questions?”

Harry put up his hand. It wasn’t a question, exactly, and he could have done without the answer. He could even have stayed behind afterwards to ask Lupin privately – but the whole point was that Umbridge heard it, along with the rest of the class.

“Mr Potter?”

“Mr Lupin, I just wanted to say that I’m really hoping we can do a practical session with the boggart soon. It seems like an important life skill to have, and as it’s even on the Ministry-approved syllabus for the OWL, I’d feel much happier having practised with it before the exam. I don’t think anyone,” Harry said, “would want to interfere with the Ministry-approved syllabus, after all. I know you said you’d been persuaded not to do it, so fair enough you didn’t do it with us today, but I think we’d all prefer if we could get some practise with it before the exam. Especially under proper supervision.”

Frankly, Harry would prefer to give it a go on his own – less chance of his worst fears making the morning papers that way – but his statement was performative more than an actual representation of his desires anyway. And it had the desired effect: several others in the class were echoing the sentiment.

Harry didn’t look back at Umbridge to check, but he knew she would be seething anyway. Perhaps not openly, as she usually managed to wear that practised saccharine smile in all but the most stressful of circumstances, but she would hate it all the same.

“Ah, yes, Mr Potter,” Lupin said. “I’m quite sure we can come up with something appropriate that gets you all a little practise with the spell,” he said. “If there are no more questions…?” He paused to check, but there were none. As far as Harry could see everyone had packed away their things, anyway, and were simply waiting to be allowed to go. “Alright, then—get along to your next lessons.”

The classroom emptied of students. Harry took a bit of extra time to leave, keen to see if he could overhear anything from Umbridge as he left, but there was nothing. Either Umbridge had nothing to say – which seemed unlikely given what Harry knew of Umbridge – or she was waiting to get Lupin on his own. Although he lingered at the door for a few moments pretending to check something in his bag, Harry couldn’t justify any more, so reluctantly left and went about his day as normal.
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On Thursday afternoon, just after Alchemy, Harry was approached by Mandy Brocklehurst as he hurried away from the classroom. Thursdays were particularly busy for Harry, with his regular workload, his prefect duties, and secret occlumency lessons with Dumbledore, so he always tried to finish up early.

“Potter?” asked Brocklehurst. “Do you have a minute? This won’t take long.”

“I—er—alright,” Harry said. “What is it?”

“Well, we’ve got the first practical assignment for Alchemy coming up soon, haven’t we?” she said. “So the rest of us were thinking about getting together for a study group to give us all the best chance of getting through to the next assignment. You don’t have to join in—I know you’re really busy—but everyone else has agreed to meet in the library on Sunday evening. Just thought you’d want to know, that’s all.”

Harry blinked. That wasn’t what he’d been expecting. Although, really, he wasn’t sure what he had been expecting – he didn’t think he’d said more than a few words to Brocklehurst before. She could have been there to ask him literally anything.

“I—thanks for inviting me,” Harry said. “What time?”

“After dinner,” said Brocklehurst. “I know it’s late, but with clubs and homework and all of that we had to fit it in somewhere. Like I said, you don’t have to come, but the rest of us are doing it.”

“I’ll definitely try to make it,” Harry said. “It sounds like a great idea, to be honest.” Of course, the six other people in his alchemy lessons weren’t exactly the people he’d choose to spend his Sunday evening with – Theodore especially, given the other boy’s steadfast refusal to take a side when it came to Voldemort – but the alchemy practical was too important to let that get in the way.

And Harry really did need to go over his planned incantation again. Eight heads were better than one, sometimes, anyway.

“See you, then,” said Brocklehurst. She walked away.

Harry didn’t stick around long after that either. He had a lot to get done before his meeting with Dumbledore after dinner, and he wanted to have a look in the library for a book on the Mind Arts. So Harry didn’t think much about the alchemy study group on Sunday until Sunday came.

*

“I’ll be back in a bit,” Harry said to Blaise and Tracey as dinner ended on Sunday and everyone got up from the House tables. “Got that study group for alchemy.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Blaise. “Don’t take too long, mind—I need your help for the history homework.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Harry said. Not that he intended to – Blaise could do his own homework.

“Good luck!” Tracey said. She paused. “And… er… oh, I’m just going to say it: don’t be too harsh with Theodore, okay? If he’s going, I mean. I know you aren’t talking anymore, but—”

“I’m not harsh with him,” Harry interrupted. And he wasn’t. He just didn’t speak with him at all. “But he made his decision, didn’t he?” But the Great Hall – emptying of students though it was – wasn’t the proper forum for that discussion. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll back be later.”

Harry left the Great Hall and headed for the library. He could have walked with Theodore, but Theodore was gone already, and Harry didn’t want to anyway. Harry understood why Theodore didn’t want to openly side against Voldemort: it would mean fighting his father, his only remaining relative in the world. Fine. Harry got that. But Theodore’s ability to simply sit on the fence, pretend as if nothing was happening at all… it was more than a little frustrating. And without some sort of guarantee that Harry was safe from his father’s – and by extension, Voldemort’s – schemes, Harry couldn’t allow himself to be close to Theodore.

Not unless or until Theodore expressed a preference for Harry’s side, anyway. War was coming, and Harry stood to lose potentially rather a lot more than friends.

But that was a problem for later on. Another year, hopefully. Harry could get through alchemy study group without having a concrete answer as to Theodore’s allegiances. He would just have to temper his expectations and be as polite as possible so as not to invite any undue interest from the rest of the group. Fortunately, Harry didn’t think Theodore would be overly present – it was the sort of thing he’d attend, but not participate much in. So that should be fine.

When Harry arrived in the library it was only sparsely populated. Not surprising, given the late hour on a Sunday, but there were a few pockets of students scattered around. Harry assumed the study group for alchemy would be somewhere in the work area of the library, so he headed there first, and found he was near enough the last person to arrive – with the exception of the Hufflepuffs, Thomas Dragonsfoot and Roger Malone.

Theodore was present and sat the long study desk. He didn’t meet Harry’s eyes as Harry sat down. Hermione was already there, talking with Mandy Brocklehurst and Terry Boot about the assignment.

“Oh, you came,” said Brocklehurst. “We’re just waiting on the Hufflepuffs, but we can get started. They’ll catch up.”

“I was just saying—before you sat down—that I think we should help each other with the incantations,” Hermione said. “Not that we should write them for each other since it’s all meant to be specific and personalised, but there’s quite a lot of different variables and I think it would be good for us to discuss some of them.”

“Yeah, sounds good,” agreed Harry. “If we’ve got time I wouldn’t mind us all going over weights and measures. From what Professor Dee was saying the other day there’s a big range and I was just wondering how everyone else was going to approach it.”

The problem was that alchemical works were all highly personal. Although there was a general procedure, with more or less standardised ingredients, the precise amounts and methods and ritual components differed. And some methods went without some ingredients altogether, depending on the ritual created by the alchemist, so Harry could end up using a gram of orpiment while Hermione used none at all.

But Harry still felt it worth talking about. Just to see what everyone else was thinking. He had a rough idea of what he wanted to do for his Salve, anyway.

“That’s one of the things I wanted to talk about as well,” said Brocklehurst. “Obviously it depends on how we’ve interpreted the underlying theoretical framework of the ritual, but I was thinking the basic recipe needs at least an ounce each of powdered gold and silver. But Terry was saying he thinks half an ounce each. What do you all think?”

“I think I’d decided on an ounce of powdered gold and one and a half of the silver,” Harry said. “You know, invoke the Moon over the Sun, because of what Mr Flamel was saying the other day. I wouldn’t want to go under an ounce for the gold though because the light symbolism is too important for the overall ritual. You don’t want it drowned out by the other stuff, do you?”

“No more than two ounces of powdered gold,” Theodore said after a few moments. “And two ounces only if you aren’t using liquid mercury.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” said Hermione. “Liquid mercury evokes the Moon like powdered silver, so if you were using the cinnabar instead you’d need more gold or silver to balance the reaction.”

“I still think more than half an ounce of gold is unnecessary,” said Boot. “It’s just so much—especially when you’re adding in the other stuff. Don’t want to make the salve too bunged up with powders and all that if you don’t have to. Plus, you can evoke the power of the sun through the incantation as well. I was going to do half an ounce of the gold, half of the silver, but two ounces of the saltpetre. I know that’s controversial, but—“

“Controversial?” scoffed Brocklehurst. “Stupid is what it is. You’d be better off using copper—it has a tertiary solar symbolism so it should be much more effective.”

“It’s my ritual,” said Boot, “so the apotheosis has to be relevant to me.” He paused. “And I am using copper, anyway. But saltpetre has a really powerful association with clear sight, so I’m still going to use it.”

“Your funeral,” said Brocklehurst.

“I think it would probably work,” Harry offered. “I mean, I’m not going to use that much saltpetre personally—I have a different balance in mind for my ritual—but with the right sort of setup I think that much saltpetre would be fine. You’d just have to, er, temper it with some more calomel, maybe.” Harry shrugged. “I mean, you don’t have to, but the transformative power of saltpetre is quite strong, so you don’t want to go too far.”

“See?” said Boot. “Potter agrees it would work. I just—wait, calomel? I wasn’t going to use any—wouldn’t the tin be enough?”

“There we go,” said Brocklehurst. “See, Terry? You never listen, do you? I told you you needed to—”

But Brocklehurst didn’t get to tell Boot what she’d already told him once before, because the two remaining members of the group had arrived at the table.

“Sorry we’re late,” said Dragonsfoot, putting his bag down onto a free chair. “Got held up. What are we arguing about?”

Roger Malone took the last remaining seat at the table and got out his own notes.

“Mandy thinks I’m stupid,” said Boot. “So, you know, nothing unusual. Settle an argument, would you—”

“No, I think now that we’re all here we should get on with it,” said Hermione firmly. “We’re all very busy and it’s Sunday evening, so we’ve got to be fresh for the new week in the morning. So let’s get on, shall we?”

Brocklehurst and Boot’s argument was technically on topic, but Harry didn’t mind that it was now over. Little arguments like that rarely went anywhere productive even if they were about the actual work to be done.

“Before you arrived we decided that this evening we would help each other with the incantations and with the weights and measures for the ritual, since obviously the actual procedures are specific and personal to each of us. Does that sound reasonable to the two of you?” continued Hermione. There was still one girl missing from the group, but Harry assumed she simply wasn’t coming.

Whatever the case, Hermione didn’t wait for an answer before continuing. “So, I thought we should talk about the incantations first. Since that’s really the only bit where we have total control over the process, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” said Harry. It suited him well enough, anyway, since that was the bit he was having the most difficulty with for a number of reasons – not least of which that his command of Latin was still, at best, rudimentary. Between the two of them, Professor Dee and Mr Flamel had more or less told them which ingredients were absolutely necessary for the ritual and which were optional, so that was a much simpler affair. “But shouldn’t we wait for the others?”

“We were only waiting on Thomas and Roger,” Brocklehurst said, “and they’ve already got here.”

“Well… alright,” said Boot. “I suppose I was wondering about one thing—were you all going to use a continuous incantation throughout the ritual, or just put it in at the end? I was thinking about just doing it at the end, since there’s already so much to be done during the ritual, but…”

“Continuous,” Harry said immediately. “It’s better. I mean, you don’t have to say it the whole time, but I think Mr Flamel said it was better to make an invocation a few times throughout the ritual to really, er… well, he said something I can’t quite remember but it was basically—”

“He said a continuous invocation can anchor the ritual more strongly in your chosen symbolism, which gives it more power,” Theodore said. “So that’s what I was going to use as well.”

“Hmm.” Boot scribbled that down onto his parchment.

“Er, yeah, that,” Harry said. “But the problem I was having is that is that I wasn’t sure about whether to invoke the power of three or seven, since—”

“Three, absolutely,” said Brocklehurst.

“Seven,” said Boot. He glanced at Brocklehurst. “Seven is more powerful than three.”

“Yes, but three is more stable for this reaction because of Vikramayat’s Principle,” said Brocklehurst. “Terry, do you even listen in lectures or are you just—”

“I think both approaches are sensible depending on what you want to do,” interrupted Dragonsfoot. “So it’s fine. Really. If your process is better with seven, do the invocation seven times. Or just do it once if once is all you need.”

“Yeah, exactly, it’s situational,” Harry said. “I think I’m going to go with seven, since I think that’s what fits my process best, but I just wanted to see what everyone else thought about it, that’s all.”

Everyone else – Theodore included – had suggestions after that, and also asked questions about their own incantations and how it related to what they’d planned out for their own rituals. As the session went on, Harry felt quite glad he’d come, as he ended up receiving very useful feedback – not least of which was help on the specific phrasing of his invocations.

Towards the end of their session talk turned back to the weights and measures, which went well enough until it got off-track again.

“I asked Mr Flamel about the availability of powdered gold—since, you know, the whole situation with the goblins,” Brocklehurst was saying, “and he said it’s not a problem. I felt stupid, of course, because obviously he has no problem getting gold! But then I asked about powdered silver, and he did say that was a bit of an issue. Again, you know, the goblins…”

“Er, wait—what’s that about the goblins?” Harry asked. He knew there’d been some issues over the summer because of things Vernon had mentioned after reading the papers, but he hadn’t kept up with the news since Skeeter had been finding ways to mention him all the time. That and the exhausting torrent of anti-everything propaganda pieces.

It was just too much.

But the idea that the troubles with the goblins had gone far enough to impact the availability of things like gold and silver was worrying.

“They’re agitating for wand rights, if you can believe it,” Boot said. “Even though the last treaty says… well, we all know what it says.” He waved his hand about. “But they’ve got a bit funny about some of the other things in it, so they’re restricting the flow of certain goods. It’s a ball ache, really, because it’s not just about the money, is it? Gemstones, even gold and silver—we need those for all sorts of magic.”

“But the school has managed to secure a proper supply of everything we’ll need, at least for the Salve,” Brocklehurst finished, “so we don’t have to worry about that. Still, if it keeps on long enough we might be in trouble after Christmas…”

“I don’t see how it’s anything to do with wizards whether goblins have wand rights anyway,” Hermione said. “It’s not fair to keep wands away from goblins, not if they can use them.”

Silence.

Harry didn’t disagree with her, not exactly, although he was up to date enough with his goblin wars to realise that the ethics were secondary to the practicalities – goblins and wands were a threat to wizards. It really was that simple. An ethical problem, certainly, but everyone said the only thing preventing another goblin rebellion was that goblins didn’t have wands.

Still, Harry didn’t think present company was necessarily the best place for Hermione to air those views, as everyone except for Harry himself was a pure or halfblood and would have been raised with all sorts of ideas about goblins and wand rights. None of them positive.

“The ethics don’t matter,” Theodore said eventually. “It’s just a bad idea for wizards for goblins to have wands. If things had been different a long time ago, maybe goblins with wands would be fine—but we’ve got enough to be worrying about without that.” He glanced at Harry. Briefly, but Harry caught the motion and knew it for the reference to Voldemort that it was.

Hermione, however, took it as something else.

“Oh, and you agree with him, do you, Harry? Slytherins. Typical. I thought, after what you said the other night about the house elves, maybe you’d—”

“Wait a minute,” Harry interrupted. “I agree with you, actually, Hermione: wizards don’t have the right to tell goblins they can’t use wands. But…” he paused. “I also agree with Theodore: if goblins got wand rights right now, it would be a bloodbath. I won’t pretend to be an expert, or even really to have a properly considered opinion on it, but it’s more complicated than just giving goblins wands. Isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” said Dragonsfoot eventually, his deep voice quiet. “There are international laws about it—the ban on wand rights is an ICW statute. So… it’s… complicated. They even govern how much goblin blood someone can have before being denied a wand—I think it’s something like one-eighth. I know some countries go even further. And then there’s all the sanctions and everything like that that would be put on any country that decides to go against the law and even with the ethical argument—if that’s the route you want to go down—it just makes sense not to change the laws.”

“Where did you read about that?” asked Hermione. “You sound like you know what you’re talking about, but I’ve never heard about those laws before.”

“I, it’s, well—you know, current events, isn’t it?” he said. He looked uncomfortable. “People don’t like talking about all this, anyway. But the laws are all true—they’re ICW statutes enacted by local authorities. There’s some leeway, but… You can look up the laws in any book of ICW statutes. There should be one in here,” Dragonsfoot said, gesturing at the library.

“Hmm,” said Hermione. “I suppose the situation is quite complicated, then. But it’s hardly fair to treat every goblin like they’re dangerous. I’m sure most goblins would be fine with wands, and it’s not like there aren’t any bad wizards out there, is it? And we aren’t banning wizards from having wands. Still, I don’t think it’s right to ignore the ethical question just because it’s impractical to address it properly.”

“Nor do the goblins, from the sound of it,” said Boot. “But who cares about that? Look, before we go, I just wanted to ask—has anyone thought about using dragon’s blood in their ritual? D’you reckon they’d have some for us to use? It’s a bit specialty, isn’t it? But the properties…”

“I thought about dragon’s blood,” said Harry, keen to change the topic, “but wasn’t sure if they’d have it there for us to use either. If they’ve got some in for us then I’d like to use it too, but I went and collected lunar water already so even if not—”

“You collected your own lunar water?” said Malone, making one of his rare contributions to the study group. “When did you do that?”

“Last full moon,” Harry said. “The textbook said for alchemical purposes you need to do it yourself, so I went and got some on Sunday.” He paused. Everyone looked surprised, not just Malone, so Harry wondered if he’d wasted his time. “Why? D’you not think it’s worth it?”

“I wish I’d thought of doing it, to be honest,” said Boot. “Especially if we can’t get dragon’s blood. But the next full moon isn’t until after Hallowe’en, is it? So we’re out of luck.”

Nods and grunts from everyone else. Well, except Hermione.

“I made some, too,” Hermione said.

“Really?” asked Harry. “When? And, er, where? I didn’t see you down by the lake.”

“On Sunday, the same as you,” Hermione said. “But I didn’t see you either. I gathered mine from near the standing stones, you know, on the other side of the lake from the castle.”

“Ah, must be it, then,” said Harry. “Fair enough.” Perhaps that would have been a better location, thinking on it, but that was a thought for next time he needed lunar water.

“Well, good for the both of you,” said Brocklehurst. “Anyway, are we done? It’s getting quite late and not all of us have the perks of being a prefect to be out after curfew.”

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah,” he said. “I mean, I am, anyway. I think we covered everything we needed. Right?”

Everyone else agreed, and they put away their things and headed out of the library. As they were leaving Harry realised he would have to walk back to the dungeons with Theodore, who he hadn’t spoken with one to one since the end of their second year – but fortunately, Roger Malone and Thomas Dragonsfoot had to walk most of the way with them.

That saved Harry from the awkward silence.

“…do you think they’ll have us doing the alchemical ritual during lessons, or put on a special session for it?” Roger Malone was saying as they headed back to the lower levels of the castle. “Since it’s technically an OWL thing.”

“I hadn’t thought about it,” Harry said. “I suppose they’ll tell us soon.”

“There’s going to be a special session for it,” Theodore said eventually. “I asked Professor Dee. Since the reaction can take ages.”

“Ah, fair enough,” said Malone. “Well, that’s good, then.”

They kept up a superficial conversation on the way to their respective Common Rooms and parted ways at where the cellars became the dungeons, leaving Harry alone with Theodore.

They walked in silence.

When they reached the entrance to the Common Room Harry opened his mouth to speak the password, but Theodore stopped him.

“Harry, I just—”

“Made a decision, have you? Decided not to support a genocidal murderer?” As soon as he’d said it, Harry knew it was the wrong thing to have said. But Harry wasn’t about to take it back. Even so, Harry knew that whatever it was Theodore had been about to say would go unsaid.

“It’s not that easy,” Theodore said instead. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Steadfastness,” he said to the entrance, and slipped inside the door, leaving Harry alone.

*

Professor Dee attended breakfast on the last Monday of October, the day before Hallowe’en itself. That alone was strange enough that Harry noticed it, but even stranger was that he approached the student tables himself at points throughout the meal. It wasn’t so unusual for teachers to do that, Harry knew. Some of them would be at the tables more or less daily, passing along some piece of feedback or other, but Professor Dee rarely attended meals.

And he wasn’t even smoking.

Midway through breakfast Dee approached the Slytherin table, first speaking with a fifth year, then two of the fourth years, until finally he reached Harry.

“We have an invigilated session booked for today,” Dee said without preamble. “You won’t be attending lessons. You will meet in the alchemy department after breakfast and bring nothing with you but your wand—and whatever special reagents you’ve decided to use for the ritual. I’m told you have lunar water; don’t forget it.” He sounded irritable, snappier than usual, with none of his usual languid cadence. “You’ll be given the procedure sheet you submitted to us at the end of last week—use it.” He glanced around the Slytherin table. “Now, where’s the other one…?”

He wandered off before Harry could tell him Theodore hadn’t been at breakfast.

“Just when I thought maybe I made a mistake not taking alchemy,” Blaise said once Dee was gone, “Dee shows up and I remember why I didn’t.”

“He’s not that bad,” said Harry idly, picking at his toast. “He’s in a mood this morning, but usually he’s… well, not that bad. I reckon it’s stress—did you know usually about a third of his students fail this test? And there’s eight of us trying to sit for the OWL this year, so he must be worried about his numbers.”

“Yeah, or he’s worried no one will fail this year because he’s got Nicolas bloody Flamel doing half his teaching, so he’ll get the sack,” Blaise said.

Harry considered it.

“Yeah, maybe. Probably not though – if they had to hire Flamel, they still need Dee, even if Dee is shit. Since there just aren’t that many alchemists even qualified to do the teaching…”

“It’s not like the classes are all that big,” Blaise said. “I’m sure Flamel could manage. Good luck, anyway.”

“Thanks,” Harry said. He pushed the remains of his toast away. “I’m going to put my stuff back in the dorm and grab my lunar water—see you later.”

Harry left, taking his things with him, and hurried back to the dungeons to make a swap – his bag for the bottle of lunar water. On his way through the Common Room Harry spotted Theodore sat at a study table with his books.

“Er—Theodore?” Harry said. “Professor Dee is looking for you. Not sure if you know. The alchemy practical is today—bring your wand and any special reagents, nothing else. Meet in the alchemy department. Just thought you should know.”

Although they weren’t quite getting on – and that was an understatement given the underlying reason – Harry still didn’t want Theodore to fail. At least not because he didn’t know about the exam, anyway.

Theodore nodded. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll just…” he said, then trailed off. “Thanks for telling me.”

Harry shrugged and headed to his dormitory, made the swap, and shot off towards the alchemy department so as not to be late. When he arrived the other third years – bar Theodore – were already there. Alchemy students from fourth and fifth year also waited along the alchemy department corridor, to the point where the corridor almost looked busy.

Only almost, since even the full cohort of OWL and NEWT alchemists was a paltry offering in comparison to the other subjects, but it was more than Harry usually saw waiting for entry to the labs. The topic on everyone’s lips was, of course, the impending practical sessions. Harry wasn’t sure what the uppers had to do, but he assumed it would be both difficult and rewarding if done right – if what the OWL candidates were doing was any indication, anyway.

“Do you think it’s too late to change my method?” Harry heard Roger Malone say as he approached the other third years. “I was going over it last night and I realised it might be better to use more tin… I was going to ask Professor Dee today, but then we’re doing it today so I won’t get the chance.”

Nobody said anything.

“I wouldn’t change it now, personally,” Harry offered. It seemed like a bad idea, anyway. Any change in the method, the ingredients, or … well, any part of the ritual would have consequences for any other part of the ritual. They’d spent near enough the whole term up until then working through those consequences, submitting revised methods and ingredients lists to both Professor Dee and Mr Flamel, and learning everything they could before actually doing the ritual.

And even that didn’t feel like quite enough preparation to Harry. The idea of changing it up on a whim and trying to work out the consequences during an external exam was awful. Literally worse than facing down Voldemort, because at least Harry had done that before.

“Not now that we’ve submitted the procedures to Professor Dee, anyway—no chance for him to tell you if you’re making a mistake. Go with the one you already decided,” Harry said.

“Yeah, I suppose…” Malone said, although he didn’t sound convinced.

“You’ve got to be really careful with all the parts of the ritual,” Hermione added. “It’s not just about the physical methods—the spiritual component of the ritual is extremely important. I wouldn’t risk it, anyway.”

“Too late now, I suppose,” Malone said.

Not long after that, Theodore arrived and joined the rest of the group of third years. Harry nodded to him as everyone else greeted him, but otherwise didn’t make any special effort. They could be cordial, they could be civil, but the closeness they’d once had… well, that was gone and was unlikely to come back while Theodore was turning a blind eye to his father’s affiliation with Voldemort.

At ten past nine, Professor Dee, his apprentice, and Mr Flamel all arrived in the corridor, followed by two witches and a wizard Harry didn’t recognise. He supposed they were the Ministry invigilators sent to oversee the ritual.

“Alright,” said Professor Dee. “We’re nearly ready to get started. Third years, follow Ms Platt into your usual laboratory. Fourth years, you’re with Mr Flamel. Fifth years, you get the pleasure of my company today. Don’t dawdle—we’ve all got a long day ahead of us.”

Dee disappeared into one of the alchemy labs, followed by the Ministry wizard and eventually, the fifth year alchemists. Ms Platt led the third years into the normal laboratory and Harry followed.

Inside, the large alchemical laboratory looked as it usually did. Dozens of workbenches stood around the room, although unusually, the blinds on the windows were closed. In a departure from the normal state of things incense burners burned whatever substance it was that Dee smoked, puffing out green smoke that curled lazily upwards and blanketed the room in a green haze.

“Take one spot at each bench; there are more than enough for you all today,” directed Platt as the eight third years entered the room. The Ministry witch assigned to the third years entered the room last, and the door shut firmly behind her. “This is Griselda Marchbanks—she will be overseeing your practical exam today. This is the first time any of you will have sat an external exam since coming to Hogwarts,” continued Platt, “so I’m going to go over some rules. There is to be no talking amongst yourselves—you may only speak to make an invocation, or to ask a question from either myself or Madam Marchbanks. You are not to confer, ask any questions, or communicate with one another in any way. If you require assistance stick up your hand and wait to be seen. When we are ready to begin I will pass out your procedure sheets. All of the ingredients you will need for this alchemical work are present on your benches. I will give you the sericon you each produced in lessons with Professor Dee. Does anyone have any questions?”

“How much time do we have?” asked Boot.

“There is technically no time limit on today’s assessment,” Platt said. “That being said, it has never in the history of the assessment taken any student more than sixteen hours. Any other questions?”

But nobody seemed to have any. Harry was itching to get started, especially now that he was stood at his alchemical workbench.

“Then you may begin. Good luck!” said Ms Platt.

Harry didn’t waste any time. All of the alchemical equipment he needed was on the workbench, but it hadn’t been set up, so he did that first of all. While Harry was doing that, Ms Platt moved around the room handing out the sheets of parchment each student had submitted with their planned process.

Harry didn’t think he’d need his, since he’d memorised the whole list of steps, but he was glad to have it there for referencing anyway. Even a small misstep in the process could have enormous consequences. Once Harry had his equipment set up properly, he took out his lunar water from his robe pocket and placed it on the workbench with the other ingredients. Then, he took a deep breath and prepared for the first of his seven invocations.

It was the same incantation each time, but Harry had opted to lean on the magical strengths of the number seven, so had sprinkled it through his process seven separate times. He just hoped he’d picked the seven best opportunities for it – and that the symbolism was useful. He’d tried to make it so that the ritual was symmetrical, which according to the theory they’d gone over with Mr Flamel, would increase the power. Harry thought he probably could have got away with three invocations, but seven was the more magically powerful number, and…

Don’t worry about that now, Harry, he reminded himself. He’d done all that thinking already: now was the time for doing.

Harry took another deep breath and glanced down at the parchment where his incantation was written. He didn’t need to read from it but read it over anyway just in case.

Harry had invoked the sun and the moon, of course, as was traditional. The alchemical ritual couldn’t work without those powers, would fail without reference to the symbolic and spiritual powers of the Sun and the Moon in both invocation and the physical ingredients used. But Harry had made reference to his soul, too, and the transformative power of alchemy itself.

“Sol et Luna, elementa mea, vestra potentia invoco,” Harry intoned. He had to speak clearly, but not so loud as to be shouting. Although Harry’s Latin wasn’t brilliant, he’d worked on the incantation long enough that he could visualise every piece of it in his mind, knew which symbolisms he’d evoked and which powers he was drawing from. The first part of his incantation sought the power of the Sun and the Moon, was foundational to the whole endeavour, in fact.

“Oculos meos, in vestra luce renovet, ut possim videre clarius,” he continued, seeking to turn the borrowed power of the Sun and Moon to renew his body and soul. “Anima mea, in vestra luce renascat, ut possim videre veritatem. Corpus meum, in vestra alchemia transmutetur, ut possim agnoscere meam veram naturam.”

And then, finally, Harry invoked the power of the Sun and Moon again to complete the circle, to complete the symmetry of the incantation.


  “In nomen Solis et Lunae, elementa mea, hoc faciatis!”


Nothing happened. But then, nothing was supposed to happen until the end. And technically not even then – the real proof was in what happened after Harry applied the Salve to his eyeballs. Harry knew that. Still, it was a bit unnerving to complete an incantation like that only for nothing to happen.

Harry moved onto the next step. He needed to prepare the solvent. That was easy, something they’d done many times in lessons. It wasn’t even all that different from what they had to do in potions, just a little more involved. Harry worked through his process slowly, methodically, so as not to get anything wrong. He did, after all, technically have an unlimited amount of time to complete the reaction.

Not that he felt like spending the next week or so sat in the alchemical laboratory.

With the solvent prepared Harry moved on to the first steps. The Salve of Clear Sight – or Ocular Augmentation, whichever term the alchemist preferred – was among the simplest of all alchemical works to produce, but it was still quite laborious. Even a highly optimised process would take hours – according to Mr Flamel, even the Grand Philosopher himself would take a few hours to get through it. Harry had to maintain a careful balance throughout the reaction, working his way up to the more volatile ingredients while ensuring a proper base for the reaction.

Never moving too quickly, nor too slowly.

So Harry got to work.

He needed to add the sericon to the solvent before adding any of the major ingredients, so he slipped it into the alchemical vessel carefully once the solvent had reached the correct temperature. Then Harry added the first bits of powdered gold and silver and gave the incantation once again.

All throughout the laboratory Harry could hear the others doing much the same thing. Dragonsfoot’s deep, loud voice mixed with Hermione’s, with Theodore’s reedy voice in the background. It would be easy to get lost in the noise, spend ages listening to what everyone else was doing, so Harry forced himself to ignore them.

He took in a deep breath to steady himself, then coughed because of the acrid smoke that filled the air. Ms Platt moved around the lab watching and, occasionally, putting out more sticks of whatever it was that was burning. Harry didn’t think they needed any more of that, since the air was thick with the smoke already, but she presumably knew what she was doing.

Even if it was making him cough and smelled exactly like Dee’s cigarettes.

The Ministry witch, Griselda Marchbanks, moved through the laboratory at a much slower pace, stopping at each of the benches to watch what each student was doing before moving on. It was almost enough to put Harry off, but he found it easy enough to get lost in the process instead. He measured out powders to the half-ounce, and chopped, crushed, and cut herbs; he rendered troll fat and mashed it into a paste with the other ingredients; navigated the careful balance of temperatures and pressures necessary for different points in the reaction.

And throughout, Harry wove the incantation into his process. This was magic without a wand, a magic at once more primal and more sophisticated than any he had done before. There were no flashy effects; no sounds, sights, or smells other than those produced by the powders, liquids, and other ingredients; just carefully measured powders and liquids and the constant balancing between the competing forces he’d put together.

And so the day went on. There wasn’t any opportunity to break for lunch, but Harry wouldn’t have taken it anyway, as he couldn’t leave the reaction alone. Didn’t really want to even if he could, since he felt it was better to get it all done at once if at all possible. Still, the day progressed and Harry stayed stood at his alchemical workbench working through each step in his procedure carefully and methodically.

Not long after when lunch was supposed to be, Roger Malone finished his reaction. Ms Platt left the room and returned a minute or so later with Professor Dee, who went with Malone and Madam Marchbanks into an adjoining room, along with the product of Malone’s reaction. Harry didn’t have time to waste on thinking about Malone, though, as his own reaction still had quite a few more steps to work through.

Harry kept at it. About an hour or so after Malone, Boot finished, followed by Dragonsfoot. By then Harry had boiled off most of the unnecessary liquid, had added his lunar water, and was ready to add the last few ingredients. Those had to be added while the product was still over a fire, but he would need to quickly remove the alchemical vessel from the heat so as not to go too far.

Then, once the product had cooled, Harry would – hopefully – have a functional and powerful Salve of Clear Sight to work with. He just had to add the Verdigris, minium, and the final ingredient, ceruse, to balance the whole thing.

“A few more seconds,” muttered Harry as he adjusted the strength of the flame and watched his reaction. He didn’t want to add the Verdigris too soon… “There!”

Harry fed the blue-green Verdigris powder into the vessel, then added the small chunks of the earthy red minium metal. Once the minium had dissolved, Harry added a pale, powder-white, disc of ceruse to the reaction.

As soon as the ceruse disappeared Harry removed the vessel from the flames and settled in to wait for it to cool down. He kept careful watch over the temperature of the Salve as he needed to speak the incantation one final time at precisely the right moment. While he waited, he glanced around the room to see what the others were doing.

Theodore and Hermione seemed to be at a similar point in the reaction to Harry, although both slightly behind as far as Harry could see. Brocklehurst was further behind still, but not so far that Harry thought she’d go through dinner. Harry looked back at his alchemical vessel. The substance inside had cooled somewhat, was no longer liquid, and instead seemed to have formed a gooey paste.

And it had hit the correct temperature. There was no sense waiting.

It looks about right, Harry thought. Of course, the proof would be in the pasting, as if it didn’t work – or burned out his eyes – he would have failed.

Harry spoke the incantation one final time.

“Sol et Luna, elementa mea, vestra potentia invoco. Oculos meos, in vestra luce renovet, ut possim videre clarius!” he said. “Anima mea, in vestra luce renascat, ut possim videre veritatem. Corpus meum, in vestra alchemia transmutetur, ut possim agnoscere meam veram naturam. In nomen Solis et Lunae, elementa mea, hoc faciatis.”

Although there was no outward indication anything had happened, Harry felt like he’d performed the ritual correctly. At any rate, he’d completed it, and if he got it wrong enough that he’d failed… well, at least he had tried. So Harry stuck up his hand to call over Ms Platt so he could move through to the adjoining room to get his results.

“You’re finished?” Ms Platt said when she approached the bench. “I’ll just go get Professor Dee—prepare yourself, and your Salve, for the next step.”

Harry nodded and set about doing just that. He removed the Salve from the alchemical vessel and placed it inside the golden chalice provided for just that purpose, and then joined Professor Dee and Madam Marchbanks in the adjoining room.

The room wasn’t anything special. It was a simple store cupboard, with a basic bench, a sink, and shelves stacked to the ceilings. But there was a good space for Harry to place his things, and it did at least match the décor of the alchemical laboratory on the other side of the door – dull, mid browns with the occasional splash of dark brown. Directly opposite the door Harry had entered through was another door, one which presumably led outside.

“Place your Salve on the table in front of us, Potter,” said Dee, sounding much less irritated than he had earlier on. “It looks like it’s worked, but you never can tell. Now, you don’t have to test your Salve if you don’t feel able to. There’s always a risk that an improperly performed ritual will produce something actively dangerous—a good few years ago my predecessor had a student blow out her own eyes with a bad Salve, was never the same after—but if you do refuse, you fail and can’t progress to the next stage in the OWL. Do you understand?”

Harry looked down at the golden chalice containing his Salve. It looked like it had worked, although Harry couldn’t really tell. But it fit the descriptions given by Flamel and Dee of what a successful Salve of Clear Sight should look like. The ritual he’d submitted to Dee had been ‘likely to work’ according to the professor, assuming Harry carried it out properly. He’d followed the steps he’d submitted, felt like he understood the work they’d gone through since the beginning of term. He glanced over at Madam Marchbanks, who stood watching the proceedings.

She seemed unconcerned with whatever Harry chose. Harry supposed that was fair – her job was to watch, and she got paid either way. It wasn’t her eyes that could explode. Or burn away to nothing. Or…

“I’ll test it,” Harry said.

“Alright,” said Dee. “You know what to do.”

Harry nodded. He took off his glasses – hopefully for the last ever time – and coated his hand in the Salve of Clear Sight. Then, with his free hand, Harry kept his eyelids open while he applied the Salve to each of his eyeballs with his other hand.

It stung. Like getting stung by a hundred bees all at once, and with Harry’s practise with conjuring bees the previous year, that was no exaggeration.

But stinging was the least of it. The pain radiated out from the centre of each eyeball until it filled his head. Harry wrenched his eyes shut as his eyeballs melted away behind his eyelids… only to reform and then melt away again and again.

“Shit!” Harry swore. He balled his fists. He didn’t much care that he was in the presence of a Ministry official and Professor Dee – his eyes had melted away and grown back several times over the course of a minute.

And didn’t seem at all inclined to stop doing just that any time soon.

Again and again Harry’s eyes melted and grew back in a cyclical process that seemed like it would never end. Each time the pain grew worse, building up as a sharp pressure on the side of Harry’s skull. Dimly, he felt like he was about to vomit.

I’ve failed, Harry thought. That’s it. I’ve melted my eyes. I’m done for…

And then, slowly, for the final time Harry’s eyes melted and grew back again. Then nothing. No stinging, no melting, no water, even. Just eyes.

“Open your eyes,” said Marchbanks. “If you are able.”

Gingerly, Harry opened his eyes for the first time.

Nothing. And then… fuzzy, indistinct images. No colour at all. Gradually, colour crept back into the world and the indistinct images resolved into something much sharper.

So I can still see, Harry thought to himself. That was something. Everyone traded horror stories about alchemical experiments gone badly wrong – Professor Dee included – but Harry had managed to come away with his eyesight intact. And given that he wasn’t wearing his glasses but could still see, Harry thought his Salve had been a success.

At first, it was difficult to tell anything was different. He could see, and much better than he’d ever been able to see without his glasses. Better than he was ever able to see with his glasses on, Harry thought, but it was hard to tell.

As Harry glanced at the various different things in the adjoining room he was happy that at the very least his eyes still worked. He could pick out details on objects, scuffs and scratches and dirt. All very normal – at least when he’d had his glasses on. The browns of the storeroom popped a little more, and Harry could pick out delicate lettering on the labels of some bottles that he hadn’t quite been able to see before, but there was nothing particularly spectacular about his new eyesight.

In fact, Harry felt almost a little disappointed. Pleased to no longer need his glasses, of course, except…

But then as he looked closer he realised he saw colours with more vibrance, noticed finer details on Dee’s robes, the pores on his face… the wrinkles on Marchbank’s skin, even.

The depths of the wrinkles, differences in the gradations of shadow…

Harry saw details on Dee’s robes he felt sure had never been there before. Patches of stars, moons, and other shapes that Harry hadn’t been able to make out. Hadn’t even considered might be there. Patterns, even, of alternating colours. Far from wearing a slightly worn and boring brown robe as Harry had thought, Dee’s robes were a cacophony of different colours, all shades of brown. Swirls and spots, a hem of a darker brown.

Before Harry had tried out the Salve, all he’d seen was a dull brown. Nothing at all interesting about Dee’s robes, nothing that would even indicate there was something more to them. Blaise had even called them ‘pedestrian and ugly’ during their second year. But after using the Salve of Clear Sight Harry saw that that wasn’t the case at all. The differences in the colours, the patterns, were so small, so subtle, that Harry literally couldn’t have seen them before using the Salve. Afterwards, though… they stood out like a bonfire at night.

Like a vibrant rainbow, if every colour in a rainbow was a different kind of brown.

“So you still have eyes, then,” Dee said. “Always a good sign. Do you need to put your glasses back on?”

Harry shook his head.

“No. It worked, Professor.”

“Let’s see how well it worked, shall we?” Dee said. “Look at my robes. How many stars are there along the hem of my sleeves?”

Harry looked and counted. He saw three stars around the hem of each sleeve, each one a different shade of brown.

“Three,” Harry said. “Er, three on each sleeve, I mean.”

“Good, good,” said Dee. “Alright. Can you see the pattern on my chest?”

“Yes,” Harry said. “It’s a clockwise swirl.”

“You have done rather well today, haven’t you,” murmured Dee. “Last one, then—what can you see above my feet?”

Harry glanced down.

The bottom of Dee’s robes had moons, stars, and a pattern of interlocking knots. Some sort of Celtic cross, Harry thought.

“Six moons, three stars, and then around them there’s like a pattern of knots. That Celtic cross thing, I think it might be,” Harry said.

“Well, well, well,” said Dee. “That’s exactly right. You should know—most don’t get such a good result. That you were able to see the knotwork means you couldn’t have done any better. That definitely worked, Madam Marchbanks.”

“I’m sure it did,” said Marchbanks, “but you’ll forgive me for verifying.” She took out her wand and cast a silent spell on Harry’s eyes, then nodded to herself. “Indeed, you now have perfect eyesight—more than perfect, I should say. I daresay you have a wonderful new world of colour to enjoy, from what I understand of the alchemist’s art. Congratulations, Mr Potter, you have passed the first part of your OWL in Alchemy. You should be very proud.”

“Thank you, Madam Marchbanks,” Harry said, still staring. It was like seeing everything for the first time. Like… like how Harry imagined it would have been to go from black and white television, to colour – only thousands of times better. Not only could Harry dispense with his glasses for the foreseeable future, he had better eyesight than the normal wizard.

He could see colours other people literally couldn’t imagine. Not bad for a day’s work. Well, a few months’ work, anyway.

Harry slipped his now-useless glasses into his robe pocket. He didn’t think he’d throw them away, not yet at least. Perhaps it was silly, but Harry thought them worth keeping just to remind himself of what he’d achieved.

“You did well, Potter,” Dee said. “Very well. I’ll give you proper marks before your next lesson with me, but the proof of this one is literally staring at me. You’d better be going, though—and I’ve got to nip back into the fifth years’ lab. No telling what’s happening in there…”

Harry simply nodded. It was strange looking at Dee and seeing everything he’d normally see, but better, and without the rim of his glasses at the edge of his vision. That was something Harry would need to get used to.

“Thank you, Professor. Thanks again, Madam Marchbanks,” Harry said. He left through the exit door while Marchbanks and Dee went back to the adjoining laboratory. Harry left the alchemy department right away. It was still a few hours until dinner, and not having had much at breakfast, Harry thought he might nip into the kitchens for a sneaky snack.

Harry took a more scenic route back to the dungeons just to try out his new eyes. It still felt strange not wearing his glasses, but any lingering strangeness was more than made up for by the new utility and sheer sense of pride in having completed his first ever alchemical work. He even managed to notice several new details in portraits and other bits of decoration that he’d never picked up on before. Colours seemed richer, more vibrant; he saw sharper, crisp lines where there were sharp lines; and could even discern smooth, difficult to see gradients.

Harry lingered at a painting depicting three wizards and a hippogriff at sunset overlooking the ocean, and just stared for a few moments. The depth of colour was fantastic, the attention to detail impeccable. Or perhaps it was only so to Harry’s new eyes, and everyone else saw only a regular painting. The artist had definitely known what he was doing, though – Harry thought he could have appreciated that before the ritual, but afterwards…

Harry thought he might have been overwhelmed by the changes, but it felt natural. Easy, almost. His eyesight was better, stronger, he saw further and saw better than ever before… but he didn’t seem to have gained a sensitivity to light. With some luck he’d have improved his night vision, but the magic of the alchemical ritual seemed to have improved everything Harry had wanted it to, and in just the right ways. Not only could he see more, further, and better, but he had the expanded mental capacity to understand and make use of what he saw, too.

Which made perfect sense, since the ritual had included ingredients for that particular effect, but knowing the theory was different from living the reality. Harry passed by one painting which he was sure had to have been painted by an alchemist as the colours were so delicate, so precise, that Harry didn’t think anyone else could have managed it.

Harry wandered back through the castle almost aimlessly, meandering back to the dungeons. He did stop in the kitchens to grab a snack but spent the rest of his day simply looking at things in the Common Room.
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Later on that evening Harry slipped out of the Common Room along with Tracey under the cover of the Invisibility Cloak to sow a little mischief throughout the castle ahead of Hallowe’en the next day. Harry had wanted to go with either Daphne or Ernie so that they could daub some artworks on the walls, but neither of them could spare the time.

So instead, Harry and Tracey planned to hit several different locations with messages, including a large one on the Great Hall doors themselves, since neither of them felt especially proud of their artistic abilities and didn’t want to ruin a good bit of protest with poor artwork.

“I still haven’t got used to you without your glasses on,” Tracey whispered to Harry as they crept along the dungeons towards the castle’s ground floor.

“I still haven’t either,” admitted Harry. “I keep trying to push my glasses up my nose only to realise there’s nothing there. But it is nice being able to see like this. It’s… I don’t even know how to explain it. I can see everything I could see before, and new things, and it’s all… better. Did I tell you about Professor Dee’s robes?”

“Yes!” Tracey whispered. “That’s so cool—you really can’t tell there’s anything like that on them. Well, I can’t, anyway. I wonder if Dumbledore and Mr Flamel wear robes like that, too.”

“Probably,” Harry said. Dumbledore hadn’t been at dinner, so Harry hadn’t seen his robes, but he assumed that Dumbledore would have gone all in and had something seriously ridiculous made. Like Dee’s, but with all of Dumbledore’s characteristic flair. “I bet that Du—”

He stopped. Just up ahead, lurking once again in the Entrance Hall, was Inquisitor Arlecchino. Harry and Tracey tiptoed back down the stairs to the cellars so as not to draw his attention.

“That’s not ideal,” Harry said once he was sure they’d made it out of earshot. “What’s he doing, skulking around at night for, anyway? And around the Entrance Hall, too…”

“Spying on teachers, I bet,” said Tracey. “I wonder why, though. What should we do?”

Harry considered it. There were a handful of passageways Harry knew of that could convey them upwards through the castle, although that didn’t help if Arlecchino remained in the Entrance Hall all night. Not when they specifically wanted to paint the Great Hall doors.

“We’ll have to use that passage from the dungeons that goes upstairs,” Harry said. “Do a little bit up there, then see if we can nip into the Entrance Hall before we get back to the dungeons. What do you think?”

“I can’t think of anything else we could do,” Tracey said. “Unless we just waited, but that seems like a waste of time…”

“Agreed,” Harry said.

They left the stairs up to the Entrance Hall in search of the passage to the corridor which housed the Room of Requirement. They travelled it and emerged near to the Room into the wide, spacious corridor. Harry lingered as they passed.

“I’ve not been back here since last year,” he said to Tracey. “Do you think Dumbledore’s had a look around in there?”

“He definitely has,” Tracey said. “But we shouldn’t be bothered with that. I bet there’s nothing even left there, and anyway—we’ve got loads to do! Come on, might as well go paint messages on Umbridge’s office door while we’re up here…”

“What, right on her office door?” Harry said. “You can’t be serious.”

Tracey shrugged.

“Nan always says, if you’re going to do something, do it properly. Tomorrow is Hallowe’en. Let’s go all out!”

Harry nodded. Still hidden under Harry’s Cloak, Harry and Tracey made their way to Umbridge’s office. That late, Umbridge should have retreated to her quarters – unless, like Arlecchino, she was lurking somewhere else – so it wasn’t too risky. Prefect patrols tended not to go that way and it was a bit late for that anyway, and Harry knew none of the teachers liked spending any time near Umbridge’s office, so Harry thought they would go relatively unnoticed.

When they reached the corridor containing Umbridge’s office they paused at the end, looked around, and waited a few moments before proceeding. No sense getting caught out by a late-working Umbridge.

“You go under the Cloak,” Harry said once they’d reached the door. “Just in case. I don’t mind being caught.”

“But it’s your Cloak,” Tracey protested. Harry shrugged.

“It’s fine. Go on, you use the Cloak. We need to decide what to write…”

Harry stepped out from underneath his Cloak.

“I think I’m going to write ‘YOU’RE NOT WELCOME’ in big pink writing,” Harry said. “All around the outside of the door, you know, around the frame.”

“Ooh, I like it,” said Tracey from beneath Harry’s Invisibility Cloak. “Then I’ll write something on the actual door. What about ‘YOUR AUTHORITY IS FALSE’?”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s great,” Harry said. “Come on, let’s get it done so we can get back to the Entrance Hall.”

Harry took out his wand and started writing around Umbridge’s door. He reckoned he could get the message on the wall probably three times if he was careful, so he traced out the letters while Tracey was working on her own bit of vandalism. It wasn’t quite as impressive as what Daphne and Ernie could put out, but Harry thought it would do the job.

It was about getting a reaction from Umbridge, and words would do that well enough. When Harry reached the top of the door he paused, unsure whether he’d need a step up… but he realised soon enough that he’d grown more than tall enough to reach above the door. And with Tracey being so short, he didn’t have to tiptoe to reach over her, either.

“Nice,” Harry said after stepping back to survey his work. His handwriting wasn’t generally considered to be good – nowhere near as nice as Daphne’s, and even Millicent’s was better – but Harry thought he’d managed well enough for a bit of graffiti. And it was dissimilar enough to his usual handwriting that Harry didn’t think anyone would mistake it. Especially not Umbridge, who didn’t mark any of his essays or classwork anyway.

“Nearly done!” Tracey said, her disembodied voice coming from beneath Harry’s Cloak. “Just have to…”

Harry watched her go. Or watched as the letters she was writing appeared as if on their own, anyway. She’d gone with YOU HAVE NO AUTHORITY HERE rather than the first thing she’d suggested, but Harry thought that was better anyway. Tracey added an exclamation point.

“There!” she said. “I reckon Umbridge’ll have a fit when she sees all this. That’s a good bit of work, that is. Where to next?”

“Let me back under the Cloak while we decide,” Harry said. He slipped back under the Invisibility Cloak and considered where else might be a good idea to hit. He doubted he’d be able to fit under there with some of his friends, but Tracey was small enough that they both fit. Even if it was a bit snug.

They needed to choose somewhere that the Inquisition would know it was targeted at them specifically. Somewhere… “The Inquisition’s lounge place?” Umbridge made sure everyone knew where that was just in case they had some bit of information on teachers to give to an Inquisitor. Not that Harry knew of anyone who’d gone, since people generally didn’t want to be seen to support the Inquisition, but the option was there.

“Ooh, that’s not a bad idea,” Tracey said. “Although someone might be there, you never know.”

“Yeah, we’ll have to be careful,” Harry said, “but I think after Umbridge’s office, it’s the best place. We’ll creep up to the door and if we can hear anyone inside we’ll just go do the Great Hall doors. What do you think?”

It would have been easier after Christmas with a successful alchemical Draught of Aural Acuity to his name, but that was quite a while away and they were there right then.

“Let’s try it!” Tracey said.

The Inquisition’s lounge was all the way down on the ground floor, but Harry knew a route that would take them there without having to pass the Entrance Hall – just in case Arlecchino hadn’t left yet. Harry led Tracey through the castle towards the passage as quietly as possible, keen not to get noticed by any teachers who might be a little more attentive to noise. They emerged onto the third floor and Harry took them down a side corridor, tapped the statue of a half-melted troll twice in each eye, then slipped inside the newly opened passage with Tracey.

That passage opened out onto a corridor adjoining the Hospital Wing, and from there it was only a short hop to the room the Inquisition had commandeered as its own staff lounge.

“Let’s just wait and see if anyone comes out, first,” Tracey said.

Harry nodded.

No sense getting caught, especially not with the Great Hall doors left undone.

So they waited. Nobody passed through the corridor, and nobody left the lounge. With any luck the Inquisitors were all in bed or at home.

They crept towards the doorway slowly. When they got there, Harry pressed his ear to the door to check it was empty.

“There’s no one here,” Harry said. “I don’t hear anyone, anyway. Let’s be quick with this one.”

“Agreed,” said Tracey.

Harry left Tracey underneath the Invisibility Cloak and wandered around the corridor looking for a good spot to write his messages. Like most of Hogwarts, the corridor housing the Inquisition’s lounge had all sorts of portraits, statues, and other miscellaneous decorative bits and pieces. Unlike most of the castle, though, the Inquisition had done a little redecoration. Opposite the door to the lounge was a noticeboard filled with ‘helpful’ messages from the Inquisition, little reminders, and each and every one of the Educational Decrees passed by Umbridge and the Ministry.

“I’m going to do something with this,” Harry said, pointing to the noticeboard. “You think of something to do on the door, then we’ll nip to the Entrance Hall and get it finished.”

“Righto!” Tracey said from beneath the Invisibility Cloak. “Let me just think…”

Harry nodded and turned back to the noticeboard.

He had some fun writing rude messages around the edges of the noticeboard, then stepped back to look at the middle. He wanted to write something big there, something that would stand out even at a glance from very far away. Harry tapped at his chin while he thought.

“Hey, Trace,” Harry said. “What do you think of writing, YOU ARE BEING WATCHED here in the middle?”

“I like it!” Tracey said. “Ooh, do it in dark red! And make it drippy, so it’s like blood. So it’s extra spooky.”

Harry nodded and set about doing it. Drippy writing was harder than just writing it out while disguising his handwriting, but Harry thought he could manage it. If not, it was really more about the message than the aesthetics, anyway.

Or so he told himself.

When he’d finished, he thought he hadn’t done too bad a job. It wasn’t as good as Ernie or Daphne could manage, but it was good enough for Harry. Good enough for the Inquisition to see when they turned up for work in the morning, anyway.

“That’s not bad,” Tracey said, causing Harry to nearly jump out of his own skin. “Come on, let’s get going to the Entrance Hall. Hopefully Arlecchino will be gone by now.”

“Alright,” Harry said. “Where are you? So I can jump under again…”

Tracey moved the Cloak aside for Harry to step under it and then they made their way to the Entrance All.

“I was thinking we’ll want to do something in Central Hall,” Tracey said. “People are always hanging out and meeting there so it’s going to be really visible. No one would be able to miss it!”

“Maybe we could think of something to do with the fountain,” Harry said. The fountain at the centre of Central Hall had interactive sirens, so perhaps there was something they could do with that. Dress them up like Umbridge, maybe. “We should bring it up and see if anyone has any ideas.”

Harry and Tracey moved through the rest of the castle towards the Entrance Hall, making sure to keep to the interior route. Opening doors to the exterior paths was always a gamble at night, as some were rumoured to be alarmed, and several teachers liked wandering about after dark. The interior route to the Entrance Hall was longer than the one which used the bridge above the Transfiguration Courtyard, but Harry didn’t mind that much.

A late night was nothing so strange, after all, especially not during OWL year.

They slowed and stopped talking, even in muted whispers, when they reached the Entrance Hall itself. Arlecchino could still be there, or another teacher or Inquisitor. Perhaps even a student, although Harry didn’t think any of the prefects would still be around. Not that late, anyway.

They were invisible, so they just needed to be quiet. Easy enough.

As they came upon the Entrance Hall Harry slowed down to check it was clear. Whatever Arlecchino was up to meant he lurked around the dungeons and Entrance Hall at odd hours, and Harry didn’t want to get caught up in any of that. He could be watching the doors, meeting with someone, or even…

Focus on your own shit, Harry, Harry reminded himself. There was a lot going on, but not all of it needed his attention.

“I think it’s clear,” Harry said. “Come on, let’s get this done.”

“Let’s do it!” Tracey said.

They’d all agreed that they needed to write something quite large on the doors to the Great Hall, something that everyone could see and which would take ages to remove. Tracey was in charge of the actual writing; Harry didn’t trust his handwriting on such a large project, and he was better with the levitation charms that would be required to get at the upper parts of the doors.

So Harry got out from under the Cloak and, this time, so did Tracey. Harry felt uneasy at exposing his friend in such a way, but he needed to see her to levitate her. They’d gone backwards and forwards arguing over who did the levitation, and Tracey had outright refused.

Still, it was worth another go…

“Are you sure you don’t want to swap places?” Harry said. “You can stay under the Cloak then.”

“Yes, I’m sure!” snapped Tracey. “I said I would, you don’t have to be a martyr about it—if we get in trouble we get in trouble. You can’t take it all, Harry!” She paused. “And, anyway, if I drop you you’d have to go to the Hospital Wing and there’d be questions. I know you won’t drop me. So it’s fine. Now come on, someone could come along at any time…”

Grudgingly, Harry had to agree Tracey had a point. A trip to the Hospital Wing after a fall from the top of the Great Hall doors would lead to questions none of them wanted to answer. And he really was better with the charm…

“Alright. Let’s go, then.”

Harry cast the Levitation Charm on Trace and lifted her up towards the top of the grand doors. They’d all agreed on a message that mimicked those of the Educational Decrees Umbridge kept passing.

“Stop just there!” Tracey said. “Right. Move me over to the left just a bit, then… No, that’s too far! There! Stop!”

Harry stopped.

Tracey started to write. Whenever she needed to move, Harry moved her as gently as he could. He’d never levitated a person before, but it wasn’t much different from the inanimate objects they’d practised with in classes and out on the Summoner’s Court out on the grounds.

Just if he dropped Tracey, the consequences were worse.

“Down a bit, no, not that far,” Tracey said. “Not much longer left, I just want to…”

Harry kept Tracey in the air and moved her around whenever she asked while she painted the doors with their message.

“Done!” she said eventually. “You can put me down now.”

Harry acquiesced and let Tracey down onto the ground, then stepped back to look at the message she’d written.

EDUCATIONAL DECREE 0

REJECT, RESIST, REBEL

THE INQUISITION IS NOT YOUR FRIEND! ALL STUDENTS MUST REJECT THE AUTHORITY OF THE INQUISITION; RESIST ITS UNFAIR COMMANDS; AND REBEL AGAINST UMBRIDGE AND HER LACKEYS

“What do you think?” Tracey said. “It was hard getting those bits to stick out but I think I managed it.”

“It looks great,” Harry said. “Definitely makes an impact. Come on, let’s get going before anyone comes along.”

Harry and Tracey headed back to the Common Room and slipped in under cover of the Invisibility Cloak. Once inside, they waited until they got into the hallway with all the dormitories before leaving the protective embrace of Harry’s Cloak.

“See you in the morning!” Tracey said and left for the girls’ side. Harry didn’t hang around and went to bed himself, being as quiet as possible so he didn’t wake anyone else up. No need for John FitzRoy to catch him again, after all.

He settled into bed and went to sleep thinking sweet thoughts of an unhappy Umbridge stumbling upon their messages the next morning.

*

Harry got up especially early on Hallowe’en so he could go and watch as the first few people saw the message on the Great Hall doors. Every day at breakfast the doors opened at the beginning of the breakfast period, but there were always people who arrived early – Harry not usually among them. But the opportunity to watch people admire their handiwork was too nice, so he set himself an alarm early enough that he could shower before breakfast and still arrive before the doors opened.

It was worth it.

“Umbridge won’t be happy with this,” Harry heard one of the fifth year Slytherin prefects say to her Hufflepuff counterpart. “Wonder who did it.”

“…they’ve got a point, though,” Harry heard Ginny Weasley say to one of the Carrows. “We need to do something, can’t just let the Inquisition walk all over us…”

And it was a similar story elsewhere. Harry drifted through the Entrance Hall in search of someone he knew well enough to stand with, just so he didn’t look out of place or like he was listening in on everyone.

Even though he was.

“I wish I was brave enough to do something like that,” said a Ravenclaw to his friend as Harry passed them by in search of someone he knew. “But my mum…”

“I hope whoever it is doing this doesn’t get caught,” Finnegan in Gryffindor was saying to his friend as Harry passed. “It’s really funny…”

Ah, there we go, Harry thought. He spotted Mandy Brocklehurst stood with Terry Boot and Dragonsfoot. He could insinuate himself into that little group easily enough without it looking at all strange, so he headed right for them. He wanted to check how they’d done on the alchemy, anyway. Two letters, one owl, and all that.

“Alright?” Harry said as he walked towards the group.

“Good morning, Harry,” said Dragonsfoot.

“Morning, Potter,” said Brocklehurst. “I was just saying to Terry here, whoever’s doing these messages is playing a dangerous game. They’re going to get caught eventually and I can’t imagine Umbridge will be at all lenient.”

“You’ve seen the latest one, I suppose,” Boot said, glancing up at the doors to the Great Hall.

“Er, yeah. Hard to miss, really,” Harry said. “I reckon whoever’s doing it has the right idea. You know, it’s not fair the Inquisition gets to just…” He waved his hand about vaguely. “You know. Mr Flamel gets interrupted all the time and it’s really unhelpful.”

“That’s true,” Boot said. “That’s why I was saying to Mandy, resistance is vital. Maybe nothing like what those lot are doing with the messages all over the walls—I’m not crazy. But we don’t have to co-operate, do we? There’s really no reason to…”

“Not everyone has rich parents, Terry,” Brocklehurst said. “My parents both work at the Ministry, and Umbridge always threatens…”

“I know that,” Boot said. “I wouldn’t ask you to do or say anything dangerous. I’m just saying, sometimes there are other ways to protest.”

That kind of exchange was exactly what Harry and his friends had wanted to happen. They’d talked long and hard about what sort of response or reaction to their little campaign would count as a success, and Boot and Brocklehurst were a good example. The more people talked about resistance, the more people might actually resist.

It was a start.

And as it was only Hallowe’en, Harry thought they could get a lot more done before Christmas, and maybe things would really kick off.

“Harry, how’d your Salve go yesterday? We can all see you’ve still got your eyes, and you aren’t wearing glasses anymore… so…?” said Dragonsfoot.

Harry grinned.

“Nice of you to notice.” He shrugged. “I passed. I think I did quite well, but it’s hard to tell, isn’t it? Dee was happy, though. And that Ministry witch said the Salve had worked. I wasn’t expecting to see all that stuff on Dee’s robes, though—did you lot know about that?”

Boot nodded.

“Yes—they’re alchemist’s robes. Everyone knows—er, well, I mean, lots of people know—I didn’t mean that you—”

“It’s fine,” Harry said, interrupting. “There’s loads of things I don’t know. I don’t take it personally. I’d never heard of alchemist’s robes before. I wonder what Dumbledore’s look like. I mean, they’re already, er, pretty…”

“Loud?” offered Dragonsfoot.

“I heard Malone failed,” Brocklehurst said. “Didn’t you say that, Thomas?”

Dragonsfoot nodded.

“Yeah. He changed his procedure at the last minute and it didn’t go well at all. I heard they sent him to St Mungo’s last night—burned his eyes out trying the Salve.”

Harry grimaced.

“That’s rough. Mine hurt like Hell and Dee said I’d done really well. I can’t imagine how Malone felt. Didn’t Dee say he shouldn’t try the Salve? He told me mine would probably work and I was still a bit reluctant…”

Dragonsfoot shrugged.

“Don’t know. I reckon Roger tried it anyway, though. He’s like that. I hope they can fix his eyes—alchemical accidents are really tricky to deal with.”

“That’s… awful,” Harry said. Not only would Malone go through the rest of his life blind – unless he could get something like Mad-Eye Moody’s false eyes put in, but that wasn’t guaranteed with an alchemical injury – he’d also failed one of his OWLs, and it wasn’t yet Christmas. Not an auspicious start.

Not even a very graceful end.

“Yes, very bad,” drawled Boot. “Totally surprising, not at all what anyone expected from Malone. Did you manage to see everything on Dee’s robes? I asked one of the uppers in Ravenclaw and she said if you missed any, you get a lower mark. I missed out on the knotwork, apparently. So I’m looking at an Exceeds at best on this one.”

Harry had seen everything. The moons, stars, weird colour shifts and the knotwork. Dee himself had said he couldn’t have done any better – that must have meant an Outstanding for that portion of the OWL. He opened his mouth to say as much but didn’t get very far at all.

“This is outrageous!” shrieked Umbridge as she entered the Entrance Hall. “Open advocacy of sedition! Betrayal!” She paused before uttering another shriek. “Treason!”

Harry turned to look at her. Dressed as she always did, although with the addition of a pumpkin-shaped bow in her hair, Umbridge looked positively apoplectic with rage. She wore a gnarled, twisted grimace quite far from her usual saccharine smile and clenched her stubby little wand in one hand.

“This is treason!” she declared, storming across the Entrance Hall towards the Great Hall doors.

Harry fought the urge to smile. It was hardly treason to suggest that students should resist the Inquisition. Nobody had suggested a rebellion, or that the Ministry should be brought down, or even that Fudge should resign.

But for Umbridge to go screaming about treason and sedition was quite a nice outcome. The more she shouted about treason the less effect it would have.

“Oh, come off it, Dolores,” said a new voice. McGonagall, striding after Umbridge. “A bit of adolescent vandalism is hardly cause to cry treason. By all means the perpetrators should be punished for damage to school property, but treason is a Kissable offence.” McGonagall gave an exaggerated sigh. “Honestly, Dolores, all this fuss over a bit of paint. Show some backbone!”

McGonagall didn’t give Umbridge any time to respond. She gestured with her wand at the Great Hall doors and they flung open to signal the beginning of breakfast. Soon after students brushed past to enter, and Harry followed. Umbridge would probably have more to say after or during breakfast, after all, and Harry wanted to be there to see it. He settled in at the Slytherin table and got himself a leisurely breakfast while he waited for his friends to get up and attend breakfast.

Dumbledore arrived not long after the commotion at the doors and swept past the students eating at the tables to ascend to the High Table. Harry took a close look at his robes as he walked by and wasn’t disappointed.

Like Professor Dee, Dumbledore wore alchemist’s robes. But unlike Professor Dee, Dumbledore had paired his usual flamboyant style with the miniscule gradations and shapes of the alchemist’s robe. Dumbledore usually had stars, moons, and all sorts of other arcane shapes and symbols on his robes… and now Harry could see them all in their full glory. Dumbledore had stars within stars, each one smaller than the last; a smooth, fine gradient that went from a dark lilac at the top to an admittedly still quite dark but very visibly lighter – to an alchemist’s eyes – lilac at the bottom; and even a selection of runes Harry didn’t recognise from any of his lessons.

It was all a bit busy, to tell the truth, but it suited Dumbledore perfectly well.

And Harry could see all of it without his glasses on. He’d never need to wear glasses again! That was something he still hadn’t fully internalised – he kept looking for them, kept trying to push them up his nose, even.

Harry peered at Dumbledore’s robes a while longer to see if there was anything else hidden there, but eventually returned to his breakfast after concluding there was nothing. Around him the Great Hall filled with students as they filtered in to attend breakfast. Halfway through breakfast Harry was joined at the table by Tracey, Daphne, and Millicent, and Blaise slipped in close to the end.

All around him, people were talking about all the usual sorts of things, but a frequent topic Harry overheard was the graffiti they’d placed around the school. Particularly the fake Educational Decree on the doors to the Great Hall that morning.

And nobody even knew about the ones on Umbridge’s door or outside the Inquisition’s lounge yet.

At the end of breakfast the moment Harry had been waiting for came as Umbridge stood up to make an announcement.

“Hem, hem,” Umbridge coughed. “Your High Inquisitor has an announcement. Last night there were three incidences of vandalism of school property representing an unprecedented level of sedition bordering on treason. This behaviour is unacceptable and cannot be tolerated any longer. That is why I must—regrettably—announce the cancellation of tonight’s Hallowe’en Feast. Students are to be reminded that such things are a privilege and not a right, and—”

“Madam High Inquisitor,” interrupted Dumbledore. “I do not believe that the Inquisition has the authority to announce such a thing. The Hallowe’en Feast will proceed as planned. I need not remind you that the Inquisition’s remit is to assess and manage academic and extracurricular activities, as well as conduct a thorough assessment and appraisal of teaching staff and student outcomes. As Headmaster of Hogwarts, it is my authority which decides upon events such as feasts, and I have decided that the Hallowe’en Feast should occur this evening as it has done for many hundreds of years.”

“It is the right of the Inquisition to decide—” Umbridge started to argue, but Dumbledore interrupted her again.

“It is the right of the Inquisition to suspend extracurricular groups, clubs, and societies pending a review of safety and fitness for purpose; it is the right of the Inquisition to censure teaching staff for acting outside of their roles or for failing to follow official Ministry guidance and regulation; and it is the right of the Inquisition to conduct a full and thorough assessment of life at Hogwarts. It is not the right of the Inquisition to decide upon arrangements for meals. Some things, Madam Umbridge, remain at the full discretion of the Hogwarts Headmaster. That will be all for this morning. You all may go—I expect you all to have a day of hard graft so that tonight’s Feast is all the more satisfying.” He turned towards Umbridge. “Madam, you will join me in my office.”

Dumbledore stood up and swept away from the High Table and out the doors from the Great Hall. After a few moments Umbridge followed.

“Well, that had quite the reaction, didn’t it?” said Blaise as the Hall erupted into noise. “She’s not going to take that from Dumbledore quietly, though. I’d bet a galleon she’ll be back later with some nasty little Decree to contradict everything he’s said.”

“You’re probably right,” Harry said. “I hope the Feast isn’t cancelled though. I was looking forward to all those desserts…”

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Tracey said. “I can’t see Dumbledore letting her cancel the Feast, even if she gets on to the Minister about it. She probably will say something at the Feast tonight, though.”

“Probably,” agreed Harry. By then it was time to leave breakfast and head out to classes, so they dispersed after that and got ready for the day ahead.

Umbridge didn’t show herself in any lessons that day, although other Inquisitors were present in Harry’s lessons. When the Hallowe’en Feast came around Harry was sure Umbridge would have something prepared, but she said nothing and the event passed by without incident.

*

Harry went to bed that night feeling uneasy despite the good food and happy ambience of the Hallowe’en Feast. Something sat wrong in his stomach, some feeling he couldn’t quite discern. A lingering anxiety over what Umbridge could come up with next, perhaps.

Attempting to put his unease to one side, Harry decided to work on his occlumency. And to try out legiilimency, at least a little bit. From everything Dumbledore had said, Harry thought the rudiments of legilimency were easy enough to be getting on with. Nothing quite so complex as invading anyone’s mind – Harry intended to merely push his own awareness outside of his own head.

Just a little.

And not for any nefarious purpose, either. Simply because he wanted to contrast the experience with what he’d understood about occlumency. Despite Dumbledore suggesting it would be unhelpful, Harry thought it would give him the proper context for his deeper forays into occlumency.

So Harry got himself ready for bed a bit earlier than he usually would have done, early enough that none of the others were in bed. Blaise would stay up quite late anyway, and FitzRoy spent a lot of his time in the Common Room. Charlie sometimes went to bed early, but never bothered Harry anyway. The only one who might be a problem was Capability, as he was very early to bed as he got up early each morning for the extra art lessons the Wandwright’s lot did.

But Harry could deal with that by simply keeping himself quiet.

Harry drew the curtains around his bed and sat on it, propped up by the thick pillows. He did his usual occlumency practise as he always did, beginning with a simpler meditation and progressing to something approaching actual magical occlusion when he was satisfied he’d centred himself properly.

It was easy enough given all of the practise he’d been doing nightly. He felt quite certain that by Christmas he’d have mastered occlumency well enough for whatever Dumbledore wanted to tell him. It was just a matter of ‘hard graft’ as Dumbledore had said.

Well, Harry could do that. He spent a good amount of time at his occlumency, working through the breathing exercises and maintaining a clear-headed state of mind. Once he was happy he’d managed the occlusion side of things well enough, Harry considered his next steps.

If occlusion is like retreating into your mind, Harry thought, then legilimency must be pushing out of it. Two sides of a coin, Dumbledore had said about the Mind Arts. At times during his practise with Dumbledore, Harry had felt his awareness, his consciousness, expanding past the limits of his body. Sometimes he had even pushed Dumbledore out his mind. That, Harry thought, was something approaching legilimency. Not quite, but similar enough Harry thought he could try something out.

So instead of keeping a clear mind and building an occlusion, Harry focused his thoughts outwards. At first, nothing happened.

At least, nothing other than his occlusion slipping. But Harry kept up his breathing, kept his thoughts cycling back to the feeling of pushing Dumbledore out of his mind – and following him. Capability coming back into the dormitory did give Harry a little stumble, near enough knocking him out of anything resembling a meditative state, but Harry persevered.

…and then, after perhaps an hour trying at legilimency, Harry had a breakthrough. Nothing major, but he felt floaty. Almost like he was outside of himself, a bit like the feelings the Extrasensory Field had produced during the Aerobaticum the previous year.

But Harry hadn’t gone anywhere. He was still sat on his bed, and unless Capability was practising advanced magic on his unsuspecting dorm mates, Harry had succeeded in pushing his awareness out of his own mind.

Yes! Harry thought. Progress. A small step, but a necessary one. In his elation at having made some small progress Harry’s awareness went zipping right back into his own head, but that was fine. Having done it once, Harry felt confident he could do it again.

A bit more satisfied, especially after how he’d felt after the Hallowe’en Feast, Harry settled in to sleep.

*


  Harry sat in a deep chair in an immaculate, well-decorated room. The décor was the very definition of opulence, although the general ambience felt like what Harry’s aunt would call ‘overdone’. In front of Harry stood Lucius Malfoy. Inexplicably, Harry could feel the man’s trepidation. He was wary, but also frustrated at the situation in which he found himself. 



  “Your plan is failing, Lucius. All this, and yet no result. Why?” Harry found himself saying in a high-pitched voice.



  Lucius looked at Harry with barely an expression upon his face. Certainly, nothing at all to show the seething, roiling rage Lucius felt and which Harry felt, too. But not the dream-Harry. Instead, the one who was dreaming. 



  “It is a long-term plan,” Lucius said. “We do the necessary work now so that we may—”



  “I understand what you proposed, Lucius,” Harry interrupted. “If we had more time, then perhaps—”



  “We have time,” Lucius said. “If we act too quickly, we risk failure. You must be patient—you have waited this long. Wait longer, or we will fail.”


“My Lord,” Harry stressed. “We will fail, my Lord.”


  Lucius-Voldemort’s eyes flashed red.


“You ask too much,” Lucius-Voldemort said. “I shall not address you thus, not when we are at best equals. Need I remind you that you reside in my home? At my pleasure?” Lucius-Voldemort sneered. “Perhaps it is time to rethink our arrangement.”

“You overstep,” Harry said. “You forget that you are neither him nor me. What you are is … fragile. Tethered though you are to this form, you are nothing but a fragment of my soul. Where I am eternal you are ephemeral. You are a part of me, no matter your delusions. Do not forget this,” Harry said. “Or it shall be your undoing.”


  Lucius-Voldemort grimaced. He understood Harry’s words for truth, though Harry-the-dreamer didn’t understand why.



  “We need not argue so. Our goals are the same. We are halves of a whole, so to speak,” Lucius-Voldemort said eventually, though Harry could feel his frustration. Despite the calm look on his face and his easy tone, Lucius-Voldemort was seething anger beneath it. A sea of rage, the emotion deeper than any Harry had ever felt before. Yet hidden, concealed. Harry-in-the-dream seemed to see none of it. Felt not an inkling.



  But Harry-the-dreamer knew. 



  “Our plans proceed. You will soon be re-embodied, and we will be able to move forward with the next phase in our plans. We are close,” said Lucius-Voldemort. “In this endeavour we will succeed. We are closer than ever before to our goals—and it is through our continued cooperation that victory will be delivered.”



  “So you say,” Harry said, “so you say. What news from Draco?”



  “He understands his role in our affairs,” Lucius-Voldemort said. “He is better suited for this task than he was the previous.”



  “Good. We will need his—”



  A noise from beyond Lucius-Voldemort. The door to the room opened, and a cringing, scurrying little wizard stepped into it. Wormtail, here to bring Harry’s potion. 



  “Ah, Wormtail,” Harry said. “You dare interrupt me?”



  “M-my L-lord,” Wormtail said, “it is time for your potion. We m-mustn’t be late with it or—”


“Snivelling worm,” Harry said. “I understand well what we must and must not do. I invented the protocol you follow.” Harry turned his gaze back to Lucius-Voldemort. “Lucius, you may go. I have pressing matters to attend to.”


  Lucius-Voldemort’s eyes flashed red and grey. After a few moments the grey won, and dreamer-Harry could feel the palpable change in the man’s emotional state. Trepidation, yes, but no more anger. A much simpler fear. 



  Fear atop a bed of anguish and despair. 



  “My Lord,” said Lucius. He bowed and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.


Harry woke up, drenched from head to toe in sweat and breathing heavily, a dull ache in his scar. He sat up. Although the precise details of the dream were fading, Harry knew he’d dreamed of Voldemort. Of Voldemort and Lucius Malfoy, and the fragment of Voldemort held inside Lucius Malfoy’s head.

And it didn’t feel quite like a dream. More of a vision, though Harry was no Seer. But if it wasn’t a dream, and it wasn’t a prophecy either, what was it? A vision of something currently happening?

Strange. A result of Harry’s little foray into legilimency, perhaps? A mind cast out too far, one which already had a connection to Voldemort through the scar…

Dumbledore would know. Or have an idea, anyway, although Harry didn’t want to admit he’d been dabbling with legilimency despite the elder wizard’s instructions not to.

If a true sight, it had been a tantalising glimpse into Voldemort’s plans, but it was fading. Harry scrambled to remember everything he could to tell Dumbledore of it the next day.

Lucius only partially in control of himself. Voldemort and Lucius-Voldemort arguing. Wormtail providing Voldemort with potions. And Draco… Draco with yet another task at the school to complete.

Those were the key parts of the dream.

Harry sighed.

He got up out of bed and went to the bathroom to wash his face off, then slipped back under the covers. Harry used his meditation techniques to calm himself down, then put up an occlusion. After that he settled in and tried to sleep once more.

Harry stayed there, awake, for several hours after that. When he finally fell asleep it was a fitful, restless thing, and all too soon it was morning.
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When Harry woke from his fitful sleep the next morning the first thing he wanted to do was go to see Dumbledore, but he couldn’t. Not without walking right up to the old wizard at the beginning or end of breakfast, anyway, and that would alert Umbridge to what he was doing.

And Umbridge certainly didn’t need any excuses to meddle in business that wasn’t hers.

So Harry got ready for the day ahead and dragged himself off to breakfast with everyone else, keen to get on with his usual routine even with the pressing matters kept at the back of his head,

Harry and Tracey’s Educational Decree was still scrawled over the doors to the Great Hall the next morning. Harry knew the elves would get rid of it eventually – they’d managed to scrub off every other message, after all – but it was still nice to see it there. It should take even the very industrious Hogwarts elves a few days to rid the doors of the message, anyway, and that was enough.

And by then most people around the school had seen the other messages Harry and Tracey had written, so the topic of resistance was well and truly out there.

Harry expected Umbridge to have another announcement at breakfast the morning after Hallowe’en, especially after Dumbledore had overruled her and allowed the Feast to occur, so he waited patiently as he helped himself to a breakfast of eggs and toast.

“Harry, I think you’d like to read this,” Daphne said, nudging Harry’s arm. He turned towards her. She was frowning.

She held a copy of The Daily Prophet and passed it to him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Skeeter. She’s written an article. Not about you—directly, anyway. It’s about Dumbledore. Page three,” said Daphne.

Harry turned to the page and scanned the article.


  Chaos at Hogwarts



  There is chaos at Hogwarts this year. Not the usual sort of things – gnomes in the greenhouses, Nifflers under the lawns, the sort of things we all remember from our own school days – but something much more sinister, much more dangerous. This year, Hogwarts has been graced with the presence of the High Inquisition, a Ministry taskforce charged with bringing the school up to the standards we all require from the premier institute of magical education in these islands. To that end the Inquisition, led by Dolores Umbridge, formerly Senior Undersecretary to the Minister, has been attempting to wrangle the students and staff into some semblance of order.



  She has made, I am told, excellent progress. So why, then, is there still chaos at Hogwarts? A good question. The answer may shock you.


Sources tell me that the culprit is none other than Albus Dumbledore himself! To understand what’s happening we have to go back a few weeks to the beginning of a campaign of vandalism enacted by an unknown group of students. These students, their identities unknown, have been writing messages and painting seditious artworks around the school with a decidedly anti-Inquisition message. Despite vandalism of school property being against school rules, and despite the messages themselves bordering on treasonous, Dumbledore has done nothing to stop the students. Indeed, a source close to the Headmaster has told me Dumbledore has remarked more than once that the messages are ‘funny’ and ‘an interesting method of peaceful protest’. 


  This, on top of his refusal to work with the Inquisition in improving student educational outcomes and experiences. 



  It is understood by this reporter that Albus Dumbledore is actively obstructing the Inquisition’s attempts to bring order to Hogwarts. Indeed, I have been able to obtain documents suggesting that Dumbledore has fought against the Inquisition’s recommendations seven times since the beginning of term. Even when it came to the presence of the dangerous half-giant, Rubeus Hagrid. Fought hard enough that the Ministry has had to pass several new Educational Decrees, taking precious time away from the business of governing these magnificent islands.



  There have even been reports that Dumbledore is spending excessive amounts of time favouring certain students at the school over others. He has regular meetings with none other than Harry Potter along with a few others whose names I shall not relay here for privacy reasons, as they are not public figures like Potter.



  As the Headmaster of Hogwarts it is indeed Dumbledore’s job to ensure the success and well-being of his students, but in a manner that is rather less selective than what is actually occurring. It is wholly unacceptable for a small selection of students to benefit from Dumbledore’s attentions, not when that same opportunity has not and will not be afforded to others. It is a dereliction of duty for Dumbledore to behave in such a way.


This is not to suggest that Dumbledore hasn’t been hard at work. It’s clear that Dumbledore is up to something. No, Dumbledore has by all accounts been very active in his many roles, having been seen around the Ministry more often these past months than he has done in years. Sources which I will not reveal for their own safety have shared with me evidence that Dumbledore is planning a run at the Ministerial post.


  ‘But, Rita,’ I hear you cry, ‘there isn’t an election any time soon!’ No, dear readers, there isn’t. And that’s what makes this all the more chilling: who in this country would have the power, the connections, to brew up an early election?



  That’s right. Albus Dumbledore. 



  As Minister, Dumbledore would have the final say on any Ministerial taskforces such as the High Inquisition. Albus Dumbledore would be in charge of Dolores Umbridge and her staff. 



  And Hogwarts – and all its students – would suffer for it.


“Ugh, what a load of shit,” Harry complained. “And how’d she know I’m meeting with Dumbledore, anyway? I’ve not exactly been shouting about it.”

As if Harry didn’t have enough to be worried about. Strange visions of Voldemort, the Inquisition, and now a seemingly all-knowing Rita Skeeter.

“How does Skeeter find out about anything?” Blaise said. “People must have seen you going up to Dumbledore’s office and someone said.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Harry said. He didn’t think anyone had seen him, but it wasn’t against any rules for students to meet with the Headmaster. It was one of the functions of the Headmaster to meet with students, even. And Harry’s cover story was that he was having pastoral sessions in the wake of the assault and the trial the previous year, at his aunt’s urging. That was a perfectly legitimate reason for Dumbledore to meet with Harry, and wholly within the bounds of his job description to boot.

“It’s just an attack piece,” Daphne said. “I bet Umbridge told her about the meetings, anyway. This has her fingers all over it.”

“Skeeter’s been doing loads on Dumbledore lately,” Tracey added. “This one is a bit worse than usual, mind. I’ll bet you five galleons this whole article is because of Umbridge.”

“She’s such a bitch to Mr Hagrid,” Millicent said. “Seems like she’s always sitting in on his lessons as well. More than other teachers, I mean.”

“I think she’s got a thing against part-humans,” Harry murmured. “As well as, you know, the general, er, unpleasantness she brings everywhere.”

“I can’t say I blame her when it comes to half-giants,” Blaise said. “I mean, it’s not like giants are known for their even temper and good judgement, is it? There’s a reason they’ve been exiled to bloody Siberia.”

“Mr Hagrid is harmless,” said Millicent. “You know he is.”

“Hmm,” said Blaise. “If you say so.”

Harry didn’t think Hagrid was especially dangerous either, but he didn’t want to get drawn into an argument about something so irrelevant, so left it alone. Instead, he watched Umbridge for any of the tell-tale signs of making an announcement… but none came. Breakfast ended and Umbridge walked out of the Great Hall as if nothing unusual had happened, as if she hadn’t manoeuvred an anti-Dumbledore article into existence. As if nothing at all was wrong.

Harry wanted nothing more than to hurry off to see Dumbledore at the earliest opportunity but given the content of the attack piece in the Prophet, that hardly seemed like a good idea. To do so would only put fuel on an already blazing fire, and Harry didn’t want to make things any worse.

If Harry hadn’t already had an occlumency session scheduled for the very next day he might have risked meeting with Dumbledore right after breakfast, but given that nothing in the vision was especially urgent even if it was all very worrying, Harry thought it could wait for a single day.

He kept an eye out for Umbridge and any of her shenanigans during his lessons, just in case.

But nothing happened. At least nothing related to Umbridge – Dumbledore sent him a self-immolating paper crane as usual on Thursday, summoning Harry to his office for Occlumency lessons.

*

It felt like Harry had been waiting an eternity to attend his occlumency session with Dumbledore. When it came, Harry made his way to the old wizard’s office early. He’d been going over and over just what to say to Dumbledore regarding his dream. Vision.

Whatever it was.

He didn’t want to outright state he was practising legilimency – not after Dumbledore had warned him against it. Instead, Harry felt like he needed to come at the subject in a more roundabout way. Mention perhaps he’d been having trouble with the occlusion and had instead ended up pushing outwards.

Accidentally.

“Good evening,” Dumbledore said once Harry had sat down. “I trust your journey here was uneventful?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, sir. I didn’t even see anyone tonight.”

“Good,” Dumbledore said. He said nothing of the article in the paper, nor of Umbridge and her business. “I had thought this evening we might begin to try some more aggressive incursions. I think it would do wonders for your control.”

That was decent enough news. Not exactly fun, or good, but it was exactly the kind of progress Harry had been hoping he’d made. But before any of that could happen, Harry needed to tell Dumbledore about his vision. And do it without incriminating himself.

“Er, that sounds great, sir,” Harry said. “But I did want to say, first, that, um… Well, last night I had a dream. It wasn’t a normal kind of dream.”

“A dream?” asked Dumbledore, his tone unusually sharp. “And you say that it was unusual, even for a dream?”

“Actually, I think it was more of a kind of … vision?” Harry offered. “But not like a prophetic vision or anything like that. It seemed more like it was, er, something that was currently happening. Like, outside of the dream. And I think I might know why? Er… when I was doing my occlumency on Hallowe’en Night I might have accidentally pushed out instead of in. I was just distracted with, er, everything. And I think maybe… well, it felt like the opposite of occlusion, so…” Harry paused. “So for the first time in ages I went to bed without doing my occlusion. And I’d never felt like—like my mind was—er—out there before, either.”

“Ah,” Dumbledore said after Harry’s jumbled explanation. “I see. I am beginning to understand what may have happened. What did you see?”

“Er, I saw… well, it was really weird, actually,” Harry said, keen to get all of the details across to Dumbledore. “I was looking at Lucius Malfoy. Only, I think I was looking out of Voldemort’s eyes. And I could feel what Malfoy was feeling. Except it’s almost like… there was me, the Harry who was having the dream, and then there was the me who was looking out of Voldemort’s eyes… I’m not sure how to explain it,” Harry said.

At that, Dumbledore appeared very concerned indeed. He was frowning, his brow furrowed. One of the silver instruments on his desk, those inscrutable artefacts whose function Harry didn’t understand at all, even began whistling.

Dumbledore ignored it.

“And you say this was not like an ordinary dream?” Dumbledore asked. “In what way?”

Harry had thought he’d explained exactly how, but evidently Dumbledore wanted something more. Or something else. He thought about how best to explain.

“It’s like… you know how dreams are usually a bit… weird?” Harry said. “This was just normal. Like watching someone have a conversation. And when I woke up my scar was hurting. That’s never happened from a dream before.”

“I see…” Dumbledore paused. “Describe to me the contents of the dream in as much detail as you remember.”

Harry nodded. He gave Dumbledore all the details he’d memorised about the vision, from what Voldemort had said to Lucius-Voldemort and even the exchange with Wormtail at the very end. When he was done Dumbledore looked just as unhappy as when they’d started.

“I am concerned,” Dumbledore said eventually. “But I am afraid I can offer no reassurances, no explanations that would be satisfying to either of us. I can only suggest that you double your efforts to learn occlumency. It is, now more than ever, of the utmost importance. Can you do this?”

“Er, yes, sir,” Harry said. “I’ll… I’ll do more practise.” In truth, Harry felt like the occlumency was going very well. He hadn’t had any problems with occlusion on Halloween Night. Not that he could say that to Dumbledore given the lie he’d told. But… “But sir—what was the dream? Or vision? Why did it happen?”

Silence, and for longer than Dumbledore ordinarily let silences go on.

“There is, of course, a connection between you and Voldemort—created by the Killing Curse and represented by your scar,” Dumbledore said. “From what you have described it appears that in your attempts at occlusion you have stumbled upon the rudiments of legilimency, sending your mind outwards. In so doing you have activated the connection between yourself and Voldemort and saw through his eyes.”

That was more or less what Harry had thought had happened. But it was good to know that Dumbledore thought so as well. And that he believed – or was at least pretending to believe – the legilimency had been accidental.

“Is it dangerous?” Harry asked. “Er, the connection, I mean.”

“It has the potential to be,” Dumbledore said. “Understand: if it allows you to look through Voldemort’s eyes, it is likely that it would allow Voldemort to look through yours.”

Harry swallowed. He hadn’t followed the thought to that most logical of conclusions, but of course Dumbledore had. If Voldemort could simply see what Harry was doing, saying, and who was doing and saying it with…

“It is the kind of thing that we will not wish to explore further,” Dumbledore said. “No, we shall redouble our efforts with occlumency. A mastery of occlumency will be all the protection you will need. The lesson I had intended for this evening is no longer appropriate—we will instead work through some more and different meditative techniques. I think it is time for a deeper discussion on aspects of theory. But I shall not practice legilimency upon you tonight; we should not risk it.”

Disappointing, but Harry supposed not altogether unreasonable. If Harry was connected to Voldemort it seemed appropriate for Dumbledore to avoid knocking about in Harry’s head. At least until Harry was better at occlusion.

“Yes, sir.” Harry paused. “But what about… why was I able to feel what Lucius Malfoy was feeling? Is it because we’re both… connected to Voldemort? Just in different ways?” That sounded right to Harry, at least, but he still wanted Dumbledore’s opinion on things.

“Yes, perhaps,” Dumbledore said eventually. “I would think that the connection between Voldemort and Lucius is strong, very strong indeed—given their close proximity to one another, and the nature of their connection. It would not be at all surprising that there is a… shall we say… bleeding. A kind of muddling. That, along with the connection between you and Voldemort through your scar…”

“And since I was already in Voldemort’s head anyway,” Harry finished, “I could feel what Lucius was feeling. Ugh. Sir, I hope that never happens ever again.”

“Good. Then let us begin…”

Dumbledore took Harry through the basics of occlumency again, working through different meditative techniques. Every so often he stopped to discuss a point of theory, but there was little practical application to be done without Dumbledore making an active incursion.

And Dumbledore was reluctant to do so given Harry’s vision. Or more specifically, Harry’s unwitting activation of the latent connection between Harry and Voldemort. Which was fair enough.

Even if it was frustrating.

“You’ve done remarkably well in so short a time,” Dumbledore said to Harry at the end of their session. “Soon, I think, you will be where we need you to be.”

Harry nodded.

“Thank you, sir. I keep feeling like I should have learned already—I mean, if Draco learned over the summer, it’s already taken me longer…”

“Young Mr Malfoy likely spent most of his days learning occlumency,” Dumbledore said. “You have only a handful of hours each week. You are making wonderful progress, Harry. Indeed, I think that by Christmas you will have improved enough to finish learning with Professor Snape. And should certainly have gained the requisite skills for me to begin sharing some of the things I have had to keep from you.”

“I hope so, Professor,” Harry said. The idea that Dumbledore had secret knowledge that Harry couldn’t know because he lacked skill in occlumency was maddening. Knowledge was often quite literally power in the wizarding world, and Dumbledore knew a lot of things. “I’m still a bit worried about the connection. And that vision—sir, what if Voldemort noticed me last night? I don’t think he did, but…”

“From what you have said it seems as if he did not,” said Dumbledore. “We must hope that is the case. I suspect that if Voldemort has any inkling that he was not quite alone on Hallowe’en Night he will assume the culprit to be Lucius—or his counterpart residing inside Lucius’s head. That is the simplest explanation, after all.”

Dumbledore paused.

“But we are becoming side-tracked. For now, I want you to concentrate on your occlumency. It is your single greatest defence in this. With sufficient practise, and skill, your mind will be an unassailable fortress, connection or no connection. Now, is there anything else you wish to discuss before we end the session? It is getting quite late, and you have done enough this evening.”

Harry had half a dozen questions on the vision alone he wanted to ask, but he got the sense Dumbledore wasn’t prepared to speak more of that yet. So Harry put those questions aside to ask them at another time. One perhaps when the business of the vision and of Harry’s connection to Voldemort was less raw.

But there were other questions that needed to be asked, questions Harry didn’t want to wait around to get answers to. And Harry thought they would be questions Dumbledore was prepared to answer, too.

“Er, yeah, actually, sir—I wanted to ask about Umbridge and the Inquisition. You knew that we were, um—you know, the messages…?”

“I was aware that was you and your friends’ doing, yes,” Dumbledore said. “It is an interesting method of peaceful protest—or so I have been quoted as saying in the papers. That is a rare truth coming from Rita Skeeter’s quill. But that wasn’t all you wanted to discuss, was it?”

“No, sir,” Harry continued. “I just wanted to check if it’s… er… alright? Since obviously now the Inquisition and Umbridge are getting really annoyed, and there was that article… I didn’t want to cause any problems for you, that’s all.”

Dumbledore leaned back in his chair.

“What you are doing has caused some problems for me,” Dumbledore said. “That is inevitable. I do not think that at this point, however, those problems are large enough that either of us should worry about them. In truth you are the least of the reasons why the Ministry would be annoyed with me. Did you know that the High Inquisitor has requested the dismissal of Mr Hagrid five times already?”

“I didn’t, sir. But that does sound like something Umbridge would do,” Harry said. “Is it because he’s a half-giant?”

“Ah, well, Harry—that is mere rumour and speculation. I could not possibly comment on what is clearly the personal business of Mr Hagrid,” said Dumbledore. “But it is illustrative of my point that your campaign of peaceful protest is not the source of my largest or worst headaches.”

“I understand, Professor,” Harry said. That was helpful. Assuaged some of Harry’s guilt, at least. If Dumbledore was happy enough to suffer through the articles, Harry wouldn’t worry too much about it. “I was wondering, as well—have you been able to learn anything more about what the Inquisition is doing here? And what it’s got to do with Voldemort?”

“Some things,” Dumbledore said. “Some I will wait to share with you until you are better protected, but this I will share. Voldemort has attempted to use the Inquisition’s presence at Hogwarts as a means to infiltrate the castle. It is quite clever, as the particular situation we find ourselves in this school year means that there are many new members of staff across all of our departments, whether teaching or otherwise. Some of these posts have been filled by the Ministry itself—a Ministry which has been, I need not remind you, infiltrated by Voldemort’s followers. But as we have discussed before, I do not think the Ministry is fully compromised. Instead, there are a few operatives in key positions—such as Lucius Malfoy—who are able to manipulate events to their liking. As to what Voldemort is after specifically, it remains unclear. Why orchestrate such a thing? That, I believe, is the question we must answer.”

Voldemort’s followers in the castle.

Again.

With dozens of new staff members, hundreds of new students, and all the Inquisitors, Harry supposed it could be anyone. Literally more than a thousand different suspects. But surely Dumbledore would have realised who the interloper was…

“A Death Eater here, in Hogwarts?” Harry asked. “Do you have any ideas who?”

Dumbledore remained silent. Then, eventually, shook his head.

“Alas, no. As tempting as it would be to suspect those amongst the Inquisition, it is not so clear that the culprit is there. There are some new additions to the staff I can discount, but others…” Dumbledore sighed.

“Sir, in the vision—when I saw Voldemort talking to Lucius—they mentioned Draco. Draco is doing something in the castle this year. Again. But they seemed to think he was going to be better at this than what he was meant to do last year. Do you think he’s their man on the inside?”

“I remember what you said of Draco,” Dumbledore said. He seemed unconcerned. “Do not trouble yourself with this, Harry: I can assure you the situation is well attended. Continue doing what you are doing. Maintain your studies. Progress further in alchemy—dear Nicolas has expressed his interest in your career moving forward. You have impressed him,” Dumbledore said. “And that, as I am sure you know, is not easy.”

That was a distraction from the question of Death Eaters in Hogwarts, Harry knew. A way to get him to stop thinking about it, to make him ignore whatever it was that Draco was doing… but it worked. Harry knew exactly what it was, and it still worked, because Nicolas Flamel was impressed by his progress in alchemy.

“Did he really, Professor? That’s… I never thought…” The idea that Nicolas Flamel had been at all impressed by Harry’s fumbling around with alchemy was some of the best news Harry had heard in quite some time.

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “Professor Dee has been quite complimentary also. Now, is there anything else? I have an … appointment … I must see to.”

“No, just what I asked,” Harry said. Then he thought on it. “Er—this isn’t about Umbridge. Or the Inquisition. But… you were an alchemist, weren’t you? So that means you’ve used the Salve of Clear Sight? I was just wondering why…”

“Why I still wear glasses?” said Dumbledore, smiling. “A clever question. Of course, I could do without glasses. You are correct in your assumptions: I have produced a successful Salve of Clear Sight. My glasses are enchanted so that I may see things even a master alchemist cannot. Traces of certain kinds of magic, for example. Other things I shall not discuss with you.” Dumbledore paused. “And I must confess, for fashion.”

Fashion. Dumbledore wore his half-moon spectacles for the sake of fashion. Well, Harry supposed they were among the least controversial aspects of Dumbledore’s fashion sense. The purple velvet robes and towering hats with glowing stars, however…

“What sort of enchantments?” Harry asked. “If you don’t mind saying.”

“Ah. Well. I do,” said Dumbledore. “You had best run along—as I said, I have an appointment to keep.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.” Harry got up and left.

As he made his way back to the dungeons, Harry remembered he’d wanted to ask Dumbledore about Skeeter and how she kept finding things out. He could ask next time, he supposed. He considered nipping back to the office to ask another question, but Dumbledore had that ‘appointment’ of his and it was getting quite late, so Harry left it alone and settled in amongst his friends in the Common Room.

*

On Saturday morning of that week, the response from Umbridge to Dumbledore’s interference that Harry had been waiting for came – plastered over the front page of The Daily Prophet. Harry read the article himself in the paper he’d taken from Blaise.


  EMERGENCY WIZENGAMOT SESSION VOTES ‘YES’ TO NEW INQUISITORIAL POWERS



  Last night’s emergency session of the Wizengamot has voted to provide the High Inquisition landmark new powers to target sedition and poor practice at Hogwarts School, it is understood. Already possessed of a wide remit, the High Inquisition now has the power and authority to conduct unannounced searches of staff members and their quarters at school in an attempt to crack down on subversive teaching and seditious activities. 



  Chief Warlock, Albus Dumbledore – also Headmaster of Hogwarts School – was reportedly not present at the vote. 



  “This is the next step in ensuring the safety and academic integrity of our school system,” said High Inquisitor Dolores Umbridge, former Senior Undersecretary to the Minister, when asked for comment. “We are all lucky to have such a forward-thinking and responsive government watching over us.”



  It is understood that the first of these searches will be carried out this weekend without forewarning so that staff members are unable to remove any illicit or compromising materials before inspection.


“This is mad, even for the Ministry,” Harry said, putting the paper down. “Searching teachers’ rooms? It’s a bit far, isn’t it?”

“I wonder what Dumbledore’s going to do about it,” said Blaise, glancing up at the High Table.

Harry followed his gaze. Dumbledore didn’t look especially happy with his own copy of the paper in hand, but Harry didn’t think there was much he could do. The Wizengamot had passed a law. If he refused permission for Umbridge and her goons he’d be breaking the law. Harry doubted the Ministry would try to put Albus Dumbledore into Azkaban, but…

Umbridge wasn’t at breakfast.

Now Harry understood why.

“This is a mess,” Harry said.

“What do you reckon they’re hoping to find?” Tracey asked from Harry’s other side. “There must be a reason Umbridge has pushed for this. I can’t believe it’s just random.”

Harry nodded slowly. That made a lot of sense. Umbridge must have been looking for something. Must have had some idea that one or more teachers or other members of staff had something she needed to find. Maybe she wanted proof Hagrid was part giant.

“I think she must have an idea,” Harry said. “I don’t imagine Dumbledore will be stupid enough to leave anything the Ministry wouldn’t like on display anyway. Maybe some of the other teachers…”

“Could just be trying to show off her authority,” Blaise said. “Maybe it’s not about finding anything—maybe it’s about being seen to do the inspections.”

“Mm,” agreed Harry. “That could be it.” But Harry had a feeling it wasn’t. Umbridge was looking for something specific.

Or maybe Umbridge did just want to flex her authority, and there was a reason for the searches coming from Voldemort and Lucius Malfoy. Something they wanted to find, something that their operatives in the castle knew about, and the Inquisition was just a good excuse to get the law passed.

There were too many unknowns.

“I think we’ll just have to wait and see what comes out of this,” Harry said after a few moments spent staring up at the High Table. “Maybe she just wants an excuse to sack some of the teachers. Dumbledore mentioned she’d asked for Hagrid to be removed loads of times already.”

“She probably is looking for an excuse,” Blaise said. “I wonder when they’ll do the first of the inspections.”

“After breakfast, by the look of it,” Tracey said. “And it makes sense, doesn’t it? Give the teachers any time to prepare and everything they’d hope to find will be gone. In fact, I bet that’s where some of the Inquisitors are right now…”

“Shit. You’re probably right,” Harry said. “I wonder if we could sneak off to the Teachers’ Wing and…” he trailed off.

Students generally avoided the part of the castle where all the teachers who lived on site resided. Harry had only wandered through there a handful of times, all under cover of his Invisibility Cloak, but he knew where it was. Many members of staff lived elsewhere and commuted, but Harry thought all the Department Heads – the Professors – were residential. Dumbledore himself lived in the castle, although his quarters were reportedly attached to his office in the Headmaster’s Tower. The House Heads lived close to their respective House Common Rooms, but the rest were centralised into one part of the castle.

“Sounds risky,” said Tracey. “I reckon the teachers would throw a fit if anyone went to watch.”

“You’re probably right,” Harry said, “but I don’t think they’ve got much choice. Look.” He looked towards the rest of the Hall where, as the news of the Wizengamot vote percolated, students were leaving the House Tables in droves.

Even up at the High Table some of the teachers were making a hasty exit from the Great Hall, heading towards the staff quarters. Professor Flamel was already out the doors to the Entrance Hall.

Harry glanced around at his friends.

“Want to make a move before the teachers say something?” he asked.

“Oh, go on then!” said Tracey.

Harry, Blaise, and Tracey followed the rest of the students in their exodus from the Great Hall. They followed the mass of students and several staff members towards the staff quarters at a quick pace, hoping to see something in the process of happening. It was all a bit ghoulish, but Harry didn’t want to miss such an event. Not when the Inquisition had gone to so much effort to put it all together.

When they arrived all they could see was chaos.

Portraits concealing entrances had been opened and stood ajar; statue guardians had stepped aside; even the doors had been opened. Inquisitors moved about the rooms searching inside cabinets, drawers, cupboards. Most of the Inquisitors had no one there to argue with them, but some of the teachers were present and arguing.

“You’ve got no right to search through my things!” said Professor Sinistra from the doorway to her rooms, brandishing her wand at Inquisitor Weekes, a burly middle-aged wizard in a pinstripe suit. “Get out!”

“New law,” said Weekes. “Take it up with the Minister.”

It was a similar story elsewhere. Harry saw Professor Babbling block the portrait hole to her suite, wand in hand while Inquisitor Vipera tried to gain entry.

All around the atrium were groups of students watching the events unfold. Harry and his friends ducked into a little alcove housing a tapestry to watch.

“This is ridiculous,” Harry said. “I’m surprised no one’s been cursed yet…”

“The way Babbling’s holding her wand,” said Blaise, “looks like someone’s about to be.”

“Forget about Babbling,” said Tracey, nudging Blaise with her elbow. “Look at the Flamels.”

Harry looked. The Flamels had a suite hidden behind a great, big statue of a hippogriff. The statue itself had stood aside, moved into a sitting position, and stared away from the doorway. The doorway that it revealed was open, and inside was Inquisitor Arlecchino – along with both Flamels.

“Lad,” said Mr Flamel, “you will regret it if you step one foot further into this room.”

“On the orders of the Ministry of Magic–” Arlecchino started to say but was interrupted.

“I’ve had it up to here with this Ministry of Magic,” Professor Flamel said. “Let me tell you something about your Ministry of Magic—”

“My dear,” said Mr Flamel. “Perhaps now is not the time. Tell me, young man—would you prefer to become a squirrel or a rat? Quickly, now—my patience is running out.”

“He will do it,” said Professor Flamel. “If I were you I’d turn around and leave. Write your little report, pass it along to that odious little toad of a superior of yours and save yourself a trip to St Mungo’s.”

“God, I wouldn’t want to be him right now,” muttered Blaise. “Can you imagine all the nasty spells a pair like that will have learned over the centuries? If he’s got an ounce of self-preservation instinct he’ll scarper…”

“I think you’ll find me more than capable of defending myself,” said Arlecchino calmly. “Step aside and allow me to search your rooms. If you have done nothing wrong there will be nothing for me to find, and you will suffer no consequences. If, however, you refuse me permission to inspect your quarters the Ministry will take that as an admission of guilt. Which would you prefer?”

“I’d prefer turning you into a rat,” said Mr Flamel, “or perhaps an especially fat slug. Step one foot closer and I shall decide.”

Harry watched as Arlecchino considered it.

“My dear Inquisitor, of course you may enter my chambers!” said Lockhart, loudly and with a wink, to the approaching Inquisitor. Lockhart’s rooms were behind a tall, thin painting of a Veela, but the painting hung open. “I am ever a friend to the Ministry and its taskforces—serving on them as I have—but I am afraid there is nothing interesting to find!”

Harry doubted that. Or, rather, he realised that Lockhart would keep all his unmentionables hidden away properly. And there would be unmentionables. Harry had seen more than a few hints at what they were in his ‘homework’ sessions with the man. At any rate the Inquisitor – a middle-aged witch – seemed quite flattered to be invited inside.

“This has gone on quite long enough,” said Dumbledore suddenly, striding into the atrium. Umbridge followed him, an old book held in her hand. She looked happy – genuinely happy, not that false smile she usually wore.

That didn’t bode well for anyone in Harry’s opinion. Especially since Dumbledore looked furious.

“All Inquisitorial staff will cease their investigations at once, under my authority as Headmaster of Hogwarts School. I take full responsibility for obstructing Ministry officials in the course of their duties.” Dumbledore paused and waited for his words to sink in. Some of the Inquisitors ignored him, carried on with what they were doing.

Dumbledore lifted his wand.


  CRACK! 


Sound emanated from the tip of his wand. Light flashed.

Everyone in the atrium and its attached rooms – students, staff, Inquisitors – stopped what they were doing, and those who hadn’t already been doing so turned to look at Dumbledore.

“This is wholly unacceptable,” Dumbledore continued. “All Inquisitors are to remove themselves from this area of the castle at once. I speak not as the Headmaster of Hogwarts but as the Chief Warlock of the Wizengamot when I say this recent law is unconstitutional. It is a most egregious overstep and I will not tolerate it. Leave, now.”

“Hem, hem,” interrupted Umbridge. “That is not, strictly speaking, correct, Headmaster Dumbledore. The Ministry has passed the law in accordance with the constitutional principles which have been developed over the centuries, and I think you shall find that it is—”

“Madam, you have found that which you sought,” said Dumbledore, “and so I advise you to cherish your success while it lasts. Do not test me on this, Dolores.”

Umbridge fell silent.

Whatever was in that book clearly was something the Ministry could use against Dumbledore. Harry peered closer to see if he could read its title, but Umbridge held it in such a way that he couldn’t. Harry could ask Dumbledore, he supposed.

Or just wait for The Sunday Prophet, as it would probably leak to the press if it was something banned or controversial.

One by one the Inquisitors in the atrium and its adjoining chambers gave up on their duties. Harry supposed many of them had been at Hogwarts themselves, would have experience of an angry Dumbledore, so naturally defaulted to listening to him.

And the others would be worried at the Chief Warlock making such announcements, no matter what Umbridge herself said. No matter how happy Umbridge was with that book she’d found. Still, if the law remained on the books Harry didn’t doubt the Inquisition would use it again and again to inflict fear and flex its authority.

It was only sensible.

“I suggest everyone who does not live in one of the rooms adjoining this chamber leave,” continued Dumbledore with a pointed look at the students gathered in the room.

“Well, that’s us,” muttered Harry. He, Tracey, and Blaise slipped away with the rest. Harry was keen not to gain Dumbledore’s ire, anyway.

“I wonder what that book Umbridge has is,” Blaise said as they walked away. “Did you notice it?”

“I did,” said Harry. “I wouldn’t have thought Dumbledore would leave anything really incriminating just lying around…”

Harry hoped not, anyway. Umbridge finding Dumbledore with a book about Horcruxes or something like that was entirely the wrong direction for the Ministry to go in and could derail years of Dumbledore’s careful planning. Could send it on a war footing, even, and against the wrong wizard.

“It’s probably nothing really bad,” Tracey said. “Just, I don’t know, maybe something embarrassing…”

“I hope so,” Harry said. “But he didn’t know about that law, did he? They kept it secret from him. Didn’t even invite him to the vote or anything like that. So maybe he really did leave something he shouldn’t have had out.” And Dumbledore probably did own rather a lot of things he shouldn’t own. Harry had no doubt Dumbledore’s image was cleaner than the wizard himself.

Unfortunately for everyone, Dumbledore had been caught out with something. Something that Umbridge was happy to have found. Something that was, admittedly, unlikely to be any of the worst things Dumbledore could have been found with, but which was probably going to cause problems moving forward. Harry just hoped it didn’t interfere with his occlumency and the secrets Dumbledore had promised to share with him.

“We’ll just have to wait and see,” Blaise said. “Maybe there’ll be something in The Sunday Prophet about it.” He shrugged. “Want to go hang out in the Music Alcove? I heard one of the new teachers taught the instruments new songs.”

“Oh, go on then,” said Tracey. “Might as well.”

Harry was about to decline – he had so many things to do that sitting listening to enchanted instruments play music was low on his list of priorities – but decided to go along with it. With all the stress and the fuss caused by Umbridge and the High Inquisition, Harry felt like he could do with a bit of time off.

“Yeah, alright,” Harry said. “I think there’s a shortcut if we go this way…”

  






22. Chapter 22 - So It’s Treason, Then


    
    [bookmark: _Toc145259217]Chapter 22 – So It’s Treason, Then
There was nothing about what Umbridge had found in The Sunday Prophet. There were several articles surrounding the law and the incident in the staff quarters, but Harry didn’t see a single mention of any found contraband. Only a few lines in one of the articles referencing Dumbledore lodging an official complaint against the Wizengamot, and something about some procedural thing regarding laws that Harry didn’t understand.

But nothing about what Umbridge had found in Dumbledore’s rooms. That ought to have been enough to ease Harry’s anxieties, but it wasn’t. Umbridge had to be waiting for something.

But Monday came, along with The Daily Prophet, and there was still nothing in the papers.

At least, nothing directly about Dumbledore. Nothing about the contraband Umbridge had found. There were the usual anti-Dumbledore, pro-Inquisition articles that spoke about things in vague and indirect terms, articles that Harry had come to expect from any edition of The Daily Prophet. There was an article about the family that owned Wandwright’s taking a case to the Wizengamot over the enforced shut-down. Something about compensation rather than an attempt to repeal the law.

“This feels… off,” Harry said at breakfast on Wednesday morning. He put his copy of the Prophet down and wedged it between his bowl of cereal and his goblet of apple juice. “The Inquisition found something in Dumbledore’s rooms, and they haven’t mentioned it once in the papers. Haven’t even said anything about it at breakfast. And we know what Umbridge is like. She’d want to gloat about that, wouldn’t she?”

“Maybe what she found wasn’t very incriminating,” Tracey said. “Maybe she thought it was, but it’s actually something that’s fine?”

“Yeah, maybe,” said Harry. He didn’t think so. The look on Dumbledore’s face, the comment he’d made to Umbridge… It all suggested otherwise. At the very least, it probably wasn’t a book about horcruxes or anything like that, but it still seemed likely to be something the Ministry would consider problematic. “It just feels off.”

“You’ll be seeing him tomorrow evening, won’t you?” Blaise said. “You can ask him about it then.”

Harry supposed that was true. He could ask about the book when he met with Dumbledore for occlumency training. Dumbledore might even bring the book up himself. Stranger things had happened, after all.

“Yeah,” Harry said. “Well, that’s if he doesn’t cancel. Or if Umbridge doesn’t pull anything. She’s been awfully quiet since this all happened… but not in a good way.”

Harry glanced up at the High Table where Umbridge sat next to Dumbledore on her little throne. She looked happy. Or, rather, she wore her usual false smile as she ate her breakfast and flicked through the paper. Her actual mood was a little harder to discern.

Since Dumbledore had ended the search of the teachers’ quarters early, Umbridge and her Inquisitors had been quiet. Observers in lessons rather than an interference. Present for extracurriculars without getting involved.

It was nice, but Harry didn’t trust it at all. There was something coming.

“We could be really lucky and this was just a massive overstep and everyone’s realised the Inquisition has got to go,” said Tracey. “Mam’s said there’s been something brewing in the Ireland and Wales Offices all week—maybe Umbridge doesn’t want to make it worse.”

Harry and Blaise simply stared at her.

“As if,” Blaise said.

“Well, it could happen,” Tracey said. “It’s not the most ridiculous thing that could happen, is it? I mean…” Tracey paused. “Oh, but I don’t even believe that, either. It’d be nice though, wouldn’t it.”

“Mm,” agreed Harry.

After breakfast ended Harry went about his day as normal but couldn’t get rid of the feeling that something bad was going to happen. It stuck with him all day, distracting him from his lessons and even prefect duties.

On Thursday evening at dinner Harry received another self-immolating crane from Dumbledore inviting him to an occlumency session. Harry had worried it would be cancelled. Given … everything … Harry still wasn’t entirely sure the optics of continued meetings with Dumbledore were at all a good thing, but he wanted – needed – to learn occlumency, so didn’t complain.

He spent the rest of his evening, near enough up to the curfew, working on the Mind Arts with Dumbledore in his office. Harry had grown used to the multitude of portraits, snoozing and chatting as they did; to the occasional odd sound of Dumbledore’s inscrutable silver instruments; and even the fiery comings and goings of his phoenix, Fawkes. Against a backdrop of all that Harry would clear his mind, enter the correct state mental state, and attempt to occlude while Dumbledore attacked.

Or, while Dumbledore poked and prodded with legilimency. Harry didn’t think what Dumbledore was doing could technically be called an attack, given how gentle the elderly wizard was being. But it was enough to give Harry a challenge.

And the very fact that Dumbledore felt comfortable enough exposing himself to a potential legilimantic incursion from Harry was enough to give Harry reason to celebrate. That meant Dumbledore wasn’t overly worried about Voldemort and the connection between him and Harry, and that was fantastic.

“You are, I should think,” said Dumbledore once they reached the end of the session, “skilled enough for me to call you an occlumens. You should be very proud of your progress.”

“I—thank you, sir. Does that mean I’m—am I ready for—”

“Not quite,” said Dumbledore, interrupting. “Soon. Before Christmas, I expect. But you are able to maintain a basic occlusion even under a sustained—albeit weak—legilimantic incursion. This is real progress, Harry.”

“Oh,” said Harry. “I thought… well, I’d hoped that I was ready for you to tell me what—what you’d said you wanted to say.” Harry shrugged. “It’s not that I’m disappointed. It’s just… er…”

“I understand,” said Dumbledore. “But I think with just a couple more sessions you will be there. And after Christmas I think I can hand you over to Professor Snape for a more, ah, intensive schooling in occlumency. It is there your skills will truly be tested.”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said.

The idea that he still wasn’t ready even though Dumbledore was prepared to call him an occlumens wasn’t a nice one. And the idea that he’d be handed over to Snape for much less pleasant lessons was even worse. But it did at least represent some real progress and given that Dumbledore was probably unwilling to go too deep just in case Voldemort was lurking… well, Snape was probably Harry’s best bet for mastering occlumency.

“I understand. It’s just a bit… well, I was hoping that I was a little bit better than I am, that’s all,” Harry continued. “I just feel like I could be doing better.”

“You are doing remarkably well, in fact,” said Dumbledore. “You have taken to the Mind Arts brilliantly. I daresay you, with some time and practise, will become a master occlumens.”

Harry hoped so. The obvious benefits of protection from Voldemort’s legilimency notwithstanding, Harry wanted some of the ancillary advantages too.

“Thank you, sir. With everything going on—Voldemort, Lucius Malfoy, the Inquisition—I feel better having done this,” Harry said. The process of meditation, mind-clearing, and entering the occlumantic state had very positive effects on Harry’s general stress levels, too, which was a nice little bonus in his OWL year. “Sir, do you think that Lucius Malfoy is a legilimens now? If he’s still got that bit of Voldemort in him, and Voldemort’s a legilimens…”

Thinking about it induced more than a little anxiety in Harry, but it was something he thought worth considering. If Lucius was a legilimens too, that meant Harry would need to watch out just in case the connection between Lucius and Voldemort meant Lucius could exploit the connection between Voldemort and Harry.

Harry stared past Dumbledore and at the odd instrument on his desk that looked like a seesaw with balls at either end of the pole. In a gravity defying display of enchantment, the seesaw wobbled up and down seemingly without any force being applied to it. Every so often the balls swapped places, but quite what it was doing, Harry hadn’t worked out.

Harry had asked once, but Dumbledore had insisted it was a mere desk ornament. Harry still wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not, but it did make for a nice distraction.

“As with many things involving what Lucius Malfoy has become, I cannot say,” said Dumbledore. “This is—perhaps you recall me saying once before—an unprecedented situation. Perhaps, and perhaps not. Lucius Malfoy is an occlumens—I know this because I have tested his defences myself. Whether this is a previous skill, or something he has inherited from Voldemort, I do not know.”

Harry chewed on that. A Lucius Malfoy possessed by Voldemort who wasn’t a legilimens was better than one who was. Marginally. That still left one Voldemort who was a legilimens, but that Voldemort was a creepy ghost thing, so that was something…

“Why do you think Voldemort hasn’t completely taken over Malfoy?” Harry asked. “That’s what he was trying to do with Draco last year—it’s what he told me. I remember. But what I saw when I saw him talking to Voldemort—and from what you’ve said—it seems like neither of them is properly in control. He’s not exactly Lucius, but he isn’t Voldemort either. So… why?”

“Now that, Harry, is an extremely interesting question,” Dumbledore said. “Part of it will be because, while the horcrux fragment will wish to become fully realised, neither Lucius nor Voldemort will want the same thing. There is a clash of wills.”

“And that means Lucius is sort of stuck, half-possessed?”

“I have pondered this myself. I have, in fact, discussed this very thing with Mr Flamel—and quite recently. I believe that Lucius Malfoy and the Horcrux-Voldemort form an alchemical amalgam, a new entity which is neither Lucius Malfoy nor Voldemort,” said Dumbledore. “It is something new. Something of the both of them, but not wholly either of them. Or will be if the process completes. This is not what Voldemort would have wanted to occur. As to why… I cannot say. Nicolas did not have any good suggestions, either—this is strange magic. New magic, perhaps. The interaction between the horcrux and the soul of a living host is not something which has been studied. Perhaps for obvious reasons.”

“That’s… well, it makes sense,” Harry said. An accidental alchemical amalgam had been created from Voldemort’s horcrux and Lucius Malfoy for whatever reason. Harry didn’t doubt that Voldemort would have fiddled with the Diadem when Malfoy had brought it back to him. Maybe that had done something unusual. “But if they are an alchemical amalgam, how does that—”

“Do not dwell on this,” suggested Dumbledore. “At this stage, I believe the original shade of Voldemort—the one you faced in your first year—is the more dangerous thing to consider. And I shall, of course, share information on the Dark Amalgam when I have unearthed it. Until then I believe you will be served best by continuing with your occlumency and dedicating yourself to your studies. Can you do this?”

Harry nodded.

“Of course, Professor,” Harry said. Not that he’d have much choice in the matter, as he was stuck at school and needed occlumency to keep Voldemort out of his head – and to keep Harry out of Voldemort’s.

“Wonderful,” said Dumbledore. “One last request—I would like you to try and maintain your occlusion at all times throughout the day. When you are at breakfast. When you are in lessons. When you are spending time with your friends. Is this something you think you could do?”

“I can try, Professor,” Harry said. It sounded difficult. He’d need to maintain an occlusion while paying attention to daily life, his lessons, his surroundings… but Harry supposed that was the end goal of every occlumens. If he couldn’t occlude in those situations the entire process, the whole rigamarole with Dumbledore, would have been pointless.

“Er, I wanted to ask—you know the last Educational Decree? What happened with that? I read in the paper that it was unconstitutional, or something like that. But what does that mean?”

“Ah, that disaster,” said Dumbledore. He sighed. “It is true that the law is unconstitutional. The Ministry of Magic derives its power largely from the Statute of Secrecy and the considerations that brings. Indeed, the original Wizards’ Council was a much looser entity with merely an advisory role. Of course, in the centuries since its formation the remit of the Ministry has changed somewhat, but that does not give the Ministry power to pry into the homes of private citizens—which is what the staff quarters are—without sufficient cause. And a vague idea that there might be ‘seditious material’ hidden away—essentially rumour driven by one woman—does not constitute sufficient cause.”

Dumbledore frowned.

“Or should not, were the Ministry run by more competent wizards.” He sighed once again. “That would be bad enough, but more than that, proper procedure was not followed—such a law cannot be voted into being without the presence of the Chief Warlock. Unfortunately, I do not think the sitting Minister cares overly much. And as I was caught with something which by law I should not have had I fear that my protestations will go unheeded.”

“Oh,” said Harry. “I think I get it. Er, what was the—”

“It was nothing you would find especially interesting,” said Dumbledore. “It was a book recently banned by the Ministry. A rather dry treatise on the last goblin rebellion—Ranrok’s Rebellion. I was young when it happened and did not pay attention, as the young often do not. Given the grievances put forward by the goblins today, I thought it prudent to better acquaint myself with the history.”

“And Umbridge found it…” Harry murmured. “That was unlucky.”

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore with a wry smile. “Perhaps someone as old as I should have better hidden my contraband, but such a law is unprecedented and I did not think. Even during the War no such action was taken. Do not trouble yourself with this, Harry. What the High Inquisitor does with her little victory will pass quickly enough. I have weathered far worse in my time and likely will do so again.”

Harry nodded.

“Thanks for telling me, Professor,” Harry said. “And I reckon I’ll have to be more careful now, too—you know, with letters from Sirius and talking about things with my friends. Just in case. Since if the Inquisition has done this with the teachers I can’t imagine they’d be against doing it with the students, too.”

“A wise decision,” said Dumbledore. “Now, remember—you must occlude at all times moving forward. I will attempt legilimency on you at random where appropriate to test your defences, should we meet in the halls. Do this, and we shall be ready to progress.”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said.

“You should hurry along—it is almost curfew, and I would not have you get into any trouble on my account.”

Harry left the office and returned to the Slytherin Common Room. While he walked, Harry cleared his mind and attempted to occlude, although it was made harder by all the things Dumbledore had told him that evening.

*

Nothing appeared in the papers on Friday morning. Harry went about his day as he usually did with the sole exception of maintaining his occlusion at all times. Or almost all times, anyway – he dropped it several times due to distractions – but Harry thought it was good enough. He’d tried. He didn’t notice Dumbledore using legilimency on him, but then, he tended not to encounter Dumbledore outside of occlumency sessions on Thursdays.

Given another week, Harry thought he’d be able to keep up the occlumantic shield for the entire day. Would have to, since that was what Dumbledore wanted from him. Maintaining it was difficult over the course of Harry’s usual activities, but… it was possible. Especially without having to face off against an actual legilimens.

So Harry spent the weekend paying only scant attention to his friends and the various conversations he was part of, with the greater part of his mental faculties devoted to occlusion. By Sunday morning he felt like he was managing quite well, had even started to see some of the ancillary benefits to the Mind Art. He felt less stressed, for one thing.

At breakfast on Sunday morning Harry was glad for that, as an article in The Sunday Prophet would have otherwise worried him.

“You were right,” Blaise said to Harry, nudging him and handing him the copy of The Sunday Prophet. “Have a look at this.”

That did sound rather ominous to Harry, but under the effects of an active occlusion, it all seemed eminently more bearable. Harry took the paper and scanned the article.


  BANNED BOOKS AND SEDITIOUS SCHOOLMASTERS



  In a shocking turn of events Albus Dumbledore, Chief Warlock, Supreme Mugwump, Headmaster of Hogwarts school has been found in possession of banned books! The elderly wizard was found with forbidden texts in his private quarters after the High Inquisition conducted a search in accordance with new Ministry legislation. It is understood that Dumbledore was found in possession of at least one Category 2 banned book, the identity of which is unknown to the press, as there are a number of books within that category.



  Were that not quite enough to raise the ire of the average law-abiding wizard, it seems that Albus Dumbledore has been directly contradicting Ministry guidance and indeed, actual laws, with the running of Hogwarts School. Dumbledore is believed to have prevented Inquisition staff from conducting their search of staff quarters and has allowed teachers and other staff at Hogwarts School to place new and stronger enchantments on their rooms to prevent access by Ministry representatives.



  This comes after Dumbledore has publicly criticised the Ministry, the Minister, and the democratically elected government selected by the people. It is understood that Dumbledore has led a challenge to a number of pieces of recent legislation to force a repeal, including the most recent law allowing the High Inquisition to conduct searches of staff quarters at the Ministry of Magic’s discretion. 



  The beleaguered Hogwarts Headmaster has been in the news lately for all the wrong reasons, from his open criticism of the Ministry to rumours of inappropriate relationships with students. Word of his recent behaviour has even reached the Board of Governors. We reached out for comment.


“Time was, the name Albus Dumbledore meant a safe pair of hands,” said Edwina Quillfeather, long-time Board member and mother of three, all Hogwarts alumni. “With all what’s coming out about him makes you wonder how long he can keep at the job. Really, what we all want is someone to work with the Ministry, not against it.”


  Albus Dumbledore was not available for comment.


There was no by line. Harry thought that wise, if cowardly. He sighed.

“That’s a bit shit,” Harry said. “They stopped just short of accusing Dumbledore of outright treason. I wonder who wrote the article.”

“This time—for once—it might actually not have been Rita Skeeter,” Blaise said. “There is a political correspondent at the Prophet, but they didn’t put his name on that…”

“For good reason,” said Tracey. “I can’t imagine Dumbledore will be happy with this.”

“He isn’t,” Harry said, glancing up at the High Table. Dumbledore appeared calm. Serene, even. Almost as if nothing had been written about him in the paper… or as if he hadn’t read it. But Harry knew he would have. Dumbledore read several papers every morning. “But last night…” Harry lowered his voice. “Last night, he said he thinks this is just a little win for Umbridge. Nothing he can’t handle. The book wasn’t even that bad—I asked. He said it was a book about some old goblin rebellion that happened when he was our age. So not even anything… you know,” said Harry, waving his hand vaguely. “So I think it’ll be fine.”

He hoped so, anyway. He went about his business as usual, occluding where possible and getting everything done that he needed to get done, hoping all the while that everything would be fine.

But it wasn’t.

On Tuesday morning The Daily Prophet came with a full front-page feature about Dumbledore. Not about anything recent, which had surprised Harry. Instead, Rita Skeeter had gone digging, and had unearthed some long-forgotten information about Dumbledore as a young man, just after he’d left Hogwarts. Including photographs.


  THE SECRET LIFE OF ALBUS DUMBLEDORE



  By Rita Skeeter



  We all know the story of Albus Dumbledore and Gellert Grindelwald. Dumbledore defeated the Dark wizard, Europe’s worst until He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named and sent him to live out the rest of his days in his own prison, Nurmengard. Dumbledore was a hero, a saviour.



  Or… was he? Well, he was eventually, certainly. But to begin with? That, my dear readers, is an altogether different question. 


What people don’t know is that the young Albus Dumbledore was a friend of Gellert Grindelwald. As young men the two were very, very close. In interviews obtained recently, the contents of which have been published in part in my upcoming new book, I have been able to uncover just how close they were. For you see, young Gellert Grindelwald once lived on our very own shores. There is more information in my unpublished book, soon to hit the bookshelves, but a young Dumbledore met Grindelwald in the mixed village of Godric’s Hollow when they were both young men. They struck up a fast and solid friendship.

I have even been able to acquire letters from Dumbledore to Grindelwald, and what I have read in them is shocking. Indeed, the contents of these letters are even more poignant when one considers the recent controversies surrounding Dumbledore. 


  One such letter is reprinted here, in part:


My dear Gellert,

How I long to see you again! To discuss our future, our great works and plans, yes—but more than that, the time spent without you causes an ache in my heart. I cannot stress enough how happy I was to receive your last letter; indeed, it was the highlight of my week! I find myself in agreement with what you said regarding the Problem of Good Governance, and I feel that your assertion that we must always work for and strive towards the Greater Good most appropriate. Indeed, it is…

There is more, my dear readers. Much more. This letter, and many others besides, are printed in full in my upcoming book, The Life and Lies of Albus Dumbledore, to be released in the new year. Keep an eye out for that on the shelves of your favourite bookshop! This book is the culmination of years of painstaking research, of interviews conducted in secret, and a dogged determination to uncover the truth. It is only because it is nothing more than the honest, transparent truth that I am comfortable with publishing it at all, as a man with Dumbledore’s power and connections is not a wizard easily crossed.

But modest self-promotion aside, it is interesting to see that the vaunted saviour of the wizarding world, the man who brought an end to war in Europe, was friendly enough with Grindelwald to call him ‘My dear Gellert’. Just how close was Dumbledore with Grindelwald? This, and other questions, have an answer. 

Harry stopped reading.

“Ugh,” he said. “That’s the worst time for something like this to come out,” Harry said. “And what’s Dumbledore doing, being friends with bloody Grindelwald?”

“Sounds like they were more than friends,” Blaise said. “But… it seems like this was before Grindelwald went Dark. Or before he went all… well…”

“But ‘the Greater Good’ was Grindelwald’s motto,” Tracey said. “It was… he had it written on all sorts of things. So even if they weren’t Dark then, it’s still a bit…”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Yeah, even if he wasn’t Dark then, it’s still… I mean, Dumbledore obviously isn’t Dark now—doubt he ever was—but this coming out now… bad timing,” Harry said. Bad timing indeed. No doubt Skeeter had more lined up, more little titbits she would drip into the papers ahead of her book’s publication.

Assuming Dumbledore didn’t launch a legal challenge. Slander, libel – there had to be an angle there. Assuming Dumbledore would go for that. Assuming that it was even a smart thing to do.

But if Rita had chosen then to release the book Harry assumed she had a powerful benefactor, someone willing to fight her corner if it came to it… or at the very least provide funding.

Which was exactly what Lucius Malfoy was likely to do.

Harry sighed.

Harry looked up at the High Table. Thanks to his new and improved eyes, Harry could see with some detail that Dumbledore had a copy of The Daily Prophet in front of him, along with a few others. Foreign papers Harry didn’t recognise. So Dumbledore had to have read the paper that morning. He always read the papers. And even if he hadn’t done any of his own reading, the increasingly loud buzz of conversation all throughout the Great Hall would have alerted him to the story. If that hadn’t, Harry was sure one of the other teachers would have pointed it out. McGonagall, maybe, as they usually sat next to one another.

But Dumbledore didn’t appear at all angry. Not annoyed, not frustrated, not even mildly perturbed. He simply sat there eating his breakfast, McGonagall on one side and Umbridge on the other.

“He’s taking it rather well,” Harry said. “To look at him you wouldn’t think anything had happened.”

“Well, doesn’t want to cause a scene, I expect,” said Blaise. “I mean, you wouldn’t, would you? But he can’t let all this go ignored, surely. He’ll have to make a comment this time…”

“I wonder if that was the point of this,” Harry said, thinking aloud. “You know, force Dumbledore to start defending himself in the papers instead of—well, whatever he’s been doing behind the scenes at the Ministry?”

“Probably,” said Blaise. “Although it does make you wonder who’s pulling that particular string, doesn’t it? I can’t imagine Umbridge going after Dumbledore so… so…”

“Openly?” offered Tracey. “Aggressively? No, I don’t think so, either. She’d have got more regulations, passed new rules… all of that nonsense. But this seems more like… well, you know.”

“Definitely,” Harry said. It had Lucius Malfoy – or the Malfoy-Voldemort amalgam, whatever had become of that – written all over it. Umbridge would be wary of going toe to toe with someone like Dumbledore, someone who had his own authority and didn’t have to borrow it from the Minister. She would prefer to keep at what she’d already been doing, chipping away at Dumbledore’s authority within the school.

Malfoy – Voldemort – wouldn’t be quite so worried. After all, Dumbledore was the only wizard Voldemort had ever been afraid of. Neutralising him… well, that would go a long way on a lot of counts. With Dumbledore as Chief Warlock in the way of Malfoy’s plans for the Wizengamot, Harry reckoned Malfoy and Voldemort were having a rougher time of it than they wanted. The torrent of anti-Dumbledore articles and rumours and everything else had to be aimed at removing him from post. Or at least, making it difficult for him to do his job.

“That book, though…” said Blaise. “That’s going to be a best-seller. I kind of want to read it, to be honest. I mean, I don’t think I will—but you know…”

Harry wanted to protest, say it was nobody’s business but Dumbledore’s… but he wanted to read the book, too. Not that he wanted to give Rita Skeeter any of his money, of course. But the book seemed like it would be full of the sorts of things that Dumbledore wouldn’t want people to know, and secrets like that were always interesting. Although they wouldn’t be secrets too much longer, Harry supposed.

Assuming that the book had any actual truth in it to begin with, of course, and with Rita Skeeter it was always hard to tell.

Soon enough the only topic of conversation Harry overheard in the Great Hall was to do with Dumbledore and Grindelwald. It was the only thing on anyone’s lips – from the prefects, to the first years, and even some of the teachers judging by how they kept sneaking glances at Dumbledore.

At the end of breakfast there were no announcements, no speeches by Umbridge, nothing like that. Instead, Dumbledore simply got up as he usually did and strode out of the Hall like nothing at all was wrong… even though every eye in the place watched him leave.

The furore didn’t die down as everyone left the Great Hall to attend lessons, either. If anything, it got worse.

On Wednesday, Dumbledore didn’t attend breakfast, nor lunch, nor dinner. The rumour around school Harry had heard the most was that he’d spent all day at the Ministry, although some claimed he’d gone to some Spellman and Spellman in London to file a proper complaint against Umbridge or Rita Skeeter. In a departure from the norm – at least, in Harry’s experience since starting at Hogwarts – the Board of Governors did meet.

Quite publicly, in fact, converging on the school through the Entrance Hall just as dinner ended. The full complement of governors, less one Lucius Malfoy as he’d been banned from the role. And with Dumbledore still gone from the castle. The Board hung about in the Entrance Hall just long enough to be seen, then disappeared deeper into the castle to conduct their business.

Harry wasn’t one for divination, but the omens didn’t appear good. He’d been tempted to sneak after them with his Invisibility Cloak to have a listen in, but Tracey had persuaded him not to. They’d all gone some time before curfew, anyway.

At breakfast on Thursday morning, Dumbledore was absent. More than that, Umbridge sat in his usual chair, her own little throne occupied by Inquisitor Arlecchino instead. At the end of breakfast Umbridge stood to make an announcement. She wore different robes than usual – a deep forest green, none of her usual pink accessories – along with a traditional witch’s hat.

She looked happy. Genuinely happy, not her usual sickly smile.

Harry felt uneasy at the sight of her.

“Hem, hem,” she coughed. “I would like your attention, please. These past few days have been rife with speculation and rumour. It has been a trying time for us all. I can confirm that Albus Dumbledore—formerly Chief Warlock of the Wizengamot—has been removed from his post as Headmaster of Hogwarts School under suspicion of treason. In the interim the High Inquisition will take over the running of Hogwarts School, and the post of High Inquisitor shall be merged with that of the Headmaster. As per Educational Decree Number…”

Harry stopped listening. Dumbledore, gone from the castle. Dumbledore, no longer Chief Warlock of the Wizengamot. Dumbledore, suspected of treason.

Has he been arrested? Harry wondered. Dumbledore didn’t seem like the sort of man to allow himself to be arrested. And who would even attempt to arrest Albus Dumbledore, anyway? But treason wasn’t exactly a minor crime. It was a Kissable offence. That meant something. For anyone else, it would mean Aurors sent to their house. A general warrant for their arrest. Suspicion laid upon all friends, associates, and assorted acquaintances. Unspeakables, perhaps, although Harry wasn’t entirely sure what they did.

But for Dumbledore?

Harry didn’t think Dumbledore even owned a house. Even so, Dumbledore had to have gone somewhere. Perhaps he would turn himself in and allow the justice system – such as it was – to follow due process. Although probably not – Dumbledore seemed more like the sort of man to follow the rules that were convenient rather than the rules in general.

Harry wondered what it would mean for…

“Oi,” hissed Blaise. “You’ll want to be listening to this.” He gestured to Umbridge.

“…the Inquisitorial Squad will be a student-led initiative designed to make students part of the process of governing a school such as Hogwarts. Squad members will report to the Inquisition and will undertake nightly patrols, be responsible for assigning detentions, and will have the power to award and deduct House points—subject to review by Inquisitors. Any students wishing to join the Inquisitorial Squad should see Inquisitor Arlecchino before Monday. Prefects need not apply. In addition to this the High Inquisition will be conducting a review of Hogwarts rules and bylaws with a view to repealing some of the previous administration’s changes to school tradition and guidelines. Students are to be advised that keeping up with the rules—however they may change—is their own responsibility and ignorance of the rules, as with the law, is no excuse for wrongdoing. Breakfast is concluded and you are all dismissed.”

Umbridge left the High Table. Slowly, the students started to move as well.

“This is awful,” Harry said to Blaise and Tracey on their way out of the Great Hall. All around him the other students were talking about much the same thing, the end result being an indistinct buzz peppered with snippets of conversation.

“It’s clever to ban prefects from joining her little Squad,” Tracey said. “She’s made her own team now. People who can spy on the prefects.”

“And they can give out detentions without going through teachers,” Harry said. “Well, only for review. We’re not allowed to do that. We have to recommend it to the teachers and then they’re the ones who actually…” He shrugged. That didn’t matter. “This is a mess…”

“I was thinking about joining the Squad, actually,” said Blaise.

Harry stopped. Stared.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” said Blaise. “I want to see what they talk about at meetings and all that. And it’d be good to have one of us on the inside. I don’t actually…” He waved a hand vaguely. “Well. You know. It’s a good idea,” he insisted. “And it makes us look like we’re not anti-Inquisition if one of us is part of it.”

Put like that, Harry had to agree. Still, it wasn’t a nice thought.

“Aright,” said Harry. “I suppose.”

“Glad you agree,” said Blaise. “Not that it would have mattered—I was going to try to join anyway. Looks good. Never know how long this whole Inquisition malarkey is going to last, so we’ve got to keep up appearances.”

“I get it, I get it,” Harry said. He didn’t like it very much, but Harry understood the principle. Looking like they were on Umbridge’s side was key to being able to continue their activities. He sighed. “We’d better get off to lessons sharpish—no telling what the Inquisitors will be like now they’re actually in charge.”
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The next morning at the start of breakfast Umbridge made an announcement.

“Hem, hem,” she began. “Students are to be aware of the most recent Educational Decree reinstating the use of corporal punishment at Hogwarts School. Physical punishment has been a longstanding tradition at Hogwarts dating back to the days of the Founders themselves, a tradition which was carelessly cast aside by the former Headmaster for petty ideological reasons.”

Harry fought the urge to laugh. The very idea that Umbridge was reinstating corporal punishment to reverse needless reforms made by Dumbledore was quite obviously false. Dumbledore had modernised the school’s list of punishments, and Harry didn’t think behaviour was any worse – or any better, to be fair – than it had been when the stricter punishments had been in effect.

It just seemed like another way for Umbridge to flex the Inquisition’s power of the student body. Literally, Harry supposed, if she was able to use physical punishments.

“This should be of no concern to students who abide by the rules, as they will have no reason to experience it. A full list of punishments which may be allocated to rulebreakers may be found in the office of Argus Filch, caretaker, or pinned to the noticeboard outside of the Inquisition Lounge,” Umbridge continued. “This is no reason to worry. All punishments, as they have always been, will be measured and appropriate to the level of transgression and meted out in accordance with traditional principles. Related to this reinstatement, all punishments shall be subject to review by the Inquisition and, if found to be too lenient or overly strict, may be changed to better suit the crime. Remember, the Ministry is here to improve outcomes! The educational experience of all our students is paramount, and that includes the provision of a well-maintained and ordered learning environment. Students are to be reminded that proper conduct is essential for success. That will be all.”

Umbridge sat back down.

For a few moments there was silence, and then the Hall erupted into noise.

“Corporal punishment?” Harry echoed. “She can’t be serious. Dumbledore banned that decades ago. She can’t really want to hit students… can she?”

“Wouldn’t put it past her,” muttered Blaise. “Hopefully, she just wants it as a threat.”

“Oh, but this is a nightmare,” said Tracey. “Now that Dumbledore’s gone—charged with treason!—she can do whatever she wants. And the Ministry doesn’t even have him as a balance anymore. Mam said in her last letter that she’s going to stop writing about work things just in case. But you don’t think they’d be reading our letters, do you?”

“That seems a step too far,” Blaise said, “but so did everything else she’s done…”

“I did think of that,” said Harry. He just hoped Sirius didn’t write to him, or if he did, remembered not to include anything incriminating. “I think we should all meet up to talk about what’s next,” Harry said, lowering his voice. It didn’t seem to matter given the cacophony in the Hall, but he still felt it prudent. “Upstairs in the library, maybe, or in Central Hall near the fountain…”

“Could try the Music Alcove,” suggested Blaise. “Someone taught the violins a new song, so that’s a good excuse for us to be there.”

“Yeah, yeah, maybe there,” Harry said. “What do you think? Shall we get the message out? Trace, can you ask Ernie? And Blaise, if you can get Daph and Millie on board…” Harry glanced down the table to where Daphne sat amongst the first years, Millicent next to her, watching for rule breaking at breakfast.

“Definitely,” Tracey said. “I’ll do it right after breakfast. I wanted to ask Susan a question anyway, so…”

“Brilliant,” Harry said. “I don’t know what we can do, but… we’ve got to do something.”

After breakfast they went their separate ways. At lunch, Tracey let Harry know they’d decided to meet in the Music Alcove after lessons so it was just a matter of waiting until the day was finally done before Harry got to see everyone.

*

After lessons were over for the day the three Hufflepuffs and the five Slytherins sat themselves down in a set of comfy armchairs around a small table in the Music Alcove. The expansive, well-decorated alcove adjoined one of the larger corridors in the castle and had quite the diverse selection of instruments sat within it.

The instruments consorted with different arrangements of each other regularly, which meant the specific styles of music and the particular songs they played changed regularly. It was a nice enough play to go, Harry thought, even if it wasn’t one of his own favourite spots. That day the violins and several other string instruments had chosen to group together and were playing songs from their new repertoire.

Blaise had chosen a spot by the violins that was relatively secluded. It wasn’t overly busy, anyway – Umbridge’s new announcements had put the scare into a lot of students and the school seemed emptier than it had been all year. Aside from Harry and his friends there was only one other group in the Music Alcove, and they were sat at the opposite end near a jazzy little quartet.

People were hiding out in their Common Rooms or in other spaces less public than the Music Alcove, Harry supposed. He didn’t blame them.

“I brought tea,” Daphne said, placing her offerings onto the table and setting everything out nicely. “I thought we could use the teapots. And Millie’s mum sent over some cakes, so we’ve got the perfect reason to be here together. A nice little afternoon tea that isn’t suspicious at all.”

“Mum’s cakes are always really good,” Millicent said. “And she sent loads, so we can all have some!”

Harry grabbed one. He hadn’t been intending to snack before dinner, but the cakes did look good…

“So,” said Harry eventually, once Daphne had finished pouring everyone some tea and everyone had had a bit of cake. The instruments directly adjacent played something gentle and pleasant in the background, although Harry didn’t recognise the song. “The Dumbledore situation.”

“Bloody awful,” said Ernie. “Dumbledore’s been in post decades—this is the first time something like this has happened. I’ve got to say, I’m more than a little worried by all this.”

“Me, too,” said Harry. “Last time I saw Dumbledore he said he wasn’t too worried about all this—about what Umbridge found in his office, about all the fuss with the Ministry—but that was before they sacked him and accused him of treason.” Harry assumed Dumbledore had changed his view since.

“Daddy says not to firecall home anymore,” Susan said. “I think my aunt must have said something about the Ministry watching the fires in case Dumbledore tries to contact anyone.”

“Or anyone tries to contact him,” Blaise said. “But that’s a good idea—Trace, didn’t your mum say something similar about letters?”

Tracey nodded.

“Mam said to be careful what I write in letters from now on. I think the Ministry is going to be watching our mail. And the fires.”

“Are they even allowed to do that?” Justin asked. “It’s just, well, this all seems highly illegal. Or, well, it should be at any rate. The government listening in on people’s calls, or reading their letters… I mean, we’re teenagers. At school.”

“They probably aren’t watching everyone’s letters,” Harry said. “I reckon mine are at risk. For, er… well, obvious reasons. I’m not sure about the firecalls. They probably will be watching them in general… or maybe just the teachers’ Floos, if they’re really only worried about Dumbledore.”

“I don’t think the Ministry is technically allowed to be doing a lot of what it’s doing,” Ernie said, answering Justin’s question, “but no one is stopping them. Dumbledore started a legal challenge, didn’t he, and look what happened then.” He lowered his voice. “Mum told me there was a protest in Diagon Alley last week, but the papers kept it hush-hush. People aren’t happy.”

“A protest?” echoed Harry. That certainly hadn’t been in any of the papers, nor had been featured on any of the Wireless programmes Harry had heard. “What happened?”

“Not much,” Ernie said. “Few people got out, started chanting, you know, all that stuff. Aurors came and dispersed them. Mum told me that Dad thinks things will blow over now that Dumbledore’s out of post—it’s gone and put the fear into people, see.”

“Makes sense,” Blaise said. “If someone like Dumbledore can be kicked around by the Ministry any normal wizard hasn’t got a chance.”

“You said Dumbledore just had a book in his room, didn’t you?” Millicent asked. “Some sort of goblin book, right?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Book about this rebellion that happened when he was our age. The Ministry banned it not long ago, apparently.” Although Harry still wasn’t entirely convinced that that was the only thing they’d found, nor was he totally sure that Dumbledore hadn’t simply downplayed the severity of his infraction. But that was what Dumbledore had said.

“Bit of a poor excuse to have him done for treason,” said Justin. “A book about goblins.”

“It was the book and everything else,” said Blaise. “All his arguments at the Ministry, the conversations he’s been having… then that stuff with Rita Skeeter and all the Grindelwald bollocks. It started back during Malfoy’s trial. It’s all been drip-fed to paint a picture of someone bad, just so they could go after Dumbledore like they have done.” Blaise shrugged. “They orchestrated the whole thing really well, to be honest.”

“We know exactly where all this treason stuff is coming from,” Harry said. Skeeter, Umbridge, the Ministry… they were just pawns. He nibbled at his cake. “The Ministry—the Inquisition—that’s just a convenient way of getting this all done. But… all of that isn’t our problem. Not at the moment, anyway. There’s nothing we can do about it—Dumbledore was working on it and look where he ended up. If he couldn’t manage it—and he was the Chief Warlock and everything else—we’re not going to be able to. We’re stuck at school. So I think we’ve got to…” He paused. He’d been thinking about this all day. With treason suddenly in the picture – and with actual charges levied against Albus Dumbledore – things had become rather a lot more serious. He could deal with it, as his only family were muggles and the only wizard he considered close to family was Sirius, who was already on the run from the Ministry.

But all of his friends – except Justin – had family much more vulnerable to both Voldemort and the Ministry of Magic. Reputations and jobs, or in the case of Blaise’s mum, prior runs in with the law. He had to give them a chance – another chance – at giving up.

“Look,” Harry said. “I’m going to keep at it. Keep up what we’ve been doing. I think now is the time more than ever to get back at Umbridge and try to figure out what Voldemort wants with the school and what he’s using the Inquisition for. But it’s—what I mean is, this is my fight. If you lot want to bow out now, do it. I mean, there’s talk about treason and trials before the full Wizengamot and everything—”

“Obviously none of us are going to do that, Harry,” said Susan, interrupting. “We’re your friends. We support you. We all agreed to be part of this, even if we didn’t think it was the best idea at the time. But… it’s about more than that now. No offence, Harry, but it isn’t all about you and your problems—this is bad for everyone. And if it gets to the point where a bunch of third years are put on trial before the Wizengamot for treason that’s just a sign we didn’t go far enough.” She stopped, looked around. “Or am I being mad?”

Harry wasn’t offended at all. Instead, he found himself nodding along with Susan. That was exactly right, exactly the line of thought Harry had had. It wasn’t just about Harry’s run ins with Voldemort.

“Well said,” said Daphne. She sipped some tea from her dainty little teacup. “It’s bigger than all of us. And I think you’re right that we shouldn’t think about what’s going on at the Ministry. Leave that to people like Dumbledore.”

“My dad’s been putting out feelers,” said Ernie. “Not sure exactly what he’s been doing, who he’s been talking to—he doesn’t tell me that sort of thing—but he’s let some things slip. So it’s not just Dumbledore trying things out. We’ve just got to wait and see what happens.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. I think we need to go harder against Umbridge and the Inquisition,” Harry said. “I’m just not sure how.”

“I’m going to join the Inquisitorial Squad,” Blaise said. Everyone turned to look at him. Millicent even made a little noise of disgust. “Oh, don’t be so silly,” Blaise said. “It’s perfect. We need to get a look inside their meetings, get an idea of what they’re being told… and with you lot being prefects, they won’t want you. And Bones—Susan—with that aunt of yours I doubt you’d be let in. Same with you, Trace, because of your mum. But I reckon Umbridge would let me in. So I’m going to join the Inquisitorial Squad, if they’ll have me.”

“I think you should, too,” Tracey said. “It’s a good idea. So that’s step one: get someone in the Squad. But what about step two? And three, and four…”

“We need to bring more people in on this,” said Justin. “I’ve been thinking about this and we need… I’m not saying we need to go public, you know. That would be a bad idea. And I’m not saying we need to get people totally up to speed, what with all the, er, delicate and personal information you’ve shared, Harry. But I do think we need to work with some other chaps, leverage resentment against the Inquisition, you know. All that stuff. And there’s a lot of it knocking about the school, let me tell you.”

Justin wasn’t wrong about that. Umbridge and the Inquisition was a regular topic of conversation around the school, and very rarely did anyone have anything positive to say about them. But that was still very different from the kinds of active opposition Harry and his friends had been doing. Reaching out to anyone about helping was a risk, and possibly not a very worthwhile one.

But then… they couldn’t be the only source of opposition within the school. If that were the case they’d already failed.

“Alright,” Harry said. “Anyone got any idea on who? And how to get them involved without, you know, telling them everything?”

“Not exactly,” Justin said. “The trouble is, there’s no telling who we can trust, is there?”

“No,” Harry said, “and that’s exactly what she—what they—want.” He mulled it over. Umbridge benefited from a disunified school because it was easier to control, easier to control the narrative and get the results she wanted. That was simple enough to see. It wasn’t any question what the Ministry was getting from the Inquisition. Since its inception the Ministry had an unprecedented level of control over Hogwarts and the curriculum, even the day to day affairs of the staff and the students.

But what did Voldemort get from the Inquisition messing around? That had always been one the central questions for Harry, and he still couldn’t answer it. And there was Dumbledore’s mention of Voldemort’s agents within the school, a person – or people – Dumbledore didn’t know about. Hadn’t known about before he’d been sacked, at least. There was Draco, but Dumbledore had told Harry not to worry about that. And it didn’t seem as if Draco had been given anything especially delicate anyway.

“Ugh. It all comes down to figuring out how Voldemort is using the Inquisition to get what he wants.”

Grimaces from his friends, most of whom still didn’t like hearing Voldemort’s name said aloud. Well, Harry thought they needed to get used to it, because he wasn’t about to stop using it. Not unless he really needed to.

“We’re going to end up talking round in circles,” Millicent said. “Let Blaise join the Squad. Then… we need to wait and see what Umbridge does next.”

“She’ll probably issue new Decrees soon,” Ernie said. “She loves those bloody Decrees. So I agree with Millie—we ought to wait and see what they do next.” He leaned over, clapped Harry on the shoulder. “But we’re all still in this with you, Harry—don’t think otherwise.”

A chorus of affirmations from everyone else, coupled with nods and other gestures of encouragement. Then, silence. Or silence apart from the enchanted instruments as they played their songs, anyway.

“Thanks,” Harry said eventually. “I’m glad we’re all still in this.”

They stayed in the Music Alcove for a while after that, drinking tea, eating cake, and chatting about nothing in particular while the instruments played their song behind them.

*

On Saturday morning at the very beginning of breakfast Umbridge got up to make another announcement. She didn’t even need to grab the students’ attention with her usual cough, as recent events had rendered the vast majority of students rather less talkative and boisterous than was normal.

Harry would have found it eerie if it wasn’t oppressively sad.

“The Inquisitorial Squad is still recruiting,” Umbridge said without preamble. “Students wishing to join should see myself or another Inquisitor by Monday. In addition, there has been another incident involving vandalism in the Central Hall between last night and this morning. Any student with any information on this disgusting and reprehensible act of vandalism and destruction of school property is to alert a member of the Inquisition at once so that this wrongdoing—and all others prior—may be properly corrected as soon as possible. That is all.”

Umbridge sat back down.

Harry glanced at Tracey and Blaise. Even looked down the table to Daphne and Millicent. They all looked as confused as he did.

“Vandalism last night?” Harry echoed. That didn’t sound right. They hadn’t specifically planned anything. Harry knew he hadn’t painted anything, and could account for Blaise, Tracey, and Millicent’s whereabouts all evening. Daphne had admittedly been out of the Common Room, but she’d been on a patrol with Draco. He supposed it could have been Ernie, Susan, or Justin, but… that seemed wrong, too. They’d all agreed to keep at it, but no plans had been made to do anything quite so soon. In the wake of Dumbledore’s treason charges, and Umbridge seizing control of the castle, it seemed unwise to be so provocative at such an early stage.

And they had always discussed it together, anyway, so that nobody would be caught out.

“I don’t think it was any of us,” Tracey said quietly. “I think we should go have a look after breakfast.”

“Definitely,” said Harry. If it had been someone else, someone unconnected with their little group, that would be great. Copycats were a sign of progress. Significant progress. “We’ll have to be quick though—I’ve got Flight Club not long after breakfast.”

Once they’d eaten their fill, the three of them made their way through the castle to Central Hall to take a quick look at the ‘vandalism’ that had appeared the night before.

Them, along with dozens of others.

Inside the cavernous hall with its fountain in the middle were a number of other students milling about near the far side of the hall, just under the grand staircase. And right between the two sides of the split staircase was a great, big painting of Umbridge.

A messy, dirty Umbridge, complete with visible stink fumes in a cartoonish style… and with buttocks for a face. The buttocks forming Umbridge’s face protruded from the wall and seemed to be made of actual flesh. An impressive piece of magic, for all that it was a rude joke.

A message had been scrawled above it.


  DOLORES BUMBRIDGE AND THE STINKUISITION!


Harry laughed.

“That’s a really childish joke,” Blaise said, “but it’s perfect. Why didn’t we think of that?”

“It’s great,” Harry said. “I love it. But… does it smell? Whoever it was enchanted it so it even smells. How’d they do that? That’s actually quite clever.”

“It’s going to make hanging out in Central Hall a pain in the arse, though,” Blaise said. He smirked. “You know, because…”

“We got the pun,” said Tracey, rolling her eyes. “Honestly, if that’s the sort of thing you can come up with, it’s obvious why we didn’t come up with Dolores Bumbridge or the Stinkuisition.”

Harry was about to respond when a sudden, very loud, sharp, noise cut through Central Hall.

The painting of Umbridge farted – right out of the bum where her mouth should have been. A cloud of green gas puffed out, along with the smell of rotten eggs and fish.

Harry covered his nose.

“That’s absolutely foul,” he said. The smell hung in the air like a… like a… well, like an especially strong-smelling fart.

“Clever bit of magic, that,” said Tracey, her own nose covered. “I wonder who did it.”

“Could be anyone,” Blaise said, looking around. “One of the new lot—maybe some of the arty ones?—or… well… anyone.”

“The painting doesn’t look good enough to be one of the art lot,” Harry said. It was fine but lacked a little flair. Far more impressive was the transfiguration involved in the bum, and the fart spell. Those were something only a NEWT student could have managed, for all that it was a particularly childish choice of how to use them.

Harry wondered whether it could have been the Weasley twins. They liked fart charms.

He glanced around and lowered his voice. “Daph’s was better—you know, the vampire one?” His watch buzzed. “Oh, shit—I’ve got Flight Club. Have to nip back to get my Firebolt…”

“See you later,” Blaise said. “I’m going to have a look at this a bit more, then go see about joining the Inquisitorial Squad. See you later.”

“Bye, Harry! Have fun,” Tracey said. “I want to see if I can figure out the spells they used to get this all working…”

Harry left Blaise and Tracey to it and went to collect his Firebolt ahead of Flight Club. After all, he couldn’t spend all his time working on the Umbridge problem.

*

Later that day, once Harry was done with his clubs and prefect duties, he sat in the Slytherin Common Room with his friends hanging out in their customary spot. Daphne was braiding Millicent’s hair, while Tracey was flicking through one of her magazines. Harry played cards with Blaise.

He kept an eye on Blaise, since Blaise was fond of cheating when he thought no one was looking, but Harry wasn’t overly concerned. They hadn’t put any money down on the game, after all, so it was just a bit of fun. Which meant Harry was able to take a look at what Draco was up to, although he didn’t seem to be up to anything – he was simply sat in the Common Room with a bunch of his new friends.

Still, Harry thought it worth keeping watch over.

“I saw that Arlecchino bloke about joining the Inquisitorial Squad earlier,” Blaise said during a lull in conversation. “He’s creepy, but I thought, well, he’s so far up Umbridge’s arse that he’s the best one to go to about things.”

“How’d it go?” Harry asked. Arlecchino was Umbridge’s second-in-command, and she’d told students to go to him after she was confirmed as Headmistress and was suddenly much busier. Although he wasn’t necessarily the one Harry would have chosen to speak with. He got bad vibes from the man.

“He was a bit cagey about it but I reckon they’ve let me in,” Blaise said.

“Really? What’d he say?” Harry asked.

“Some nonsense about needing to check my school records and all that,” Blaise said. “I reckon he was just fobbing me off—needs to ask Umbridge, right? But I think they’d want me in the Squad. And that’s not even me bragging this time—they’d want me for the same reason I want in. They’ll want to get information on you, I reckon. And as I’m the only one offering…”

Harry looked across the Common Room to where Theodore sat with Florence.

“Unless Theodore’s offering.”

Blaise snorted.

“Please. He wouldn’t join the Inquisition. Not his sort of thing. And, you know, he’s still…” Blaise paused. “You know I still talk with him sometimes, right? Well, he still considers you a friend. Just… with everything else… it’s rough for him, that’s all.” Blaise shrugged. “He just can’t… he’s not… well, you know what he’s like.”

It was rough for Theodore? Theodore didn’t have a murderous madman after him. Theodore didn’t have to worry about two versions of Voldemort. Theodore didn’t have to worry about prophecies and rogue journalists and a whole host of other things. But… his dad was a Death Eater. Was involved with Voldemort currently. Harry supposed it would be hard to go against your only remaining family member on something like that, but… genocide? Trying to take over the country? Murder and Dark magic so vile ordinary people wouldn’t dare speak its name?

Surely there was a line, and Sinistrus Nott had gone well past it.

If Theodore couldn’t take a stand after all that, then Harry was probably better off without him. Was definitely better off without him.

“Yeah, well,” Harry said. “It’s not easy for me either.”

Blaise nodded.

“No. But you’re braver than he is—and it’s not like you’ve really got a choice. But if he’d never met you, if you’d gone to Gryffindor or whatever, then… well… he never would have had to deal with any of this, would he?” Blaise shrugged. “He just wants to read his books and sit out the war. Can’t say I blame him, to be honest. Not my style, not when one of my mates is part of it like this, but…”

That all made perfect sense to Harry. It was the rational thing to do. Any wizard with even a cursory desire for self-preservation would sit out the war if they could weather it without getting involved. From anyone else it was what Harry would expect. He wouldn’t even feel overly disdainful of them – not everyone was cut out for war. But from one of his own friends… that was different.

“And it isn’t like Theodore actually knows anything the Inquisition would want to be told,” Blaise continued.

That was fair enough, Harry supposed. He cast his gaze around the Common Room again, from where Theodore and Florence were, to where Draco and his little gang sat, and then to his own friends.

Tracey would be fighting. Blaise. Daphne and Millicent, too. Harry himself, of course. All of Theodore’s closest friends were against Voldemort, would end up fighting one day.

And on the other side, the people Theodore had grown up with – Draco and Greg and Vince – would be fighting for Voldemort. Theodore’s own father was a Death Eater. With everything Harry knew he doubted that Voldemort would be at all content to let Theodore slip out of his service.

And yet Theodore still hoped to sit out the war without lifting his wand. Without coming into conflict with either his friends or his father. Without being forced to join Voldemort.

It was unrealistic. It was absurd. It was… it was cowardice.

Harry sighed.

“Yeah, alright. I still don’t like it. But I believe you that he won’t join.”

“Good,” said Blaise. “And all his intel would be out of date, anyway—you’ve not talked at all this year. I’m the much better candidate for a betrayal.”

He winked.

“God, you’re such an arse sometimes,” Harry said. “Come on, then—let’s go another round.”

They spent a couple of hours lounging in the Common Room before eventually, they all went to bed. They’d made a little bit of progress with the Umbridge situation, and the existence of a copycat – or copycats – was a nice little bonus. It was enough to make the day not feel a complete waste, anyway.
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Dumbledore gone from the castle. The post of Headmaster replaced entirely by that of the High Inquisitor. Even the creation of the Inquisitorial Squad, that little group of goons Umbridge had created as instruments of her authority from within the student population, since although it seemed petty it helped cement Umbridge’s power. None of it was in any way what Harry wanted. Not one bit. 

And the worst part was, despite Harry and his friends’ little rebellion finally having inspired others to action, it seemed like the absolute worst time to be doing anything. Not with the reinstatement of corporal punishment, anyway, and Umbridge’s threats of treason. Not that Harry was actually going to stop. Just… they’d all agreed to simmer down somewhat just in case, to see how things went.

Which was fine, except it made Harry restless. So Harry had decided to take a trip outside the Common Room after curfew alone under cover of his Invisibility Cloak. He didn’t have a patrol to do, and the next alchemical practical wasn’t until the spring. All that meant Harry had only the normal amount of duties and responsibilities, at least for a small while, so he planned to use his small bit of extra time wisely.

With Dumbledore chased out of Hogwarts, the highest-ranking member of staff left under Umbridge was Professor McGonagall. While Harry appreciated her dedication to her job and thought her generally quite fair, she lacked the gravitas and cachet carried by Dumbledore. Harry doubted she would be able to do what Dumbledore couldn’t and keep Umbridge in check. Already the Inquisitorial Squad patrolled the corridors.

Even at times covered already by the prefects. But then, Harry supposed their purpose was unrelated to student safety. They were Umbridge’s eyes and ears among the students, and she needed them to watch for the prefects. 

And for us, although she doesn’t know it, Harry thought. The plan to write anti-Inquisition messages around the school had clearly got to Umbridge, and although she didn’t know who was responsible, she was trying to find out.  But with Blaise numbered among the members of the Inquisitorial Squad, Harry thought that would be difficult for her.

Even so, she still had the Squad out on patrol at night.

Fortunately for Harry, his Invisibility Cloak meant that he could literally walk past the Squaddies without them realising it. He had the night off from patrols so he’d planned to get out and scrawl some messages over the walls. 

Unfortunately for Harry, the Inquisitorial Squad were crawling all over the dungeons and the lower floors, so Harry had to chance a trip to the second floor to look for good places to graffiti. He settled for a largely undecorated section of wall near to Lockhart’s classroom and got to work painting. Harry didn’t take his time. Unlike Daphne he wasn’t too worried about his sloppy handwriting, especially since he was trying to disguise it anyway, so Harry wrote in big, wide letters along a clear stretch of wall.


  UMBRIDGE GO HOME


Harry stood in front of the wall admiring his handiwork. Not the best example of handwriting, but Harry thought it would do. Even if Daphne’s were always prettier. It was about the message, not the aesthetics, anyway. 

One message handled, Harry just needed to find some more suitable places to write his messages. He didn’t want to take anywhere too interesting, as some of those spots would be better off saved for the more spectacular bits of messaging. But even so he didn’t want to go anywhere completely out of the way just in case no one at all noticed it. Which meant…

“So many children…” Harry heard. He spun around instantly, worried it was a member of the Inquisitorial Squad or – worse – an Inquisitor. They couldn’t see him, but he didn’t want them on the lookout so early on in his evening’s wrong doing. “And still so hungry…” 

That’s the snake! Harry thought. He only remembered hearing it so high up in the castle once before.  His prior experiences with it had all been much lower down, although he supposed perhaps that was just because the castle’s lower reaches tended to be quieter. Not as many people around. 

Harry hadn’t heard the snake since the previous year. He’d been worried – on those odd times he’d thought about it – that it had died or thought that perhaps it had found its way outside of the castle. But evidently it hadn’t.

Harry left his graffiti behind with only the briefest of glances back at the wall and headed off along the corridor where he’d heard the snake. It moved quickly along the corridor across the length of the castle, hissing to itself all the while.  

Harry could just about hear it as it moved through the walls. 

It’s a bloody fast snake, that’s for sure, Harry thought as he quickened his pace to catch up with it. With a bit of luck, the snake wouldn’t try going up or down – at least not until Harry could follow it, anyway.

“So hungry… Always hungry,” said the snake as it moved away.

Harry followed the snake until he reached the haunted second floor girls’ toilet. The last time he’d heard the snake on the second floor it had gone silent at just that point, too. Or perhaps he had simply been distracted by the toilet’s resident ghost.

“Home again… Alone…” said the snake, its voice growing quieter. It must have gone somewhere.

Up or down? Harry wondered. Perhaps there was a clue inside the toilets.

Harry glanced up and down the corridor in case anyone was coming, then slipped inside Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom. Stagnant water pooled across the floor and the room was deserted, quiet apart from the steady drip, drip, drip of a leaky tap. With any luck Moaning Myrtle would be elsewhere, doing whatever depressive teenaged ghosts did in their time off from haunting toilets, and Harry could have a good look around.

Last time he’d chanced asking the ghost a question, and she’d gone crazy and derailed the entire conversation and Harry had had to flee. This time, he wanted to take a good look around the whole of the toilets just in case there was somewhere a snake could get in or out.

A bit of pipe, maybe, or a crack in the wall… Something like that, anyway. Since there was definitely at least one snake in the walls, and it had to be going somewhere.

“If I were a snake, where would I be?” Harry muttered to himself as he walked around the damp, musty toilets. The snake was travelling through the walls, whether in the pipes or just roaming free. If it was going through the pipes then it would have to come out somewhere – perhaps through the toilets themselves?

Even though Harry knew it went largely unused except by the most desperate of girls in the castle, Harry still didn’t feel like poking around the actual toilet cubicles. It just felt weird. So instead, Harry headed towards the taps in the centre of the room. If it was travelling through pipes, Harry reasoned, then perhaps the snake would come through the taps. Myrtle was meant to cause all sorts of destruction within the bathroom, including doing everything she could to render the fixtures unusable… so perhaps the taps didn’t work, anyway.

“Who’s there?” wailed Myrtle suddenly, causing Harry to jump backwards.

“Fucking hell!” Harry swore. “Shit.”

“I know that voice!” said Myrtle. “It’s you.” A silvery mist shot from one of the nearby toilet cubicles and swirled around Harry.

Moaning Myrtle.

“You came back,” said Myrtle, floating around Harry. “Why? Come to laugh at poor, miserable Myrtle?”

Of course, Harry still had the Invisibility Cloak wrapped around him, so Myrtle wouldn’t be able to see him. Unless ghosts could see through things like that, Harry supposed, but that seemed like the sort of thing Harry would have heard about. But he had spoken aloud, and Myrtle had obviously figured out where he stood.

“Don’t think you can hide from me just because you’re invisible!” continued Myrtle. “I can’t see you but I heard you!”

Harry sighed and pulled down the hood of his Cloak.

“Alright, alright,” Harry said. “It is me. I came here, er, looking for…” He paused. The last time Harry had mentioned anything to do with the snake Myrtle had grown quite upset. “I’m looking for a snake. Again. Do you know of any?”

Myrtle ignored Harry’s question.

“So you didn’t come here to laugh at me? To make fun of the way I cried? To tell me I’m stupid and ugly and I shouldn’t be spending my unlife in a toilet?”

“I—er—no,” Harry said. “I didn’t. I promise. Honestly, what you do with your li—unlife—is your own business, Myrtle. I’d never come here to make fun of you. I promise I’m really here looking for a snake.”

Harry couldn’t think of anything more cruel – or more pointless – than going out of his way to bully a ghost. It was the sort of behaviour he would expect from Pansy, admittedly, so he understood why Myrtle might wonder.

“There’s a picture of a snake scratched into one of the pipes behind you,” Myrtle said after a few moments. She pointed. “That one, right there.”

“I was thinking more, er, you know, of a real snake. One that’s alive. You’ve heard it hissing, maybe?”

Myrtle shrugged.

“I hear hissing sometimes.” She swirled around the room and eventually came to a stop in front of Harry again. “Usually there, behind you. Where the picture of the snake is.” She paused. “I don’t think it is the snake, though. It isn’t a magical carving.”

“And that’s it?” Harry said, turning to look at where Myrtle had indicated. He dropped to one knee and looked along the pipes coming from the taps, and sure enough there was a small, rather crudely carved, representation of a snake on pipe. “This one, right here?”

“I know my own toilet,” said Myrtle. “I can tell you which of the cubicles has the best rumour written in it; I can tell you where each cracked tile is; I can even show you the best-drawn pictures of willies—”

“Fine, fine,” said Harry. “I believe you. I’m just disappointed, that’s all. Because I was looking for a real snake, not just a carving.”

“That’s the only snake here,” said Myrtle. “But I did tell you, I do sometimes hear hissing coming from there.”

“Home again, and home alone,” Harry heard the snake say to itself. It was right beneath the toilet floor, its voice disappearing directly below the sink.

“See? Like that. I told you—” Myrtle started to say.

“Sh! Just for a second,” Harry said.  “I can hear … hissing…”

But the snake was gone somewhere below. Harry thought on it. The snake was obviously quite large, which suggested to Harry it wasn’t a grass snake or anything like that. That it was found in Hogwarts meant it was more likely to be a magical variety of snake than if Harry had found it elsewhere. If it was a magical snake, what was it doing in the castle to begin with?

Some mad Magizoology project of Hagrid’s that had escaped somehow? But then Harry had been hearing a snake since his first year, and that had been before Hagrid’s appointment. His predecessor’s snake then, perhaps. That would make sense.

And what sort of magical snake would it be? Harry didn’t know of any massive magical snakes native to Scotland.

“Myrtle, have you ever seen anything… er… weird in this bathroom? Since you’ve been here, er—well, however long you’ve been here.”

“I’ve been here fifty years!” said Myrtle. “Everything there is to see, I’ve seen.” 

Well, it was a toilet, so Harry didn’t think there was really all that much to see. He reckoned if he really wanted to he could see all it had to see in ten minutes or so. But perhaps that wasn’t the best thing to say.

“Brilliant,” said Harry. “So, er, have you ever seen any snakes? Or snakish things, I suppose.” Harry wasn’t sure what the limits were regarding Parseltongue, but he supposed it could also cover things that weren’t exactly snakes. “Around the sink, maybe?”

Myrtle frowned at him.

“Are you joking? Is this your idea of something funny?” said Myrtle, voice growing higher pitch with every word. “Because I don’t think—”

“No, no! I’m serious, Myrtle,” Harry said. “I promise I’m not here to make fun of you. I genuinely want to know.”

“Well….” said Myrtle. “If you really aren’t here to make fun of me… I suppose I could tell you about…” She paused. “The day I died.”

“Er, yes please,” Harry said, although he wasn’t entirely sure that was what he wanted to hear. And even if it were, Harry thought it a little too personal to be getting into. Although ghosts were usually quite fond of talking about their deaths, so…

“I was crying in the toilets because Olive Hornby made fun of my glasses—she was just awful, Olive Hornby, but I showed her—when I heard that boy. That was why I was so annoyed with you because you reminded me of him. But you aren’t so rude! You’re actually quite nice. So I opened the door to tell him to stop hissing because this is a girls’ toilet and what was he even doing in there, anyway? Well, that’s when I saw a great, big pair of eyes.”

Myrtle paused dramatically.

“And then I died.”

“That sounds awful,” Harry said. “I’m really sorry that happened to you.”

But Harry was thinking about what she’d said.

That boy. Hissing. A big pair of eyes. And then a dead girl. The hissing had to have been a teenaged Voldemort. Fifty years ago Myrtle had died, and that sounded the right amount of time for Voldemort to have been at school. Fifty years ago the Chamber of Secrets had been opened, or there about. It couldn’t be a simple coincidence that Myrtle had died when Voldemort was at school during the one time when Slytherin’s secret chamber had been opened.

“You saw eyes? And then you died?” Harry asked. “And then the boy was gone? Or the boy was gone before you, er, died? Er—just trying to make sure I’ve got everything right. I do believe you, obviously.”

“Yes,” said Myrtle. “I was ever so surprised. All I’d wanted was to tell that boy off and instead I ended up dead.”

Snakes. Hissing. A boy hissing. A carving of a snake on the pipes. There was something there. Something Harry just needed to figure out. Hissing meant snakes or Parselmouths. Parselmouths in Hogwarts meant Slytherin, and Slytherin…

An entrance to the Chamber of Secrets, maybe? Harry wondered. It certainly fit together. Slytherin’s special talent was his ability to speak with snakes.

He’d passed it down through the generations. To Voldemort, if Voldemort’s propaganda was to be believed. But even if it wasn’t true that Slytherin was Voldemort’s ancestor, it was still extremely likely that Slytherin’s Chamber could be accessed by a Parselmouth.

If Voldemort had found the Chamber as a student, if he had released its ‘monster’ – presumably a snake given Slytherin’s own talents in that area – it could have easily killed Myrtle if Voldemort had thought she’d found out about him. Or even just because Voldemort had fancied a bit of fun.

The timing was right. The scenario seemed plausible enough to Harry. More than that, it felt right, too.

A girls’ toilet on the second floor is a weird place to put the door to your secret chamber, Harry thought, but the Founders were all quite weird. That was one of the few things every account agreed upon.

Now Harry just needed to figure out how to get inside. The snake carving seemed like a decent enough hint – it was clearly associated with Slytherin, but innocuous enough that it could also just be a bit of random graffiti from a student.

Harry decided to start there.

“Er, Myrtle… I’m about to do something and I’d really appreciate it if you could keep it a secret. You know, between just us? Never say anything about it to, well, anyone?”

“A secret?” echoed Myrtle. “What is it?”

“Just watch,” Harry said. “But you’ve got to promise not to say anything to anyone. Please?”

“I promise,” said Myrtle, “if you come to see me again.”

“I, er—” said Harry. He weighed his options. There was quite possibly more than one entrance to the Chamber of Secrets, but as nobody had ever found any of them before, Harry didn’t want to lose the opportunity. So while he could theoretically look for another one, the one in Myrtle’s bathroom was probably his best option. Unfortunately, Myrtle’s toilet was perpetually haunted by Myrtle, who only sometimes left to do God only knew what somewhere else, so Harry didn’t fancy his chances at finding a time when she wasn’t in.

So really his only option was to trust Myrtle with his ability to speak Parseltongue, because Harry doubted he could succeed where generations of students and staff had failed and find any other entrance to the Chamber.

But did he really want to come visit a depressive ghost in her flooded, damp toilet full of fetid water? Was finding Slytherin’s Chamber – and the fabled monster, riches, and everything else said to reside within it – worth that?

If Voldemort had been inside the Chamber already it was probably already ransacked, looted of anything of any value that wasn’t enchanted to remain in place. So perhaps Harry wouldn’t be missing all that much if he didn’t find the entrance…

Oh, get over yourself, Harry, Harry thought eventually. She’s just a bloody ghost.

“Okay. I’ll come see you again. I’m quite busy—you know, prefect, my clubs, and er, some other stuff—but I will come see you again. I promise,” Harry said. “So you’ll keep my secret?”

“Oh, yes!” said Myrtle. “Yes, of course I will. Well, go on then—tell me.”

Harry turned away from Myrtle and kneeled down to look at the snake more closely.

“Hello,” Harry said in Parseltongue, and then waited. But nothing happened. “Excuse me? Are you a talking, er, carving?”

“That’s not very funny,” said Myrtle. “I told you about that boy and you decided to play a nasty little joke!” she said, voice growing higher and higher. “Well, it’s not fair!”

“No, Myrtle—this is my secret,” Harry said as he glanced back at her. “Please be quiet. I can talk to snakes. You know, like Salazar Slytherin could.” Harry thought that, if she’d died before Voldemort was Voldemort, she might not be all that interested in him and may not even know he was a Parselmouth. But everyone knew about Salazar Slytherin. “That’s how I knew I was looking for a snake. I’m trying to talk to this snake here, the picture—but it isn’t speaking back. I’m, er, trying to open a door. Or something like that.”

“Hmmm,” said Myrtle. “If I believed you—if—I might say that you should try asking it nicely to open. Or maybe give it some of the usual passwords. If there really is a door in that sink.” She sounded sceptical. “But I’m not sure that I believe you.” Even so, she peered down at what Harry was doing.

“I’ll give it a go,” Harry said. He turned back to the pipe. “Let me in. Please. Um. Pureblood pride? Open sesame—”

The sink – indeed, all the sinks and the column into which they were set – rearranged themselves and fell away to reveal a great big hole in the floor. A pitch-black tunnel led away from the second floor, passing through what had to be the first floor and the rest of the castle. Even though Harry was absolutely sure that there was no tunnel structure to be seen from the outside. Some sort of magical passageway, no doubt, or the Chamber would have been found centuries ago.

“You really aren’t lying,” Myrtle said, eyes wide.

“I only lie when I really need to,” Harry said idly, staring down at the hole. “I wonder what’s at the bottom.”

“Probably the monster that killed me,” Myrtle said. “I wonder if it’s still alive. Oh, but if it kills you too, you always have a place here with me in my toilet,” Myrtle said. She paused. “But it would be our toilet then, wouldn’t it?”

She sounded happy at the thought.

“I, er—thanks,” Harry mumbled. That was something to consider, though – whether or not it was too dangerous to go exploring the Chamber, if it was the Chamber, just yet. There was the matter of Slytherin’s monster to consider. Ordinarily he would have been tempted to go right to Dumbledore, but Dumbledore was gone, exiled from the castle by Umbridge and the Ministry. There was Professor – Deputy Headmistress – McGonagall, Harry supposed, but it hardly seemed appropriate going to her. And, really, there would be too many questions about how Harry found the entrance, how he’d opened it, how he’d even known where to look…

Harry made a decision.

“Myrtle, if I’m not back by, er, midnight or so, go and find a teacher,” Harry said. “Otherwise just wait here for me to come back. Is that alright?”

“Why? What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to look down that hole,” Harry said. “I just don’t want anyone to know about it, not yet.”

Harry cast a locking charm on the door to the toilets, as he didn’t want anyone to stumble upon his discovery until he wanted it known, then conjured a long rope. Harry tied the rope securely to one of the sturdier-looking posts in the room and then threw the other end down the hole.

He didn’t hear it hit the bottom.

“So, er, see you later, I suppose,” Harry said as he started his descent.

*

At the bottom of the hole – which took longer to get to than Harry would have liked – it was dark and, perhaps predictably although Harry hadn’t been expecting it, wet.

“Lumos,” said Harry.

That’s a bit better, Harry thought. He’d expected something a bit … nicer … from Slytherin’s fabled lair. Instead, all Harry had found was a dark, wet cave accessed through a toilet.

Or the sink of a toilet, anyway. Same sort of thing.

“Don’t forget the lethal monster lurking about, Harry,” he muttered to himself, remembering Myrtle’s ‘warning’. If it was a snake, which seemed likely, Harry could simply speak with it and ask it not to hurt him. That could work.

Assuming it didn’t kill with lasers from its eyes or something similarly ridiculous.

I could turn back, Harry thought, glancing back at the rope dangling from Myrtle’s bathroom. That seemed like a poor choice, though, given that he’d made it so far. It felt pointless coming so close to the Chamber itself and then not even getting to the good parts.

“Alright, Harry—let’s do this,” Harry said to himself.

He started walking along the wet, rocky tunnel. As he got further along torches lining the walls burst into flames with Harry’s passing, Harry extinguished the light of his wand and looked around the winding tunnel. Nothing about the environment changed – it was the same rough-cut bedrock, dripping wet. Under the lake, possibly, although Harry couldn’t be sure.

Just up ahead was a long, coiled form – Slytherin’s monster? Harry paused and took a closer look, ready to run in case it attacked. It appeared to be a massive snake, bigger than any Harry had ever seen.

It wasn’t moving.

Asleep? Harry wondered. But it didn’t seem to be moving at all, not even a little, and although Harry knew snakes could be quite still, that seemed unusual. Harry crept closer to it.

“Shed skin!” Harry said aloud once he’d realised just what he was looking at. The shed skin of a truly gargantuan snake sat where the snake had left it. Bigger by far than any mundane snake, and larger even than most of the magical varieties Harry knew about. The only snake Harry knew that could get as big as that shed skin was a basilisk.

And only after several centuries of growth.

“That would explain the eyes killing Myrtle, actually,” Harry said. “Shit.”

A basilisk was bad news. Not so bad now that he knew not to look it in the eyes, but the very idea of a basilisk lurking underneath the school was enough to make him shiver. It certainly put the snippets of speech Harry had caught from the snake in a different light.

Harry moved past the shed skin and followed the tunnel to its end where it terminated in a great big door. Or a barrier Harry assumed was a door, anyway – a great big stone wall adorned with snakes at the end of the tunnel seemed like it was probably more than just a wall.

Harry approached it carefully, wary of traps or anything hidden, but he didn’t think he would have to worry. Slytherin would have assumed only Parselmouths and even then only those Parselmouths who knew about the Chamber could ever access it.

That should have been more than enough to dissuade even the most tenacious of explorers, and it wasn’t, there was still a gigantic basilisk lurking within the Chamber beyond. It was almost enough to make Harry want to turn tail and run, but being able to speak with the basilisk should be enough to make it friendly. Or at least prevent it from attacking – Harry had never met a snake that hadn’t been at least a bit deferential. Perhaps Salazar Slytherin’s secret snake would be different, but Harry thought it would be at least interested enough in some company not to attack.

Harry stepped up to the wall and spoke to the snakes.

“Open,” Harry said. He didn’t think there would be a password, and he was proved right when the carved snakes on the wall slithered into its centre and the wall retreated to reveal the Chamber beyond.

“Well, I’ve come this far…” Harry said. He crossed the threshold and entered the Chamber itself.

It was partially flooded. A long, narrow room with ancient stone floors and intricate snake-topped columns, and puddles of water all over the floor. At the far end a massive statue of Salazar Slytherin stood against the wall, larger than any of the statues in the castle proper, a gargantuan architectural piece in itself. The entire room was lit in a dim green light that seemingly came from nowhere.

There was no sign of the basilisk.

It was an impressive example of architecture, especially for something built in secret by one wizard more than a thousand years ago, but even so, Harry felt underwhelmed. What little bits of flair the room had were to be found in its structural pieces, or the scant decorations around the columns. But there were no tapestries or banners, nothing in the way of artwork… just a vast room.

The sickly green light that emanated from nowhere Harry could see was enough to give the room a very particular ambience, Harry couldn’t say it was especially inviting. There were torches sat upon some of the columns, but no fire.

“Is this it?” Harry wondered. Towering columns, statues larger than any Harry had ever seen, and eldritch lighting though there were, the room appeared to have no practical utility. It was just an empty – and wet – underground chamber.

Perhaps Voldemort had ransacked it, taken away anything of any value just in case anyone else ever found the Chamber. Difficult for a student to manage, but then no one had ever said Voldemort wasn’t resourceful. Or perhaps there had never been anything of value there to begin with, except for the – conspicuously absent – basilisk itself. Nothing in the way of books, artwork other than the statues and columns, soft furnishings, or tapestries.

Which was a little boring to consider but given the state of the Chamber that Harry could see around him, not unlikely.

Harry moved further into the Chamber. The green light was more than enough for Harry to see well, especially given his alchemically augmented eyes. But that was beside the point, as there still wasn’t anything much to see. The flooding of the Chamber was quite minimal – a few inches of water at its deepest point – so couldn’t be blamed for the sparse decoration.

It was something of an anticlimax.

Harry headed towards the statue of Slytherin as it was by far the most interesting thing in the Chamber. Seemed a bit of an egocentric move for Slytherin to have constructed a gigantic statue of himself in his secret lair, but then, Slytherin had never been described as a humble man. The craftsmanship was superb, at least to Harry’s untrained eye, and the statue spanned the entire height of the wall. It didn’t look like any of the depictions of Slytherin Harry had seen, but he supposed it must have been accurate since it was created by the man himself.

Or at least accurate to how Slytherin wanted to be seen, Harry thought. But the room in general was a disappointment. Keeping an image of a snake clear in his mind, Harry spoke.

“Hello? Is there anyone here? I heard you speaking and I found the entrance,” Harry said. The snake had been hungry, which made Harry wish he’d brought some food along… but it was too late. Harry looked around the room to see if there was anywhere a basilisk could be hiding, but it seemed empty. A bit of water, but a snake big enough to have left that skin in the corridor before the Chamber was surely far too big to get lost in that meagre puddle.

Is there a door? Harry wondered. A hole? 

A great groaning sound, stone scratching on stone, filled the Chamber. The statue of Salazar Slytherin started to move – the face, at least. The mouth slowly opened, the stone warping in a strange fluid motion, and a long, fat figure edged out of it. A snake.

Harry closed his eyes.

If the Chamber’s Monster was really a basilisk, he didn’t want his last moments being the sight of it.

He didn’t wait for it to come all the way out before speaking.

“Hello,” Harry said, “I’m Harry. I came here because I could hear you—I’m a speaker.” Perhaps it was pointless to say, but Harry felt like he should make it clear to the basilisk that he was friendly – and a friend worthy of leaving alive, at that.

“You are… the Heir?” asked the basilisk. Its voice filled the Chamber, much as Harry assumed its body would. It was loud, louder than any snake Harry had spoken with before.

Harry didn’t want to lie, since he didn’t think he could be called the ‘Heir of Slytherin’. But in one sense, as a Parselmouth, and a Slytherin, Harry could claim such a title. Not literally, by blood – the Potters weren’t descended from Slytherin, and Harry didn’t think his mother was, either – but in a more spiritual, esoteric sense.

The sense that mattered, perhaps. Not that Harry particularly wanted to claim Slytherin’s legacy – it was too muddied to be anything Harry wanted – but given present company it was perhaps better to err on the side of caution.

“I am a speaker and I am in your master’s House,” Harry said carefully, “but I wouldn’t presume to be his Heir.” There. That was close enough.

“You are safe here,” said the basilisk. “You may look upon me with wonder and awe, as is appropriate. I can teach you so you will become a worthy Heir to our master.”

Now that sounded promising to Harry. Although what sort of lessons could be taught by a basilisk, Harry wasn’t totally sure, but it was something. Better than an empty Chamber at the very least. Harry opened his eyes.

Up close, the basilisk was huge. Gigantic, even in a Chamber as large as the Chamber of Secrets. It had no plume, which meant it was a female basilisk if Harry remembered the description from Fantastic Beasts properly. But nothing had prepared him for the sheer, majestic presence of the basilisk or the shine of its scales.

The murky green gloom of the Chamber accentuated the basilisk’s scales perfectly, and with Harry’s enhanced eyes he could see the minute variations in colour as they shimmered. The barest hints of a pattern in the scales. At the sight of it Harry realised why Slytherin hadn’t decorated the Chamber any further, as there was simply no need.

The basilisk itself was grandeur enough.

“You’re beautiful,” Harry said, half to the basilisk and half to himself. Nothing he had ever read had described the beauty of the basilisk. The terror, perhaps; the enormity of a mature specimen, definitely; the danger of its gaze, always; but never had it described the way light reflected from the scales, or the patterns, or indeed, the false eyes over its eyelids.

The basilisk moved its head closer to Harry, close enough he could reach out and touch it if he’d wanted.

“Yes,” said the basilisk. “I have been called such before.”


  “Do you have a name?”


“No. That is a human thing. I am. I have no need for a name.”

“Er, right,” said Harry. That was fair enough, he supposed, since he didn’t think any of the snakes he’d spoken to before had names either – but he’d thought that Slytherin, or one of the others throughout history to have stumbled across his Chamber, might have given the basilisk a name. Then again, if it didn’t want a name, it didn’t want a name. “Well, I do have a name. I’m called Harry. It’s good to meet you. I heard you ages ago, and I’ve been looking for you, but it was quite hard to find the, um, entrance to the Chamber.”

The basilisk looked at Harry. Or moved its head closer to Harry and pointed it at him, anyway, as its eyes were still closed and Harry wasn’t sure if it could see through them.


  “You were not told? Is this why I have been alone for so long? Since the last Heir?”


The last Heir, Harry thought. That must have been Voldemort. He’d need to tread carefully. The basilisk had killed Myrtle, after all, so Harry knew it had previous and if it had positive memories of Voldemort…

“Yes,” Harry said. “I’ve never been told anything about the Chamber. The last Heir was…” Harry paused. “The last Heir wasn’t very, er, stable. He did some bad things and, well, now it’s just me. I’m the only speaker left now, I think. And I only started school a couple of years ago so that must have been why you were on your own for so long.”


  “What did he do? What has become of him? He set me free, allowed me to fulfil my purpose. I feel sorrow at his absence.”


None of that sounded good to Harry. The basilisk missed Voldemort. Understandable perhaps, if it spent most of its time alone in a dark and damp subterranean chamber, but still not good news for Harry. If the basilisk was loyal to Voldemort – if the rumours about the purpose of the Chamber’s Monster were all true – Harry would need to make a swift escape and never return.

And that seemed wasteful.

“He killed a lot of wizards,” said Harry after a few moments of thought. “Too many. Including my parents. He hurt a lot of people… and then he died. He was dangerous for our society, caused too many problems. He was a bad man, in the end.” Harry thought he was probably a bad man nearer the start, too, if he’d set a basilisk upon a bullied schoolgirl. The basilisk probably wouldn’t agree, not if its purpose was to kill, but that was something to consider later. Or perhaps never.

The basilisk dipped its head.

“I am sad to hear this. This is not the boy I knew. The boy I knew sought my protection, wished only for me to guard the people of this school like I was born to do. Like I have done, all these many years. Our Master would be saddened to hear of this.”

“Yeah, it was… um, it was a very bad time. But that’s over now. I did want to ask, though… because no one has ever told me anything about all this, I mean… What can you tell me about the Chamber? About Slytherin—Salazar, I mean?” Harry tried a bit of flattery. Snakes were usually susceptible to it. “You must know so much about things everyone else has forgotten.”

The basilisk dipped its head again.

“Our Master built this Chamber as a secret defence for the school. I am to serve as its eternal guardian, the last should the enemy breach the outer defences,” said the basilisk. “It is my purpose, my solemn duty.”

“The enemy?” asked Harry, although given Slytherin’s reputation, he thought he needn’t have bothered.

“Those who fear magic,” the basilisk said. “The ones who kill your hatchlings before they are able to defend themselves.”

Muggles, then, Harry thought. That seemed like a reasonable fear for someone from Slytherin’s time – it had been in large part one of the reasons the Founders had built the school in the first place. But it was perhaps an outdated fear, as modern muggles knew nothing about magic and wizards had agents working in every part of muggle societies.

It seemed that no one had informed the basilisk of that. Given that Slytherin’s line apparently ended in Voldemort, that was perhaps unsurprising. Disappointing, but unsurprising.

Harry considered what to say next very carefully.

“Have you ever been called on to fulfil your purpose?” he said, although he knew the answer. The basilisk had killed Myrtle.

“Only once, at the urging of the previous Heir.” The basilisk paused. “The threat was contained, and I was told to sleep.”

So the basilisk thought it had been protecting the school. Harry could work with that. Reading between the lines, Harry thought that even though Slytherin had been against muggleborns attending the school, he probably hadn’t left behind a monster tasked with their extermination. Or at least, the basilisk thought its purpose was to defend against muggles and not to kill muggleborns. That was something.

“We don’t need to fear muggles anymore,” Harry said. “Things have changed since Salazar’s time. The last Heir lied to you—the school hasn’t had anything to fear from muggles in centuries.” 

The basilisk sank to the Chamber floor.

“Truly?” the basilisk asked. “Then… that means…”

“The last Heir wanted to use you to carry out his own goals,” Harry said. “He didn’t care about your duties, or the legacy your Master left behind.” Slytherin’s legacy was still a bit of a poisoned chalice as far as Harry was concerned, but the basilisk appeared to hold him in high regard, so where possible Harry felt like leaning on his name was a good choice. “He was a bad man. But you didn’t know. You only did what you were supposed to do.”

“It is a dereliction of my duty to have done what I did,” the basilisk said. “To have killed a student…”

“You couldn’t have known what Vo—the last Heir really wanted,” Harry said as gently as he could. “You thought you were doing the right thing. I promise I’ll never ask you to kill a student.” As tempting as it was to ask it to get rid of Draco, it was probably a bad idea to use the basilisk as his own personal assassin.

And more than a bit hypocritical.

The basilisk coiled up, tucked itself up tight.

“I have failed,” the basilisk said. “What can I do to pay penance?”

“I—um,” Harry said. He didn’t know what to suggest. It didn’t seem as if Myrtle would appreciate an apology from the basilisk, and he didn’t want to risk setting her off if it didn’t work. Aside from that he had no idea what sorts of things the basilisk would count as ‘penance’.

It was a giant venomous snake.

“What would Salazar have had you do?” Harry asked instead.


   “The Master would have killed me and replaced me with a more fitting protection for the school. Is this your wish?”


“Oh, er—no, no!” Harry said. “Don’t do that. We’ll think of something else. Look, it really wasn’t your fault. You were doing what you thought you should do. Just… leave it to me to think of something, okay?”

Harry didn’t want the basilisk to commit suicide at his urging. Quite aside from the very important fact that it was a living, thinking animal that had been tricked by Voldemort, it was also a walking – slithering – artefact from a long gone, mystical age. A living piece of wizarding heritage, a symbol.

Harry certainly didn’t want its death on his hands. Not if it could be avoided, anyway.

“I will do this,” said the basilisk after a few moments of silence. Harry let out a sigh of relief.

Excellent, Harry thought. At least he wouldn’t have to deal with that. It was probably best to move on from such topics in case the basilisk got any further ideas, so Harry changed the subject.

“Is there more to this Chamber?” Harry asked. “Not that it isn’t, er, nice, but it’s just… well, you know.” He gestured vaguely at the room. “A bit empty.”

The basilisk uncoiled and slithered around Harry.

“It was once much grander,” the basilisk said. “Or so I have been told—my tastes are not quite the same as wizards’.” It made a hissing sound that didn’t translate, or at least which Harry didn’t understand through his instinctive knowledge of Parseltongue. Laughter, perhaps?

Had the basilisk made a joke? Well, stranger things had happened, Harry supposed.

“What happened?”

“Some Heirs took things which the Master had left behind,” the basilisk said. It paused. “It is not my place to speak ill of them, but… I do not believe my Master would have approved of this, even though they were things he did not enchant to stay here. The last Heir took more. But… there are things which he could not take. There are other rooms. Do you wish to see them?”

Harry glanced at his watch. It was late. He hadn’t even got much graffitiing done, although finding the fabled Chamber of Secrets – and meeting its monster – was probably sufficient work for the evening. Still, he couldn’t spend all night down in the Chamber even if he did want to discover all of its Secrets.

He’d told Myrtle to alert the teachers if he didn’t come back before midnight. The teachers would investigate and inevitably lead Umbridge to the Chamber, and that would be a disaster for the basilisk at the very least, and probably Harry too.

“Yes. Yes, I want to see them—a lot. But I can’t stay much longer tonight or… er, well, there’s things going on up in the school. I’ll explain another time. But I’ve got to get back to my dormitory. I’ll come back another day, as soon as I can, though. I promise!” Harry said.

The basilisk slunk down to the Chamber floor.

“I understand,” it said. It seemed … sad. “I will wait more, then.”

Harry went to leave, but then stopped.

“Er—you said you were hungry, right? I’ll bring you some food tomorrow night. Is that okay?”

The basilisk seemed to perk up.

“Yes, please!” it said. “All I have here is rats, and they are few—and I am large.” It made that sound again; the one Harry thought was laughter. “Thank you, Heir.”

Being called Slytherin’s Heir made Harry feel quite strange, especially considering that was a title Voldemort claimed, but he suppressed the feeling. The basilisk meant it to be a compliment, anyway.

“It’s no bother, really. Er, also—do you know a better way out than the way I came in? Only, I don’t fancy climbing up a dirty wet pipe.”

The basilisk laughed again.


  “Ask the pipe to change into a staircase and you may walk up it.”


Harry wouldn’t have thought to do that. Even so, he felt stupid for not considering it – it was exactly the sort of thing wizards would think obvious. Of course the pipe could become a staircase if he asked it nicely.

“Thanks!” Harry said. “I’ll come see you tomorrow with food. Have a good sleep!”

Harry left the basilisk in the main part of the Chamber of Secrets and retraced his steps through the cave-like corridor which led to the Chamber proper. When he reached his conjured rope, he stopped and spoke to the pipe – in Parseltongue, since that seemed to be the theme in Slytherin’s Chamber.

“Er—turn into a staircase, please,” Harry said, and then waited. Slowly, from top to bottom, the pipe reconfigured itself into a tight – but usable – spiral staircase. Harry stood in the middle and looked up, not exactly thrilled to have the climb ahead of him. “Well, it’s better than climbing the rope, I suppose,” Harry said to himself as he started his ascent.

It didn’t take all that long to climb, anyway, and Harry reached Myrtle’s bathroom well before the time limit he’d set for Myrtle to alert the authorities. The ghost was waiting for him at the top anyway, and seemingly hadn’t moved from the spot where Harry had left her.

Although he supposed she didn’t have all that much to do, so maybe that wasn’t so surprising.

“Oh,” said Myrtle upon seeing Harry return. “You’re still alive.”

Harry tried not to let her disappointment bother him. It was easy enough, anyway, as he’d just discovered the Chamber of Secrets and survived an encounter with its deadly mythical monster, so he had more than enough to be happy about.

“Sorry,” Harry said instead. “I found what I was looking for, though. Thank you for keeping watch for me. And, er—can I count on you to keep all this secret for me?”

“If you come back to see me again,” she said.

Harry just nodded. That was easy enough – the only entrance to the Chamber he knew about, assuming there even were any others, was inside the bathroom Myrtle haunted. A bit inconvenient if he had to converse with Myrtle each time he visited the Chamber, but probably less inconvenient than everyone knowing about his talents and the existence of the Chamber.

“Of course,” Harry said. “I promise.”

Harry turned back to the pipe-cum-staircase.

“Close,” he said, and the sinks formed up once more, the Chamber concealed. “Thanks again, Myrtle. Look, I’ve got to get back to my dorm—I’ve been gone too long—but I’ll see you again soon. Okay?”

“I suppose that would be okay,” said Myrtle. “Go, then—and I’ll go back to my U-bend like I always do.” She disappeared into a toilet, leaving Harry alone. Not wanting to get caught up again, Harry pulled his Invisibility Cloak on and unlocked the bathroom door and headed straight for the dungeons.

Harry took off his Invisibility Cloak before he reached the Common Room entrance, then ducked inside after giving the password. Predictably, the Common Room was nearly empty save for a few stragglers burning the midnight oil or, as the case might be, messing up instead of going to bed. As a prefect Harry technically should have told the first years still up to get to bed, but left it be. No sense drawing attention to his own night-time indiscretions.

The upper years strewn about the Common Room wouldn’t have even listened to a third year prefect anyway, and weren’t technically doing anything wrong to begin with, so Harry didn’t feel bad completely ignoring them. He crept inside his dormitory, mindful that the others would be asleep.

As he closed the door behind him Harry noticed a light coming from John FitzRoy’s bed. The haughty boy opened his curtain at the noise.

“You’re late back.” It wasn’t a question, but wasn’t quite a statement, either. No doubt he wanted to know what Harry had been up to.

“Er, yeah,” Harry said while he thought of a suitable lie. It wasn’t prefect duties, since that was easily checked, and ‘I was vandalising school property and then I found the Chamber of Secrets’ was, while the truth, contrary to the purpose of keeping his activities a secret. “Went for a swim in the prefects’ bathroom and lost track of time.”

That was a good enough lie. At least assuming nobody contradicted it, but FitzRoy was unlikely to question further. He wasn’t one of Umbridge’s Inquisitorial goons, anyway, so probably didn’t have much interest in Harry and his nocturnal affairs.

“Fair enough,” FitzRoy said. “Goodnight then, I suppose.” He closed his curtain, leaving Harry alone. Harry rushed about to brush his teeth in their adjoining bathroom, then hurried to bed full of thoughts on just what else the basilisk might be protecting in its Chamber.
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After his discovery of the basilisk and the Chamber of Secrets Harry found it hard to settle down. He managed to sleep although even his dreams were filled with Parseltongue and basilisks, and secret chambers far beneath the school.

But night passed into day and Harry got up for breakfast with everyone else. He was in two minds about whether to keep the Chamber a secret or to tell his friends. On the one hand, it was the discovery of the century, and Harry had discovered it. Everyone wanted to find the Chamber of Secrets; it was something spoken of in excited tones by many a Slytherin.

Even some of the older ones.

And Harry had actually found it. But there wasn’t any opportunity for him to tell Blaise, since although they shared a bedroom and bathroom, it was filled with other boys. So Harry couldn’t say anything there. And even when they made their way to breakfast Daphne had monopolised the conversation with tales of her mother’s most recent letter, so that was out.

And part of Harry didn’t want to share the secret anyway. Not quite so soon after uncovering it, at least. He wanted to get to know the basilisk a bit better first just in case it turned out to be … unstable. Or untrustworthy.

So breakfast passed by without Harry saying anything about the Chamber to anyone. And at the very end, Umbridge stood up with an announcement.

“Hem, hem. Following on from a spate of nasty and vicious activities here at school the Ministry has seen fit to institute another Educational Decree. Educational Decree Number Fifty-five has been posted in full outside of the Inquisition lounge and upon the student noticeboards in both Central Hall and the Entrance Hall, but I shall summarise it here for you all,” Umbridge said.

“Students are now forbidden from loitering without purpose in the Music Alcove, Central Hall, and a handful of other locations around the school. This applies to prefects as well. It should be noted that this is a place of learning, and we must always strive to behave in accordance with the rules and regulations. Students have been found to be misusing these locations, and as such, the privileges have been revoked. This is of course…”

Harry tuned her out. He’d heard everything he needed to, anyway: Umbridge and the Ministry had banned students from hanging out anywhere that students actually wanted to go. That the rule applied to prefects was surprising, but Harry thought it shouldn’t have been. It was exactly the sort of thing Umbridge would have wanted to do. And it would serve as a nice little incentive for people to join her little Inquisitorial Squad, if they were able to gain privileges not even prefects had.

No doubt Umbridge wanted it to have an affect on the graffiti.

As if anyone would be doing it outside of curfew anyway.

None of that mattered. Not to Harry, anyway. It was annoying not being allowed to enter certain parts of the castle without permission, but it’s not like he needed it anyway – he could go wherever he wanted under the cover of his Invisibility Cloak. It made meeting up with the Hufflepuff half of his friends a shade more annoying, but they were still allowed to mingle in the library and at most times other than Umbridge’s arbitrary list, so Harry reckoned they could manage.

If they kept at it sparingly, anyway.

But the implementation of the new Educational Decree had a dampening effect on the students, and everyone tramped out of the Great Hall morosely for their day of lessons. And Harry had trouble concentrating. His mind kept being drawn to the basilisk and the Chamber of Secrets, and the promise he’d made to meet it again.

So Harry waited for lessons to end and for the end of dinner so that he could sneak out and meet the basilisk once again.

He had promised the basilisk that he’d bring it food, so when Harry slipped out of the Slytherin Common Room under cover of his Cloak, he didn’t head right for Myrtle’s bathroom. Instead, he made a detour to the kitchens. Once outside he tickled the pear and stepped into the kitchen where he knew there would be some elves.

Students weren’t, technically, supposed to visit the kitchens. Requests for snacks were meant to be handled by Heads of House and supplied by the elves in a more official manner, subject to direct oversight by the Heads of Houses. Harry knew the girls sometimes had sleepover parties – why, he couldn’t imagine, since they slept in the same room anyway – with snacks provided by the kitchens. Even with that, though, the elves were always keen to please, and would provide any student who asked with food or drinks, even after curfew.

They didn’t even report it to the staff. Unless something dangerous was happening, but Harry was just asking for snacks, so he didn’t think they’d run off to tell Umbridge about it.

Harry pulled off his Cloak just before entering.

“Hello,” Harry said, looking around. At such a late hour the kitchens were mostly empty save for a handful of elves poring over a great, big book. The four House tables – or the copies of them that sat in the kitchens – were laid out with goblets and plates and all of the accoutrements of mealtimes but were empty. Cleaned, ready for breakfast the next morning. Fires burned in several of the fireplaces in the huge kitchen but it was otherwise quiet. For such a large room the kitchens had a cosy feel, the soft flickering light of the fireplaces adding greatly to the ambience.

An oasis of calm in a rather tumultuous sea caused by the Inquisition and its nonsense.

Although Harry was quite sure that any calmness was only because most of the elves were elsewhere, gone for the night to wherever it was the elves lived when they weren’t attending to duties. Had he come during a busier time the kitchens would have been manic.

“Oh! It is beings a student!” one of the elves said.

“Students is not supposed to be being in the kitchens!” admonished another, waggling her finger at Harry.

“I know, I know,” Harry said, his tone conciliatory. The elves were always much happier to help when students were polite and contrite about breaking the rules.  “Sorry. I was just wondering if you could, er, do me up some food? You know, snacks, some meat, stuff like that? For, er… me and a, um, really hungry friend? Please?” Harry paused. “Like, really, really hungry—they skipped breakfast, lunch, and dinner. That hungry. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

The lead elf nodded.

“Yes, yes—we is doing this! Tippy will do it right away!”

The elf left the others and the book alone and busied herself around the kitchen, clicking her fingers and pointing at various different things. In next to no time at all the elf had whipped up a veritable feast – a platter full of sandwiches with different meat fillings, with all of the leftover sliced meat arranged around the sides. Harry didn’t know if it was suitable for a basilisk, but it was a lot of food. If Harry hadn’t already eaten a large dinner he would have been in two minds whether to take it down to the Chamber at all.

But at least if the basilisk didn’t eat it, Harry could.

“Thanks for all the food,” Harry said to the elves. “Really. I’m just going to, er, get on, then. Thanks.”

Harry stepped back out of the kitchens and covered himself in his Cloak once again. It was a bit of a tighter fit with the big platter of food, but Harry thought he was still totally covered. Once he was sure he had everything in hand he set off for Moaning Myrtle’s toilet – and the Chamber of Secrets.

He passed no one on his way there. Not any of the teachers, no Inquisitors, no prefect patrols – and none of the Inquisitorial Squad, either. No doubt the Squad was lingering around the recently banned sections of the school, loitering just in case they caught any prefects who weren’t supposed to be around.

Well, whatever the case, Harry was pleased for the freedom.

 He slipped inside the haunted toilet.

Inside it was as dingy as ever. An inch or so of water covered most of the floor, the drip-drip-drip of a leaking pipe filled the air.

Not to mention the smell of foetid water.

Harry headed right for the sink.

“You came back,” said Myrtle as Harry approached the sink that opened to reveal the entrance to the Chamber. “I didn’t think you would.”

“Er—yes,” Harry said. He hadn’t come back for her, but because the only entrance to the Chamber he knew about happened to be inside the toilet she haunted. But two letters, one owl… “I did.” He pulled off his Cloak and stuffed it in his pocket.

“Why did you bring food?” asked Myrtle, floating out of her favoured cubicle to greet Harry.

“It’s for the snake,” Harry explained. “It’s hungry.” He paused. “But I don’t have to go straight away. How have you been feeling today?”

It was a dangerous question to ask, since Myrtle often overreacted to things, but Harry wanted to keep her on side. She knew too much. And allies were always nice, even if they were long dead and emotionally fragile.

Fortunately, it didn’t send Myrtle over the edge. She whirled around Harry.

“I had a nice, long cry in the U-bend,” Myrtle said. “Then I swam in the lake. Did you know there are merpeople in there? I spoke with that awful ghost who haunts the North Battlement. Did you know he was killed by lightning? Struck him right on the nose!”

Harry hadn’t known there was a ghost that haunted the North Battlement.

He shook his head.

“I hadn’t heard that, no. Why’s he so awful?”

“He’s just so rude all of the time!” Myrtle said. “You’d think he would have mellowed in death but he’s just awful. Some of us just have no self-awareness. Just like Olive Hornby—always ready to say something unkind. Oh, but not like you—you’re lovely. So kind.”

“Thank you, Myrtle,” Harry said. “I always try to be, er—polite. My aunt always says… Well, that doesn’t matter. Er. Do you mind if I go see the basilisk? We can chat a bit more later, if you want to.”

Myrtle nodded.

“Alright. Go on, then. I’ll be waiting here.”

Harry opened the sink and asked the chute to form a staircase, then descended to the Chamber. The platter of food he’d brought wouldn’t sate the basilisk’s hunger for too long, given the snake’s sheer size, but it was something. A bit more substantial than the odd rat, anyway, and Harry could always bring more.

Harry made his way through the tunnels to the great door that separated the castle from the Chamber proper and opened it with the Parseltongue password. The basilisk wasn’t inside the main Chamber.

There was still water over the floor. Harry supposed the Chamber was permanently flooded these days, and no one had tried – or been able – to fix it. If it was as simple as using the Mending Charm, it would probably have already been done, but Harry still felt it worth a try.

Assuming he could find the source of the leak, anyway.

But that was a problem for another day. Maybe. Harry glanced around the Chamber once more and then walked further in, closer to the gigantic statue of Salazar Slytherin.

“Er—hello?” Harry said in Parseltongue. “I’ve come back to see you again. I’ve brought some food this time. It’s not much, but it was all I could manage this evening.” Next time, Harry thought it might be a good idea to order some food sent down from the grocer’s in Hogsmeade. Perhaps a whole pig, or… something like that. Maybe a rooster, just for the irony in feeding it to a basilisk.

Harry didn’t have to wait long for the basilisk to appear. It came slithering out of Slytherin’s mouth and into the Chamber.

Harry averted his eyes.

He trusted the basilisk not to kill him, but there was trust and there was trust. No sense in testing an ancient creature who hadn’t spoken with another living being in fifty or so years. Perhaps it had forgotten its manners.

“I was worried you would not come,” the basilisk said. “But you are back. What did you bring me?”

“It’s not much,” Harry said. “Just some meat and some sandwiches. I’ll try to bring more next time.” Harry set the platter down on the ground. “Go on, it’s all for you.”

“Thank you,” said the basilisk. It approached the platter slowly, extending its long body just a little to pick the food from the platter. It didn’t last long. Within moments the platter was empty and the basilisk had retreated once more. “Do you want to see more of the Chamber?” it asked Harry.

That was exactly what Harry wanted.

“Yes, please—whatever there is to show me!” 

He was inside the Chamber of Secrets. Salazar Slytherin’s very own secret room hidden beneath the castle. The place he’d left his fabled monster – the very basilisk in front of Harry – centuries ago. The secret chamber that was a secret even from the other Founders. Slytherins of all ages talked about the Chamber, and Harry was stood inside it. Had even been invited to take a tour of its even more secret sub-chambers by the very basilisk which resided there.

“Follow,” said the basilisk. It turned away and slithered towards the statue. For a moment, Harry thought it intended for him to scale the statue and follow it into Salazar’s mouth, but the statue’s legs moved aside instead to reveal three doorways.

And two of them large enough for a full-grown basilisk to go through.

“Those doors are massive,” Harry said to himself. “Do they open, or do I need a password?” Harry asked in Parseltongue.

“They will open for one who speaks,” it said.

Well, that was simple enough. Harry supposed Slytherin had assumed that anyone who gained entry to the Chamber would be one of his own descendants, or failing that, a fellow Parselmouth – both vanishingly rare in his day and Harry’s. Not a bad security mechanism… giant murder-eyed snake notwithstanding.

Harry stepped forward, took the basilisk-sized door to the middle.

“Open,” he hissed. The door vanished.

Harry blinked.

He hadn’t been expecting that. Not so strange, given that he was in a magical castle filled with magical things, in a secret room created by one of the castle’s architects, but he’d expected a more mundane door.

He stepped inside. It led to a long tunnel, suitable for the basilisk, which terminated in a large natural-looking cave. There were remnants of shed skin, but the cave was otherwise empty.

“This is where I sleep,” the basilisk said. “The Master said it is where I am to raise a brood, but…” The basilisk paused. “The Master never returned, and I have had no eggs.”

It sounded sad. Strange, to think of snake missing the chance at motherhood, but then Harry supposed basilisks were a strange kind of snake. It was probably for the best that there was only a single unaccounted for basilisk in the British Isles, though. And as Harry knew it existed, it wasn’t unaccounted any longer. Just… secret.

“Salazar was going to breed you a mate?” Harry asked.

“Yes. We were to raise our hatchlings to protect the school. A line of magnificent basilisks descending in parallel to that of the Master.”

Slytherin must have left the castle before he could provide his basilisk with a companion, then. He’d returned to the castle not long before his death, according to the writings, but… that still didn’t leave a lot of time. Given the rough historical timeline, Harry assumed breeding a basilisk was rather a lot more complicated than the rumours suggested. Good news for Harry and everyone else – if it were as simple as setting a toad upon a chicken’s egg, Harry assumed there would be many more basilisks about – but bad news for the basilisk. And none of the Heirs of Slytherin through the ages had been able or willing to provide the basilisk with a mate, either.

A problem for another time. Assuming Harry even wanted to breed a basilisk.

“You spend most of your time in here?” Harry asked.

Hesitation. The basilisk said nothing for a few moments.

“Yes. I sleep, mostly. But… there are some times… when I go into the Forest and hunt. I kill the spiders which live there.”

Interesting, Harry thought. So the basilisk had free run of the school and access to the grounds. Hunted acromantulas in the Forbidden Forest, even. So why hadn’t anyone ever seen it before?

“You go out onto the grounds?” Harry asked.

“Not often,” said the basilisk, perhaps a bit defensively. Harry always found it a little hard to tell with snakes. “When it’s appropriate. Necessary. I must eat, and the spiders… they are not the ones which used to live here. Did you know this? These ones are different. Stronger, more dangerous.” It paused. “Protecting the school is what I am supposed to do. I cannot do this from inside the Chamber all of the time.” It sounded proud of its reasoning.

Which was fair enough, Harry supposed.

“But mostly, I sleep,” the basilisk finished.

Still, the idea that there was an external route into the Chamber of Secrets – and therefore the school – worried Harry. Voldemort would surely know of it. Blocking it off would prevent the basilisk from feeding. Would probably be a rather large job, too. Most likely beyond Harry’s abilities at present. And… thinning the numbers of giant man-eating spiders in the Forbidden Forest was probably a good thing.

“How do you manage to not get caught?” Harry asked.

“Wizards never look at anything properly,” the basilisk said immediately. Then it seemed to reconsider. “Oh, but not you—you found the Chamber, after all. And nobody told you where it was. So you aren’t like other wizards. Yes, you are very observant. You would make a good basilisk.”

Flattery from a snake. Wonders never ceased. It was a lie, of course, but the sentiment was nice. Even coming from a basilisk.

“Thanks,” said Harry. “Can we go see the other rooms now?”

“Of course,” it said. It turned – in a rather wide arc considering its bulk – and followed Harry into the main part of the Chamber.

“I want to go into the small room next, if that’s alright,” Harry said, pointing towards the smaller of the three doors.

“You are the Heir,” said the basilisk. “This Chamber is yours to do with as you will.” It paused. “In accordance with our Master’s ideals.”

“Naturally,” Harry said. “Right. Well. I’ll just go in then.” He asked the door to open. It vanished to reveal a short tunnel like the one into the basilisk’s chamber, only much shorter.

The basilisk pressed its face up against the doorway, watched Harry go.

The tunnel, short though it was, opened into a sort of lounge area. Decorated in a hodgepodge of different styles, with furniture from the full span of centuries since the Chamber had been built, the room had two more doors of its own. Unlike the main Chamber, the smaller room had detailed wood panelling and faded frescoes. Soft, gentle light flickered into existence from candles placed around the room as Harry moved further into it.

There was even a fireplace. It was smaller than the ones Harry recognised from elsewhere around the school, but then, it predated the Floo network and given the nature of the Chamber, Harry didn’t think anyone would have ever connected it. So there wouldn’t have been any reason to make one large enough to fit a person, not in Slytherin’s day.

“This was the Master’s nest,” the basilisk explained to Harry from outside the door. “When I was small, I could come and go freely. But no longer.”

Slytherin’s personal rooms. It felt strange to be stood in them. Not even the personal rooms he’d surely had in the main castle – the rooms he’d created and placed in his secret Chamber. Rooms that, until Harry had found them, had been open only to Slytherin’s direct descendants.

Harry opened the doors to the adjoining rooms. One room was a bedroom, complete with an enormous bed which was certainly not an original feature. It looked almost Victorian. The soft parts had long since rotted away, but it was nothing a Mending Charm wouldn’t fix. The other room was much more interesting.

Wall to wall bookcases and shelving filled the room, and at its centre was a great, big wooden desk. Most of the shelves were empty, their treasures no doubt ransacked by Voldemort in his quest for power, but some still held books and scrolls and other things Harry didn’t recognise.

“This is amazing,” Harry said to himself as he surveyed the shelves. True, many of them were empty, and no doubt Voldemort would have only left the least useful things, but these were Salazar Slytherin’s own writings. And the writings of his descendants, Harry supposed. A veritable treasure trove of historical information.

When Harry found the time he intended to go through the shelves and catalogue just what was there.

“You have found the Master’s special room?” asked the basilisk from outside Slytherin’s rooms.

“Yes,” Harry said. “But there are books and things missing.”

“The last Heir took things,” said the basilisk. “Many things. Too many things. But not everything. And…” It stopped. “You are not disappointed?”

Harry was more than a little disappointed that many of the tomes and scrolls had been stolen by Voldemort. The gathered wisdom of Slytherin, of his descendants, all of the writings and history that represented… gone. Looted by a madman. Taken God only knew where.

But what was left… what was left would be an historical treasure trove. And it was Harry’s.

“A little bit,” Harry admitted. “The last Heir took a lot of the books and things out of here. It’s sad to see. But I’m happy there’s anything left at all.”

Harry wanted to grab something to read it immediately, but aside from the fact that it was probably in some long-dead language – if Harry was lucky, Latin – most of the books looked quite fragile. Delicate. He’d have to approach reading any of them carefully. Especially because he didn’t know how they’d react to the Mending Charm.

“But these are… amazing,” Harry said, looking from book to book, scroll to scroll. The scrolls he left where they were since ancient scrolls were probably the more fragile of the things in the study. The instruments, ornaments, and other such things were interesting, but Harry wasn’t sure he wanted to risk touching them. So those, Harry simply looked at and remembered for later, just in case he could find something in the library that would explain them.

But the books were something Harry could look at. Perhaps not touch, but some of them had titles running along the spine, and others were set into the shelf oddly, face up. Some of the books had inscriptions or titles written in Latin, while others had languages Harry didn’t recognise at all.

But even the Latin was archaic, resembling not even the Latin from the medieval alchemical manuscripts Harry had perused of late. Latin from a time long before even Flamel’s day, then, which would put it squarely in the time of Slytherin himself.

Which made sense, given the location.

Harry peered closer at one, a thick tome with a scuffed leather binding and faded text on the spine. The Latin was hard to understand, but he thought he could make a rough translation.

“Mind… The Mindish…? Er…” Harry said. “No. Mindfulness Diary. Diary of the Mind? That sounds about right,” Harry said. Diary of the Mind. That could be anything from a treatise on the Mind Arts to a literal diary penned by Slytherin.

Either way, Harry wanted to read it.

“Is it to your liking?” the basilisk asked, ripping Harry from his thoughts. Of course, the basilisk couldn’t see what Harry was doing. It literally couldn’t fit through the door, although its voice carried well.

Reading them could wait, anyway. He didn’t have all night, and he wanted to speak with the basilisk more.

So reluctantly, Harry left Salazar’s study and went back into the main part of the Chamber to speak with the basilisk.

“Is that all that Salazar left behind?” Harry asked once back inside the gargantuan main part of the Chamber of Secrets.

“It is all that is left,” the basilisk said after a few moments of silence. “That, and whatever is left in the room you have not seen.”

The basilisk knew more than it wanted to let on. That much, Harry could tell, although it was hard to gauge snakes’ emotions. But Harry felt quite sure that there was more to this situation. Although whether the basilisk had a carefully stashed away hoard of relics, or whether it simply knew more than it was letting on, Harry couldn’t tell.

“What’s in there?” Harry asked. “Can we look?”

“This Chamber is yours,” the basilisk said. “Do with it as you will.”

Harry made his way through the third door, down its long, wide tunnel – big enough for a basilisk – and into a luxurious chamber.

It was a swimming pool. Or perhaps a heated bath, but one large enough for a fully grown basilisk. There were bits and pieces of furniture scattered through the huge room. Cabinets, display cases… An odd sort of room. Stone benches. A mosaic depicting some sort of mythological – or perhaps historical – scene involving snakes occupied the far wall. A fresco with Salazar Slytherin and a handful of others on one of the long walls, faded and unmoving.

Harry turned to look at the basilisk.

“What’s this room for?” 

“It is where I bathe,” said the basilisk. “Where the Master bathed. It is very warm.”

That wasn’t the most helpful of answers. Harry could have guessed that the room with a giant swimming pool – a giant heated swimming pool – under the castle was for bathing in. But it seemed hardly the sort of space that would just be for having a bath. Grandiose though he was, Harry didn’t think even Salazar Slytherin would devote such a grand part of his secret chamber to an ordinary bath.

Perhaps Salazar Slytherin’s writings would elucidate matters further… but knowing Harry’s luck, the reason he’d constructed a swimming pool under the castle was contained within a text Voldemort had stolen from the Chamber. Healing waters, perhaps? Snakes and water both had a powerful association with healing magic, so that seemed a reasonable assumption.

Or maybe it really was just Slytherin’s own personal bath. That would be disappointing, as Harry had full use of the prefects’ bathrooms whenever he wanted. Slytherin’s bath looked far less enticing.

There wasn’t even any of the enchanted bubble bath.

But it was more private. And the cabinets and display cases and everything else would surely have something in them. Harry just had to come back another time and look through everything properly. He resolved to do just that when he had a little more time… whenever that actually happened.

“Right,” Harry said. “Thanks. Is it… magical? I’ve read about healing waters before. Do you know if he ever used it like that?”

“I do not know,” the basilisk said. “I understand little about wizards’ magic.” 

Well, that was fair enough, Harry supposed. It wasn’t as if Harry knew much about non-wizard magic. But it was disappointing.

“Have I seen everything now?” Harry decided to ask instead. The three obvious rooms off the Chamber were impressive enough, but Harry couldn’t help but feel like there was more. Something else.

The basilisk hesitated.

“No,” it said eventually. “There is more. The Master spread tunnels under the castle, some which were for me and the brood he intended I raise, and some which were for him. For his Heirs. For you.” The basilisk dipped its head. “I do not know where they lead.”

“Thank you,” Harry said.

Harry glanced around the room. There was nowhere that Harry could see which looked as if it led anywhere else, but the room was deceptively large. Perhaps one of the frescoes opened up if spoken to. Or maybe there was another location, deeper into the network of tunnels beneath the school. Harry hadn’t followed those all the way to their end, after all, and had stopped when he found the entrance to the Chamber proper.

But it was late.

“And the tunnels you have used?” Harry asked. “Where do they go?”

“Nowhere. Everywhere,” said the basilisk. “Into the castle. Out of the castle. There are some which are closed to me, though they were not always.”

All that sounded very interesting to Harry, and potentially useful too. Especially with the Inquisition lurking about. But if the basilisk didn’t know where the tunnels led, and if some of the basilisk’s own tunnels were closed off… well, that could be a problem. If Voldemort had blocked the tunnels – for whatever reason – then he would know of their existence and how to unblock them. And that wasn’t good news for anyone.

But more than that, tunnels represented an opportunity for getting around without the Inquisition being able to interfere, and that could be priceless. Depending on where, exactly, the tunnels led.

As tempting as it was to go looking through the Chamber’s many hiding places, Harry didn’t. He could do that another time. What he wanted – needed – to do before any of that was establish a good relationship with the basilisk. It knew things, things it hadn’t told Harry, and Harry needed to know them as well. More than that, if he could get the basilisk well and truly on side, it could prove a powerful ally against Voldemort.

Especially if it was angry with him for tricking it into killing Myrtle. It had seemed quite upset to even think that it had betrayed its purpose, and Harry thought that its duty was the main thing keeping it lucid after endless centuries. If Harry could convince it that he intended for it to fulfil its true purpose in defending the school… well, Harry thought that would go a long way. So Voldemort’s betrayal, the basilisk’s loneliness, and its dedication to duty.

All of that was something Harry could use. And more selfishly, Harry knew the basilisk would have a lot of interesting things to say about Salazar Slytherin and his descendants, and he wanted to know them.

He spent an hour or so talking with the giant snake, learning more about its history, purpose, and the many Heirs of Slytherin through the ages, until it was time to go.
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On Friday, after Harry’s morning double Potions session with Snape, Snape kept Harry back after the lesson had ended.

“Potter,” Snape said as Harry reached the doorway. “Stay. I wish to speak with you.”

It was never nice being called behind by Snape. Harry knew he hadn’t done anything wrong – well, nothing wrong that Snape would know about, anyway – but the man’s general demeanour was enough to put anyone off. And Harry knew that Snape was a legilimens, which was another very good reason not to want to spend any time with him.

At least Harry could keep up an occlusion while having a conversation.

“Professor?” Harry said once he’d stood in front of Snape’s desk.

Snape gestured with his wand and the door closed.

“The Headmaster has instructed me to continue with your training in occlumency,” Snape said without preamble. “We shall begin tomorrow evening. If you are asked, your aunt has requested that I undertake pastoral care sessions with you. This is to be our excuse for continued meetings. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Harry nodded. That was reasonable enough – Umbridge and the Inquisition controlled all punishments, so Snape setting Harry detentions was too dangerous. But pastoral care was entirely up to the student’s Head of House. It was a good excuse. If word got out to Umbridge it was a solid reason for Harry and Snape to meet.

Although it had been a good excuse when it had been Dumbledore using it, and that hadn’t worked out very well at all. Still, it was probably the best way to manage continued meetings with Snape without raising suspicions too much, as it was meant to be private and couldn’t really be considered either a punishment or a reward.

So Harry thought it would work out well. Unless Umbridge decided to take over pastoral care duties, Harry supposed, but that seemed a step too far. Quite apart from the fact that Harry doubted Umbridge wanted to do that, he didn’t think she had the time. Not with everything else she’d chosen to do.

“Good,” said Snape. “I expect you to be fully prepared. The Headmaster has indicated that he considers you a satisfactorily competent occlumens. Do not make a liar of him.”

That was, Harry thought, probably as close to Snape would get to a compliment.

“Of course, Professor,” Harry said. “What time should I come to your office?”

Snape wasn’t going to be anywhere near as gentle as Dumbledore had been. Harry knew that. Harry would have known that even if Dumbledore hadn’t alluded to it, as Snape was never very gentle in anything. The idea of the sallow and ornery professor tearing through Harry’s memories was not a pleasant one.

Made less so when Harry remembered that Mark on his arm. But Dumbledore evidently trusted Snape enough to let him go rifling through Harry’s head, so that was something. A minor comfort at least.

“Half-past seven. We will practise for as long as is necessary for me to establish your true level of skill. Do not bring anything which may be considered… incriminating,” said Snape. “You will have my permission to be out after the curfew: if you are seen, direct any and all questions to me. You may go.”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said. Nothing incriminating. That meant no Invisibility Cloak, then. At the very least. Although aside from that, Harry didn’t think he owned anything incriminating. Unless letters from an escaped convict counted, but none of those actually said Sirius’s name…

Everything else incriminating was stored within Harry’s own mind, which was the entire point of the occlumency lessons in the first place. Including knowledge of the Chamber of Secrets. That Harry had found it – along with a whole host of other things – was knowledge he wanted far away from Snape.

Not because he thought Snape would go rushing about to tell the whole world about it, but because Harry wanted to keep his cards close to his chest on that one. There was no telling when or how the Chamber could become useful, after all, and if he went around telling everyone about it its usefulness would wither away into nothing.

But given its relative newness in Harry’s mind, Harry thought it could prove quite a difficult task to keep knowledge of it away from Snape.

A good test of my occlusions, Harry thought.

“Er, how long should I prepare for?” Harry asked. “Just in case, you know, I’m supposed to go on patrol or—”

“We will take as long as is necessary, no more or less,” Snape said, face impassive. “I will ensure that we have the time; you need not be concerned with this. Now, go—I am quite sure your next lesson has already begun, and you do not wish to be overly late.”

“Right,” Harry said.

Harry left the classroom and shot off towards the Ancient Runes classroom. He had Babbling’s apprentice, Mr Grammaticus, on Fridays and the man was never too happy about latecomers.

“Sorry I’m late, Mr Grammaticus,” Harry said as he walked through the door. “Professor Snape needed a word.”

Fortunately for Harry, there were no Inquisitors present in his Ancient Runes lesson that day to follow up on that, and Mr Grammaticus just sighed and gestured for Harry to sit down. He slipped into his seat next to Tracey and settled in for the lesson. He paid attention, more or less, but his mind kept wandering to occlumency with Snape and other things – like the basilisk and the Chamber of Secrets. It was such a big discovery that Harry wasn’t sure what to do about it. Already he’d learned things that no one save Slytherin’s own Heirs had known for centuries, and he’d barely scratched the surface. He knew that the basilisk had many more things left to tell him, assuming Harry could convince it to.

Which didn’t seem too unlikely as the basilisk seemed to relish the opportunity to speak with an ‘Heir’. But it was being cagey about some things, so perhaps not. Harry wondered if maybe—

“Are you even listening, Harry?” Tracey asked, poking Harry’s arm. The lecture had ended and Grammaticus had given them some translation problems to do, but Harry had got distracted. “I was asking whether you think this rune translates better as ‘fire’ or ‘flame’ in this section of text, but you’re just… staring…”

Harry forced himself back into the room.

“I, er…” Harry said. “Sorry. I’m a bit—distracted, that’s all.”

“Nothing bad, is it?” Tracey said, lowering her voice. “I understand if it is—we can talk about it after Runes, if you want.”

“No, no!” Harry said quickly. “Nothing bad at all.” No sense in worrying Tracey, not when there wasn’t any reason for it. “I’m just…” Harry waved a hand.

He resolved to tell Tracey about the Chamber, about the basilisk.

Had a sudden, pressing need to do it just after Runes. He’d kept the secret to himself long enough, and now it was bursting to come out.

And with some luck Harry would then be able to keep the secret from Snape and his legilimency.

“I’ll tell you after Runes,” Harry said. “What was that about the translation? I wasn’t paying attention…”

Tracey went over the exercises again, and the pair of them worked their way through them for the rest of the lesson.

When the session ended Harry was glad to leave.

“This translation homework is a bit much,” Tracey complained as they were leaving the classroom. “A whole chapter…”

As much as Tracey probably really did think that, Harry could tell from her tone that she was trying to keep the conversation light in case he’d had bad news and was struggling for something to say.

“I know, it’s awful,” Harry agreed. “I hope the OWL isn’t as bad. But I wanted to say…” He glanced around. They were still too close to others, so Harry drew Tracey into an ornately panelled alcove containing a painting of a demiguise. As it was lunch time, the corridors would soon empty, and such a place was perfect for a chat about secret subterranean chambers.

“Right. Here’s okay, I suppose. You remember that snake I kept hearing in the dungeons? Well, I found it,” Harry said. “And it’s a big one. Like, a really big one.”

“Ooh, is it? What kind of snake? I’m glad you found it—not knowing was driving you mad, wasn’t it?”

“Er… yeah,” Harry said. “It was, actually. But… I found something else, too.” He paused. “I found where the snake lives.”

“That’s lovely, I suppose,” Tracey said, sounding not entirely convinced that that was news. Or perhaps that it warranted such secrecy. Even so, Harry could tell she was curious.

“So, the snake was a basilisk, right?” Harry continued. “But that’s not even the good part. Well, I suppose it’s part of the good part. I mean, it’s all the good part—er. Well, it lives in the… er… I found the Chamber of Secrets. You know. That Chamber of Secrets. Wanted to tell you first, since… well, you already know about the snake and my Parseltongue…”

Harry was met by wide eyes and silence. Silence, that rare thing from Tracey. So rare Harry barely knew how to deal with it. And then…

“Oh my God! That’s amazing!” she said, volume far louder than it needed to be. “Oops. I didn’t mean… but it’s just so exciting! You really found it? Salazar Slytherin’s secret chamber? That’s… that’s… that’s just brilliant. What’s it like? Does he have a portrait? And a basilisk! Is it friendly?” She paused. “Can I see it?”

There. That was the Tracey Harry had expected.

“I did! I found it. You won’t believe this—the entrance is inside Moaning Myrtle’s toilet!” At Tracey’s look of disbelief Harry nodded. “I mean it. It’s really there. No portrait, though. Or I didn’t find one when I looked, but Voldemort’s been in there before and he took other stuff out of there, so maybe that, too.” Harry shrugged. “There’s a big statue—the basilisk comes out of it. The basilisk is quite nice, actually. Which is a bit weird to think about. For a snake it’s actually quite good at conversation—they’re usually boring. This one’s seen so much, though—it’s the original basilisk Slytherin bred himself.”

Tracey nodded along.

“It’s a bit crazy to think there’s a basilisk just sleeping under the castle,” she said. “Are you sure it’s friendly? I mean, the rumours say it was put there to… to…”

“Exterminate muggleborns? Yeah, I heard that too. But it said that’s not what it’s for. Slytherin put it there to defend the castle. From muggles, technically, since he was worried about an invasion… but that wasn’t unreasonable back then, was it? Even Professor Flamel was saying about how dangerous it was back in those days,” Harry said. He paused. “It’s technically killed a student once—er, it killed Moaning Myrtle.” That was a big black mark against the basilisk, but there wasn’t anything Harry could do about that, and he wanted Tracey to be fully forewarned before – or even if – he was going to take her to see the basilisk.

And that it had murdered someone on Voldemort’s say so was kind of a big bit of news.

“But that was Voldemort’s fault—he tricked it. Er, apart from that I think the basilisk is nice—it just wants some company. I’ll take you to meet it if you still want to.”

Showing someone else the Chamber, especially someone who wasn’t a Parselmouth, felt like a big step. But it was Tracey. And she was a true Slytherin, so it couldn’t be that bad. Certainly not a betrayal of the secret. And really, as only Harry and Voldemort remained who could even access the Chamber, it was technically Harry’s Chamber. So that should be alright.

“I still want to! You don’t know how amazing this is—lots of people don’t even think the Chamber is real! But I get to go there…” She took a breath. “When can we go? Can we go now? I want to see it!”

As infectious as Tracey’s enthusiasm for the Chamber was, Harry didn’t think it was a great idea to go traipsing to it just then. People tended to avoid Myrtle’s bathroom for its resident ghost, but with Umbridge’s new rules and it being the middle of the day, Harry didn’t want to take any chances. Besides, he had an Invisibility Cloak and could take Tracey to the Chamber at night. Or at least a weekend day. Much safer that way.

Although not that night, as Harry had a prefect patrol. And not on Saturday night either since Harry had occlumency with Snape. And probably not on the Monday because he had to go out with Justin leaving messages about.

But one night. Definitely.

“Er—bit risky to go right now, I think,” Harry said. “How about Sunday? It’s just, I’ve got, er—a pastoral care meeting with Snape tomorrow evening.” At Tracey’s look, Harry shrugged. “It’s what I’m supposed to call our occlumency lessons.”

“Well… alright,” said Tracey, clearly disappointed. “Those are fair reasons. But you’d better not forget—I really want to see the Chamber! I mean, it’s Salazar Slytherin’s secret room! Millie would be more excited by the basilisk, I know, but I just want to look around the Chamber! It’s just so exciting.”

And she really did sound excited. She’d even squeaked a few times.

“The Chamber is pretty cool as well,” Harry said. “The main part is a bit boring, but there’s a swimming pool in it, too. Or it looks like a swimming pool anyway; I don’t think that’s what it’s for. But… er, don’t mention anything about the Chamber to the others just yet, would you? I’m going to tell them, but not yet. I wanted to tell you first because you… well, you already know about the Parseltongue and even the snake. So I just thought…”

“Ooh, that’s not a problem!” said Tracey. “I won’t say a thing. On my honour as a Welshwoman! But if we’re not going to see the Chamber we should get on to lunch. Thank you for telling me!” she said.

Harry followed Tracey to lunch feeling just a little bit less stressed than he had done in a while. Sharing his news about the Chamber had been the right thing to do, and with some luck, that would help him keep it secret from Snape.

*

Harry spent the rest of his Friday half-paying attention in lessons and to what his friends were saying to him. The rest of his mental load was spent on permanent occlusion ahead of his occlumency lesson with Snape. Dumbledore had been gentle, although it certainly hadn’t felt like it at times. But Snape would be far from it – Harry knew that from the man’s own words, and by Dumbledore’s admission.

Although Harry could have easily guessed from Snape’s general comportment around the castle.

Dumbledore hadn’t even planned on Harry seeing Snape until after Christmas. That meant Harry wasn’t quite where he needed to be with his occlusion, and Umbridge’s powerplay had forced Dumbledore’s hand somewhat. Bad news for Dumbledore, what with losing his jobs and being branded a traitor to Ministry, but also bad news for Harry.

Harry, who would have Snape rooting around in his head.

Harry sat in the Common Room with Blaise and Tracey on Saturday evening – Millie and Daphne gone off somewhere alone as usual – waiting for the time to go. Murky lakelight came in from the windows which looked out into the lake. Harry stared out of the floor-to-ceiling window not really registering the things which swam past. Instead, he compartmentalised his thoughts, placed parts of his memories under occlusion. Floated others to the surface of his mind.

That was a bit more advanced than anything he’d been doing thus far with Dumbledore, but Harry wanted and needed to be ready for Snape. Not only was Snape going to be very rough indeed, Harry had actual secrets he wanted kept from the man. Such as the gigantic basilisk lurking beneath the school, or the infamous Chamber in which it lived. Not to mention Harry and his friends’ clandestine activities around the school. Whether or not Dumbledore had told Snape about them, Harry couldn’t say, but he didn’t want to risk it if he hadn’t. 

After all, Snape seemed to be under the impression that Harry was a generally well-behaved and studious young wizard. There was no sense ruining a good thing, as Harry didn’t doubt he’d need more permissions to do things after hours at some point.

So Harry sat there and sorted through his mind, putting all of his hard earned skills at occlumency to the test.

Completely zoned out while Blaise and Tracey were speaking to him.

A scrunched up ball of parchment smacked Harry in the face, breaking his occlusion.

“Oi!” said Harry. “Piss off, I was…”

“…completely ignoring me when I was trying to tell you what Umbridge wants us doing next, yeah,” said Blaise. “I know you’ve got, er, stuff to do but this is important as well, you berk.”

That did seem like a reasonable sort of reason to take a brief break from occluding. Harry shook the cobwebs from his mind and focused properly on Blaise. He’d completely zoned out, so snapping his awareness back to the Common Room, where various students were lounging in different states of noise and activity, was a bit jarring.

“Oh, yeah? What’s she got you doing?”

“She wants us to start enforcing the ‘English only’ rule in the corridors and places like that—even in Common Rooms. I was telling Trace about it—apparently the Inquisitors are getting fed up with not being able to spy on students speaking other languages.”

“It’s awful, is what it is,” Tracey said. “Really unfair. They already shut down the other schools, and now they want us to stop speaking our languages in private as well? I was going to write to Mam about it but, well, with what she said in her last letter… I’ll just have to wait until Christmas. Not long now, anyway.”

“That’s rough,” Harry said. It was a rule that didn’t affect him in any way – the only language he spoke was English. And half-way passable Latin, although nobody talked in Latin, so that didn’t feel like it counted. Well, and Parseltongue, but as a general rule Harry didn’t go around talking to snakes in the corridors.

At least not when anyone was watching.

“It’s more than rough,” Tracey said. “It’s what got the other schools started in the first place—when the Wizards’ Council voted for Hogwarts to start teaching in English instead of Latin the other countries went and started their own schools! But the Ministry made that illegal this time…”

Harry hadn’t heard that. Although it did make sense that early Hogwarts would have taught in Latin, it being the main language of scholarship and magic in Europe back then, and with so many different languages represented on the Isles… still.

“And Umbridge wants her Squad to start enforcing that rule?” Harry said to Blaise. “Even in the Common Rooms? That’s… that’s not going to make you popular. I suppose you can just not do it, but…”

“That’s the thing,” said Blaise. “They’ve got us reporting on each other as well. We don’t see Umbridge much—she farms us out to that Arlecchino bloke who’s up her arse—but she said we’re always welcome to come speak with her about things like that. So if I just don’t do my ‘Inquisitorial duties’, one of the others in the Squad is supposed to report me.”

“Ah,” said Harry. That did complicate things. Blaise would have to decide between remaining in the Squad or royally pissing off some of the other students. And Harry didn’t doubt that many of the students on the Squad would be quite keen to report to Umbridge. It was, after all, one of the things that she’d selected them for.

“Yeah,” he said. He shrugged. “It’s not so bad for me—Tracey’s already said I can punish her publicly for speaking Welsh just for appearances. But it just feels a bit… dirty… to have to do it at all.”

“What’s the punishment for not speaking English?” Harry asked, glancing at Tracey. With the recent Decree reinstating physical and spell-based punishments…

“Detention, for now,” Blaise said. “I don’t think they want to push it with this one. Just want to see how it goes. Since it’s a bit of a silly rule…”

“It’s a stupid rule,” said Tracey. “Really unfair. I don’t say things like this often but it’s just—it’s not—the rule is unjust. Alright in lessons I suppose because teachers need to know what’s going on, but in private? That’s just not on.”

“Yeah. Seems harsh,” said Blaise. “Usually I’d be all for punishing people stupid enough to break rules in public but this rule just seems…” He shrugged. “Absolutely draconian. Tyrannical, even.”

“Definitely,” agreed Harry. He glanced at the clock sat on a nearby shelf. “Ugh. I’d better get going to, er, pastoral care with Snape. See you both later.”

As annoying and unfair as the recent rule changes were, Harry had more practical things to worry about.

Harry got up and left the Common Room. He didn’t take anything with him except for his wand. Snape had said to avoid anything which might be incriminating, but while Harry had no doubts that the Inquisition could find a reason for his wand to be such a thing, there was no way Harry was going anywhere without it. Not that Snape’s office was far from the Slytherin Common Room, and nor was the route there especially unsafe… but Harry felt more comfortable with his wand.

He was a wizard, after all, and wizards carried wands.

Harry timed it so he arrived outside of Snape’s office at exactly half-past seven. Neither late nor early, Snape would have nothing to complain about… and would hopefully be a little more lenient. Not gentle, as Harry wasn’t sure he knew how to be gentle, but at least not overly rough.

Harry knocked on the door.

“You may enter,” Snape said after a few moments.

The door opened. Harry stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

Snape had reorganised his office ahead of their ‘pastoral care meeting’. His desk was set back against the wall, and a pensieve stood against the far wall next to the desk. Harry had very little experience with the artefacts, but he knew Dumbledore owned one, and he had a general sense of what they were for. No doubt Snape was keeping some of his memories in it just so that Harry couldn’t sneak a look at them.

Which was… fair, Harry supposed, although in some ways terribly unfair as Harry didn’t get that opportunity and it was his head under attack.

There was nowhere for anyone to sit, but the main part of the office was cleared of furniture. Snape never kept his rooms particularly well-lit, but the lamps were dimmer than usual that night, adding to the dismal atmosphere.

Perhaps if Snape had had a more decorative flair the room would be slightly more inviting, but the walls were bare save for plain wood panels at the far side of the room opposite the door. Not even a portrait to add a bit of ambience. Just bare stone walls and that persistent damp smell pervading parts of the dungeons.

“You are on time,” Snape said. “Good. We shan’t waste any time this evening. Prepare yourself and we shall begin.”

“I—er—yes, sir,” Harry said. “Where should I stand?”

“Anywhere you wish,” said Snape gesturing vaguely. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you are prepared. You have one minute to prepare, and then I shall attack.”

Unlike with Dumbledore there would be no conversation, no pleasant chat about the day’s activities. No discussion. Not even any of Dumbledore’s annoying philosophical questions – just straight into the attack. Efficient, Harry supposed, but a little off-putting.

Harry took up a position opposite Snape and strengthened his occlusion. He kept the most important memories and feelings locked away deep, deep inside his mind. Things Harry definitely didn’t want Snape to find out about, like the Chamber of Secrets and other, more personal things.

Harry knew there were ways of locking memories and feelings behind layers of occlusion. Harry had managed something like that in the Common Room, although he didn’t doubt what he’d managed was rudimentary at best. But there were other things, things Harry hadn’t even tried to attempt because he knew he was far away from being able to do them.

Ways to highlight some memories and bury others, all while appearing as if there was no occlusion at all. Very advanced techniques which could cause an invading legilimens to get lost nowhere at all. Those were things Harry hadn’t figured out yet, which Dumbledore hadn’t shown him to do.

Things which hopefully Snape would teach Harry.

…or which he would have to figure out on his own.

“I’m ready, Professor,” Harry said. He braced for the attack.

It was instantaneous. As soon as Harry looked over at Snape, he felt the man’s presence in his mind. If Dumbledore was like a thief in the night, gentle and quiet, Snape was a runaway bull. The razor-sharp thrust of Snape’s legilimency bore into Harry’s occlusion. Tore pieces from it. Dredged up memory after memory—

A conversation with Tracey about nothing in particular. Playing Exploding Snap with Blaise. A lecture from Professor Flamel on the early origins of ritual magic. Each one passed by in rapid sequence, barely playing out before being replaced by the next.

And the next.

And the next.

Harry fought to keep up his occlusion. He needed to breathe. One in, hold, out. Breathe in. Hold. Out slowly. Again and again Harry repeated his breathing exercises and focused on his occlusion. His mind was a fortress. His mind was a vast ocean, calm and serene. His mind was—

A flurry. Frenetic, frenzied activity from Snape as the dour man chipped away at Harry’s meagre defences. Harry knew that if he just pushed back, took the fight to Snape, he could get the man out of his mind. Force him back into his own head.

But that was legilimency, not occlumency. It was exactly the technique Dumbledore had wanted him to avoid, as it wasn’t a substitute for a proper occlusion. So Harry doubled down. Reinforced his occlusion. Kept up his breathing. Imagined his mind as the Great Wall of China. Thought once again about a calm, serene ocean.

Offered up decoy memories to Snape. Easy, meaningless exchanges between Harry and his friends. The memory of a book read long ago. A song half remembered and enjoyed.

Even a particularly tasty sandwich he’d swiped from the kitchens one evening. Salacious in a way, because it was a bit of rule breaking, but nothing important. Harry continued on like that, offering up bland memories while keeping up a basic occlusion around the rest of his mind. With some luck—

But Snape tossed them aside without so much as a metaphorical glance. He wanted to break the occlusion, Harry knew. Get inside, see whatever it was Harry had kept behind it.

Harry thought of a tree, tall and strong. Ancient. Roots that stretched deep underground, anchored it, kept it safe, kept it—

Harry felt himself stagger backwards. He was flung into a memory as Snape broke through the occlusion. An old memory, one of his oldest, and one he hadn’t thought of in a very long time – the first time his aunt had told him anything of his parents.


  “Aunt Petunia,” Harry saw a much younger version of himself say. He was perhaps four, maybe five. It was difficult to tell and the memory was hazy. One not often revisited. Harry had earlier memories, but they were hazy and indistinct – barely coherent. The memory he saw unfold was the earliest Harry remembered properly, for all that he barely revisited it.


Harry had made his way into the kitchen and tugged at his aunt’s dress for her attention. He’d been crying, Harry remembered, although there was little trace of that on his face. “When we were making cards for Mother’s Day at school Johnny said I shouldn’t make one because I don’t have a mother. I said I have you, but he said it doesn’t count. Who was my mother, then?”


  Petunia stopped what she was doing and turned to Harry. She knelt down.


“I’m always very happy to get Mother’s Day cards from you, Harry,” she said. “I don’t want you to ever worry about that. Please.” She paused. “But it’s true that I’m not your mother, although I promise you I love you like a mother does.” Petunia had gone silent then, and although Harry felt like it had only been a few brief moments, the silence in the memory stretched on longer than Harry would have thought.


  “Some families are just more complicated than others,” Petunia said eventually. “It’s just one of those things. Heaven knows ours isn’t exactly how I’d always… but that doesn’t mean…” She sighed. “What Johnny said was very unkind, and you should know that your uncle and I love you very much. You know that, don’t you?”


Young Harry nodded. That had seemed like a stupid question, at the time, because his aunt had always said that she loved him, both him and Dudley. That still wasn’t the same thing as having a mother. In young Harry’s mind, they’d been different things entirely.


  But now, looking back on the memory, Harry could see why she’d asked.



  “Good. Because it’s very important that you know you’re loved, Harry. We love you, and your mother loved you too,” his aunt said. At the time, Harry hadn’t noticed that she’d looked uncomfortable throughout the conversation. But with his older eyes – and a decade more experience with his aunt’s expressions – he could see the discomfort for what it was.



  But then, Aunt Petunia had never liked speaking about Harry’s mother. It was too painful.



  But Harry remembered what she’d said next perfectly, since it had been the very first time anyone had ever explained to him what had happened to his parents – even if it had later turned out to be a lie. A small lie, Harry supposed, but a lie all the same.



  “Your mother was my sister. She died when you were very little—it was a horrible accident. Her name was—”


Snape retreated from Harry’s mind, jerking Harry out of the memory. Harry came back into the office dazed, blinking.

“That was a … an almost … satisfactory attempt at occlusion,” Snape said, saying nothing of the memory he’d witnessed. “You must maintain the occlusion even under duress. Your goal should be to occlude so completely, so naturally, that the legilimens cannot even detect that you are occluding. Clear your mind and we shall try again.”

Not that Snape was going to actually suggest any ways of doing any of that, of course. That would have been far too helpful. Fortunately, Dumbledore had already given him some pointers, so Harry had some idea of what would be needed to achieve such a thing.

It just seemed a way off. Especially if Snape was going to be able to see more memories like that one. It wasn’t a particularly embarrassing memory, but definitely not one he wanted his Head of House to have seen. It was private, something from Harry’s deepest childhood that he didn’t need anyone else to see ever.

Harry took a deep breath and attempted to occlude once more. After a successful invasion Harry always found it more difficult to start back up. His ability to be calm and zen-like always suffered, and although Harry understood why, it was frustrating. Too many thoughts whizzing about. So Harry counted down from ten and felt himself slip back into the right mental state.

Snape hit Harry’s occlusion with his legilimency immediately. Struck him hard and sharp, held back nothing. The occlumantic shield shuddered under the onslaught as Harry’s carefully corralled thoughts escaped his clutches. Harry dimly felt his body stagger, move of its own accord, while he frantically sought to reinforce his occlusion.

Harry turned his attention inwards.

The master occlumens was supposed to be able to pay attention to both the internal world and the external world… but Harry was far from a master. Until he’d mastered the Mind Arts he’d have to take a more pragmatic approach.

And there wasn’t anything in Snape’s office to be aware of in the first place anyway. So it was fine.

Harry kept up his breathing. Focused inward. Visualised an ocean, a great big tree, a calm and tranquil desert…

And Snape cracked the occlusion again. Shattered it, sent Harry reeling back into the recesses of his mind. Right into a memory.

Harry was perhaps six, maybe seven years old. Watching his aunt as she cleaned the living room. Pulled out photographs and dusted them. Scrubbed the skirting boards. Dudley was elsewhere. Aunt Petunia was busy. Hurried, much more than usual. Harry hadn’t understood why. It was nearly Christmas, which meant he and Dudley had no school and even Uncle Vernon would have time off work. So quite why that meant Aunt Petunia had more to do, Harry didn’t know. Especially because Father Christmas was taking care of all the presents. 


  It had seemed to Harry at the time that Christmas was a time for doing nothing at all, so his aunt’s frenzied Christmas cleaning had interested him.



  It was a memory Harry hadn’t revisited in years. Hadn’t felt the need to. But Snape had found it anyway, and Harry regarded the younger version of himself with a mixture of curiosity and sadness.



  “Aunt Petunia,” Harry said. There was no answer. At least not at first. The Harry reviewing the memory felt like cringing. He’d hardly waited a moment before asking again and again. “Aunt Petunia?” Harry tapped her. “Aunt Petunia?” 



  “Yes, Harry?” said Petunia eventually. She didn’t stop her cleaning.



  “I wanted to ask a question.”



  “Well, go on then, Harry,” said Petunia. “What is it?”



  “Why does Aunt Marge always come here at Christmas?” Harry had asked. Harry remembered asking it. It had seemed quite strange to him that Marge would visit for Christmas, every Christmas, and even bring along some of her dogs, when nobody seemed to actually enjoy the visits at all – Marge included. It had just seemed completely pointless to a much younger Harry that everyone would suffer through the visits. “Nobody enjoys it. Even she seems to hate being here.”



  Silence.



  “Out of the mouths of babes,” muttered Petunia.



  “What does that mean?”



  “It means—oh, it doesn’t matter, Harry,” said Petunia. “Aunt Marge comes to visit with us at Christmas because she’s family, and Christmas is a time for family.”



  “And for presents.”



  “Yes, and for presents,” said Petunia. “But Aunt Marge is your uncle’s sister, so—“



  “Like you’re my mother’s sister?”



  “I—yes, just like that,” Petunia said. “So that’s why—”


Snape pulled out of the memory, and Harry snapped back to his body. Again Snape said nothing about the contents of the memory. Harry was glad for that, but the very fact that Snape kept watching those particular memories when he just let the other ones pass by was frustrating. It felt like… well, it felt almost like it was on purpose.

“Clear your mind and we shall try again. Quickly, now,” directed Snape.

Harry rushed to occlude before Snape attacked again.


  “Aunt Petunia?” Harry watched himself – a much younger version of himself – ask his aunt. He couldn’t have been any older than eight, perhaps not even that old either. He was still dressed in his primary school uniform, so he couldn’t have been long home from school, as Petunia had always changed him and Dudley out of their uniforms as soon as they’d come home.



  They were in the living room. A much older version of the living room, though, with far fewer photographs and not nearly as much ornamentation. Dudley was watching television from the floor, but Harry sat on the footstool next to his aunt’s chair.



  “Yes, Harry?” Petunia had said. She was reading a letter of some sort.


“What did my father do?” Harry asked. “At school today we were talking about jobs and Mrs Smith asked us all what our parents do for work. Dudley said what Uncle Vernon did. I was going to say him too, but Dudley said I shouldn’t. So I was going to say what my dad did, but I didn’t know that either,” young Harry explained.

That had been a strange day for Harry. He remembered it well enough even without Snape’s legilimency as it had been another of those days that had brought into sharp focus the fact that his family, his life, wasn’t like his friends’. That despite having a family – being part of a family – it wasn’t his family. Not like everyone meant. 


  And his own family, the parents he’d had but never known, he knew nothing about.



  “Well, Dudley shouldn’t have said that,” Petunia had said, her gaze lingering on Dudley where he lay on the floor. “I shall be having a word with him.”



  Harry shrugged. He hadn’t cared about that.



  “But what did my dad do? Did he do anything?”



  Petunia was silent for a while. At the time, Harry had thought she was trying to remember, but looking back on the memory from outside he realised she had been trying to figure out what to say.



  “Your father didn’t—he didn’t work,” Petunia said. “He didn’t need to. There was—he had—it’s complicated. I’m told he was … good at sports…”


Snape pulled out of the memory.

“We will go again,” Snape said. “Prepare.”

They spent the next few hours repeating the cycle of occlusion and attack, each time ending with Harry being thrown into a long-forgotten memory of his. Over the course of the session the memories started to vary in content, no longer being about his early childhood and spanning a much wider range of time and contexts.

And Snape, to his credit, pulled out of each of those quickly enough, but by the end of the session Harry’s head was reeling. He’d had half a mind to ask Snape not to look through his early childhood memories again, since they felt personal, but he doubted Snape would have acquiesced and the half a mind he’d had felt like it had gone running out of his ears anyway.

Harry supposed the more personal nature of the memories was a good motivation to occlude, but…

“We will stop here for tonight,” Snape said eventually. “You have performed adequately.” The statement sounded like praise – or as close as Snape ever got – despite being an incredibly bland statement delivered with all of Snape’s usual inflection. Harry was just pleased he’d managed ‘adequate’. “We will meet again at the same time up until Christmas—and over Christmas should you stay this year.”

Harry rubbed at forehead. He was getting a headache. At least he’d kept Snape away from any memories about the basilisk and the Chamber. That was a win, even if he felt like he’d taken several steps back in his journey to become an occlumens.

“I think I’m going home this year, Professor,” Harry said. Even Christmas with Aunt Marge would surely be better than being brutalised by Snape. And there was the Inquisition looming large over proceedings as well, which wasn’t something that Harry wanted to have to deal with at Christmas. And he had spent two years at the castle for Christmas anyway, and that seemed like more than enough.

Even with Marge. Maybe.

Snape merely nodded.

“Then you are to practise occlumency at all times. There must not be a single occasion during which you are not in a state of occlusion,” Snape said. “You must be able to occlude while you perform any task—writing an essay, walking, eating. A basic occlusion can be maintained permanently once you are proficient. This is to be your goal, and you shall attempt it over the Christmas holiday while you have little else to worry about. You may go.”

‘Little else to worry about’ was a bit rich given that Harry still had to worry about Voldemort, the Inquisition, and his OWLs, but Harry supposed he was lucky Snape hadn’t assigned him anything too arduous. Occlusion on Privet Drive should be easy enough with few distractions, and it would give him decent reasons to avoid Marge in his bedroom.

So there was that.

“Thank you, professor,” Harry said. He left Snape’s office and returned to the Slytherin Common Room in a slight daze.
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After a passable night’s sleep Harry was somewhat recovered from occlumency with Snape. Recovered enough to get up and about without feeling too unfocused, at any rate, which was perhaps all he could expect. He didn’t see how repeatedly having his occlusions smashed to pieces – each time faster than the last – would help him master occlumency, but Harry assumed Snape knew what he was doing.

Dumbledore thought so, anyway. Although Dumbledore had thought he was safe from Umbridge and the Ministry’s nonsense, and now there was a warrant for his arrest and he was being branded a traitor to the realm, so… well… Harry felt that perhaps his judgment had been lacking somewhat of late.

But that was Dumbledore’s problem. Harry was still at the castle, and Harry needed to deal with Harry’s problems. Chief among them Dolores Umbridge and the High Inquisition, followed very closely by occlumency with Snape, even though what Harry really wanted to get on with was his alchemy projects.

“Harry,” said Tracey after breakfast when Blaise had nipped to the toilets, “you said you’d show me the… You-Know-What in the You-Know-Where today.” She said it quietly, and casually, but Harry knew her well enough to know she was excited.

Harry supposed that was fair. Slytherin’s Chamber was a big deal. Something that wizarding children grew up hearing tales about. It was a topic of conversation, on and off, in the Slytherin dungeons too. People claiming they’d be the ones to find it. People claiming they already had found it. All the usual things.

But none of them had, of course. None of them except for Harry. And Voldemort. And a series of other ‘Heirs of Slytherin’, all descended from the man himself, but Harry didn’t think they counted. Not if they’d been told how to open the Chamber and where it was as part of some great big family secret.

“I promise I didn’t forget,” Harry said. “We can go now, if you want.” He paused, glanced around. No one was listening. “We’ll take my Cloak, though—just in case. Don’t want to be seen sneaking off into Myrtle’s bathroom at this time of the day. Bit of an inconvenient spot for the entrance, that one, to be honest. But it’s the only one I’ve found so far… Anyway, we’ll stop by the kitchens to pick up some food for it and then we’ll get going. Er, if you want to.”

Harry somewhat hoped she didn’t, as it would be better to go later at night, but with the sheer number of patrols going on – Inquisition, Inquisitorial, prefect, and teachers’ – going at night might be more dangerous. At least Myrtle’s toilet was one of the few places people actively avoided, day or night.

“Ooh, yes! That’s perfect!” Tracey said. “Should I bring anything special with me? Is it cold down in the Chamber? Will I need my overcloak? What about a present for the—you know?”

Harry blinked. A present for the basilisk? They were already bringing food.

He shook his head.

“No. I mean, it’s not warm, but it isn’t cold enough for a… and no presents. Although I suppose the food is kind of a present. So you can give it the food this time, if you want.” That was probably a good idea anyway, even if Tracey hadn’t wanted to bring it a present, because giving it something – especially something as important as food – would likely put Tracey in its good book.

Tracey nodded.

“That makes sense. Let’s go!” She started to walk out of the Common Room but stopped halfway to the door and turned back. “You need to get your Cloak, don’t you? I’ll just wait here. Quick, before Blaise gets back!”

Harry grinned.

“Back in a sec.” Harry jogged off towards his dorm, grabbed his Invisibility Cloak, and returned to Tracey, all before Blaise had got back from the toilets. He did intend to tell Blaise – and the others – about the Chamber, but it felt right to show Tracey first.

They stopped by the kitchens on the way, grabbed a platter of assorted meats for the basilisk, and went the rest of the way to Myrtle’s haunted bathroom under cover of Harry’s Invisibility Cloak. It was always risky using it during the day, as there were people around who might notice any oddities, but it was better than being seen carrying a platter of meat around the castle. And sneaking off together into haunted toilets.

As they got closer to Myrtle’s toilet the number of other students around dropped off sharply. Nobody liked being around the depressed ghost – or her dingy flooded toilet – so people would generally avoid the corridors leading to it.

It was such an under-visited location in the castle that Umbridge hadn’t even seen fit to ban anyone from it, although Harry didn’t doubt that would change if people cottoned on. Once there, Harry and Tracey slipped inside and checked around to see if they were alone.

They were. Harry took off the Cloak.

“Oh, you came back?” said Myrtle, whizzing out of her toilet. “And you—oh. You brought a friend. A girl friend.”

Harry felt his face redden at the implication of Myrtle’s words. Best not to spend any time on that, Harry thought.

“I—er—yeah,” Harry said. He’d been hoping to avoid Myrtle. He knew she sometimes spent time drifting around the lake, but they’d had no such luck. Harry fought the urge to sigh. “Er, this is Tracey—she’s my—well, we’re—we’re friends. I wanted to show her the, um, the Chamber and the basilisk, you know. She already knew I can speak to snakes, see.”

“Hello, Myrtle,” Tracey said, full of her usual cheer and enthusiasm. No doubt trying to make a good impression, but Harry thought it wasted on Myrtle. And probably actively unhelpful given the ghost’s general vibe. “It’s nice to meet you—I don’t think we’ve met before, have we? I’m Tracey Davis!”

Myrtle made a rude noise and disappeared into her U-bend.

“Er. Right,” Harry said. “That’s… well…” He shrugged. If Myrtle didn’t want to speak with Tracey – through jealousy, probably – then Harry wouldn’t force her. It worked out better for them anyway that they didn’t have to spend any time speaking with Myrtle. “I’ll just open the door, then.” Harry walked over to the sink and asked it to open, then to form a stair.

Tracey gasped as the sinks rearranged themselves to reveal the long pipe that led to the Chamber of Secrets. Once they were done, a staircase popped out from the pipe walls.

“I can’t believe this was just here!” Tracey said. “And no one ever noticed!”

“After you,” Harry said. “And I’ll close the door after us.”

Tracey rushed forward, still holding the platter full of meat, and started the descent. Harry followed, then ordered the door to close behind them.

“I wonder who built this tunnel,” Tracey said. “It can’t have been Slytherin himself because the original castle didn’t have plumbing. So it must have been added later.”

“I did wonder,” Harry said. Of course, he knew that the plumbing had been added later on because Ernie went on and on about that ancestor of his who’d done some work on the castle. But Harry had had other things than the tunnel to think about. “I reckon it must have been one of the Heirs—er, one of his descendants. The basilisk calls them ‘Heirs’. Makes me wonder if there’s another way in, too. I mean, I can’t imagine Slytherin trekking up from the dungeons to whatever Myrtle’s toilet used to be every time he wanted to use the Chamber. Can you?”

“That sounds inconvenient,” Tracey agreed. “And now I’m wondering what the toilet used to be. If there was always an entrance to the Chamber in it it can’t have been used that often. Definitely not an important room, anyway. Otherwise someone might have found the doorway. Maybe you could ask the basilisk!”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “I will. Although I think it lies sometimes—or not exactly lies, but… I don’t know. Doesn’t say everything it could say. I guess it’s still needs to get to know me, but…” Harry shrugged. “I suppose it has its own agenda.”

Of course, whether its own agenda was simply what it understood of Salazar Slytherin’s, or if it had its own motivations and desires… well, that was something Harry didn’t know. Couldn’t know until he got to know the basilisk a bit better. But it was the cleverest snake Harry had ever spoken with, so it certainly seemed possible that it would have its own plans.

As alien as those plans may be.

“Hmm,” Tracey said. “I suppose that does make sense. It’s really old, isn’t it? So it’s had a lot of time to think about all sorts of things. And if it is lying I wonder what its thinking is…”

“Exactly,” agreed Harry. “Oh, watch this step—it’s always a bit slippery,” Harry warned Tracey. They passed by the strangely slippery step without incident and carried on. “I don’t think it’s anything sinister though.”

“Is there anything I should do or say when we get in?” Tracey asked. “I don’t want to offend it.”

“Nah, it seems pretty… easy-going,” Harry said. “Er—for a snake. But I don’t think it can understand English anyway. And I think because I’ve brought you in it’ll be fine. Honestly, I don’t know if non-Parselmouths have ever been to the Chamber before. You know, since I’m not sure if Slytherin or his kids or their kids would have ever brought anyone. So it might not like that, but… I think it’ll be fine.”

“I hope so,” said Tracey, “because I don’t fancy being glared at to death this morning. It’s a bit early for it.”

Harry stopped walking mid-step.

“We can stop if you want,” he said. “I didn’t even think about something like that—I can go on ahead and ask it if it’s okay to bring you, if you want?”

Tracey rolled her eyes.

“It’s fine, Harry. You said it thinks you’re the Heir of Slytherin, didn’t you? So it has to listen to you. Just announce you’ve brought someone when we get in so it doesn’t get startled!”

“Well… alright,” Harry said. He certainly didn’t want Tracey’s death on his hands, but she did want to go to the Chamber… and the basilisk probably wouldn’t do anything Harry didn’t order it to do. And maybe even not if Harry ordered it – not if its purpose really was to defend the school and its students. Tracey was obviously a Hogwarts student.

Still… Harry thought he’d better enter first. Call the basilisk and then warn it he’d brought a guest. Tracey may have been blasé about the potential dangers but that didn’t mean Harry had to be, too.

Torches burst into flames as they walked past, one after the other, putting out a meagre light. More than enough for Harry to see where he was going, but he thought Tracey might have a little trouble, so he lit the end of his wand as well.

“Is that the basilisk?” Tracey asked once they’d reached the bottom of the staircase and progressed along the tunnel.

“Shed skin,” Harry said. “Massive though, isn’t it? But the basilisk is further in, behind the door.”

“I wonder how often it sheds,” Tracey said quietly, almost too quiet for Harry to hear.

They kept walking until they reached the giant metal door separating the cave-like exterior entryway from the Chamber of Secrets itself.

“Ooh, that’s a cool door!” Tracey said. “Really sets the scene, doesn’t it? Slytherin had a real flair for the dramatic, didn’t he?”

“Wait until you see the Chamber,” Harry said. Of course, Slytherin’s flair for the dramatic had been paired with his vanity and egocentricity, so the Chamber’s interior was a monument to Slytherin’s own perceived greatness.

But it was pretty dramatic. The imposing statues, the austere pillars, the soft green light that came from nowhere and everywhere all at once… Tracey was right: Slytherin had quite the flair for ornamentation. Strange that of all the secrets Slytherin had had, the best kept of them was his knack for interior decorating.

“Open,” Harry hissed to the door in Parseltongue. The mechanism worked its way through its movements and the door opened to reveal the Chamber beyond. The vast, flooded Chamber filled with pillars and statues – and the particularly large statue of Salazar Slytherin at the far end.

“Anhygoel!” said Tracey once the door was out of the way. “This is amazing! I mean, it’s a bit wetter than I imagined it would be, but… that statue! It’s huge! And to think this was all just—just—it’s just under the castle! But what’s this room even for?”

“I’m not sure,” admitted Harry. “It’s a bit like an entrance hall, I suppose. It’s big enough for the basilisk to move around, and it’s got all the statues and stuff… I think there used to be other things here, maybe. I’ll ask the basilisk. Er, speaking of… let me just call it in.”

Harry cleared his throat. Shouting in Parseltongue was weird, but he wanted to be sure the giant snake heard him.

“Hello? It’s me, Harry—I’ve come back to see you again,” Harry said. “I’ve brought a friend to see you as well—she’s a Slytherin, a witch in my year—and she’s brought you some food as well.”

The basilisk didn’t answer. Instead, the gigantic statue of Slytherin started to move and the basilisk came slithering out of his mouth.

“Oh my God!” said Tracey. “Look!”

Harry grinned.

“Weird choice, right? But that’s where it comes out of every time. There’s even a proper basilisk-sized door at floor-level as well, so he must have specifically told it to do it like that.”

The basilisk moved through the Chamber towards Harry and Tracey, then came to a stop at a respectful distance, its eyes closed.

“It has been a long time since I have met with anyone who is not an Heir,” the basilisk said. “Thank you for doing this.” 

Well, that’s a much better reaction than I’d worried about, Harry thought. So it seemed like the basilisk was a social sort of snake.

“What’s it saying?” asked Tracey.

“Er—it’s happy to see someone new, basically,” Harry said.

“Oh,” said Tracey. “Well, tell it I’m happy to meet it—this is amazing.”

Harry nodded and relayed Tracey’s comment to the basilisk.

“Yes, I am very interesting. It is not surprising that your friend is pleased to meet me,” the basilisk said. “I would be very pleased to accept the gift of food that I smell from her.”

Harry glanced over at Tracey.

“It said, um—well, it says it’s very interesting so obviously you’re happy to meet it. It’s happy for you to give it the food.”

“Do I just—just put the food on the floor?” Tracey asked. Harry nodded, and she did just that, then stepped back.

The basilisk started eating immediately.

“I think it usually eats rats and sometimes it hunts in the Forest,” Harry said. “So getting a meal like this is a treat for it. Every time I’ve come here since the first time—which is only two times to be fair—I’ve brought it some different food,” Harry explained. It felt like the best way to develop a rapport with the gigantic snake and was easy enough to do.

“That’s really nice,” Tracey said. “Maybe before Christmas we could get it a pig or something like that. I heard snakes don’t have to eat that much anyway, if they’ve had a nice big meal. So… maybe that would be nice for it.”

“I did think about doing something like that,” Harry said. He could grab something from the butcher in Hogsmeade… Shrink it to transport it, then put it back to normal in the Chamber. He’d have to think on it some more before the Hogsmeade weekend before Christmas.

If Umbridge let there be one.

“Can I see the rest of the Chamber? You said there were other rooms?”

“Yeah,” said Harry. “I’ll show you. Which do you want to see first—Slytherin’s private rooms or this like swimming pool room?”

“Hmm,” said Tracey. “Let’s go to the swimming pool first!”

Harry nodded. By then, the basilisk had finished eating, so it followed them. Harry opened the door to the pool room and showed Tracey inside.

“Oooh, look at that painting!” said Tracey once she’d seen the paintings across the walls. “And what’s in these cabinets? I’m going to go and look!”

Tracey shot off towards one of the cabinets surrounding the pool, leaving Harry alone with the basilisk.

“She’s really excited to be here,” Harry explained to the silent snake. “Like, really excited—the Chamber is quite a big deal. Some people don’t even believe it exists, but everyone’s heard stories about it.”

The dipped its head up and down. A nod, Harry thought.

“It is good that there is mystery,” said the basilisk. “A secret defence is not very good if it is not a secret.”

Well, Harry supposed that was true enough, although sometimes a very public deterrent worked better. Although perhaps such nuance was lost on a centuries-old hermit snake. Harry said nothing. Instead, while Tracey examined the frescoes and the artefacts which remained in the Chamber, Harry asked the basilisk a question he’d wanted an answer to.

“Is there another entrance to the Chamber?” Harry asked. “Not the one that goes out to the Forest—one from inside the castle, I mean. It’s just that with the entrance on the second floor it’s a bit inconvenient for me to get here from the dungeons.” Especially with Umbridge, her Inquisitors, and the Inquisitorial Squad about.

“There was,” said the basilisk. “I am unsure if it still exists—the previous Heir did not use it. I can show it to you. It was how the Master used to come and visit me when I was very young.” 

That sounded promising to Harry. With some luck the entrance would be at the dungeon level, as Slytherin would have presumably lived in the dungeons with his students and would have needed a quick and easy way to get to the Chamber. A quick and easy way that was secret from the other Founders.

“Brilliant, thank you,” Harry said. “We’ll let Tracey have some fun down here, then you can show us on the way out, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” the basilisk said.

Harry joined Tracey looking through the pool room, and they spent a good couple of hours looking through the Chamber of Secrets and its various rooms until they decided to leave. There was only so much to look at, after all, and of the documents still left in Slytherin’s study, most were unintelligible. Tracey was more-or-less trilingual, but the Latin was archaic and many of the documents were in something Harry thought might have been Old Saxon.

“The basilisk said there’s another exit,” Harry said to Tracey as they walked through the Chamber’s main room. “I asked it to show us on the way out.”

And true to its word, the basilisk did. It slithered along the gargantuan Chamber of Secrets and out of the main door after Harry and Tracey, keeping up a respectful distance.

“It is here,” the basilisk said once they’d crossed the threshold. “This section of wall will open if you ask it to.” The basilisk nudged a section of the rock wall with its head.

“Any particular way to ask?” Harry said. “Or do I just—”

“Open the way,” said the basilisk.

The rock moved. It rearranged itself into an intricate archway of polished stone, revealing a tunnel of neat, precisely placed stonework beyond.

“That is the way to ask,” the basilisk said. “I have not seen where this tunnel leads—it is too small for me, and the Master forbade me from leaving the Chamber in my earliest years—but the Master used it often. I hope it is useful for you, too.”

That certainly sounded promising. A passageway used regularly by Salazar Slytherin seemed quite likely to lead to the dungeons, if not the Slytherin Common Room itself.

“Thank you,” Harry said to the basilisk. “Shall we go?” he added to Tracey. “We should put the Cloak on just in case, though—never know where this will go. With our luck it might end up in Snape’s office.”

Tracey made a face.

“What an awful place for a secret passage to go,” she said. “Well, let’s go, then.”

Harry held open the Cloak and they got under it, then stepped inside the tunnel. It angled slowly upwards, a gentle slope at first, until eventually the smooth stones turned into a staircase which wound higher and higher up into the castle. Each and every step sent dust swirling into the air, but the experience was marginally more pleasant than the damp pipe they’d used to access the Chamber, so Harry didn’t complain out loud.

And Tracey was just so happy, so buoyant at the experience, that Harry couldn’t feel grumpy about that anyway.

“That was so cool,” Tracey said as they ascended the stairs from the Chamber. “Thank you for taking me! I never thought I’d get to see anything like that—I mean it’s Salazar Slytherin’s Chamber of Secrets!—but you made it happen. I didn’t think there’d be anything nice this year with the Inquisition but that was amazing! I just wish I could speak Parseltongue so I could ask the basilisk questions!”

“I can ask it for you, if you want,” Harry said. He didn’t mind doing that – not really. Harry supposed being a translator for a gigantic snake with a literal death stare would get old eventually, but the novelty would be nice to start with. And Tracey would probably grow bored of it soon too, since although the basilisk was a particularly conversational snake, it was still a snake and Harry reckoned it would run out of conversation topics eventually.

“Ooh, I know!” said Tracey. “And that’s so nice of you—but it’s just not the same. If Millie finds out I’ve met a real basilisk—the monster of the Chamber of Secrets—she’ll be so jealous! And I just can’t wait to have a go at reading those things You-Know-Who couldn’t take. I bet there’s so much stuff in there nobody knows about anymore!”

Harry grinned listening to Tracey go on. It was typical Tracey: full speed ahead with maximum enthusiasm. It was almost infectious.

“I’m going to tell the others,” Harry said, “but not just yet. I want to find the best way of saying… but you’re right, Millie’s going to go nuts when she learns about the basilisk. Blaise doesn’t even believe the Chamber is real—remember that big argument he had with Theodore last year? Bet he’ll regret that after he learns…”

Of course, Theodore himself would have been thrilled to find the Chamber and the documents held inside it. The various artefacts and bits and pieces in the pool room, too. And whatever else was lurking in the Chamber, hidden away over the centuries. But Harry wasn’t about to invite Theodore down into the Chamber. Not with their strained relations, and certainly not without him being able to occlude. Sinistrus Nott seemed like the type to be blasé about the Mind Arts and their use on his son… especially if his master were to command it.

So Harry intended to share the secret with only those friends of his he could guarantee wouldn’t go blabbing about it, or who wouldn’t come into contact with Voldemort and his lackeys. Which was, hopefully, all of them other than Theodore.

“I won’t say anything,” Tracey said. “This is your secret—it’s your thing. I’m just happy you told me! It’s just such a shame You-Know-Who took things from the Chamber. I suppose we’ll never know what he took.”

“Mm,” said Harry. “But I thin the basilisk is hiding something—literally. I think the basilisk has some stuff it kept away, kept hidden. I just have to figure out how to ask it without, you know, making it angry or… upset, I suppose.”

They kept climbing. The staircase wound upwards through the castle in a lazy, meandering path. Far from the tight spiral created by the pipe entrance, Slytherin’s old tunnel seemed almost haphazardly placed. Almost unplanned. Again Harry wondered just how Slytherin managed to keep the Chamber – its construction, its use – secret from the other Founders … and just what they’d all kept secret from everyone else.

“I think we’re coming to the end,” Harry said. “That looks like a dead end up just up there.”

“Ooh, I think you’re right!” said Tracey. “Just in time, too—my legs are starting to ache! We’ve been walking for ages.”

“At least the torches are self-lighting, so we didn’t have to bother with all that,” Harry said. Although an escalator would have been nicer than that, as darkness was nothing a quick Lumos couldn’t fix. Unfortunately, Slytherin hadn’t been quite so forward thinking as to add anything like that. Perhaps no suitable spell had been invented when he’d built the Chamber.

Harry stopped when they reached the end of the tunnel. Tracey was right – it terminated in a dead end, a flat wall which looked just like the stonework in the dungeons.

“This probably does just lead into the dungeons,” Harry said. “I just wish we knew where.”

“I know you were only joking when you said about Snape’s office, but it could actually be where the passage opens up,” Tracey said, looking at the wall in front of them. “If that’s where Slytherin had his office, maybe. Oh! But maybe it ends up in Slytherin’s personal chambers—I don’t think anyone’s ever found them! We could be the first.” She paused. “Go on, ask it to open! Let’s see!”

“Open,” Harry said. The wall faded out of existence to reveal a bland, boring section of dungeon wall beyond. Far from the horrors of Snape’s office or the unexplored mystery of Salazar Slytherin’s ancient bedroom, it was a part of the dungeon Harry recognised from his explorations of the castle. It wasn’t even very far from the entrance to the Slytherin Common Room – merely a corridor away.

Which was convenient if unexciting.

“Oh,” said Tracey. She sounded disappointed. “Well, I suppose this is better than anything more exciting, since you can just nip to the Chamber from the Common Room… but…”

Harry grinned.

“I know what you mean,” he said. “I was sort of hoping for Slytherin’s official bedroom too. Or… something like that, anyway.” But then, the Chamber contained one of those… and likely one with items more personal to Slytherin. Assuming the man’s official residence in the castle hadn’t been cleaned out over the centuries by house-elves or anyone else seemed naïve. “But you’re right—this is better. Much more convenient.”

After checking the coast was clear, Harry and Tracey stepped out from the passage and Harry took off the Invisibility Cloak. He stuffed it in his bag and they set off for the Common Room.

“And we’ve still got the rest of the day,” Tracey said on the way. “So in all, a productive morning! I was going to get a head-start on that essay for Professor Flamel, but I might just go grab my magazine instead… I’ve not read it yet but this week there’s an article in it from Eloise Garlick! I sort of don’t want to wait to read it, you know?”

Harry, who didn’t know who Eloise Garlick was and expected that he wouldn’t have cared either, merely nodded along and made an appropriate-sounding noise.

“Bloodlines,” Harry said to the Common Room entrance. It revealed the door to the Slytherin Common Room and they stepped inside.

“You know, I think I am going to go get my magazine—that article’s not going to read itself! And, well, Eloise Garlick…”

They’d not been in the Common Room thirty seconds when Daphne walked right up to them.

“There you are!” she said. “I’ve been looking for you for ages!” She sighed. “Well, not ages—maybe that was a bit dramatic—but at least fifteen minutes. I spoke with Susan earlier at our morning Charms Club meeting and she said—well, here’s not the best place to discuss that. But she asked me to tell you she wanted all of us to ‘hang out’ in the library. I told her we’d be right along—Blaise and Millie have already gone, but I stayed back to wait for you two to get back.” She paused. “Where were you, anyway? Off snogging—finally?”

Harry went red.

Tracey seemed far less embarrassed at the suggestion, though.

“Of course not,” she said. “We just friends and anyway, if we wanted to do that we could just do it in the Common Room—Harry’s a prefect and he wouldn’t tell himself off, would he? Just like when you and Millie are at it no one says anything.” Tracey shrugged. “We went to do a bit of duelling practise, actually,” Tracey said. “For Flitwick’s demonstrational that’s coming up after Christmas. Wanted to practise a more complex manoeuvre chained Levitation Spells.”

Harry found himself nodding in appreciation of the lie. It was a good lie, since it was something they’d actually been talking about doing – they just hadn’t got around to it. And that combo was a tricky one that Harry really did want to show off during the demonstrational.

“But we’re here now, anyway,” Harry said. “So we can just meet everyone now, right?”

“Yes! Let’s go,” Daphne said. “We wouldn’t want to keep everyone waiting, anyway.”

Daphne led Harry and Tracey out of the Common Room. They went right to the library along the most direct route there, which was admittedly still quite indirect, although Harry thought they made decent enough time.

There were relatively few people in the library that afternoon, although given Hogwarts’s vastly expanded student base that still meant a good few dozen. As well as a handful of Inquisitorial Squad, scattered about, looming and glowering.

“I think they’ve gone to sit upstairs,” Daphne said, glancing around. “I can’t see them down here, anyway…”

“It’s usually more private upstairs, so probably,” Tracey said.

The three Slytherins went upstairs and found the rest of their friends sat next to a window at the far end of the library. Harry, Daphne, and Tracey slipped into place alongside them.

“That took a while,” Blaise said as they sat down. “Got lost, did you?”

Harry rolled his eyes.

“We were practising for Flitwick’s demonstrational in the dungeons,” he explained. Well, lied. That was a good lie from Tracey and he didn’t want it to go to waste. “So obviously Daph couldn’t find us.”

“I had to wait until they came back to the Common Room!” said Daphne. “So we were ages. Sorry. I did hurry them up on the way, though.”

“Well, we’re here now,” Tracey said. “What’s the matter?”

Ernie and Susan shared a look.

“We’ve—well—we were called in by…” Ernie started to say, but then stopped.

“Umbridge brought us in for one of her ‘interviews’,” Susan finished. “Not together—separately, but both on the same day. We’ve both had them before—I mean, all of us here have had one, haven’t we?—but this time…” Susan looked over at Harry. “I think they’re after you, now that Dumbledore’s gone.”

Harry blinked. That was… not wholly unsurprising. In fact, it made perfect sense given that the Inquisition had been precipitated by Voldemort for some reason. Perhaps that reason was neutralising both Dumbledore and Harry? As Harry thought more on it, that seemed reasonable. Certainly, it was a compelling possibility. But according to Dumbledore, Umbridge was unlikely to be a direct follower of Voldemort. So whatever she was doing, it had to also fit into her – the Ministry proper’s – plans.

And that was the difficult part, the thing Harry was having trouble figuring out. The Minister obviously felt like Dumbledore was a threat to his position – and for good reason, since Dumbledore had been offered the post previously.

But Harry? He was a few years out from any sort of posting at the Ministry, let alone the top job itself. And that was if he even wanted it, which he categorically didn’t. As well as being a poisoned chalice, it seemed really boring.

“What did she say?” Harry asked.

“At first it was just like the other interviews,” Ernie said. “You know, stuff about whether we enjoy our lessons, if we think the extracurricular clubs and activities are sufficient, all that sort of stuff. But then it was… well. Questions about the stuff you get up to. Er—she was basically asking me about if you always had meetings with Dumbledore. Asked about the fight you had with Malfoy—Draco—at the end of last year. All questions like that. Some wasn’t outright about you, but stuff like if I got frustrated that some students had more personal attention from the headmaster. You know the way she asks things. I’m not sure where she was going with it, but…”

“I am,” Susan said. “She was making out like you’re some sort of Dark wizard. I’m sure of it. She implied that you’d get me in trouble, that my aunt wouldn’t approve of us being friends. But she’s wrong—Aunt Amelia would be proud we’re doing something. Maybe not proud of what we’re doing, exactly, in the specific way we’re doing it, but… well, that doesn’t matter,” Susan said. “She even asked about the messages and the paintings. I said I didn’t know anything obviously and I think she believed me.” Susan paused. “I’m quite good at lying to teachers, you see, especially if it’s for something important like this. So she didn’t keep asking about any of that. But she kept going back to questions related to you.”

Harry nodded along as he thought about Ernie and Susan’s words.

“She didn’t call you in, Justin?” Harry asked while he mulled it over.

Justin shook his head.

“Not this time, no. To be honest, I think because I’m muggleborn, I’m flying under the radar so to speak. She got me in once and then decided I wasn’t important.”

“What’s a radar?” Blaise asked.

“Not important,” Tracey said. “It’s like a muggle scrying spell. I think.”

“I think they’re trying to discredit me,” Harry said, keen to avoid a digression into muggle technology that none of the others would actually understand. “Umbridge wanted me on side. The last time I was in for questions she was being really friendly, kept on suggesting she could help me with my career and all that. I wasn’t interested, so she hasn’t pushed too hard.” Harry shrugged. “So maybe she’s just given up on that now.”

“What, and instead of buttering you up she’s gone in for the attack?” asked Millie. “Like she’s not even going to see if she’s got something you want first?”

“Going for the kill’s the sort of thing she’d do, though,” mused Blaise.

“After Dumbledore, I reckon they think—and I know this sounds big-headed but I don’t mean it like that—I’m the next biggest threat,” Harry said. “Voldemort will think that, and Lucius Malfoy’s got Voldemort in his head. That’s why the Ministry is on board with this, I reckon. Obviously Voldemort isn’t my biggest fan. And after last year with Draco I don’t imagine Lucius Malfoy—whatever’s left of him anyway—wants to be mates with me either. But the Ministry… I think they’ve got to Fudge. His position’s weak, isn’t it? I remember you saying something about that, Blaise.” Harry glanced over at him.

“Yeah, yeah I did,” Blaise said. “His coalition is weak—there’s speculation that some of his biggest backers are moving to Lucius Malfoy’s faction. If Fudge loses their support… well, he’ll still be Minister, but maybe not for long if they force a re-election. Who they’ll get to replace him is the question—d’you think the Dark Lord would want to be Minister? Er—the one in Draco’s dad, I mean? What’s the deal with that, anyway? Did Dumbledore ever say?”

That was a difficult question to answer. Dumbledore didn’t know, said it was unprecedented. He’d never read anything about it, at least. Harry had told his friends about Malfoy’s possession, of course; they needed to know. But what that actually meant… Harry didn’t think anyone knew except for Lucius Malfoy himself.

Harry shrugged.

“No. Said he’s got no idea what’s going on. Could be some sort of alchemical amalgam, where the soul fragment inside has—”

“Sounds complicated,” Millicent said, interrupting. “Give us the summary.”

“That was the summary,” Harry muttered. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. But Dumbledore said we’re dealing with something that’s not quite Malfoy, not quite Voldemort—it’s something new. So I don’t think we can know what he wants to do, whether he wants to be Minister…”

“How does the Ministry even work, anyway?” Justin asked. “Is it a Parliamentary system, like the muggle government? Or… what, exactly? We vote directly for the Minister, don’t we? So what about the others on the Wizengamot?”

Harry had no idea. Well, that wasn’t quite true – he had the vaguest sense that the Ministry was comprised of multiple different kinds of official, some voted in, some appointed. But how the government worked exactly was something he’d never looked into.

It hadn’t seemed that important.

Harry looked over at Blaise and Ernie. They would know.

“It’s complicated,” Ernie said. “The Minister is directly elected by the people in a straight vote—whichever candidate gets the most votes wins. Then there are seats on the Wizengamot that are elected—Lucius Malfoy has one of those.”

“Some of the seats are appointed, though,” Blaise added. “Chosen by… well, it’s complicated. Some seats automatically go to certain Department Heads. And then some are… well technically it’s a vote, but the people who get to vote are the other Wizengamot members. But technically, Fudge doesn’t need anyone else to be Minister because he has a direct mandate, right? Except it doesn’t really work that way because he needs to be able to win votes and he’s only got one vote. So…”

“So he needs the backing of enough MWs,” Harry said, nodding. “Right. Makes sense. So, if Fudge loses his support they can oust him. Or… or…”

“Or they want him weak, and want him to know that he’s weak, so that they can control him,” Daphne said. “But the thing is, Fudge isn’t actually weak. Daddy always says that Fudge knows what he’s doing—he knows how to court the right people. He didn’t get the job because he was competent—he got it because he was popular. So what I think is that You-Know-Who wants Fudge to think he’s weaker than he is. It makes the most sense at the moment. It’s like when Pansy tells Vicky she’s fat. She’s not, but if she’s worrying about that, she isn’t thinking about what Pansy is doing.”

Harry nodded slowly. That made sense. It was well-reasoned by Daphne, and the example of Pansy and Victoria Runcorn was a good one.

“Yeah, I can see that,” Harry said. “So, they want Fudge to think he’s weak so they can control him easier. And that means making him worried about Dumbledore planning a coup…”

“And making him think you’re up to something as well,” Tracey added. “I reckon all the stuff about you in the papers is coming from Malfoy and—and him.”

“Yeah. Yeah, exactly,” Harry said. “We’ve just got to figure out why.”

“Well, it’s obviously got to do with Hogwarts, hasn’t it?” Ernie said. “That’s why the Inquisition is here. He wants something that’s here.”

“Last year he wanted that horcrux,” Justin said. “That’s what you said, isn’t it, Harry? But that’s gone now. Malfoy’s dad took it. So… so there must be another reason they’ve got people in the castle. Something else they’re trying to do. Unless they’re just trying to take over the school. Maybe they want to train up a new generation of Death Eaters? Recruit straight from the source?”

“That doesn’t sound right,” said Millicent. “They’re definitely up to something in the castle, but I don’t think it’s that.”

“Maybe we’re overthinking it and it really was just about discrediting Dumbledore and making me out to be a Dark wizard,” Harry said. “I mean, getting rid of Dumbledore is a really big deal, and they’ve done it.”

That certainly felt like a possibility. Especially with the stuff about Dumbledore and Grindelwald being all over the papers… it seemed like the Ministry and Voldemort both had got exactly what they wanted: Dumbledore out of the picture and control over Hogwarts.

A Hogwarts that now included every school-age witch or wizard in the British Isles. Quite the feat.

Harry sighed.

“Right. So what are we going to do about this? Shall we simmer down? Or…”

“We can’t stop now,” Susan said. “We’re just getting somewhere! And we aren’t the only ones. We don’t want to lose the momentum.”

“I agree with Susan,” Blaise said. “We’ve got to keep this going. People are paying attention, and it feels like we can really get something done…”

“Me and the other Welsh speakers have been talking,” Tracey said, “and they want to start protesting. So far we’ve been talking about speaking Welsh in lessons and in front of the Inquisitorial Squad. I think some of the others were speaking with the Irish lot as well, and they’re on board too.” She paused. “We’re prepared for all the consequences as well. We’ve talked about it and even the spell punishments… well, people think it’s important.”

Harry didn’t quite understand what Tracey was on about, but it sounded useful to their cause. Anything that caused the Inquisition upset was a good thing in his mind. If Umbridge had to put out so many fires she couldn’t accomplish anything she wanted, that was a victory in itself.

“Right,” Harry said. “So. We’re all good to keep at it? What we’re doing, I mean? The interviews haven’t scared you off?” Harry said to Ernie and Susan.

Ernie scoffed.

“As if! It’d take rather a lot more than that to get a Macmillan to change his mind!” He shrugged. “Anyway, I reckon my mum would approve—she hates the Inquisition and I’m pretty sure she knows I drew one of the pictures of Umbridge. I mean, she did teach me how to draw so she knows my style. So I’m not worried about getting in trouble.”

“I finish what I start,” Susan said, then went silent.

That was … fair enough, Harry supposed. Very Susan.

He nodded.

“Alright then. We’ll keep at it,” Harry said. “Trace, if you can keep up with what you’re doing with the Welsh speakers, that’s great. And Blaise, whatever you can get from the Squad, do it. The rest of us can keep at the messages and the drawings and the stuff in lessons. Then… well, it’s Christmas soon, so we’ll see what’s up after the New Year. Sound good?”

Everyone agreed. They stayed in the library a little while after that just hanging out, but as the day dragged on they all had other places to be, so they filtered out of the library in smaller groups.

*

On Wednesday morning Umbridge made an announcement at breakfast. Those were becoming a regular thing, as she and the rest of the Inquisition kept amending existing school rules or devising completely new ones. Unusually, this one was made at the start of breakfast rather than at the end.

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge. “The High Inquisition would like all students to become familiar with Educational Decree Fifty-Seven. The full text of the Decree may be found in the Entrance Hall; in the Central Hall on the noticeboard; and on the display outside of the Inquisition Lounge. In summary, students are to be aware that all gatherings of four or more students are to be considered an extracurricular group or society and must now seek registration from the Inquisition to be allowed to meet.”

Whispering from all around the Hall. Whispering that grew louder, but nobody seemed too concerned about that. Instead, Umbridge’s announcement seemed to have sent sense flying out the windows.

And Harry couldn’t blame anyone for it, as the recent Educational Decree went further than any of the others in frustrating the students’ abilities to … well… exist. As Umbridge started speaking again the buzz died down.

“Educational Decree Fifty-Seven does not apply to groups and societies which have already obtained the correct permission to meet such as the House Quidditch Teams or the Duelling Club led by Professor Flitwick. As ever, the purpose of the Educational Decrees—and the presence of the Inquisition at Hogwarts School—is to ensure that all students of our great country receive the very best educational experience possible. Failure to comply with these regulations will result in punishments as determined by the reinstated schedule of punishments at the discretion of the Inquisition itself. Students wishing to register their groups should see Inquisitor Arlecchino at their earliest convenience. And lastly… I wish all of you a good day!”

She sat back down.

Silence. More silence.

And then… chaos.

“She can’t do that!” Harry heard one student say.

“She can fuck off…” said another directly opposite Harry, although Harry looked away so he didn’t have to punish her.

“I’ll bet you five Galleons this is because we had that meeting in the library the other day,” Blaise said to Harry in an undertone. “There were Inquisitorial Squad in the library; they must have said something. She’s daring us to register as a group.”

“I’m not taking that bet,” Harry said. “You’re definitely right, though. If we register as a group, club or… whatever, she’ll use it against us. So we’re not going to do that.” And even if it wasn’t directly or solely due to Harry and his friends, Harry didn’t doubt they’d been a factor in the decision.

“I don’t much fancy being strung up on a rack and stretched, though,” Blaise said. “So… you know… if we can avoid that, let’s.”

Being subjected to medieval torture devices wasn’t very high on Harry’s list of wants either, so he didn’t think there would be a problem there. But they would need to figure out a way of meeting up outside of Umbridge’s control. They could meet in groups of three, Harry supposed, but some of their best ideas had come from all eight of them brainstorming together. It seemed a waste to lose that.

But if the alternative was a day on the rack or an hour inside an iron maiden… well… perhaps they’d have to just meet in threes. Harry would prefer to find an alternative, though.

“We’ll think of something,” Harry muttered.

“That fucking bitch!” Harry heard one of the first years say. “That stupid fucking bitch! Who does she think she is, anyway? Doesn’t she know that…”

Harry sighed. He couldn’t let that go. Not with the boy shouting so loud – it’d make him look ineffective as a prefect.

“Oi! Clopton! Cool it with the swearing, yeah? You’ll get yourself in trouble,” Harry said.

“But she really is a—”

“Clopton!”

The first year groaned but didn’t push it further.

“I’m glad you stepped in,” Blaise said, “because otherwise I’d have had to, and I hate looking uncool like that.” He paused. “Would have been good for my cover, though, I suppose. Well, anyway, we’ll figure something out like you said. It’s just a bad bit of news over breakfast, that’s all…”

Harry rolled his eyes.

“You’re going to have to actually do something with that Squad badge of yours at some point, you know,” Harry said. “Otherwise Umbridge will know you’re not really on board.”

“Ugh, I know,” said Blaise. “I’m trying to think of the best way to do it. I’ll get there.”

They finished up with their breakfast and went their separate ways after that – along with everyone else in the Great Hall. Harry noticed as they all left that nobody was clumped together in more than a trio, Umbridge’s new rules already having an effect on the student population. There would be more of that in the coming days, Harry supposed, as people tried to get around the rules.

Quite how the various ad-hoc study groups people formed for different subjects would cope with the change, Harry couldn’t say. He assumed most people with any sense would try to avoid officially registering any group. He knew he certainly didn’t intend to.

Well, with the possible exception of the Alchemy study group, since the Alchemy coursework was too important to allow Umbridge and her stupid rules to ruin. He supposed Brocklehurst or Boot would get that arranged, so he didn’t need to worry about it. And if they didn’t one of the others probably would…

But he couldn’t dwell on it as he had to get off to Ancient Runes and avoid being seen as part of a group.

*

Over the next few days Harry tried meeting up with his friends in smaller groups – Harry, Tracey, and Blaise; or Harry, Ernie, and Justin; and every other permutation of the group – but there was always someone watching. Always someone from the Inquisitorial Squad – even when Blaise was around. It seemed as if Umbridge didn’t quite trust Blaise to report on Harry’s movements accurately. Harry had plans for Blaise to ‘leak’ information about him to the Inquisition, but that would have to come later. Before that Harry wanted to figure out how to deal with Umbridge’s latest bit of nonsense.

It had got to the point where Harry simply didn’t want to speak with anyone because there was always someone lurking. Umbridge had made her intentions clear, and more than anything else, Harry was annoyed.

“I just want to hang out with my mates,” Harry complained to Tracey in the Slytherin Common Room where, as usual since Umbridge’s announcement, one of the Slytherins in the Inquisitorial Squad sat at a distance watching him. Even inside the Common Rooms people were being careful – groups which once had six, seven, eight or more members now sat scattered in threes at most. Blaise had even had to do more Inquisitorial Squad work, so he was now one of the annoying watchers waiting to report to Umbridge and the other Inquisitors.

That wouldn’t have been such a problem if there was a bit more room, but with everyone in the House trying to space out to avoid being in groups larger than three, it was all a bit crowded.

At least he and Tracey had one of the little tables all to themselves. It was just large enough to hold their drinks and play host to their card game.

“I know,” Tracey said. “It’s really stupid. But you’ve got to admit she’s handled it well—we’re having trouble electing a Gorsedd since she’s done this. I mean we can hardly ask to register a group, can we? Not when we all speak Welsh together and we’re trying to organise a protest…”

Harry glanced around. No one was close enough to overhear – the one positive of everyone trying to avoid grouping – but he thought the situation warranted a bit of caution nonetheless.

“We’re going to have to find a place to meet up,” Harry said. “This is getting ridiculous. And not even just to talk about, you know, sedition and stuff—we need somewhere to relax.”

Tracey nodded.

“Oh, definitely. But where? She’s banned us from most of the castle these days, and there’s always someone watching. We’d have to go somewhere really out of the way…” She sighed. “What about the Room? You know, the one from last year where—”

“The Room of Hidden Things?” Harry said. “That’d be great if it wasn’t on the top floor. We’d have to schlepp all the way up through the castle to get there and we’d just be seen. I think it’s safer to stick to the dungeons really—not as many Inquisitorial Squad down here. But there’s nowhere for us to go… Nowhere secret, anyway.”

Although… thinking of secrets, perhaps that wasn’t quite true. Harry had access to perhaps the most secret and most secure room in the entire castle – Salazar Slytherin’s Chamber of Secrets itself. So what if it was a bit damp and had a gigantic lying snake in it. At least it was Inquisition-free. And with an entrance right there in the dungeons, accessible only by Harry himself, it was certainly a convenient option.

“Well, I suppose there is somewhere,” Harry said to Tracey quietly. “What do you think? About the—the—well, you know? Where our slithering friend is? It’s private, we can get there from the dungeons, and even if someone found it they’d never be able to get in because… well… only I’ve got the key.” He paused, then played his card. “Your go.”

It would mean telling his friends about the Chamber. About Harry’s own talent with Parseltongue. But those were minor things, really, and things Harry had been intending to share. In his own time.

Tracey nodded along as she considered what he said, then played her next card.

“Yes… yes, I think that would work,” she said. “The only problem would be getting all eight of us down there at once, but I think it’s doable… No one ever uses that corridor—it doesn’t go anywhere—so… if we could manage it, it would work. As long as you’re happy to tell everyone about… well, you know.”

“I think I am,” Harry said. Umbridge had forced his hand, but it wasn’t the worst thing he could think of. It had just moved the timetable up from ‘sometime, whenever it felt right’ to ‘right now’. “And we could really do with a proper base, couldn’t we, so… yeah, I think it’s the right time. Bit annoying only I can open the door, but that’s part of why it’s such a good option for us…” Harry shrugged. “So you think it’s a good idea?”

“Definitely,” Tracey said. “Hag’s knickers,” she said. “I’ve won. Another round?”

“You can’t have hag’s knickers,” Harry protested. “I’ve still got—oh. You do. Well, fair enough. Alright, let’s go again. I’ll deal this time.”

Harry gathered up the cards and shuffled the deck.

“So, we’re agreed? We’ll just have to tell everyone where and when to meet, and then pick a time to show them…”

“That’s easy,” Tracey said. “We can meet in our old games alcove from first year—it’s out of the way and there shouldn’t be anyone there. When is a bit harder but leave it to me. I’ll get it sorted.”

“Nice one,” Harry said as he dealt the cards.

*

Tracey had arranged their meeting for that weekend, on the Sunday, and after all their clubs and societies and other duties were done and dusted. Harry didn’t have to worry about the logistics, since everyone else had sorted that, so he simply went along with Tracey and Blaise to meet everyone at the alcove.

Millie and Daphne had gone on ahead, just so it looked as if the five of them weren’t going out together just in case the Inquisitorial Squad were watching, but Harry didn’t think it would matter. Most people in the Squad preferred lurking in the more populated areas of the castle so they could get more opportunities to see rule-breakers.

The dungeons were a graveyard of ambition next to the Central Hall or the library. So Harry wasn’t worried about that. And with Blaise going out with them, Harry thought maybe other Squad members would think twice about tailing them.

Maybe. If they were lucky.

By the time Harry, Tracey, and Blaise arrived at the dungeon alcove, everyone else was already there. It was a much smaller alcove than Harry remembered – it felt crowded even – although he supposed they were a couple of years old and there were more of them there besides.

“Bit risky, meeting up like this,” Ernie said once they’d arrived. “Good choice of a place, mind you—no one ever comes here.”

“That’s why we chose it, yeah,” Harry said. He glanced around at everyone. There was no sense dragging it all out. “So… I was talking to Tracey, right, and we thought that we needed somewhere secret to meet up. We thought about the Room of Requirement, but it’s all the way up on the seventh floor. No chance we could all get up there without being seen. But… well… I found this other place not too long ago, and it’s sort of… perfect.” Harry paused.

“Well?” Blaise said. “Go on then—where is it? It’s not this alcove, is it? Because if it is, you’re an idiot.”

“I love how you’ve always got complete and utter faith in me, Blaise,” Harry said. “It really inspires confidence in me. It’s not this little alcove. It’s…” Harry sighed. “Right. Bit of background first—I can speak Parseltongue. I‘m a Parselmouth.”

Susan gasped.

“No fucking way!” Millicent said. “That’s brilliant! I wish I was.”

Silence from Blaise. An appraising look from Ernie.

Complete bewilderment from Justin.

“What’s a Parselmouth?” Justin asked. “Since I seem to be the only one out of the loop on this.”

“It’s, er, I can talk to snakes,” Harry said.

“Like You-Know-Who? That’s what the talent is called?” Justin said. “Not to imply—well—I’d just never heard the name before now.”

“Yeah, like him. And—which is a bit more relevant—like Salazar Slytherin. So, yeah, anyway… I can speak to snakes. Tracey already knew. But I found—and this is the big bit of news—the Chamber of Secrets. And since only I can open it, we thought it would be a great place for us to—”

But Harry didn’t get to finish his sentence. A chorus of interruptions from near enough everyone – except Tracey – and the statement was dead in the air.

“You mean you found the actual Chamber of Secrets?” said Ernie.

“No fucking way!” said Millicent again. “What was the monster like? Was there a monster?”

“There’s no way that’s real,” Blaise said. “It can’t be real. Someone would have found it by now.”

“That’s so interesting,” Daphne said. “How did you find it? I didn’t even know you’d been looking!”

“And it’s all… it’s safe?” Susan asked.

“Right, er—one at a time,” Harry said. “It’s the actual Chamber. Properly real, the one Slytherin built in secret. I promise. And, er, yeah, there’s a monster in it—a basilisk. But the basilisk is actually really nice and it listens to me, so it’s safe. Shall we just… er… we can go have a look in it now if you want?” Harry left the question hang in the air. He didn’t want to force them, since it was quite a big ask. Basilisks were bad enough, but the Chamber of Secrets was something else entirely, and for Justin especially the myths and legends might prove an obstacle.

Silence.

“You don’t even have to ask,” Millicent said. “Actually, now you’ve told me, you’re not leaving here without showing me. There’s a real live basilisk under the school, and you can have conversations with it? I’ve got—there’s just so many…” She paused mid-sentence. “D’you reckon it would let me milk its venom? Is it male or female? What do you think?”

At least one of his friends was enthusiastic. Well, two including Tracey, who’d gushed over the Chamber and its resident snake already. Although quite whether the basilisk would be prepared to let Millicent milk its venom was a question Harry didn’t need an answer to. With some luck he’d be able to ignore the request for a while.

Daphne seemed altogether less enthused at the prospect, along with Ernie and Blaise. Susan was harder to read. Justin seemed miserable at the thought.

“It’s not going to eat me, is it?” Justin said. “You know, because I’m…”

Harry shook his head.

“No. It’s here to protect the school and the students. It won’t hurt you. It doesn’t… I don’t really think it’s got any ideology, to be honest with you—it just listens to whoever it thinks is the ‘Heir of Slytherin’. And, er, it thinks I’m the newest Heir. So it listens to me and I’m not going to tell it to eat you.” Harry paused. “Which it, er, wouldn’t do anyway.”

Harry felt it prudent to leave out that the basilisk had, in fact, killed a student before. It had been on Voldemort’s orders and the basilisk seemed quite upset by the whole thing… insofar as a snake could be upset at having committed a murder.

“So shall we get going?” Harry said.

“Yes, obviously,” said Millicent. She didn’t wait around. Cut right past Harry and out into the corridor beyond. At least, until she remembered she didn’t know where she was going and that even if she did, she couldn’t open the door. “Er—come on, then. We can’t stand around all day! Daph?”

“Right,” Harry said. “Er, this way. There’s two ways in that I know about, but this one is most convenient from us—it’s not far from the Slytherin Common Room and it’s easy to get to for you lot as well,” Harry said, nodding towards the three Hufflepuffs. “So no trekking through the castle. And the Squad doesn’t really lurk down here, so it’s private enough.”

Harry led the group through the dungeons towards Slytherin’s concealed passageway, then stopped once he reached the general area.

“So, this is it,” Harry said. “I know it looks like a normal wall—it’s meant to. I just need to…” Harry turned to face the wall. Pictured a snake in his mind, and then spoke. “Open,” he hissed, and the wall slid aside.

“See?” Harry said. “Come on—let’s all get in.” Harry ushered his friends inside and then followed them, closing the passage behind them.

All eight of them descended through the castle along the winding, circuitous stone stair which led from the dungeons to the Chamber of Secrets.

“It’s mad that this is just here,” Millicent said as they all traipsed down the stairs. “And, like, no one’s ever found it before. It’s just … here, hidden behind a wall. Not even a very thick wall. Just one of the normal walls. Feels like they can’t have been looking very hard for it, right?”

“But loads of headmasters have gone looking for the Chamber,” Susan said. “And none of them ever found it. What if it takes a Parselmouth to find it?”

“That makes sense,” said Blaise. “Especially since this passageway is near the Slytherin Common Room—you’d have thought that’s where the headmasters would have looked.”

“Just how close is it to your Common Room, then?” Ernie asked. “Out curiosity.”

“Oh, I’m not telling you that,” Blaise said. “Nice try, though.”

“This isn’t even the only entrance, though,” Harry said. “I know there’s at least one other one—in Moaning Myrtle’s toilet, if you can believe it. That’s the one I found first.”

“No way!” said Ernie. “That’s insane.”

“Who’d put the entrance to the Chamber of Secrets inside a toilet?” Daphne said. “I suppose it is a good place to hide it, but…”

“I doubt it was built inside the toilet,” Ernie said. “The castle was remodelled a few times—I bet the toilet was built over the entrance then. Did you know my ancestor, Consternation—”

“I keep telling you nobody cares, Ernie,” Millicent said, interrupting. “Bloody Consternation this, Consternation that.”

“Well, I thought this time it was relevant,” Ernie muttered.

They continued their journey downwards. When they reached the end of the winding stone staircase they emerged into the tunnel just outside of the Chamber itself. Harry stopped just before the great metal wall that separated the Chamber proper from its approach.

“Right,” Harry said. “I’ll go in first—let the basilisk know I’ve brought some friends in. Then we can have a look around.”

“Let me guess,” Blaise said, looking up at the metal wall with its snakes and patterns, “you have to ask the snakes on the wall for it to open? God, I like snakes as much as the next bloke but Slytherin really went with the theme, didn’t he?”

“Wait until you see inside,” Tracey said.

Harry glanced up at the wall.

“Open,” he said, and waited for the wall to reconfigure itself into an archway. Then he stepped inside the Chamber and waited for his friends to join him.

Ernie whistled as he stepped over the threshold.

“Now this is more like I’d expected,” he said. “Impressive work for one wizard.”

“Hello, basilisk?” Harry shouted to the basilisk. “It’s me, Harry. I’m back and this time I’ve brought a few more friends to come and meet you.” Then he turned back towards his friends. “I’ve just called the basilisk. Watch.”

He pointed towards the gargantuan statue of Salazar Slytherin at the far end of the Chamber. After a few moments its mouth opened and the basilisk came slithering out.

“Holy shit,” Justin said. “It’s massive!”

“She’s beautiful,” said Millicent. “Amazing, just amazing—she must be the biggest basilisk ever recorded. How big d’you think she is, Daph? Easily fifty feet, right?”

“And you’re absolutely sure it’s not going to eat us?” Blaise said, backing away slightly. He hadn’t quite crossed the threshold to begin with.

Susan stood, staring, silent.

“You have brought many friends to see me this time,” the basilisk said as it came to a stop at the feet of Slytherin’s statue. “Is something wrong?”

Harry paused. Considered how to answer.

“Do you remember when I said the school is in a bit of trouble?” Harry asked it. “Well, the people who are causing it… they’ve made it so that it’s hard for us to meet. We’re trying to fight against them. I thought we could use the Chamber as a sort of… base… to do that. Does that make sense?”

“Yes,” the basilisk said after a few moments. “Do you need my help? Is it time to protect the school?”

“Er—no, that’s okay,” Harry said quickly. No need to set the basilisk on Umbridge – not yet at least. As tempting as it was. “We’ve got it managed for now, I think. If it gets to that point I’ll let you know.”

“What’s she saying?” asked Millicent. “I can’t believe you speak Parseltongue—you don’t even like creatures! It’s wasted on you.”

“I quite like snakes,” Harry said, maybe a bit more defensively than he’d wanted. “Anyway, the basilisk thinks of itself as an ‘it’.” Harry shrugged. “But it can’t speak English so I suppose it doesn’t matter what you call it… I was just letting it know why we’re here, that’s all. It asked if we need its… ‘help’. I said no. Not yet anyway.”

“Oh,” Millicent said. “Are you sure? Because, I mean, if Umbridge and the rest of the Inquisitors got eaten by a basilisk that would solve, like, a load of our problems. Just saying.”

“Millie!” said Daphne, clearly scandalised. “You can’t say things like that, even if it is just a joke!”

“It was only sort of a joke,” Millicent said. “And it really would solve all our problems. The Inquisition-related ones, anyway.”

“She’s not wrong,” Blaise said. “A bit bloodthirsty, but which of us hasn’t wished death and ruin upon our enemies?” He’d edged a bit further into the Chamber by then, clearly happy enough that the basilisk wasn’t about to eat him that he didn’t want to linger outside.

“So, yeah,” Harry said, changing the subject. “This is the Chamber of Secrets. What do you think? It’s private, so we can sneak off here whenever we want to meet. Whenever we want to get away from the Inquisition. I thought we could use it as a sort of base, I suppose. Bit annoying that I have to be here to open it every time, but it should work well enough, shouldn’t it?”

Blaise glanced around.

“It’s a bit wet, isn’t it? And there’s nowhere to sit…”

“I think it’s the perfect secret meeting place,” Susan said. “Most people don’t even think it’s real! And they’d never suspect this is where we’re sneaking off to, would they?”

“I’ve got to admit,” Justin said, “it is nice to have a bit of breathing room. No Inquisitors or Inquisitorial Squad watching. Well, except Blaise—but he doesn’t count.”

“I’m trying my best to do as little as possible,” Blaise said. “Glad you’ve noticed.”

Harry ignored Blaise.

“Yeah. Exactly—that’s why I thought we needed somewhere like this,” Harry said. “It’s a bit out of the way, but it’s properly secret. We can come here and we don’t have to worry about Umbridge or the Inquisition or anyone else. We’re literally the only people who can get in here. And this isn’t it, anyway—there’s other parts. Bits that aren’t wet,” Harry added, for Blaise’s benefit. “Do you want a look?”

“Well, we’re here, so I suppose we might as well,” Blaise said.

Harry showed his friends into the room with the basilisk-sized swimming pool, showed them the various artefacts and bits and pieces Slytherin – and Voldemort – had left behind, and even showed them inside the basilisk’s own chamber. Then led them all into Slytherin’s personal quarters within the Chamber.

“So, yeah,” Harry said, gesturing to the suite of rooms, “I reckon this bit’s the most comfortable part of the Chamber. I suppose it’s Salazar Slytherin’s private rooms down here—though I’m not sure when he got time to use them. But there’s furniture and there’s even a desk in the study, so…” Harry shrugged. “We can hang out in this part. Practise spells and stuff like that in the main Chamber, maybe. Do whatever.”

“That bed looks surprisingly comfy for something over a thousand years old,” Susan said. “I wonder if it’s the one Slytherin put in, or if it’s newer.”

“Could be newer,” Harry said. “Looks Victorian. I’m not the only one who’s ever found the Chamber—the last one was Voldemort. Unfortunately. He took loads of stuff out of here, too—basically ransacked the study. Only left a few bits and pieces.”

“That’s a shame,” Ernie said. “Imagine what was here before!”

“Mm,” Harry said. “I know. I’ve not really had the chance to look at what’s left. What I did see is all in Latin or like, Old English or whatever. So it’s going to be a real slog to get through. Probably worth it, though.” Harry shrugged. “I get the feeling the basilisk is hiding something, but I haven’t had the chance to ask it yet. But it didn’t seem happy Voldemort took stuff from here, so… I’m hoping it’s got stuff hidden away somewhere. Somehow.” That it didn’t have hands seemed an obstacle to it hiding anything away, but perhaps there were other rooms it was protecting.

“I’m going to try out the bed,” Susan declared. She crossed the room and sat down on the bed. “It’s pretty nice,” she said. “I don’t think this is a thousand years old at all. Must be newer.”

“It doesn’t look old,” Tracey said. She joined Susan on the bed. “Ooh, it is nice and comfy! A bit dusty but we can vanish the dust…”

“Oh, go on then,” Ernie said, and joined them on the bed. Soon enough all eight of them were sat on the bed talking. Harry had repaired some of the furniture when he was last in the Chamber, so at least it was all a little more inviting than on his very first visit.

“Now that we’ve got our own secret headquarters,” Justin said, “it feels like we should come up with a name for ourselves. What do you think?”

“Ooh, I like it!” Tracey said. “But what can we call ourselves? It has to be something cool.”

“I really don’t think—” Harry started to say, but Millicent interrupted him.

“Slytherin’s Serpents?” she suggested.

“Too on the nose,” Ernie said. “And we’re not all Slytherins. How about ‘the Defenders of Hogwarts’?”

“Too boring,” declared Daphne. “Not nearly enough flair. It should be something snappy.”

“Isn’t having a name just a little bit too much like—” Harry said.

“What about something like ‘The Anti-Inquisition League’?” Tracey said. Then she shook her head. “No, that’s awful, that is. Um…”

“I think we should call ourselves ‘Harry’s hotties’,” Blaise said with a grin. “For obvious reasons.”

“Ugh, don’t,” Harry said. He sighed.

They went on like that for ages, suggesting and rejecting increasingly awful names, until Harry eventually gave up and joined in with them. His protestations were all ignored, anyway, and he supposed it wasn’t really like the Death Eaters. It was just… just a harmless bit of fun. It’s not like they’d be getting tattoos and designing masks.

“Okay, how about this,” Harry said. “We should be ‘the Basilisk’s Fang’. Because we’ve got, you know, a basilisk, and there’s the Chamber, and we’re being all secretive and that, so…”

“That’s actually not bad,” Blaise said. “I like it. It’s better than any of the other suggestions.”

“I like it,” Daphne said.

“It’s definitely cool,” Tracey added. “I’m all for it.”

“It’s a good name,” Millicent said. “I feel like we should include the basilisk—we are using its house as a base. I like it, too.”

“It is a good name,” Susan said. “Maybe a bit snakier than I’d have liked, but I suppose that’s fair enough… I mean, our leader is a Parselmouth.”

Harry felt himself go red at being called a ‘leader’. He usually did take charge, but that was just because a lot of the issues were because of him and it felt … presumptuous … to want anyone else to fix them. But a leader? Far too grandiose a term for what he did.

“Agreed,” Ernie said. “All in favour say ‘aye.’.”

A chorus of ‘ayes’ – after which Harry added his own – and that was that. They’d named their little rebellion. It was all a good bit of fun, Harry thought. They spent a few more hours in the Chamber, chatting and looking around. Generally just enjoying the time spent away from the rigours of academic life at the castle, as well as the oppressive presence of the Inquisition. They stayed until not long before dinner was set to begin.

Harry led them out of the Chamber through Slytherin’s special passageway and sealed it behind them all once they were all safely out. Although he hadn’t actually done much of anything, he felt quite happy with what they’d achieved that afternoon. Relaxed, almost, and that was a rare thing in a castle under siege by the High Inquisition.
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Snape posted the list for students who were staying at the castle over Christmas not long after Harry showed his friends the Chamber of Secrets.

Harry didn’t sign it. It was OWL year, which was usually one of the times students who usually went home stayed over Christmas, but with Umbridge, the Inquisition, and Dumbledore’s treason charge… well, the castle didn’t seem quite as appetising as a Christmas at home.

Even a Christmas with Aunt Marge, pretending to be a muggle.

He could get work done on a load of his subjects, anyway, even if the more practical sorts of practise would have to wait until after Christmas when he got back to the castle. There would be no time for Alchemy, and practical Potions practise was out because of Marge’s tendency to snoop – not to mention that many OWL potions required a wand in parts – but he could get rather a lot of Arithmancy or Ancient Runes in.

And the latter outside of his bedroom, as they did Latin and other dead languages in muggle schools. Perhaps not through the medium of runic letters, but it was close enough Harry didn’t think it mattered. And Marge hadn’t been to school in a very long time, so Harry hardly thought she would know enough to raise any concerns.

“Not staying this year?” asked Daphne of Harry one evening in the Common Room – a rare one when all of Harry’s Slytherin friends were together and free from too much work. Despite the Inquisition’s rules on group fraternisation, even the Inquisitorial Squad seemed to be taking a slightly more relaxed approach ahead of Christmas.

In the Common Rooms, at least. And Harry and his friends had sat in such a way that it could be argued – probably not successfully, but reasonably – that they were in fact sat in a group of three and a separate pair.

“Definitely not,” Harry said. “I know it’s OWL year, but this year… no. Not with the Inquisition the way it is. I haven’t gone home in two years though, so it’ll be nice to have Christmas there again anyway. A bit overdue, I think.”

In first year Harry had been too worried about bringing a murderous and deranged Sirius Black to the family’s door – however absurd that sounded now – and with the Yule Ball didn’t want to go back during his second year. Third year… well, Umbridge had made it easy for him, OWLs or no OWLs. Marge or no Marge.

“That’s fair enough,” Daphne said. “And it is nice to see family at Christmas. Honestly, this year I’d have considered staying—people do for OWL revision, don’t they? And I’ve got an awful lot to do—but…”

“There is exactly no chance at all I’d stay for Christmas this year,” Blaise said. “Fuck the OWLs—I want a break from all this… ugh,” he said, waving a hand absently. “I’m looking forward to going home.”

“Going to Italy again this year?” asked Tracey.

“Well, of course,” Blaise said. “We go every year to see my grandfather. I’m not too bothered about that part—some of my cousins have turned into right prats. But New Year’s at home.”

“Ooh, very nice,” Tracey said. “It’s almost like you get two holidays!”

“I suppose,” Blaise said.

“Daph’s coming to visit me for New Year’s Eve,” Millicent said. “Aren’t you, Daph?”

“Yes!” Daphne said. “It’s going to be lovely. The party at your grandparents’ house?”

“Yeah,” said Millicent, although to Harry she didn’t sound overly enthused by the prospect. “My mum’s parents,” she added for the rest of the group, and then Harry understood. Millicent’s mum’s parents were the old-fashioned kind of purebloods who didn’t totally approve of their daughter’s muggleborn husband. Not to quite the extent that families like the Malfoys would have, but enough that Millicent had picked up on it.

Not too dissimilar from Marge’s views on ‘kept women’ that she liked to bring up around Harry and Dudley, Harry supposed.

Talk turned to plans over Christmas and the New Year after that, and eventually came around to the train journey home.

“Hopefully the dining carriage will be open this time,” Daphne said. “If it is, shall we have lunch together on the train? You know, to make up for missing out on the way here?”

“D’you reckon it’ll even be open?” Harry asked. “Has it even got the space to open now there’s so many people here?”

“I don’t see why not,” Daphne said. “The train doesn’t have a fixed size—there’s enough space. I suppose it’s just a problem of capacity… It’s quite a lot for the carriage elves to be doing.”

“I think they only closed it on the way in because the train went faster,” Tracey offered, “so on the way home for Christmas it will probably be open. If it is we should all get lunch together. The food is meant to be nice!”

“I’d hope it’s nice,” Blaise said. “It’s the same elves cooking it as at the castle.”

“It’s ages until Christmas, anyway,” Millicent said, “so we can just decide later.”

Harry thought that was fair enough. It was still a few weeks until the Christmas holidays were set to begin, after all.

But the few weeks left of term rapidly passed them by, filled as they were with lessons and clubs and the other, less official and wholly unallowed, extracurricular activities being done by Harry and his friends. Even occlumency training with Snape – for Harry. Harry suffered through another two sessions of that, and soon enough, the Christmas holidays had come. The usual end-of-term chaos in the dorms followed, as everyone scrambled to collect the jumbled and scattered bits and pieces that came with a life lived at school to pack away and bring them home.

Harry wasn’t overly concerned with that, though. A lot of his things could just be left at school – his robes, for one thing, and his potions set – as they wouldn’t and couldn’t see any use over Christmas. So he sat in his dormitory chatting with Blaise and the other boys as they packed away their things.

John FitzRoy in particular was having a time of it.

“I don’t understand why we have to do all this ourselves,” FitzRoy complained as he unpacked his trunk for the sixth time. “There are dozens of house-elves in the castle; why can’t they pack for us? We didn’t have to do this at Beauxbatons.”

“It’s not really their job to pack your trunk for you,” Charlie Miller said to him as he folded up his robes. “And, to be honest John, if you can’t figure out how to pack a bloody school trunk… that’s a you problem.”

“Wait a minute,” Harry said, interrupting. “The elves at Beauxbatons pack your stuff for you? That seems a bit…” Harry shrugged. It seemed a little excessive, but Harry supposed wizards with house elves did generally allow – and expect – them to do more or less everything for them.

Ernie’s elf had packed Harry’s bags during that summer, after all.

“Yes, of course,” said FitzRoy. “That’s what elves are for.”

“I read in that book,” Capability Plumm said, “that Helga Hufflepuff wrote in the school charter that students have to pack their own bags. She wanted to make sure students didn’t become overly reliant on elf magic. Something about getting a proper work ethic, you know.”

“I think all it does is teach the house elves to be lazy, frankly,” said FitzRoy. “And there really isn’t any need for me to learn how to pack—my family has more than enough house elves to see to anything like that.”

“You’re just sour because you haven’t figured out how to fold your clothes,” Charlie said.

“Do none of you know the Packing Charm?” asked Plumm. Harry glanced over at him, waiting for an explanation. He’d packed all of his clothes the old-fashioned muggle way and would have killed for a charm that did it instead.

“What Packing Charm?” asked Charlie.

“There’s a packing charm?” said FitzRoy. “Excellent—do it for me and we can be done with this.”

“You can piss off if you think I’m doing it for you,” said Plumm. “I’m not your house elf. But I will show you how it works. Watch.” He pointed to the clothes, books, and other accoutrements he’d gathered and placed on his bed. “You just sort of flick your wand like this and say, ‘pack’!”

Plumm’s belongings, all carefully placed onto his bed in neat little piles, shot into his trunk. They arranged and rearranged themselves several times, popping in and out of the trunk, so that everything fit in properly. When he was satisfied, Plumm looked back over to the other boys.

“See? Easy.”

“That’s a nifty little charm,” Charlie said. “Where’d you learn that?”

“School,” Plumm said. “Not this one, obviously—since none of you seem to know it. We did it in Charms back at Wandwright’s. Part of the household charms unit, you know.”

“Hmm,” said FitzRoy. He looked over his things, strewn about his bed and general area as they were. “And you really just… flick and say ‘pack’?”

“Really,” said Plumm. “You just saw.”

FitzRoy tried it out. Flicked his wand, said the incantation, and his things… flopped. Flopped lazily towards his trunk and tried to fit themselves in haphazardly, managing something only slightly better than FitzRoy’s previous attempts without the charm.

FitzRoy looked towards Plumm, frowning, brow furrowed.

“You just didn’t do the charm very well,” Plumm said. “Try again and see what happens. It definitely works, though—you just saw me do it. I’m all packed and ready to go, now. So… see you after Christmas, lads; have a good one. I’m off to say my goodbyes.” He closed up his trunk and left the dormitory, leaving Harry behind with Charlie, FitzRoy, and Blaise.

“That was a neat little trick,” Blaise said. “I never even knew that charm existed. It’s not something my mum would have ever used. I’ll have to practise with it… Makes this trunk packing thing so much easier.”

“Me too,” said Charlie.

“I’ll have to give it a go too,” Harry said. It certainly looked like it could save a lot of time wrangling robes and shoving books into free spaces.

Blaise didn’t take too long to pack his things after that, and most of that time was spent looking for stray items he had yet to find. Once Blaise was done, Harry went with him to go find the girls and their friends from Hufflepuff before getting on the train.

As luck would have it, Harry found both the Slytherin girls and the three Hufflepuffs in the Entrance Hall waiting for the carriages to arrive.

“Cutting it rather fine,” observed Justin as Harry and Blaise arrived.

“Last-minute packing,” Blaise said. “Did you know there was a packing charm? Like, a spell you can do that packs your trunk for you? I didn’t. Capability Plumm just showed it to us.”

“Is there really?” Ernie said. “I never knew that. God, that would’ve saved me so much time…”

Tracey giggled.

“You really didn’t know about the Packing Charm?” she said.

“To be fair,” said Daphne, “I only know it because you taught us at the end of first year. At home the house elves do it for me.”

“How do you do it?” asked Susan. “I’ve never heard of it, either.”

Tracey pulled open her trunk and demonstrated, much to the amazement of the others, who’d seemingly never considered that wizards could achieve the same feats as their house elf servants in the realm of packing magic.

“That’s amazing,” Ernie said. “Just amazing. And it just… packs everything nicely, all for you? Wow.”

“You do need to practise a bit,” Tracey said, “but… yes!”

“Well, it’s always nice to learn something new,” Daphne said, “but packing is boring. I was going to ask you four if you wanted to join us in the dining carriage on the train. So, do you? I thought it would be nice if we all ate together.”

The three Hufflepuffs looked at each other and then nodded.

“That sounds lovely,” said Susan. “I just hope they’ve got a table big enough for us all!”

Lunch plans all sorted, and with the carriages set to arrive at any minute, they sorted themselves into smaller groups for the carriage ride to the train, and in no time at all, the Christmas holiday had begun.

*

As it happened, the dining carriage was open for the trip back to London, and Daphne managed to secure the group a large enough table. Of course, the prefects in the group had patrols to cover, but a quick word to Diggory about their desire for lunch was enough to schedule something so that they could eat together.

Harry found the food nice enough. Better than the sweets the trolley witch came around with, if he was being really honest, although not nearly as fun. Still, it was nice to have eaten in the dining carriage at least once after having heard of it so many times, and especially after missing the opportunity on the journey in after the summer.

At King’s Cross Station everyone went their separate ways. Tracey alone accompanied Harry across the barrier between Platform 9¾, as everyone else was going via the Floo or Apparition points inside the station. Tracey’s younger brother came with them.

Soon after they crossed the barrier Harry saw his aunt and uncle, along with Dudley.

“There’s my aunt and uncle,” Harry said. “See you after New Year’s. Have a good Christmas!”

“Oh, we will!” Tracey said. “I’ll send you a letter on Boxing Day! And you’ll get a present on Christmas anyway.” She paused. “There’s Mam and Dad! Did I tell you Dad said he wanted to drive all the way here and back? To show Ffransis how cars work? It takes hours and hours though so I’m not sure Mam would have let him… we’ll have to see, I suppose! Anyway, see you after Christmas!” said Tracey.

She drew Harry into a quick hug and then ran off towards her parents.

Harry pushed the trolley and his trunk – as well as the carry case containing his Firebolt – towards his aunt and uncle.

“Happy Christmas!” Harry said as he approached. Dudley and Vernon were both wearing Christmas jumpers – his aunt’s doing, Harry assumed.

“Vernon, help Harry with his things,” Petunia said. “Harry, it’s lovely to have you home! First time since you left for school. Oh, but it will be nice to have the whole family together again.”

“Big strapping lad like that doesn’t need any help with his things,” Vernon said, but moved to take the trunk anyway.

Harry handed the trolley over to Vernon, although he didn’t really need help, as he’d charmed his trunk featherlight.

“Bloody hell, boy! Did you leave all your things at school? This feels empty!” said Vernon.

“It’s, er, charmed featherlight,” Harry said. “Easier to carry.”

Vernon grunted.

“Why’d you come home this year anyway? Thought you’d want to stay up at that castle of yours,” Dudley asked as they walked through the station towards the car park.

“Not pleased to have me here, then?”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Dudley said. “Was only asking.”

Harry shrugged.

“I’ve not been home in a few years. Felt like the right time.”

“Well, we’re all thrilled to have you back with us, Harry,” said Petunia. “And with a little bit of luck we’ll have enough time to do a spot of last-minute Christmas shopping for you—you didn’t send a list back this year. I’m sure it just slipped your mind. Well, we’ll have to make do, won’t we?”

Shopping was near enough at the bottom of the list of things Harry wanted to do with his Christmas break. But presents were important to his aunt, so he’d have put up with it. He held back a sigh.

“But we can sort that tomorrow,” Petunia continued. “We’ve got to get back tonight because Marge will be here not long after we get back—and I’ve still got to finish cooking.”

Marge. The one problem with going home for Christmas. Well, Marge and the fact that he couldn’t do magic at home. And Marge’s dogs, although Harry supposed that was just Marge again. At least she left most of them behind.

“You aren’t wearing your glasses,” said Petunia. “Did they break? If they did I’m sure we can get an emergency appointment at the optician’s—I’ll phone first thing tomorrow. Or did you leave them on the train—should we go back and look?”

“Er—no,” Harry said. “I’ll explain once we’re back in the car.” Too many muggles about to go around talking about magical rituals and alchemical transformations.

The trip back to the car went by without any further unpleasant news. A small mercy, at least. Once everyone was settled inside, Vernon set off for Little Whinging.

“So that headmaster of yours,” Vernon said after a lull in conversation, “got sacked for treason. That’s what they said in the paper. Know anything about that?”

Ah. Harry had forgotten that his uncle – somewhat religiously – kept up with wizarding events through Harry’s Daily Prophet subscription.

“Had an affair with some sort of evil wizard as well, didn’t he? That’s what that Skeeter woman said, anyway,” continued Vernon. “No wonder he kept that secret.”

“I don’t know if I’d call it an affair,” Harry began, then shook his head. “Er—I mean—whatever was going on, it doesn’t matter. Grindelwald was the wizard Dumbledore defeated, so whatever they were doing, it’s not what they’re—oh, none of that matters.” Harry shrugged. “Skeeter says all sorts of things. But Dumbledore’s not done anything. There are people at the Ministry trying to discredit him, that’s all, so people are spreading rumours and saying all sorts.”

“Seems like it’s worked, then, if he’s had to go into hiding,” Vernon said. “That’s what—”

“Skeeter said in the paper, yeah,” Harry said, interrupting. “But you remember that Skeeter’s… Skeeter. She likes a bit of controversy—remember when she was writing all those articles about me? It’s just like that. But worse because Dumbledore is a really big deal.”

“Is it… is it safe for you at school?” asked Petunia.

That was a difficult question to answer. Aunt Petunia wanted the truth, which was that Voldemort and his people had infiltrated the castle; or that the Ministry was going nuts about anyone with even a speck of independent authority. The news that he’d found a secret underground chamber in the school along with its giant man-eating snake guardian probably wouldn’t go over very well either, even if the basilisk did seem quite keen to defend him.

So Harry would have to lie.

“I’m safe, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said. “What’s going on with Dumbledore doesn’t have anything to do with me—it’s all political stuff. I’m just at school. And it’s my OWL year, so I’m not getting involved in anything silly, don’t worry about that.”

“Why does everyone care about a bloody headmaster anyway?” asked Dudley, looking up from his Game Boy. “He’s just a teacher.”

“He’s, um,” Harry said, trying to think of a way to explain it to Dudley. “Before he was a teacher, he was like, a war hero. Defeated a Dark wizard. Saved the world. That sort of thing. So… everyone knows who he is. They wanted to make him Minister for Magic, but he always said no…” Harry shrugged. “He’s kind of like the wizard Winston Churchill, I suppose. Defeated wizard Hitler in our version of the World War.”

Dudley grunted and went back to playing his game.

“And the other thing I was wondering,” Vernon said after a few moments. “Why is it that—”

“And how is your preparation for OWLs going, Harry?” interrupted Petunia. “These are very important exams, aren’t they? Sort of like wizard GCSEs?”

“Er—yeah, that’s right,” Harry said. “We have to pass them to be allowed to go on to NEWTs.” He paused, unsure how much detail to go into. Even with his muggle subjects his aunt had never required him to go in depth.

“I’m doing okay, I think. I’ve already done an Alchemy exam—it was a proper practical exam where I had to… er, I had to design and then do an alchemical ritual to improve my eyesight. It’s why I’m not wearing my glasses—I don’t need them anymore.” He left out that his eyes were now whole orders of magnitude better than the average muggle’s – or wizard’s. Or that he saw colours differently, saw further, could pick out fine details… “It was actually quite hard—one of the other blokes in the class burned his eyes out with his go at it. Now he’s blind.”

Silence. Clearly, neither his aunt nor his uncle had a response prepared for that one.

“Seems a bit extreme for GCSE coursework,” Vernon said eventually. “Honestly, I’ll never understand your lot. Just when you think you’ve got it you learn something else and…” He sighed.

“They managed to give him new eyes,” Harry said. “Not real ones—magical ones. But he can see out of them, so it’s not that bad really… and they did tell him not to try his Salve out—he just didn’t listen. So I don’t think I’ll burn my eyes out or, er, turn my brain to mush or whatever. So that’s alright, isn’t it?”

The noise made by his aunt seemed to suggest it was quite far from alright, but Harry wasn’t overly bothered. It was perfectly safe so long as he followed instructions and kept up with his alchemical theory. Petunia changed the subject after that, and the rest of the car journey was spent talking about all the usual sorts of mundane and boring things his aunt liked to talk about. By the time they reached the house, Harry was almost ready for Marge to arrive, just because at least then he wouldn’t have to hear about Yvonne’s trip to Marbella or Mrs Jones’s gaudy new car.

“I’ll just go unpack my things,” Harry said as he carried his trunk and Firebolt case into the house. Dudley had shot off already without so much as a goodbye – although not into the house. To one of his mates’ houses, Harry assumed. Or wherever it was Dudley got off to. Smashing up parks or some such thing, if he was up to the same sorts of things he’d been up to in the summer. “Check on Agrippa—he must be back by now.”

Vernon grunted.

“Of course, Harry—and don’t fill up on sweets! Dinner won’t be long!” Petunia called after Harry as he carried his trunk upstairs.

“I won’t, Aunt Petunia!” Harry shouted back. He didn’t even have any sweets.

Well, except for some of the ones he’d brought back for Christmas. Chocolates mostly, although a few muggle-friendly sweets were packed in his trunk as well. But nothing he intended to eat himself.

Harry threw open his bedroom door to find Agrippa settled nicely on his perch. His aunt hadn’t forgotten to open the window, then. That was good – Agrippa hadn’t had to wait around in the garden.

“Hello, boy,” Harry said as he dumped his things at the foot of his bed. “Have a good flight?”

The owl merely looked at him. Inclined his head.

“Well, fair enough,” Harry said. He sat at his desk. It was far too early in the holiday to start thinking about his homework – or revision – but he didn’t have enough time before Marge arrived to do anything out of the house, either. So instead, Harry picked up the latest Redwand novel and read through it until Marge arrived.

*

“Harry,” called Petunia a couple of hours later. “Aunt Marge is here! And dinner is nearly ready.”

Harry saved his place and then put his book down onto his desk. Face down, since the pictures on the front moved, and Marge was wont to go sticking her nose in where it didn’t belong. After a brief check that he’d left nothing overly wizardy out in his bedroom – the live owl notwithstanding – Harry left his bedroom and thundered down the stairs to greet Marge.

The eldest Dursley was just getting inside the house, her dog Ripper yapping around her ankles. Behind her, Vernon carried an assortment of bags and packages into the house. Marge stopped talking as Harry approached.

“Gracing us with your presence this year, are you?” she said when Harry had reached the hallway. “Well, where’s my hug? No kiss? No Christmas greeting?”

Harry paused. He didn’t want to give any of those things to Marge. She smelled like dogs and old lady perfume, and her hugs were more aggressive than Harry felt a hug should be. But he couldn’t refuse without causing offence, and it was the very first day of the Christmas holiday…

Harry stepped forward, mindful of Ripper, and got drawn into a bone-crushing hug by Marge. Bigger than Vernon, and stronger too, Marge Dursley was what Harry had overheard his aunt call a ‘whole lot of woman’ once. After an agonising half a minute Marge let Harry go, then turned to Vernon, who’d just about got everything inside and shut the door.

“And where’s Dudley, then? Not here to greet his only aunt for Christmas?”

“Ah, well, Marge,” Vernon said, “you know how Duds gets. He’ll be off with his friends, I expect. Pet did say when you’d be here so he should be back soon.”

Harry doubted it. Dudley had gone off with his friends precisely because Marge was coming. He didn’t like her hugs, kisses, or dogs either. Although he did like her presents, which she usually brought along with her. But even Dudley had his limits.

“Take Marge’s things up to the guest room, Harry,” Vernon said, interrupting Marge. He gestured at Marge’s copious baggage. “There’s a good lad. I’ll just nip to the kitchen to check on Pet, and why don’t you get settled in the living room, Marge?”

Vernon didn’t wait for a reply. He disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Harry with Marge, Ripper, and all of Marge’s bags.

“I’ll just, er—I’ll get your bags,” Harry said.

“Be careful with the big one,” Marge said. “There’s presents in there. And you can leave Ripper’s food in the hallway—Petunia will sort that when she’s ready.” Then she went into the living room, Ripper following her.

Harry sighed. He picked up her bags, all the while thinking that Marge would have had an easier time of it than he did given her unusual strength and hauled them upstairs. Marge would occupy the guest room until after New Year’s Day at the bare minimum, so she’d brought quite a lot of things with her. At least the big box of dog food got to stay downstairs. Harry lingered upstairs for a little while, unwilling to go downstairs and deal with Marge for an extended period just yet. There would be near enough an entire fortnight for that over Christmas.

While there, Harry grabbed a couple of photographs, tapped them with his wand to make them still, and stuffed them in his pocket. Marge would no doubt ask to see photos or something about Hogwarts, just because that was what she was like, and Harry did have some that were appropriate. At least, with nothing overtly magical in them, and once they were still, they looked just like muggle photos. So that was fine.

Harry lounged on his bed, flicking through his Redwand book for a little while.

But eventually, Harry had to go back downstairs. He couldn’t stay in his room all night. So Harry waited until he heard Dudley slam the front door as he returned to the house. Confident that the attention wouldn’t remain solely on him with Dudley there, Harry went back downstairs.

As Harry passed by the kitchen, Petunia put her head out the door.

“Oh, Harry—go and grab everyone, would you? We’re ready for dinner now that Dudley’s back,” she said.

Harry nodded and slipped into the living room.

“Aunt Petunia said dinner is ready,” Harry said. Dudley was in the middle of his own bone-crushing hug from Marge, while Vernon tried – and failed – to stop Ripper nipping at his toes.

“Just what I was waiting for!” Vernon said. He got up from his chair faster than Harry had seen him move in ages and brushed past Harry to head towards the dining room. Harry followed him.

Unlike their usual dinners, whenever Marge came to visit, Petunia set the proper dining table in the dining room. It was pointless, as far as Harry was concerned, as Marge surely didn’t warrant the fine china nor a change in venue from the kitchen. But Petunia evidently thought otherwise.

Inside the dining room the table had been laid with all of the accoutrements that saw use – at most – five or six times a year. Maybe seven if Vernon had an important dinner meeting. The good tablecloth. Petunia’s fancy and expensive china, all of which looked to Harry exactly like the less expensive and not-at-all fancy stuff they ate from at every other part of the year. There were even three large bottles on the table – one of sherry, for Marge; one of port, for Vernon; and the final bottle, a white wine, for Petunia.

Because apparently, Marge visiting was an occasion. Not that anyone seemed to enjoy it overly much apart from Marge and Vernon.

And Harry wondered sometimes about Vernon.

Harry sat himself down at the table. Petunia and Dudley sat along one side of the table, with Vernon and Marge at either end, which left Harry sat at the other side.

Perfect for him, really, as it meant he didn’t have to sit next to Dudley and he could seat himself as far from Marge as the table allowed.

Which, admittedly, wasn’t very far, but even the littlest bit of distance was useful. At least it meant Ripper wouldn’t be close at all.

Moments later Dudley and Marge shuffled into the dining room and took their seats. Once everyone was settled, Petunia swept into the room and served dinner. Some sort of casserole.

“Beef casserole?” said Marge. “I would have preferred cottage pie.”

Petunia said nothing, although Harry saw her lips tighten.

“Well, with everything I had to do today, I thought a casserole would be better—something I could put in the slow cooker while I got along with everything else that needed to be done,” Petunia said a few moments later. “But we’ve got roast potatoes and the steamed—”

“I prefer mashed, but there’s not much in it, I suppose,” interrupted Marge. “Dudley, be a good lad and pass Aunty the sherry, would you?”

Dudley was slow to respond. Dudley was always slow to respond, unless it involved presents or sweets, but his movement was particularly sluggish that evening. A quick glance at his eyes – red and puffy – told Harry all he needed to know. So that had been where he’d got off to – smoking with Piers, Malcolm, Gordon, and Dennis. Assuming Dudley still hung around with them during the summer and Christmas holidays.

At least Dudley managed to pass Marge the sherry without knocking anything over. Harry didn’t think he could deal with his aunt and uncle finding out about Dudley’s drug use while Marge was in residence… even if it would be funny.

Marge poured herself a large sherry.

Everyone started eating, and a tentative conversation was struck between Petunia and Vernon.

“Vernon, tell everyone about your meeting this week,” Petunia said. “I think Marge would like to know.”

“Oh?” said Vernon. “Oh! Yes, yes. Of course. So, I was meeting with Terry McAlpine just before we broke for Christmas—”

“A Jock?” Marge said. “How unfortunate.”

“Well, of Scottish extraction,” Vernon said. “But he’s as English as they come. Anyway, we were going over the numbers—he’s an accountant, auditor, something like that, a numbers man—and we noticed there was a little bit of extra money in the budget. So naturally, once we’d accounted for everything, I was able to pay out a nice little bonus for all the managers—and a little something for myself! So we were thinking,” Vernon continued, “about going on a bit of a special holiday in the summer. Safari—remember when Dad took us when we were kids? Kenya, wasn’t it? Well, Pet and I thought it would be nice to take a family trip there. It was quite a large bonus, so I thought that you might like to come along with us—my treat! How’s that sound?”

“Hmm,” Marge said. “Well, we’ll have to see about it. The Colonel’s got the other dogs for me over Christmas, but a trip to Kenya… well. Maybe not. And as I recall Africa was frightfully hot, wasn’t it? And the facilities… Well, we’ll see.” Her tone suggested the answer would be a firm ‘no’, which honestly, was the best news for Harry. An African safari during the summer sounded quite fun; an African safari with Marge in tow sounded nothing of the sort.

Petunia sipped at her wine.

“If that’s what you think is best, Marge,” she said. “It is quite far to go, and if your heart isn’t in it, I’m sure the four of us will manage on our own. We just thought it might be nice, you know, remind you of when you and Vernon were little.”

Marge made a non-committal sound and finished off her sherry. She poured herself another.

“Drink up, Vernon—you’re falling behind,” she ordered. She changed the topic. “So,” she said, gesturing to Harry. “That school of yours. Must be very interesting for you to have missed two Christmases.” It was almost, but not quite, a question. A statement that hung in the air, waiting.

“Er,” Harry said. “Well…” He’d prepared for this, of course. He knew what Petunia and Vernon had told Marge about his first and second years. He’d gone over the official muggle-worthy excuses for Hogwarts. He knew all of that. It was just a matter of saying them to Marge in such a way that she didn’t have anything to complain about. “In first year, there was just so much to do—you know, I had to learn Latin and all sorts of other things—that I needed to stay over Christmas just to catch up. And then last year was the Yule Ball because we had a—it was a special event thing. And because I was in the competition I had to stay behind, but honestly, I don’t think anyone went home last year. Everyone was at the Ball. So really, this year was my first chance to come home.”

“Well, at least they’ve got you doing proper subjects up at that school,” Marge said. “Not like at that bloody comprehensive you used to be at. I don’t know what you were thinking, sending him there,” she said, glancing at Petunia and then at Vernon, “but I’m glad you came to your senses. Although that school he’s at—Hogsorts? Spognorts?”

“Hogwarts,” Harry supplied.

“Yes, that. I’ve never heard of it,” Marge said. “Nor has the Colonel. I don’t imagine it’s as good as Smeltings, of course, but anything would be better than that Stonehall place. And you were in competition, you say? Not boxing, of course—not like Dudley. You haven’t got the frame for it. Something like… football, perhaps?”

Harry had been about to say duelling and flying, but remembering the company, stopped himself. But he did have a proper muggle-worthy excuse for the duelling, at least, so he said that instead.

“Fencing, actually. I won a trophy. A couple. But they keep them up at the school,” Harry said, “so we don’t have them on display here.” Only half true, as Harry had his own Triwizard medals, but Marge wasn’t allowed to see those. The crossed wands from the duelling could be passed off his fencing sabres, but the broomsticks were quite obviously broomsticks.

And they moved, so that was obviously out.

“We watched his, ah, fencing finals,” Petunia added. “Went all the way up to Scotland for it. It was very exciting. Bit of a different atmosphere from Dudley’s boxing tournaments, but exciting. Wasn’t it, Vernon?”

“Oh, yes,” Vernon said. “Thrilling. Although nothing’s quite like a good punch-up, is it, Dud?”

Dudley didn’t seem to even register he was being spoken to at first. He sat there chomping on his food.

“What? Oh, er, yeah—boxing’s really good,” he said when he realised his father was speaking to him. “Much better than what Harry’s doing—prancing about with wands and that.”

“You mean swords, darling,” said Petunia quickly. “And we’re very proud of the both of you, getting on with sports the way you are. We’ve always said it’s important to take part, and to see both of you doing so well…”

“Quite right,” Vernon said.

“And your studies,” said Marge as she poured herself yet another sherry, “they’re going well? For the both of you?”

She looked over at Dudley first. Dudley didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he helped himself to more roast potatoes.

“Well, we had a rocky year last year,” Petunia said when it became clear Dudley wasn’t going to say anything, “but his head of year put him on a new learning plan for this year, so we’re all very hopeful for the GCSEs in the summer. Aren’t we, Duddy, darling?”

“I s’pose,” Dudley said. He shrugged. “I should pass English.”

“And Maths, and Geography, and what about PE? Mr Hargreaves said you’re doing really well!” Petunia continued.

Four GCSEs out of the twelve or so he was supposed to sit didn’t sound like an especially good go at it to Harry, but then, Harry supposed it was Dudley they were talking about. And that was probably still better than either Vince or Greg would manage in the OWLs, so…

“Well, he’s always been a bit better with the practical side of things, hasn’t he?” said Vernon. “That Miss Newton said you’ve got talent for woodwork, didn’t she?”

“DT, we call it, Dad,” Dudley said. He paused. “Design and technology. It’s not just woodwork any more…” He shrugged. “If I pass all those, that’s enough to get me through to A-levels.”

“Dudley wants to go to Loughborough University, you see,” explained Petunia.

That was news to Harry. Although he and Dudley didn’t have the sort of relationship where they chatted about their hopes and dreams, so that wasn’t too surprising. The idea of Dudley at university seemed absurd, but perhaps that was Harry being overly harsh.

“I said I’d thought about it,” muttered Dudley. “If I’ve got to go, I mean. I might not.”

“Your father never went,” Marge said. “Nor did I.” She glanced over at Petunia. “You went, but I don’t recall you ever doing anything with that degree of yours—so was it really worth it? Far better to focus on the business end of things, I’d think. So I wouldn’t worry about It too much.”

“Marge, sometimes in life it’s not about what you get at the end of things,” Petunia said, “but about the experience you have on the way there. For me, university was like that—a wonderful life experience that I’m glad to have had. If either of the boys—”

Marge snorted.

“Life experience is something you get from living, Petunia darling, not from sitting in dusty lecture halls!” interrupted Marge. “And if either of the boys do want to go, I’d hope they chose something a bit more useful than—”

This isn’t going anywhere nice, Harry thought. Best to head it off before Marge said something that would really upset Petunia. It was the first day of the Christmas holiday, after all, and Harry didn’t want it to start off on quite such a bad footing.

“I’ve got a couple of photos from school, Aunt Marge,” Harry said quickly. He fished in his pocket and pulled out the photographs, then checked to see that they hadn’t gone back to moving around. Fortunately, they were still. Harry shuffled his chair a bit closer to Marge. “See, this one is me and my friends at the Yule Ball last year.” Harry handed her the photograph.

That seemed to shut Marge up, at least while she looked over the photo. Harry thought it was a nice photo: it had all of his friends in it, minus their dates to the Yule Ball, and had been taken by the official photographer in the castle’s Entrance Hall. Of course, that meant Theodore was in it, but… he had been one of Harry’s closest friends. Still would be, without the circumstances surrounding their little falling out.

“Strange uniforms,” Marge said as she looked over the photo.

“Er, yeah,” Harry said. “Well, because it was an official event we had to wear the traditional robes, see, and… well… Hogwarts is really, really old, so… that was just the dress code. You get used to it, though.”

Harry shrugged.

“We don’t have to wear those all the time, though. Those are the dress robes, only for special occasions. And this photo is of me and Tracey after our paired duel. Er, you know, for the fencing. Special event.” Harry handed her the photo.

He didn’t especially care for showing Marge the photographs, but they were a good distraction from whatever bile she’d been about to spew, and Harry knew Petunia would like to see them, too. And they were the sorts of photo that Petunia could, if she wanted, get framed to put up in the living room – there was nothing overtly magical in any of them. Not even the one of him and Tracey after the duelling since their wands were out of shot.

And anyway, Harry had copies of them so wouldn’t mind losing them to his aunt’s displays.

“The second photo is after our doubles fencing match,” Harry said. “Weird uniforms again, I know,” Harry said. “But I thought you might like to see them.”

With some luck the combination of Harry’s interruption, the photographs, and the weird but not quite abnormal details in the photographs would draw Marge’s attention from whatever vitriol she had prepared. And if not… well, Harry had done all he could and dinner wouldn’t last too long anyway. Then it would be a matter of sitting in front of the TV while Marge and Vernon reminisced about their childhoods.

“You aren’t holding the little sword,” Marge said as she looked over the photograph.

“Er… no,” Harry said. “They took the photos without them. But this photo was just after we won the tournament.”

“Pretty little thing, your friend,” Marge said. “Where’s she from?”

“Somewhere in Wales,” Harry said.

Marge sniffed.

“Ah. A shame.” She handed Harry back the photographs. “But that school of yours looks like a decent sort of place, even if it does have a ridiculous name. Not up to the Smeltings standard of course, but then there aren’t many which are.”

Well, that was Marge’s wholly unqualified opinion. Had she ever seen Hogwarts – and Harry hoped he was never in a position that she had – she’d probably think otherwise. Smeltings was a bog-standard fee-paying school, whereas Hogwarts was a literally magical castle atop a hill next to a lake and a forest filled with magical creatures. Including unicorns. But Harry said nothing.

His interruption had done what he’d wanted it to, anyway, and the topic of conversation was now something other than barely concealed jibes at Petunia.

“Aunt Petunia, you can have these for the albums, if you want,” Harry said. He passed the photos across the table. “I’ve got copies.”

“How thoughtful, Harry,” Petunia said, taking the photos. “I’ll find somewhere to put them.”

After that, dinner was a more or less pleasant affair, as Marge and Vernon distracted one another with tales of their childhood and everyone else was able to chill out and eat without having to face Marge’s invective. And Dudley was able to grow slowly less stoned, which Harry thought was helpful for everyone, since he didn’t need his first Christmas home ruined by his aunt catching Dudley on cannabis.

When dinner was over and the family retired to the living room, Harry wasn’t even too bothered that Ripper was there. Or that Marge had become drunk. At least he could bow out around ten o’clock, citing his long train journey home as a reason to leave early for bed.

*

Over the next few days Harry didn’t have time to relax. Between having to dodge Ripper and appease Marge’s hunger for chit-chat, Harry had to contend with shopping with Petunia, too. Not that that was too much of a chore, to be fair, since it was only really a bit of walking around various shops in town and – one day at least – London proper. But it wasn’t exactly relaxing.

Although it was still far more fun than having to deal with Umbridge and her Inquisitorial goons, so Harry didn’t complain outwardly. And kept his inward complaints to a bare minimum just in case they spilled out.

At least there was that.

But by Christmas Eve everything had settled down and Harry was able to enjoy his first Christmas at home since becoming a wizard.

“Here you are, Dudley,” Petunia said as they were gathered in the living room. She handed Dudley a soft, wrapped parcel and then turned to Harry with another. “Harry, here’s yours.”

The traditional Christmas Eve pair of pyjamas. There was no point to wrapping them, as Petunia had bought him and Dudley a new pair of pyjamas every Christmas Eve since Harry could remember… but the wrapping was part of the tradition, he supposed. Something for Petunia.

“I don’t even like wearing pyjamas, Mum,” Dudley complained, but opened the parcel anyway.

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said. He’d be expected to put the pyjamas on, but he didn’t mind much. It was a nice tradition.

“You boys go and get changed,” Petunia said, “while I order us some food. Then by the time Vernon gets back with the film we’ll be ready to sit down for the night!” She turned to Marge. “Marge, can I get you another sherry, or are you happy for now?”

“I’ll get it myself, Petunia,” Marge declared. “Don’t trouble yourself.”

Harry left them to it to go get changed. While he was upstairs he slipped Agrippa some treats. Vernon would be a while bringing the film back from the rental shop, anyway – and it would be a film for ‘all the family’, which in Harry’s experience meant nobody but Petunia and Vernon would actually enjoy it… but that was Christmas, Harry supposed. Harry went back downstairs when Vernon got back and spent the rest of his Christmas Eve enjoying his takeaway, the Christmas film, and time spent with his family… even Aunt Marge.

Sort of.

And after that, it was Christmas morning.

Harry was woken on Christmas morning not by Dudley, as usually happened – at a far earlier time than Dudley ever got up usually – nor by Petunia because he’d overslept, but by the tap-tap-tap of an owl at the window.

Owls carrying letters and parcels were hardly unusual for Harry, but one so early on Christmas morning was pushing it a little. Still half-asleep Harry got out of bed to let the owl in, although after dropping its parcel on Harry’s bed it left without stopping.

“Fair enough,” Harry muttered to himself as he closed the window. Harry checked over the package. Bright green and silver wrapping paper covered it, complete with dragons wearing Christmas hats – although mercifully, didn’t move. At least there was no chance of Marge seeing something she shouldn’t with that. The handwriting on the label told him it was from Tracey. He supposed that made sense. With her younger brothers, Harry imagined she was up at the crack of dawn. Dudley had managed to stay in bed relatively late, judging by the time, but Tracey’s littlest brother was about six, so Harry doubted they’d had much luck keeping him in bed.

Harry opened it. He could have saved it to open later, with the family, but it could easily be something magical that Marge wasn’t allowed to see. And… well… it was sat there on his bed. A Christmas present. And it was Christmas morning, after all, so Harry unwrapped the parcel. Inside was a thick book entitled Practical Duelling Strategies for Sport and War.

“Nice one, Trace,” Harry said as he read the blurb at the back of the book. Harry didn’t expect to be doing that much more sport duelling, not with everything that was going on, but war? That was most certainly on the horizon. Although how much use a book would be, Harry couldn’t say, but it was something to consider. A start.

Harry just hoped Tracey liked the gift he’d bought her – a custom-made brooch enchanted with a Shield Charm. Not only was it a very practical gift, Harry had even asked Daphne for style tips, so he thought it might even be something Tracey wanted to wear. While he was waiting for Dudley and the rest of the family to wake up, Harry took out a small scrap of parchment to scrawl a thank you note on it to Tracey, then set it down on his desk ready to be sent later. As it was Christmas, Harry assumed he’d be getting a number of gifts from his friends, so he didn’t want to send Agrippa out with the thank yous too early.

But within half an hour Dudley was knocking on Harry’s bedroom door. Harry knew it was Dudley without checking, since it was far too early for Vernon to be up and Petunia always prefaced her knocks with a gentle ‘Harry?’. Dudley, though, just banged on the door like a madman.

Agrippa ruffled his feathers and gave a dark glance at the door, made a noise which Harry assumed was the owl equivalent of a harrumph.

“Alright, alright—I’m up!” Harry said. “You’re just pissing off my owl.”

“Who cares about your fu—bloody owl,” Dudley said from the other side of the door, “it’s Christmas!”

Harry got up from his bed and opened the door to Dudley.

“Let’s get Mum and Dad and then we can open presents,” Dudley said, turning around immediately to go towards his parents’ bedroom. He paused. “And Aunt Marge, I suppose. I’ll get Mum and Dad, you wake up Aunt Marge.” He thundered away.

Waking up Aunt Marge on Christmas Morning was never the most fun of tasks, but it was one with which Harry was well-acquainted, as Dudley hated to do it. She always spent Christmas Eve drinking sherry with Vernon, and in the mornings…

Harry shut his bedroom door behind him and walked quietly towards the guest room where Marge stayed. He knocked gentle on the door.

“Aunt Marge? It’s Harry—me and Dudley are awake and we just wanted to let you all know.”

Honestly, at nearly sixteen, Harry thought he and Dudley were probably a little bit too old to get so excited over Christmas. Certainly they could sleep in a bit longer than they had… although a quick glance at his watch told Harry it was quarter to eight in the morning. A whole two hours later than Dudley usually got up for Christmas.

Guess he’s a big boy, these days, Harry thought. Two years away really had changed things.

Although not Aunt Marge’s post-sherry sleeping habits. Not a sound from within the guest room.

Harry knocked again.

“Aunt Marge? It’s Christmas morning. I just wanted you to know we’re getting up now,” Harry said, this time a bit louder.

Marge stirred. At first only a low grunt, but then she spoke.

“Yes, yes, alright,” she said. “I’ll be down when I’m ready.”

Harry shrugged to himself. That was enough of a response for him. By then Dudley had succeeded in waking up Petunia and Vernon – although Harry suspected Petunia, at least, had already been awake and waiting for everyone else – and he came rushing past Harry to get down the stairs.

Harry followed him.

Although they weren’t allowed to actually open any presents until Vernon and Petunia came downstairs, Dudley always liked to get into the living room to scout out the gifts first. He’d got better over the years, but as a younger child Harry remembered he liked to count how many presents he had to compare it with the previous year. That had mostly stopped by the time Harry had left for Hogwarts, but judging by the truly massive pile of presents in the living room, he was no less keen on receiving gifts.

He just didn’t count out loud.

“Mine will be over here,” Dudley said, gesturing to the section of the living room most covered in presents. “I know because they look like the things I asked for. I can tell because of how Mum wrapped everything.”

And by the sheer number of presents, Harry thought, but he said nothing. Dudley always asked for mountains of gifts, whereas Harry was always – had always been – satisfied with fewer things. Truthfully, he’d have been happy with only a handful of things, as long as they were things he really wanted, but that wasn’t something Petunia seemed able to cope with. So although Harry’s pile was smaller, it was still far from being small.

It was just padded out with things Harry didn’t really want or need. But that was alright – Christmas was about everyone, not just Harry, and if it made Petunia happy to get him presents… well, there were worse things to have to put up with.

“Muuuuuum!” shouted Dudley. “Dad! Come on!” 

That woke up Ripper, who until then had been snoring happily in his bed tucked away in the corner of the room. Mercifully, the dog didn’t stir more than that, content not to greet either Harry or Dudley.

“Yes, Dudley, darling—we’re all coming,” Petunia said as she shuffled into the living room with her dressing gown tied tight and her slippers on. “There’s no need to shout.”

“So can we open presents now?”

“When your father and Aunt Marge get here,” Petunia said. “I’m just going to make us all some tea and toast and then we can get started. I don’t imagine your Aunt Marge will be all that quick getting down here after all those sherries she put away last night…” Petunia turned and left the living room.

Dudley shoved himself between the presents all over the sofa and sighed dramatically.

“What was it like, having Christmas at school?” he asked. “Can’t have been that fun.”

Harry shrugged.

“It was, actually. I mean, it was weird—different—but it wasn’t bad. On Christmas Morning in first year we had a big snowball fight on the lake. The headmaster froze it for us, the Ministry arranged snow. So that was nice. Then last year, because of the Yule Ball, everyone stayed so it was kind of cool opening presents all together. And then there was the Ball obviously.” Harry shrugged again. “But it is better being home, I think.”

Even with Aunt Marge and Ripper about.

And having Marge and Ripper in the house at Christmas was part of it, anyway, so it wouldn’t really be Christmas without them. Even if it might have been better. After five minutes or so Petunia came back into the living room carrying a plate stacked with toast, and she set it down on one of the side tables. Not long after that, Vernon shuffled into the living room looking a little bit worse for wear.

“Bit of a lie in, can’t complain about that, I suppose,” he said. He sat himself down in one of the free spaces in the room – his chair, which along with Marge’s customary space, was the only place free of either Harry or Dudley’s Christmas presents. “Just waiting on Marge then, are we?” he said, looking around. “Harry, be a good lad and fetch me some toast, would you?”

Harry got up and passed Vernon two slices of toast, grabbed one for himself, and then sat back down. It could be ages before Marge made her way downstairs, so he might as well see to his breakfast. It’s not like there was anything else to do, anyway.

Dudley sighed theatrically. Started to tap his foot on the floor. Sighed again.

“Dad, when is Aunt Marge going to get up?” Dudley asked eventually, his voice edging into a whine. “It’s Christmas Morning and everyone else has been up for ages.”

“Well, Dudley, lad, we had a late night last night and neither of us is as young as we used to be… so… cut her some slack, eh? I’m sure she’ll be up in no time at all.”

Dudley sighed again.

“But it’s Christmas Morning and we can’t open any presents until everyone is here. And I really want to play my new games…”

“Yes, alright, Dudley,” said Vernon. “If it’s bothering you that much, go and knock for her again! Otherwise grab some toast and enjoy the morning.”

“No need, Vernon,” declared Marge as she strode through the living room door. “I’m up and about. Just waiting on Petunia now.”

Ripper shot up from his bed as soon as Marge crossed the threshold and ran right to her, spinning around in circles once he reached her feet.

“Someone’s happy to see his mummy,” Marge said, reaching down to stroke Ripper. She grabbed herself some toast and sat down in her chair.

After a few moments Petunia came back in, this time carrying a tray with several cups of tea on it.

“Oh, good,” she said. “We’re all here! I think the boys can open their presents now, then. Harry, those are yours and—well, you seem to have both figured it out, so…”

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said.

Dudley wasted no time at all and headed right for the smallest of his parcels, which Harry thought odd. Moments later, after the wrapping paper had been ripped from it and discarded, Harry realised why – he was looking for his computer games. Harry picked up a squishy package of his own and owned it gently. He knew what it was already – one of the new items of clothing he’d bought with his aunt after coming home for Christmas – but that didn’t matter. Not really.

And so the morning continued like that, with Harry and Dudley opening presents while Petunia, Vernon, and Marge watched. Occasionally one of the three adults would open something too, but most of the focus was on Harry and Dudley.

Harry didn’t mind that. For old people, it was apparently fun to watch children and teens open Christmas presents, although he couldn’t for the life of him understand why. Harry was just glad there was nothing magical in his pile, nothing that had been sent by Sirius or any of his friends.

About halfway through Marge declared she was going to get herself another cup of tea and went into the kitchen to make it. After about a minute she shrieked.

“There’s a bloody bird in the kitchen!” she said.

Everyone immediately looked at Harry.

“Er… Agrippa’s upstairs,” Harry said, although he knew that wasn’t a very good excuse; it was probably still a bird for Harry. Silence. “I’ll just, er… I’ll just go and sort it, shall I?” Harry said. He put down his still-unwrapped present – a book, judging by the size and shape – and joined Marge in the kitchen.

A large, colourful, and very flamboyant bird of paradise stood on the kitchen table with a letter tied to its foot. Rodrigo, Sirius’s favoured post bird. Marge stood opposite it brandishing a spoon, but Rodrigo seemed unconcerned. He let out a melodic trill as Harry approached.

“It’s alright, Aunt Marge,” Harry said. “I, um, I know this bird. He’s… er…” Harry trailed off. How to explain Rodrigo, exactly? Marge knew about Agrippa, of course, and the muggleworthy excuse provided for his presence at home. But Rodrigo? Someone else’s bird being used to send letters? “My uncle Dave uses him to send letters and notes, stuff like that. So, er, he’s alright, I promise.”

Marge didn’t seem convinced.

“Your uncle Dave,” she repeated, still holding her spoon out at Rodrigo. “Your uncle Dave, who sends letters using—using…”

“Birds, yeah,” Harry said. “Bit weird, I know. But look, there’s a letter on his foot, see? So I’ll just grab it and then we can let him back out the window.” Harry paused. “Why’d you let him in, anyway?”

“I didn’t let him in,” Marge said. “I opened the window to shoo it away and it came inside instead.”

Harry nodded. That was fair enough.

“Well, sorry he startled you—sometimes I get letters from birds. Sorry. Someone should have said to you.” Harry approached Rodrigo and took the letter from him, gave him a gentle stroke. “Thank you, Rodrigo,” Harry said. He opened up the kitchen window, pushed it all the way out, and waited for Rodrigo to fly away.

The paradise bird let out a trill and flew away, back to wherever it was Sirius was living, leaving Harry holding the letter in the kitchen with Marge.

“Not heard of telephones, then, your uncle Dave?” Marge queried as Harry shut the window.

“Dave is, um,” said Harry. “Er.” He shrugged. “Unusual fellow, Dave. Well, now that’s sorted I’m going to go back to opening my presents. Are you coming?”

The explanation didn’t seem to help Marge in any way, but Harry supposed that was reasonable. It was a strange explanation of a quite unusual circumstance. Harry left before getting an answer. When he returned to the living room, all three Dursleys looked towards him.

Harry shrugged.

“Si—Dave sent me a letter with Rodrigo,” Harry said. “You know, that colourful bird he’s got. I explained and it’s fine now.”

“And Marge was… happy… with that?” questioned Petunia.

Harry shrugged. Whether or not Marge was happy, it was the explanation. She could live with Harry getting letters from strange birds or not – Harry wouldn’t lose any sleep over that. And he hoped Petunia wouldn’t either, but then she always was less able to ignore Marge than Harry.

“Ah, it’s just a few letters,” Vernon said, waving a hand. “No need to worry about all that right now—it’s Christmas Morning!”

Satisfied that Vernon at least was unconcerned with Marge’s introduction to postal fowl, Harry returned to opening his Christmas presents. Eventually Marge came back inside the living room although she said nothing about the birds. Fortunately, no more of them arrived while the presents were being opened, and the morning proceeded quite nicely. Once Harry and Dudley were finished opening presents it was time for the three adults to open their own gifts.

Usually, there was nothing at all in the gifts for Petunia and Vernon that they didn’t already know about – all of Dudley’s money came from them, after all, and Petunia did all of the gift buying – but Harry had snuck a couple of extras in that year. And Harry knew Dudley had actually attempted to buy his parents a gift without them knowing about it. Marge, of course, always received gifts that were actual surprises, courtesy of Petunia, naturally. The three adults opened their gifts and made all the usual sorts of appreciative noses at what they’d found – new socks for Vernon; a book Petunia had been hinting at receiving all year; a new pair of riding boots for Marge. So far so usual.

Then, Petunia opened one of things Harry had chosen. Something from the wizarding world. She unwrapped the long, rectangular package and smiled.

“Thank you, Harry,” she said. “How did you know I liked this?”

“Dave told me you enjoyed Icewine,” Harry said. “And it’s from both of us—me and Dudley. Isn’t it?” said Harry, glancing over at Dudley.

“Yeah,” Dudley said. “Open mine next. Er, ours—but I chose that one.” He pointed at a present Petunia had yet to open.

“Well, thank you both,” said Petunia before she opened her next gift. She unwrapped a small box, then silently opened it to look inside. She pulled out a little certificate. “Oh, thank you so much, boys! This is such a lovely gift. Look, Vernon—the boys got me a spa weekend.”

“It was Dudley’s idea,” Harry said. “He thought you might enjoy it, because…”

“Because you said about it when we were at the—you know that castle place in the summer for Harry’s thing,” Dudley said. He shrugged. “Harry said we should book for two people, so you could take Yvonne or something, though.”

“Oh, well, this is just lovely, thank you so much!” Petunia said. “Isn’t that lovely, Vernon?”

Vernon nodded and made all the usual appreciative noises.

“Yes, yes, lovely,” he said. He paused. “Very thoughtful.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” said Petunia. She placed the certificate back into the box and set it to one side with her other things. “Open something next, Vernon.”

Vernon chose the next of his gifts, and the morning continued like that until everyone had opened everything. That was the cue for everyone to separate – Petunia would disappear into the kitchen to do the cooking, with strict orders for everyone else to stay well away; Vernon would find a spot in front of the television; Dudley went upstairs to play games on his PlayStation; and Marge took Ripper out for his ‘morning constitutionals’.

That left Harry wondering just what to do with the rest of his morning. It was early enough that he could probably still manage a little nap before lunch, although he didn’t much want to. But two years spent at Hogwarts with a very different sort of Christmas Morning had messed up his routine and he wasn’t sure what to do. So he hung around in the living room for a little while with Vernon, at least until the television got too boring, and then went back upstairs.

He had to check on Agrippa, anyway, and he had the letter from Sirius to read. And then no doubt he’d have to attend to letters and other things from his friends, so it was probably best that he retire to his room just in case any of them sent anything overtly magical along that Marge might accidentally see. Before heading back upstairs Harry gathered up his various bits and pieces – all the gifts he’d received – and took them with him. No sense leaving them out for his aunt to get flustered by the mess, after all, especially not on Christmas Day. When Harry entered his room Agrippa, snoozing, opened one eye lazily and give a bored huff.

“Good morning to you too,” Harry muttered as he set his things down upon his bed. “I’ll have some jobs for you in a bit, so don’t get too comfy,” Harry warned. The owl ruffled his feathers and went back to sleep.

Harry sat at his desk and opened his letter from Sirius.


  Harry! 



  Happy Christmas! Bet you’re glad to be home, eh? Especially with what’s going on up at the castle? Absolute nightmare, I bet. Glad I’m not there to be honest – this Inquisition business sounds like it’s getting pretty close to ruining Hogwarts altogether. But enough of that, eh? It’s Christmas! Speaking of, I’ll be sending over your presents later today. I didn’t send Rod over with them this morning just in case your uncle’s sister saw them (see, I do remember things!) but I’ll make sure they come this afternoon, delivered to your bedroom.


And I was just wondering if you wanted to come over to my house for New Year’s Eve. And you can stay until school starts, too. If you want, I mean. You don’t have to come but I’ll be having a little party—I know, how can I be having a party? Well, I am. A mutual Headmaster friend of ours is here, too, and there’ll be some other guests who might surprise you, so have a think on it. Ask your aunt.


  If not, don’t worry about it. Hope you have a lovely Christmas Day,



  Padfoot


Harry read the letter over again. Sirius and Dumbledore were living together – living wherever it was that Sirius had been hiding out. His family home somewhere in London, Harry knew, although didn’t know where that was. Strange that Dumbledore would have gone to ground there too, as Harry assumed he’d have his own home or secret hiding place. But then, if the location was secure enough to house Sirius, the most-wanted man prior to Dumbledore’s ‘treason’, it was probably suitable for Dumbledore as well.

Quite how that left any room for a New Year’s Eve party was something Harry didn’t understand at all, but between them, Harry thought Sirius and Dumbledore would have what it took to work it all out. Harry wanted to go to it, anyway, even if it was just a bunch of the Ministry’s least favourite people sitting around commiserating. For one thing, it would get Harry away from Marge and Ripper for the tail-end of the Christmas holiday, and that was worth Marge’s weight in gold; and even without that Harry reckoned he could do with a meeting with Dumbledore. Update him on Harry’s occlumency progress, maybe even tell him about the Chamber of Secrets – and the basilisk it housed. If Harry could get Dumbledore to spill anything he knew about the Ministry’s investigation into his supposed treason, that would be nice as well.

So Harry just had to figure out how to get his aunt to agree to Harry disappearing for the final few days of the Christmas holiday. Harry shoved the letter into his desk drawer. He could think about all that another day – it was Christmas Morning, and Harry had new books to get into. Not to mention sweets and chocolates and whatever he still had to arrive from Sirius and his friends.

So Harry spent the rest of his morning, and a decent portion of the afternoon, in his bedroom reading his new books. Occasionally he stopped to let in an owl, relieve it of its burden, and open up presents. But it was an easy enough routine to be getting on with, and it served him well right up until Petunia called him down for the start of lunch.

*

The rest of the Christmas holiday passed without incident. There were a few little snafus between Marge and Petunia, but nothing overly stressful for anyone involved, and Harry didn’t even have any altercations with Ripper. In all, it was a good Christmas, and Harry was looking forward to seeing Sirius at the New Year.

Assuming Petunia allowed him to go after asking. Harry just needed to figure out the right way of phrasing the question, especially since it would mean that Harry alone got to escape from Marge and Ripper.

Not that Vernon would really want to ‘escape’ from his sister. He, for reasons Harry couldn’t understand, actually liked the woman rather a lot. In the run up to New Year’s Eve Harry kept an eye out for opportunities to ask permission to leave for Sirius’s party.

“You never did say what you wanted to do after you finish school,” Marge said to Harry one evening. “Before, when I asked.” She waved a hand holding a glass of Firewhisky that she’d had from Vernon.

Harry looked up from his book. Usually, Petunia considered it rude for people to read or play games while in the family room, but she relaxed the rules somewhat at Christmas. Partially just so that she could ‘get lost’ in a book and not have to deal with Marge. He hadn’t answered Marge’s question because she’d been side-tracked into a sniping at Petunia, and Harry had used his school photos as a distraction.

A distraction which he had thought had worked, but it evidently hadn’t worked well enough to make Marge forget about it entirely.

“Oh, er…” Harry said. “Well, I’m not sure, to be honest.” Even if Marge was allowed to know about magic Harry didn’t think he’d have a lot to say on that particular question. Voldemort was trying to kill him. Lucius Malfoy, or the amalgam created from Malfoy and the horcrux Voldemort, was trying to kill him. And the Ministry of Magic didn’t seem overly fond of him either.

It was entirely possible that Harry wouldn’t reach his seventeenth birthday, let alone finish school to think about careers and all that nonsense. Although none of that was really the sort of talk suited for a post-Christmas evening with the family.

Bit depressing.

But apart from all that Harry wasn’t sure what sorts of things muggle boys his age were interested in being. He didn’t play football, so couldn’t say he wanted to be a footballer. Fencing, since that was part of the lie they’d told Marge. Perhaps he could say something about that. Or… alchemy was sort of like chemistry, so Harry thought maybe he could say he wanted to pursue a chemistry degree or something along those lines.

But that seemed like it might open up too many new avenues of conversation to be a safe lie.

“I think I’m just going to, er, you know, play it by ear,” Harry finished lamely. “See how I feel when I’ve finished.”

Marge gestured with her glass, sloshing the fluid around and nearly spilling it.

“You’ll want a firmer plan than that,” she said. “It’s easy to just drift about doing nothing, but then what will you have to show for it? Nothing!”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” Harry said, more to cut the conversation short than anything else. Marge had had quite a bit to drink and could become… argumentative… if not handled in quite the right way. Ordinarily Harry wouldn’t mind, but he didn’t have the mental energy to engage after the year he’d been having. The Christmas holiday was meant to be relaxing – homework aside – and he didn’t want to enter into any verbal spats with Marge.

“Look at your parents,” Marge continued. “I’m sure they were lovely people—I only met them once so I wouldn’t know—but they mucked around doing nothing much and died with nothing much to show for it.” She paused. “They had you, of course, and I’m sure they’d have been very proud of you, what with your sports and all of that,” Marge said, “but—”

“My parents died in an—a—a tragic accident,” interrupted Harry before Marge could complete her little monologue. “And they were really young, anyway. Anyone would look unaccomplished if they died that young.”

And if their accomplishments were all hidden from Marge like Harry’s parents’ were. It stung to hear Marge talk about them that way, especially since she had no idea of anything. Harry felt the anger rise in his throat, but fearing he’d blow over, started to occlude instead. It wasn’t that hard, as Harry was now practicing basic occlusions more or less constantly.

He hid the part of himself that felt angry at Marge behind his occlusion, tucked the memories and feelings and the everything else away. There was no sense getting angry at Marge: it would only ruin his evening, and everyone else’s besides.

It did help. The anger dissipated and Harry was able to consider his response, and Marge’s words, more carefully.

“Tragic,” agreed Marge. “Gone years before their time. Not at all fair,” her tone not at all warm. “But you see what I’m saying, don’t you, boy?” she pressed. “If they’d been a little more nose to the grindstone, maybe they’d have left a bit more of a legacy. Footsteps to follow in, you know.”

If only Marge knew. From beneath his occlusion Harry could see the logic in Marge’s words, at least from her perspective. She knew nothing about Harry’s parents except that they’d married and had children young, not long out of school, and died in a tragic accident. They’d never worked or achieved anything as far as Marge knew.

But that was all wrong. They’d fought in a war. Harry’s father could have played Quidditch for England if he’d wanted to. His mother was a talented potioneer and charmer. They had both been loved and admired.

Marge knew nothing.

An angrier Harry may have said all that and more. Shouted it, more likely, caused a scene. Instead, Harry shook his head gently.

“I don’t think that’s quite right,” Harry said. “My parents didn’t need to work—my dad inherited a fortune from his dad—so they didn’t. But that doesn’t mean they did nothing—they had a family, they had friends, they were working on living happily. And that’s more important than a job, isn’t it? Family and friends. People who remember them, even if—even though—” Harry swallowed, the words caught in his throat despite the occlusion. He took a breath.

“Work is just something you do; it’s not what you are.”

Harry didn’t think anyone had ever said that to him before, but it felt right to him.

“That’s a very good perspective, Harry,” Petunia said after a few moments of silence. “It’s always nice to remember what’s really important in life, which is family. Especially at a time like Christmas. Would you like another drink, Marge?” she asked, standing from her chair. “I was just about to pop to the kitchen.”

“Twist my arm, why don’t you, Petunia,” Marge said. “I’ll have another large—none of that Firewhisky stuff, bit too strong to keep at it—but one of my usuals. That’ll do.”

“If you’re up, Pet,” said Vernon, looking away from the television, “I’ll have another Firewhisky, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, darling.”

“Mum, can you get me some Coke please?” Dudley asked, looking up from his Game Boy. “I’ve finished mine.”

Petunia sighed.

“Yes, darling.” She turned to Harry. “Harry, do you want anything?”

“Er… I’ll come and help with all the drinks, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said, getting up from his seat. A chance to evade Marge and ask Petunia about sneaking off to Sirius’s New Year’s party was too good to miss. Harry followed Petunia into the kitchen and waited as she busied herself getting all the drinks.

“You know, Harry,” Petunia said quietly as she made Marge her drink, “you handled Marge very well. I know she can be a bit… difficult… at times. I’m sorry that she’s—that she doesn’t—”

“It’s okay, Aunt Petunia,” Harry said. He didn’t mind. Marge was… she meant well, but her generally disagreeable personality and less than tolerant worldview meant she usually missed the mark. Behind his occlusion it was easier to see that, detached from the raw emotion a bit more. “She doesn’t really mean it. I know that. She’s just…”

“Marge,” finished Petunia. “Yes. Well. That’s very mature of you.”

Harry shrugged. He was getting older, and it wasn’t as if he spent all of his time playing with toys and living in bliss. There was serious shit going on that he couldn’t get away from. But… his new-found ability to tolerate Marge’s ill-considered jibes was probably more a result of his burgeoning talent at occlumency than at any kind of maturation. The Mind Arts had all sort of ancillary benefits, and Harry supposed the ability to think rationally was one of them. At least while actively trying, anyway.

“I’ll just do drinks for me and Dudley,” Harry said. He poured himself and Dudley glasses of Coke while Petunia fussed around with the alcoholic drinks. “So, er… I was wondering,” Harry said. “Do you remember that letter I got from Sirius? He’s invited me to his house for a New Year’s Eve party.”

Petunia stopped pouring and turned to look at Harry.

“A party? He’s… well…”

Harry shrugged.

“I know. He said it does make sense though. I think it’s a party with a bunch of the people who are in that group of Dumbledore’s,” Harry said. “And Dumbledore is there as well—that’s where he’s been living since the, er, treason stuff. So… I was just wondering… could I go? It’ll be New Year’s Eve, obviously, and New Year’s Day I suppose… and Sirius said I can go back to Hogwarts from there.”

Petunia sighed.

“I suppose I was hoping you’d stay for the entire holiday,” she said. “But I suppose it’s really only a few days at the very end…”

“And I need to speak with Dumbledore,” Harry said. “I want to go to the party, but… there’s stuff I need to talk to Dumbledore about and I can’t just send a letter. So… it would be helpful if I could go. If not, I’ll figure something else out. That’s fine. But it would be easier, that’s all.”

Harry didn’t think that Dumbledore would be willing to discuss anything important through letters, anyway, and with Harry’s excellent progress in occlumency, Harry wanted to know more about what Dumbledore had been keeping from him. Going to Sirius’s New Year’s Eve party would be the best way of achieving that, Harry thought. And it was a party, so it should be reasonably fun.

Hopefully.

“I suppose you have been with us for most of the holiday,” Petunia said, “and it is only a few days…” Harry watched her put away the bottle of Firewhisky, and then waited for her to get her Icewine. “As long as Sirius or the headmaster can pick you up discreetly, you can go.”

Harry grinned.

“Thanks, Aunt Petunia! I’ll let Sirius know tonight. I reckon either him or Dumbledore will come and Side-along me to the party, I’ll just say they can’t apparate right into the house because of Marge,” Harry said. He didn’t think the pickup would be a problem at all, though. If it really came to it and Marge saw anything, they could always obliviate her.

But Harry didn’t think that would be necessary.

“I’ll just take these in,” Harry continued, gesturing to the two glasses of Coke he’d poured for himself and Dudley. He paused. “Or do you need any help with the other ones?”

“I should be fine, thank you, Harry,” Petunia said.

Harry nodded and took the drinks back into the living room, and then settled back down to read his book. With something to look forward to, and with Marge having been distracted, Harry was able to enjoy the rest of his night rather well.
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New Year’s Eve came, and with it, the anticipation of leaving for the wizarding world once again. Harry had done all of his homework, keen to get it all put behind him so that he could chill out for the remainder of the holiday. That had taken right up until New Year’s Eve morning, but it was done, and that was what mattered. After that it was a mad rush to get everything packed away and stored safely, since many of Harry’s things had migrated to various parts of the house.

Clothes mostly, but some books – mainly those which were fine for Marge to see. But there were still bits and pieces scattered around that needed to be dealt with, especially as Harry didn’t want to leave anything behind. He didn’t quite trust the muggle postal service to get anything magical to him at Hogwarts – even though he knew there were processes in place to get errant bits of magical mail to where it needed to be, Harry didn’t trust the Ministry not to interfere with his post specifically.

He sent Agrippa off to Sirius’s house mid-morning. No sense keeping the owl at Privet Drive when he could be out, stretching his wings, and there was no point subjecting him to side-along apparition either. Not when he had wings and could fly.

Marge had been informed that Harry was being picked up by his ‘uncle Dave’ to attend a New Year’s Eve party. An easy enough lie since it was only partially a lie. Dudley had been a little put out by the fact that Harry got to escape from extended and prolonged ‘family time’ at the very end of the Christmas holiday, but Harry didn’t mind. With Harry gone it was likely Petunia would allow Dudley to go upstairs with his PlayStation, anyway, so it would work out well for the both of them.

Harry wasn’t due to be picked up until the early evening, which wasn’t too surprising although it did mean a bit of waiting around doing nothing. He watched Dudley play games on his PlayStation for a little while, more just so he knew something about PlayStation games than out of any interest, but that grew boring quite quickly since Dudley didn’t even offer him a go. Not that Harry had any idea how to play.

But that meant Harry had to find something else to do, and as he’d packed away all of his things in anticipation of leaving, there weren’t very many options left.

Which meant Harry found himself sitting around doing nothing in the living room.

Waiting around doing nothing with Marge, since she wasn’t going anywhere. At least Vernon was there to provide a distraction, as the two of them were fond of ‘putting the world to rights’, which as far as Harry could tell meant making increasingly mean-spirited comments about various different groups of people.

Unpleasant, but as Vernon only really engaged in that kind of talk when Marge was around, Harry felt it was bearable. At least until Sirius arrived to collect him, anyway. If Petunia had been there she would have tried to moderate the tone of the conversation, but as she was cooking the traditional New Year’s buffet in the kitchen, Marge was left to her own devices.

“…the Colonel was saying just before Christmas, actually,” Marge said, “that he was thinking about standing for our seat. Tory, of course—not a Labour man, the Colonel, heavens no—and I thought that was a cracking idea. But it reminded me—didn’t you have aspirations there, Vernon?”

“Oh, I… well,” Vernon said. “I did, for a bit. Was going to put myself forward for it but there’s a bit of…” He paused. Glanced over at Harry. “It’s a lot of attention on you, you know, and the family. We just thought—Pet and me—it wasn’t worth the hassle. Maybe in a few years when things have calmed down a bit.”

That Vernon had had political aspirations was something Harry hadn’t really known. It made a strange sort of sense, as Vernon was a member of the Conservative Party and occasionally went to constituency meetings. One of his few hobbies. That he hadn’t actually stood was probably down to Harry being a wizard. Too much scrutiny indeed.

“Well, the Colonel thinks Major’s on the way out,” Marge continued, “so perhaps you made the right choice after all. Awful for the country if Labour gets in. Disaster. But then they say this Blair fellow’s going…”

Harry tuned them out. Muggle politics was not something Harry had any interest in – and he lacked the proper knowledge and context to develop one. He had enough to worry about with the wizarding government and its seemingly infinite well of ineptitude that muggle politics seemed so uneventful there wasn’t any point learning about it.

“I’m going to get some water,” Harry said, standing up. Neither Marge nor Vernon responded, having gone deeper into their discussion – complaints – about the current government. As Harry walked through the corridor to the kitchen there was a loud knock at the door.

“I’ll get it,” Harry shouted. It was probably for him anyway.

Harry opened the front door to find Sirius stood on the doorstep, once again disguised as Dave.

“That was brilliant timing,” Harry muttered to Sirius. “Really. Got me out of a boring conversation.”

Sirius grinned.

“My pleasure,” he said. “That’s what godfathers are for.”

“Come in,” Harry said. “My trunk is ready to go, but I’ve just got to tell my aunt I’m leaving. Er, I’m not sure you should meet Marge, though—she might want to look at your car. You know, check it’s nice and that.”

Marge could be funny like that.

“I don’t have a car,” Sirius pointed out.

“Yeah—that’s the problem,” Harry said as he shut the front door. “Come on, let’s just come through to the kitchen—Aunt Petunia’s in there anyway.”

Harry took Sirius through to the kitchen.

“Aunt Petunia? Uncle Dave is here to take me to his for New Year’s Eve,” Harry said.

Petunia turned from where she was chopping something to greet Sirius.

“Hello, Dave,” she said. She paused. “Isn’t it strange to always look like—to always be—someone else? I can’t imagine how you do it.”

Sirius shrugged.

“Can’t say it’s my favourite thing, honestly, but… it’s not like I can just wander around with my own face, and we’ve got buckets of Polyjuice with bits of Dave in it, so… might as well. We were going to send Mad-Eye over to pick up Harry, but when Harry said Vernon’s sister is visiting, well, we thought it was better for me to pop over,” Sirius explained.

Which Harry thought was for the best, really. Mad-Eye Moody stuck out like… well, like a wooden leg and an electric blue false eye. If Marge had seen him there would have been hell to pay as she was even less tolerant of differences than Vernon was.

And Mad-Eye was very different, even among wizards.

“Who’s the real Dave, anyway?” Harry asked. “Do you know?”

“Nah,” said Sirius. “I assumed he was just some bloke Dumbledore knows. Never asked. Anyway, you all ready to go?”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “Er, I mean, if it’s okay for us to leave now, Aunt Petunia.”

“Of course it is, Harry,” Petunia said. “Have a lovely time, and don’t forget to write home—god knows you don’t send enough letters home.”

“I will,” Harry said, not really intending to. With Umbridge and the High Inquisition still at Hogwarts, letters home were a liability.

“It was nice seeing you again, Dave,” Petunia continued. “But you ought to both get going—before Marge catches you.”

Harry paused before leaving.

“Er, tell Aunt Marge and Uncle Vernon I said goodbye,” Harry said. “And—and tell Marge I’ll see her next year at Christmas, probably.”

“I will,” confirmed Petunia.

With that, Harry was free to go. He picked up his school trunk and the case with his Firebolt inside and left Number Four with Sirius.

“I’m going to Side-along you to mine,” Sirius said, “once we get away from the middle of the street. Just this way…”

Sirius led Harry to a more secluded part of Privet Drive, then stuck out his arm. Harry grabbed on and within moments was wrenched through the apparition vortex.

*

Harry and Sirius emerged from the apparition vortex onto a non-descript street which looked to be somewhere in muggle London. The townhouses were all very nice – tall and reasonably wide, Harry thought they looked like the sorts of places the very wealthy would choose for their city abodes.

Very wealthy muggles, anyway. Harry wouldn’t have thought the locale especially well suited to a family with the reputation of the Blacks, but they had evidently chosen to live there if this was where Sirius’s home was. Unless he was staying in a safehouse of Dumbledore’s, Harry supposed, but he didn’t think that was the case.

Harry and Sirius had been deposited onto the pavement just between numbers eleven and thirteen, and from what Harry could see, there didn’t appear to be a number twelve. Some odd quirk of numbering, Harry supposed. The entire street looked faded and sad, almost as if it had been forgotten for a long time. What had at first glance seemed impressive and ornate appeared tattered and grimy upon closer inspection.

Expensive houses no doubt, but perhaps not in the best of nick. A bargain for some frugal muggle with a bit of money to throw around.

“This is your house?” Harry asked.

“Yep,” Sirius said. “Well, sort of. You’ll see. Let me just…” He fished around in his pocket and drew out a scrap of parchment. “Read this.”

Harry took it.

“Now? Why?”

“Just read it,” Sirius said.

Harry shrugged and looked down at the parchment.

Written in thin, spidery writing was a short phrase.


  The headquarters of the Order of the Phoenix is at Number 12, Grimmauld Place


The instant Harry read and understood the words he felt the world shift around him almost as if reality itself had warped and adjusted to his new knowledge. The houses directly in front of Harry appeared to step aside to leave space for something else, and a new house – one which had definitely not been there moments before – sprang into being in the gap. The house looked much the same as its neighbours, although there was an odd, almost malevolent, air to it the others lacked.

That, and a thick layer of grime which suggested it hadn’t seen much maintenance in quite some time. Less even than its run-down neighbours. It had the air of a house which had once been grand, but which had long since fallen into disrepair. If the other houses were merely neglected, number twelve looked almost abandoned.

“That’s my house,” Sirius said. “Come on, let’s get on in before someone spots us. Not that they’d remember, but… better safe than sorry.”

Sirius opened the front door to his house and ushered Harry inside.

“What’s the Order of the Phoenix, anyway?” Harry asked once inside. “Is that—”

“Mudbloods and traitors!” screeched a voice from out of view. “The only son I have left and he consorts with mudblood lovers and halfbreeds! Gone are the days when the House of Black had respect! Now it’s a house of ill-repute. If only his father could see just how low his son has sunk!”

“My mother,” explained Sirius. “Or her portrait, anyway. Just ignore her—she’s stuck to the wall and taking her down is more trouble than it’s worth. And it’s worth considerable trouble, let me tell you.”

“Er, right,” Harry said. Sirius’s house was not at all what Harry had expected. Screeching, racist portraits notwithstanding, the house was the very definition of fading grandeur. It had clearly once been very well appointed but neglect had weathered the fine décor and left it rather lacking. If his aunt had realised just how tatty the place had looked Harry didn’t think she’d have wanted him there in the first place.

“Let’s head on down to the kitchen,” Sirius said. “I’ll explain then.”

Sirius led Harry downstairs and into a fairly expansive kitchen. Unlike the entrance hall, the kitchen had a somewhat merry atmosphere. There was even a bit of Christmas decoration, although not nearly as much as Harry had left behind in Privet Drive. But the kitchen looked as if it had been recently painted and had furniture which looked new. Or at the very least, well kept.

The kitchen was empty save for a single elderly house elf who stood near the oven muttering darkly and shoving biscuits from a scruffy box into his mouth.

“Kreacher, we have a guest,” Sirius said sharply.

“It thinks Kreacher cares for its guests,” muttered the elf. “More halfbloods and blood traitors and shame brought upon his house. Oh, he’ll see…”

“You’ve got a house elf?” Harry asked.

“In a manner of speaking,” Sirius said. “Not that you’d ever notice since he prefers not to cook and doesn’t do a bit of cleaning.”

“Kreacher cooks,” sniffed the elf. “Kreacher is cooking right now.”

“Only because Dumbledore asked you to,” Sirius said. “Ugh. I can’t be bothered to argue with you,” Sirius said. “Just make sure you don’t ruin the anything.”

Sirius sat down at the kitchen table and gestured for Harry to follow.

“So, yeah, this is my house,” Sirius said. “It’s where I’ve been living since, er… well, you know.”

“It’s nice,” Harry offered. “Er…”

Sirius laughed.

“You don’t need to lie. I know it’s a hole. Been making steady progress on getting it habitable, but Kreacher stopped cleaning not long after my mother died and there’s just a lot of…” he gestured vaguely. “It’s a real mess.”

“Right,” Harry said. “I mean. It does look like it was nice once.”

“It was,” Sirius said. “Not to live in, mind, but it looked the part. So, anyway, this is… well, it’s my house, but it’s the headquarters of the Order of the Phoenix. That’s Dumbledore’s group. Remember we said, back in the summer, about plans that we were making? This is one of them.”

Harry nodded along.

“You did mention that. And Dumbledore said about… so, this is part of how Dumbledore’s fighting Voldemort?” Harry asked. He couldn’t quite understand how Sirius’s grimy old house fitted into the anti-Voldemort coalition Dumbledore had been working on, but he supposed it was a start.

“We needed somewhere to meet, see,” Sirius explained. “So I offered the house to Dumbledore. It’s not like I was using it for much, anyway. So Dumbledore put it under the Fidelius—that’s a spell that keeps things secret—and we’re using it for that. Works out well though because it keeps me safe from prying eyes, and now that Dumbledore’s on the run for treason it’s dead useful for that, too…”

The Fidelius. Harry recognised the name, although it took him a few moments to remember from where, exactly.

“That was the spell my parents…” Harry said, trailing off. The spell Harry’s parents had used to hide from Voldemort. The one that had allowed Peter Pettigrew to betray them.

“Yes,” Sirius said softly. “This time, we chose a better Secret Keeper. Dumbledore is the Secret Keeper for this place. The spell’s a bit weaker with the Secret Keeper living inside the secret, but it’s not like anyone is looking for us here anyway.”

That did make Harry feel a little better, as Dumbledore was hardly going to betray his own secret to Voldemort. Or the Ministry.

“If the house is a Secret,” Harry said, “did Agrippa get here okay? I sent him on ahead—now I’m worried he’s just been circling…”

“Nah, he got here fine,” Sirius said. “Post owls are… I don’t really understand how it works, if I’m honest, but Dumbledore said they can get past the Fidelius.”

“Right,” Harry said. “Good.” That seemed like a hole in an otherwise very good defensive spell, but Harry assumed Dumbledore knew what he was doing. After all, the only reason the Fidelius had failed Harry’s parents was their choice of Secret Keeper…

Harry swallowed.

“This party,” Harry decided to say instead of any of the other, less pleasant thoughts swirling around his head. “Who’s coming?”

“Oh, all sorts,” Sirius said, clearly keen for the change in subject. “Some people you already know like Mad-Eye, some you’ve never met before. Honestly, it’s not going to be the most fun you’ve ever had—not really a teenager sort of party—but there’s some people you need to meet and since Dumbledore isn’t out and about, it’s a good way for him to keep up with everyone. Including you.”

That was all perfectly fine with Harry. A party with the Order of the Phoenix was probably going to be a lot more interesting than a tepid night in with his aunt, uncle, Dudley, and Marge. Being the only teenager in a room full of adult wizards and witches couldn’t be any worse than how he’d planned to spend the night anyway, and at best it would be a lot better.

“It says we’re having a party,” Kreacher said from where he stood near the oven. “Kreacher thinks it’s more of a gathering. Hardly a party. It’s not even using the ballroom.” He sniffed. “The mistress would be mortified.”

“When the guests include a werewolf and a half-giant,” Sirius said, “I hardly think the location would be what mortified my mother.”

“How far the House of Black has fallen,” lamented Kreacher as he set the box of biscuits to one side. The elf clicked his fingers and the food inside the oven appeared on one of the kitchen counters instead. “A tragedy. A once proud House reduced to this. Oh, the mistress would weep to see it.”

The old elf waved his hand at a rolling pin, which started working on some pastry, and then attended to some other kitchen task.

“While he’s getting on with all this,” Sirius muttered to Harry, “I’ll show you to your room. No sense in distracting him when he’s actually doing some work for once.”

The dynamic between Kreacher and Sirius was an odd one, and one Harry didn’t feel comfortable unpicking just then. It seemed like a lot to deal with, and Kreacher didn’t behave like any house elf Harry had ever met or even heard about. Even picking where to start seemed like a task in itself. So Harry followed Sirius out of the kitchen and into the rest of the house.

“There is a garden,” Sirius said, “but it’s a mess. Not that the rest of the house is any good, mind, but the garden is worse. My mother had a taste for dangerous and exotic plants, and they’ve gone a bit … feral.” As they passed the top of the stairs and entered the entrance hall Sirius gestured to Harry’s trunk. “Might want to pick those up so we can drop them off in your room. You don’t have to, but in case you did.”

Harry veered off to grab his trunk and Firebolt case. There was no sense letting them litter the place, especially not if there was going to be a party later. Apart from seeming rude, Harry didn’t want anyone to break his Firebolt.

Sirius led Harry up the main staircase, then up another, and then down a long, thin corridor.

“Most of the rooms are still filled up with all sorts of shit,” Sirius said, “so I had to clear you out a room especially.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Harry said. “I could have, I dunno, slept on the settee or something.”

“Nah, you should have your own room,” Sirius said, waving a hand. “Gave me a reason to clear out some of these places. There’s even a boggart in one of the guest bedrooms. Moony said he’d take a look, but he’s not got ‘round to it yet.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It’s a big house.” He gestured to one of the doors. “This one’s yours. Nothing fancy, I’m afraid—just a bed, some drawers. Wardrobe, too.”

Sirius swung the door open and showed Harry inside. He hadn’t been lying – it really was just a bed, a chest of drawers, and a wardrobe. But the room was clean and presentable, even looked to be freshly painted, so Harry had no complaints at all.

“This room was my cousin Andromeda’s, whenever she came to stay,” continued Sirius, “so it’s one of the nicer ones. Never know what’s gone on in some of the other rooms, but this one’s fine.”

“It looks great,” Harry said, dumping his things inside the room. “Really. Thank you.”

Sirius mumbled something unintelligible.

“And don’t worry about me—I’m downstairs in my old room,” Sirius said eventually after a few moments of silence. “And Dumbledore’s upstairs, so you’ve actually got this whole floor to yourself until you go. There’s a bathroom just down the hallway. It’s clean and everything works properly—I double checked.”

“Where is Dumbledore, anyway?” Harry asked. “Is he just… in his room?”

“Probably not,” Sirius said. “He’s been working his way through the library whenever he’s had some spare time. Wants to catalogue some of the Darker stuff in it.” Sirius shrugged. “He can do whatever he wants with it as far as I’m concerned—saves me the hassle.”

“Right,” Harry said.

“He does want to see you—asked me to bring you by not long before the party,” Sirius explained. “Just… a bit later. You don’t mind, do you?”

Harry shook his head. He’d wanted to see Dumbledore. He had to update Dumbledore on his progress in occlumency, wanted to discuss the basilisk and the Chamber of Secrets with him. Needed to ask questions about Lucius Malfoy and Voldemort.

Harry even had some more questions about Umbridge, and there was of course the matter of Dumbledore’s ‘treason’. There was a lot to cover.

“Brilliant,” Sirius said. “So… want to see the ballroom? I’ve cleaned it up but I felt like… er… this is going to sound petty but I didn’t want to use it for the party on principle, so… we’re having that in the living room. And kitchen.”

It was petty, but Harry understood why Sirius had decided to do that. There was obviously bad blood between him and his parents, a shared history that hadn’t gone well at all for Sirius. Being forced to spend his days in this house, which was as much a prison as Azkaban was, for all that it was far nicer clearly wasn’t doing Sirius any favours. And it had been a long time indeed since the summer, when Sirius had been allowed outside, free and unrestricted… as long as he wore Dave’s face, anyway.

And even that was an imposition. Harry didn’t know if he’d be able to cope with it, but Sirius seemed to be managing.

Sirius showed Harry around the rest of the house, leaving out some of the less salubrious rooms and those currently in use by some person or other. Dumbledore or the mysterious Moony Sirius kept mentioning, Harry assumed. Tour over, Harry and Sirius spent a couple of hours playing card games until it was nearly time for the party.

*

About six o’clock Dumbledore appeared in the doorway to the private lounge. Devoid of pictures or really any kind of personalised decoration, the private lounge was a smaller room on the house’s main floor just off the main corridor. It had little to focus on save its occupants, so Harry didn’t notice Dumbledore at first, having been distracted by his card game with Sirius. It wasn’t until Harry happened to glance over at the clock on the wall that he realised Dumbledore was stood there, waiting. He wore alchemist’s robes, ones with patterns and colour gradients on them only an alchemist’s enhanced vision could see, although these seemed more casual than any he’d worn while Harry had seen him at school.

Fitting, Harry supposed, for the more casual setting. Being on the run for treason had to have a few benefits, even if those were only sartorial.

“Headmaster!” Harry said. “Er, sorry, I didn’t notice you there.”

“It’s quite alright, Harry,” Dumbledore said. “I didn’t announce myself.” He paused. “And I am no longer your headmaster—for now, Albus will do.”

“Er…”

Harry didn’t like that one bit. He didn’t doubt that Dumbledore would get his job back at some point – the Ministry would be mad to keep Umbridge in post, and Dumbledore hadn’t committed treason – and Harry didn’t want to start calling him ‘Albus’ anyway. It felt far too familiar.

“Right. Yes, sir.”

“Do you have a few moments for a discussion?” Dumbledore asked. “I would like to test your skill in occlumency before the party, and we have several things to discuss and I would feel better having discussed them before any guests arrive.”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, of course. Er, right now?” Harry glanced over at Sirius. “Sorry, we’ll have to finish later…”

“It’s fine,” Sirius said. “You were winning anyway. I’ll just go and … wash up, I suppose, before the party. Check in on Kreacher.” Sirius got up from his chair and brushed past Dumbledore, who entered the room properly and closed the door behind him.

“Excellent,” Dumbledore said. “Before we begin, tell me—how do you fare in your other studies?”

“I think it’s going well so far,” Harry said. Apart from Alchemy, where he’d already successfully completed an assessed task, it was hard to tell. The homework was challenging but not so difficult he felt overly stressed by it, and the lessons were as they’d ever been with the exception of impositions by Inquisitors. “I’m not too worried about the OWLs yet. I know it’s going to be hard but so far, it’s alright.”

“That is good to know,” said Dumbledore. “I had feared the Inquisition would prove too distracting for our students, especially those sitting OWLs or NEWTs, but your response soothes at least some of my trepidation.”

“Most of the teachers know how not to upset the Inquisition now,” Harry said, “so they don’t get many chances to interrupt anymore. Well, except Umbridge—she always finds one—but…” Harry shrugged. “We make do.”

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “And your campaign of peaceful protest? How does it fare?”

“Er… it’s going quite well, actually. At first it was only us doing stuff, but now other people are joining in. We don’t even know who it is. So… that’s good, isn’t it? It’s what we wanted. We wanted people to know they could stand up to Umbridge and her Inquisitors, and now they are,” Harry said. “And Tracey was telling me that the Welsh speakers are trying to organise a protest too.”

“Marvellous,” Dumbledore said. “I fear I am no closer to unravelling Voldemort and Lucius Malfoy’s designs on Hogwarts than I was before I was unceremoniously ousted, but we endure. It is pleasing that you feel as if you and your friends’ actions are having the effect you desired. Have you been able to cope with the High Inquisitor’s attention?”

Harry nodded. Although Umbridge was paying extra attention to Harry and his friends, they’d found a way around it in the form of the Chamber of Secrets. Which Harry had meant to tell Dumbledore about.

“Yeah. Actually, I was going to say—not long ago I found a… it’s quite a big secret actually. So, I’m a—”

Dumbledore held up a hand.

“Consider first whether it is truly necessary for me to know this particular secret,” Dumbledore said. “Although I am quite capable of lying even under Veritaserum, I do prefer to not have to. We do not yet know what is to come of all this unpleasantness, and I would like to be able to protect you with the truth if possible.”

That made perfect sense, but Harry wasn’t sure how he was supposed to tell whether the Chamber of Secrets was the sort of thing Dumbledore needed to know about without telling him about it first. It was quite a big secret, as secrets went, and the fact that there was a deadly, giant, basilisk hidden in the school’s plumbing seemed like the sort of thing someone with authority should know about.

Just in case. But what Dumbledore had said about being caught was valid. Veritaserum or no, sometimes ignorance really was better than a lie. Harry mulled it over.

“If you believe this information is important for me to know I will of course listen, and I am fully prepared to lie under Veritaserum should I stand trial for treason,” Dumbledore said.

Harry shook his head.

“No. It’s fine. I will tell you about it eventually,” Harry said, “but after all this treason stuff is done with. It’s the sort of thing you should know about, just… maybe not right now.”

Dumbledore inclined his head.

“As you wish. I trust your judgement in this. Now, I would like to test your occlusion. Are you ready?” At this, Dumbledore had his wand in hand, poised and ready. He glanced at Harry from over the rim of his glasses and waited.

Harry took a moment to clear his mind. Being the target of Dumbledore’s legilimency would be a good test of Harry’s abilities. Although he was gentler than Snape had ever been, Dumbledore was by far the better legilimens. Snape was rough, aggressive, and insensitive, but Dumbledore had real skill. If Harry couldn’t deter Dumbledore, he had no chance against Voldemort, and Voldemort was where the real danger came from. When Harry was sure he had a more than adequate occlusion, he nodded.

“I’m ready.”

Harry waited, but Dumbledore did nothing.

At least, nothing Harry could discern. Harry sat there opposite Dumbledore maintaining his occlusion. It wasn’t nearly as difficult as it had been at the start of his lessons in occlumency, and with Dumbledore seemingly doing nothing at all, it was even easier.

After a minute or so of nothing at all happening Harry realised that Dumbledore had in fact entered his mind. He was just using such a light touch that Harry hadn’t noticed him at all. As tempting as it was to go looking for the foreign presence, Harry didn’t. If he went spelunking in his own mind he risked dropping the occlusion. Doing that when Dumbledore was preparing to tell Harry secrets was absolutely not what Harry wanted.

Not at all.

So Harry sat there. His thoughts went unthought, and his mind remained a picture of serenity. Through it all, Harry felt nothing of Dumbledore’s intrusion.

Until near enough ten minutes had passed, anyway, and Dumbledore stepped up his invasion. After ages of nothing at all, Harry felt the first rumblings of a presence in his mind. Something like a tap tap tap the edges of his consciousness, a mere distraction that invited further scrutiny.

Harry ignored it. 

Dumbledore withdrew.

“Good,” Dumbledore said, “very good. Now, I wish you to occlude your true thoughts while maintaining a false narrative for me. When you are ready.”

“Right,” Harry said. That was much harder. It required him to think of two things at once and hold them separately in his mind. Impossible for anyone unskilled in the Mind Arts, and because of that, a true marker of proficiency. But it was also something he’d found difficult to do with Snape during their lessons.

Not that Snape had offered any helpful advice on how to do it.

Harry took a few breaths and then cleared his mind again. Once he was sure he could maintain that basic occlusion, Harry split his attention and started to think a litany of ordinary thoughts for Dumbledore to find. Reflections on his Christmas. Alchemical equations he needed to memorise. Even conversations he’d had with his friends.

“I’m ready,” Harry said.

Dumbledore said nothing, but this time, Harry knew he was performing legilimency. He kept up his torrent of quotidian, mundane thoughts.

I wonder who’s going to be at the party, thought the fragment of Harry outside his occlusion. Sirius, obviously; Moody; whoever that Moony bloke Sirius mentioned is… 


  Professor Dumbledore as well, obviously. I suppose I’ll find out later. I wonder if any of them are people I already know.



  Sirius said there would be a few surprises. I wonder what he meant, exactly. 


At first, Harry felt no presence. It was easy to keep up the inane prattle that passed for ordinary thoughts because there was nothing there to distract him.

He was prepared for that, though. The entire point was for Harry to think all his pointless thoughts outside the occlusion. Anything else would have been too suspicious had Dumbledore been a real invader. So Harry kept at his prattling, and thought his important thoughts behind the occlusion.

Even though it felt increasingly strange doing so.

I bet I could beat Sirius at cards again. He’s got that tell. I’m not sure he even realises, Harry thought. I’m not going to tell him. Maybe I’ll make him a bet next time, see if I can win some galleons… He’s got more than enough, anyway. Maybe I could even—

“I think we are done here,” Dumbledore said. “You have performed admirably. I am quite content to proclaim you an occlumens, Harry. Well done.”

Harry dropped the occlusion. Keeping up two distinct streams of thought was… disconcerting, especially when it went on too long. Too much danger of the two streams diverging further than was healthy.

“Thank you, Prof—er, sir,” Harry said. They hadn’t done the most difficult test – occluding while holding a conversation and whilst being under attack – but that was a much more brutal test and also a rather unlikely situation to occur in the first place. And it was, after all, something Harry could work on further throughout the year and in his own time.

No doubt Harry would have to continue his lessons with Snape, as he was merely proficient in occlumency and not a master.

Dumbledore confirmed as much when he next spoke.

“You will, of course, continue your lessons with Professor Snape when you return to school,” he said, “but that will be for more advanced study. I am quite confident that you are proficient enough in occlumency that you are capable of holding all of the secrets you need to keep. Indeed, I daresay you would be able to lie under Veritaserum, should the need ever arise.” Dumbledore smiled.

Harry nodded along. That was excellent news. Not that he ever intended to sit trial, but with the way the Ministry was going, he didn’t think his intentions mattered. If it did come to it he’d at least be able to lie if need be.

“If occlumency can help you lie under Veritaserum,” Harry asked, “why don’t more people learn it?” It seemed as if, in a world where reliable truth serum existed, occlumency would be a vital skill. And yet it was a rarity, something many wizards didn’t even know existed.

“It is both difficult to teach and difficult to learn,” said Dumbledore. “You have performed admirably in your studies, and so perhaps you do not quite understand how difficult a skill this is. But many wizards are simply incapable of learning the Mind Arts. It requires a certain…” Dumbledore paused. “A certain stubbornness, a strength of will, that many wizards lack, combined with a certain flexibility of the mind.”

That made sense, Harry supposed. Learning occlumency had been hard, and if Harry hadn’t had a very good set of motivations to learn he didn’t think he’d have managed it. Especially if the only real driver had been the ability to lie during a trial which may never happen.

“I suppose that makes sense,” Harry said. “So… now that I’m an occlumens… you said there were things I couldn’t learn yet. Can I learn them now?”

“I believe so, yes,” Dumbledore said. “Not this evening—we have a party to attend! But we will speak more on this before you go back to school. For now, we shall be content that you are safe to learn to the identity of several of our collaborators! If I am not mistaken, guests will begin to arrive within the hour—you might, perhaps, like to get yourself ready for the party.”

Harry nodded.

That was disappointing, but the promise of secrets later on was enough to keep Harry at least a little enthused by everything. And the party would be nice, anyway, even if it was just Harry and a bunch of random adults. It would be a chance to network with people in the Order of the Phoenix, maybe even learn a little more about what the organisation was up to.

If nothing else it would give Harry some good insight into what was going on in the fight against Voldemort, and what was being done to sort of the problems inside the Ministry. And that was worth quite a lot, especially given the situation back at the castle.

“Thank you, Pr—sir,” Harry said. “I’ll just go get ready, then.”

Harry slipped out of the living room and made his way upstairs where he had a quick shower and threw on a nicer robe before returning downstairs.

*

Guests started to arrive at Grimmauld Place around seven o’clock. Some arrived by Floo, which Harry was surprised to learn was possible when the house was kept secret by the Fidelius charm, and some apparated directly into the entrance hall. A handful of guests even knocked the front door, which Harry assumed meant they had apparated outside for whatever reason.

The most surprising guest, at least at first, came from none of those places. Instead, he came from upstairs. While Harry was chatting with Sirius in the living room he spotted none other than Mr Lupin making his way downstairs.

“Mr Lupin?” Harry blurted out once Lupin had got inside the room. There were few other guests there at that point – Moody, an older wizard Harry recognised from somewhere but couldn’t figure out where, and a man Sirius had called ‘Dung’ – but Mr Lupin certainly wasn’t one Harry had been prepared for.

“Ah, so Sirius didn’t, in fact, tell you,” Lupin said. He glanced at Sirius, who was grinning.

“Nah. More fun this way,” Sirius said. “Harry, this is Moony. Moony is…”

“Mr Lupin,” finished Lupin. “Though frankly, I could do without the title. I am… was… a friend of your parents’,” he explained. “I would have said something while we were at school, but with the Inquisition…”

That Lupin had said nothing about his friendship with Harry’s parents did make a lot of sense. With Umbridge and her goon squads roaming about and interfering with everything, such an admission would have been unwise. More than that it probably would have invited further scrutiny of both Harry and Lupin, scrutiny it seemed as if neither of them wanted.

“You can call me Remus when we aren’t at school,” continued Lupin – Remus.

“Er, right,” Harry said. “Um…” He wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. He didn’t want to treat Lupin – Remus – as one of his teachers, since they were specifically not at a school related function. With Dumbledore it was different, as Harry didn’t think it was even possible to behave unlike a student near Dumbledore. The elderly wizard just gave off a schoolmasterly aura.

But Remus… well, it was harder to tell how Harry should behave. And at least with Dumbledore Harry wouldn’t have to go back to normal with after the Christmas holiday. He even had homework to submit to Remus.

Weird.

“So you were all friends,” Harry decided to say eventually. “You, Sirius, my dad and—and—”

“Peter,” said Remus. “Yes. We were quite close in our Hogwarts years, the four of us. It’s a… shame… Peter betrayed us. We—none of us—had any idea… if we had…”

“It’s done now, Moony,” Sirius said. “We all got it wrong. Me most of all. I should have—well…” He took a deep breath. “We already talked about this. I know.”

The conversation seemed to be heading down a dark and dreary path, so Harry tried to steer it elsewhere.

“So, you’re ‘Moony’,” Harry said. “I know Sirius is Padfoot because he’s a dog animagus, and my dad was Prongs, since he was a stag. Wormtail because he’s a rat. Sirius said you were animagi, but he never said what you were. Why ‘Moony’? I can’t figure it out.”

“It wasn’t mine to tell,” Sirius said softly, more to Remus than to Harry.

“Ah, that,” Remus said. “That is… well… it’s because… I’m not an animagus.”

“But…” Harry started to say, and then stopped himself. Moony. The fact that his boggart was a full moon. His strange sicknesses which just happened to coincide with moon nights. Sirius had even said there would be a werewolf at the party.

It made perfect sense.

“Oh, you’re a werewolf,” Harry said. “Right. I can’t believe I only just…” He sighed. Even the man’s name screamed it out loud. “Is that why Umbridge doesn’t like you?”

“See?” Sirius said. “I told you he wouldn’t care.”

“I don’t,” Harry added, just so that Remus knew Sirius was right. People said all sorts of nonsense things about werewolves, but as far as Harry could tell, all of them were untrue. It was just the same sort of thing certain wizards said about muggles and muggleborns. Werewolves were only dangerous on the nights of the full moon.

“Thank you,” mumbled Remus. “Your father was much the same way… But in answer to your question: no, I don’t believe that is why the High Inquisitor dislikes me. I would hope she remains unaware of my condition. Certainly, no one should have told her. No, she dislikes me for rather more ordinary reasons: I have challenged her curriculum too many times for her liking.”

“Well,” Harry said, “your lessons are way better than Lockhart’s. Honestly, his are awful, and she loves him. So… you’re doing something right, I suppose.”

“Do you want a drink, Moony?” Sirius asked. “I’ll go grab you one. Just a second…”

Sirius disappeared before Remus could answer him, leaving he and Harry alone. With Sirius gone the conversation grew a little more awkward as Harry fumbled for something more to say.

“So, er… how’d you join the Order, anyway?” Harry asked, hoping the question wasn’t a delicate one.

“We were all members of it before,” Remus said, suddenly gaining a faraway look in his eyes. “The four of us, your mother, and some others. We weren’t much older than you are, truth be told. Of age, of course, but… And this time around…” He cleared his throat. “Dumbledore asked me back.” He swallowed. “I was rather surprised to see Sirius here, and more surprised to learn that Peter still lived.”

“That must have been a shock,” agreed Harry. Finding out one of his best friends was still alive, but also that that man was a traitorous murderer, couldn’t have been easy.

Remus laughed, but it didn’t sound joyous. Almost the opposite.

“Quite the shock, yes,” he said.

Harry was about to respond but was distracted by the loud crack of an apparition. In the entrance hall beyond the living room door Harry could see a young witch, dressed in a rather more alternative style, with a shock of electric blue hair.

“Miss Tonks!” Harry said. Was half the Hogwarts teaching staff part of the Order of the Phoenix? It certainly seemed that way. Although technically, neither Mad-Eye nor Tonks were on the staff anymore.

Tonks seemed to have heard Harry, because she flashed him a toothy smile and strode towards him.

“Wotcher, Harry!” she said. “And none of that ‘Miss’ Tonks nonsense—call me Tonks. I’m not your teacher anymore, thank God. No offence, but my secondment was awful.” She paused. “Just not cut out for that teaching malarkey.”

“Er, right,” Harry said. “I was just surprised to see you here, that’s all.”

She grinned.

“Fair enough. It’s not every day you see your teachers as a secret society meeting, is it?” Tonks said.

Sirius returned with three drinks. He handed one to Remus, then another to Harry.

“That’s a beer,” Sirius said to Harry with a nod. “Don’t drink it too quick.” Then he looked over at Tonks. “Good to see you, little cousin! Nowhere more fun to be?”

She shook her head.

“Nah. All my mates are working tonight. And how often do you get to party with Dumbledore anyway?” She looked around the room. “Not many in yet, are there, though?” she said, more to Sirius and Remus than to Harry. “Or are they in the kitchen?”

“Just not many in yet,” Sirius said. “Some won’t stay all night anyway—better places to be.”

Tonks shrugged.

“We’ll see,” she said. “I’m just going to go chat with Mad-Eye—want to pick his brains for a bit. See you later!” And with that, Tonks was off, inserting herself into Moody’s conversation without so much as a hello. That left Harry with Sirius and Remus.

Harry sipped at his beer. It wasn’t his first beer, although he hadn’t had all that many chances to try alcohol. Vernon sometimes let Harry and Dudley try some, and Algie Macmillan had let Harry and Ernie drink some at the World Cup. But it was a rarity, so Harry felt incredibly glad Sirius was happy enough letting him drink a beer.

And a whole one, too, not just a few sips. Harry was fully prepared to pace himself. Not only did he want to make a good impression on everyone present, he didn’t want Sirius to feel like his trust had been misplaced.

“Thanks for the drink, Sirius,” Harry said.

“Well, if you’re old enough to party with the Order you’re old enough to have a beer while doing it,” Sirius said. “But, er, maybe don’t tell your aunt—not sure she’d approve.”

“I won’t,” Harry said. Petunia didn’t approve of Vernon giving either of the boys alcohol, and that was when she was there to supervise.

After that the three of them took a seat near the fireplace, played cards, and chatted as the night went on. Dumbledore spent much of the night in a room set away from everyone else, with various partygoers flitting in and out of it, no doubt on official Order business. At around nine o’clock Harry heard the tell-tale crack of apparition from the entrance hall. Not long after, Algernon and Mairi Macmillan appeared in the doorway to the living room.

“Happy New Year!” declared Algie as he walked into the room.

For his efforts he received a chorus of New Year’s greetings back.

Another two guests Harry hadn’t been expecting to see. Although he knew the Macmillans weren’t on Voldemort’s side, Harry hadn’t expected them to have joined Dumbledore’s secretive group. But then, perhaps Dumbledore had contacted them after the trial and their glowing character reference…

“Harry! Didn’t expect to see you here!” said Algie, mirroring Harry’s own thoughts.

“It’s nice to see you again, Algie,” Harry said. “And you, Mairi.”

Of course, Harry had seen Mairi at Hogwarts, although not very much and never in a social capacity.

“Oh—thank you both for the character reference,” Harry added. “You know, for the trial? I know I wrote to say thank you but I never got the chance to say it in person. So… thank you.”

“Think nothing of it, Harry darling,” Mairi said. “We were happy to. Lucius Malfoy is a stain on polite society and everything we said was true. You’re one of Ernest’s dearest friends—it really was the least we could do.”

“And it got us an invitation to this little secretive cabal,” Algie added, “so really we should be thanking you! This is really the who’s who of the underground, you know.” He winked.

“Come and sit with us for a bit,” offered Sirius. “Can I get you some drinks?”

“Perhaps after,” said Mairi.

“I’ll never say no to a stiff drink,” Algie said at the same time. They looked at one another.

“We have to meet with Albus before we do anything else, darling,” said Mairi to Algie. “And we won’t be staying all night anyway—we’ve got to get back to Ernest and we have another engagement.”

“But we will stay for one drink,” Algie said. “It would be rude not to! Hah!”

Mairi and Algie disappeared into the meeting with Dumbledore after that, although when they were finished, they did sit down for a swift drink. Algie regaled the group with tales of his latest clash at the Ministry, while Mairi and Remus discussed the trials and tribulations that came with being a Hogwarts teacher during the dark days of the High Inquisition.

From Harry’s point of view it was very interesting indeed hearing about that from the teachers’ perspective, and it did give him some nice new insights into the situation at the castle. Although as tempted as he was to mention his and his friends’ little rebellion, he kept quiet. No sense giving Mairi and Remus information that could cause them both trouble, after all, not when they were both putting themselves on the line by working with the Order of the Phoenix in the first place.

Especially with Dumbledore on the run from a treason charge.

But after a short while Mairi and Algie left, although not before Harry asked them to say hello to Ernie for him.

The rest of the night went like that, with many guests making a brief appearance before and after their meetings with Dumbledore, but not staying until midnight.

Harry didn’t mind. It wasn’t his party, and it was interesting seeing all of the Order members flit in and out. During his time at the party he’d met several Ministry officials working with the Order, people such as auror Kingsley Shacklebolt. Then at around ten o’clock he even met Arthur Weasley for the first time, himself the head of a Ministry department. Although Algie had joked about it, the Order of the Phoenix really did seem to be the who’s who of the anti-Voldemort underground.

“Won’t stop for too long,” Arthur Weasley said as he popped his head around the living room door. “Have to get back to Molly and the kids. But thought I’d show my face for a bit.”

When he saw Harry he paused.

“Don’t, er, don’t say anything to my kids about me being here,” Arthur said to Harry. “Not sure Molly’d approve of—of all this,” he said with a vague gesture. “Too dangerous.”

“I won’t say anything,” said Harry, who had absolutely no intention of revealing Arthur’s involvement in a secretive anti-Voldemort coalition to his children anyway. Quite apart from the fact that Harry’s interactions with the Weasleys were very superficial and nowhere near the point where they shared secrets, Arthur’s extracurricular activities were nothing to do with Harry.

Close to eleven Dumbledore joined everyone else in the living room. After that there were no new arrivals, and everyone who was going to leave early had already gone. That left Harry with Sirius and Remus, Mad-Eye Moody, Tonks, Dumbledore and a handful of others.

The adults traded stories of old action, of Christmases and New Years long gone, and all sorts of other things besides. Harry sat there and soaked it all in.

“…so I told him to stick his wand up arse and leave me to it!” Mad-Eye Moody roared close to midnight at the climax of a particularly raucous story. Mad-Eye laughed at his own joke, then unstopped his hip flask to take a long, deep drink from it.

“With every telling of that story I grow ever more sympathetic to poor Abelard,” Dumbledore said with a smile.

“But what did his wife do with all the extra billywig stings?” wondered Harry aloud. “Surely she couldn’t have—”

“Hah!” exclaimed Moody. “Well, that’s just the thing, isn’t it boy? The only thing she could do was—”

Except Mad-Eye never got to finish his explanation as a loud whistling alarm went off.

“Thirty seconds to midnight!” said Sirius, standing from his seat, sloshing beer everywhere. “Everyone, get ready!”

At Sirius’s announcement everyone stood up, all prior conversation forgotten, and linked arms in a great big circle for the countdown to midnight. Harry, who had never witnessed a proper wizarding New Year’s Eve celebration – save the ones in the Common Room, which had all had a very different feel to them – watched intently.

As the Order remnants counted down to midnight, the Wireless – long stood in the corner of the room and neglected in favour of stories and reminiscences – grew louder. There was some sort of radio programme on, a New Year’s countdown of its own. At the stroke of midnight everyone in the room cheered, Harry included.

Then everyone – this time except Harry but including the Wireless – burst into a rendition of a song Harry didn’t recognise. He’d been expecting the traditional rendition of Auld Lang Syne, but he supposed that was a muggle thing. He mumbled along once he picked up some of the words, but it was over quickly enough.

The celebrations done, everyone settled back into their seats or shuffled off to grab another drink. Harry didn’t even mind that he hadn’t heard the explanation behind Moody’s story. It was enough to be sat amongst a group of interesting people.

It was decent enough company. The fire died down slightly, but Sirius kept it going with the occasional log, and although the Wireless played festive music, it was the buzz of conversation that really kept the atmosphere alive. Harry sat back and enjoyed it, taking in the ambience. Most of the conversations were between people he didn’t know very well and about things he knew even less of, but Sirius and Remus were good at including him, and Harry didn’t mind anyway. It was nice to be part of it, nice to get that little bit of insight into how the Order worked and what it was up to.

It was even interesting to see Dumbledore in a completely different context, one where he wasn’t a headmaster or a mugwump or any of that and was instead just an ordinary wizard. Or at least as ordinary a wizard as Dumbledore could ever be, anyway. Not long after midnight Mundungus Fletcher and some of the other guests left, followed by Mad-Eye Moody. Tonks stayed, but Dumbledore retreated to his room.

Harry grew increasingly tired but fought to stay awake. Sirius and Remus had started telling stories about their time at Hogwarts, and with Tonks adding bits and pieces of her own time at the school, Harry wanted to see the rest of the night out. It was just too interesting to go to bed.

But even that part of the party died down eventually, and Harry found himself stumbling to bed in a tired – and only a little bit tipsy – stupor around three o’clock in the morning.
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Kreacher woke everyone up early the next morning. So early, in fact, that Harry had only managed to get three hours’ sleep by the time the elf ‘helpfully’ woke everyone up.

“It is a bright new morning and the day is young,” screeched Kreacher cheerfully as he whizzed from room to room banging on each door. “The year is new and in this house, we greet it with warmth and cheer.”

Harry could see why Sirius had such an acrimonious relationship with the old elf. He was an ornery little being with a contrarian streak bigger than Dudley’s trousers. But then, their relationship was likely the product of both of their actions, and Harry didn’t doubt Sirius was at least a little at fault. But that as was charitable as Harry was prepared to be on that New Year’s Day morning, since he was tired and his mouth felt dry.

He groaned.

Kreacher went back through the house knocking on all the doors one more time, although he stopped once Sirius mustered the strength and energy to order him back to sleep for a few hours. That was all well and good, but Harry couldn’t get back to sleep. Not that he didn’t try, of course, but the most he managed was an hour of scattered dozing until roughly eight o’clock in the morning.

Harry wrenched himself out of bed. He put on a pair of slippers and made his way down to the kitchen for a cup of tea and something to eat. He didn’t bother asking for Kreacher, as the elf made no secret of his disdain for Harry. Instead, Harry looked in the cupboards and in the pantry for something he could make himself. He was used to making his own snacks and breakfast, anyway, and didn’t need to rely on elf labour for it.

So that was easy enough.

In theory, because in practice Harry had no idea where Sirius and Dumbledore kept anything in the kitchen. And there was the added complication that Kreacher would no doubt have his own system that he’d want to keep. After half an hour’s searching through the kitchen, the adjoining pantry, and even the annex to the cellars where Kreacher ordinarily lurked, Harry found everything he needed to make some bacon and sausages sandwiches.

So then he set about making himself something for breakfast. There was no sign of Sirius, nor of Remus, so Harry assumed they were still sleeping. They’d both grown quite drunk as the night went on, and they hadn’t managed to get to bed even by the time Harry had gone to bed around three in the morning. So Harry didn’t think they’d be making many moves at all until at least midday.

Dumbledore was trickier, since although the elderly wizard hadn’t stayed up quite as late as some of the others, Harry hadn’t heard him rustling about the expansive house. Not that Dumbledore ever made much noise anyway.

Harry made a couple of extra portions just in case the smell wafting through the house woke anyone up, and when he was finished cooking, sat himself down at the kitchen table to eat. Harry didn’t mind eating his breakfast alone, not even in the somewhat dingy kitchen at Number Twelve, Grimmauld Place.

It gave him some time to think, time to process everything he had seen and heard the night before. And there had been a lot of things he’d seen and heard. There was some unfinished business between Sirius and Remus, something the two men kept referencing and then rowing back from as if nothing had been said at all. Infuriating to sit and listen to, but Harry supposed it was ultimately none of his business.

Conversations between Moody and Tonks, and Moody and Dumbledore, had been very interesting indeed, but Harry lacked the proper context needed to actually understand what was going on. He could have asked, he supposed, but that seemed rude. He’d heard stories of the first war, of the first Order, and learned about his parents’ roles in it.

That had been a lot to process, and Harry didn’t think he’d finished with it. There were more stories there, more things that various members of the Order could tell him. While Harry was thinking on the members of the Order he’d met – from Arthur Weasley to Ernie’s mum and dad – a voice jolted him from his reverie.

“Ah, good morning, Harry,” said Dumbledore. “I had not expected anyone else to rise so early, given the night’s celebrations.” He sat down at the table opposite Harry. “An advantage of youth, I should think.”

“Good morning, Prof—er, sir,” Harry said. He gestured to the plate with bacon and sausage sandwiches on it. “I made extra just in case anyone woke up.”

“Ah, no thank you, Harry—I have already eaten,” said Dumbledore. “Kreacher brought me a delightful breakfast of poached eggs on toast this morning.”

That was the most elf-like thing Harry had ever heard of Kreacher doing.

“Why does Kreacher work so well for you and not for Sirius?” Harry asked. “That’s not normal for elves, is it?”

“I am nicer to Kreacher than Sirius is,” Dumbledore said. “Far be it for me to criticise a man in his own home, but I would think that if Sirius were a little kinder in his approach to Kreacher he would get better results.”

Harry thought on that. That did make sense. It was how people in general worked, so he supposed it wasn’t strange that that’s how it would work for elves, too. Except that Harry knew some people treated their house elves terribly, and the elves still worked without complaint.

Kreacher seemed to be a special case. Harry wondered why but pushed it to one side for the moment. He could do further research later if he had time. It wasn’t important anyway.

“But that is neither of our business,” Dumbledore continued. “So instead of dwelling on that I shall be happy that we have crossed paths this morning. Satisfied though I am with your skill at occlumency, we have more to discuss. Specifically, I must ask—you have had no further visions or dreams of Voldemort? Or of Lucius Malfoy and the horcrux amalgam?”

Harry shook his head. He’d had none, not since the first. The strict regimen of occlusion had done the trick. The connection between him and Voldemort was, if not sealed, at least partially blocked. And the fact that Harry had stopped dabbling in legilimency probably helped matters somewhat too. Not that Harry was going to mention that to Dumbledore.

“Not a single dream, sir. Only that first one. After I noticed the connection I could… er, I could sort of feel it, like you said. But I can’t feel it anymore. Even when I’m not occluding. Which, er, isn’t ever now—I’m always occluding since Snape told me…” Harry said. That had been a key demand of Dumbledore’s, and Harry thought he’d managed to meet it. With a closed connection, and a proficiency in occlumency, Harry thought he was now ready to be included in deeper conversations.

He still thought the connection could have proven useful in some way, but if Dumbledore thought otherwise, Harry wasn’t going to argue. And it was nice to know he’d blocked off an avenue for Voldemort to spy on or manipulate Harry’s actions.

“Excellent,” Dumbledore said. He didn’t even follow up on Harry forgetting to call Snape ‘Professor’, which he usually did. Perhaps life on the lam had mellowed him. He said nothing more, and instead merely sat opposite Harry.

“So, er…” Harry said. “I was wondering… what were some of the things I couldn’t know until I was better at occlumency? Can I know them now?”

“You have earned that much, I think,” agreed Dumbledore. “What would you like to know?”

“Um…” With the opportunity to learn right in front of him, Harry wasn’t quite sure what to ask. He had assumed Dumbledore had had a list of things he wanted to tell Harry.

Harry sighed.

“How are you sorting the treason stuff?” Harry asked. “If you don’t mind saying. It’s just, well, it seems like that’s the biggest thing going on right now. Er, after whatever Voldemort is doing.”

“I have spoken with Valerian—Spellman, of course—and he has agreed to fight my case on my behalf,” Dumbledore said. “You need not fear: as much as I have enemies, I have friends as well. As for how it is going, well—that is another thing entirely. Cornelius seems quite content to believe that I am seeking his position, and until he can be disabused of that notion, I think I shall have to remain in hiding. Frankly, I am surprised that they don’t have dementors out looking, but perhaps Cornelius hasn’t quite lost all his sense.”

That Fudge had any sense at all was news to Harry, but then, people did say he was a canny politician. That was just half the problem. The idea that he could send dementors out looking for Dumbledore was a big worry indeed, as Harry wasn’t at all confident the Ministry had proper control over the Dark creatures. If they got a sniff of the rich feeding ground that was the muggle world… but that was a concern for another day.

“Right,” Harry said. “Do we know what Voldemort wants?” Harry asked next. Lucius Malfoy’s actions were on display at the Ministry, so it was simple enough to see at least part of what he was up to. The motivations and whatever was going on behind the scenes was more difficult, but there was at least something there to be getting on with. But Harry had absolutely no idea what Voldemort was up to, at least not since he’d had his vision.

“We have a spy working to ingratiate himself deeper into Voldemort’s counsel,” Dumbledore said. “The process is slow, as Voldemort is disinclined to trust, but we have made progress. Voldemort’s plans seem to revolve around the second prophecy, the prophecy he received from Professor Trelawney in your first year at Hogwarts. More than that I cannot say for I do not know.”

A spy. Not just a spy, but a spy within Malfoy Manor, actively engaged with Voldemort himself. That narrowed the list of potential spies quite significantly.

“A spy? Who?”

“I am not prepared to say,” said Dumbledore. “Proficient with occlumency though you are, there are other ways of extracting information and the identity of our spy must be a well-kept secret. Know that the spy is someone I trust completely.”

Grudgingly Harry supposed that was fair. He was still going to have a think on who it could possibly be, since Dumbledore hadn’t said he wasn’t allowed to speculate, but he let the question go.

Harry nodded. That was reasonable. “Did the spy say anything about what the other prophecy says? Just so we know what Voldemort is up to—I don’t really believe it’s important otherwise.”

“Voldemort has been keeping that information secret,” Dumbledore said. “I daresay that is something not even the horcrux fragment inside Lucius Malfoy has been told.”

That Voldemort would want to keep information from himself was something that didn’t surprise Harry at all. Voldemort would want to be the one holding all the cards, the one with all the information. Especially given his incorporeal state. Not surprising at all, and yet still frustrating.

“Peter Pettigrew has let slip that there are lines in the prophecy regarding blood and venom,” continued Dumbledore, “but quite what this could mean we are unable to decide. It is vague, as prophecies usually are, and without the surrounding lines a proper reading of it is impossible. So we have not been able to use what we know to attempt a pre-emption of Voldemort’s plans.”

Harry considered that. Wormtail knew the prophecy, or at least part of it. Given that he seemed to be some unholy cross between Voldemort’s servant and nursemaid, Harry supposed that wasn’t the most surprising thing.

But the words Wormtail had let slip… Blood and venom. It was vague, but familiar somehow, though he couldn’t place why. But there were other lines of the second prophecy that they did know. If they could decipher some sort of a meaning to those, perhaps they could discover something of Voldemort’s plans.

“Do you remember when I said… er…” Harry said. “Back at the end of my first year. I said what Voldemort said about the second prophecy. Something about a book? Do we know more about that?” It seemed like it could be important. A book of spells Voldemort had compiled during his travels, perhaps, or the key to a ritual to restore his body. Books could be about literally anything, but a book important enough to Voldemort to be mentioned in a prophecy had to be about something spectacular.

Dumbledore had viewed Harry’s memory of the interaction and so Harry knew he’d understand what Harry meant. “Since we know the rat mentioned was Wormtail.”

“A very good question,” Dumbledore said. “As to the nature of the book—we do not know. The spy has asked certain questions but has received no useful answers. I myself have been using the opportunity afforded by my… shall we say, sabbatical? Yes, I have been using my current sabbatical to peruse the Black family library and make an inventory of books which could perhaps be the subject of the prophecy. Thus far nothing has stood out—or at least not for that reason, as the Blacks have managed to collect a veritable treasure trove of illicit and Dark materials. So that there is a book we can be sure of, or Voldemort would not have taken the prophecy seriously; more than this, we cannot know. My answer therefore has been a rather long-winded attempt at saying: no.”

Another disappointment. It seemed as if Voldemort had the advantage, that Dumbledore and the Order were stumbling about in the dark. Despite their spy amongst Voldemort’s ranks it looked like Voldemort was managing to keep his affairs secret.

“But if Voldemort went right to the Malfoys,” Harry said, the thought having just occurred, “then do you think maybe they’ve got something to do with the book? Since we know that Voldemort only went to see Lucius Malfoy after he got the second prophecy. Since he spent the rest of his time hiding… so… there must have been something in the prophecy that made him go to the Malfoys.”

Dumbledore nodded along at Harry’s suggestion.

“Yes, very well reasoned. That is along the lines of what I have thought as well, though of course we cannot be certain that the Malfoys have anything to do with the ‘book’ mentioned in the prophecy specifically. There are potentially many lines unaccounted for, and it is possible that Voldemort sought Lucius Malfoy’s aid for reasons unrelated to the prophecy,” Dumbledore said. “After all, even those who believe wholly in the power of divination do not necessarily plan out their every action according to some bit of divinatory wisdom.”

“I suppose,” said Harry. What Dumbledore had said was true. Voldemort could have gone to the Malfoys for a completely ordinary and mundane reason. As a staging area to pursue whatever threads the prophecy had offered. “Is there any other way of getting the prophecy? Just so we know what Voldemort might try to do.”

Dumbledore was silent for a few moments. Harry belatedly recognised it as hesitation. Then eventually, he nodded.

“There is. There is a room at the Ministry of Magic hidden deep within the Department of Mysteries which keeps a record of all prophecies uttered on the shores of these islands. It is possible that the prophecy made by Professor Trelawney in your first year has coalesced and is available for viewing by its subjects,” Dumbledore said. “Although it is equally possible that it has not.”

“I’m not sure I follow, sir,” Harry said. “How does—what I mean is, if only Voldemort knows the contents of the prophecy, how can there be a record of it in the Department of Mysteries?”

“Old, complex magic,” Dumbledore said. “Laid down long ago by wizards many times removed from us in this present day. Similar magic exists elsewhere in the world, although not everywhere. In brief, all true prophecies made in these isles eventually find their way, through a rather esoteric process, to the Department of Mysteries. You must understand that I am no expert in this—the activities of the Department of Mysteries are a mystery even to me.”

Dumbledore paused.

“But I am given to understand that their study of prophecy allows them to identify the subjects of a given prophecy even if they are unable to listen to the contents of the prophecy directly.”

“So we can just go and get the prophecy, then,” Harry said. “Can’t we? Or I can, anyway—I know you’re, er—you know, the treason thing.”

“Perhaps,” said Dumbledore, although from his tone Harry knew he didn’t think it wise. “Understand that the Hall of Prophecy within the Department is a secret—one which you are not supposed to know. Should you attempt to apply to the Department of Mysteries to view a prophecy you will invite further scrutiny. You should not know that the prophecy exists, nor that the Department of Mysteries has a record of it, and certainly not that they know you are its subject.”

Harry leaned back in his chair and stared at the remnants of his sandwiches glumly. It was a perfectly reasonable explanation, but Harry didn’t have to like it.

“And of course, given the Ministry’s current obsession with treason and dissent, I am not sure now is a good time to invite them into your affairs,” Dumbledore continued. “Although I am the primary target I would not want you to become caught up in anything more than you have already.”

Harry sighed.

“I know that you’re right,” Harry said, “but it’s just… it feels hopeless. Voldemort’s out there doing God only knows what; Lucius Malfoy—or whatever weird thing he is now that he’s got Voldemort inside him—is on the Wizengamot and interfering with things at Hogwarts and, well, all over the country; we’ve got Umbridge running loose at Hogwarts and, sir, things are getting bad; you’ve been accused of treason and stripped of all your posts…” Harry shrugged. “It just seems like nothing’s going our way.”

“It does seem that way,” agreed Dumbledore, quite cheerfully. “We have not had the successes I would have liked, that is true. And yet we have not been thwarted at every turn. We have won some very important people to our cause—some of whom have joined the Order itself. Did you not see Kingsley Shacklebolt last night? And Arthur Weasley? Both are very well-respected at the Ministry, and both are committed to the fight against Voldemort and his Death Eaters. Alastor still has many contacts and the Ministry and uses them regularly to our advantage. Without his assistance I am quite sure that we would be much less well placed than we are. We are not friendless, though I admit at times it seems that perhaps we are.”

“Well, I suppose there is that,” said Harry.

“There is the mother of your friend Tracey—Gwenllian Davis has agreed to work with us from within the Ministry. She is well regarded there and is well placed to push back on some of the Ministry’s more onerous legislation,” said Dumbledore. “And of course, the Macmillans. Did you know that Algernon Macmillan attends many parties and events with the wealthy and connected, and that he is working tirelessly to promote our agenda? The right words to the right wizard and good things happen. So I would not despair just yet if I were you.”

Harry wasn’t overly optimistic that Algie chatting up drunk wizards and witches at society parties was going to be in any way helpful to the anti-Voldemort cause, but he supposed Dumbledore had been at the whole politicking malarkey many years longer than Harry had. Decades. Literally decades. A century, even. So Harry assumed Dumbledore knew what he was doing. And if they really did have people inside the Ministry, people like Gwen and Kingsley Shacklebolt and even Arthur Weasley, that was a start.

It wasn’t quite as spectacular as an elected Member of the Wizengamot, but perhaps flashy wasn’t always best.

“Alright,” agreed Harry. “It’s not as bad as I was thinking. It’s just… easy to get disappointed when the news is bad.” He shrugged. “It is what it is. What about Wormtail? Is he getting out and about? Can the spy help us capture him maybe? Then Sirius can be…”

“Alas, Peter Pettigrew very rarely leaves Malfoy Manor,” said Dumbledore. “From what I understand, near enough his every waking moment is spent attending to Voldemort. In what little time he has to himself he does not seem overly fond of leaving the confines of Malfoy Manor. Rest assured that we are looking for opportunities to clear Sirius’s name.”

Looking for opportunities. That was a brush off if ever Harry had seen one, but it was probably still as much as could be managed. Disappointing.

More than disappointing. Awful.

Harry supposed the only good bit of news when it came to Wormtail was that he did leave Malfoy Manor, even if it was only for a few moments at a time. That meant there was at least an opportunity for him to be caught, for Sirius to be exonerated.

“I suppose all we can do is try,” Harry said.

“Indeed,” said Dumbledore. “And I must say, you have made remarkable progress in all areas. To have become an occlumens so young is rare, and this in addition to everything else you have to worry about. You should be very proud. And of course, you have succeeded in protecting your mind from the connection with Voldemort—this is truly magnificent work.”

Harry felt like Dumbledore was overstating things somewhat to make him feel better. Real achievements though they were, Harry wasn’t sure that they were worthy of quite so much praise given the wider situation.

But then, at least Harry was no longer in any danger from the connection between him and Voldemort. That was unequivocally good news. Even if Harry did think it could have been used offensively against Voldemort, it was also a very good thing that Voldemort couldn’t use it against Harry. So that was good.

Excellent, even.

Harry took another of the sandwiches he’d prepared and nibbled on it while thinking.

“Professor, what was the—what I mean is—the connection. What is it? I know you said we can’t know, since it’s something probably no one has ever seen before, but you’ve got to have some idea what it could be. Right? So…” Harry asked. He’d thought on this many times since learning the connection had existed. A connection which allowed Harry to see through Voldemort’s eyes, and know what was inside Lucius Malfoy’s head?

A strange thing. A very strange thing indeed. Clearly something to do with Harry’s scar, as that was the key piece connecting Harry magically to Voldemort.

Silence from Dumbledore. The elderly wizard seemed to be considering Harry’s question very deeply indeed, as he was silent for far longer than Harry had ever known him to be after being asked a question. Harry got through another sandwich in the time it took Dumbledore to speak. He waited in silence so that he didn’t distract Dumbledore from what he had been about to say.

“Let me say, first, that the answer to your question is something that I do not know. I think that in all of the world there are few people who could answer this question satisfactorily,” Dumbledore said eventually. “I would not go so far as to claim to be one of them. That being said, I have what is perhaps an educated guess.”

“I understand, sir,” Harry said. “I just want to—I mean, I’ve not got a clue about any of this. This is magic I’ve never heard of before. I just…”

“I shall do my best to help you understand,” Dumbledore said. “The connection between you and Voldemort is, I think, entirely accidental. This is not something that Voldemort would have wanted to create; indeed, I do not think he could have created such a thing even had he wished to. The creation of a horcrux is a terrible, damaging thing. It tears the soul—necessarily. That is how the magic works.” He paused.

“And yet souls are not designed to be fragmentary: they seek to be whole. I have read accounts of Dark wizards which suggest that their souls are seeking wholeness forevermore, and this is a sad thing. But it goes a long way to explaining why, at the moment of his death—in what was already an extremely unusual circumstance—that what was left of Voldemort’s soul reached out and left its mark upon you. The soul of an infant is vibrant indeed, a veritable beacon in such a scenario. Were it not for his horcrux I am quite confident that the connection would have died with Voldemort. Alas, it did not.”

Harry thought on that. It made an intuitive sort of sense that a broken soul would seek out wholeness once again. And the vibrance of youth, infancy, contrasted with the fading spark of a soul at the literal threshold of death… that was powerful indeed. Sympathy of a similar sort was used often in alchemical reactions and many other kinds of magic besides. That it functioned in such a way at the deepest, most basic levels of human experience was hardly unusual.

Voldemort’s soul, stripped from its body in his dying moments, had reached out and touched Harry through the connection created by the Killing Curse. That had left a physical mark, of course, but clearly also a spiritual one. Or a magical mark. A sympathetic connection between Harry and Voldemort, one which had persisted after the destruction of Voldemort’s body. Probably due to Voldemort’s horcrux.

One of those weird, nearly unique, things that could happen at the very edges of known magical phenomena. And one that had just so happened to happen to him.

Harry still felt like he didn’t really know what the connection was, but then, Dumbledore had said that he couldn’t properly answer that question. Possibly nobody could.

Harry sighed.

“Is it dangerous?” Harry asked. “Just it existing, I mean—not if Voldemort tries to use it.”

“Probably not in and of itself, no,” Dumbledore said. “The danger is if Voldemort learns of its existence. Fortunately you are well on your way to mastering occlumency. I expect that if, in the fullness of time Voldemort learns of the connection, you will be able to repel his intrusion. And of course, when Voldemort is dead—and die he will, do not worry on this—I believe the connection will be of no further consequence.”

“Right,” Harry said. “That’s good news, then.”

He was quiet for a while as he thought over everything Dumbledore had said. For his part, Dumbledore seemed also quite content to sit in silence. Harry wasn’t sure if he had sought Harry out specifically, or if their meeting in the kitchen had been an accident, but Dumbledore seemed unconcerned with getting himself breakfast or tea or anything of the sort. He just sat there.

“Is there anything else I should know, Professor?” Harry asked. It was a broad question, but Harry felt it was an appropriate one. There would surely be many things going on that Harry couldn’t even think to ask for, some of which Dumbledore would no doubt be willing to tell Harry about if only he asked. “Before I go back to Hogwarts.”

Dumbledore shook his head slowly.

“For now, no,” he said. “You have learned of the Order of the Phoenix and its Headquarters; you understand something of our activities within the Ministry and even within Malfoy Manor; and I am quite content that you are up to date with our current understanding of Lord Voldemort’s plans. All that is required of you for now is to return to school, perform well in your OWLs, and survive the auspices of the High Inquisition.” Dumbledore smiled. “And these are all things I think you can do, and with no small success.”

Harry found himself disappointed. As interesting as all of those bits of information were, Harry had expected something a bit more … earth shaking. Something with a bit of heft to it. Not merely the name of a group whose existence he already knew of with some of its membership. But then, perhaps Harry had simply expected too much. And he did know some of what the Order was doing to combat Voldemort and his Death Eaters. Work to counteract Malfoy and his influence over the Wizengamot.

“Do we know if they’ve got anyone inside Hogwarts?” Harry asked. “Because I think that, er, you know that one Inquisitor—Inquisitor Arlecchino? There’s something off about him. If Voldemort’s got someone inside the castle then I reckon it could be him.”

“It is certainly possible,” Dumbledore said. “Whether Voldemort has an agent within Hogwarts, however, is something which we do not know—it has not been discussed with our spy. I shall ask Professor Snape to monitor Inquisitor Arlecchino.”

Harry nodded. That was great news. At least someone on the staff Dumbledore trusted would be looking into Arlecchino. Maybe even the other Inquisitors and some of the new teachers, too.

“There was one other thing I was wondering about,” Harry said. “What we’re doing with Umbridge and the Inquisition. Should we keep on being a nuisance? Or do you think maybe we shouldn’t? I was a bit worried maybe something we had done made your treason thing worse…”

Dumbledore smiled.

“I was being removed from my posts regardless, Harry,” Dumbledore said. “It is of course up to you, and I would always suggest that your studies be your primary concern… and yet, if you can manage to continue your activities safely I would say it is worth doing. Anything which shows the dear High Inquisitor that her presence is unwanted, and that her position is not assured, is a good thing. But should you decide to continue you must be careful—I can do nothing to help you if you are caught. Because of my, as you put it, ‘treason thing’.”

Dumbledore pulled a pocket watch from his robe pocket.

“Ah! I have taken a longer break from my studies than I had wished to,” he said. “If there is nothing else you would like to discuss I will return to the library—there are still some books I wish to catalogue. I shall have Kreacher bring me my tea there.”

“Er, no, I think that was it, Professor,” Harry said. “Thank you for telling me everything.”

“It is what you deserved,” Dumbledore said, “having performed so admirably in your studies at occlumency. And you are, of course, inextricably involved in affairs. Forewarned is forearmed, as the muggles say!”

Dumbledore stood from the table, nodded to Harry, and then disappeared from the kitchen. Harry watched him go, then took another look at the plate full of food on the kitchen table. Harry sighed and then ate some more.

*

Harry settled into life at Grimmauld Place for the remainder of the Christmas holiday, which was only a couple of days anyway. For the most part Dumbledore was nowhere to be seen, spending the vast majority of his time ensconced within the Black family library, but Harry didn’t mind. They’d discussed everything that needed to be discussed already, and Harry wasn’t keen to go over it again and again.

At least not until Dumbledore had some new information.

So Harry enjoyed himself and spent time with Sirius and Remus, stopping occasionally to greet the odd Order member who dropped by on Order business. They played cards in the living room, ate meals in the kitchen, and Harry even helped both men tidy up around the vast townhouse as Sirius still hadn’t finished making the house liveable after years of being neglected by Kreacher.

And Kreacher, Harry found, was much more pleasant when interacted with away from Sirius. Still nowhere near nice, the elf was at least manageable if approached in the right way. After a handful of such interactions Harry was beginning to understand just how Dumbledore was able to coax a bit more out of the old elf than Sirius could.

Not that Harry was going to bring that up with Sirius, of course. His godfather seemed set in his ways regarding the elf. So Harry left that well enough alone. And it was really none of his business anyway.

On the very last day of the holiday Sirius showed Harry to a room in the house he hadn’t been in before.

“I wanted to show you this before you left again for Hogwarts,” Sirius said to Harry as they stood just outside the door. “In this room is…” He paused. “So, it probably won’t surprise you to learn that the Blacks have always been a bit obsessed with lineage. ‘Toujours pur’, and all that. Lately it’s been all… well, you know. Don’t need to go over that again now. But it’s not always been that way.”

That most of Sirius’s living relatives – and even most of the dead ones from recent generations – were pureblood zealots was hardly news to Harry. With people like Bellatrix Lestrange and Narcissa Malfoy counted among them, that much was obvious. But even so, Harry wasn’t quite sure what Sirius was getting at.

“Er, right,” Harry decided to say.

“Yeah. So. Anyway,” Sirius said. “This is the drawing room. I’ve not shown it to you before and it’s not really a room we use, even with the Order. But it’s got something cool in it.” Sirius opened the door to the drawing room and ushered Harry inside.

The drawing room was dated. It reminded Harry a little of Mrs Figg, the woman who sometimes looked after Harry and Dudley when they were very young, and how she’d decorated her own front room. Floral patterns and a slightly musty smell. As a room it was unremarkable… except for the impossibly large and grand tapestry hung along its walls.

“The Black Family Tree,” Sirius said. “Goes all the way back to the Middle Ages. Starts with the first known Black, apparently. Not sure how accurate it is that far back, but it’s cool, isn’t it?”

Harry nodded slowly as he tried to take it in. The tapestry was huge, and even a quick glance at it told Harry he could easily get lost in its many names and branches.

“I don’t expect you to look at all the names, right,” Sirius continued, “but I wanted to show you something.” He pointed at a section of the tapestry. “If you look over there you can see we’re related, sort of.”

Harry read from the tapestry where Sirius had pointed. There, in delicate black thread, were two names. Charlus Potter and Dorea Black. Beneath theirs, another name – Jacob Potter.

“Charlus was my great-uncle,” Sirius said. “Married to my great-aunt Dorea. But he was your great-uncle as well, through your dad. James always loved that we had Charlus and Dorea in common. Said it made us cousins as well as friends.”

Harry looked over the names on the tapestry once again. Charlus and Dorea Potter. Relatives of Harry’s – and Sirius’s – Harry had never known. Both were dead, according to the tapestry, along with their son, Jacob.

“What happened to them?” Harry asked. “And their son?”

“Died in a Floo accident,” Sirius said. “They weren’t the only ones who died. There was a big scandal about it. Faulty Floo powder—someone went down for it. Bloke’s still in Azkaban, actually.”

A cousin Harry had never known. A whole branch of the Potter family snuffed out by faulty Floo powder.

“That’s a shame,” Harry said. He walked around the room taking more of the tapestry in. “Who made this? It’s amazing.”

“No one makes it,” Sirius said. “Well, I suppose it technically makes itself—some sort of magic that tracks the bloodline. Not sure how it’s done, to be honest. Might be there’s a book in the library that says how, but I’ve never looked.”

Harry nodded along. That made sense, he supposed. It wasn’t a surprise that a family as obsessed with lineage as the Blacks had been would produce a spell like that.

“Why are some of the names burned off?” Harry asked, stopping at a set of names that looked as if they’d been blasted clean off the tapestry.

Sirius grimaced.

“My mum took offence to some of the entries,” Sirius explained. “Not just her, to be fair—some of my ancestors were up to it, too. But basically they’d scorch the names off if they wanted to scrape someone from the family tree. See, this one here’s my cousin Andromeda—Tonks’s mum. Burned off because she married Ted Tonks, a muggleborn.” Sirius shrugged. “This one here, burned off because he was a squib. Can’t even remember his name.” He pointed at another burn on the tapestry. “This one because she married a muggle. And this one is me,” he said, pointing at yet another spot on the tapestry. “But I think it’s repairing itself because I’m technically head of the family now.”

Harry took a closer look and saw that Sirius was right. The burn was fading and it seemed as if the fabric was being restored, albeit slowly. That a family as heritage conscious as the Blacks would vandalise what was, technically speaking, a priceless historical document and a piece of their living family history struck Harry has somewhat sad. Unhinged, even. But the explanation made perfect sense, as the Blacks sounded like just the sort of people who would want to purge the family tree – literally and metaphorically – of undesirable members.

Next to the sheer, unbridled horror that was being related to a muggle and having people be able to see that fact, burning a tapestry was no problem at all.

“See, the magic doesn’t care if someone marries a muggle or ends up a squib. It puts the name on the tapestry anyway. But my mum—and some of the others—didn’t like that at all,” Sirius said. He shrugged. “It’s nice to think the truth wins in the end, eh?”

Harry nodded.

“Definitely.”

He walked slowly around the room looking at the various different names on the tapestry. Some were wholly unsurprising – he’d expected to see names like Rosier, Lestrange, even Malfoy on the tapestry – but others were nearly shocking to see. Harry hadn’t, for example, expected to see Weasley represented there. Nor Longbottom. But appear the names did, and sometimes several times. Harry even saw a Dumbledore many generations back.

Harry supposed it wasn’t too strange when he considered that the Blacks were a very prominent pureblood family, and that Britain and Ireland were very insular wizarding cultures. It made perfect sense that some names would appear again and again and again on the tapestry, especially since the pool of purebloods kept growing smaller and smaller with every passing generation.

“I enjoyed seeing this,” Harry said. “Thank you.”

“I just thought you might like seeing it,” Sirius said. “It’s one of the only nice things in the entire house…”

Given that the décor in Number Twelve included shrivelled and preserved house elf heads, Harry wasn’t prepared to argue against that statement. In general, the house was abysmal. No wonder Sirius was disinclined to speak well of it. Keen not to add to the man’s woes any further, Harry changed the subject.

“Want to play another round of Hippogriffs?” Harry asked. “I bet Remus will be up for a game as well.”

They left the drawing room after that and returned to the much nicer environs of the private living room, where Harry and Sirius and Remus spent the rest of the day playing cards, chatting, and listening to the Wireless.

*

Soon enough Harry’s brief sojourn at Number Twelve, Grimmauld Place was over and it was time once more to return to Hogwarts. Ordinarily that was something to look forward to, as Harry had never felt quite as at home anywhere as he did at Hogwarts.

But after a Christmas with his family – even Marge – and the New Year spent with Sirius, a Hogwarts infested with Inquisitors and presided over by none other than Dolores Umbridge was the last place Harry wanted to be.

Nor did he particularly want to catch the train back, but that was apparently his only option. At least Remus would drop him off at the muggle side of King’s Cross, so Harry didn’t have to be seen with a teacher.

And, Harry supposed, so that Remus wasn’t seen with a student. Bad for everyone involved for the Inquisition to start getting ideas.

At around nine o’clock Harry was ready and waiting to leave for the station, trunk in one hand and Firebolt case in the other.

“So, I remembered I forgot to give you your Christmas present,” Sirius said to Harry while he waited.

“But you did give me a present,” Harry said. “Two, actually. One was—”

“Well, alright,” interrupted Sirius. “But there was another thing I wanted to give you as well. Thought it might come in handy this year, what with the Inquisition watching everyone’s letters.”

That piqued Harry’s curiosity. With his letters being monitored Harry didn’t want to write anything at all incriminating, which was difficult given the circumstances. It seemed like essentially everything Harry had to say to Sirius was incriminating for one reason or another, and that was ignoring the fact that Sirius was the second most wanted man in the country.

“Oh yeah?” Harry asked. “What is it?”

Sirius pulled a polished silver mirror from his pocket.

“A hand mirror?” Harry asked. “What does it do?” Because it had to do something. If Harry had learned anything from his few short years as a wizard it was that rarely was a thing just a thing in the wizarding world. It often did something, turned into something, or secretly was something else.

And Harry had no use for an ordinary hand mirror, anyway. He wasn’t nearly vain enough to need to carry around a mirror with him.

“You can use it to talk to me,” Sirius said. “It’s a pair, and I’ve got the other one. James and I used to use them to speak to each other in detentions or in the summer—well, before I moved in with him and your grandparents, anyway. There aren’t many of these about, either so it’s not something you’ll see every day.”

Harry took the mirror from Sirius and looked it over. It looked just like an ordinary – if quite expensive – hand mirror. Certainly there was no reason to think it was secretly a communication tool, unless two way mirrors such as it was were more common than Harry realised.

“This is great,” Harry said. “With the Inquisition… well, I’ve been worried about getting letters out to you. Didn’t seem safe. But with this…”

“Exactly,” Sirius said. “And since this one was your dad’s, technically, it should come back to you anyway. Just say my name into your mirror and you’ll appear in mine. I’ll keep it with me, so don’t worry about me missing it.”

“Thank you,” Harry said. He put the mirror into his robe pocket. Not only was the mirror a useful tool, it was nice to have something else of his father’s. The Cloak was good, and extremely useful, but Harry had the impression it was more of a family heirloom than something specifically of his dad’s. The mirror was different, something James Potter specifically had owned, rather than something owned by the Potters. Harry wasn’t sure why that mattered, be he felt like it did. 

“I’ll make sure to use it when I want to talk to you next.”

Sirius paused.

“You don’t have to speak with me through it if you don’t want to,” he said. “But, er, you can. You know. It’s there. And so am I.”

Then Remus appeared in the entrance hall, finally ready to leave.

“All set?” Remus asked Harry.

Harry nodded.

“I’m ready.”

“Excellent,” said Remus. “We’re going to go in Dumbledore’s car,” he explained. “I’ve just got the keys from him. I’ll drop you off at the station and then come back here—I won’t be taking the train up to the school. Is that alright with you?”

Harry shrugged. It was what it was. He didn’t especially want to accompany a teacher back to school anyway, even if that teacher was one of his father’s friends and a member of a secretive paramilitary group. But that was all far less interesting than the idea that Dumbledore had a car. 

“Since when has Dumbledore had a car? What’s he need it for?” Harry asked.

“I’ve been told this particular car has been in his possession for years longer than any of us have been alive,” said Remus with a little smile. “That he trusts us both with it is something of an honour, I think. And as for why he needs it… who can say? Perhaps he simply likes driving.”

That was an odd thought. Dumbledore off on a jolly through the English countryside in the car listening to the radio. Radio Four, probably, although given everything Harry knew of Dumbledore any of the channels could be a good fit. And probably the one Harry least expected from the old wizard.

“Well… fair enough,” Harry said. “And you know how to drive? Only, wizards usually don’t… er…”

“My mother—who was a muggle—insisted I learn from a muggle instructor and pass the official muggle test,” said Remus. “So you don’t need to worry about that.”

“You don’t need to pass a test,” said Sirius dismissively. “That’s what Extrasensory Spells are for!”

“And that attitude is why I always said no to riding on the back of your bike,” said Remus. “But we’d best get on—I don’t want you to be late for the train, Harry.”

Harry nodded.

“Alright. Let’s go, then.” He turned towards Sirius. “Thanks for the mirror—it’s really cool. I’m glad I’ve got a proper way to speak with you. I’ll see you in the summer, then, probably.”

“Absolutely!” said Sirius. “We’ll find some reason to get me out of the house again. We’ve still got loads of Dave left around in storage, so can’t let him go to waste…”

Goodbyes all said and done, Harry and Remus exited Number Twelve by the front door. Waiting outside on the road was a car Harry had never seen before. A classic car, positively ancient in its design, although it looked brand new. Mostly in a deep, satiny red with black accents, and with a long nose and a square, boxy cabin, Dumbledore’s car sat next to the pavement looking like something out of an extremely old Bond film.

“Dumbledore’s got a classic Rolls Royce?” Harry blurted out upon seeing it. “This thing must be worth a fortune!”

“Oh?” said Remus. “I hadn’t realised.”

“Yeah,” Harry said. “It’s, um. Bit of a collector’s item, I think.” Vernon certainly would have paid an arm and a leg for a car like that. He went to a car club sometimes – although Harry thought mostly for the drinking and cigars – with similar sorts of cars at it. That Dumbledore just had one lying around, one which he saw fit to lend to Remus to send Harry off on the train, would surely send Vernon up the wall.

“I think he’s had it since it was new,” Remus said. He shrugged. “Shall we go?”

“Er, right,” Harry said. He got his things all squared away – easier than he’d thought, since Dumbledore had expanded the interior considerably in spite of several Ministry laws which suggested such a thing was not allowed – and then sat back to enjoy the ride to King’s Cross.

*

Remus didn’t stick around for very long at all after dropping Harry off. He left Harry once he was sure Harry had got himself over to the wizarding side of the station but didn’t cross the barrier himself. For that, Harry was inordinately glad, as he didn’t want to be spotted with a teacher in the holidays quite aside from the fact that he didn’t want to be spotted by any Inquisitors who might make things awkward back at the castle.

Instead, Harry pushed his trolley with his trunk and Firebolt case stashed away around the packed full-to-bursting Platform 9¾ in search of his friends.

All of Harry’s friends had gone home for Christmas that year, and judging by the crowd on the platform, so had everyone else at the school. It wasn’t quite as bad as in the summer, but it was close enough. At least the departures board said that the train would be leaving on time.

Harry wheeled his trolley around the platform, weaving in and out of the gathered throngs, in search of his friends. Any of them would do as they’d all agreed to sit together on the train, especially since half of them were prefects and would have to be out patrolling the train for parts of the journey anyway. At least that way the non-prefects would have some others to sit with.

And with the Inquisitorial Squad out and about, it just made sense to all stick together. Even if Blaise was part of the Squad.

Harry spotted Justin and Millie in the distance. Taking a little care not to crash into anyone Harry pushed his way through the crowd towards his friends. The train wasn’t boarding yet, so there was still more than enough time, but he didn’t want to lose sight of them in the chaos.

“Alright?” Harry said as he drew up next to them. “Good Christmas?”

“As usual,” said Justin. “Except this year there was the added bonus of getting away from all this Inquisition business. It’s usually a bit dull going all-muggle again—I’m sure you feel the same—but this year it was a bit of a treat.”

Harry knew exactly what Justin meant. He’d even been – briefly – happy to put up with Marge just because nothing at Number Four was in any way related to Umbridge, the Ministry, or any of that nonsense. It hadn’t lasted, but Harry had felt it, and that was something.

“Lucky you,” Millicent said. “All I’ve had all Christmas break is ‘Dumbledore this’, ‘Inquisition that’ from my grandparents. They’ve completely bought into the treason shit. It’s so stupid.”

Harry had the vague idea that Millicent’s grandparents were the traditional sort of purebloods. Not necessarily bigoted or in support of Voldemort, but not exactly progressive either. Although Harry supposed they at least hadn’t disinherited Millicent’s mother for marrying a muggleborn, so that put them leagues ahead of the Blacks. But the idea that they believed in Dumbledore’s guilt was more than a little worrying, since they were exactly the sort of people Dumbledore needed on side.

Harry grimaced.

“That’s rough,” he said. “What did you say about it?”

“Well, not much,” admitted Millicent. “I’m not supposed to ‘tilt the broomstick’—Mum’s always on about it.” She shrugged. “Inheritance stuff, innit? She wants their money when they go—she’s afraid they’ll leave it to a kneazle sanctuary.”

Justin nodded sagely.

“Oh, yes. Inheritances. A boon and a curse, let me tell you,” he said.

Millicent looked set to say something more but was interrupted by the arrival of Blaise and Daphne.

“Ooh, Millie! It’s so good to see you! I missed you so much!” cried Daphne, rushing forward to embrace Millicent.

“We firecalled last night,” said Millicent, returning the hug.

“But it’s not the same!” said Daphne. “And Mummy and Daddy were in the room so it’s… you know…”

“She means you couldn’t get up to any kissy-kissy nonsense,” Blaise said. “Alright, lads?” he said, nodding to Harry and Justin. “How’d it go?”

“Good, good, you know,” said Justin. “Christmas. Deck the Halls and all that.”

Harry shrugged.

“Yeah, was good. It was nice to have one at home, to be honest—I did miss it a bit these last two years.” The routines and traditions, the sights and the sounds, even his aunt’s cooking – not nearly as good as the elves’, it was nostalgic in a way the Hogwarts fare never would be.

“Think the train’s starting to board,” Justin said, nodding towards the train. “Might want to get going.”

“Has anyone seen Tracey?” Harry wondered aloud. “She’ll not want to board on her own…”

“I’ve not heard from her today,” Daphne said, “but she’ll have to find us on the train if she misses us boarding.”

Harry shrugged. That was probably fair enough.

“Ernie’s not getting the train back, right?” Harry asked Justin. The rules around using the Hogwarts Express were relaxed during the Christmas break such that students who lived in Hogsmeade and the surroundings weren’t required to take it to and from the school.

At least, that was how it usually worked. Given the Inquisition and its penchant for totally ripping apart accepted procedure, Harry wasn’t entirely sure it was still that way.

“He doesn’t usually,” confirmed Justin. “Sue should be around, though.” He stood on his toes and craned his neck to look around the crowd. “Can’t see her, though.”

With no sign of Susan or Tracey, everyone started to board the train.

“Why are you getting the train, anyway?” Harry asked Millie while they were boarding. “Isn’t it easier to just nip over?”

“I wish I didn’t have to get the train,” Millicent said. “And I wouldn’t have if I hadn’t been stuck with my grandparents. My mum and dad are still there.”

Wary of sticking his foot into what was clearly a touchy subject, Harry simply nodded and wheeled his trolley forwards.

Boarding took quite some time, but they managed to get onboard and even found themselves a nice compartment not too far from the dining carriage. Harry settled in to wait for the Express to putter out of the station.

“I was thinking we should just have lunch today in the dining carriage,” Daphne was saying, “since we couldn’t on the way in during the summer. What does everything think of that? I know we’ve got patrol duties, but it’s not for the whole journey is it, and—”

The compartment doors slid open, stopping Daphne mid-sentence. Tracey and Susan slipped into the compartment, luggage in tow.

“It was a nightmare getting on board,” Tracey said as she stowed her trunk and found a place for her carry case.

“I’m just surprised the train managed to leave on time,” Susan said as she did the same. “I hope everything gets back to normal for next year, because this is just… ugh.”

Now that was a sentiment Harry could get behind. Umbridge and her goons gone, and the student population of Hogwarts reduced to a much more manageable level. Easier prefect duties, too. Although he didn’t think he would enjoy a return to his old dormitory. As annoying as FitzRoy was with his early morning singing, Harry was at least spared sharing a bedroom with Draco.

Once everyone had settled in Harry decided it was time to tell them what Dumbledore had told him over the Christmas holiday. Or at least, parts of it, since much of the information wasn’t Harry’s to share and some of it was literally impossible for him to tell anyone anyway.

“I spoke with Dumbledore over the holiday,” Harry said. “Can’t say too much about it because… well… you know,” he continued with a vague gesture, “but he’s working on his treason thing. Said he’s even looking into the Voldemort and Malfoy stuff. There’s a spy, apparently. Didn’t say more.”

“Really? Who is it? Do you know?” asked Blaise.

Harry shook his head.

“No. Dumbledore wouldn’t say, which is fair. But he’s got, like, this whole group doing stuff. There’s loads of people in it apparently—some really important ones, too, like people at the Ministry.” Harry wasn’t going to mention Ernie’s parents or Tracey’s mother in front of everyone. That news seemed like it should be relayed to the pair of them privately, just in case neither of them had any idea. But the rest was fair game. “Er, some aurors—Miss Tonks is even part of it—and then people like Arthur Weasley. I met some of them.”

“Ministry won’t like that,” said Justin. “Not if Dumbledore really does have a secret group of loyalists. That’s one of the things they’ve been saying, isn’t it? That he’s building a force to stage a coup?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. I mean, they’re only really wrong about what the group is for, to be fair,” Harry said. He shrugged. “But I don’t suppose that can be helped.”

“My aunt Amelia always said there were rumours about Dumbledore during the last war,” Susan said. “About him having a group of fighters.”

“Er, it’s the same one, I think,” Harry said.

“It makes sense that Dumbledore would have something like that, though, doesn’t it?” Tracey said. “Even if it does look bad to the Ministry.”

“Yeah, exactly,” Harry said. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you all know about it, that’s all. He thinks what we’re doing with Umbridge and the Inquisition is good as well. Said we should keep doing it if that’s what we want to do. Just wanted you all to know in case we don’t get many chances to meet up when we’re back at school.”

“Fair enough,” said Millicent. “What about the Chamber?”

“Well, we’ll use it when we can,” Harry said. “But I reckon Umbridge is going to go all out now that Dumbledore’s gone. And she’s had all Christmas to plan for it…”

Nobody seemed to like that idea. They sat in an uneasy silence until it came time for the prefects among them to disperse and go out on their patrols. When Harry returned to the compartment after having discharged his duties, the topic of conversation had moved on to far lighter things, for which he was very glad.

It went that way until the train puttered into Hogsmeade Station, and Harry couldn’t say he was at all disappointed.
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Despite an overall pleasant Christmas holiday, and a mostly nice train journey back to the school, the mood on the way back to the castle was subdued. And not just from Harry and his friends – it seemed as if everyone was returning to the castle with at least a little trepidation. Although Harry had never come back after Christmas before, the mood among the returning students had always been quite exuberant and enthusiastic.

Not so that year. With Dumbledore gone the mood was as grey as the January weather, the thestral drawn carriages traversed the long Hogsmeade Road in near silence as conversations died the closer the students got to the castle.

Ernie had met everyone at the station, keen to get on the carriages up to the castle. The four boys took a carriage of their own, leaving the four girls to pick out another. Although it was good to see Ernie, Harry didn’t think the mood had grown any better overall.

They’d merely added one more miserable soul to the group.

“I bet Christmas at the castle was awful this year,” Harry said to Blaise, Ernie, and Justin as their carriage pulled through the gardens. Even the roses looked sad, which was quite unusual as Mairi had been teaching them to sing arias before the holiday and they’d been quite enthusiastic.

“Mum had to go in a few times for meetings,” Ernie said. “She came back unhappy every time.”

Harry could well believe it. Dumbledore usually arranged for a little bit of winter sun on the return trip just so that the sky wasn’t overcast and grey. He even usually ordered in snow for Christmas Day, just so everyone had an especially festive time. Harry didn’t think Umbridge had even a fraction of Dumbledore’s festive spirit, so wouldn’t have put it past her to arrange rain specifically.

“I’m not surprised,” Justin said. “School’s been awful since Dumbledore was turfed out. I bet it’s even worse for the teachers—they’ve got to work for her now.”

“Mum said she’s thought about quitting,” Ernie said, “but she won’t because if she goes there’s no one left to teach floramancy and her third years will fail their CATs.”

“And the fifth years won’t get their TITs,” Harry said. “It must be rough having to stay just for that.” Of course, Mairi Macmillan was also a member of the Order of the Phoenix and presumably had information to be passed to Dumbledore from within the school. It was entirely possible that she stayed at the school for reasons wholly unrelated to the academic performance of her students – new or old.

Not that he could say any of that with Blaise and Justin there. Didn’t seem fair, not when Ernie probably had no idea about his parents’ involvement in the Order. Or its existence, even.

Something for later, Harry supposed.

Within minutes the carriage stopped outside of the grand doors to Hogwarts Castle itself. The thestral waited around for the four boys to disembark but, once they’d all got clear of the carriage, turned around and went back along the Hogsmeade Road to collect the next group of students. Given the larger number of students that year Harry assumed the thestrals would be making rather a lot of trips back and forth.

The girls met them at the steps, and together all eight of them entered the castle and descended to the lower levels in search of their Common Rooms. There would be a feast later, but that was after everyone had settled back in, and nobody wanted to wait around in the Entrance Hall any longer than they absolutely had to.

Especially as a handful of Inquisitors stood watch over proceedings.

“See you after the feast,” Harry said to his friends in Hufflepuff when they reached the lower levels of the castle.

“If there is a feast,” Ernie said. “You never know what Umbridge will decide to change around.”

They parted ways at where the cellars met the dungeons and Harry continued on with the rest of the Slytherins in the group. Once inside the Common Room they lounged about for a while, catching up with each other after the Christmas holiday. While everyone else was distracted, Harry took the opportunity to chat with Tracey alone.

“So, er,” Harry said, “I just thought you should know… your mum is working with Dumbledore. You know, with the Order.”

“No!” Tracey said, clearly surprised. “Mam? Mam’s working with Dumbledore? She never said!”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. I mean, not like, you know, out and about,” Harry said quietly. “She’s more of a… er… I think she’s working from inside the Ministry. Talking to people and stuff like that. I’m not even sure that she’s technically part of the… you know, the Order. I wasn’t sure if I should say anything since it’s all supposed to be a secret. But if it was my parents—or my aunt and uncle—I’d want to know about it.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Tracey said. “I’ve got to admit, I am a bit worried now I know Mam’s out there working with Dumbledore… but she’s doing the right thing. And it’s not like I’m not up to things of my own either, so I suppose I can’t complain about Mam doing stuff. I won’t say anything to her about knowing, though. I think it’s better off kept a secret. I do wonder how it happened, though!”

“I suppose someone got in touch with her,” Harry said. “Maybe even Dumbledore himself before the treason thing happened.”

“Ooh, maybe!” Tracey said. “It’s annoying not knowing. Oh, well. I’ll find out eventually.”

With Tracey told the secret about her mother’s involvement in the Order of the Phoenix and its business Harry felt much more able to relax and unwind until the feast. He sat in the Common Room with his friends chatting until it was time to head off to the Great Hall.

*

Once everyone had arrived in the Great Hall for the feast and the grand doors to the Entrance Hall had closed, Umbridge stood from her throne – Dumbledore’s usual high-back chair having been replaced – to give an announcement before the Feast began.

“Good evening, students of Hogwarts!” said Umbridge cheerfully. “I hope you have all had a truly relaxing Christmas holiday, and a very happy New Year! For those of you who left us over the holiday, we welcome you back with open arms and love in our hearts! And to those of you who stayed with us, we thank you for the very pleasant time that we have all had together! On behalf of the High Inquisition I would like you all to enjoy this, the very first feast of the year! Thank you all.”

Umbridge finished and sat down.

Once she was sat back in her seat food appeared on the tables. Harry started piling food onto his plate. Gradually people started talking and chatting amongst themselves, but the mood in the Hall was far from jubilant. There was a pall cast over everything almost as if everyone was waiting for something awful to happen.

But nothing bad did happen. The feast went on as it usually did, minus some of the rowdiness that accompanied such events, with Umbridge looking on from her throne. As the night progressed and the feast started to draw to a close, Harry was even able to engage in some light-hearted banter and conversation with his friends.

“…so Mummy was thinking about us all going to visit the Atlantean ruins in the summer,” Daphne was saying, “but Astoria doesn’t want to go. She said she doesn’t like the idea of spending all that time underwater.”

“That’s a shame,” Blaise said. “I went once when I was little. The tour’s really good—if you get the right guide they’ll let you swim right along the old canals.”

“Atlantis is real?” Harry blurted out. For all that he’d adjusted well to the wizarding world and had learned all sorts of new things, he still got tripped up sometimes. Especially over things like learning Atlantis was real. Or had been real, anyway, since it was apparently a ruin.

“Yeah, obviously,” Blaise said. “But it sank. That’s why it’s underwater.”

“No, I knew that bit,” explained Harry, “but it’s just that… well, muggles know about Atlantis too. Except they think it’s not real.”

“Muggles think most things aren’t real,” Blaise said.

“No, I—er, that’s fair actually,” Harry said, because it was. Muggles didn’t believe in dragons, unicorns, or ghosts generally speaking, but Harry had seen all three. Had even spoken with ghosts before. But to learn that Atlantis had been real and that there were tour groups going to it… “I just wasn’t expecting it to be real.”

“Honestly Harry, sometimes you do say the silliest things,” Daphne said. “Of course Atlantis is real. Haven’t you seen the brochures for the tour? Or heard the jingle on the Wireless? Well, anyway, I was really hoping we could go in the summer but if Astoria doesn’t want to then we probably won’t.”

“The tour does sound interesting,” Tracey said, “but I don’t blame Astoria for not wanting to spend all that time underwater. I think I’d feel a bit trapped, myself!”

“There’s some really cool creatures living around the Atlantean ruins,” Millie said. “I’ve been asking Mum to take us for ages but she always says no because she’s afraid of the sea. Mental. What’s there to be afraid of? It’s just water. And the hotel is inside a bubble anyway so it’s not like you have to get wet all the time.”

“That’s what I keep saying to Astoria!” Daphne said. “But she just doesn’t agree. It’s not fair. We always do what Astoria wants because of the… because she’s… well, you know. But sometimes it would be nice to do what I want as well!”

Despite Daphne’s whining tone, Harry thought she did have a point. It had always been tiring whenever Dudley threw tantrums to get his way, and as that was a strategy which near enough always worked, Harry had spent a lot of time doing the things that Dudley had wanted to do as a child. Daphne and Astoria’s situation was slightly different as Harry knew Daphne’s sister had some sort of serious illness, but he could relate to her frustration.

Harry was about to make a comment along those lines when Umbridge stood up from her throne and coughed.

“Hem, hem!” Umbridge waited for the Hall to quieten. Once it had reached an appropriate volume she spoke again. “What a lovely feast that was! Truly delicious, and that scrumptious cake—mm! I do hope we have all enjoyed. Unfortunately, what I must say next is not nearly as pleasant as the wonderful meal we have all just enjoyed. It is with great sadness and reluctance that I must announce a resumption in monitoring of extracurricular events.”

Harry fought the urge to groan. Of course that was what Umbridge wanted to do. No doubt one of the teachers had accidentally said the word ‘goblin’, or someone had been caught saying something less than complimentary about the Ministry, and Umbridge felt the appropriate action to take was to shut everything down again.

Then again, Umbridge was monitoring instead of cancelling, so that was a small victory.

“But I would of course like to reassure all students here that you are not in trouble! The Inquisition’s purpose here is to monitor and guide the staff in creating a learning environment conducive to good outcomes and proper scholarship. With the exception of a small group of troublemakers, behaviour has been satisfactory. But there are some concerns about the staff,” Umbridge said.

Harry didn’t believe a single word of what Umbridge was saying. Well, he was totally prepared to believe that she was concerned about the staff and their allegiances – that was a sensible worry. But all of the Decrees and rule changes aimed at the students specifically went rather a long way to telegraphing the Inquisition’s thoughts on that particular matter.

“To that end we must ensure that the teachers and other members of staff here at Hogwarts are carrying out their duties properly and with the correct attitude and comportment. It is the goal of the Inquisition to be as unobtrusive as possible—so please, do not be alarmed when my Inquisitors appear in your clubs and activities. They are not there for you.”

Umbridge smiled widely.

“That is all. Thank you and goodnight.”

She didn’t bother to sit. Instead, Umbridge left the High Table and exited the Great Hall. As soon as she had gone the Hall erupted into chaotic noise, and nobody seemed overly keen to quieten it down. Not even the teachers. And if they weren’t trying to keep a lid on the noise, Harry certainly wasn’t going to bother in his capacity as a prefect.

He’d much rather complain along with everyone else.

“Again with the extracurriculars,” Blaise said as they left the Great Hall. “She nearly ruined Duelling Club last time. What do you reckon she’s got planned this time?”

“I hope she leaves Charms Club alone,” Daphne said. “She changed the rules to Summoner’s Court last time and it hasn’t been any fun since.” She sighed. “And I hope she doesn’t do anything with Art Club either.”

“I don’t think she’s a big fan of Mair—Ernie’s mum—er, Mrs Macmillan,” Harry said, stumbling over just what to call her. Having his mate’s mum working at the school was a nightmare… although probably not as much of a nightmare as Ernie felt like it was, so there was that. “So you might be out of luck there.”

“She’s going to ruin everything, we all know that,” said Tracey matter-of-factly. “So we don’t even need to wonder about it. But why? She already did this once, didn’t she? Why do it again?”

“Flexing now she’s properly in charge?” suggested Millicent.

“Maybe a bit,” Harry said, “but there has to be a good reason she’s pissing off all the students and the teachers again.” In theory, anyway, although Harry wasn’t totally convinced Umbridge was capable of holding back her bile for that long. It was entirely possible that it had simply slipped out and she hadn’t realised how poorly it would be received.

“Could be just that with Dumbledore gone she’s going to take the chance to sack the teachers she hates,” mused Blaise. “I mean, I bet he was the only thing stopping her before, right? So now he’s gone she can just sack Hagrid and Trelawney and whoever else she wants.”

“That’s… probably what it is, actually,” Harry said. He considered it. Hagrid had been protected by Dumbledore for whatever reason for decades. Not even a stint in Azkaban during Harry’s first year had dislodged the half-giant. So with Dumbledore well and truly on the out, his positions taken from him and his good standing evaporated into the aether… well, there was no better time to do a little tidying up of the staff. “But if I were her I’d want to be careful sacking teachers. It’s not like there are all that many left to replace them, right?”

“It’s a pity all this stuff about improving the school is bollocks, then,” said Millicent. “If it wasn’t she might care about who she sacked.”

And that’s the problem, Harry supposed. Umbridge didn’t really care about the students’ education. She cared about her Ministry agenda.

And whatever else she had going on.

Harry sighed.

“We’ll get through it,” he said. By then they’d made it to the dungeons and the Common Room, so they found a quietish little alcove and sat there until it was time for bed.

*

It was right back to the grind with the resumption of lessons after the Christmas holiday. Harry thought the teachers were keen to get on with the work firstly because they loved that sort of thing, but also because nobody wanted to come under any greater scrutiny from the Inquisition.

Which was fair even if it was annoying from Harry’s perspective. It wasn’t as if he wanted to spend any more time sitting across from Umbridge either, and he didn’t have a livelihood resting on it. So that the teachers were attempting to avoid the Inquisition’s ire by piling work upon their students was expected although unwelcome.

And on top of it being OWL year for Harry, there was a lot of work indeed. But it wasn’t all unwelcome as Professor Dee and Mr Flamel had the alchemists working on their Draught of Aural Acuity, or the preliminary stages anyway, and that was something Harry was interested in.

Even the Inquisitors sitting in on the lessons couldn’t dampen his enthusiasm for that.

Over the first week back after Christmas Harry struggled for an opportunity to pull Ernie aside and tell him about his parents’ involvement with the Order. Perhaps he already knew, but Harry didn’t want him walking around ignorant of it all, so needed to find a time to tell him.

That was, of course, easier said than done… but Harry managed it on Friday after their second session of Potions in the afternoon with Mr Shafiq.

“Er, wait a sec,” Harry said, tapping Ernie on the shoulder as he was leaving. “Just wanted a quick word.” Harry paused. “Nothing bad,” he added, just in case Ernie thought the worst. Given the situation in the castle Harry didn’t want him worrying overly much.

Ernie nodded and hung back, letting the other Hufflepuffs go on ahead. Once everyone else was out of earshot Harry started walking again.

“So, er… you know how at Christmas I spent some time with—well, you know?” Harry said, waving a hand.

Ernie nodded.                       

“Justin and Sue said, yes.”

“Right,” said Harry. “Good. So, er, on New Year’s Eve I actually saw your mum and dad. There were at the… place… with the… you know. Just thought you should know about it, that’s all. That they’re involved, I mean.”

Ernie let out a breath.

“Oh, that,” he said. “Thanks for telling me, but I already knew—Dad let slip just before I got off to Hogwarts. Mum was furious with him, actually, but you know what Dad’s like…” He shrugged. “I thought you had bad news!”

“I did say it wasn’t bad,” Harry said. “I just thought you’d want to know if you didn’t already.”

“To tell you the truth I’m not too worried about Mum,” Ernie said. “She’s a bit dippy but she knows what she’s doing. It’s Dad I’m concerned with… gets too caught up in the moment. But, well, I suppose it can’t be helped. I just hope he’s not up to anything too dangerous.”

“If it helps, I don’t think he is,” Harry said. From what Dumbledore had said Algie Macmillan’s tasks seemed to mostly involve attending society parties and events and having conversations with specific guests. Not exactly crossed wands at dawn. “From, er, what I’ve been told, anyway.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Ernie said. “I can stop worrying about that anyway.”

And really, Algie’s tasks seemed especially well suited to what Algie was able and willing to actually do, so Harry didn’t think it would bring any real problems to his door. It might cost him a friendship or two if he said the wrong things to the wrong people, but that was probably the worst of it.

Mairi, on the other hand, was within the castle and dealing with Umbridge and whatever agents of Voldemort were at play there. But even she was only really involved in the school side of things.

“Great,” Harry said. “Just thought I should mention it. Er, you’ll be at Flight Club tomorrow, right?” Harry asked.

Ernie nodded.

“Yes, of course. I’m not going to let the Inquisition ruin that, not now that Hooch has got us doing some proper flying.” He paused. “Well, I might skip the hazard course—that Extrasensory Field Hooch said about looks a bit iffy to me.”

“It’s really not that bad,” Harry said. “I mean, it’s a bit weird feeling like a twig, or an earthworm, or… well… you know, but once you wrap your head around it it’s easy. Really.”

“I’ll take your word for it, old chap,” Ernie said, his expression dubious. “I’ll stick to agility, me.”

Harry shrugged.

“Suit yourself. You’re missing out, though.”

If Ernie wanted to avoid fun that was his business – Harry intended to get stuck right in, Inquisition or no Inquisition. At least with Flight Club once the hazard race was underway the Inquisitors couldn’t really interfere, not without getting into the K-Stack themselves or cancelling the whole thing. Duelling Club, on the other hand, Harry was worried about. Umbridge and her goons could interfere as much as they wanted with Duelling Club, even down to who got to duel and which spells they were allowed to use.

But he could worry about that after Flight Club.

Harry and Ernie parted ways as Ernie tramped up the steps to the higher floors of the castle whilst Harry was done for the day and could retire to the Common Room.

Until dinnertime, anyway.

*

As Harry had expected, Flight Club on Saturday morning was watched over by an Inquisitor. But it wasn’t so bad, as the none of the Inquisitors were especially good on brooms and even the better ones were hesitant to enter the Karamazov’s Tunnel. So Harry was able to, more or less, ignore the presence of the Inquisitors.

Not so for Duelling Club.

Umbridge herself was in attendance at the weekend session of Duelling Club along with Inquisitors Arlecchino and Vipera. Arlecchino was no surprise at all, as the Inquisitor had become something of a shadow to Umbridge, following along after her wherever she went and carrying out all sorts of tasks on her behalf, looking all the while like an oddly solid ghost.

But that Umbridge had chosen to bring a third Inquisitor with her was something Harry didn’t like at all. Vipera was reasonably fair, at least whenever Harry had come across her, but that Umbridge had chosen her to accompany her and Arlecchino to Duelling Club was a worry. It certainly didn’t bode well for Duelling Club, which had been starting to get very interesting indeed.

Although that was no doubt why Umbridge had chosen to interfere. Couldn’t have dozens of students having anything approaching fun, and certainly not fun involving competent spellcasting.

At least there was Lockhart stood in one corner to soak up some of Umbridge’s attention. She, like many witches and some wizards, got giddy in Lockhart’s presence.

One useful thing about the bloke, Harry thought. And there was also Snape, who was always more than happy to snap at Umbridge or her Inquisitors when pushed too far. Not that it ever actually did anything, but it was nice to see at least.

Flitwick stood atop the duelling stage in the centre of the arena and waved his arms about to quieten everyone down. It worked.

“Thank you all!” Flitwick said. “I would like to announce to you all that at the end of the this year—after very intense discussions with the Ministry and with the European Duelling Circuit—we here at Hogwarts shall be hosting a duelling tournament. This tournament—the Hogwarts All-Isles Duelling Tournament—will be a qualifying tournament as per EDC regulations which will allow entry to its Summer Tournament and its regular league. This is, of course, the first time outside of the Triwizard Tournament that Hogwarts has allowed this and so we anticipate a high level of demand. Those interested in participating may see me after this session to register their preliminary interest! Thank you very much!”

Flitwick stepped down from the stage. The mood in the room improved greatly at that announcement, even with Umbridge and her Inquisitors present. A proper duelling tournament, one which carried with it the promise of an EDC Summer Tournament invitation?

Exciting indeed. Even Harry felt a bit excited, and he’d won the EDC Summer Tournament.

As everyone dispersed into their regular groupings, Flitwick called Hermione Granger, Harry, and Tracey over.

“I won’t keep you long,” Flitwick said, “but I would like to discuss something with the three of you! Given the recent announcement I would like to offer you the opportunity to join the Juniors instead of the Novices.” He paused. “Or perhaps offer is the wrong word—you will join the Juniors or you will not be able to participate in the tournament, I am afraid. Having discussed the matter with Professors Snape and Lockhart we think that you all—and the other participants—would gain the most benefit from this new approach.”

If nothing else, joining the Juniors would get Harry firmly out of Lockhart’s clutches during the Duelling Club sessions, so there was that to consider. Even if Harry and Tracey crashed out of the Junior Doubles not having to deal with Lockhart at Duelling Club for the rest of the year was almost prize enough.

“Yes, of course, Professor,” said Hermione immediately. “I think that would be a wonderful challenge.”

“Well… if you think we’re ready, Professor,” Tracey said. She glanced at Harry. “Right?”

“Right,” Harry said. “Er, just a question though—what about the singles? Since I didn’t, er, technically… well, you know.”

Harry hadn’t secured qualification to the Novice Singles Summer Tournament because he’d been duelling with Draco-Voldemort in the Room of Requirement instead and the prize had gone elsewhere.

“I believe it would be reasonable to try you at the Junior level in the singles as well,” Flitwick said. “You should understand—this decision is not entirely based on your skill or readiness. To some small degree it is about evening the playing field for the other Novices as, after all, none of them have won a Circuit tournament or even participated in sport duels of that level. However, I do also believe that all three of you will thrive when placed in the higher bracket and that it is the logical next step in your duelling careers. Does this make sense?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, Professor,” said Tracey. “Honestly, when you said about the All-Isles Tournament I was really excited, but I did think that it might be a bit unfair for us two to be put against the other Novices.” She paused. “Oh, not to sound immodest or anything like that, but…”

“It is quite alright, Miss Davis!” Flitwick said. “I understand you perfectly.”

Harry had thought about that himself, although he’d been prepared to do it anyway. It wasn’t his fault that he’d competed at the Circuit level, after all. Or rather, it was his fault, but not his problem. What might end up being Harry’s problem, though, was Umbridge and whether she felt it ‘appropriate’ for him to skip ahead to the Juniors.

Harry could deal with that if it happened, he supposed. With some luck she’d ignore it entirely in favour of some other petty intervention.

“Professor,” said Hermione, “I had a question about the spellbook. There are spells at the Junior level which we haven’t yet encountered in lessons—and won’t until the NEWT. Won’t we be at a disadvantage not knowing them?”

“Ah. Well, yes,” Flitwick said. “Professor Snape and I will of course help you with some of the more, shall we say, essential NEWT-level spells, but for the rest you will be on your own. Self-directed study is part of the point of Duelling Club, after all! Now, we’ve spent quite a long time on all of this so if the three of you are happy with how we’re going to proceed, we can get down to some duels!” Flitwick looked between the three students expectantly.

“Oh, er, yes, Professor,” Harry said. “Let’s get started, then.”

“Wonderful!” said Flitwick. “Now, we’ll have you doing some Singles sparring with some of our Juniors who are roughly at your skill level, correcting of course for the academic disparities…”

Flitwick led all three of them away from where they’d been stood and towards where Flitwick’s Juniors were sparring. Flitwick deposited each of them at their new sparring partners and then returned to his position overseeing the activities of the Junior duellists.

Happy to be free of Lockhart – and Umbridge, who spent most of her Duelling Club sessions alternating between leering at Lockhart and making unwanted comments – Harry got stuck in to the sparring. He didn’t even mind overly much that his sparring partner wasn’t very good, as her lack of skill was somewhat balanced out by her greatly expanded repertoire of spells compared with Harry’s own.

So that was still a decent enough challenge. Harry spent the rest of the session trying to get to grips with the new strategies he’d have to employ for the Junior level, and when Duelling Club was finally over for the evening, resolved to get a head start on the more advanced spells.

“…it’s going to be rough having to learn all those new spells,” Blaise was saying as the three Slytherins walked back to the dungeons ahead of dinner, “but I can’t say I’m disappointed you’re gone from the Novices. No offence, I just think it’s going to be easier for me to win the Tournament now.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll manage to lose somehow,” said Tracey with a grin.

“Oi!” said Blaise. “With you two and Granger gone I reckon my only real competition in the Novice Singles is Draco. And, alright, so he’s good at duelling… but so am I. So it’s fine.” He paused. “Right? You do think I can beat him?”

Harry shrugged.

“On a good day, yeah,” Harry said, perhaps a little too truthfully. But Draco had been above Blaise’s skill level the previous year, and although the two boys hadn’t duelled since then, Harry thought Draco probably was still better. Not that Blaise was bad, but… well…

With less on his mind Harry may have managed to say that with a little more tact, but he was more concerned with figuring out some good strategies using the Shield Charm. Everything changed at Junior level, and with the bigger spellbook…

“Your confidence in me is amazing, Harry,” said Blaise. “You’re my rock. I couldn’t manage without your support—it’s just what I need.”

“I didn’t mean it like that!” Harry protested.

“I’m sure he just meant that, well, Draco is a really good duellist and you’d need to be on top of your game to beat him, that’s all,” Tracey said.

“Yeah, yeah,” Blaise said. “I mean, that’s fair. But sometimes it’s the way you say things, isn’t it…”

They kept up an amiable enough conversation as they trudged back to the dungeons, but Harry’s heart wasn’t entirely in it. The mention of Draco sent Harry back to the vision he’d had of Voldemort and Lucius. Draco was up to something at the castle and although Harry didn’t think it was anything nearly as serious as the year before, he still thought it might be worth a look over.

So Harry started to consider what he could do on that front, too.

There had to be something, and with some luck it would be something easy as well.

*

The return from Christmas was welcome in some ways, but with the Inquisition firmly established in Dumbledore’s absence the castle wasn’t the most fun place to be. Not that Harry had all that much time for fun between his alchemical studies, his prefect duties, OWLs generally, and his two clubs… but the option for fun would have been nice.

But given that Harry was very busy, he thought that perhaps he ought not have added minor surveillance of Draco and his goings on to the pot, but Harry felt like Draco needed to be watched. Just a bit, anyway. As an occlumens and – Harry assumed – a Death Eater in training, Draco was clearly up to something at the castle. Probably nothing as big as the previous year, unless Voldemort happened to have two horcruxes hidden at the castle, but Harry didn’t doubt he’d been given something to be getting on with.

So, in the few stray bits of time Harry had here and there, he made a point of watching Draco. He didn’t go out of his way to do it – nothing at all like the previous year when he, Ernie, and Tracey would spend ages outside the Room trying to figure out what Draco was up to – but given that they were both prefects and both Slytherins it wasn’t difficult either.

One evening while sat in the Common Room with his Slytherin friends – a rarity in and of itself – Harry let the conversation go on without him as he instead sat there to watch Draco.

Draco was sat, as he often was, with Vince and Greg, along with Pansy and Victoria Runcorn. That wasn’t unusual at all, as that had been their little group since the start of second year. But what was strange was that there were several new additions to it. Some were people from Adder Group, but others were less familiar to Harry. People from Wandwright’s or the other schools, maybe even some homeschoolers.

That wouldn’t have been too odd as the same story had been playing out throughout many of the school’s friendship groups as new students were becoming better integrated, but Draco and Pansy hadn’t shown much interest in any of the new students. Harry had overheard Pansy referring to them specifically as ‘rubbish people not good enough for Hogwarts’.

So Harry somewhat doubted the enlargement of her and Draco’s group of friends would have been down to Pansy. Victoria’s only opinions were the ones Pansy allowed her to have, so Harry didn’t think it would be her doing either. He supposed it could have happened through Vince and Greg, but neither boy was especially gregarious.

So it had to be through Draco. And Draco wasn’t the friendliest of wizards either. He knew how to be charming when he wanted to be, but he spent most of his time making haughty statements and looking down on people he considered inferior.

Which, somewhat like Pansy, was more or less everyone.

Harry knew that Vince and Greg’s fathers were Death Eaters. Marked followers of Voldemort. Pansy’s father had never been formally linked with Voldemort or his Death Eaters, but Harry knew that didn’t mean much considering how many Marked Death Eaters had escaped justice. Few people had nice things to say about Albert Runcorn.

Draco’s group consisting of those particular students made sense to Harry. There were very good reasons for it. But to suddenly branch out and include others… that was suspicious.

Harry wondered if—

A wad of parchment hit him in the face.

“Oi!” Harry said, turning to face his assailant.

It was Blaise, who simply shrugged.

“You weren’t listening,” Blaise said. “I called you four times and you just ignored me. What are you doing, anyway?”

Blaise looked over at where Harry had been looking.

“Oh. Right. This again.”

“I was right last time,” Harry said quietly. And this time, Harry had even received a vision telling him that Draco was up to something, a vision that even Dumbledore had thought was real. Although Harry hadn’t actually told his friends about the vision, or about what it meant in terms of a connection to Voldemort. That seemed… well, it seemed like it would complicate things in a way that nobody – least of all Harry – needed just then.

“You were,” agreed Blaise. “Honestly, you’re probably right this time, too. Just don’t go, you know, losing track of your priorities and all that. If he is up to something—and he probably is, I’m agreeing with you, so don’t go off on one—then we can all keep an eye out. Sound fair?”

“I—er—actually, yeah,” Harry said, completely disarmed. He’d been expecting to have to give evidence and reasoning. Instead, Blaise had just accepted him at his word.

“Great,” Blaise said. “Now, would you answer my question?”

“Er… I wasn’t paying attention,” Harry admitted. “What was it?”

Blaise rolled his eyes.

“Of course. I wanted to know what you’d written for that homework question Professor Flamel set. You know, the one about how the cavewizards discovered the magical properties of blood? I asked Daph and she wouldn’t tell me, said I’d obviously not even tried to answer it myself. So then none of the girls would tell me.”

Harry shrugged.

“She’s right, to be fair. You obviously haven’t tried to answer it or you’d remember Flamel spent, like, two whole hours explaining why they weren’t cavewizards at all. They lived in houses and they—”

“Alright, alright,” Blaise said. “I wasn’t listening in her lectures, obviously. But about the blood thing…?”

Harry sighed. He wasn’t quite as concerned with Blaise’s academic integrity as the girls seemed to be, so Harry wrenched himself away from Dracowatch and explained, in as much detail as he could remember, what the actual answer was for Flamel’s homework question.

*

Harry didn’t get much chance to do anything even halfway approaching fun for a few nights after that, as Diggory had put him and Daphne out on patrol three nights in a row. Harry had been planning on getting started with some of the more advanced spells necessary at the Junior level of Circuit Duelling but had to put it off.

Instead, Harry had to traipse around the castle for hours on end with Daphne, and they couldn’t even get up to any exciting subversive activities as despite it being well after curfew, the castle was positively crawling with people.

Inquisitors roamed the halls, always stationed exactly where the teachers had been directed to patrol; ghosts meandered about as they always did, but something seemed to have spooked the spirits as there were more of them about than Harry usually saw; and on top of all that were the roving bands of Inquisitorial Squad members who’d been – wholly coincidentally, Harry was sure – assigned to the exact same patrol routes as the prefects had been.

“I can’t believe Diggory’s had us out all week,” Daphne was saying as she and Harry walked away from Central Hall. Their patrol route for that Friday night took them in a wide loop starting from Central Hall and moving through many of the lesser used corridors in that part of the castle. Not the most arduous of jobs, but it was a decent range and Harry was glad for the change in scenery. “It’s not fair. Did you know Draco and Pansy have only been sent out once this week?”

“I didn’t,” Harry said, “but that doesn’t surprise me. Draco still not keen on doing the work?”

Draco had been avoiding doing any prefect work since the start of the year, but for whatever reason Snape hadn’t removed him from the post. No doubt something to with the Voldemort situation, some political thing. But it was frustrating all the same.

Still, at least Harry knew that whatever he was up to had nothing to do with his prefect duties or he’d actually be doing them.

“Probably not,” Daphne said, “but this time it’s Pansy who’s the problem. Gemma told me—and I wasn’t supposed to say anything to anyone but it’s just you and I know you won’t tell—Pansy keeps assigning detentions even when she’s not supposed to, and Diggory is sick of it. Especially because she does it more to any muggleborns. Ugh, she’s a nightmare.”

“So they just get all the privileges and none of the responsibilities?” Harry said. “Nice for some.” Although honestly, that was what Harry had come to expect for people like Draco and Pansy. They were the sort of people who went through life doing everything wrong but coming away from it with all the rewards.

Daphne stopped in her tracks.

“Oh, I hadn’t thought of it like that,” she said. She frowned. “When you say it like that it makes me cross! But I don’t think it’s quite that bad because they are having to do stuff—Pansy’s had to give up her breaktimes to help Madame Helix with something.”

That was something, Harry supposed. It could have been worse and Pansy could have got off totally free of anything resembling work. And honestly, having to do some work was the least of the punishments should could have had, as many of those muggleborns she’d assigned detentions would have faced the rack or Stinging Jinxes at the least.

“Why don’t they just pair them with someone else?” Harry asked. “If they’re not working together properly.”

Daphne shrugged.

“I don’t know. Although between you and me, I’m happy they haven’t decided to pair them with someone else because they’d have to be paired with you and me. And I don’t especially fancy spending my nights wandering around with Draco, thank you very much! You’re much nicer company.”

Harry grimaced. He supposed that if Diggory did pair Draco and Pansy differently it really would have to be with Harry and Daphne, and that would mean Harry had to spend his patrols with Pansy instead. At least with Daphne he could have a conversation and behave normally. They were friends, and Daphne knew about Voldemort, was part of the Basilisk’s Fang even… much better than spending any time at all with Pansy, a girl so sour she could curdle lemons.

Pansy and Draco getting to be prefects without some of the requisite duties was price enough for not having to spend any more time than Harry absolutely had to with Pansy.

“That’s a really good point,” Harry said. “I’d prefer you to Pansy any day.”

“Exactly,” said Daphne, “and you know, if we were with Draco and Pansy we couldn’t have written any of those messages, or drawn those pictures, and do you know, I think it’s actually been really helpful that we’ve done that. Especially since we’re not the only ones doing it now. We actually started something.”

That was true. Although they had perhaps become victims of their own success, as since the copycat vandalism had started, Umbridge had kicked up her Inquisitorial patrols and the corridors were now heaving even at night.

Not to mention the resumption of physical and spell-based punishments.

Harry was about to say as much, but he stopped himself mid-sentence as he could hear a commotion up ahead. He set off towards it, and Daphne followed.

They slipped into the adjoining corridor and saw. Stood in a great big cluster at the far end of the corridor were five students. Two Harry recognised as Inquisitorial Squad, but the other three looked about right to be first years. Two girls and a boy.

They were all dressed in pyjamas rather than robes, so Harry couldn’t see which Houses they were from. But one of the girls was crying as the Inquisitorial Squad shouted at them. Harry glanced at Daphne.

“Let’s see what’s up,” Harry suggested. With some luck they could intervene and stop the girl from crying, or failing that, at least calm the situation down a bit. A large, tall portrait featuring a heavily made up wizard with a jaunty cap overlooked proceedings, muttering to himself. Harry recognised him as a particularly gossipy portrait who tended to flit from frame to frame in search of stories to tell.

He sighed.

“What’s going on?” Harry said as they approached. He looked at the crying girl. “Are you alright? What’s happened?”

“I just—we didn’t mean to—but it’s my birthday—and then when we were trying to—we didn’t mean any harm…” said the girl through her sobs. “And—and—and—then they said that—” Through her wails the girl didn’t manage to finish her sentence. Instead, she broke into choked sobs.

“Right,” Harry said. “Er.”

“Oh, you poor thing!” Daphne said. “It’s going to be alright. I promise. What did the Inquisitorial Squad say to you?”

“None of your business, Greengrass,” said the wizard. Harry racked his brain for the boy’s identity and realised it was Jack Harlowe, a Gryffindor third year, and one Harry had never actually interacted with. And the witch…

Hortensia Garlick, that’s right, Harry thought to himself. The girl’s aunt – or sister, or something like that – was that famous witch Tracey liked. Not that Harry had any idea what Eloise Garlick did. If she even did anything.

Both had started Hogwarts at the same time as Harry, although thanks to the quirks of timetabling, Harry had had very little reason to get to know them. He had absolutely no idea what either of them was really like, but their brief interaction thus far hadn’t done much to warm him to them.

“I’m a prefect and you’ve made this poor girl cry,” Daphne said. “Of course it’s my business! What did you say to her?”

Harlowe looked over at Garlick, who shrugged.

“Just that this sort of thing is something that gets people expelled and wands snapped.” He paused. “Which is true. So…”

“Bit harsh,” Harry said. “This is, like, points off or detention or something like that.” He turned towards the three first years. “Look, don’t worry about being expelled—unless you were up to something really dangerous or bad that’s not going to happen, alright?”

“W-we weren’t doing anything like that!” said the boy. “It’s like Nessa was trying to say—it’s her birthday. Since we’re all in different Houses we wanted to meet up to… well…” He shrugged.

“I—It’s just that…” said the crying girl – Nessa – through yet more sobs, “every year on my birthday I have a fairy cake at midnight with my mum and dad. But—but this year my birthday is at school and I—well—it’s just that this is the first time I’ve ever had my birthday without my parents and—and—I just didn’t want to not do our special birthday tradition. So—so—I just—I thought…”

“You thought you could do it here instead,” Daphne concluded. “Oh, but you know it’s against the rules to leave your Common Rooms at night, don’t you? So you have broken a rule and we will have to give a punishment…”

“Like hell you will,” said Garlick. “This is ours. We get to set the punishment.”

“If the punishment you want to set is expulsion then there’s no point you even trying!” countered Daphne. “Not even Umbridge would let you get away with that.”

“They’re just first years,” Harry said. “It’s not like they were doing anything that bad, was it? They just wanted to eat a bloody fairy cake and say ‘Happy birthday’ to their friend. Come on.”

If Harry and Daphne had come across the three rulebreakers alone, Harry thought he’d have pushed for letting them go with a warning. It was such a minor thing, and given that it was the girl’s first birthday away from home…

But that didn’t seem to be an option, not with Garlick and Harlowe threatening the three firsties with expulsion. 

Garlick shook her head.

“No. They can’t be allowed to get away with this. What if it’s been them putting up all the graffiti and writing those awful messages? The very least they deserve is detention—and we’re going to inform Inquisitor Arlecchino about this.”

“Just take points and assign a detention for the Inquisitors to decide on,” Harry said. “It’s not hard.” He turned to the three first years. “Have any of you ever been in trouble before at school? Like, detention trouble, not, you know, House points or getting told off in lessons?”

“No,” said the boy and the girl who hadn’t been crying.

Nessa shook her head.

“No! Never! I wouldn’t. This is the first time, I swear!”

Harry believed her. From the entire performance being put on, either Nessa was a world-class actor or she was really, genuinely afraid her Hogwarts career was over before it had properly begun. And as they had breached the curfew over a few birthday fairy cakes Harry reckoned they were very far from being hardened rule breakers.

“Then no one is going to expel you and snap your wand,” Harry said, “not for something like this. Harlowe was just trying to frighten you. Do you have your cakes still?”

No response at first, and then Nessa nodded.

“Brilliant,” Harry said. “Go on and eat them—do your birthday tradition thing. Daphne and I are going to have a chat with the Inquisitorial Squad and we’ll get this all sorted out, alright?”

“Th-thank you!” said Nessa. “Oh, thank you so much!”

“It’s, er, fine,” Harry said.

Harlowe and Garlick didn’t seem at all pleased by Harry’s announcement, but they didn’t say anything as Nessa handed her friends a little fairy cake each. Harry left them to it. He drew Harlowe and Garlick a little further away to give the first years some privacy, and Daphne followed.

“Look,” Harry said quietly, occluding just so he could think more diplomatically, “I’m not saying you should just let them go without a punishment. Obviously, they’ve been caught out after curfew and you’ve got every right to suggest a punishment to the Inquisitors. Fair enough. But there’s no need to scare them like that, is it?”

“Not over a bit of cake,” Daphne added.

Harry wouldn’t have bothered punishing them at all, but then Umbridge had evidently picked Inquisitorial Squad members based on how aggressive and vicious they would be – which was entirely fitting given Umbridge’s own proclivities – so Harry didn’t think that suggestion would fly. But he could at least try to avoid corporal punishments, since even though he didn’t think Umbridge would go for expulsion, literal medieval torture was apparently fair game.

He glanced at Daphne.

“We’ll recommend points off and a detention to Diggory,” Harry said. “I think you should do the same to Arlecchino. Since I assume you weren’t really going to push for expulsion. Not for something like this.”

“Why should we just do what you want us to do?” Harlowe asked. “We got here first—it’s our job to recommend a punishment, and the Inquisition outranks Diggory.”

Harry shrugged.

“Honestly, do what you want,” he said, “but I don’t think Arlecchino would want to expel a bunch of first years over some cake.”

“It’s not about some cake,” Harlowe continued, “it’s about the principle—”

“Oh, Jack, give over,” said Garlick. She looked at Harry. “We weren’t really going to recommend expulsion. We just thought they should be properly respectful of the Inquisition and the school rules, that’s all.”

Harry had been about to respond to Harlowe with some choice words but stopped when he’d finished processing what Garlick had said. He hadn’t expected either of them to be reasonable, but Garlick had obviously reconsidered their hardline stance.

Perhaps Harlowe had simply been trying to look important. Power did the strangest things to people, after all, even if it was only a little bit of power.

Perhaps especially if it was only a little bit of power.

“Right. Yeah. That’s good,” Harry said. “I mean, there’s no need to make first years cry, is there? So we’ll just tell them that they’ll have to get back to their Common Rooms and take them back there. Agreed?”

Harlowe didn’t seem overly enthused about that plan, but he didn’t contradict Harry either, so Harry took that as a win.

By then, the three first years had finished off their fairy cakes and Nessa had stopped crying, which was nice.

“We’ve decided what’s going to happen,” Daphne said to the waiting first years. “We’re all going to recommend points off and a detention each, and we’re going to escort you back to your Common Rooms. Which Houses are you in?”

“He’s a Gryffindor,” Harlowe said. “I recognised him from the Common Room.”

“I’m in Ravenclaw,” said the second girl.

“We’ll take those two back since they’re up in the towers,” Garlick said.

“I’m in Hufflepuff,” said Nessa, her tone a bit happier.

“Right, so we’ll take you back, then,” Harry said. “Since we know the general area.”

“Th-thank you,” Nessa said. She turned to her two friends. “I’m sorry I asked you to come out—I shouldn’t have. Now we’re all in trouble…”

“It’s okay,” said the boy. “We’re lucky we got caught by Harry Potter, I suppose.” He paused, then glanced over at Harry. “Oh, but I didn’t mean…”

Harry felt himself go red.

“Er, it’s fine,” Harry said after a few moments. “Just don’t… er… do anything like this again.”

They said their goodbyes and parted ways, although Harry waited to leave until he’d watched Garlick and Harlowe take their first years away first. Then he and Daphne set off back to the dungeons with Nessa.

“You really ought to be more careful,” Daphne said gently as they escorted Nessa back to the cellars. “Especially with the Inquisition about—some of them really aren’t very nice at all.”

“I know,” Nessa said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it—I just… well, it’s my birthday and it’s the first time I’ve not been…”

“I understand,” Daphne said. “Really, I do. But with everything as it is…”

“Honestly,” Harry said, “if I’d caught you I probably wouldn’t have given a punishment. Just a warning and off you go. But the—”

“Harry!” chided Daphne. “You shouldn’t say that even if it is true.”

“Well, alright, that’s fair,” Harry said, “but what I meant was that not everyone will be as nice. Especially not some of the Inquisitorial Squad.”

“I’m sorry,” Nessa said. “I won’t do it again. I promise. But… you’re sure I won’t be expelled? Only, I’ve only just learned about magic and being a witch and everything like that so… well I was just really worried they’d snap my wand. They don’t really do that, do they?”

“Er,” Harry said, unsure how to respond. The Ministry did snap wands and would often do so if a student was expelled under certain circumstances. But a first year? Over a bit of fairy cakes? And even if she had gotten her wand snapped over such a small thing there would be schools on the Continent or elsewhere which would allow her to enrol. “Technically the Ministry does do that, but I really don’t think they’d have done that to you. You know, that’s for like, people who do really dangerous things. Get someone hurt badly, or… stuff like that.” Harry glanced at Daphne. “Right?”

Daphne nodded.

“Exactly!” she said. “So you had nothing to worry about. Now, I think we’ve gone about as close to the Hufflepuff Common Room as we can get, so please just head back in and don’t get caught doing something like this again. Okay?”

“I promise,” Nessa said. She turned and walked away, but then stopped and looked back. “I can’t believe you’re both so nice—everyone says the Slytherins aren’t very nice to people like me, but you’ve both been so kind! Thank you so much! I promise I won’t get in trouble again.”

Before Harry could say anything Nessa had disappeared down the corridor to wherever it was that the Hufflepuff Common Room was.

“Oh, well that was nice, wasn’t it?” Daphne said. “It’s not often someone says something like that after we catch them breaking rules, is it?”

Harry shook his head.

“No. It’s definitely nicer than getting sworn at and threatened with hexes, anyway.” He shrugged. “I know we’ve got to go report to Diggory, but d’you mind if we stop by the Common Room first? I want to grab my stuff so I can go for a swim in the Prefects’ Bathroom. Since I’ve not got to get up early tomorrow…”

Although it was technically for getting clean, Harry didn’t think any of the prefects actually used the special prefects’ bathrooms as a bathroom. The showers attached to the dormitories were all much more convenient and far easier to use in the evenings or the mornings before lessons.

But the Prefects’ Bathrooms were vast, with a giant bath more like a swimming pool, and dozens of options for bubble bath and other fun things besides. Just the right thing to relax after a long day.

“Oh, alright,” Daphne said. “As long as we’re quick.”

“Nice one, Daph,” Harry said. They made the short trip to the dungeons quickly, and Harry nipped in and out of the dormitory to grab his stuff. Blaise wasn’t even back yet, nor was John Fitzroy, but Harry was quiet anyway since he knew Plumm and Charlie were sleeping.

“All set!” Harry said once he met Daphne at the Common Room entrance. Together they traipsed back up through the castle to where they were supposed to meet Diggory in the Central Hall to inform him of that night’s activities. Usually there was nothing to say, but given their altercation with the Inquisitorial Squad…

Well, Harry expected to be held up longer than normal.

By the time Harry and Daphne reached Central Hall Harry was almost regretting his decision to go for a swim as it was so late, but he thought it would be worth it. It usually was, anyway.

But there was a queue to see Diggory and Suki Thakkar when Harry and Daphne arrived, one which looked as if it would take ages to disperse.

When Harry and Daphne finally reached Diggory, he appeared every bit as tired as Harry felt.

“Let me guess,” Diggory said as they approached, “you’ve got something to report? Inquisition?”

“Er, yeah,” Harry said. “Sorry.”

Diggory sighed.

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault. But go on then—let me have it. What’s happened now?” Diggory said.

Harry let Daphne explain. She was better at that sort of thing anyway. When she’d finished Diggory groaned.

“This is a mess. Honestly, do you know how many times basically this exact thing has happened already tonight? Because I’ll tell you—you’re the fifth pair to tell me or Suki something like this. It’s a nightmare. I’m not sure what the Squad is playing at, but I’ll be up all night reporting to Professor McGonagall. And I bet she’s going to up all night complaining to Umbridge.” He sighed again. “Well, that’s not your problem, I suppose. Thanks for letting me know about it. Nothing else?”

Harry shook his head.

“No. Just that. Otherwise it was a quiet night, to be honest,” Harry said.

“Well, that’s good, then,” Diggory said. “Thanks again. But if that’s it…?”

“Right. See you,” Harry said, and he and Daphne walked away.

“It sounds as if it’s been a nightmare of a night for everyone,” Daphne said as they walked away. “But at least it wasn’t just us. Or is that actually worse, if it’s everyone? Hmm. Oh, well—nothing we can do about it. Enjoy your swim, Harry. I’ll walk back to the dungeons myself, don’t worry about it.”

“Nice one, Daph. And I think Gemma’s not far behind us so you could walk with her if you wanted,” Harry said. He left Daphne at the spot where their paths needed to diverge and made his way to the boys’ Prefects’ Bathroom.

The password changed regularly, but Diggory always handed it out to the boys at the fortnightly prefects’ meetings, so Harry wasn’t worried about that. He just hoped it wasn’t too busy, as although the bath was fit for a giant, too many in at once clogged it up.

It was only a short way to the fifth floor, and once there Harry only had to look for the statue of Boris the Bewildered. The girls had a supposedly identical bathroom not far away, although Daphne had refused to tell Harry where, exactly. Not that he had been planning on having a look inside anyway, but it would have been nice to know where the door was.

Harry located the right door and spoke the password.

“Soaped up,” Harry said and the door allowed entry. As soon as Harry stepped inside he heard voices, which wasn’t ideal but which wasn’t all that bad either. Over his months as a prefect he’d come to know all the other boys, and they were a good bunch of lads in the main, with the exception of Draco.

And Draco rarely used the Prefects’ Bathroom anyway, so Harry didn’t have to worry about that. His first few times in the bathroom Harry had worried about the scar on his chest but no one had said a thing, and after that it wasn’t a worry anyway.

So as long as none of the rowdier prefects were inside, Harry thought it would be alright.

Harry stepped inside the exquisite bathroom, careful not to slip in case anyone had got the expansive white marble floors wet, and had a little look at who was in.

Oh, for fuck’s sake, Harry thought when he realised who was there. They weren’t any of the prefects, nor was it Diggory. It wasn’t even any of the Quidditch Captains, who were also allowed to use the facilities. No, instead, it was a group of boys from the Inquisitorial Squad.

Even though Harry had been prepared for someone to be in the bathroom he hadn’t been prepared for that. There hadn’t even been an announcement the Squad was allowed to use the bathrooms. Harry would have thought Diggory would have said something, but perhaps Diggory didn’t even know.

Umbridge must have given them access after the Christmas holiday ended. Not content with ruining prefect patrols and the general atmosphere within the school, the Inquisition had evidently gone one step further.

Harry sighed and turned around, left the bathroom. There was no point staying, not even to try and make some sort of point. Instead he left the bathroom and returned to the dungeons. As Harry crossed the Common Room to return to his dormitory, all his plans for having a nice relaxing swim thwarted, a voice called out to him.

“Harry? I thought you’d gone for a swim…” Daphne said. Harry turned. She was sat in an armchair with Millicent.

“So did I,” Harry said, “but when I got to the bathroom, there was a bunch of Squad in there. Couldn’t be bothered with the fuss, so I just… left.”

Daphne grimaced.

“Oh, that is bad news,” Daphne said. “Some of the Squad girls are awful, and now they’re allowed in…” She sighed.

“Maybe I should join the Squad,” Millicent said. “Then we could go in together…”

“Oh, but then you’d have to be on the Squad, and I don’t think you’d enjoy that,” Daphne said.

Millicent shrugged.

“Could always sneak me in.”

“Well, you know I wouldn’t do that,” Daphne said. She looked back to Harry. “That’s a real shame, Harry. I’m sorry it didn’t work out how you wanted.”

Harry shrugged. It wasn’t a big deal. He could have a quick shower back at the dorms and then hop into bed a later earlier than planned. And that was nice enough.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Harry said. “Is Blaise back from his patrol yet?”

Daphne shook her head.

“No, not yet. I expect that means he had something to report!”

Harry nodded. That made sense.

“Alright. Well. I’ll see you both tomorrow,” Harry said. “I’m going to go for my shower. Goodnight.”

“Night!” said Millicent.

“Goodnight, Harry!” said Daphne.

Harry returned to his dorm after that, set his things down, and went for a nice hot shower before slipping into bed earlier than he’d intended but probably at about the right time.
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    Chapter 32 – A Helping Hand
Over the next few nights it was impossible for any of Harry’s friends to get out and spread anti-Inquisition messages as the hallways were filled to the brim with prefects, Inquisitors, and Inquisitorial Squad. Several times Harry had felt like risking it while out on prefect patrol, but Daphne had refused given the number of people wandering around the corridors.

Apparently, that was a risk too far for her.

But after a week or so of that, things settled down somewhat. There weren’t quite enough Inquisitorial Squad to have dozens upon dozens of them out in force every night, at least not without them growing so tired and frustrated by endless patrols that they started failing at their lessons. And since that would have made the Inquisition look bad, Umbridge – or Arlecchino, perhaps – relented.

That meant that Harry and the rest of the Basilisk’s Fang felt a bit safer, and that relative safety meant that they could return to their nocturnal activities. Tentatively, anyway, as the corridors were still well patrolled. But with Blaise on the Inquisitorial Squad, along with four prefects, it was possible to work around that and get some little bits and pieces done.

Ernie and Justin reported back to Harry about their patrol assignments, and Harry and Daphne attended the meetings for Slytherin themselves, and after that it was only really a small bit of work to figure out what the likely patrol routes for the other prefects would be. And after that was done… well, it presented a small window of opportunity for their subversive mischief making.

And so Harry and Tracey snuck out under cover of Harry’s Invisibility Cloak to leave a string of messages for the school to find. They avoided the more heavily-patrolled sections of the school: the main routes leading to and from Central Hall; the Hospital Wing; the Entrance Hall itself. But there were a few other places frequented by students which were ripe for their sort of shenanigans, specifically a vast stretch of wall near the Music Alcove.

Usually host to a ginormous portrait, the portrait had been removed and taken away for restoration. It hadn’t been put back and so the wall was bare. And as the Music Alcove was a common haunt for students of every year and every House, Harry and Tracey had planned to daub a number of messages upon it.

The Alcove was empty when they arrived without even a ghost there to appreciate the soft music being played by self-playing instruments. Just a short distance away was the wall.

“Are they playing a new song?” whispered Tracey as they tiptoed past the enchanted instruments. “I don’t recognise it.”

“Mairi—Mrs Macmillan—taught them a bunch of new ones apparently,” Harry said as they stepped out from under the Invisibility Cloak. “Ernie said she thought their ‘old repertoire was pedestrian and quite frankly, gauche’.” He shrugged. “He said she’s trying to one-up one of other new teachers from Wandwright’s.”

“Well, she wasn’t wrong,” Tracey said. “The old songs got boring after a while. I like this one.”

“Mm,” Harry said. He didn’t disagree, although it wasn’t his sort of music. “Right,” he said once they’d reached the bare bit of wall, “what exactly are we going to write tonight?”

“I think we should definitely go with the big ‘FREE DUMBLEDORE’ that Susan said about the other night,” Tracey said. “You know, with how Umbridge and the Inquisition have been digging in it might be a good idea to show that the students prefer Dumbledore.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah, that’s good,” he said. It might even serve to contrast how pleasant, generally speaking, school life had been under Dumbledore versus how it was shaping up to be under Umbridge. For all that she went about with her saccharine smiles and faux cheer, her actions had caused the castle to become a dingy place with all its soul sucked out. “But we should put some other stuff as well since this bit of wall is so big.”

“Well, that’s true,” said Tracey. She leaned backwards and looked up at the wall holding her chin in her hand. “Ooh, I wish we were both better at drawing! I just had a brilliant idea—Umbridge as a big pink dementor! But we’re both pants at drawing. No offence. Daph or Ernie would have been better for this.”

“I know,” Harry said. “But Daphne wanted to spend time with Millie tonight since she’s been so busy and Ernie’s on patrol…”

“We’ll figure something out,” Tracey said. “Let’s just get started with ‘FREE DUMBLEDORE’ and we’ll see how it goes. Ready to levitate me?”

Harry nodded.

“Perfect!” Tracey said.

Harry levitated her to a spot about halfway up the wall and she got started writing their message in giant purple letters. They’d picked purple because it matched Dumbledore’s usual robes, which Blaise had thought would send a better message. Just after Tracey finished the final E in Dumbledore Harry lowered her gently to the exquisitely patterned tiled floor.

“Oi oi!” came a loud voice from behind Harry. “What’s all this, then? And you a prefect!”

Oh, fuck! Harry thought. They’d been caught. Can I pretend I found it on patrol? No, not with Tracey. Shit shit shit… A secret trip to the Prefects’ Bathroom, maybe? Harry turned.

Only a few steps behind Harry were the Weasley twins, grinning from ear to ear but fortunately without any teachers or other authority figures.

“Oh, fuck off,” Harry said, letting out his breath. “It’s just the two of you. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

George bowed.

“We live to thrill,” said George.

“It’s something of our speciality,” added Fred.

“You don’t know how happy I am to see you both,” Tracey said. “I thought we’d got caught this time.”

“So you do this often, then?” asked George, nodding to the vandalised bit of wall. “Wouldn’t have thought either of you the type. No offence.”

“Ah, but everyone has hidden depths,” Fred said, “even our boring brother Ron. And some of the messages have been rather, shall we say, politically motivated. Who better than our little Harry here?”

“We, er, we were the first ones to do anything like this,” Harry admitted. “After Umbridge started the interviews and everything started going downhill we just…” He shrugged. “You know. Did something.”

“And what an inspiration thing it was!” said Fred.

“How’d you find us, anyway?” asked Tracey. “Were you looking, or was it just an accident?”

“Ah, we’ve got our ways, little Slytherin!” George said.

“And to be honest,” added Fred, “we wanted to get this wall too. We did the Bumbridge one. What’d you think of it?”

“That was you?” Harry said. “I knew it! It had you two written all over it.” He glanced at Tracey. “I said, didn’t I?”

“You did, to be fair,” Tracey said.

“That fart charm was inspired, even if we do say so ourselves,” George said. “Really tricky to pull off. So… if you’re both into causing a little mischief… mind if we join? We had something planned for this stretch of wall and I think we can fit it around your little message.”

“And we’d be up for a bit of co-ordination in future, too,” said Fred. “Just so we can… er, maximise the potential for fun. What do you think?”

Harry glanced at Tracey. He wasn’t opposed to working with the Weasley twins a bit more, as they were both agreeable sorts and clearly had a lot of talent at mischief making. The question was whether the rest of their friends would be up for it, and how far they would be willing to go.

It was one thing to agree to a spot of troublemaking with your closest friends and confidants – but it was another thing entirely to add a pair like the Weasley twins into the mix.

Tracey nodded.

“I think we could work something out,” Harry said. “What did you have in mind?”

“More of the same really,” Fred said. “Paintings, funny scribbles, you know what’s what.”

“Although we have been working on something big for outside Umbridge’s office,” added George, “only it’s not quite ready yet. We’ve got a couple of…”

“There’s a few bits we can’t quite work out,” Fred said when George floundered. “We’ll let you know when we’ve fixed it.”

“What were you going to put here tonight?” Tracey asked. “Something like that Stinkuisition painting?”

“We were going to draw a picture of Arlecchino but with a willy where his nose should be,” Fred said. “Since he’s, er, a bit of a dick and he keeps sticking his nose where it shouldn’t be…”

“Ugh, but now that you’ve said it I’m having second thoughts,” George said. “What do you two reckon?”

“Er…” said Harry. What they had planned was funny, in a crass sort of way, and Harry didn’t think Arlecchino would like it at all. “I think that’s fine? I mean, as long as the drawing looks enough like Arlecchino that people can tell it’s him…”

“Oh, it does,” said Fred. “I’ve been practising.”

“Then that sounds really good!” Tracey said.

“Hmm, but then there’s still space on the bottom…” said George. He stared at the wall for a few moments. “Ah! I know. Fred, what about that one we workshopped with Lee? You know, the one where we did Fudge as a shit?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s a good one,” Fred said. “Let’s do willy-face-Arlecchino on top, leave ‘FREE DUMBLEDORE’ in the middle, and Fudge as a shit on the bottom!”

“Brilliant!” said George. “We’ve outdone ourselves with this one. We’ll just have to figure out how to make the fart charm stronger for Fudge…”

Fred waved a hand.

“That’ll be easy.” He turned to Harry and Tracey. “You two sticking around to help?”

Harry glanced at Tracey again. She shook her head, tapped her watch.

“Nah. It’s a bit late,” Harry said, “and since you’ve got this wall covered we thought we might go and do another bit. Looks like more people are at it that way, doesn’t it?”

“Good idea,” George said. “Well, don’t forget to come and see our handiwork tomorrow—Fudge as a shit is inspired, I tell you. Some of our best work, that.”

“Er…” said Harry. “We’ll make sure. And—um—we’ll have to meet up to co-ordinate some more stuff. Don’t worry—we won’t forget. I think we can really, er…”

“I think we’ll work well together,” Tracey finished, “since you’re both so creative! But we’d best be off—no sense wasting time!”

By then Fred and George had started to tackle the wall, so Harry and Tracey left. Once they were safely away, Harry covered them both with the Invisibility Cloak. As nice allies as the Weasley twins made, Harry didn’t want them to know about his Cloak.

Even though Harry didn’t think they’d tell anyone. Their dad was part of the Order, and the whole family was anti-Voldemort, but Harry still wanted some things kept secret. Even if he had agreed to work more closely with the twins on their mutual anti-Inquisition campaign.

But Harry was glad to be away. Standing out in the open for too long seemed like a very bad idea, and even if the Weasley twins were rather blasé about the risk of getting caught, Harry didn’t particularly want to be. If not for him – since he didn’t think it really mattered if he got expelled – for Tracey.

And Tracey’s mum.

No, Harry had too much at stake for that, so he intended to err on the side of caution where possible.

“Where next?” asked Tracey as they hurried away from the Music Alcove and the Weasley twins. “There was that spot just by the Transfiguration Courtyard…”

“Might be a bit busy,” Harry said, “but we can check.” He didn’t think the Transfiguration Courtyard would be especially well patrolled as it was off the beaten track so to speak, but in a way that was awkward for students out after curfew to actually get to. Diggory and Thakkar barely ever stationed prefects there, and Harry knew the Inquisitorial Squad was mostly put where the prefects went.

But the teachers were known to frequent it after hours, as well as some of the ghosts, which made it riskier.

Harry and Tracey headed there quietly under cover of the Cloak, passing only one prefect patrol and a couple of ghosts on the way. Once there they got started writing messages – all variations on their standard ones. ‘Umbridge go home’, ‘Nobody wants the Inquisition’, things of that nature.

Harry even stood watch as Tracey wrote out a few messages in Welsh, although he hadn’t the foggiest what they said. He assumed it was more of the same, anyway. When she was done he wrapped the Invisibility Cloak around her once more and they returned to the dungeons quite happy about the night’s activities.

*

The next morning there was already a buzz around the castle as many students had already seen the newest bits of anti-Inquisition artwork to grace the school. Quite a few of the Wandwright’s lot had taken to practising their music near the Music Alcove before breakfast, and over the weeks it had become a favourite haunt for many students in the mornings as they listened to the Wandwright’s students play.

That had the rather pleasant side effect of making sure that Harry and Tracey’s message, along with the Weasley twins’ rude artwork, was well and truly on display.

And all without the Inquisition having to announce a thing. There would surely be an announcement as Umbridge didn’t seem to understand that sometimes, bad publicity was good publicity. Harry thought that perhaps if she could stop swooning in front of Lockhart long enough to ask she might learn a thing or two about image management. But Umbridge’s loss was Harry’s gain in that, at least.

“…I heard there’s a picture of Arlecchino with a willy for a nose,” Harry heard one first year Slytherin girl say to another as she walked to breakfast.

“No!” came the scandalised reply. “Can you imagine?”

“And there’s one of Fudge as a big poo,” added a second year Harry only vaguely recognised. “You should go see it!”

“You two really were busy last night,” Blaise murmured to Harry as they climbed the dungeon stairs. “Got a lot done, I see.”

Harry glanced around to check no one was listening, but everyone else seemed more interested in gossiping than listening to Harry and Blaise talk. He hadn’t had the chance to speak with Blaise, since by the time Harry and Tracey had got back, he was still out on Inquisitorial patrol.

“It wasn’t us,” Harry said. “We did the thing we all said about the other night, but we… er… the Weasley twins found us. They were going to use the same bit of wall for their own thing, so we let them.”

Blaise nodded along.

“Dick-face-Arlecchino and Shitty Fudge does sound like them,” he said quietly. “Well, fair enough.”

“Mm,” said Harry. “And get this—they want to co-ordinate. They’re good blokes if a little bit—well, you know—nuts. But I was thinking they could be really helpful—they did the Stinkuisition one too. And that fart charm you liked?”

“I knew it was them!” Blaise said.

“Well, be a bit quieter about it or the whole school will know as well,” Harry muttered, as Blaise’s excited exclamation had drawn a few looks. “So, yeah. I reckon we can work with them. What do you think? Don’t want to bring them in on everything, but this is good, isn’t it?”

Blaise nodded.

“Oh, yeah, definitely. No need to make them Fangs or anything, but we can work with them. I bet they’ve got a load of interesting ideas for stuff to do.”

“They did say they’ve got something big planned for outside Umbridge’s office,” Harry said, “but not what. I’ll see if we can help them with it.”

By then they’d made it to the Great Hall and filtered in through the grand doors along with everyone else. As he usually did Harry looked up at the High Table for a view of Umbridge and her mood.

She sat there dressed in her usual garish robes, but with a massive frown instead of her usual false smile.

A successful night, then, Harry thought, even if she was likely to be more upset by the anti-Ministry artwork than by his and Tracey’s messaging. The important thing was that the protest they had inspired was working, since Harry didn’t think he and his friends could bring down the Inquisition alone.

Irritate Umbridge to within an inch of St Mungo’s, maybe, but anything else would require some assistance.

Harry sat down to breakfast with Blaise and made sure there was a bit of space for the girls in case they wanted to sit with them, though they hadn’t quite made it to breakfast yet anyway. A few minutes into breakfast Tracey joined the two boys, although Millicent and Daphne were nowhere to be seen.

“Daph’s got a bad tummy,” Tracey explained as she sat down, “so she’s skipping breakfast and Millie stayed with her.”

“Fair enough,” Harry said. He continued eating his cereal.

“Why does Umbridge look so unhappy?” Tracey asked once she’d got herself sorted out. “Has she—oooh, I bet she has, hasn’t she?”

“People have been talking about it all morning,” Harry said. “Apparently, some new anti-Inquisition messages and artwork have appeared. Crazy, I know.”

“We’ll have to go take a look at them when we’ve got a chance!” Tracey said.

“Definitely,” agreed Harry. Of course, they already knew what and where they were, but it was always a good idea to feign ignorance just in case anyone was listening in. And they really hadn’t seen the pictures drawn by the Weasley twins, so there was actually something there to be surprised about. All in all a good bit of subterfuge in Harry’s opinion.

“I wonder how they did Fudge as a shit,” Blaise wondered aloud. “I mean, obviously I know what shit looks like, but I wonder how they made one look like Fudge.”

“We’ve got that free later so we can go have a look,” said Tracey. “Oh, well, we can—sorry you can’t, Harry.”

“It’s fine,” Harry said. “I’ll go at lunch. Just before lunch, I suppose—don’t want to skip it.”

“We’ll go with you then,” Tracey said. “We can wait until then, can’t we, Blaise?”

Blaise sighed dramatically.

“I suppose,” he said, “if our dear celebrity leader can’t spare the time from his schedule.”

“Ugh,” groaned Harry. “Don’t start with that. I get enough of that bollocks from Lockhart.”

“When do you start having homework with him again anyway?” Tracey asked. “You’ve not had any since we got back from Christmas, have you?”

“No, thank God,” Harry said. Although Lockhart did occasionally have some useful advice regarding the press and fame in general, Harry would rather do actual homework. Although probably not the homework Lockhart set, given that it consisted mainly of reading his books and heaping praise upon them. So homework either way was a bit of a wash. “But I don’t imagine he’ll let me stay away too long—I think he sees himself as my mentor or something.”

“Well, the next time you see him ask him for some haircare tips,” Blaise said. “Since what you’ve got going on is a bit tragic for a celebrity.”

“I’m not a bloody celebrity!” protested Harry, although his heart wasn’t really in it. Even by the most conservative definition of the word Harry would probably have counted given his multiple Triwizard wins and his and Tracey’s Summer Tournament success. And that was if he could get anyone to agree his history with Voldemort didn’t count. “Oh, who cares. Whatever. I think we should have a meeting tonight. You know, discuss what the twins said last night?” Harry said quietly. “See what everyone else thinks. I don’t imagine there’ll be a problem but it’s good to check, isn’t it?”

“Oh, definitely,” said Tracey. “In the usual place? Only, if we’re all going down we should stop by the kitchens to grab some snacks for the—well, you know.”

That was probably fair enough. Though the basilisk seemed reasonably capable of subsisting on rats, the occasional giant spider, and whatever else, it did often complain about being hungry. And given that Harry and his friends were invading its sanctum, Harry thought it was fair enough that they brought it something a bit more substantial.

“Er, yeah, that’s fair,” Harry said. “So we’ll do that? Blaise, you don’t have patrol later, do you?”

“Not until well after dinner,” Blaise said, “so if we go down before dinner, or just after, I’ll be fine.”

“Brilliant,” Harry said. “So that’s sorted, then. If you can let Daph and Millie know,” Harry said to Tracey, “I’ll tell Ernie, and he can tell the others.”

All that sorted, breakfast chat turned to rather more normal topics and at a more typical volume. Towards the end of breakfast Umbridge stood up to make an announcement.

“Hem, hem,” she coughed. Unlike earlier in the year the Hall quietened immediately. “It has come to my attention that another piece of anti-Inquisition artwork has been placed upon these hallowed halls. That in itself is bad enough as I should not need to remind you all that the Hogwarts High Inquisition is an official arm of the Ministry of Magic and must be accorded the proper respect. But what has transpired is worse than even this!” Umbridge said.

Around the Hall Harry could hear whispers.

“Not content with simply spreading their misguided anti-Inquisition message, the ne’er-do-wells involved in this vicious and divisive campaign have begun to engage in treasonous sentiments.” Umbridge paused for a few moments.

“This cannot be tolerated in a lawful, civil society,” she continued. “Any students with information to give to the Inquisition on this matter will be rewarded immensely, and any students found guilty of wrongdoing will face the fullest extent of my disciplinary powers as Hogwarts High Inquisitor. Students and members of staff would be well served by reacquainting themselves with the Educational Decrees, copies of which may be found in both the Entrance Hall and outside of the Inquisitorial Lounge. I am pleased to announce, also, another round of student interviews which will begin after this weekend. That is all; you are dismissed.”

Although the time allotted for breakfast wasn’t quite up the food disappeared from the tables at Umbridge’s words, and the High Inquisitor herself left the Great Hall.

“Back to the treason thing,” muttered Blaise as they departed the Slytherin table. “Do you think the Ministry really would try students for treason over a bit of vandalism?” He sounded genuinely worried in a way Harry hadn’t heard from him before.

“Usually, I’d say they never would,” Tracey said, “but with how things have been lately…” She shrugged.

“I don’t think they would,” Harry said. “Fudge has to know that people won’t stand for that—I mean that’s a snapped wand and life in Azkaban. Sometimes they Kiss people for treason, don’t they? The public won’t go for it.”

As bloodthirsty as the wizarding public of Great Britain and Ireland were, Harry didn’t think they would clamour for the deaths or disensoulment of literal children. 

“Yeah, I suppose…” Blaise said, although he didn’t sound too convinced to Harry.

“Umbridge is just being dramatic,” Tracey said. “I wouldn’t get too worried by it. She’s just trying to scare us.” She turned to look at Harry. “We’ll meet you to go look at the pictures before lunch, don’t worry.”

“See you later,” Harry said, and went off on his own to his lessons.

*

At lunchtime Harry and Daphne met Tracey, Blaise, and Millicent to go have a look at the Weasley twins’ handiwork. They caught it just right, making it to the Music Alcove ahead of a stream of students looking to do exactly the same thing. The instruments played music, but over the general din of the students jostling for space to look at the anti-Inquisition messages and art, Harry could barely hear it.

“Oh, so that’s how they did Fudge as a shit,” Blaise said once they’d got close enough to see. “Clever.”

“It really is,” Daphne said.

Beneath Tracey’s ‘FREE DUMBLEDORE’ message was a pile of poo… dressed up in Cornelius Fudge’s customary suit. The twins had matched their painting’s colour to the suit Fudge usually wore, and they’d got the style exactly right. Even though the poo lacked any identifying features like hair or a nose, it was still recognisably Cornelius Fudge.

Harry stepped forward for a closer look. Then, remembering what the twins had said the night before, Harry sniffed and immediately regretted it – the twins really had used their modified fart charm to give Fudge an authentic smell.

“Ugh. That’s… strong,” Harry said. “It doesn’t quite smell like—er—poo, but it’s much stronger than the Bumbridge one. I feel like I’ll be smelling it for weeks.”

“Forget about shitty Fudge,” Millicent said, “look at Arlecchino! I’ll bet he’s furious about that!”

Above the message was a picture of Arlecchino. Unlike with Fudge the twins had gone to some effort in recreating the Inquisitor’s actual features for the drawing, and the likeness was quite good – all except for the nose, which was as they’d promised it would be, a willy.

“This is really well-done,” Tracey said. “I wonder how long it took them.”

“Whoever did it will have been at it all night, I reckon,” Millie said. “You don’t get something like that done in a few minutes. Well, maybe the poo, but Fudge’s suit…”

“All happy we’ve seen it?” Harry said, glancing at his watch. “Only, it’s still lunch, and we’ve not eaten yet…”

“I’m all done,” Blaise said. “Honestly, I can’t stand smelling that fart charm anymore. It’s just awful.”

“Me too,” Tracey said, holding her nose. “It comes and goes, so you can’t even get used to it!”

They pushed back out through the gathered throngs and made their way to lunch, satisfied that they’d seen – and been seen seeing – the latest bit of anti-Inquisition messaging. After a truncated lunch everyone returned to their lessons, and at the end of the school day it was simply a matter of waiting until they could all head down to the Chamber of Secrets for a meeting.

Harry and Tracey ducked out first and made their way to the secret alcove where there was a secondary entrance to the Chamber of Secrets and were met short intervals later by everyone else. Although that part of the dungeons wasn’t ever busy, nobody wanted to be caught on their way there. Ernie, Justin, and Susan had all agreed to pick up some food for the basilisk since the kitchens were more or less on their way from the Hufflepuff Common Room.

Once everyone had assembled, Harry opened the door to the Chamber and ushered everyone inside.

“I still love hearing you do that,” Millie said as Harry spoke the password in Parseltongue. “I wish I could speak to snakes…”

“They don’t say much that’s interesting, to be fair,” Harry said, although he’d told Millicent before and it hadn’t done anything to dampen her enthusiasm.

“That’s not the point,” Millicent said. “Imagine missing what a snake has to say the one time it really does have something interesting for you!”

“Well, there’s that, I suppose,” Harry said. “The next time a snake says anything interesting to me, I promise I’ll tell you what it said.”

“You’d better,” said Millie.

“I wonder if other animals have people who can speak to them,” Daphne said as they walked down the winding stairway to the Chamber. “You know, birds. Or cats. Or even turtles.”

“Who’d even want to speak with turtles?” Blaise asked. “Don’t they live underwater?”

Everyone ignored him.

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Tracey said. “Has anyone?”

Nobody had, although Harry didn’t think that meant it was impossible. Just that it was rare or secret or… something. People didn’t like talking about Parseltongue or Parselmouths, so it was entirely possible there were other taboos involving people who could speak to horses or cows.

Wizards were weird like that.

“I think I’d like to talk to cats,” Susan said wistfully. “Or maybe butterflies. I don’t suppose butterflies would have anything good to say, but they are pretty…”

“Wasn’t there that bloke who could talk to augureys?” Blaise said. “He had that programme on the Wireless, what was it? Oh, well, I can’t remember the name, but I’m sure it was augureys.”

“I know what you’re on about,” Ernie said, “but it wasn’t that he could talk to augureys—he taught an augurey to talk. I remember because Mum made me listen to his programme.”

“Oh,” said Blaise. “Well, then, I suppose it’s just snakes.”

“It might just be something we’ve never heard of,” Justin said. “Since I doubt we’ve heard of even most things, even between us.”

“Mr Hagrid might know,” Millicent said. “I’ll ask him next time I see him. At Creature Club, maybe.”

It wasn’t too long after that that they found themselves at the entrance to the Chamber of Secrets proper, and Harry once again opened the doors to let everyone inside.

As it usually did, the basilisk came slithering out to meet them, happy – as far as a giant snake could be – to have some company. And no doubt it had smelled the food carried by Ernie, Susan, and Justin.

“Hello,” Harry said as it approached. “We’ve brought some food for you.”

“Thank you,” responded the basilisk, edging its way forward. For a massive snake it was quite gentle, and very aware of its bulk. Even with its eyes closed it never bumped into anyone, which Harry thought was a small miracle. Before he’d made his Salve of Clear Sight Harry had been a menace without his glasses on and his eyes open, so quite how the basilisk managed without any vision at all he had no idea.

Once inside the Chamber, and after the basilisk had been given its meal, everyone retreated to Slytherin’s private quarters. It was the most comfortable part of the Chamber and offered a good place to just hang out, especially since the rest of the Chamber was varying degrees of wet.

But the little lounge area was quite comfortable, especially since Harry and the others had restored the ancient furniture scattered around the room. They sat themselves around the room in their favoured places, some on the great Victorian bed and some on the chairs and divans. The room was intimate in its scale, anyway, so even spread out it was easy for them to talk.

“So, what’s this about?” Justin said once they’d all settled in. “Not that it’s not great all hanging out, but I assume it’s about something a bit more substantial if we’ve all schlepped down here.”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. So, the Weasley twins caught me and Tracey writing the ‘FREE DUMBLEDORE’ message last night. Which is fine—they’re no fans of Umbridge or the Inquisition—but they want to work with us. So I just thought it’d be a good idea to see what everyone thinks about it before we agreed.”

“Oh, that was them? The art, I mean?” Ernie asked. “I suppose that makes sense—they do love a fart charm.”

“The Bumbridge one was them too, wasn’t it?” added Susan. “I knew it! If I could tell Hannah about this she’d owe me three sickles.”

“It was,” Harry said. “They even said they were working on ‘something big’ for outside Umbridge’s office. They didn’t say what, though.”

“Knowing them I bet it’s something ridiculous,” Justin said. “So, what did they want to join us in?”

“Well…” Harry said. “I didn’t—I don’t, I mean—want to tell them about everything. It’s not that I don’t trust them not to say, but… well… I don’t know, it doesn’t feel like…” Harry paused. He didn’t want to come across as if he distrusted the Weasley twins at all, but he also just didn’t feel it was appropriate to tell them everything. Certainly not about Voldemort, not yet; definitely not about the horcrux or Lucius Malfoy’s involvement; and since he’d agreed not to say anything about Arthur Weasley, nothing about the Order of the Phoenix either.

Which didn’t leave a whole lot of things that they could be told. About the Basilisk’s Fang, perhaps, although Harry wasn’t too keen on telling them about being a Parselmouth.

“So, basically,” Harry said, “I’m not planning on telling them about Voldemort or about the Order or horcruxes or anything like that. I just don’t think it’s a good idea, not yet. But I already told them about the graffiti—well, they caught us, so… didn’t need to tell them exactly. But we left you lot out of it just in case you didn’t want to join in with them.”

“I don’t mind working with the Weasley twins on this,” Ernie said. “They’re already at it, and if we can co-ordinate we can get a lot more done, can’t we? So I vote yes.” He paused. “Yes to working together, anyway. I agree with you that we shouldn’t tell them everything. We should keep some things just among friends for now.”

“I agree,” Blaise said. “The Weasley twins aren’t likely to go off telling anyone about things—God knows they’ve probably kept enough secrets of their own—but what we’re doing is dangerous. And I don’t think we should say anything about the Chamber, either.”

“Oh, definitely not,” agreed Tracey. “We should keep that just for us. It’s safer if no one knows about it, at least for now.”

“And we can use it to hang out in this way,” Millie said. “I know it’s a bit dingy, but this bit is nice…”

“If you can get past the giant snake,” sniffed Daphne. “Although… to be fair, it is very polite.”

“So we’re all happy to work with the twins?” Harry continued, keen to get a clear answer from everyone. If everyone agreed that gave them some more options, and if they could put the twins’ chaos to their own ends… well, that was good for everyone.

Except Umbridge and the Inquisition, but then that was the point.

Everyone agreed.

“Brilliant,” Harry said.

“On the subject of bringing others in,” Ernie said once everything was decided, “I’ve been sounding out some others and I think it might be time to start chatting them up. Not about the messaging and all that—I reckon that’s a bit too deep in for most. But more along the lines of what we’re doing in lessons. You know, asking questions and making the Inquisition look bad or silly.”

Anti-Inquisition sentiment around the school was reaching a high, so Harry didn’t think it was the worst of ideas. As long as they picked the right students to include, it could work.

“As long as we choose right,” Harry said.

“Oh, absolutely,” agreed Ernie. “These will all be people we’ve known for years or whom we know don’t approve of the Inquisition. Some of the Wandwright’s lot are quite vocal about not being its biggest fans, let me tell you.”

“And I know most of the ones from Yr Ysgol aren’t too happy, either,” added Tracey, “so some of them would be happy to join in too. And—and I was going to wait before saying but now seems a good time—they’re about ready to elect members to a Gorsedd. So they’re going to be starting their own protests soon, completely without us! So everything’s really coming together.”

That was good news. Harry wasn’t quite sure what form the Welsh students’ protest would take, but anything was good, especially if it came from a totally unrelated group of people.

“Looks like the Inquisition’s hens are coming home to roost,” Justin said.

“Hopefully all this will convince the Ministry to get rid of it,” Susan said. She paused. “Unlikely I know, but we can hope.”

With everything sorted out they all spent an hour or so hanging out in Slytherin’s private quarters, alternately lounging or browsing what was left of his private study. Harry even thought he’d found a book on the Mind Arts, although it was in an archaic Latin dialect so he couldn’t get too stuck in. But by the time they all dispersed for dinner, Harry thought it had been a productive evening.
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    Chapter 33 – The Many Eyes of Dolores Umbridge
“…you’re all going to want to listen carefully to this,” Mr Flamel said as he paced at the front of the alchemical lab, “because if you get this step wrong you’re going to have to start again. And that means coming in at lunchtimes and other breaks to get it done—we won’t have time in lessons.”

Harry looked up from his alchemical apparatus. With all the constraints on his time, that sounded like the last thing he wanted to do.

“Add the tincture promptly or you’ll muck up the whole thing,” Flamel continued. “And I do mean promptly—as soon as the solvent is clear, add the tincture. Potter and Granger—you’re nearly there already. Dragonsfoot, keep stirring and for God’s sake don’t let the liquid get cold. I did that once and I was picking the aftermath of boils off my skin for weeks…”

As interested in Harry was about Flamel’s anecdotes, he valued his time more. Just about. So instead of listening with half an ear to Flamel’s story, Harry concentrated on his solvent. The liquid had almost gone completely clear although it did still have a few cloudy particles in it, and he wanted to time his addition of the tincture just right.

That particular solvent was to be used in his next practical project.

“About five seconds,” Harry muttered to himself. He reached for his tincture and got it ready to add, holding it poised above the funnel while stirring the solvent with his free hand. “Four… three… two…”

Harry added the tincture and, for a few brief moments, worried he’d added it too soon – the heavier liquid sat atop the solvent like a murky puddle. But it soon disappeared into the mixture and Harry couldn’t tell he’d even added anything.

“Nice one,” Harry said to himself. That meant the only thing he had left to do for that lesson was—

The laboratory door slammed open, knocked aside by Inquisitor Arlecchino. Arlecchino was accompanied by two other Inquisitors – Inquistors Vipera and Wyrdmoor, a wizard Harry hadn’t had much to do with before. From what Harry remembered Daphne saying, he’d been sat in a lot of the Art Club meetings.

“By the order of the Ministry of Magic through the office of the High Inquisitor,” Arlecchino said, “we have come to conduct a search of this classroom for illegal and seditious materials.”

“Ignore them and focus on your solvents,” said Flamel immediately. “Most of you are just about to hit the crucial stage and we wouldn’t want you to ruin it because these idiots are—”

“We will conduct the search now, Flamel,” Arlecchino said. “You are required to unlock your desk and to present yourself for a thorough search in accordance with Educational Decree Number—”

“Look through the desk all you like,” Flamel said, turning to look at Arlecchino and the other Inquisitors for the first time, “but you can think again if you think you’re getting a look in my pockets. That is an imposition too far and I shan’t be allowing it.” He turned to look at the class again. “You know, class, there was once a time that the Ministry cared about personal liberties and bodily autonomy. Alas, I fear that time has gone and may be some time getting back. But do not worry: I shall deal with our dear Inquisitors while you attend to your solvents.”

Harry had progressed past the crucial point in his solvent and had little actual work left to do, so he did it while watching Flamel with Arlecchino.

The pale Inquisitor had – probably wisely – decided not to push Flamel on the matter of searching his pockets. Harry assumed the ancient wizard had nothing at all in them and really did care about the principle of the thing, although for a brief moment Harry did consider that perhaps he walked around with the Philospher’s Stone in his pocket and didn’t want anyone to know. But that seemed an absurd thought, as everything he’d heard of Flamel said he was a very careful man and given the situation in the castle, taking the Stone anywhere seemed a bad idea.

Harry would have had the Stone carefully concealed in a highly secure location known only to him, and Harry didn’t think he was cleverer than Flamel was.

Instead, the Inquisitors opened various drawers and cabinets, even looked inside Flamel’s desk itself.

“It’s clean, sir,” Inquisitor Vipera said to Arlecchino after completing her search. “Not a scrap of seditious material here.”

“I found nothing unusual,” said Wyrdmoor. He sounded disappointed.

“And you’re quite sure you won’t submit to a proper search?” Arlecchino asked Flamel. “You understand that failure to comply will be seen as evidence of wrongdoing? And may, of course, be reported to the Ministry for the relevant powers to review and investigate as is appropriate?”

“Construe it whatever way you like, boy—I’m not letting you grope around in my pockets,” Flamel said. “There’s a limit to even my patience, and you’ve reached it. You can go back and tell the High Inquisitor that if she wants into my pockets she can come and ask me herself.” He sighed. “Now, if you don’t mind, you’ve already set back at least two of my students far enough that they’ll be doing extra sessions for the next fortnight. And you didn’t even get anything for it since I’m not up to anything illegal! Go waste someone else’s time.”

Flamel waved them away and turned back to the class. Arlecchino stood there looking at the back of Flamel’s head for a few moments until he turned away himself.

“We should leave,” Harry heard him say to the other Inquisitors.

All three of them left.

“Now, where were we?” Flamel said, not even watching the Inquisitors go. “Ah! Mr Nott, you’ll have to be very quick if you want to avoid extra sessions! Miss Brocklehurst and Mr Boot—I’m afraid you’ll both need to be doing some extra sessions to get back on track. Your solvents are completely ruined. Through no fault of your own of course—it’s all the work of that pointless Inquisition! But there’s nothing we can do, unfortunately.”

“Potter and Granger,” Flamel continued, “you’re almost ready for bottling. Just keep an eye on the flame.”

Flamel busied himself watching over the various alchemical reactions going on in the room, although Harry thought it was more to distract the students than because anyone actually needed the help. If both Brocklehurst and Boot had ruined their solvents they wouldn’t be doing anything, and everyone else was past the critical point anyway. But Harry kept himself focused on his own task and got the solvent bottled up in good time.

*

Inquisitors continued invading random lessons after that, appearing in every single one of Harry’s other subjects at various different times. Not once did an Inquisitor find anything incriminating. The closest they’d come was a strange book in Professor Babbling’s desk, but even that had turned out to be something on the Ministry approved syllabus for fifth year Ancient Runes students.

And yet the inspections continued. Not a single teacher in the school was free from them, from Madame Helix to Professor Flitwick and even Madam Hooch.

Although quite what the Inquisition expected Hooch to be up to was beyond Harry, as the witch lived and breathed broomsports. He didn’t think she had any spare energy for something like treason.

Early Saturday morning Blaise had disappeared from the dormitory, awake and active uncharacteristically early. Early enough that Capability hadn’t yet woken up, and he always attended morning sessions for his special art lessons. By the time Harry got ready for breakfast Blaise still wasn’t back, so he fell in with the girls and wandered up to breakfast with them instead.

It wasn’t until right at the start of breakfast when the Great Hall doors opened that Blaise returned, emerging from the main corridor to the rest of the school with a bunch of members of the Inquisitorial Squad.

Ah, thought Harry. A meeting. 

Umbridge – or Arlecchino, usually, as Umbridge was ostensibly far too busy to bother with that – often held meetings of the Inquisitorial Squad to let them know about whatever nasty bit of news she had, so it wasn’t too unusual for Blaise to disappear to one of them. Although they usually weren’t held at the crack of dawn.

Blaise slipped in amongst the throngs of Slytherins and leaned towards Harry.

“Big bit of news. Not supposed to say anything, but—well—fuck that,” Blaise said. “I’ll tell you once we’ve sat down.”

Harry just nodded. It would have been nicer to have been told there and then, but he supposed Blaise saying it as part of the heaving mass of students as they flooded into the Great Hall wasn’t the best of ideas. Too easy for someone to overhear. At least at the breakfast table it would be easier to whisper.

They took a seat in their customary section of the Slytherin table and got settled in, Blaise, Harry, and Tracey on one side, Millie and Daphne on the other. Harry helped himself to a hearty weekend breakfast and waited for Blaise to tell him about the Inquisitorial meeting.

“So,” Blaise said as he poured himself some pumpkin juice, “we had a big meeting this morning. Arlecchino had us all up early but get this—Umbridge led the meeting. She hasn’t done that in a while. So, anyway, to get right to the point—they’re going to start searching teacher’s quarters again. That’s the first crazy thing. The second? They’re going to start searching dorms and Common Rooms next. They’re not even looking for anything specific, just… you know…”

“‘Seditious material,’” quoted Tracey.

“Exactly,” said Blaise.

“Shit,” said Harry, who had more than one piece of questionable property lurking inside his school trunk. The Invisibility Cloak would be a very bad thing to get caught with even though it was perfectly legal to own one, and Harry wasn’t at all sure that the mirrors he’d been given by Sirius were safe to own. Legal, perhaps, but given the context Umbridge might argue that Harry was using them to contact Dumbledore…

Which, indirectly, he was.

“Personally speaking, I’ve got nothing to worry about,” Blaise said, “since she implied the Inquisitorial Squad wouldn’t be getting searched in exchange for helping ‘maintain order’ in the Common Rooms during the searches. But still, it’s all a bit much.”

“When are they going to start searching students’ things?” Tracey asked. “Did she say?”

“Not exactly,” Blaise said. “Next week, I think. I’m not sure the Ministry’s signed off on that yet—she was a bit vague about it. But the teachers’ quarters? Today. After breakfast, actually.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Harry said. “I’ve, er, got some things I might want to move around, then. I suppose I’ll have to put them in the you-know-where…”

“Might be a good idea,” agreed Blaise. “I’ll let the others know, too—or you can, if you see them first. No sense any of us getting caught out is there?”

“Definitely not,” agreed Harry. He’d go and get that sorted as soon as possible, since he didn’t want to risk Umbridge starting sooner and finding anything Harry didn’t want her to find. At least there was the Chamber, which would be a decent enough hiding spot for anything too sensitive to be kept in the dorms – even if it was a bit inconvenient. And Umbridge’s plans scuppered Harry’s own nascent plans to bring some of the books from Slytherin’s study up to the rest of the castle to peruse in more comfortable environs, but that was the least of Harry’s worries, he supposed.

“I can’t believe she’s waited this long after Dumbledore was kicked out to start searching again, personally,” Blaise said. “I’d have thought she’d have been right back at it as soon as he’d left, but it’s been ages.”

“Didn’t Dumbledore say it was unconstitutional or something like that?” Tracey said. “I bet they’ve gone back, looked at everything, and found a way of doing it all legally just so no one can bring a claim. Mam said something about a legal challenge over Christmas but I forgot what it was… sorry. I didn’t think it was important!”

Harry shrugged.

“I mean, you’ve got more of an idea than either of us do,” Harry said, “so no need for sorries. But if it’s starting again just after breakfast, fancy having a look? We’ll have to be sneaky about it so Blaise doesn’t get found out for telling us, but I reckon we can manage that.”

“Honestly,” Blaise said, “I don’t know if it will matter. I bet that by the time they start searching the first rooms, the entire castle will know about it. Just like last time. I sort of think maybe Umbridge wanted the students to know about it, just so we can go watch. I mean, why make a big production of it if you don’t want anyone to see? But the Common Rooms and the dorms? That’s an actual secret—she said if that leaks there’ll be investigations and snapped wands. So… er… be careful with who you tell. I don’t much fancy moving to Italy to finish school.”

“Oh, neither of us is going to say anything to anyone,” Tracey said. “Except for—well—who you already planned to tell anyway. Right?”

“Right,” Harry said, nodding absently. He probably could have told the Weasley twins, as they no doubt had all sorts of contraband hidden away, but with Umbridge’s threat of snapped wands didn’t want to risk it. Harry glanced up at the High Table where Umbridge sat eating her breakfast, an uncharacteristically smug look on her face.

Gone was her false smile, replaced by one which Harry thought was real, although it was no more pleasant. It certainly did nothing to help her features.

“Listen, I’m going to go and move some stuff to the place,” Harry said quietly. At the weekend people left breakfast at all sorts of times, so it wouldn’t look so unusual for him to get up and go before the end. As early as it was, he’d still had time to eat breakfast, and given that there were clubs set for not too long after the end, it was almost expected for students to leave early.

“Then when I’m back we can go to the teachers’ quarters? I bet by then it’ll have started anyway. Do either of you have anything you want to hide?”

“Nothing at all,” Tracey said.

“Nope,” said Blaise. “Nothing the Inquisition won’t like, anyway.”

Harry nodded.

“Right. Be back in a bit.”

Harry got up and left breakfast. As far as he could tell no one was interested in him leaving anyway. He made his way back to the dungeons and slipped inside the Slytherin Common Room before going right to his dormitory to collect his Invisibility Cloak, the two-way mirror, and anything else he thought might pique the interests of the Inquisition.

Which, to be fair, wasn’t very much at all – with the exception of a library book that touched upon the Mind Arts only briefly, Harry didn’t actually have any contraband. He’d never felt the need to purchase Dungbombs or Fanged Frisbees, and although the list of banned items had grown substantially since the Inquisition had arrived, nothing Harry owned was on it.

And even the library book wasn’t banned. It was just a bit unwise to be seen with given the current climate.

Although the Invisibility Cloak seemed far too dangerous an item to let the Inquisition know about, especially as the only reason they weren’t banned was because of their rarity. So Harry bundled it up and shoved it under his robes and stuck the mirror in his pocket. The library book could be returned another day.

Then Harry headed for the Chamber of Secrets. As it was just him travelling alone he wasn’t too worried about being seen, as a Slytherin in the dungeons was hardly something remarkable, and there was a shortcut to the upper levels near the concealed entrance to the Chamber.

Harry dropped off his sensitive items in Slytherin’s private quarters and then headed back to breakfast. He’d stopped to speak with the basilisk briefly, but even then he didn’t think breakfast would be quite over.

When he returned to the Great Hall it had emptied somewhat, although breakfast was still on-going. The Slytherin table had many more gaps in it, but Blaise and Tracey were still sat where Harry had left them, and so were Daphne and Millie. Harry rejoined the table and grabbed himself a piece of toast just so he looked normal.

“All done,” Harry said once he’d settled back in. “No announcements?”

Tracey shook her head.

“Nope. Nothing.” She glanced up at the High Table where many of the teachers and other staff members were still sat, including Umbridge. “She hasn’t moved yet.”

“She’ll make her move as soon as breakfast’s over, I reckon,” Blaise said. “She’ll get up and go right to the teachers’ quarters, but I’ll bet you ten galleons the Inquisitors are ready now. Wouldn’t be surprised if they’re already at it, honestly, although maybe not if Umbridge wants to make a scene.”

“I bet she wants to be seen giving the order,” Harry murmured. “Seems like her.” He glanced over at Daphne and Millicent on the opposite side of the table. “Has anyone told them?”

“Not yet,” Blaise said. “I know they’re only on the other side of the table but it’s a bit far to whisper, isn’t it? So… not yet.”

“I’ll do it now,” Tracey said. “Hang on.” She ducked underneath the table and crossed over to the other side.

“That’s one way of doing it…” Blaise said.

It wasn’t what Harry would have done, but then, Tracey was much smaller than either Harry or Blaise, and with them being sat near the middle of the long Slytherin House table, it was probably faster to just go under instead of all the way around and back up. And with many more spots open at the table there were far fewer students left to complain, so Harry supposed it was fine.

Tracey stayed on the other side of the table until the official end of breakfast, leaving Harry and Blaise to chat about more normal, everyday things.

As soon as the clock ticked the end of breakfast Umbridge stood up and left the Great Hall, trailed by most of the other teachers and a fair few of the students. Harry and Blaise got up, waited for the girls to join them from the other side of the table, and followed after Umbridge and the trickle of teachers slowly.

“Don’t want to look like we’re following,” Harry muttered to his friends as they walked on. Many of the teachers didn’t head towards the Teachers’ Wing, instead veering off towards their offices or to wherever the clubs they oversaw were held, but a good portion of them did.

Hooch was nowhere to be seen, having probably headed straight for the broom sheds to collect what she needed for Flight Club. But both Flamels had returned from breakfast together, along with Lockhart and a handful of others including Flitwick.

Harry wasn’t too worried about missing Flight Club even if the search of the teachers’ quarters went overlong, He could afford to miss a session or two, and Hooch hadn’t had anything particularly interesting planned anyway – just a hazard course that was less intense than even the first Aerobaticum qualifier. There was almost no point in Harry tackling it.

“Let’s hang back here a bit,” Daphne suggested as they passed by an alcove dedicated to a gigantic portrait of a long-dead witch. “So we don’t look like we’re going where we’re going.”

“Good idea,” Harry said. They ducked into the alcove and sat at the sofas and chairs strewn about, pretending to settle in for the rest of the morning. Such sights were common in the castle, which had many little areas for students to congregate even if, technically, loitering in the halls was against the rules. Nobody – the Inquisition included – seemed to count those locations as being out of bounds.

There was a slow trickle of teachers and other members of staff past them as they made their way from breakfast and back to the Teachers’ Wing, so Harry didn’t think they would miss anything particularly interesting. He imagined Umbridge would want as many teachers as possible to be there to see everything kick off, anyway.

“It’s a pity we couldn’t catch the others before they left,” Tracey said quietly. “I bet they’d have enjoyed seeing this too.”

“I reckon as soon as everything starts the whole school will come running,” Millie said. She nodded down the corridor. “Look, there’s a few stragglers already.”

“I bet they were told by the other Squaddies,” Blaise said. “I knew it wouldn’t be just me who said.”

“You did say you thought she wanted you to leak it,” Harry said, “so that makes sense.”

“I think that’s the last of the teachers,” Daphne said. “And look—those boys are off, too, so it won’t look strange if we’re there, too.”

Everyone got up and followed at a far distance, keen to see how everything would unfold. Harry didn’t think it would go in the teachers’ favour – unlike last time, Dumbledore was in hiding at Grimmauld Place and couldn’t intervene.

By the time Harry and his friends – along with more than a handful of other students – reached the Teachers’ Wing there was already an incident ongoing.

“…you can’t be serious, Dolores,” McGonagall was saying exasperatedly. “This, again? Albus already pointed out the unconstitutionality of the whole thing, and you’re at it again?”

Inside the Teachers’ Wing nobody had gone into their quarters, and Umbridge stood flanked by a pair of Inquisitors – Arlecchino and Vipera – while half a dozen others lurked at various points around the chamber. At the edges, all making sure to be very quiet indeed, were other students.

Harry ducked into a recess showing off a statue of some long dead wizard and settled in to watch.

“High Inquisitor Umbridge, Minerva,” corrected Umbridge. “Lest we forget my role and patronage here. If you would allow me to speak unhindered you would learn that the Wizengamot has seen fit to correct that particular oversight—the High Inquisition and its officers have every right to conduct a full and thorough search of teachers’ and other staff members’ personal quarters in addition to their professional workspaces such as classrooms and offices. The relevant Act has been passed into law yesterday evening as part of a special vote. You can, of course, view the specific wording and definitions used in the Act within the Ministry Office for—”

“I know where it is!” snapped McGonagall. “You mean to tell me that the Wizengamot voted through that Bill? The one which clearly trampled over centuries of precedent and constitutional arrangements?” She paused. “For no good reason other than to allow you to look through an old witch’s drawers?”

Umbridge sniffed.

“The Inquisition is here to stamp out sedition and treason; to improve the education of every young wizard or witch in this fine country; to overhaul standards and modernise the curriculum; and most importantly to create an environment in which our youths can succeed,” Umbridge said. She glanced around the room at the other members of staff.

“To do this we must first be sure that those tasked with instructing our students are not themselves contributing to the problem. It has become clear that there are those amongst the staff who are acting against the aims and objectives of the Inquisition. Let me be clear,” Umbridge continued. “This is unacceptable! In your role as instructors you are supposed to serve the needs of our young people, and instead there are those among you who are contributing to the very problems which we are seeking to correct! I say to you: those of you who have done no wrong have nothing to fear! And those who do will be found out and dealt with to the fullest extent possible! And so we will be conducting a search of every member of staff’s quarters today, and will do so again at an unspecified later date. This is for the good of the students, the good of the school, and the good of the country!”

Umbridge turned to Arlecchino.

“Begin.”

Chaos. Teachers and other members of staff blocked the entrances to their quarters, whether they were statues or portraits or the rather more prosaic doors.

Harry turned to his friends.

“This looks like it’s about to get ugly…” he said.

He didn’t doubt some of the teachers would defend themselves from attack and given that some of the Inquisitors were known to be aggressive, Harry thought that likely to happen sooner rather than later. But at first, the Inquisitors didn’t push the issue. Instead they went for the unattended staff quarters, the rooms of those staff who were presently elsewhere in the castle.

People like Hooch, who was at Flight Club, or Miss Evergloam who led Charms Club on Saturdays.

“This is outrageous!” McGonagall said. “It’s one thing to look through someone’s quarters while they’re there, but this is beyond the pale!” McGonagall said. “At least have the stones to do it when the occupants are in!”

“I do not recall your quarters being in this part of the castle, Minerva,” Umbridge said. “Indeed, we had arranged to search the Heads’ quarters later this morning. May I ask why you are here?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, Dolores, but I had arranged for a spot of tea with Bathsheda—who seems to be running late,” said McGonagall. “And on that note, I clearly have some people to round up—rifling through someone’s things without them even being there. A new low, even for this Ministry.” She sniffed.

McGonagall left her post in front of Babbling’s quarters and pushed past Umbridge to exit the Teachers’ Wing in search of the missing members of staff.

Umbridge turned and watched her go.

All around the Teachers’ Wing the Inquisitors were entering empty quarters and ransacking them seemingly without any care at all for their occupants’ dignity.

“This is worse than last time,” Tracey said.

As the searches went on more and more students appeared at the edges of the Teachers’ Wing to watch, and the chamber grew rather crowded soon enough. But the Inquisitors didn’t seem to mind. Instead of slowing down or comporting themselves a bit more professionally, they seemed to enjoy the spectators.

It felt like some of them were putting on a performance. Inquisitor Wyrdmoor commentated his own actions loudly, enunciating his every word, while Inquisitor Broadbroom relocated her victims’ possessions outside their quarters with a flourish.

“I’ve found something!” shouted Inquisitor Weekes, coming out of a teacher’s unoccupied quarters. “Looks like pro-goblin propaganda.” He held an, as far as Harry could tell, totally unremarkable book.

“That’s a Ministry approved treatise on the third goblin rebellion,” said Professor Flamel from where she stood in front of her quarters with Mr Flamel. “Entirely appropriate reading for a History of Magic adjunct!”

“If that is the case then your colleague has nothing to be worried about,” Umbridge said. “We are not seeking to punish anyone without good cause. This is about the students, about the quality of education which we are providing at this school, and the environment in which it is provided.” 

“And it’s a complete coincidence that you timed this all to happen on a Saturday morning when the students would be able to witness it all?” asked Mr Flamel. “I ask only because it is obvious to me—even in my advanced age—that searches such as these would be best carried out when students are not present. For myriad different reasons, not least of which that it is inappropriate for them to witness such abuses of power. But from a purely utilitarian perspective it does not do to have students witness their professors’ telling off—sets rather the wrong tone.”

Umbridge ignored Mr Flamel.

“Hand the contraband over to me, Inquisitor Weekes, and I will ensure that is scrutinised properly,” Umbridge said. Weekes gave her the book and sought out someone else’s quarters to ransack. The Inquisitors continued like that, searching the quarters of teachers who were elsewhere, while their colleagues stood guard outside of their own quarters.

Professor and Mr Flamel both stood in front of the hippogriff statue that concealed their quarters, wands in hand, while Flitwick had sealed the portrait where he stood shut with conjured ice. Although Harry did wonder why Flitwick was there at all, as his rooms should have been located right next to the Ravenclaw Common Room.

Several of the Inquisitors had finished their searches and started on new rooms when a handful of the remaining teachers returned with Professor McGonagall.

The History of Magic adjunct whose book had been found had returned with them and looked upon his rooms with dismay.

“That’s a first edition,” he said when he noticed Umbridge holding his book. “It’s on the approved syllabus!”

“It will be returned to you after we have ascertained its legitimacy,” Umbridge said. “And no sooner.”

“But if…” said the wizard. He trailed off. “My other books!” He rushed inside of his quarters, long since left alone by the Inquisitors, to see to the rest of his collection. By that point several of the Inquisitors had run out of absent staff members’ rooms to search and milled about awkwardly as they tried to decide which of the teachers they wanted to tackle first.

“Dolores,” McGongagall said tersely once she’d returned, “I understand that according to the new law I have no authority to resist. You need not remind me. But I say this: as the Deputy Headmistress of Hogwarts School I am duty-bound to oversee proceedings in the absence of the Headmaster, and I cannot in good conscience order the staff to submit to this… this flagrant abuse of power. So I won’t. They may do as they feel right.” McGonagall stood there, staring right at Umbridge as if daring her to respond.

But Umbridge said nothing. Instead, she nodded towards Arlecchino.

“Professor and Mr Flamel,” Arlecchino said, stepping closer to the pair of ancient wizards, “if you’d step aside so I can search your quarters.”

“Oh, no you don’t, lad!” Flamel said. “I told you already, I’ve got nothing to hide but I still don’t want you rummaging around my drawers! And that goes double for my wife’s! Last time you tried I asked whether you’d prefer to be a rat or a toad; this time I’m going to turn you into a bloody worm because it’s—”

“Darling, I think perhaps now is a time for compromise,” Professor Flamel said, moving her free hand to his arm. She spoke loud enough that Harry was quite sure the entire hall could hear her, even though with his augmented hearing Flamel would have been able to hear the barest whisper.

“Compromise, Nelly?” said Flamel, incredulous. “Whatever for?”

Harry shared his surprise. Professor Flamel hardly seemed the sort to just give in, especially not to something as ridiculous as a search of her quarters.

“Not for us, darling, but for young Albus,” Professor Flamel said. “We’ll outlast the mountains, but sometimes it’s good to take a more short term view of things. With Albus gone from the school us teachers should do our parts in keeping the peace.” She paused. “Such as it is.”

Flamel sighed.

“I’ll have you know,” Flamel said to Arlecchino, “that the only reason you aren’t a worm right now is because my dear wife persuaded me otherwise. Think on that a while, and while you’re at it consider that I’ve forgotten more magic than you’ll ever know.”

Both Flamels stepped aside and allowed Arlecchino access to their hippogriff room guardian. Harry was a little disappointed. On the one hand, he’d thought that Mr Flamel was going to show off some serious magic. But then on the other, a pitched battle was the last thing anyone needed to happen on a Saturday morning with students all around.

So… it was probably for the best. But the Flamels’ acquiescence to the Inquisition’s demands seemed to break the other teachers’ resolutions to disobey the Inquisition, and they gradually all stepped aside, too. Including Flitwick, although Harry did notice that he left his conjured ice right where it was.

Arlecchino left the Flamels’ quarters a few minutes later empty-handed.

“Nothing at all,” he announced to Umbridge. “Totally free of anything even resembling subversive or seditious material.” He sounded disappointed. But then, Harry didn’t expect that the Flamels would be stupid enough to have anything on display anyway.

Anything they did have – assuming they did have anything – would likely be hidden beneath layers of protective spells or would simply not be kept at the castle. The Inquisitors kept at it for a while after that, although their only finds consisted of bland material that only a blind, deaf, and dumb house elf could consider in any way treasonous.

“Come on, let’s slip away,” Harry murmured to his friends. They’d spent long enough watching the teachers’ rooms be ransacked, and the little still happening was sad rather than interesting. The staff seemed defeated, as if their only options were to live under Umbridge’s rule or to quit their jobs.

And given the closure of every other school in Britain and Ireland, it wasn’t likely they could find new ones either.

As the five Slytherins crept away, Harry saw Ernie and their Hufflepuff friends do the same. Many other students still watched the sorry mess taking place in the Teachers’ Wing, but Harry thought most had decided to sneak away too.

“That was awful,” declared Susan once the two groups had become one. “Really invasive. Do you think they’ll get away with it?”

“It’s the law,” Ernie said. “Proper Wizengamot vote and everything. They specifically overturned the Act that made it unconstitutional. Can’t get more lawful than that, unfortunately. So… I think that’s it—the Inquisition has won.”

Silence. Harry couldn’t think of what to say to that, as what Ernie had said felt true. Harry still wasn’t entirely sure how the wizarding government functioned, in actuality and in law, but if the Wizengamot was specifically changing things so that the Ministry could do whatever it wanted… well, that hardly seemed like a good thing. And without Dumbledore around to fight against it, Harry thought resistance was unlikely to go anywhere good.

Not if the Ministry was prepared to just change laws whenever they needed to.

“So… that’s it, then?” Justin asked. “We’re going to give up?” He paused. “I only ask because, well, it sounds like we’re all fed up. I know the teachers must be. None of them even… I mean, they just let it happen. But we can’t just quit, can we? Not now, not when things are really bad. Because then the Inquisition really will have won.”

More silence as the eight of them walked back through the corridors towards the parts of the school more commonly frequented by students amongst groups of other students doing exactly the same thing.

“It’s not that I think we should give up,” Blaise said eventually, “it’s just that… if they’re willing to do that to the teachers—fully qualified wizards, right, lots of them are well respected all over the Continent—what would they be willing to do to us? We’re just students.”

“And they managed to get to Dumbledore,” Susan said quietly. “Dumbledore! I just think that the Ministry has gone… something has gone really wrong. Even my aunt Amelia has said that—well, not explicitly but—it’s just… If we’re caught I just don’t think it’ll be a school punishment, you know? And those are bad enough now, what with the racks and Stinging Jinxes and everything else.” She shook her head. “And You-Know-Who is involved! I think we’ve just got to be very careful about everything we do now because—”

“So, what, we’re supposed to just shut up and go with it?” Millie said. “That doesn’t sound fair. Or helpful.”

They’d stopped walking. Harry had the distinct feeling that things were about to go in a direction he very much didn’t want them to go, as the eight of them lingered beneath a portrait whose figure was elsewhere.

“Not all of us can live happily under the new regime,” Justin said angrily. “Some of us have a bit more skin in the game than others. This stuff with Umbridge and the Inquisition is just the start of it—He’s out there waiting. And all of this is because of him. So I really hope you didn’t mean what I think you mean, Sue, because—”

“I’m sure Sue didn’t mean it like that,” Ernie said quickly, “but you’ve got to admit, she isn’t wrong, is she? What if it’s snapped wands and Azkaban? Are any of us really ready for that? It’s not like we can do anything wandless and in prison, is it?”

“Well obviously nobody wants that,” Harry started to say. “I get what we’re all saying but really I think that—”

“I wouldn’t put it past Umbridge to push for Azkaban,” Blaise said, interrupting. “Especially when it’s us she’s caught. Maybe we have reached the end of what we can do—for now—so it might really be better for us to just… chill, for a while. No sense getting caught while everything’s so… tense, is there?”

“And it is OWL year,” Susan added. “We’ve all got lots to do already, and with things as they are maybe we should take some time to think about what we’re doing. Properly, you know?”

“But now is the most important time for us to resist!” Tracey said. “If we give up now the Inquisition wins. And if the Inquisition wins, he wins too. And that’s not what we want at all!”

“None of us want—that’s just a complete misrepresentation of what—oh, this is just a stupid argument,” said Ernie. “What we’re saying is that even the teachers have decided to—to step back for a bit. So maybe we should as well. If we keep our heads down for a bit I’m sure that—”

“Ugh, I can’t believe the three of you would just—even after everything that we’ve—and it’s just not fair!” Daphne said, pointing at Blaise, Ernie, and Susan in turn. “The four of us could get away with doing nothing, but it’s just—we can’t just—sometimes you’ve got to take a stand even when you can get away without making one! That’s when it’s most important!”

“Now, steady on,” Ernie was saying.

“It’s not like that,” Blaise said, while Susan shook her head.

“Oi!” Harry shouted. “This is pointless. You lot can argue if you want, but I’m leaving. This is just really shit. So… whatever. I’m done for today.”

Harry stormed off and didn’t spare a glance back at his friends. The day had taken an unfortunate turn and Harry wanted to be elsewhere doing literally anything else.

The Inquisition, its lackeys, Voldemort – even Harry’s friends. They could all go eat shit.
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    Chapter 34 – Deeper Mysteries
After their little argument on Saturday morning Harry didn’t see much of his friends over the weekend. Blaise, Ernie, and Susan had retreated to lick their wounds, while Daphne and Millie had gone elsewhere to do the same.

Harry saw a bit of Justin and Tracey but spent most of his weekend out on the grounds flying. Not at Flight Club, since the Inquisition’s searches of the teachers’ quarters had scuppered any chance of that – extracurriculars had been cancelled – but on his own. It was good to just fly for the sheer thrill of it without having to worry about a course, markers, or hazards.

Just Harry, the skies, and his Firebolt.

Unfortunately that wasn’t to last as the weekend ended, and with it, Harry’s freedom. At breakfast on Monday morning, the mood in the castle was tense. Blaise sat with Charlie at breakfast, and hadn’t spoken with Harry all weekend besides, so Harry left him to it and sat down with the girls.

Which was great in theory, but Harry had sat by Tracey, who was sat next to Daphne, and the pair of them ended up talking about hair accessories or something similar – Harry wasn’t sure what – throughout breakfast. And because Millie had sat next to Daphne, it was too difficult for Harry to talk with her about something less fashion related.

So Harry spent most of his breakfast alternating between stewing in his own thoughts and looking around at everything and at nothing in particular. At the end of breakfast Umbridge stood up.

“Hem, hem! As the High Inquisitor I find myself tasked with the unfortunate and truly upsetting task of announcing the resignation of several members of the Hogwarts team,” Umbridge said. “We are all of course deeply saddened that our colleagues have decided that this is the way forward, but we must be mindful that for some, teaching is a job and not a vocation. Of course, we wish our former colleagues every success moving forward and we hope that their transition to the wider world outside of Hogwarts School is a success.”

Harry looked up at the Head Table and scanned it end to end quickly. Fortunately none of his teachers had quit, although Harry could have done with Lockhart deciding to go elsewhere. But Remus was still sat there, which meant – or so Harry assumed, anyway – that Umbridge hadn’t found out he was a werewolf. Although if she had, Harry doubted she’d allow him the dignity of a resignation. No, he’d have been turfed out in full public view for the world to know about it.

So that was a little bit of good news, at least.

Murmurs throughout the Great Hall as students started talking about the missing members of staff. It wasn’t anyone Harry had ever had lessons from, so he wasn’t too bothered by it, although the principle did make him annoyed.

“So it is with a heavy heart that I must announce the departure of Mr Babbage, formerly of the History of Magic department; of Mrs Hornbeam, formerly of the Charms department; and of Mr Underwillow, formerly of the Transfiguration department. Again, we all here at Hogwarts hope that our three former colleagues find that which they were lacking here outside of these hallowed halls,” continued Umbridge. “It is my sincerest wish that we will fill their recently vacated positions as soon as possible so as not to disrupt the education of you, our dear students. As you all know the education and the welfare of our students is of the highest priority to the Inquisition. That is why it is to my great dismay that I have to announce that Miss Redfeather—formerly a Herbology adjunct—has been found to be in possession of subversive and seditious material. The relevant authorities have been contacted and I am told that Miss Redfeather is facing punishment to the fullest extent of the law. She has, of course, been relieved of her position here at Hogwarts School.”

Umbridge paused.

“The discovery of such material in possession of a Hogwarts teacher is shocking,” Umbridge said. “Such things cannot and will not be tolerated at this school. The seizure of this material shows that the criticisms of the Ministry’s recent law to be wholly without merit, as the safety and welfare of all of this country’s young minds is at stake. I would ask that any students with any information about Miss Redfeather’s subversive activities and beliefs to present themselves to an Inquisitor immediately. Thank you all.”

Umbridge simply left the table once she was done speaking, sweeping out of the Great Hall to a chorus poorly concealed whispers and murmuring. Harry turned to look at Tracey and the other two girls.

“This is bad,” Harry said.

“Three resignations,” Tracey said, “and they actually found something worth sacking over. I wonder what it was.”

“Knowing Umbridge,” Millicent said, leaning around Daphne, “they found her with a book that’s got the word ‘goblin’ in it and decided that was too far.”

They got up from the Slytherin Table to join the flood of students from the Great Hall.

“I know you’re only joking,” Daphne said, “but I reckon they found something actually quite serious if they went right to sacking.” She paused. “Or, well, not actually serious, but what they’ve said is serious. You know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, Harry had to agree. Whatever it was that Miss Redfeather had been found to have, it was obviously big enough to warrant a sacking and referral to the Ministry. Given the general state of things that could mean something that was genuinely worrying, or something completely banal and ordinary in any other time.

No doubt the papers would have it plastered all over the front pages soon enough. Harry would just have to wait.

Harry checked his watch.

“Ugh. Come on, Daph—we’d better get going or we’ll be late,” Harry said.

“I’ll see you later, Millie,” Daphne said. “We’ll meet for break?”

“Yeah, obviously,” Millie said.

They parted ways. Harry and Daphne made their way to lessons but Harry couldn’t say his focus was where it should have been. He was far too worried about what the Inquisition might dream up next.

*

Blaise sought Harry out on Tuesday morning, just before breakfast.

“Look,” Blaise said quietly, drawing Harry aside. “I didn’t mean—that argument we all had—none of us meant—” He paused, then sighed. “I’m sorry. I know what it sounded like. But… I’m sorry. The three of us have had a chat and we… it’s… we’re not going to quit, alright? Even though things have got…”

“Worse than ever? Thanks,” Harry said. “I mean it. I didn’t—I knew none of you meant that—it’s just it’s a bit…” Harry shrugged. Everything was fraught. More than it had ever been.

“I still think we need to be careful,” Blaise continued, “but I don’t think we should… I mean it’s all… Everyone says Miss Redfeather is really nice. I’ve never had her, but she’s meant to be a great teacher. Whatever they’ve found I don’t think it’s dangerous. And if they’ve done that to her, just to prove a point…” Blaise shrugged. “What about people like my mum? It won’t stop at Hogwarts, will it? This feels like a tester. And I don’t want to see where it goes, so if we can—I mean—if we can stop it here… So I’m happy to keep going.” He shrugged. “If you want us. So are the other two. Just thought you should know that that’s all.”

“I appreciate it, I really do,” Harry said. And he did. None of his friends had to get involved, not with Umbridge and the Inquisition. And really only Justin needed to worry about Voldemort. The others, even Millie and Tracey, could simply keep their heads down and try to get on without tipping the cauldron.

But Harry was stuck. Umbridge didn’t trust him, and more than that seemed to want something from him. Something which Harry still hadn’t figured out. And although whatever that thing was was unlikely to be what Voldemort wanted from Harry, it was worrying all the same. And with Dumbledore on the run for treason the Dark amalgam had free rein to stir things up at the Ministry.

Anything that kept Harry off the Ministry’s hit list was a major help. And if Harry had to go without his friends… well, it would make things all the more difficult.

“Nice one,” Blaise said. “I just—I really don’t want to get caught, you know? So we’ve got to be even more careful. But… God, it’s been shit all weekend. And yesterday. Felt really guilty.”

Harry shrugged. As pleased as he was that Blaise and the others had rejoined the cause, they could live with a little guilt. It was only fair.

“It’s done now. Breakfast?”

Blaise nodded and they attended breakfast together for the first time since the argument on Saturday morning.

Breakfast itself was uneventful, with no resignations nor any sackings, and Umbridge hadn’t even seen fit to make any announcements. Whether that was good news Harry couldn’t say, as although his uncle was fond of saying ‘no news is good news,’ Harry didn’t think that applied to the Inquisition. No news could equally mean that something big and horrible was in the planning stages.

Better to assume no news was bad news, in that case. But it did at least mean Harry could get through breakfast without any incidents, and when it came time for lessons, was able to go without worrying overly much about the Inquisition and its plans.

Of course, Tuesday meant Defence Against the Dark Arts with Professor Lockhart, which was always fit to sour Harry’s mood. At least the course content itself wasn’t especially taxing, given that it consisted of acting out passages from Lockhart’s books. Even if that did mean Remus was scrambling to catch up to the actual syllabus.

“…and so that’s the story of how I defeated the Wagga Wagga Werewolf!” declared Lockhart with a flourish.

Finally! Harry thought. He’d had to serve as the Wagga Wagga Werewolf, and the whole ordeal had been the worst of Lockhart’s lessons so far.

“Now for homework I’d like you all to design a book cover based on my daring defeat of the werewolf! You can use whatever materials you like to make it, but it has to include me casting the spell.” Lockhart paused. “Oh, and on the inside of the book I want you to write a paragraph about the, oh, the theoretical basis behind the Homorphus Charm.”

Keen to get away, Harry hurried back to his vacant seat to put away his things before Lockhart could assign him anything different.

“Ah, Harry, my boy—stay back after the lesson, if you would,” Lockhart said.

Harry’s heart near enough fell out of his stomach. He fought the urge to sigh.

“Of course, Professor,” Harry said. He’d managed to avoid Lockhart’s ‘homework’ sessions since getting back from Christmas, but evidently his good luck was well and truly over. The rest of the class fled the classroom, leaving Harry alone with Lockhart.

“Now, for your homework I’d like you to help me with something I’ve been working on this evening,” Lockhart said. “It’s nothing fancy—really more of the same of what we’ve been doing already—but given that I’ve entered the next round of Witch Weekly’s Most Charming Smile award I’ve been inundated. So I’m going to have you respond to those while I sign photographs of myself to send out. I’m doing the pre-release publicity for my new book, you see, and it’s very important this all gets done.”

Lockhart paused.

“You know, wizards aren’t quite as on the ball with this sort of things as the muggles are—that’s part of why I’m such a successful personality, you know. I’m not afraid to learn from and use the best parts of what muggles can do. You’d do well to a leaf out of my book with that one, young Harry.”

“I’ll bear that in mind, Professor,” Harry said. It was decent enough advice, Harry supposed, if Harry was actually looking to improve his profile or woo the public. But then, it might come in useful someday, so Harry didn’t intend to discount it completely. “What time should I come to your office?”

He’d given up trying to persuade Lockhart to let him do the regular homework. It didn’t work, so it was a complete waste of his time, and Lockhart had dispensed a few useful snippets of information, so it was only mostly a waste of his time to attend the special homework sessions. And the homework Lockhart set for the rest of the class was a complete waste of time, so there was that.

“Oh, the usual time,” Lockhart said. “After dinner, but not too late! You’d best get going to your next lesson—tell your teacher I kept you back!”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said. He left. Miss Jones had become quite used to Harry being late for her Arithmancy lessons, and although she didn’t seem to mind, Harry still didn’t like the idea people thought he was comfortable simply sauntering in late as if the rules didn’t matter to him.

The lesson had already started by the time Harry got there, so Harry mumbled his apologies to Miss Jones and sat himself down as quickly as he could. That was his last lesson of the day – except for Astronomy late at night – so Harry did have at least a little bit of a break to chill out after.

But after dinner it was, as late as Harry could manage to make it, time to head off to Lockhart’s office for his Tuesday ‘homework’ session. Once outside Lockhart’s office, Harry knocked on the door and waited.

“Come in, Harry, lad—there’s work to be doing!” said Lockhart. Harry opened the door and sat down opposite Lockhart at his desk. “These are for you to do,” Lockhart said, gesturing to the stack of letters. “I’ll sign these photos; you don’t need to worry about that. But what I do want you to pay attention to is if any of the letters you’re working with are asking for a signed photograph. If they are, do let me know and I’ll give you one! All clear?”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said. Harry got to work at once, picking up Lockhart’s enchanted quill and opening the first of the fan letters. It was all the same sorts of stuff, with nothing at all interesting. Not even a salacious photograph or anything, and certainly not any letters with a picture of a chicken on the front. But then, Harry supposed it was better than having to read Lockhart’s book for the description of the Homorphus Charm and how he’d used it on the Wagga Wagga Werewolf.

And then having to design a book cover based on it. Through it all Lockhart kept up a steady stream of comments, observations, and attempted witticisms while Harry worked through his letters. Harry tried his best to both tune it out and offer the right noises and commentary where appropriate.

“…and in India, of course, you’ve got to be especially charming because the Indian wizards simply don’t rate us European wizards all that highly,” Lockhart was saying. “Think of us as upstarts, you see. But in MACUSA and the Western Territories they simply can’t get enough of us! Admittedly in MACUSA you’ve got—”

A hard, sharp knock on the office door interrupted Lockhart, cutting him off mid-sentence.

Harry glanced at Lockhart, wondering if he’d invited anyone else to his office, but Lockhart seemed equally as surprised at anyone visiting him. Harry supposed it could have been a student coming to him after hours, or perhaps one of his colleagues. Remus, maybe, there to ask about some course-related thing or other.

“Come in, come in,” Lockhart said, voice full of his usual cheer.

Umbridge herself, flanked by Arlecchino and Vipera, appeared in the doorway and stepped inside the room.

“Gilderoy, we’re here this evening to—to–” Umbridge began but faltered when she saw Harry sitting at Lockhart’s desk. “Mr Potter. How—unexpected—to see you here this evening.”

Harry looked from Umbridge to Lockhart, and then back again. With a little bit of luck Umbridge would put a stop to Harry’s ‘homework’ sessions, although that would mean Harry had to do the regular homework which had been growing increasingly pointless.

An unlikely saviour indeed.

“Young Harry here is helping me with a project,” Lockhart explained, smiling widely at Umbridge. “But enough about me—Dolores, is that a new bow? I must say it’s simply delightful.”

“Oh, I—yes, actually, Gilderoy—I purchased it this weekend,” said Umbridge, fluttering her eyes and raising a hand to her hair. “Do you—”

“Ahem,” coughed Arlecchino. “High Inquisitor, we were here because…?”

“Ah, yes, of course,” Umbridge said. “Gilderoy, as you know we’ve been making it our business to conduct a thorough search of the school for any and all seditious materials which might be hidden. Of course, we all understand that you are perhaps the least likely member of staff to have any such material, but it is still necessary for us to search your office. However, as a… professional courtesy… we have decided to conduct the search in private. If you would?”

“Of course, Dolores!” Lockhart said. He got up from his desk. “You may look to your heart’s content! My desk is always open to you and yours.”

“Thank you, Gilderoy,” Umbridge continued with a smile. Arlecchino moved to search inside the desk, and Harry sat there watching proceedings as surreptitiously as he could. While Arlecchino was busy with that, Umbridge continued speaking to Lockhart.

“Now, I’m quite sure that there’s nothing at all to find,” Umbridge said, “because you are after all a stalwart defender from Dark forces and a true ally to the Ministry of Magic! And of course this is a delicate matter given the—given the status of where we must look—but we must also look inside the concealed portion of the office.”

A look of pure, abject terror crossed Lockhart’s face, but it lasted mere moments, and was soon gone in favour of his usual toothy smile.

“I’ve no problem with that whatsoever! Let me open the door for you.” Lockhart turned to the bit of wall behind his desk and whispered something to it, revealing a winding stone staircase leading up to a little doorway.

Well, that’s new, Harry thought. Except it wasn’t new at all – the stonework looked just as ancient as everywhere else in the castle, and thanks to Harry’s alchemically enhanced eyes, he could even see the grain of the aged wood. But Harry hadn’t known Lockhart’s office could do that, and he’d spent near enough every Tuesday in it since the start of the year.

Although he supposed that was the point of a secret entrance, to conceal things.

“I’ll go on through first,” Lockhart said, beaming. “This old office—the Defence position, you know—has all sorts of… little nasties… you don’t want to get on the wrong side of. Harry, lad, you come too—I’ve got nothing to hide, after all! Might as well do a bit of teaching while we’re at it, mm?”

Lockhart sounded carefree and easy, every bit like he usually did… except Harry knew it was fake. Or faker than it usually was. It was missing something, and Harry had had enough experience listening to Lockhart drone on in lessons and in a more private setting to know that something was up. There was something hidden that Lockhart didn’t want anyone to find. Of that, Harry was quite sure. But just what that thing was, Harry couldn’t say.

Umbridge didn’t seem especially pleased with Lockhart’s invitation of Harry to view the search of the secret room, and nor did Inquisitors Arlecchino and Vipera, but Harry jumped to carry out Lockhart’s request. It was quite possibly the one thing Lockhart had ever asked him to do that he actually wanted to do.

Harry climbed the stone steps to Lockhart’s secret office space behind Lockhart, and then stepped inside the room.

What he saw was disappointing. Far from being a treasure trove of hidden secrets and contraband, Lockhart’s office really did look like an ordinary office space. There was a desk, various bits and pieces of furniture scattered throughout the room, along with miscellaneous enchanted objects. Against one wall was a large cabinet, an ornate thing with polished wood, and there were some display cabinets with skulls in them. A tall, thin mirror stood in one corner, its frame polished silver with an intricate depiction of some sort of magical creature sat atop it.

But in all, it looked like Harry would expect a Defence Professor’s office to look like.

It wasn’t even that different from the public part of the office Harry had been spending his Tuesdays in. Just a bit more furnished and with obviously magical items.

“Now, my dear Inquisitors, please feel free to peruse at your heart’s leisure! I would ask only one thing of you, of course—before you touch anything, please ask me first, since some of these objects are cursed or otherwise unsuitable for general use,” Lockhart said. “My predecessors left notes on some of them, but most of the collection is woefully under documented.”

Well, that was certainly convenient for Lockhart given the circumstances. Harry didn’t doubt that Lockhart was telling the truth, at least in part. But he was also definitely stretching the truth as far as it would go.

“And how are we going to search them if they’re cursed?” asked Arlecchino, frowning. “Awfully convenient, that.”

“My dear man,” Lockhart said, “absolutely nothing about this office is convenient! It’s a nightmare. You’ve no way of knowing, of course, but that display over there?” said Lockhart, gesturing at one of the glass display boxes. “Melts the fingers of anyone who touches it. Just awful. I’ve not even tried to touch it—the Professor before that Quirrell bloke left quite comprehensive notes on it and it’s not worth the bother.”

“How terrible,” said Umbridge. “Well, Gilderoy, I suppose we should start with your desk. Is that safe enough?” Her tone was easy, light-hearted almost. Harry got the impression she was trying to impress Lockhart which, given his general effect on women of a certain age, was unsurprising even if it did make for uncomfortable viewing.

“Of course, Dolores. Far be it from me to impede the Inquisition’s very important work! The desk is safe enough. Let me just unlock it for you…” Lockhart said. He moved towards the desk and tapped its drawers with his wand.

“I’d like to take a look inside that cabinet,” Arlecchino said while Umbridge rifled through the desk drawers. “The one by that mirror.”

“Of course, dear fellow,” Lockhart said, smiling. “That one is quite safe, although I would caution you not to tickle its knobs—it’s frightfully ticklish and will slam its drawers shut!”

“Mm,” grunted Arlecchino. He made his way to the cabinet and started looking through it.

“And we won’t want to leave you out,” Lockhart said to Vipera, flashing her a smile. Harry swore he was even waggling his eyebrows, but that couldn’t have been right. Even for Lockhart it seemed a bit too forward given the circumstances.

But Vipera ate it up. She blushed, even.

“Pick somewhere safe for me to search, if you would,” Vipera said. “We can start there.”

Lockhart led her somewhere ‘safe’ and left her to her work. For a brief moment, anyway. Then it was a matter of cycling through each of the three Inquisitors as they worked, using various different distractions to make them conduct a less thorough search than they’d been intending.

It was, Harry thought, a very interesting opportunity to watch a master at work. And Lockhart was definitely a master – whenever Umbridge looked too close to finding something incriminating, Lockhart was ready with a well-timed compliment or an easy smile. A light tough, even.

Not even Arlecchino was spared Lockhart’s charms, for all that he didn’t seem impressed by them. But Lockhart was successful in preventing any of the three Inquisitors from gaining access to one particular piece of furniture in the hidden room – a mid-sized box atop one of the tables in the room which looked as if it had been brought in by Lockhart, given that it had his initials on it.

“Just the one thing left now, Gilderoy,” Umbridge said, smiling, her tone obsequious. “You’ve been remarkably patient and good-humoured about all this, so we’ll leave you alone after we’ve checked that little box there. And you’ve no need to worry—we’ve found nothing at all that we’d need to be concerned about. Not that we expected to, of course—you’re Gilderoy Lockhart! But the rules must be applied equally, you see, my dear, and so…”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way, Dolores!” Lockhart said. “Alas, that particular box holds a very powerful curse—it causes certain, ah, delicate body parts to shrivel and decay if opened. On both witches and wizards, I’m afraid.” Lockhart leaned in closer, almost conspiratorially. “It’s a… gift… shall we say from a former personal companion of mine who wasn’t best pleased with how things ended.”

Well, Harry thought, that’s one way of making people afraid to look at the box…

Harry knew Lockhart was lying, but even so, didn’t feel like testing that. Arlecchino didn’t appear convinced either, but Umbridge and Vipera seemed quite content to take Lockhart at his word.

Jammy git, Harry thought. It seemed like all Lockhart had to do was flash a smile and allude to some intimate details and witches would go weak at the knees. Even witches who were supposed to be ransacking his private offices in search of treasonous materials.

Maybe there was something to all Lockhart’s prattle about fame and profiles…

“Quite an embarrassing admission, let me tell you,” Lockhart continued, “but I wouldn’t want any of you to have to, ah, attend Poppy—or Heaven forbid St Mungo’s—after a run in with the curse. And as far as I’m aware it’s extremely difficult to reverse. I’m only lucky that my last assistant got to it first! Poor girl wasn’t the same after, though. Still hasn’t come back to work…” He sighed.

Whether that was a lie or not, Harry couldn’t tell, but he did come away from it with a growing sense of unease at opening Lockhart’s fan mail. That lie had been incredibly easy for Lockhart to come up with, so Harry didn’t doubt something like that – even if less serious – had actually happened before.

“Then we should take the box in for proper analysis by the Department for—” Arlecchino said, but Umbridge interrupted him.

“There won’t be any need for that. Gilderoy, you’ve passed the inspection. Again, I am frightfully sorry to have had to do this as we are all quite certain that you would never become embroiled in such unpleasantness as all that, but it is necessary. You have behaved admirably and I will be sure to put in a good word for you when I speak with the Minister,” Umbridge said. She turned to Harry. “And you, Mr Potter—what you have witnessed this evening is how a proper and upstanding citizen behaves. You would do well to remember this as you consider your future.”

She swept from the room, Arlecchino and Vipera following her. Vipera seemed largely as satisfied with events as Umbridge, but Harry could tell from the look on Arlecchino’s face that he’d wanted to go further.

An audible sigh from Lockhart.

“Well, that was certainly unexpected!” Lockhart said, sounding as if he was forcibly putting some cheer into his voice. “Can’t be helped, I suppose—sign of the times. Still, you were very helpful Harry, lad. Have five points for Slytherin. Now, I think it might be best if you scurried off to bed—we can catch up on the letters next week, eh?” Lockhart paused. “Yes, that would be for the best. Well, off you go then!”

And with that, Harry was dismissed. He left the secret portion of Lockhart’s office using the twisted stone steps and fled from the public part of the office as quickly as possible, lest Lockhart reconsider.

*

As intrigued as Harry was by the mystery of Lockhart’s box, he couldn’t devote any time at all to considering it because he had to work on his next alchemical work. The Draught of Aural Acuity was much more complex than the Salve of Clear Sight, but not only was it more difficult, it had many more ways it could result in horrific consequences as well.

Poor Malone had blown his eyes out with his improperly created Salve, but Harry had read of aspiring alchemists whose Draughts of Aural Acuity had rendered them totally mindless – and that was on the milder end of the spectrum.

And as Harry didn’t want to end his quest to become a master alchemist just after the very first hurdle, he needed to avoid any of the pitfalls along the alchemist’s path. Which meant, whenever he managed to find the time in between his lessons, his resistance of the Inquisition, his prefect duties, and his secret occlumency lessons with Snape, Harry spent as much time as possible in the Library looking at alchemical texts.

Which as activities went wasn’t Harry’s least favourite thing to do, but he did think it would have been nice to get up in the air a bit more often – or to do some more practise sparring with Tracey for the duelling. But that was OWL year, Harry supposed, and there wasn’t too much he could do about it other than simply to try harder.

Not that there was much harder to try.

At least Alchemy lessons were interesting. Given her vastly increased workload owing to her takeover of the Headmaster role, Umbridge seemed to have largely given up on inspecting lessons herself, farming out all that unpleasant work to her Inquisitors.

Harry didn’t mind that at all, as many of the Inquisitors seemed in awe of Mr Flamel owing to his legendary status, so even when there was an Inquisitor present, his lessons tended to go how he’d wanted them to.

Even after the debacle that was the search of the teachers’ quarters. Mr Flamel and Professor Flamel appeared quite content to simply sit and allow things to happen, which Harry supposed wasn’t too surprising for an immortal pair of ancient wizards who’d seen governments come and go time and time again.

“…so of course in this reaction it’s absolutely vital that you account for the increased demand placed on your brain by your enhanced sense of hearing,” Flamel was saying to the class as he paced along the alchemy classroom giving his lecture. “All seven of you managed that with the Salve, of course, or you wouldn’t be here today, but moving forward it’s even more important that you consider this because what we’re asking for here is much more complex than the Salve. Now, for a question—can anyone tell me why the Draught is a much more difficult process than the Salve? Alchemically speaking.”

Silence. But then, that wasn’t so surprising for one of Flamel’s questions. Alchemy was hard enough without having to worry about saying something stupid to the world’s most accomplished alchemist, after all.

But Harry had a vague idea that he knew the answer. That he’d read something which contained the reason why, even if it wasn’t a complete answer on its own. He just had to piece it together.

Harry put up his hand.

“Go on then, Potter. Have a go.”

“Is it because… er…” Harry said, gathering his thoughts. “It’s because there aren’t as many powerful symbolisms available for it, isn’t it? With the Salve it was easy because you’ve got, you know, the Sun and the Moon as really powerful anchors, then all the ingredients that tie in, and then you can… well… there’s just a lot. But with the Draught it’s more complicated because you have to rely on a smaller number of less powerful symbolisms. So, er, the reaction is harder to do and needs a bit more of a push.”

He thought that was right, anyway.

“Yes! Exactly that, Potter. Well done. Have three points to Slytherin,” Flamel said. “Now, part of the art of alchemy is in finding and exploiting what symbolisms do exist, but we aren’t miracle workers. Or, well, we can only work a defined set of miracles, anyway. But then that’s the business of magic, isn’t it? Finding and exploiting the symbolisms we can, using what we know of the properties of materials, numbers, and concepts… well, you’re all discovering that for yourselves, I should think, what with having successfully completed your Salves. I do think it’s sometimes said too often that alchemy is one of the esoteric disciplines—puts a lot of you off—but it really is, and it’s where the real fun is. The deeper mysteries are where magic gets very interesting indeed! Consider, for example, the concept of wind,” Flamel continued.

“At this point in your studies you should all be comfortable listing the magical properties of wind, the various symbolisms it’s used with, and all of the usual things. But consider it in the alchemical context. Can anyone find me a reason why a wind symbolism might be useful for your Draughts?”

Harry thought he knew an answer but sat back and waited for someone else to give it. Unlike some of his other lessons, everyone in Alchemy really did want to be there, and he didn’t want to monopolise Flamel’s time. Not even through want of trying to avoid being seen as too keen – everyone in alchemy was as keen as everyone else.

“Ah, Mr Boot?” Flamel said. “Go on, then.”

“Well, sir, there’s the obvious symbolism of wind carrying with it change and transformation—we say things ‘change with the wind’ and stuff like that,” Boot said. “But then there’s the fact that we use the winds to carry messages. Er, through owls and stuff. There’s the communicative aspect to it, you know, like the old saying about the whispering winds? So there’s a lot about the wind we can use for the Draught, I think, with the right perspective.”

“Excellent work, Mr Boot!” Flamel said. “Two points to Ravenclaw. Now, that isn’t the entire reason we use the wind. There are two very useful points that you missed out. Anyone else…?” He waited, although no one offered anything. “I shall tell you, then. The wind has a cleansing and purifying aspect as we see in many of the most ancient magical rituals. I believe my wife has discussed some of these with you, in reference to what the early wizards would have been doing—if she asks, do tell her I remembered. And of course, there is the life symbolism. We speak of the breath of life, which is considered as a kind of wind. All very important for alchemy. Indeed, this is why the wind symbolism is one of the key points of the Draught of Aural Acuity.”

Flamel paused.

“You know, in my day we called it the Draught of the Whispering Wind, which was much more poetic and gave a good sense of gravitas. Of course, we called it that in a form of French that’s been dead several centuries by now, so I suppose much of the poetry is gone anyway. But there’s so much of what we do these days that’s lacking in any sort of artistry. Sad, really. But those are the ramblings of an old man; don’t mind me. Now, moving on…”

Flamel continued the lecture after that, moving through the various symbolisms which were useful for the Draught of Aural Acuity. Although, as mentioned, there weren’t all that many. Certainly nowhere near as many as with their Salves. Harry made sure to note down everything the ancient alchemist said, as he didn’t intend to do any worse than he had the first time around.

January passed by with more of the same, with the sole exception of another search of the staff quarters. Despite the argument Harry and his friends didn’t even have time to get out and protest, which did make Harry frustrated that the argument had even happened at all. But with everything going on in the castle tempers were short all around, so it was unsurprising even if it was disappointing. Harry continued his pointless ‘homework’ sessions with Lockhart although he didn’t see into the secret office space – and the mysterious box – again.

And with the threat of Inquisition raids on the students’ belongings looming, along with everything else Harry had to worry about, Harry didn’t have much time to consider Lockhart’s box anyway.
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    Chapter 35 – All The World’s A Stage
On a Monday morning early in February Umbridge and the Inquisition hadn’t yet started their searches of students’ belongings and quarters, but Harry wasn’t holding out hope that they’d decided to forgo such a thing altogether. More likely was that Umbridge hadn’t been able to secure quite the right level of permission for it and was waiting for it to be all properly legalised through the Wizengamot.

Tyranny through statute.

Or perhaps she was just waiting for all the nonsense with Miss Redfeather to wrap up. The whole affair had spent a couple of days in the newspapers before completely disappearing. There hadn’t even been any details of what she’d been accused of, not exactly. Just vague assertions and speculation, gossip more than news.

Not that Harry had the time or the mental energy to worry about that.

But Blaise had come back from a meeting of the Inquisitorial Squad just before breakfast with news that it was still meant to go ahead. Just not necessarily on any defined schedule. But that was a problem for another day. Harry had a busy week ahead of him, and he didn’t want to bother with all that nonsense until he absolutely had to.

“…I keep meaning to have my mum send them over,” Blaise was saying, “but I haven’t remembered to ask her yet. Do you think I should even bother with everything that’s going on?”

Harry opened his mouth to respond to Blaise’s question but got distracted by a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see who it was and saw Ginny Weasley standing behind him.

“Er… hello?” Harry said. He knew Ginny Weasley, of course. More than her simply being a Housemate of his from the year below, Harry had spent some time with her over the summer at the flight school and at the EDC Summer Tournament. But that hadn’t translated to any sort of acquaintanceship outside of those events, so Harry wondered why she’d sought him out just then.

“Yeah, hi,” Ginny said. “Don’t worry—I’m not after anything. My brothers asked me to let you know they wanted to see you later today. Lunchtime at the statue in the Transfiguration Courtyard. Go or don’t—I’m not bothered. But they didn’t say what it was about when I asked them, so I can’t say why they want to see you. If you do go then maybe be careful because they might be up to something. They usually are.”

“Oh,” Harry said. That hadn’t been what he had been expecting. But then, he wasn’t sure what he had been expecting. “Er. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll be sure to meet with them. I’m sure it’s nothing, er, weird.”

“I’m not,” Ginny said. “With them, it usually is.”

Ordinarily Harry would have assumed it was something both weird and dangerous, given the twins’ reputations, but since they’d caught him and Tracey leaving graffiti, Harry assumed it would be about that. Something along the lines of wanting to co-ordinate further, as they’d discussed. So Harry had no real worries about meeting up with them, although it was nice of Ginny to warn him.

“Thanks for the warning,” Harry added. He didn’t want her to think him ungrateful.

Ginny shrugged.

“It’s only fair. See you,” she said, and walked away to join her own friends at the table.

“I’m going to meet up with Fred and George later,” Harry said to Tracey and Blaise, who were sat at either side of him.

“Yeah, we know,” said Blaise slowly. “We’re sat right here and we could hear you. We do have ears, you know.”

“Oh, don’t mind him,” Tracey said. “He’s just annoyed because Professor Flamel gave him a T on his last bit of homework.” She paused. “But we did hear you speak with Ginny.” She lowered her voice. “I wonder what it’s about specifically? Hopefully something good. Or if not something good at least not bad news—there’s been too much of that going around lately.”

“Me too,” Harry said. Knowing the twins it could be literally any kind of news, or no news at all. But surely for them to seek out Ginny and then to ask her to invite him to a meeting there was something afoot. Harry just had to wait until lunch time before he could find out just what it was. “I suppose I’ll have to just wait until lunchtime.”

“It’d better be something good,” Blaise had said. “One more shitty day and I swear…”

Harry shrugged.

“There’ll be loads more shitty days until this is all over, mate,” Harry said. “Better get used to it.” Before Blaise could complain, Harry continued. “Anyway, do you two reckon I should go on my own, or should the three of us go? All eight of us is a bit much I know, but just us three?”

Tracey shook her head.

“No, just you. Too many people at once is an unofficial and unsanctioned group activity, remember?” she said.

“And if you do get caught with the Weasley twins you can always pretend to be telling them off, since you’re a prefect,” Blaise added. “I don’t imagine they’d mind that too much, honestly—they’re always in trouble anyway.”

Harry nodded.

“That’s fair. I’ll see them on my own, then,” Harry said. He glanced over at Blaise. “What was it you were saying before Ginny came by? Sorry, we got distracted…”

*

At lunchtime Harry schlepped all the way out to the Transfiguration Courtyard to meet with the Weasley twins. It was out of his way, and it would make him late to lunch, but there was no point putting it off. He assumed the Weasley twins had good reason to meet with him.

Harry arrived at the statue in the Courtyard before either of the twins did. The Transfiguration Courtyard itself was deserted, as were the exterior walkways crossing over it. Everyone had hurried away to lunch. Harry had passed many other students on his way there, although fewer once he’d gone deeper into the castle.

So he stood beneath the statue waiting for the twins to arrive, taking in the quiet rushing of water and the occasional chirping bird. It was pleasant enough.

A few minutes after Harry had arrived the twins appeared. They seemed uncharacteristically subdued.

“Alright?” Harry said as they arrived.

“Yeah,” said Fred.

“Great,” said George.

“So, er, listen,” they said together, then paused.

“You go,” George said.

Fred nodded.

“Yeah. So. First off, we weren’t sure this was anyone’s business. I mean, there’s loads of reasons why someone might use a different name—Mum had an uncle called Shirley, went by John—so we didn’t think it mattered. But with the Inquisition and how everything’s gone, and Arlecchino’s been right up Umbridge’s arse all year…”

“Yeah,” Harry said, wondering where Fred was going.

“Anyway,” Fred continued, “we’ve found out that Arlecchino is pretending to be someone else. His name’s not actually Arlecchino. We saw on the Ma—well, anyway. He’s someone called Corban Yaxley.”

That was strange. Of course, there were any number of reasons for someone to go by a different name, and not all of them at all nefarious. But… a more prosaic explanation hardly seemed like it would be the case during the High Inquisition. Not with everything that was going on, and certainly not with Voldemort taking an active interest in the school’s affairs.

Harry went over the various names of Death Eaters he knew in in his head. He didn’t think Yaxley was one of them. Not one of the ones who’d sat trial after the War, anyway. Definitely not one of the ones who’d gone to Azkaban. Sirius and Remus had told him of more who’d never sat trial nor been accused, but he didn’t think Corban Yaxley had numbered among them.

But the name did sound familiar.

“Yaxley, Yaxley,” Harry muttered. “Why do I know that name?”

“There was a Yaxley in Slytherin,” George said. “Lavinia. Fit, but a bit up herself. One of the prefects. Finished school last year.”

“Right,” Harry said. “I remember.” George’s description wasn’t too far off the mark, at least as far as Harry remembered her, but she’d always been pleasant to him. 

“So this Corban Yaxley bloke might be her brother, or an uncle, or maybe her father,” Fred said. “He looks a bit old to be her brother but you never know, do you? Could be Polyjuice, or transfiguration, or metamorphmagery.”

“It’s like Fred said earlier,” George continued. “We weren’t going to say anything, since it’s his business what name he uses, isn’t it? But with everything that’s happening it’s just weird, right? Like, everyone knows of the Yaxleys. They’re an old pureblood family. So it wouldn’t be unusual for one of them to join the Inquisition. It’s a proper Ministry thing. So why’s this one gone and used a fake name?” George shrugged.

“There’s just something strange about it,” Fred finished. “So we thought we should let you know.”

“Thanks,” Harry said. He thought some more on it. Arlecchino – Corban Yaxley – had been acting strangely all year. Lurking about the Entrance Hall, ingratiating himself with Umbridge, being a general nuisance…

The Death Eater agent in Hogwarts? Harry wondered. It would make sense. Although Dumbledore had said he wasn’t sure there was one, Harry thought that incredibly unlikely. It was much easier to believe that Voldemort had infiltrated the castle than it was to think he hadn’t, and the vision…

“So we thought,” Fred said, “maybe mention it to Dumbledore next time you see him.”

“What?” said Harry. “What makes you think I’m seeing Dumbledore?”

“You were spending hours every Thursday night in his office,” George said. “Doubt he’d disappear without letting you know where he’s got to.”

“How’d you know that?” Harry asked. That he’d had meetings with Dumbledore was common knowledge since it had been in the papers. That he’d spent hours every Thursday night in Dumbledore’s office was less well known.

George looked shifty. Shiftier than usual, at any rate.

“And you knew Arlecchino was really Corban Yaxley,” continued Harry. “How’d you figure that out? Did you just overhear him telling someone? Spy on one of his letters?”

Unlikely. Very unlikely.

Of course, Harry knew of a way the twins could figure out both of those things very easily. Sirius’s Map. The Map made by Harry’s father, Sirius, Remus and … Wormtail. But surely the twins hadn’t found it and somehow worked out its secrets.

Except that that fit perfectly. The Weasley twins were well-known for being able to get everywhere and do it without being seen. They were even well-known for being able to find people at inopportune times. They had done so when they’d found Harry and Tracey, even. It had always been strange that they’d happened upon each other at precisely the right time for them both to be attempting to graffiti the same part of the school. There was even what Fred had been about to say earlier – Harry would have sworn he was about to say ‘map’.

And given that the Map showed both a person’s location in the castle along with their true name, it was an easy explanation.

“You’re the ones who’ve got the Map!” Harry said. It was a gamble to mention the Map, but Harry felt sure that the twins had it. Sirius had complained that it had gone missing from Filch’s office, which was why he’d never been able to find it.

He’d even tasked Harry was trying to find the damned thing, although Harry hadn’t the foggiest where to begin looking. It was meant to be an entirely unremarkable scrap of parchment. Not to mention all the pressures on Harry’s time making it difficult for him to do what he already wanted to do, let alone what Sirius wanted him to do as well.

But the facts all fit together. The twins were terrors who could appear seemingly anywhere in the castle whenever they liked. They nearly always managed to get around without being caught, and they’d happened upon Harry and Tracey easily enough.

“My dad made it,” Harry added. “Which is how I know about it. And, er, I’ve met the other ones.”

For a few moments, silence. Then, after looking at one another and nodding, Fred spoke.

“We’ve got the Map,” Fred confirmed. “We found it in Filch’s office. Which one was your dad?”

Which one was… Harry thought. Literally everyone in the wizarding world knew James Potter, and that Harry was his son. What an odd question…

And then he remembered that Sirius had said his father, Sirius, Remus and Wormtail had used their nicknames on the map. Some sort of concealment spell that made it look like a joke bit of parchment.

“Oh, you mean… er, he was Prongs,” Harry said.

“Who were the others?” asked George. “Moony, Padfoot, and Wormtail. You’ve met them all?”

“I don’t—it’s just, I’m not sure they’d want me to say—er, it doesn’t matter right now,” Harry said vaguely, keen to avoid discussion of Sirius and Wormtail, and aware that Remus perhaps might not want students knowing about his mischievous past. “And it’s not like I want it from you, or anything—you can keep it,” Harry said. “I just… if you do have the map, then that means Arlecchino really is Corban Yaxley. S—er, the Map is apparently never wrong about that.” Harry paused. “Or so I’ve been told.”

Although it would have been nice to get his hands on the Map. If nothing else it would be the perfect tool for leaving graffiti and sneaking about the school late at night. Failing that, if he could get some idea of the spells his father and Sirius and the others had used, he could try to reproduce it. Or something like it.

“Well… I suppose the Map is technically yours,” Fred said slowly, “since your dad made it. But we’re keeping it for a while longer. It’s dead useful—basically everything we’ve managed to do was because of the Marauders. We put our own twist on it but…”

“All the secret passages they found,” added George. “With all the passwords. It’s amazing.”

“I’m sure,” Harry said. “So. Yaxley. I’ll make sure the name gets somewhere useful,” Harry said. He didn’t want to outright confirm he was speaking with Dumbledore – or could get in contact with him, anyway – since that seemed unwise, but the twins really had been helpful, and he wanted them to know that he was going to do something about what they’d said.

Especially because he didn’t want them keeping any further morsels to themselves.

“Good,” said George.

“Oh yeah,” Harry added, “I spoke with everyone about working together and they’re all in. I won’t tell them about the Map, but it could be really helpful since, er, a few of us have got a bit worried about being caught. So just let me or Tracey know about what we can do together and we’ll work something out.”

“Oh yeah?” Fred said. “Well, fair enough. We’re working on something big for the corridor outside Umbridge’s office, but it’s not ready yet. We’ll need someone good with charms to help…”

“Well, we won’t need it,” George said, “but it would be useful.”

“Daphne or Susan, then,” Harry said. “We can help with that. Er—one last thing before we go. I might have heard something about Umbridge planning to search the Common Rooms and dorms for… stuff. No idea what, but you know what the Inquisition’s like. So… just thought you might like to know.” The twins had, after all, given up Yaxley’s name and hadn’t even lied about the Map. So Harry felt like it was only fair to tell them about something that could have a major impact on them.

Would definitely have a major impact on them, as if Harry knew either of the twins at all, they would be sure to have all sorts of contraband.

“Do you know when?” Fred asked immediately. “It’s not today, is it?”

Harry shrugged.

“No one knows,” Harry said. “Could be any time now—she’s been threatening it for a while. Since they searched the teachers. I only know about it because she told the Squad—Blaise is on it. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone else. Blaise really doesn’t want to get in trouble. Umbridge said it’s expulsions and snapped wands if this gets out.”

There. The twins had given him two very useful pieces of information. It was only fair Harry give something in return.

“Hmm,” George said, frowning. “It’s not ideal, but we can manage that. Thanks for letting us know.”

“Well, we’re meant to be working together,” Harry said. “And, er—if you see anything else weird on the Map please let me know about it. It could be important.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” George said.

“So… we all good to go back to lunch?” Harry asked. The twins agreed, and that was that. Harry had a big piece of news to get back to his friends, and a brand new problem to deal with: what exactly to do about Arlecchino. Or rather, Corban Yaxley.

Resolving to get in touch with Sirius through the mirror at his earliest opportunity, Harry headed back to the Great Hall to finally sit down for a brief lunch.

*

Harry didn’t wait long to get in touch with Sirius. After lessons that day he nipped into the Chamber of Secrets to grab the two-way mirror. He stopped briefly to chat with the basilisk but couldn’t justify spending too long with it as he had quite a lot of work to do. So instead, he took out the mirror and sat on the bed while he waited for Sirius to answer.

“Sirius,” Harry said to the mirror, and waited. Sirius didn’t answer immediately, which left Harry sat on the bed with nothing much to do. If he’d thought to bring a book… well, he supposed there was enough left in Slytherin’s study that he could grab something there, but the moment he did was probably going to be when Sirius answered anyway.

“Harry?” said Sirius after a while, his face appearing in the mirror instead of Harry’s own. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Harry said. “Not exactly. But it’s not a social call—I’ve got a bit of news. Fred and George Weasley have got the Map. I figured it out earlier today when they told me that… well, so, you know that Inquisitor, Arlecchino? Well, apparently, on the Map his name is actually Corban Yaxley.”

“Corban Yaxley,” murmured Sirius. “I’ve heard of him. Not the most outgoing wizard. Corban Yaxley…” He tapped his cheek. “Don’t think he was one of the Death Eaters from the last war. Then again, there were some whose identity we never learned, so it’s possible… What’s he like, this Yaxley?” He paused. “Arlecchino, I mean. You know, the character he’s put on.”

“Weird,” Harry said. “A bit creepy. He’s not—he doesn’t seem nasty or cruel, just… I don’t know. Always watching. He’s interested in Mr Flamel. I don’t know why.”

“Well, be careful around him,” Sirius cautioned. “I know you’re not reckless but… you just never know. I’ll tell Dumbledore about this straight away.”

“Brilliant! Thanks, Sirius,” Harry said. “It might be nothing, but I just wanted to be sure. And I know Dumbledore said he wasn’t sure if there was someone in Hogwarts, but I think there is, and it’s Arlecchino. Yaxley. And, er—I probably won’t be able to use the mirror much. I know I said I’d use it more, but Umbridge to look through Common Rooms and dorms, so I’ve had to stash it somewhere. Just in case. But don’t worry because it’s really well hidden. Like, somewhere not even you could find it. Not even with the Map.”

Sirius raised an eyebrow.

“Oh? And you’re sure of that, are you? I did get around that castle when I was your age, you know.”

Harry grinned.

“I can promise you that you never came to this part. And no, I’ll not tell you where it is. Not yet anyway.”

“Ah, well, now you’ve definitely piqued my interest,” Sirius said. “As long as you tell me the next time we meet in person, eh? Can’t stand the idea there’s somewhere else we never found, especially after we missed the Room of Requirement.”

“I’ll let you know, I promise,” Harry said. He didn’t want to keep the Chamber of Secrets a secret from everyone. Just most people. And he’d have told Dumbledore except Dumbledore had suggested there were many things it was simply better for him not to know, so Harry hadn’t said. But it was probably a good idea for Dumbledore to learn about the giant, ancient basilisk slithering around underneath Hogwarts.

Which also snuck out of the castle at times to go hunting in the Forest. So there was that.

“Right,” Harry said, “I can’t stick around—I’ve got to get back before anyone notices I’m gone. It’s all a bit grim at the castle, to be honest. Inquisitors roaming the halls, Umbridge has even got that Inquisitorial Squad of hers now. I haven’t spoken to you since it’s happened, but she’s even let them in the Prefects’ Bathrooms—so there’s nowhere to hide from them now. It’s a right ball ache.”

“You’ve obviously found somewhere,” Sirius said. “But I get what you mean. Just be careful—all this, the Inquisition, it’s just temporary. They won’t stick around forever. Not even Fudge has got the stomach for that and—well, you’ve seen him. He’s got the stomach for most things, I’d say.”

Harry grinned.

“Right. Thanks for the advice, Sirius! I’ll try and get in touch again, but it’s hard… And make sure you tell Dumbledore about Yaxley. It could be nothing, but it could be something really important as well.”

“I’ll tell him right away,” Sirius said. “Go on—don’t stick around. Get back before anyone notices you.”

Harry nodded.

“Thanks, Sirius! I’ll see you soon.” Harry cancelled the mirror’s connection and placed it back on the bed. After a brief conversation with the basilisk – and a promise to bring it more food – Harry returned to the upper parts of the castle to attend dinner with everyone else.

With Dumbledore told about Corban Yaxley Harry felt much better about the whole thing. Dumbledore himself was unlikely to be able to do much about it, but Harry supposed he could task Moody or whoever with finding out more, and that would be fine.

Harry had wanted to observe Arlecchino – Yaxley – at dinner, but he wasn’t there. That wasn’t too unusual, especially for the Inquisitors, even the ones who lived full time at the castle. Harry supposed there was something especially unpleasant about sitting to eat meals at a table where everyone else hated you, so that did make a lot of sense.

Not that Umbridge seemed to mind.

*

February dragged on without much interesting for Harry. Ahead of the second Alchemy practical he had rather a lot of work to be done anyway, from choosing his particular set of reagents to coming up with an invocation that made the best use of the most appropriate symbolisms. So most of his time was taken up by that, his prefect duties, and whenever he had any time at all – which wasn’t often and never much – doing literally everything else he had to do.

Of course, it didn’t help at all that Lockhart kept having Harry attend mandatory ‘homework’ sessions every Tuesday evening after lessons had ended. The tasks were marginally more interesting than doing Lockhart’s actual homework assignments, but only just, and only because Lockhart occasionally had something worthwhile to say.

But only occasionally.

And there had been no further intrusions by the Inquisition into Lockhart’s office in stark contrast to how the other teachers had been faring. They were subjected to all sorts of inspections at seemingly any and every time of day.

“Oh, we’ve got a right treat lined up for tomorrow,” Lockhart was saying to Harry as they answered his letters. “I shan’t be telling you of course because it’s a surprise—even from celebrities like yourself, I’m afraid!—but I do think you’ll enjoy it. As I said, a real treat.”

“Tomorrow?” Harry echoed. He didn’t have lessons with Lockhart on Wednesdays. So if Lockhart had a surprise ready, that must have meant… well, something. And it was unlikely to be something that was any good for Harry no matter what Lockhart said or thought.

Tomorrow didn’t seem like anything especially important, either. It was just any random Wednesday in February, at least as far as Harry…

“Oh,” Harry said with much more disappointment and distaste than he’d intended. “Valentine’s Day.”

“Ah, should have realised you’d have caught that!” Lockhart said. “Clever boy. Yes, of course—for Valentine’s Day. I’ve got something very special planned indeed. So all I’ll say is—if you’ve got any special girls or boys you’d like to impress, get thinking about it tonight. You’ll have a chance to get it done until Friday, so there’s no need to worry about that.”

Harry suppressed his groan. Three whole days of whatever Lockhart had planned was sure to be torture, whatever it actually ended up being. Although there was a chance Umbridge would cancel it if she thought it might be any fun, so there was always that to look forward to.

“Er, thanks for the warning,” Harry decided to say. Not that he had anyone he wanted to send a Valentine’s message to in the first place. He was a bit busy for all that, and even if he hadn’t been, it wasn’t as if he’d spent any effort thinking about which of the girls he knew might like him like that. And it would just be far too embarrassing to say anything to a girl who didn’t like him back.

Or even worse if he said something to a girl who was already his friend, and then she didn’t… and then…

Ugh, Harry thought. Not at all what he’d wanted to have to think about.

“Ah, to be young and in love again!” Lockhart said wistfully. Harry glanced over at him. Lockhart wasn’t old to begin with. He was the youngest member of staff, discounting the apprentices, and given the content of some of his letters Harry thought love wasn’t exactly on Lockhart’s agenda. But he didn’t want to get drawn into one of Lockhart’s pointless reminiscences.

“The bloke in this letter’s wishing you a happy Valentine’s Day,” Harry decided to say instead. “I think he wants one of the, er, the scented letters back.”

“And we shall give it to him!” Lockhart declared. “You know where to find them.”

“Right, Professor,” Harry said. He grabbed one. “And, er, what shall I say…? Only, I think he might want a more personal response than, er, I’m prepared to write…”

Lockhart sighed theatrically.

“Then let me write it, Harry my lad,” Lockhart said, taking the letter. After a few moments he spoke. “Do you have anyone special you’d like to surprise tomorrow? If you let me know tonight I can get it arranged for you! My treat.”

“Er, no,” Harry said. “I’m not… ah… I’m just really busy and with everything going on… you know…”

While that was all true, it was also just terminally embarrassing to be discussing that sort of thing with any of his teachers, let alone Gilderoy Lockhart. Harry could have had a very obvious thing for someone, something which everyone else in the castle knew about, and he’d still not want to sit there chatting about it with Lockhart.

“Ah, well, there’s always time, I suppose,” Lockhart said. “You’re young yet, after all. Why, I’m not even past my best years yet and I’m at least a decade older than you are!”

And the rest, thought Harry, although Lockhart was the youngest member of staff so perhaps he wasn’t that much older than twenty-five.

“Keep an eye out tomorrow and if you get any sudden urges to declare your undying devotion to anyone, do take advantage of the little… surprise… I’ve put on,” Lockhart continued.

“Er, right,” Harry said. “I’ll, um, do that.”

Lockhart spent the rest of their evening homework session attempting to get Harry to ask him again what the surprise was, but Harry didn’t give in. As much as he did want to be warned, he didn’t want it enough to sink so low as to play Lockhart’s little games, so he left it alone.

By the time Lockhart finally dismissed him, Harry was well and truly ready for bed. He couldn’t actually go right away, though. Instead, Harry settled down in the Common Room with his friends to get some of his homework done before eventually making his way to the dorms for some much-needed sleep.

The next morning Harry awoke and headed up to breakfast with his friends, mindful of Lockhart’s ‘surprise’. By the time Harry got to the Entrance Hall it was perfectly clear that Lockhart had been given more or less free rein to decorate the castle as he’d wanted.

Adorning the walls of the Entrance Hall were gigantic pink and red hearts, roses, and all sorts of other kitschy, ‘romantic’ tat. Rose petals rained from the ceiling in a never ending stream, while music played from an enchanted orchestra. Harry turned to remark on the general tackiness of it all, but stopped when he realised his words would be lost on Tracey.

“Ooh, it’s so romantic!” Tracey was saying to Daphne. “They’ve never decorated for Valentine’s Day before, but I like it! It’s just so festive.”

“I know!” Daphne said. “And it matches my hairclip, look!”

“Girls,” muttered Blaise. “Well, let’s get into breakfast, shall we? Can’t be any worse than all this.”

If the décor was the extent of Lockhart’s meddling, Harry thought he could probably put up with the Valentine’s Day surprise. Unfortunately Harry didn’t think that Lockhart was capable of holding off, and it seemed likely that the decorations were the least he’d been able to do.

And no doubt Umbridge had given him full permission to do whatever he liked, as Umbridge fancied him and probably loved pink hearts and roses and all of that.

“Ugh,” Harry said. “And this isn’t going to be the worst of it,” he added to Blaise. “Lockhart said last night he had something special planned for today but wouldn’t say what it was. Doubt he’d have been so cagey just for all this bollocks.”

Inside of the Great Hall it was more of the same. The usual House banners were still there, but Lockhart had added every bit of Valentine’s Day decoration that he could think of, and more. Hearts and clouds; roses and other flowers all done up into knots; while doves and bluebirds flitted around the Great Hall; and for some bizarre reason even giant wooden spoons had been strung up all over the place.

Harry looked up at the High Table. Some of the teachers seemed just as put off by the whole thing as Harry was, but there were others who seemed charmed by it all. Lockhart sat at the table beaming, while Umbridge…

Harry stifled a laugh. He nudged Blaise.

“Look up at Umbridge. See her hair? She’s wearing the same clip as Daphne.”

Blaise sniggered.

“Oi, Daph!” Blaise said, reaching out to tap Daphne on the shoulder. “Umbridge has got the same clip as you on.”

Daphne stopped dead in the middle of the Great Hall, causing a handful of students to make a hasty correction of their courses. One of her hands flew to her hair.

“Oh no!” she cried. “She really does!” Daphne sighed. “I really liked this clip as well… Mummy bought it for me…”

“It’s still a really nice clip!” Tracey said.

“And you look way fitter with it than Umbridge ever could,” Millicent added. “Ignore the boys—they’re just jealous you’re in love and they’re just … alone.”

Daphne glared at Blaise, then at Harry.

“I’m not the one who said anything!” Harry protested.

“He’s the one who told me about it,” Blaise said.

“Dick,” Harry said.

“Hmph!” said Daphne. “Come on, girls—let’s sit on our own today. Leave the boys to it.”

The three girls stomped off to eat breakfast together, but without Harry and Blaise, leaving the two boys stood alone off to the side of the Slytherin Table.

“It was only a joke,” Blaise said. “I didn’t mean anything by it…”

Harry shrugged.

“Well, you know how Daphne is about fashion,” he said. “Let’s just sit down before the table fills up too much and we’re stuck by the first years.”

The rain of rose petals was still happening in the Great Hall, but fortunately it avoided the tables, so Harry wouldn’t have to fish rose petals out of his cornflakes. That was one small positive, he supposed.

They found a space to sit a few feet away from the girls and got started with breakfast. It went well enough until Umbridge got up at the very end to give an announcement. That in itself was hardly unusual, as since she’d taken over the school her announcements were more frequent than ever, but it was just as unwanted as it had been the first time.

“Hem, hem,” Umbridge began. “I have an announcement. Today, being as it is Valentine’s Day, a day of romance and love and all sorts of lovely things, I have elected to decorate the school in proper festive fashion. You have all made such good progress in your behavioural adjustments following on from Christmas, and it is only right that you are given a reward for such positive steps. Indeed, that is precisely why I have decided that next weekend shall see the resumption of Hogsmeade weekends—something which I know you have all been waiting for since the interruption.”

Umbridge smiled widely.

“Of course, it would be remiss of me not to give due praise to Professor Lockhart, whose lobbying on behalf of the student body was part of why I have decided to allow such festivities. But we shall not simply be allowed a Hogsmeade weekend and cosy decoration—Professor Lockhart has very graciously organised something much more exciting for us all. Indeed, I shall allow him to explain.”

Umbridge glanced at Lockhart, smiled, and then sat down. She actually seemed really, genuinely happy at how things were going, which was … nice, Harry supposed. At least it was an indication that she didn’t live solely for her nastiness and bile, even if what she did enjoy wasn’t to Harry’s own tastes.

“Thank you very much, High Inquisitor!” Lockhart said. “I was very pleased to work with you on this! It is ever so important to reward our young people, after all, and Valentine’s Day is a day dear to my own heart! A love that we both share, it seems! And how lucky you all are,” Lockhart said, turning towards the students once more, “because you have something fabulous in store for you this week! First of all I would like to thank each of the forty-six people who have already seen fit to grace me with a Valentine’s Day card—I am ever so grateful and it really warms my heart to see such an outpouring of love! Marvellous, simply marvellous!”

Lockhart paused.

“But it doesn’t end there! As grateful as I am, I have organised a little surprise—for the rest of this week my fabulous card-carrying-cupids will be roaming the school and the grounds ready and waiting for you all to send your billets doux, amorous epistles, letters of love to one another! All free of charge, of course!”

As Lockhart finished speaking a bunch of dwarfs stormed into the Great Hall. They were dressed like Cupid, complete with false wings, holding bows with arrows tipped with love hearts. Harry felt like it was all a bit much, even for Lockhart.

Even for a combination of Umbridge and Lockhart. And the dwarfs didn’t seem too happy at the role either, although Harry supposed they had taken the job on.

“Right on time!” Lockhart said. “Yes, our friendly cadre of cupids will be hovering around the castle waiting to fulfil your Valentine’s needs until Friday evening! So if you have anyone you’d like to send a Valentine’s message, avail yourself of their services! I have been assured that they will see every single message delivered to the proper recipient and will also deliver anonymous tidings of love and cheer—perfect if you haven’t quite worked up the courage to let your potential paramour know just yet!”

Harry groaned. As if it could get any worse. He just hoped no one had anything for him, at least not with a name attached, since that really would be too awkward to be getting on with. Nobody needed that.

“But don’t think that’s all!” continued Lockhart. “No, I’m sure our other professors will want to get in on the fun! Let me tell you, Professor Flitwick is a master with Entrancing Enchantments, and I’m quite sure that Professor Snape has brewed a Love Potion or two in his day! And I’m sure they’d be more than willing to lend a hand if you ask them the right way!” Lockhart winked. “And that’s all I’ve got for you today. Have a wonderful Valentine’s Day!”

Lockhart sat down.

Flitwick had buried his head in his hands, while Snape looked furious, his lips curled into an expression of distaste so powerful that Harry thought it could curdle milk. But then breakfast was over, and the students flooded from the Great Hall in a great big mass.

“This Valentine’s thing doesn’t sound that bad,” Blaise was saying to Harry as they left.

Harry grimaced.

“Not you, too.”

“No, hear me out,” Blaise said. “It’s a nice little boost if you get some, isn’t it? You know, someone likes you enough to send you a message using the cupids or whatever—makes you feel nice and, more importantly, lets the other girls know they’ve got some competition. Good vibes all round. Of course,” Blaise continued, “that’s only if you get some. If you don’t get any you look like a berk and your stock goes even lower.” He paused. “But I doubt that will happen to either of us. Well, maybe you—the whole Boy-Who-Lived thing might put them off. But I should be alright because I’m rich and handsome and good at duelling, so…”

And that was something Harry hadn’t considered at all, but which he was now going to worry about until he got a stupid Valentine’s Day message from Lockhart’s stupid cupids.

“I didn’t even think about that!” Harry lamented as they made their way out from breakfast. “If I really don’t get one,” Harry said before they parted ways, “send me one? Anonymously, obviously—you know, just so it doesn’t look sad. I’ll do one for you as well.”

Blaise considered it.

“Alright, deal,” he said. “Not that it’ll happen but we’ve got to have a backup plan, I suppose. See you later.”

Harry went off to his lessons, half paying attention to the actual class content and half worrying about not getting any of Lockhart’s stupid Valentine’s Day messages. Not that he had any time or spare mental energy for it, given everything that was going on, but it happened all the same.

Fortunately for Harry, a stocky and frown-faced dwarf kicked the door in halfway through Ancient Runes with Babbling and announced a litany of messages – one of which was for Harry from an anonymous admirer. As mortifying as it had been, Harry was glad to have had at least one.

But his relief quickly turned to exasperation as it kept happening throughout the day, and even for the rest of the week.
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    Chapter 36 – Winds of Change
After the excitement of Valentine’s Day and the resumption of Hogsmeade weekends, Harry ended up without much else to look forward to. Despite receiving more Valentine’s messages than he needed, no one had approached him for any kind of dates. And he hadn’t approached anyone else either – quite apart from the fact that he didn’t really fancy any of the girls he knew, Harry didn’t think that right then was quite the right time to embark on a new relationship.

With everything Harry had to do, the days passed by quickly, filled with lessons, prefect duties, and the occasional bit of nocturnal protest, with Flight Club and duelling shoved in wherever he could make the time.

So the weeks passed by, and February became March.

And on top of everything else that Harry had to do, he had to prepare for the second of the Alchemy practicals. The Draught of Aural Acuity was trickier to create than the Salve of Clear Sight, and some of the better ingredients for it were rather more esoteric than Harry had ever used before.

To that end, Harry had sought permission from Professor Snape for another nighttime jaunt out on the grounds. He didn’t think Snape would deny it to him, not when he had an actual reason. And even their occlumency lessons had been a little less confrontational than they were to begin with. Snape seemed to be warming to Harry, even if it was only slightly.

Harry didn’t get the feeling that Snape hated him anymore, anyway, which was more than enough progress in Harry’s book. So, on the night of the Vernal Equinox, Harry made his way out onto the grounds with his Firebolt and a specialised vessel. Unlike last time with the lunar water, Harry had set out to collect the first winds of spring. 

Not the literal first winds of spring, since Harry didn’t think it was actually possible to literally collect the first winds of spring. But in a metaphorical, magico-symbolic sense, it was what Harry had to do. And he needed to do it just before midnight on the night of the vernal equinox – after midnight on the night of the equinox itself.

When he reached the Entrance Hall he spotted two other students – Brocklehurst and Boot. Boot carried a broom of his own, although Brocklehurst was without.

“I said Potter would be out tonight, didn’t I,” Harry heard Boot say.

“You did, to be fair,” Brocklehurst said. “Although it’s not like that was an especially hard guess—of course Potter would be out tonight. The first winds of spring is a powerful component.”

“I wasn’t sure I’d see anyone else tonight,” Harry said once he’d approached.

“Well, after you sprung your lunar water on us last time we had a bit of a think,” Boot said. “Me and Mandy. And we decided that for the Draught we’d collect our own specialist ingredients if we could.”

“And the first winds of spring, well,” finished Brocklehurst, “it doesn’t get much better than that for this, does it?”

Harry shook his head. With some luck, and with the right spread of ingredients, the first winds of spring should even allow him to give himself perfect pitch using the Draught. Not that that was especially useful given Harry’s generally unmusical talents, but it would be nice. A good show of skill, at least, even if he never used it.

“Wonder if Hermione’s going to be out tonight,” Harry said. She certainly would have wanted the winds, but Harry didn’t think she was any good on a broom at all.

“Have you seen her on a broom?” scoffed Boot. “It’s about the only thing Granger isn’t good at.”

“What’s about the only thing I’m not good at?” Hermione said as she entered the Entrance Hall and reached her fellow alchemists.

“Oh, er…” said Boot. “I didn’t—it’s…”

“Terry was just saying that you aren’t very good on a broom,” said Brocklehurst, “so maybe you wouldn’t be out tonight. But it seems like he was wrong.”

Hermione’s face went a bit red at that, but she shrugged.

“It’s not a secret that I’m no good on a broom,” she said, “but for something as important as this is, I’ll get up in the air. I’ve got to get some of the first winds of spring. Now, are we going to go do it, or will we miss the opportunity because we’ve spent all night gossiping in the Entrance Hall?”

Harry thought she had a point, even if it was only made in earnest because she didn’t like being the topic of conversation.

“Yeah, let’s get outside,” Harry said. “No point missing the chance.” He didn’t stick around waiting for the others to agree. Instead he made his way out onto the grounds through the wicket gate, and headed out to find a suitable location to bottle his wind. He didn’t want to be too close to the castle, nor did he want to be above or within the Forbidden Forest.

The Forest would give the wind too dark an air, while the castle wouldn’t be wild enough. Too manufactured. So Harry wanted somewhere that was just right. Wild, but not untamed.

With his free hand Harry fished inside his robes to bring out the wind-net, a great big sock-like net at the end of a long silver pole he could use to capture the wind. He had a special glass vessel for storing it later, but that could wait until he’d safely netted it. He’d been sceptical of the net’s utility at first, but Professor Dee had assured him that it would work, and the magical theory underpinning its function did make perfect sense.

Even if to look at Harry still doubted it.

Harry mounted his Firebolt and kicked off from the ground, rising quickly into the skies. He didn’t expect to see the others again, at least not until after they’d all finished their collections.

The Firebolt was simply too fast a broom in comparison to what they’d all be riding, even Boot whose broom was a Nimbus, and Harry doubted they were half as skilled as he was at using them anyway. So he didn’t need to worry at all about getting sidetracked or held up in his collection, and he headed for the hills just outside of the grounds themselves.

Which was technically not allowed, but Harry was on his broom and there was nobody watching him anyway.

As Harry sped away from the castle and into the wilds around Hogwarts the wind picked up and there was a chill in the air. Although it was technically spring, the cold of winter hadn’t quite relinquished its grip on the skies around Hogwarts, and the flight was perhaps a little more bracing than Harry had expected.

Although it was still nothing he couldn’t handle.

Harry aimed for a spot between Hogwarts, Hogsmeade, and the various outlying hamlets that were scattered about the highlands. He rose steadily higher into the sky until he could feel the winds pick up. He wanted the strongest winds for his Draught and wanted to collect them at precisely the right time.

Which was possible even if it was a bit tricky. With his wind-net held in his free hand, Harry steered his Firebolt into the heaviest winds. The night itself wasn’t especially windy, nor was it calm, but that shouldn’t have mattered for the purpose of collecting the first winds of spring. Harry had checked – multiple times even – that it was the magico-symbolic quality of the wind that was most important when it came to collecting the winds, and not the literal wind itself.

Still, Harry did worry a little about how he was supposed to know when it was the right moment. Nothing he’d read was specific.

What little light there was came from the stars and the Moon. Glancing around, Harry could see no signs of artificial lights, but that wasn’t so strange out on the Highlands, especially so far from Hogsmeade, Hogwarts, and the other signs of human habitation. And Harry was very glad for that. He could see well enough in the dark thanks to his Salve, and the thick blanket of darkness all around him gave a hint of primeval power to the magic.

Harry drifted along letting the wind rush over and around him. He embraced the quiet of the night, letting it envelop him. Out there on his broom Harry could almost forget the castle and its woes, enjoying as he was a peace that never would have happened at the castle.

There was the odd noise, of course - the flap-flapping of bird or batwings; the buzzing of insects; and far in the distance the sound of rushing water. But rather than shatter Harry’s peace they added to it, giving the night an ambience Harry wanted to savour.

Harry held out his wind-net and flew in lazy circles around the skies while he got used to the heft of the net. It wasn’t heavy, although the silver pole did make it heavier than if it had been made of wood, but it was a bit unwieldy and Harry wasn’t used to carrying things like that whilst on a broom.

At least the wind wouldn’t add any extra weight.

Once he was satisfied he could fly, wave around the net, and cast the ritual words all at once, Harry took a quick look at his watch to check the time and then got ready to capture the wind. With about half a minute to go, Harry shifted the wind-net in his arms and gripped the shaft of his broom with his knees.

He had to hit the wind at just the right angle, but that was fine, since he’d achieved far more difficult things during the Aerobaticum. Harry counted down the seconds to midnight and then, when it was the right time, accelerated hard.

“Ventus ad me veni,” Harry said, holding the silver wind-net and dragging it through the wind. ”In manu mea te teneo!”

The wind-net began to glow. It was subtle at first, so subtle that Harry would have missed it without his alchemically enhanced eyesight. But glow it did, a soft silver light not unlike that produced by the lunar water.

“Veris aura, flores et vitam!” Harry continued, next invoking the power of spring itself. “In hoc loco suscita!”

The air turned crisp, and the winds took on the colour of spring. But there was another sign too, one which Harry felt more than saw. The wind picked up, grew more powerful… and came tinged with the scent of spring itself.

All at once the scents hit Harry in a whirl: the smell of damp grass after a downpour; the tang of new shoots on a branch; and the sweet, subtle scent of spring flowers.

The awakened winds of spring swirled around Harry in a mess of colour, light, and scent as Harry’s ritual words coaxed the magic of spring out from the earth and into the winds. And with it, Harry’s heart soared as high as his broom.

Much more involved than the usual bits of magic Harry did, the ritual to capture the first winds of spring was much less convenient than wanded spell-based magic. It was more primitive and much more laborious… but Harry found he didn’t mind. The magic felt much more personal. There was a kind of poetry in the old magic, in the esoteric arts, that some of his other studies completely lacked.

More than anything else, Harry was starting to understand what people meant when they talked about the importance of the esoteric disciplines. Why Mairi had been so insistent that they were worthwhile, why Tracey’s Nan was so hung up on the deeper aspects of magic.

Step one, Harry thought to himself. The smell of spring meant the ritual was working. He circled back around and got the wind-net ready once more.

“Ventus ad me veni!” Harry said again, dragging the wind-net through the wind. “In manu mea te teneo!” The glow grew stronger. “Veris aura, flores et vitam—in hoc loco suscita!”

Step two. Nearly there…

Harry repeated the process again and again until the sock-like net at the end of the pole grew full and fat with the first winds of spring. When the sock glowed about as bright as the full moon, and with a vortex of spring wind around him, Harry knew he’d reached the climax.

Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Harry reached for the ritual words in his mind to ensure he didn’t mess up at the very last bit.

“Ventus in silentio recede,” Harry said loudly, matching his voice to the strength of the wind. “Gratias ago et accipio, ver et aura nobiscum sit.” The vortex stilled and the glow faced, although the smell of spring lingered in the calm air.

Harry got the wind vessel out and unstopped it before decanting the first winds of spring from his wind-net into the vessel. Then, once the wind-net was emptied, Harry stoppered the vessel and placed it gently within the expanded pocket of his robes.

He balanced the wind-net better in his free hand and flew back to the castle, wondering idly how the others had fared in their collections. The trickiest part of the whole thing was the flying with dragging the net, really, as the Latin invocation was fairly simple even if it was much longer than the spells they typically used.

Harry landed his broom just before the gardens at the front of the castle and tucked his broom under his arm. Although a bit chilly, the night was nice, and it was a rare thing indeed to get the chance to wander the Hogwarts gardens at nighttime without having to worry about being caught. Harry strolled through the gardens idly, gazing at one plant or another as he walked by. As pleasant as it was wandering through the gardens after midnight, Harry did have an ulterior motive. He expected the others to be back at any time and wanted to catch them before they went into the castle.

But until then, Harry simply enjoyed his midnight walk. He could still smell the scent of spring as it lingered on his clothes, mingling as it did with the gardens’ aroma.

By the time Harry got back to the castle gates, Boot and Brocklehurst were dismounting their brooms just past the gardens on the lawn.

“I’d have thought you’d be back and in bed by now,” Boot said when he noticed Harry. “On that Firebolt of yours.”

“Took a stroll through the gardens,” Harry said with a shrug. “Thought I might as well. How’d it go with the winds?”

“We got it done,” Brocklehurst said. “Lovely bit of magic, that. Very…”

“Bracing,” finished Boot. “This esotericism malarkey’s got something to it.”

Harry felt much the same way. There was just something alluring about the deeper mysteries, and Harry had barely scratched the surface yet.

“I wonder how Granger got off,” Brocklehurst said. “The ritual’s easy enough, especially for someone with Granger’s eye for detail… but the broomwork was a bit rough and I’ve been riding since I was a girl.”

“I’m sure she did fine,” Harry said, although he wasn’t entirely. But Hermione did have her Flying cert, so she did at least have adequate broom skills and the flying about catching the first winds of spring wasn’t particularly difficult. They’d done worse flying to pass the Flying lessons in first year.

“Well, it couldn’t have gone as badly as Malone’s Salve,” Boot said. “Unless she fell off, I suppose, but they can fix a broken bone…”

Harry turned to scan the skies for signs of Hermione. With his alchemically enhanced vision it was much easier to see even at night.

“You can ask her yourself,” Harry said, pointing. Hermione was making her way back to the castle by broom, her course unsteady but not quite the worst flying Harry had ever seen. Within moments she came to a clumsy stop on the lawn near to the others and dismounted her broom.

She looked flustered, but Harry thought that more likely to be from having her ungraceful flight witnessed rather than a failure to perform the ritual correctly.

“How’d it go?” Boot asked. “You’re a bit late back.”

“I finished the ritual,” Hermione said, her tone sharp. “It wasn’t complicated.”

“Well… good,” Boot said. “Shall we get back to the castle? Only, it’s a bit chilly and we’re up early in the morning.”

“No one’s keeping you,” Hermione said. She started the walk up to the castle, leaving the three others stood there.

Harry followed. He got the feeling that Hermione was still smarting from Boot’s earlier comments about her flying abilities, so he didn’t want to rub salt in the wound further.

“It’s a shame Dragonsfoot and Grimhallow didn’t get out tonight,” Harry said as they walked back to the castle. “Their Draughts will suffer for it, but it would have been nice for us all to get the first winds of spring.”

“Grimhallow’s afraid of flying,” Brocklehurst said, “and I don’t think Thomas has his Flying cert yet. It’s a shame, really, because the first winds of spring is the most powerful component they could add to the Draught. I suppose they could just go and collect the winds of spring, but…”

Harry shrugged.

“There’s ways around it. The winds of spring is one of them, but they could just… I mean, that book Mr Flamel said about the other week had a few different ways of doing it, didn’t it? And I suppose you could go right up to the top of the Old Owlery and do the ritual, you don’t technically need the broom,” Harry said. Not that Harry would have gone without it, since it was only with a broom – or a carpet, he supposed, or maybe a winged horse or something like that – that could get anyone really high enough for the best effects.

But the Old Owlery would do.

“Well at least the four of us came prepared,” Boot said. “Although I am surprised Nott didn’t give it a go.”

Harry shrugged.

“Theodore doesn’t like flying. I’m sure he thought of something, though,” Harry said. And for all that Harry had barely spoken with him since the previous school year, Harry felt confident that Theodore wouldn’t let an opportunity like that slide. If anyone had gone out to the Old Owlery it would have been Theodore. Not that Harry was going to ask him, of course. That was Theodore’s business, and Theodore’s business was no longer any of Harry’s.

Not long after that the four budding alchemists reached the castle proper and slipped inside the Entrance Hall via the wicket gate.

“See you in lessons,” Harry said once they’d crossed the Entrance Hall. The other three would go upwards to wherever the Ravenclaw and Gryffindor Common Rooms were, and Harry didn’t feel like drawing out any goodbyes. There was simply no point. So he left for the dungeons, keen to get his wind stored safely away and to jump right into bed.

*

While Harry was attending to his – rather large list of – other business, he kept an eye on what Draco was up to as well. Just in case. Although Dumbledore had cautioned him to leave it alone, and that Draco was apparently ‘well attended’, Harry didn’t feel right simply letting it go. If nothing else Harry needed to understand what Draco was up to.

He didn’t have to interfere with it, not if Dumbledore really was convinced it was all sorted… but Harry would feel much better if he knew what Draco was up to.

The vast majority of lessons they no longer had together – Draco had even transferred into a different Airthmancy group near the start of the year – so Harry couldn’t watch out for his comings and goings there. Not that there was much time during lessons.

 But they did attend the same extracurricular activities – Flight Club and Duelling Club – and occupied the same Common Room. So Harry had a lot of chances to just sit and watch Draco without it looking at all suspicious.

And he could even get some of it done while sitting with his friends. He just needed to stop paying quite as much attention to the conversation at hand, which was easy enough since he often zoned out while practising his occlumency anyway.

“…Mummy thinks I should keep it long,” Daphne was saying, “but I really do want to try out a shorter look. Millie said I’d look lovely either way, but I was just wondering…”

Harry tuned her out. He wasn’t overly concerned about Daphne’s hair. It was, on the vast list of things Harry cared about, somewhere near the bottom.

If it had even made the list at all.

Instead, he watched where Draco sat in another part of the lounge area of the Common Room. Draco had a book with him but wasn’t reading it. With his alchemically enhanced eyesight Harry could see that it wasn’t anything interesting – it appeared to be nothing more than a transfiguration book. Not the textbook, but one of the books McGonagall had suggested the third years read ahead of the OWL.

Of more interest than Draco’s academic reading was his company. As it had been last time Harry had checked him out, Draco’s circle of friends had expanded far beyond Vince, Greg, Pansy, and Victoria. Draco’s little group was no longer so little, including several students who’d been in Adder group along with a nice selection of new starters.

They were sat far enough away that Harry couldn’t quite hear their conversation, not over the general din of the Common Room. But even so it was interesting to see which students Draco was sat with. One of his new friends was someone Harry recognised as a Welsh student, purely because he’d seen her speaking Welsh with Tracey. Another Harry recognised from his core lessons as a former Wandwright’s student.

Not wholly unusual, of course. Since the start of the school year many friendship groups had shifted somewhat, some of them growing larger to accommodate the new students and some changing membership quite significantly. Harry’s hadn’t, but then he supposed he and his friends had other concerns.

But Draco’s had grown quite a bit.

“I’ve been thinking about going for a more fitted look,” Tracey was saying, “you know, like Artemisia Lumpkin’s new line. But they’re for taller witches and…”

And Draco himself was acting much more pleasant than Harry had ever known him to be. Not to Harry, of course, as the pair of them hadn’t really interacted since the previous year. It would have been suspicious if Harry didn’t already know the avoidance on both of their parts was for the exact same reasons. But to everyone else – even some of the Gryffindors Draco had been very rude to previously – he was the very image of charming and gregarious.

That’s important, Harry thought. There was a reason for Draco’s change in behaviour. It was most certainly a purposeful change. Draco hadn’t suddenly become friendly and outgoing. At his core, Harry knew Draco was the same as he’d always been – haughty, rude, prejudiced.

Disinterested in most people, and not especially inclined to be friendly either.

But he was acting as if he were otherwise, and that was important to note. He was evidently trying to impress. Trying to court positive opinions.

But why? Harry wondered. The Lucius-Voldemort amalgam had stated that Draco was ‘better suited’ to his current task than he had been his previous one of locating and transferring the horcrux to Voldemort’s possession. That could only mean that the task was within Draco’s ordinary competencies, since Harry doubted Draco would have had any time for learning any especially strange or obscure magic given his intensive summer training in occlumency.

Harry shifted in his chair and thought about what Draco was actually good at. The first thing that came to mind was flying, since it had been an ambition of Draco’s to play Seeker for Slytherin coming into second year. That hadn’t happened because of the Tournament, but he’d flown in the Aerobaticum instead.

And had only really got sidetracked from his competition because of the horcrux. But Harry couldn’t think of any use that Voldemort would have for Draco’s broom skills, at least not within the confines of what Draco could achieve at school. So that was out.

What else? Harry wondered.

Duelling, of course. While Harry didn’t doubt that Draco’s skills during the Pariturium had been enhanced by the horcrux, he couldn’t deny that Draco himself had no small amount of skill too. Draco was a talented duellist in his own right. But even that seemed useless to Voldemort, who after all was much better, and commanded the loyalty of trained wizards with real war experience besides. Next to them, Draco was nothing.

He was rich, but all his money belonged to Lucius, whose body was literally possessed by part of Voldemort. So it couldn’t be anything to do with that, either. Which meant… well, what it meant was still unknown to Harry.

Draco had a little talent at transfiguration, and he was good at potions, but Harry couldn’t see how either of those qualities would be something that Voldemort could use while Draco was at Hogwarts. If Voldemort really did have someone on the inside at Hogwarts they were likely to be an adult wizard or witch with far better skills than Draco. With the revelation of Arlecchino’s true identity as Corban Yaxley, Harry assumed he’d found Voldemort’s agent in Hogwarts.

Harry didn’t know Yaxley’s skill in… anything, really, but he assumed the man had at least passed his OWLs. So that left Draco’s meagre talents without any use.

As far as Harry could tell – and he hadn’t been as focused on Draco and his comings and goings as he had been the previous year – Draco hadn’t been up to anything at all unusual. He was simply attending his lessons, extracurriculars, and occasionally discharging his prefectly duties. The only unusual thing was his expanded circle of friends, and that was only unusual because Draco had always been a lot more selective in who he hung around with.

Making friends. Making friends… That was something unusual. The only unusual thing Draco was doing that year. Which meant… which meant…

“I’ve got it!” Harry said to himself, forgetting exactly where he was.

“Got what?” asked Millie.

“A sudden bout of madness by the sound of it,” Blaise said.

“Er…” Harry said, glancing around. He lowered his voice before speaking. “I think I’ve figured out what the weird thing Draco’s doing is. He’s… well, I think he is, anyway—I reckon he’s doing a bit of recruitment for Voldemort.”

His friends knew about his suspicions and had, to their credit, been telling him bits and pieces of what they’d seen of Draco’s actions. The only problem was that it hadn’t added up to anything. But Harry thought he’d figured it out. It felt right in a way his other theories hadn’t.

Blaise seemed unconvinced, but Tracey nodded along.

“I could see that,” Tracey said.

“Maybe not active recruitment,” added Daphne, “but sounding people out. I was just saying to Millie last week, actually, not to get involved with Helga Nightshade—her family’s not very nice at all, and from what I can see she’s exactly like the rest of them.”

For Daphne to have cautioned Millie in such a way Harry assumed that ‘not very nice’ meant something rather a lot stronger than it seemed on the surface. And if so, it made sense that Draco had included her in his group. Someone whose family was sympathetic to the cause, but had never actively joined it, could prove a tempting target for recruitment.

Or perhaps her family had been involved in Death Eater activities and that was why. No doubt Draco was privy to all sorts of information.

“Well… I suppose that does make sense,” Blaise agreed after a few moments. “But what can we do about it?”

Harry shrugged.

“Nothing, probably. Anyone who’s been charmed by Draco into becoming a junior Death Eater probably isn’t someone we can win around,” Harry said.. “But ever since I had the—er—I mean, since I noticed that Draco was up to something weird I’ve been wondering what it was. Just thought it was worth knowing. Since, er, last year turned out really well for us…”

“Alright, fair point,” Blaise said. “It does make sense. Since you said about it last time I’ve been keeping an eye on him and he does seem friendlier than usual this year. At first I thought maybe it was just… you know… he’s settled in and he’s back to normal after what happened last year. But you’re right and it could be part of what he’s been asked to do.”

“And I don’t reckon You-Know-Who would let him come back here without giving him a job to do,” Millie said quietly. “It seems like it would be a waste. I mean, if I was a Dark Lady I’d want my minions doing something instead of nothing.”

“Is Draco technically a minion, though?” wondered Tracey. “We know he was up to something last year but he hasn’t got the—the Mark, has he? We know that because we’ve all seen him without long sleeves. So maybe he’s just been told to go off and… network, I suppose we could call it.”

Harry glanced back over at where Draco sat with his ‘friends’. One of them was speaking, his hands moving animatedly. Draco sat there smiling. It was almost a perfectly natural interaction, but something felt wrong about it to Harry.

“I reckon that’s exactly it,” Harry said. “I don’t think he’s technically a Death Eater. Just, you know, the next closest thing.” Harry paused. “I wonder if he’s reporting to Yax—er, Arlecchino. You know who I mean.”

“I’ve never seen them together,” Blaise said, “and I spend more time with Arlecchino than most people do.”

That was true, Harry supposed. Blaise reported to Yaxley after his Inquisitorial patrols. But if Draco and Yaxley really were Voldemort’s men in Hogwarts they’d probably be a bit more secretive about it.

“Draco might just be in this on his own,” Tracey said. “You know, he’s got his job and maybe he doesn’t even know anything about Arlecchino.”

“Maybe,” Harry said, still looking over and Draco and his group. That would make sense, especially since Draco didn’t seem to have been actually doing anything. Nothing more than making friends, anyway.

“I suppose we’ll know who to look out for,” Millie said, looking over and Draco and his group. “You know, for the future. When it all starts again…”

That made for grim listening, but Millie was perfectly right. Who Draco spent his time with – who he was specifically trying to woo – would go a very long way to furnishing them all with a list of names to check out for less than savoury affiliations.

“Good point,” Harry said. “I’m going to try and hear what sorts of things they’re talking about.” He paused. “Not right now, but when I get the chance. Just to see…”

Blaise scoffed.

“Mate, I doubt they’ll be talking about anything incriminating in public,” he said. “It’s hardly like they’ll be sat there going, ‘I can’t wait to join the Dark Lord, who we serve loyally, for some nice muggle torture this afternoon!’ Even we’re careful about exactly what we say and we’re on the other side.”

“And we’re always quiet when we talk,” Daphne said.

“Oh, but do you know, I do wish we knew some sneakier spells,” Tracey said. “Something to keep people from hearing us say things… just in case!”

“Well, fair,” said Blaise. “But you get what I’m saying, don’t you?”

“I know that,” Harry said. “Obviously I don’t think they’ll be saying anything that people don’t already say. And they won’t be loud about it either. I was just thinking that I wanted to really hear how Draco’s actually speaking with them. Since, well, we all know what’s he’s like usually. But if he’s trying to recruit, then…”

It just seemed as if Draco would have to behave differently if that was his job. He couldn’t go into it being as haughty and superior as he usually was or it would put most people off.

“I think that makes sense,” Daphne said. “I’ll make sure to watch him too. And I’ll see what I can get out of Pansy next time we’re on patrol together.”

“Nice one, Daph,” Harry said. Harry would have tried coaxing something out of Draco himself, but he never got put on patrols with Draco and they even largely had different lessons. So there wasn’t any opportunity to speak with Draco alone.

Not that Harry thought it would have gone particularly well. He and Draco had never had particularly smooth interactions and with everything that had happened the previous year, doubted they would ever.

Talk soon turned back to more quotidian things after that, which Harry didn’t mind at all, not when he had something concrete to work on. It was just a matter of finding an opportunity to lurk around Draco and his new friends without looking like that was what he was doing.

*

Harry’s opportunity to eavesdrop on Draco and his friends came a few days later. With the weather becoming slightly nicer – although still wetter and windier than Harry would have liked – students had taken to roaming the grounds and hanging out in various outdoor spaces. Not in especially large groups, since the Inquisition’s rules on larger groups of students being disallowed still stood, but in twos and threes with the occasional large group meeting after having sought formal permission.

A route that Harry and his friends had no intention whatsoever of going down, so they were forced to hang out in much, much smaller groups no larger than three at a time. Which wasn’t great when there were eight of them.

But they managed. On that particular Saturday afternoon Harry, Ernie, and Blaise were hanging out in the Transfiguration Courtyard. It had been pleasant enough, a nice time without the girls although it would have been nicer if Justin had been there, too. It was a nice change after that morning’s session of Flight Club, anyway. Not too long into their morning lounge Draco came into the courtyard with his friends.

They had sought proper permission to form a group, which meant Draco was there with most of his hangers on. They didn’t seem to notice the three boys, who were after all sat in a more secluded part of the expansive courtyard to avoid the odd bit of wind.

But Draco and his friends sat down not too far from them along a series of stone benches arrayed along pillars holding up one of the castle’s exterior walkways. Harry nudged Ernie and Blaise as Draco and his friends took their seats, and they all lowered their speaking volume just to see what was being said.

“…Mummy doesn’t like the new house elf,” one of Draco’s friends was saying – a new girl who wasn’t in any of Harry’s lessons. She sounded as if she was from the Midlands, but it was sometimes hard to tell with the wizard-raised because they had slightly different accents. “Got all sorts of strange idea from its last owners, apparently. Daddy says it just needs to get used to how we do things, but Mummy isn’t best pleased.”

“Our elves know exactly how to behave,” Draco said in reply. “Father’s made sure that they’re all obedient and loyal to us. If you’d like, I’m sure Father would be happy to discuss his methods with your parents. They’re always happy to network with the right sorts, you know.”

“Maybe I’ll say something about it to them,” the girl said. “You never know, it could help. But what’s really annoying is that the last owners even let it get that bad. Honestly, doesn’t anyone know how important it is we keep the creatures in their place? With all what’s going on with the goblins, it makes you wonder, doesn’t it.”

At that, her companions – Draco included – made all the right sorts of noises. The topic was clearly well-trodden, and Harry couldn’t even blame them, since the furore with the goblins was a common topic of conversation amongst the castle’s citizens, eclipsed only by Dumbledore’s treason charge and the Inquisition itself.

“I don’t know why we even let goblins live in the country,” Pansy said. “It would be better for everyone if we could just find an island somewhere to send them so they couldn’t bother anyone.”

“Bit far,” Blaise muttered. “I mean, I can see her point but it’s just a bit—it’s not very—you can’t just go about exiling everyone you don’t like…”

“It never stops with exile either,” Ernie said. “We saw that last time.”

“Mm,” agreed Harry quietly.

“After the last rebellion we should have rounded them up and dumped them somewhere else,” continued the first girl, the one who’d complained about her house elf. “That’s one of the things I liked about Durmstrang: you could say this sort of thing without the teachers getting upset about it. Not like here. Too much political nonsense getting in the way.”

Draco and his friends’ conversation carried on, but Harry had heard what he needed to hear. Draco was certainly acting strangely, and in a manner that confirmed to Harry that he was tasked with finding new recruits for Voldemort’s cause.

…perhaps not directly, but he was definitely meant to be winning people to his side. Making friends, putting their parents in touch with his parents. Dark networking.

“Come on, let’s sneak off,” Harry said to Ernie and Blaise. “Just in case they notice us.”

Although they weren’t doing anything wrong, it would be easier not to be caught listening in. And it was generally just very unpleasant to be sat there listening to the sorts of things Draco and his friends talked about anyway.

The three boys got up quietly and left the Transfiguration Courtyard.

“Well, I reckon you were right about Malfoy,” Ernie said as they walked away. The Hufflepuffs had been informed of the situation, of course, and had agreed to look out as well – although they generally had fewer opportunities for it. “He’s definitely putting on the charm. The last time I saw him be that unctuous is when he learned we were mates after the Sorting and wanted to slip in.” Ernie paused. “I wasn’t interested, of course—apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree, has it—but it did stick with me.”

“Really?” Harry said. “I never knew he’d tried that.”

“Oh, yes,” Ernie said. “I didn’t mention it because it’s really rather gauche, you know, but…” He shrugged. “Seems like the right sort of time to say something.”

“Fair,” said Harry. “Yeah, he’s definitely putting on the charm. I just wonder whether that’s the only thing he’s up to.”

“Well, if it isn’t, there’s not much you can do about it, is there?” Blaise said. “Other than watching him, I suppose, but you’re quite busy—and so are we all. Do we have the time to follow him about?”

“No,” Harry said. “I know we don’t. But it’s worth having a think about, isn’t it?”

Still, Harry felt happy with the idea that Draco was working in soft recruitment for Voldemort. It seemed unlikely to be his only occupation, but Harry didn’t think he’d been given anything much more complex or difficult than that. Given his performance during the last task, Harry somewhat doubted either Voldemort had much confidence in his abilities.

So there was that.

*

Just before Easter Professor Dee rounded up the seven remaining third year alchemists to give them notice that the second alchemical practical would be held after breakfast on that day. It felt rather soon to Harry, but then he supposed any later would have been difficult to manage with all of the other exams and with the final Alchemy practical itself.

So after breakfast Harry collected his wind vessel containing the first winds of spring and headed straight for the Alchemy Department. The vessel was cold to the touch, and the wind swirled visibly inside the vessel.

Still good, Harry thought to himself. If the wind had stilled at all that would have meant a broken vessel, which would have rendered his first winds of spring completely useless – and meant he couldn’t use his protocol. So that was nice, at least.

Harry arrived at the Alchemy Department with time to spare. There were only a handful of other students waiting for their own practicals to begin, including Hermione, Dragonsfoot, and Grimhallow. The contrast between Grimhallow and Dragonsfoot was always amusing to Harry, as Grimhallow was tall – especially for a girl – while Dragonsfoot was very short indeed. Stood together their relatively unusual heights were even more apparent.

“Alright?” Harry said as he slipped into place near to them. “Everyone prepared?”

“Yes, thank you,” Hermione said. “I was just saying that it feels quite nice to be finally getting this one out of the way. It’s important of course, but after we’ve done this we can get started on revision for the exams.”

“And preparing for the last Alchemy practical,” added Grimhallow. “That one’s the hardest one of all.”

“It’s the thing I’m most worried about, honestly,” Dragonsfoot said. “It’s not that I’m worried I can’t manage it,” he continued, “it’s just a lot more dangerous if it goes wrong…”

“We’ll just have to make sure we don’t get it wrong!” Harry said with a grin. As worrying as it was, Harry didn’t think dwelling on it overly much was helpful at all. The best thing to do would be to listen to Professor Dee and Mr Flamel, work through the protocol diligently, and then everything would go according to plan.

“Easy for some of us,” muttered Grimhallow.

“Is there a time limit on today, do you know?” Harry asked. The previous practical technically hadn’t had one at all, but Harry knew the practicals all differed.

“Ten hours,” supplied Hermione. “I asked Professor Dee. He said it’s because the Draught is technically easier to complete, even if it’s more complex to design a protocol.”

Harry nodded.

Ten hours would be more than enough. He didn’t think his protocol would run any longer than eight at the absolute maximum. And that only if Harry dawdled.

“Fair enough,” Harry said.

“I’ve been a bit worried mine would run over,” Dragonsfoot said. “Since I didn’t get the first winds of spring I had to build in another layer of symbolism, and I’ve had to put in a few extra steps…”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Harry said in what he hoped was a supportive tone. Dragonsfoot was a decent enough alchemist, especially for someone who’d been homeschooled for two years before starting it at all. The very fact that he’d made it past the Salve was proof enough to Harry, anyway. “But if you’re not using the first winds, what did you go with? Regular winds?”

Dragonsfoot nodded.

“Yeah. Wind, skull of bat, a bunch of different feathers,” Dragonsfoot said. He shrugged. “Got some deep seashells as well. My mum collects them, so we had a load just in the house anyway… So I had her send some up. It’s a bit of a go around honestly but without my Flying cert… and I didn’t realise that students were allowed to go out to the Old Owlery, so I didn’t collect the first winds of spring. If I had…”

“That’s rough,” Harry said. Grimhallow had chosen not to fly, but Dragonsfoot simply wasn’t allowed to. And then no one had told him about the Old Owlery… But the idea to use seashells was a great one, and one Harry wished he’d considered himself. The sound symbolism was a nice one, even if according to muggle science the seashells didn’t actually make any noise themselves.

But that’s fine, Harry told himself. His protocol had been signed off by Dee and Flamel, so it was likely to work if Harry got through it all properly and didn’t deviate from it. Harry settled in to wait for the others to attend the practical, and eventually Dee, Flamel, and Ms Platt arrived with the Ministry officials to watch over the process once more.

Once everyone was ushered into the appropriate rooms and the standard spiel about the rules was given out, Harry was able to begin. The very first thing he had to do was set out his ingredients, which was the easiest part of the whole thing. After that Harry made sure his apparatus was set up correctly, since he didn’t want to waste any of his time fussing with an overly tight valve or an improperly secured tube during the practical itself.

Once he was sure everything was set up properly, Harry drew out the alchemical sigils around his apparatus. That part was easy enough to do since Harry had memorised each and every one he needed to use for the ritual, drawing them out again and again until he was able to do so without thinking about it. Mr Flamel had spent ages during his lessons talking about the importance of properly drawn and placed sigils, and Harry didn’t want to get them wrong.

Harry drew a wide circle with his alchemist’s chalk around the apparatus, and then added the different pieces he needed for his reaction. Triangles forming stars, of course, as those were basic alchemical shapes, but other, more esoteric sigils. That took up a good bit of time, but glancing around the rest of the lab, Harry could see he wasn’t the only one doing it.

Good, Harry thought to himself. Not that he would have stopped if he had been alone in it, but it was nice to know that he wasn’t doing anything wildly different from everyone else.

Then he set about the protocol itself. Mr Flamel had suggested that all of the best Draughts of Aural Acuity leaned very strongly on the transformative power of spring. That made sense to Harry, as spring was a powerful time of birth and rebirth in the natural world: the transition from the death of winter into the new life of spring was a powerful one in many cultures all over the world. For alchemy specifically such a symbolism was strong indeed.

And the as the ritual was taking place during spring, that compounded it. A nice little boost to the whole thing, and for free.

So Harry had woven it tightly into his procedure. He’d collected various bits and pieces from the outskirts of the Forest, and that was in addition to what Dee had supplied from the alchemical stores. After making the solvent Harry’s very first steps involved the processing of a whole slew of different seeds, flower buds, and even roots. He’d even considered asking Sprout for some mandrake given the plants’ powerful association with sound and hearing but had given up on the idea when he’d realised it would be the wrong kind of association.

But even so Harry had gathered quite the array of materials, some suggested by Dee or Flamel and some gathered off the back of his own research into the process.

Harry got to work. He chopped, crushed, and cut his various plants; added moss and earth and all sorts of other bits and pieces to soak in his rosewater; and then measured out powders.

Ms Platt wandered around the alchemical laboratory wafting the alchemical incense around the room. Unlike the last time Harry didn’t cough when breathing it in, having grown much more used to it. It helped that he knew when to time his breaths, he supposed.

Harry fell into a good rhythm. Although the parts of the ritual were many and varied, none of the techniques were things Harry hadn’t encountered before either from Alchemy lessons or from Potions. And the sounds of everyone else in the room cracking on with their own rituals made it much easier to concentrate.

Harry glanced around every so often, checking on his classmates’ progress, but spent much more time engaged with his own ritual.

And it felt good.

Quite apart from Dee and Flamel having signed off on it, Harry simply felt like he’d created exactly the right protocol for his needs. Unlike his previous go with the Salve Harry had created several different incantations which would be woven throughout the ritual. Nothing quite as complex as what the NEWT students were doing, but Harry thought different ritual words would be better for different parts of his ritual.

So that’s exactly what he’d done.

“Ver floreat, vita renascitur,” said Harry, sprinkling his crushed woodland fern into his solvent. He added the flower buds, dried stems, and a collection of seeds. “Vires vernae, renovatio et vigorem tribuite. Naturae pulchritudo, in nova vita floreat.” 

Harry watched as the motley collection of plant matter dissolved into his alchemical liquid. The various bits and pieces represented springtime and the power of natural birth and rebirth, an endless natural cycle stretching far into the past and presumably which would go on far into the future as well. A powerful anchor for any bit of magic.

But the various bit of woodland tat he’d collected weren’t alchemically active. Necessary for the magico-symbolic workings of the ritual, but not for the effects Harry needed. Although that didn’t mean Harry could afford any lapses in his attention, as burning the liquid or really any kind of mistake at that level could prove catastrophic for his Draught later on.

So Harry paid special attention to the activities of his ingredients in the solvent.

“Ver floreat, vita renascitur,” Harry said again, waving his hand around the alchemical apparatus. He didn’t need his wand for that bit, although at another point in the reaction he did. Mr Flamel had suggested a wanded incantation would make the ritual effect more powerful, and so Harry had found a way to work it into his ritual.

The various bits of plant continued dissolving into the solvent as they were supposed to do, which filled Harry with a lot of confidence in the ritual.

He kept at it. While he didn’t expect to need the full ten hours, he still didn’t want to waste any time just in case he did need it. So Harry progressed through the steps necessary to make his Draught, and wove his incantations into the process.

“Floreant sensus, ex vere renascentur,” Harry continued.

He was almost ready to add the first winds of spring, but first he needed to prime the reaction for it through a combination of his incantation and other ingredients. Harry carefully added the necessary pieces and watched them for the signs it was time to add the first winds of spring. He couldn’t unstop the vessel until just the right moment as the winds would go rushing out, so it was a fine line between waiting too long and blowing his winds early.

When it looked like it was near the time Harry got ready with the vessel and started his incantation.

“Primi venti vernales, potentiam revelate!” Harry said as he unstopped the vessel and decanted the winds into the appropriate funnel. “Vires vernae, renovatio et vigorem tribuite. Naturae pulchritudo, in nova vita floreat!” Harry continued, invoking both the power of spring and the winds to lend strength to his alchemical reaction.

That was the most critical part, the part Harry had wanted to get exactly right, since it paired the powerful energy of birth and rebirth of spring with the symbolism of the winds. It was the centre point of his entire ritual, the point around which everything else fell into place.

The wind shot through the glassware until it reached the liquid. Immediately the alchemical fluid whirled around the vessel, cascading in a frenzied, chaotic mess. Liquid sloshed against the sides of the glassware again and again, churned by the captured first winds of spring.

“Per vim aurae, per vigorem veris!” Harry said. “Augmentetur auditus, divina facultate!” Harry finished. He’d designed the ritual words to harness the power of spring, tying it to his need for improved hearing. Although the apotheosis was still a way off, Harry had laid the foundations for it.   

Harry took a breath. He’d made it half way through the protocol. The winds had been added, and it was a simple matter of waiting until they’d permeated the liquid fully and everything had calmed down before he could add anything else. Until then Harry worked through his incantations, using different ones at each point to infuse the reaction with just the right kind of power at just the right time.

As far as Harry could tell – which was admittedly not very far at all – everything seemed to be working. His liquid looked exactly like it was supposed to, a kind of off-pink colour which was mystifying to Harry considering that he hadn’t put anything pink in it yet, and the different ingredients had all behaved how they were meant to. Which must have meant everything was working, but then again Malone had burned out his own eyes and he’d obviously thought the same thing.

Harry took a look around the laboratory. It was a bit dark because the windows were shuttered, and the smoky haze from the alchemical incense certainly didn’t help, but everyone else looked to be making good progress as well. Everyone’s glassware seemed fine, with various different liquids bubbling, smoking, and in one case glowing. Nobody looked as if they were especially far behind, anyway, and nobody’s apparatus was showing any of the obvious signs of alchemical danger. At least according to Flamel’s instruction, which made Harry feel a lot better.

And the ambience felt just right. It almost didn’t feel like an exam to Harry, merely another afternoon session of practical Alchemy. The lab felt right, the atmosphere conducive to great works. Although he supposed that possibly down to the huge amount of smoke from the alchemical incense wafting about.

At least his reaction wouldn’t be rendered useless due to an unfortunate accident from one of his classmates. Harry returned to his Draught. The liquid bubbled nicely, the winds calmed down and all the basic ingredients had fully dissolved. The pinkish colour had gone, but Harry wasn’t worried about that – at that point in the reaction, he wanted a colourless liquid anyway. The pink was supposed to come back later. Harry watched a few more seconds just to be sure, then reached for pot of silver on his workbench.

He’d reached the part where he had to add more traditional alchemical ingredients, and he didn’t want to mess it up.

The silver needed to be carefully measured, which Harry had done before he’d started. But on top of that he needed to add it slowly to prevent clumping. So Harry positioned himself exactly where he needed to be above the neck of the vessel midway along his apparatus, and then started to add the powdered silver as slowly as possible, a few grains at a time.

At that stage in the reaction Harry couldn’t stir at all since it all took place in a sealed bubble jar near the middle of the apparatus. So it was a matter of waiting and hoping he hadn’t been too quick adding the silver.

The liquid bubbled in the jar as the silver powder dissolved into it. Harry let out a sigh of relief. That meant he could add the mercury.

Harry kept at it. Over the course of several hours the others started to finish their reactions. At first, just Grimhallow, but then Dragonsfoot and Brocklehurst. Boot lasted a while longer, but eventually it was just Harry, Hermione, and Theodore in the laboratory along with the Ministry official and Ms Platt. Of the three of them, Hermione finished first, disappearing into the adjoining alchemical store room to get her Draught evaluated by the Ministry official and Professor Dee. Harry checked on his own progress.

He was near the end. Very close, in fact.

The liquid was mostly still, except where it bubbled occasionally. But the first winds of spring had fully infused the liquid, and Harry thought what was in his vessel could reasonably be called a Draught of Aural Acuity. It was even the pinkish colour the final product was supposed to be, which was as good a sign as any. With his wand in hand, Harry spoke the ritual words – this time a much longer, much more intricate, set.

He worked his way through the incantation and when he was done, decanted the liquid into the glassware he’d set aside for just that purpose. He stoppered it immediately, keen not to get it contaminated with anything. He checked around for Ms Platt, whose say he needed to submit his Draught for testing. By then she’d finished with Hermione – for good or ill – and was back inside the laboratory, so Harry stuck up his hand.

Platt asked Harry to wait for a moment while she got Professor Dee, but it didn’t take her very long at all, and soon enough Harry was in the adjoining room with Professor Dee and a Ministry official – something Tofty, Harry thought.

Harry placed the vessel containing his Draught onto a workbench in the storeroom and waited for further instruction.

“So, for this one,” Dee said after a glance at Tofty, “you’ve got to drink it. You know how this goes: if you refuse to test it, you fail and get kicked off the course. This late in the year that means you’ll just be down one OWL, no chance to make it up with another class. At least not until next year, if you really want to. That make sense?”

Harry nodded.

“Yes, Professor.”

“Good. You’re not a complete idiot, then. Now, I’m going to have a little look at the Draught before we let you loose on it,” Dee said. “The consequences of failure with this particular alchemical work range from ‘mild deafness’ to ‘persistent vegetative state’ and we’d all prefer not to get anywhere close to the latter. But if you followed your protocol exactly and maintained the right sort of mental state throughout that won’t happen. Mr Tofty, I’m about to do the test.”

Harry swallowed.

“Yes, Professor.”

“Good, good,” Dee said. He unstopped the vessel and sniffed it, then stoppered it once more before swilling it around in the vessel. “Looks safe enough to test, if you’re willing,” he said after he placed the Draught onto the workbench.

“I—er—right, Professor,” Harry said, staring at the Draught. If Dee had said it was safe enough to test that probably meant he wouldn’t be at risk from entering a persistent vegetative state. Unfortunately that did still leave the full range of other potential negative effects. Deafness wasn’t especially easy for wizards to cure, either, and Harry wasn’t sure St Mungo’s could give him a nice new set of artificial ears like Malone’s new eyes.

But he’d come that far, and Dee thought it was safe enough to test, and both Dee and Flamel had signed off on Harry’s protocol…

“I’ll test it, sir,” Harry said. It should work. He’d put everything together properly and hadn’t used any ingredients or symbolisms that hadn’t been signed off on by Dee and Flamel. So there was really no reason to worry about anything. No reason at all.

“When you’re ready, Mr Potter,” said the Ministry official. Tofty.

Harry nodded. He took his vessel, unstopped it, and then drunk the Draught back all in one go. The taste was absolutely foul – Harry had no real words to describe the taste itself, but if he could go the rest of his life without ever tasting it again that would still be too soon. Once he’d swallowed he was left with an almost minty aftertaste and a tingling throat.

Along with the desire to vomit repeatedly.

But that wasn’t the worst part. Wave after wave of nausea came upon Harry, and he staggered backwards before realising he could lean on the workbench. While Harry leaned his hearing cut in and out, switching erratically from normal to absolute silence all around him.

Unlike with his Salve, Harry didn’t feel any pain. Just a strange, almost wet, sensation inside his ears that reached right up behind his eyes and even down into his throat. And through it all that heavy nausea. Like a stomach bug that had come on suddenly, without warning.

Harry retched.

The nausea grew worse and worse with every passing moment. At times Harry could hear nothing, and yet there were moments when he felt like he could hear everything – Dee and Tofty’s heartbeats; their breaths; the progress of his own blood through his veins.

An all-encompassing noise. Noise from everywhere and nowhere all at once, a buzzing in his ears unlike anything he’d ever felt before.

But just as soon as it had began it stopped, only to start all over again. Harry cradled his head in his hands and waited. He just had to wait out the bad bits, which would soon enough give way to his new alchemical reality.

Eventually.

So Harry suffered through the discomfort, even the mild pain, and the all-around weirdness for the promise of success right at the end. When Harry felt like his brain had liquified and run out of his ears for the final time he stood up, keen to see if he’d succeeded.

Which was much more difficult to tell than with his improved eyesight. For one thing, nobody in the storeroom was saying anything at all, and the thick, closed door between the storeroom and the laboratory beyond meant Harry could only vaguely hear the sounds of alchemical burners and just barely managed to hear Theodore’s low, quiet chanting.

Which… he hadn’t been able to hear through the door and the wall before, Harry supposed, so that was nice. A definite improvement. He focused on what he could hear inside the room itself.

But that wasn’t anything. Nothing interesting, anyway. Of course he could hear Dee’s heartbeat, and distinguish it from Tofty’s rather slower, much more relaxed, heartbeat. But that was easy enough to do, nothing unusual… except that it was.

“I think it’s worked,” Harry said, blinking. “I can hear what’s happening in the lab. And, er, I can hear your hearts beating. If I focus, anyway.”

“Well, that does sound promising,” Dee said, “since your protocol did include that little feature. But we’ll have to run through all the tests anyway, of course.”

Harry nodded. All that was fair. And he was interested in knowing just how well his Draught had worked, too, since there was a wide range of potential efficacies. Especially since he’d also thrown in a bit to give himself perfect pitch, which was an optional part of the ritual. It made everything much more complicated but as it could only be done once, while designing the initial Draught, Harry thought it prudent to just give it a go.

“I’ve got the apparatus ready and waiting!” said Tofty. He held a strange device in his hands, a sort of square frame with little attachments, and he gestured to another odd device on the workbench. “Before we begin I’ll just insulate the storeroom so nobody outside can hear the noises!” He waved his wand and cast a few wordless spells before putting it away again. “Now then, Mr Potter—are you ready?”

“Yes, Pr—er—Mr Tofty,” Harry said.

“Wonderful!” said Tofty. He placed the square frame with all its bits and pieces onto the workbench. “How this works is that I’m going to play a series of different noises to you. When the noise changes in form and volume, immediately speak out to let us know you’ve heard the change. After this I’m going to ask you to note down on this form a similar sequence, and then after that—because you have chosen to expand the ritual and complete the optional components—we will have a rather more musical test of your abilities. Are you happy with this?”

“Yes, Mr Tofty,” Harry said. The practical demonstration would be a little trickier, Harry supposed, but that wasn’t anything he could change.

“Wonderful!” Tofty said. “John, if you’d like to wear your muffs?”

Both Dee and Tofty donned a set of earmuffs each.

“Let’s begin,” Tofty said.

Tofty went through the series, starting with an extremely loud chime from the odd square frame. It was so loud Harry reckoned that without Tofty’s charm the entire castle could have heard it. But it didn’t hurt Harry’s ears at all, which meant his ritual had worked.

Part of it, anyway.

Since there was really no point in having dramatically improved hearing if he couldn’t use it due to pain or discomfort.

The noises got quieter after that, although the increment didn’t seem too large to Harry’s ears. But each one was quieter than the one before until the volume reached such a low point that Harry thought Tofty was producing sounds he’d never been able to hear before.

Sounds that no human save an alchemist had ever been able to hear before, which was an interesting thought indeed. But Tofty didn’t stop until he reached the nadir, a point which Harry could still quite comfortably hear.

“Very good!” Tofty said. “Next we’ll do something very similar, but I want you to jot down your answers onto the parchment…”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said. He went through the task. It was more or less the same task again, but with different noises. Definitely nothing for Harry to worry about anyway. When Tofty was finished with that he picked up the unused device on the workbench.

“And now for the optional part!” Tofty said. “I always enjoy this part—always fancied myself a bit of a musician, you know. Not that I’m any good, mind you. Not enough practise. Well, if you’re ready?”

“Er, I think so, Mr Tofty,” Harry said.

“Wonderful! For this part we’re going to play notes both in and out of key, and we want you to tell us when you’re hearing a pure note or not. It doesn’t need any musical talent or knowledge because we will go through the notes first. Is this acceptable?”

“Yes, of course,” Harry said.

Tofty played various different sounds from the little box – which Harry supposed could reasonably be called a music box – and Harry gave his answers. He’d never been especially musical, couldn’t play an instrument and didn’t even sing very well, but Harry thought he’d identified everything properly. And it really was as Tofty had said: he didn’t seem to need prior knowledge of musical notes or anything like that.

So Harry felt quite positive about the whole thing.

“And we’re done!” Tofty said. “I’ll just check over the parchment while I add everything up for a proper evaluation, but I am quite happy to say that you’ve passed this component of your OWL in Alchemy. You should be very proud of yourself.”

“I’ve passed?” echoed Harry. “That’s… that’s great, thank you, Mr Tofty!”

“You did well,” Dee said. “Again. Looks like you’ve got a talent for alchemy. Not many do, to be frank, so it’s worth keeping at it for the NEWT. You’ve done really well. I think you hit every point on the rubric, so that’s a nice result for you. How do you feel?”

“If I’m honest, sir, not as excited as I was for the Salve,” Harry admitted. It was nice having improved hearing, but the difference wasn’t quite so stark, and Harry felt like ridding himself of his glasses was still the more impressive achievement.

Dee laughed.

“Yes, that’s quite a common thing to hear,” he said. “The Draught’s a step up from the Salve, but in a lot of ways it just doesn’t feel like it is. It’s more dangerous and you didn’t end up a vegetable, so that’s something.”

“You should be proud, Mr Potter,” Tofty added, “because you got top marks on this one! Well done, lad, well done!”

“Thank you, Mr Tofty!” Harry said.

“And I should get back to the uppers,” Dee said. “They’ll be in there until midnight and there’s half a dozen ways things could go catastrophically wrong. And that’s if they aren’t idiots, and I’m quite sure that one of them is in fact an idiot.”

Dee ushered Harry out of the far side door, and then shut it behind Harry. Unconcerned, Harry made his way back to the dungeons to enjoy the rest of his day. Or what was left of it until he had to head to dinner, at least. He reckoned he had time for a shower and then maybe could settle in to listen to the Wireless.

There would be far fewer opportunities to test out his near hearing than his sight, but he supposed he could sit in the Common Room listening to people’s conversations.

…in a totally not creepy or suspicious way.
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    Chapter 37 – Mischief Managed
The days passed quickly, and in what seemed like no time at all it was the Easter holiday. That was a welcome break for Harry, although it never really was a break since exams were right around the corner. Even worse was that it was OWL year, so Harry had to revise harder than ever before, which would have been fine if he didn’t also have to manage the first years’ Homework Club.

And go on prefect patrols, which Diggory seemed quite content to keep up with even during the Easter holiday. Which was admittedly the right thing to do, especially since the Inquisitorial Squad was out and about at every single opportunity, but the idea of it still felt a bit much to Harry.

“Oi, you two,” Gemma Farley said, grabbing Harry and Daphne in the Common Room on the last day before the Easter holiday started. “I’ve got your patrol schedules for Easter here. Have a look and let me know if you can’t make any of them so we can submit our changes to Cedric. But be fair—it’s already hard managing you two because of the—because of the—er…” She glanced at Harry, and then sighed. “Oh, I’ll just say it—because of you and Draco. We all know what’s gone on, don’t we? Not that I’m taking sides one way or another—but if I were, it wouldn’t be Draco’s side so don’t worry about that—it’s just… well, it makes things a bit more complicated, that’s all.”

“Right,” Harry said, slightly embarrassed. “I’ll… er… I’ll make sure we arrange everything properly.” He knew of course that the situation between him and Draco made scheduling a little bit awkward. Other sets of prefects in other Houses – even in Slytherin – were just paired up as necessary.

But Harry and Draco… well, nobody even tried to make that happen.

It was the same in clubs, too. But that was hardly Harry’s fault. Still, it wasn’t nice to pile on extra work for Farley and Shafiq – or Diggory and Thakkar – so the least Harry could do was be fair with his time.

“Nice one,” Farley said. “Now I’ve got to find Malfoy and Parkinson… because of course they aren’t here…” She left.

“Oh, these really aren’t so bad,” Daphne said as she looked over the schedule. “I’m sure there’s a few we won’t be able to do manage—you’ve definitely got Flight Club that afternoon and on that day Mrs Macmillan’s organised a whole day’s Art Club—but everything else looks fine.”

“Except for this Tuesday here,” Harry pointed out, “because Shafiq’s got us doing Homework Club that afternoon.”

“Oh, I’d forgotten all about that,” Daphne said, sighing. “Well, I suppose we’ll have to manage. We can figure out which days we need swapped and tell Gemma right away.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” Harry said. He had other things he wanted to get done over the Easter holiday as well, such as working with Fred and George on some more impressive bits of protest, and he wanted to get a proper look at the remnants of Slytherin’s study in the Chamber. Some of the books looked to be very useful indeed, and even the ones that were just of historical interest seemed like they were worth a look.

The problem was just that Harry hadn’t had nearly enough time to get all the things done that he wanted to get done. At least the Easter holiday was a bit of time for him to chill out.

Between his duties and revision, anyway.

“I’ll have to make extra time for Alchemy stuff,” Harry added, scanning over the parchment again. “This last practical is the big one and I want to get it perfect.”

“Haven’t you got top marks on every one so far?” Daphne asked.

Harry felt himself go red.

“Er, yeah,” he said. “Full marks so far. But this last one is really hard… if you get it wrong and you test it, it can leave you brain dead. Er. Not that they’d let me test it if it was that bad, I don’t think, but I don’t even want to have a chance at that happening. So, you know.”

“I just hope Arlecchino doesn’t have us out too often,” Blaise said once Harry and Daphne had sorted things out between themselves. Harry had told his friends that Arlecchino was really Corban Yaxley, but no one had had any real comments on that. They’d all decided it was best to call him Arlecchino still in public, anyway, just in case. “I almost wish I hadn’t bothered joining the Squad.”

“Oh, but it’s been really useful,” Tracey said, “so it’s good that you did!”

Harry nodded along.

“Tracey’s right. You sitting in on the meetings had been dead useful for us. You know, timings and all that. And you let us know about those searches Umbridge was going to do,” Harry said. “So there’s that.”

“Searches which haven’t even happened yet,” Blaise said. “Honestly, I’m not sure if that was just her trying to see about any leaks, or… or what.”

“I reckon she’ll do it this week,” Millie said, “you know, with the Easter holidays. Seems like a good time for it since everyone will be all happy and relaxed and she obviously can’t be having that.”

“You’re probably right,” Harry said. “I wish you weren’t, but Easter’s a great time for it. I wonder if we can… no, never mind; there’s nothing we can do about it, is there? Although I was going to say if you lot have anything you want to hide we can stuff it in the—you know, the you know where.” It was always tough remembering that he couldn’t just talk about the Chamber of Secrets openly. Not that anyone seemed to be listening, but just in case.

And there was always the danger of them being overheard by a fourth or fifth year alchemist. A relatively rare danger, but Harry didn’t want to be too blasé about it all.

“Thank you, Harry, but I just don’t have anything I’m not supposed to have,” Daphne said, smiling. Which to be fair was exactly what Harry expected from Daphne. Aside from her activities with the rest of the Fang, she really was an exemplary student who never got into any trouble or even seemed in any way inclined to mischief.

The perfect sort of student to make a prefect, really.

“D’you reckon I should hide my magazines and stuff?” Millie asked. “I’ve got that one about banned creature breeding practices and it cost me four months of my pocket money…”

“I’d hide it, personally,” Tracey said. “You never know what they’ll take as being against the rules.”

“Wouldn’t put it past them to change the rules based on what they find, either,” Blaise said. He shrugged. “We’re best off being squeaky clean for the foreseeable.”

“Only with our stuff,” Harry said. “We can still keep up with … everything else…”

“Well, obviously,” Blaise said. “Aren’t you meant to be out with the Weasleys tomorrow night?”

“I was planning on it,” Harry said. “I’ve not managed to get out with them yet, though. What’s it been like?”

Mille shrugged.

“I enjoyed when I went with them. They really know their way around the castle. Didn’t even worry once that we’d get caught—but I was shitting myself the whole time,” she said.

Harry nodded along. That made sense, since they had the Map, but he didn’t want to tell everyone about it. That was the twins’ secret, after all, which Harry only knew about through Sirius. At least Harry wouldn’t have to take his Cloak.

He needed to keep some secrets.

Still, Harry didn’t want to avoid going out with the twins. It wasn’t strictly speaking necessary for them all to coordinate in such a way, but it was definitely very helpful and more than that it helped solidify their alliance and make sure everyone was on the same page. Exposed to the same risks and all that.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Blaise said. “But enough about all that—have you lot realised how much homework we’ve been given for the holiday? It’s nuts. I’m not even doing Triple As and my pile is a nightmare—can’t imagine how you’re going to cope with it, Harry.”

“Ugh,” grunted Harry. “Don’t remind me. It’s awful. Dee’s homework wasn’t so bad—just wants us going over all the ingredients for our Elixir—but Vector and Babbling have set loads of problems. And some essays as well. If I didn’t think Snape would refuse I’d ask to drop Ancient Runes…”

Although so close to the OWL Harry didn’t think he really would drop it. But he wanted to.

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Tracey said. “The problems aren’t even that hard!”

Talk turned to homework and exams after that, which was enough to get engrossed in for Harry even if it wasn’t the most pleasant thing they could have talked about.

The next night Harry got ready to go out with the Weasley twins. He nipped to the Chamber and grabbed his Cloak. He didn’t want to use it with the twins, but he’d need it until he actually met up with the twins. Cloak secured, Harry waited until it was time and slipped out of the Slytherin Common room just after curfew. He could have got away without it and, if caught, simply claimed he was going to use the Prefects’ Bathroom… but that was always risky.

Especially since the Inquisitorial Squad were now allowed to use it.

But Harry took the route that went past it anyway, as it was faster than some of the others. And it would be nice to see if he could spot any prefects or Squaddies lurking around.

Harry went through secret passages and more hidden routes, then when he was close to the meeting point, stuffed his Invisibility Cloak into an enlarged pocket.

Through his somewhat circuitous route Harry joined the Weasley twins on the upper levels of the castle where Yaxley had been given an office. The twins had ‘something special’ to do, although not what that was.

Not long after Harry emerged the twins appeared. No doubt they’d seen Harry on the Map.

“Good of you to join us,” said Fred.

“We thought you might have got cold feet. Took you ages.”

“I don’t have a Map like yours,” Harry said. “Couldn’t you see I was coming?”

“Well… we did look,” admitted Fred. “But for a while you looked like you were off to the Prefects’ Bathrooms.”

“Wanted to check on the Inquisitorial Squad,” Harry said. “Didn’t see anyone.”

The twins glanced at one another.

“We saw on the Map they’re hanging around the courtyards,” George said. “No idea why. We didn’t want to risk checking.”

“So the office is empty?” Harry asked.

“Yep,” confirmed Fred. “He’s hanging about the Greenhouses.”

“And this is the big thing you’ve been working on?”

“Part of it,” said George, somewhat cagey. “The full thing isn’t ready yet. This is a…”

“Trial run,” supplied Fred. “Something to get our feet wet. You’ll see.”

That sounded interesting. Harry looked around.

“Let’s go, then,” Harry suggested. It wasn’t too far to Arlecchino’s office so they went as a group. Once there, the twins took up positions at either side of the door.

They were stood in a perfectly ordinary corridor by Hogwarts standards – thick stone floors, portraits and other bits of decoration, with some wood panels on the walls. The door to Yaxley’s office was an actual door rather than a portrait or statue guardian, so at least they didn’t have to worry about it reporting them.

Harry waited for the twins to explain what they were going to do.

“Right, so… this is a bit complicated,” George said.

“We weren’t sure how good you are at transfiguration,” Fred continued, “so we thought you could do the easiest bits. No offence.”

“It’s not my best subject,” Harry admitted, “but I’m not bad at it. What do you need me to do?”

“He says that like he’s not going to get a clean sweep for the OWLs,” Fred said to George. “As if even Hermione Granger didn’t worry about him beating her at exams.”

Harry went red. He wasn’t that good of a student, at least not with everything. And it wasn’t his fault that, of the things he was good at, he was very good at. He was quite sure Hermione would beat him at more than a couple of his subjects.

Harry put that thought to one side and turned himself to more immediate concerns.

The twins’ Bumbridge mural had been a combination of paint, charms, and transfiguration work, and it had gone down a storm. More of that, and perhaps Umbridge really would lose it.

“If you can we were hoping you’d transfigure the noticeboards into a driftwood sort of thing,” George said. “While we get to work on… well, what we’re going to work on.”

“Which is?”

“You’ll see,” Fred said. “Honestly, our job for tonight is easier, but we did the hard work already. So can you do it?”

Harry shrugged.

“Probably.” He’d never transfigured anything into driftwood before, but it didn’t seem particularly difficult. McGonagall had had them transfiguring different bits of wood into other, more different, bits of wood anyway, so Harry didn’t think it would be outside of his abilities. “And that’s all?”

“All for now,” George said.

“Fine,” Harry said. “I can do that. I’ll just, er, get a move on with that, then…” Harry took up a position in front of the noticeboard next to Yaxley’s office. It wasn’t nearly as full as the main Inquisition boards outside of the lounge, but it wasn’t empty either. Still, Harry thought it would be easy enough to transfigure the frame to look like it was driftwood. Just a matter of proper visualisation.

So that’s what Harry attended to, every so often looking out for teachers, prefects, Inquisitors, or the Squad. But most of his attention was devoted to warping the noticeboard’s frame, creating a new frame made of driftwood. Quite why the Weasleys wanted him to do that Harry couldn’t figure out, since they didn’t appear to be doing much of anything themselves. They were placing little balls, no larger than a mid-sized pebble, at various intervals along the corridor.

Dungbombs? Harry wondered, but they seemed the wrong shape for that. Well, he supposed he’d find out sooner rather than later, but he still wondered. When he was finished – and it took him a little longer than he’d thought because he wanted to get the twisted, gnarled shapes just right – he carefully made his way back to the twins, who were by that point setting out more and different little balls.

“We’re almost ready,” George said. “Taken us ages to work this out, but we’ve done it…”

“Finally,” Fred said. “Well, we think. Probably. If this works we can do the big one for outside Umbridge’s office.”

“Ah, but we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” George said. He glanced back at Harry. “Ready to see if it’s worked?”

“At this point I’m just looking forward to knowing what it is,” Harry said.

“For the final version we want it to deploy on impact,” Fred said, “but for now we’ve got to do it manually. So… stand back a bit since you’re not going to want to get caught up in this.”

Harry moved back past the noticeboards, Fred and George with him.

“Count me in, oh twin of mine!” said George. Fred counted down from three, and at zero, George gestured with his wand.

Smoke filled the corridor, thick and oddly cold. Harry covered his mouth and nose. The smoke eventually dissipated and left behind… sand. Lots and lots of sand. The ornate marble floor had been entirely covered – perhaps even replaced – by yellow sand, while several palm trees had sprouted up along the hallway.

A cool sea breeze wafted through the corridor tinged with the salt scent of the sea. He could even hear seagulls, although couldn’t see any.

Harry stood there, blinking.

“That’s not what I was expecting,” Harry said.

“Good, innit?” said Fred. “We’ve got something much more impressive lined up for Umbridge, but we can’t figure out how to do the water properly…”

“And the bog is too easily vanished,” said George. “But this is good. Should take even Flitwick a few hours to unravel.”

“But why a beach?” Harry asked.

“It’s not just a beach,” Fred explained. “It looks like one, but when Arlecchino—Yaxley—tries to go inside his office, he’ll get stuck. It’s quicksand. It’ll suck him in and spit him out in the Great Hall wearing swimming trunks.”

That was certainly a bold move. Far bolder than anything anyone had done to the Inquisitors or the Inquisition yet – they’d all stayed far away from targeting the actual Inquisitors themselves in favour of making rude jokes and things like that. So for the Weasley twins – and Harry as an accomplice – to go for a more direct attack… well, that was an escalation. A very big escalation, but Harry couldn’t help but feel it was a necessary one.

And Arlecchino was really some bloke called Yaxley anyway, so Harry assumed he was working directly for Voldemort. Otherwise there’d be no real reason to hide his true identity with a false name – and likely a false face as well – in front of the school. But that raised another question.

“So, if it’s going to strip him and switch his clothes,” Harry wondered aloud to the twins, “what about stuff like Polyjuice?”

The twins looked at one another.

“We did think about that, but the spell—or there’s a potion as well—to do that was too complicated,” Fred said eventually.

“We even asked our brother Bill—he’s a curse breaker—and he said it’d take ages to add in,” finished George. “So we didn’t do it. He might not even be using Polyjuice anyway. Sometimes people transfigure their bones and stuff to change their appearance.”

“Or he might even be a Metamorphmagus, like that Tonks was,” said George. “It’s rare, but they are about.”

Harry grunted in response. That was fair.

“We’re hoping he’ll go to his office right in the middle of breakfast,” Fred said. “We’ve been watching him on the Map for ages now, and for the last fortnight or so he’s been going to his office every day right in the middle of breakfast.”

“So if we’re lucky the entire school will see the results of our little trick. Not too shabby, eh?” George finished.

And it really wasn’t. It was certainly much more spectacular than anything Harry and his friends had come up with, but then they’d steered well clear of anything quite so direct.

“How does it work?” Harry asked. For it to transport Yaxley from outside of his office to the Great Hall was definitely a bit of advanced magic. It couldn’t be a Portkey, since Harry didn’t think those worked on school grounds and he doubted the twins were able or willing to make one.

Some sort of Switching Spell? Harry wondered. That might have done it, but…

“That’s a trade secret, I’m afraid,” said Fred with a big grin.

“Can’t go sharing all of our secrets now, can we?” George added. “Since you already know about the Map.”

That was fair enough, Harry supposed. But he didn’t push. He could always ask them again another time, anyway, when it was all less fresh.

“Do we have anything else to do tonight?” Harry asked. They’d been about half an hour actually getting the quicksand and everything else done, so there was still a bit of time.

“We wanted to charm Umbridge’s office door to make fart noises and smells whenever she opens it,” George said. “You can help us with that, if you want.”

“Er, yeah, alright,” Harry said. He could do that. And to tell the truth Harry was actually interested in how the twins would manage to do that. It wasn’t a standard application of those charms at all, and the method might be more generally applicable to other things.

So Harry went along with the twins and helped them apply embarrassing charms to Umbridge’s office.

They didn’t have anything to worry about in terms of getting caught, anyway, since the twins kept checking the Map – almost religiously. But then, Harry supposed that was how they managed to get caught only very rarely.

When at last they parted ways Harry snuck off a short distance before donning his Invisibility Cloak for his trip to the dungeons. He didn’t have a magic map and couldn’t rely on it to sneak around. Even if the Map was technically his by right of inheritance.

Harry dropped his Cloak back into the Chamber of Secrets, then carefully made his way back to the Slytherin Common Room. That late only a handful of students would have even been inside, and Harry knew their activities well enough to know that it would be only a handful of fifth years tucked away in one of the alcoves. Nothing for Harry to worry about, certainly.

So Harry headed to bed.

*

The mood at breakfast the next morning was perfectly normal, at least for everyone who wasn’t Harry. And normal relative to how breakfasts had been since the Inquisition had completed its full takeover of the school, anyway. But Harry sat there wondering when and whether Yaxley would come tumbling into the Great Hall via the Weasley twins’ bit of magical quicksand.

The anticipation distracted him from the conversation at breakfast, too, which was only half a problem because Blaise was talking with Tracey about opera, and quite apart from not knowing anything about the topic, Harry thought it was boring. So he sat there half listening, half waiting, gaze fixed at the spot halfway through the Great Hall which the Weasleys had said would be ground zero.

Which paid off very nicely mid-way through breakfast, just as the Weasley twins had hoped it would.

Every head in the Great Hall turned at the sound of a crash. Yaxley, stripped and wearing only a pair of bright orange swimming trunks, crashed into the stone floor along with what appeared to be a never-ending stream of sand.

“I’m fucking stuck!” complained Yaxley from the floor. He thrashed about, seemingly trying to extricate himself from the sand, but he didn’t manage it. He only seemed to be getting more stuck.

“This—fucking—for fuck’s sake!” Yaxley shouted from his pile on the Great Hall floor. “When I catch the little fuckers who did this, I swear, they’ll have—”

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge, interrupting Yaxley’s tirade. She turned towards Professor Flitwick who was sat a few spaces to her left. “Filius, if you would attend to this mess?”

Laughter immediately from all corners of the Hall, Harry included. He glanced from Yaxley to Umbridge, and then along the rest of the High Table. Several of the teachers were openly laughing, while others had a much more retrained smile. Some appeared totally indifferent, but Harry thought that was probably due to political reasons.

“Now, please,” continued Umbridge, still looking at Flitwick.

Flitwick got up and climbed down from the dais to see to the sand and everything else that had been dropped into the Great Hall. The sand and other debris – bits of shell, pieces of driftwood – Flitwick cleared up quickly enough. That was just a matter of waving his wand with a little sigh.

But Yaxley, stuck as he was to the Great Hall floor, proved much more difficult. At first Harry had assumed the sand was what was sticking him down, but with it gone, Yaxley was still stuck.

Which meant the twins had figured out some other mechanism for sticking him down. A permanent sticking charm of some sort, maybe, which would take even Flitwick a little while to remove.

“Hem, hem!” coughed Umbridge. Harry reluctantly looked up at her. Yaxley would wait. “As … distracting … as events within the Hall may be, I would like to remind all students that this is a place for eating and not for gawking. Students will finish their breakfasts and then leave the Hall promptly.”

Harry didn’t think there was any danger of anyone actually complying with Umbridge’s command. For one, it was the Easter holiday, and people came and went from breakfast throughout the entire span. There would be students still yet to arrive at breakfast. And for another thing, Harry doubted rather a lot that anyone wanted to miss seeing ‘Inquisitor Arlecchino’ in such an embarrassing state.

The man had been responsible for Stinging Jinxes and all sorts of other punishments: even the students who hadn’t experienced them would want to see him brought down a bit.

“Now that’s embarrassing,” Blaise said, staring at Yaxley and Flitwick. “Good bit of work, though,” he added in an undertone.

“I didn’t know about the sticking,” Harry said. “Well, I thought the sand would do it, but once it was gone… But this is better.”

“I do feel kind of sorry for him, though, actually,” Tracey said. “I mean, not that sorry, but… that would be awful, wouldn’t it? People are just laughing and pointing.”

“Can’t see how his authority will be respected at all after this,” Blaise said, “which is great for us. Less for him.”

That was a thought Harry hadn’t had, but it was a very good point. After seeing Yaxley in such a ridiculous position Harry doubted students would be keen to listen to his instructions. Granted, the Inquisition’s wide-ranging powers would probably persuade most students to listen, but the image of Inquisitor Arlecchino had been smashed to pieces.

And that was worth something.

“Ooh, that’s a good point,” said Tracey. “Not that I think it’ll stop him for long, mind, since nobody wants to get a Stinging Jinx… but…”

Well, that was also true, Harry supposed. As pleased as he was to have avoided the Inquisition’s new corporal punishments, Harry knew there were those in the castle far less fortunate. Stinging Jinxes and blood quills and in one notable case, the manacles Filch had been begging to use for years.

“Hurry up, man!” Harry heard Yaxley whisper to Flitwick. Thanks to his augmented hearing he could hear the pair talk with ease, even above the din of the Great Hall. Not that there was anything interesting about their conversation. “Or are you trying to drag this out? I’ll have your job for this!”

“The precise mechanism is… complex,” Flitwick said hesitantly. “I am quite sure I can remove the charm, but I’m trying to do it without any damage to your skin.”

Harry grimaced. That was bleak. But then it wasn’t as if Yaxley didn’t deserve it, especially as he’d been doling out many of the punishments since Umbridge’s promotion.

“I wonder how long it’ll take to get him out,” Blaise said, still looking at the fuss in the Hall.

“I just heard Flitwick say it’s complicated,” Harry said, “so I reckon we’ve got a while yet.”

It ended up taking Flitwick under twenty minutes to undo the Weasley twins’ sticking charm, although whether that really was due to the complexity or because he wanted to drag out the humiliation, Harry couldn’t say. But even the normally mild-mannered Flitwick had been having some less than pleasant words to say about the Inquisition of late, so Harry wouldn’t have put it past him.

When at last he was free, Yaxley got up, glared around the Great Hall, and then immediately stormed out, wand in hand.

“Well, that was… definitely something,” Harry said. He hadn’t expected the pay off from his night’s activities with the twins to be quite so satisfying, but the simple knowledge that Yaxley had hated every moment was enough to put a smile on Harry’s face. It couldn’t quite make up for all the literal pain he’d been doling out to rule breaking students, but it was a start.

And if he really was working directly for Voldemort, well, it was nowhere near enough. That would require a life sentence to Azkaban at the very least.

“Is that all you did last night?” Blaise asked. “Not that it wasn’t enough, or anything—just curious.”

“We charmed Umbridge’s office door to smell and sound like it was farting,” Harry said. “But that’s all.”

“Fair,” Blaise said. “Bet she’ll hate that.”

“Mm,” agreed Harry.

Once the Hall had settled somewhat after Yaxley’s hasty exit, Umbridge stood up and coughed for everyone’s attention.

“It is now very clear that a segment of the study body here at Hogwarts School is engaged in persistent and wholly unacceptable levels of subversive activity. This cannot and will not be tolerated any further,” Umbridge said. “We have been lenient. We have been friendly. We have been supportive and caring. And yet behaviour from certain people here at the school has been getting worse. You were warned,” Umbridge said.

“You were told of the consequences and there are those among you who have completely ignored them. To those of you who are following the rules: I can only say that you must blame your peers for what is to come, because although it is not your fault, we must apply the rules equally. If you are as concerned and disappointed in events as we are here on the staff please do not hesitate to contact myself or an Inquisitor if you know anything at all about the identities of these ne’er-do-wells. If the Inquisition knows the identity of the perpetrators punishments can be applied much more selectively. That is all.”

Umbridge left the Great Hall. It wasn’t customary for the Headmaster to do so until the end of breakfast, which ran a little later on holidays, but Umbridge left anyway.

“What do you think she means by consequences?” Tracey asked as Umbridge was leaving. “It’s not like there’s anything else she can do, is there? She’s already using jinxes and other stuff on us; she already cancels clubs whenever she wants; and she even got Dumbledore sacked. What else is left?”

“They still haven’t done those searches,” Harry pointed out. “I bet that’s what she means. Or it could be something even worse than that, I suppose—she usually does manage to go one worse every time, doesn’t she?”

“Ugh,” said Blaise. “You’re probably right about the searches. And about finding something worse. She’s always got some new horrible thing she can pull out of her arse.”

Tracey stared at the Great Hall doors.

“I bet she’s gone to organise the searches now,” Tracey said. “I reckon they’ll be doing them before breakfast ends properly.”

The three of them shared glances.

“Shit,” Harry said. Well, at least he didn’t have any contraband in his dormitory, and he didn’t think he’d done anything that would make Umbridge target him with planted evidence. Or rather, he didn’t think that Umbridge knew Harry had done anything she needed to be angry about. Harry was quite proud of his reputation for being an upstanding student of generally good moral fibre – even if it did make him look a bit of prig to certain students – because it let him get away with so much more.

“If they are going to do the searches I want to be there when it happens,” Blaise said. “No telling what they’ll get up to and it seems better to watch.”

“Agreed,” Harry said. “We should let Daph and Millie know what we think, too—I’m not sure if Millie’s hidden her magazines but she probably will want to…”

“I’ll do it,” Tracey said. “Meet you back at the Common Room?”

Harry nodded, and the three of them got up. Tracey went to speak with Daphne and Millicent at another part of the table while Harry and Blaise left the Great Hall. Other students were leaving in small groups too, although it wasn’t quite an exodus. It seemed more like the normal state of affairs which was a pity because Harry would have wanted the student body to watch the Inquisition at its activities.

At least that way someone would be there to give witness to the whole sorry affair.

Just before they left the Great Hall, Harry paused.

“Er, I’m going to warn Ernie,” Harry said to Blaise. “Hang on a sec.” Ernie was still sat at the Hufflepuff Table along with Justin, although Susan was elsewhere. Harry tapped Ernie on the shoulder.

“Hey, Ern,” Harry said, voice low as he could get it while still being heard over the noise of the Hufflepuff Table. “You know that thing Blaise warned us about? We think it’s going to happen now. Since… er… what happened with Arlecchino just now.”

Ernie looked thoughtful.

“Yes, that would make sense,” Ernie said after a few moments. “We’d been wondering why it hadn’t happened yet… I suppose now is as good a time as any.”

“I’m just glad I’ve not got anything I shouldn’t have,” murmured Justin. “Nor will Sue, I expect.” He glanced at Ernie.

“I’ve got nothing,” Ernie said. “With Mum being a teacher now, well… thought it best not to push my luck. Not with, you know, everything else.”

“Definitely,” agreed Harry. “Well, just thought I’d let you know. I’ll be off then—Blaise is waiting. And we want to be there if the Inquisition really does… you know.”

Ernie and Justin nodded, and Harry left them where they were, meeting up again with Blaise at the doors. By that time Tracey had finished up with the other two girls, so the five Slytherins made their way back to the Slytherin Common Room to sit and wait.

Once inside they took up their usual spot, although Harry angled himself so that he could see the Common Room doors. He didn’t want any surprises at all when it came to the Inquisition’s arrival, and he was quite sure that it would come.

It was the only logical step left.

But it didn’t happen just after breakfast. Harry and his friends sat in the Common Room for a couple of hours after breakfast watching and waiting, but nothing at all happened.

“Umbridge must be waiting for people to come forward,” Blaise suggested about an hour into their waiting.

No one had had any better suggestions, although Harry wondered whether she’d go through with it at all. Searching the staff quarters and their offices was one thing – it could easily be justified if the teachers were causing the students to go astray or putting them in danger – but searching the students’ rooms? Harry couldn’t think of many legitimate reasons to do that, especially given the situation. It was just a bit of graffiti.

And technically an assault now that he and the twins had embarrassed Yaxley like that, Harry supposed, but…

Eventually they stopped watching the Common Room door anxiously and settled in for a more normal morning of activities. Harry and Blaise played cards – Goblin’s Ear, a game Blaise had learned from his great-great-aunt over Christmas – while Daphne and Tracey painted each other’s nails and Millicent flicked through a magazine.

It even ended up being a pleasant morning, just so long as Harry remembered to forget about the threat of the Inquisition.

“Oi!” Harry said, interrupting Blaise. “You can’t do that—that’s an illegal move, you’ve got to have three dragons and a unicorn to do that and you’ve only got two dragons.”

“What?” said Blaise. “That’s not how the rule works. You only learned about the game half an hour ago so I won’t be too harsh but you can do it if you’ve only got two dragons as long as you’ve got the jarvey—”

“That’s absolute bollocks,” Harry said. “You’re just trying to cheat. I remember how you explained it and the jarvey card’s only important when you’ve got the full sack of ears and you don’t even have a single pair.”

“Well, it was worth a try,” Blaise said. “Although I don’t know why I bothered—you pay too much attention.” He sighed. “Well, fine. I don’t have enough for the Goblin’s Ear. Pick up a card.”

Harry reached forward and grabbed another card from the spares pile.

“Nice!” Harry said. He’d pulled a dragon, which meant he had enough cards for the Ear. “That’s an Ear—”

“Attention, members of Slytherin House!” called a voice from the Common Room door. Harry looked up. It was Snape. “The Inquisition has seen fit—in what is surely a wise and completely appropriate move wholly unrelated to recent embarrassments—to conduct searches of the Common Rooms and of the students’ dormitories,” Snape said, though his tone told Harry he felt like it was anything but.

“Unfortunately for us all such an occurrence must be overseen by the students’ Head of House which means I am to be inconvenienced along with you all in what is going to be a completely pointless endeavour.” He glanced around the room. “In what I am sure is going to be a completely pointless endeavour, and which will occur in precisely three minutes. So, if there is any doubt in your minds whether or not you have something hidden which you should not have, fix it now.” He paused. He seemed to look directly at Harry then, but Harry held his gaze. He had nothing to fear from either Umbridge’s goons or Snape’s legilimency. “Have I made myself clear?”

Immediately a dozen or so students got up and left the Common Room for the dormitories. People who hadn’t already heard the rumours about searches, or who hadn’t been told by friends in the Squad, or perhaps they had and hadn’t believed it… but there were quite a few people who seemed surprised at the turn of events, and the Common Room emptied fairly quickly after that.

Snape stayed where he was at the door.

With the chaos in the rest of the room, Harry and his friends stayed put. There was no sense getting up and mucking about with anything, since none of them had anything to worry about anyway. Harry had made quite sure that his own affairs were totally clean. As far as the Inquisition knew, Harry was a model student. There was whatever problem Umbridge had, but that seemed to be more about Dumbledore than Harry, so Harry wasn’t worried about that.

Minutes after Snape’s announcement the Common Room door opened, this time revealing Inquisitors Vipera and Arlecchino. Yaxley.

“Ah, you’re here already,” Yaxley said to Snape. “So we can get started right away.”

“Indeed,” Snape said.

“We’ll start with the fifth years and work our way down,” Yaxley said to Vipera.

Harry – along with everyone else in the Common Room – watched the pair of Inquisitors cross to where the dorms were and went their separate ways. It made sense that there were two, Harry supposed, as it wouldn’t be proper for Yaxley to go rummaging around the girls’ rooms. Although Harry didn’t think it appropriate for the searches to be going ahead at all, so perhaps his opinion was well and truly out of step with the rest of the wizarding world’s.

A great many students made as if to follow, but a gesture and a few sharp words from Snape stopped them.

“You will not enflame the situation by watching en masse,” Snape said. “If it is your dormitory being searched you may be present; otherwise, do not interfere.” He paused. “I cannot help you if the Inquisition takes offence.”

That was reasonable, Harry supposed. He stayed put. With the number of students that year, and with how large the dormitories were, Harry would be waiting a while until his own turn. And he intended to see what the Inquisition was doing just in case anything was damaged. Not that he had anything important in his trunk, but it was the principle of it.

Evidently many of the fifth years had the same or similar thoughts and made their way into the dorms to watch. Snape followed behind lazily, as if he was totally uninterested in what was happening. Harry assumed that was a front, since Snape was apparently a close ally of Dumbledore and would presumably be against the Inquisition and its goals.

“Well,” Daphne said after Snape had gone, “at least it’s happened now. We can relax a little bit.”

“Er… what?” Blaise said. “This isn’t my idea of relaxation, Daphne.”

“I’m just saying,” Daphne continued, “that now they’ve gone and done their searches finally we don’t have to worry about that anymore. We can get on with everything else because they’ve already done the searches. Millie won’t have to worry about her magazines and Harry can get on with things as well.” She shrugged. “I’m not saying it’s a good thing that this has happened, but at least it has happened.”

“I get what you’re saying,” Tracey said. “At least now that it’s happened, we know what to expect. And hopefully it won’t happen again. But even if it does we’ll be used to it.”

“I doubt anyone will let themselves be caught with anything banned after this,” Harry said. Assuming that anyone who was caught in the first round of searches wasn’t expelled, anyway. Harry wouldn’t put it past Umbridge to do that.

“We’ll have to see how this goes, I suppose,” Blaise said. “It’s properly shit for anyone who wasn’t prepared for it but…”

“I think the searches were a really badly kept secret,” Tracey said. “I mean, you told us, but loads of people have friends on the Inquisitorial Squad and you can’t have been the only one to say anything about the searches.” She paused. “Can you?”

Blaise shrugged.

“Dunno. Some of the others are really into the Squad bollocks—like they actually believe in it. Which is mad but some people are like that,” Blaise said. “But you’re probably right. It’s not like we’d be telling each other about it anyway since we’re supposed to report each other back to the Inquisitors.”

“What do you reckon they’re actually looking for?” Millicent asked. “Obviously stuff on the banned list—that goes without saying. But apart from that, I mean. Since I doubt they’re going to go through all this just to catch someone with a Fanged Frisbee or dungbombs…”

“Paint stuff, maybe?” Tracey said. “And there’s the normal list of banned things and then that new list, isn’t there? So probably things on the new list. I’ve got a few books in Welsh I’m sure the Inquisition won’t like but I’ve checked and none of them are on the list. They probably just want to make a fuss…”

“Daddy said at Christmas that I need to be watching what letters I keep in my trunk,” Daphne said. “I made sure to get rid of all of them—I sent them home when I got back—but I bet the Inquisitors are looking for letters and things like that which could incriminate people’s parents. Especially if they work at the Ministry.”

“That sounds right,” Blaise said. He glanced at Harry. “You’ve hidden all your shit, right? The letters from… er… well, you know.”

Harry nodded. He’d stuck all of his potentially dangerous materials down in the Chamber of Secrets which was probably the best hiding place for them. His two way mirror, his Invisibility Cloak, the book on the Mind Arts, and even all his letters from Sirius. Some of those mentioned Dumbledore as well, so Harry was glad to have moved them.

“Hidden in the Chamber,” Harry said. But Harry wasn’t worried about that anyway. He looked over at Tracey. “You’ve made sure all your letters to your mum are safe, right?” Harry asked. He knew Tracey had sometimes discussed things with her mother, and her mother worked at the Ministry of Magic. If Tracey were to be caught with something…

“Mam told me before Christmas to stop talking about things in letters, and I took all the other ones home at Christmas anyway,” confirmed Tracey. “So I think I’m safe. I don’t have anything else that might be what they’re looking for, anyway.”

That was good. That meant none of his friends would have anything they didn’t want to get caught with. Susan was unlikely to have kept anything incriminating around, and aside from their nocturnal indiscretions Ernie was making sure to be totally above reproach due to his mother’s position at the school. Harry didn’t think Justin did anything that was against the rules, and apart from that it was really only Harry and Millie who had anything on the banned list.

So that was all good.

A little while later Yaxley came marching back into the Common Room followed by one of the new fifth years. Monksfoot, Harry thought his name was.

“It’s not a bloody treasonous publication,” Monksfoot was protesting to little avail. “It’s Chansonnier’s Movements in Magic—it’s a classic book of famous songs. It’s a standard part of the music curriculum at Wandwright’s—the Ministry approved it. Or it did before this year, anyway. Look, it’s really not… The instruments in the Music Alcove play these songs! It’s really nothing to worry about, I swear—”

“That remains to be seen,” Yaxley said. “The book is in French, and I have detected an enchantment on it which will need to be broken to ascertain the true nature of this book.”

“It’s not against the rules to have a French book!” Monksfoot said, although his protests fell on deaf ears. Still, Harry thought he looked a little more afraid than someone whose book really wasn’t against the rules would be. Which made Harry wonder what the enchantment on the book was, and what it was hiding.

“Sit there and wait until we have finished,” Yaxley said, pointing at an unoccupied section of chairs and sofas along one of the Common Room’s many walls. Monksfoot did as he was told and Yaxley disappeared once more into the dormitories. It wasn’t long after that that Yaxley, Vipera, and Snape reappeared in the Common Room to announce the search of the fourth year dorms.

Which meant Harry’s turn wasn’t far away. A handful of other students were found in possession of ‘restricted materials’, although as far as Harry could tell it was all something out of nothing. Nothing he’d seen was anything that looked at all seditious, the worst of it being a manifesto from a goblin rights group in one of the Mexicos.

When it was the third years’ turn, Harry got up and went to his dormitory straight away so that he didn’t miss a thing. He didn’t relish the thought of Yaxley poking around his room, let alone in his school trunk, but it was better to be there than not. And Harry didn’t have anything there to worry about anyway. But that wasn’t the point.

Fortunately Yaxley had elected to search the other third years’ dorms first, so Harry was able to wait inside his own dorm with Blaise and the other boys. Only Charlie had been out of the Common Room when the Inquisitors had arrived, but even he’d made it back.

“You lads have anything unwise?” Capability asked the room at large. “I didn’t think I had anything, but after seeing what some of the others have been pulled up for, I’m a bit worried now.”

Silence at first, and then John FitzRoy spoke.

“I thought I’d be fine—I’ve checked the list of bans weekly since that madwoman started it—but if they’re rounding up people for having books in French then I’m out of luck…”

“That’s rough,” Charlie said. “I’ve got a few bits, but nothing on Umbridge’s treason list.” He shrugged. “I reckon I’ll get detention, maybe, or a go on the blood quill…”

Harry grimaced. The blood quill was infamous – an enchanted quill that used the user’s own blood to write on parchment and cut the hand with each stroke. Not that Harry had ever experienced it, of course. But everyone who had spoke of how unpleasant it was. Not quite as bad as a stretching on the rack, but worse than Stinging Jinxes because it could leave a cursed scar.

“I’ve got nothing,” said Blaise.

“Well, you’re on her Squad, so that checks out,” muttered Plumm.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Blaise said. “It’s all about getting on her good side.”

“Fair enough,” Plumm said. “It’s not how I’d do it, but…”

Silence again. Then everyone glanced at Harry, who felt suddenly on display.

“Er… right… me,” Harry said. “I’ve not got anything.” More looks. “No, really—I don’t know why everyone thinks I’m up to something because I never am. I really don’t have anything.”

FitzRoy snorted.

“I actually don’t,” Harry started to say, but Yaxley barged his way into the room, Snape close behind him.

“Stand at the foot of your beds,” Yaxley commanded, “and don’t get in my way.”

Everyone moved. Harry took one last look at his trunk before getting out of the way but felt happy enough that he didn’t have anything there to find.

Yaxley didn’t waste any time once the five boys had stood aside. He tackled the far end of the room first, giving Harry a bit of breathing room. Charlie and Capability’s trunks were searched without incident, the only thing found being a few joke items of Charlie’s which, while banned items, were on the regular list and not the super special sedition edition of it.

Lucky bugger, thought Harry. Charlie at least had managed to avoid anything particularly bad.

Yaxley began rifling around FitzRoy’s trunk easily enough but paused after a little while. He seemed to have run into a locked compartment, but it was evidently one quite far in as his entire arm had disappeared.

“How many chambers are there? And how bloody deep do they go?” Yaxley said, exasperated. “This is ridiculous.” He withdrew his arm.

FitzRoy sniffed.

“Seven, as is good and proper,” said FitzRoy.

Seven. Harry stifled a laugh. FitzRoy had seven compartments in his trunk, and no doubt they were magically expanded as well. It suddenly made perfect sense that FitzRoy had seemingly endless numbers of different outfits and an infinite supply of books and other odds and ends.

“Open them all,” said Yaxley with a sigh. “And hurry up—I’ve got loads more to do after you.”

“That’s hardly my fault, is it?” said FitzRoy. “I’m not the one who ordered a search of all the students’ things. This wouldn’t have happened at Beauxbatons, you know; the school charter is quite robust and not even the French Ministry would dare—”

“Just do it,” said Yaxley. “No need for commentary.”

FitzRoy moved and unlocked each of the compartments of his trunk in turn, although it took him quite a while longer than Harry thought was strictly necessary. He was pushing it, but Harry could respect that. Impotent though the protest was, it was at least a protest.

Yaxley returned to his search. He eventually extricated a whole stack of books from FitzRoy’s trunk, along with what was clearly a French wizarding board game.

Yaxley looked gleeful.

“These will need to be checked,” Yaxley said to FitzRoy, who was protesting. “No arguments. You know the rules.”

“And I haven’t broken any of them,” FitzRoy said. “They’re novels. If you weren’t such an uncultured swi—”

“Ahem,” interrupted Snape with a well-timed cough. “Be that as it may, Mr FitzRoy, the Inquisition has decided that all books in foreign languages—or indeed languages other than English, foreign or not—are to be deemed suspicious. I am sure you will have no problems.”

FitzRoy looked ready to push the issue, but wisely in Harry’s opinion decided to drop it, so Yaxley moved on. Harry was next, so Harry stood aside and let Yaxley rummage around his trunk – despite that being the very last thing he wanted the man to do.

But he didn’t need to worry, anyway, since his trunk was filled with all the usual sorts of mundane things. Clothes, both muggle and magical; his spare shoes and the trainers his aunt had bought him for Christmas; and all sorts of odds and ends from spare parchment to broom wax.

Just about the only thing Harry was worried about was that he’d have to pack everything back into his trunk all nice and neat. He could use the packing spell Tracey had taught them all, he supposed, but he didn’t really like what it did with his socks. But he wondered if maybe—

“And what’s this, then?” said Yaxley, pulling a stack of parchment from the trunk. “Letters from Dumbledore—they have his seal on them. These will have to be checked, of course. Potentially treasonous material you’ve got here, Potter.”

“I don’t have any letters from Dumbledore,” Harry said immediately, although he wasn’t at all sure. Did he have letters from Dumbledore? He didn’t think so, but… Taking a breath, Harry tried to occlude. He put up a decent effort although it probably wouldn’t have stood up to Snape, who was just standing there in the corner looking angrier than usual.

But the occlusion held, and Harry was able to think around his panic. Letters from Dumbledore. Letters from Dumbledore which were obviously not Harry’s, since not only did Dumbledore not send letters to Harry very often, on the very rare occasions he did he didn’t use his official seal and usually made the letters burn themselves after Harry had read them.

So whatever Yaxley had found couldn’t be Harry’s letters. Which meant Yaxley had planted them himself.

If Harry hadn’t already assumed he was Voldemort’s man on the inside he’d have found brand new reasons to. As it was, Yaxley had only confirmed everything to Harry there and then. The only question was, how effective would Yaxley’s little trick be? Harry couldn’t say. On the one hand, Umbridge was looking for reasons to punish people, and Harry thought she was very ready to believe the worst.

But on the other hand, Umbridge had been fairly keen to court Harry’s good opinion. It hadn’t worked, but in none of the interviews Harry had had with her had she seemed angry at Harry. Merely… disappointed that her tactics weren’t working.

So perhaps Harry didn’t have much to worry about.

“Then what are these?” said Yaxley waving the stack of letters around.

“I don’t know what they are,” Harry said slowly, “because I’ve never seen them before. They’re not mine, whatever they are.”

“I’m sure the investigation will come out in your favour,” Yaxley said, “but there’s no denying that these were found inside your school trunk. I think everyone here saw that.”

Harry glanced around the room. His dorm mates – Blaise excepted – seemed unsure of what to do or where to look. The letters clearly had been found in Harry’s trunk, and everyone knew that Harry had been meeting with Dumbledore. And everyone had read the papers, where Skeeter had been insinuating all sorts of things about Harry, her highly publicised attacks on Dumbledore notwithstanding.

Snape glared alternately at Harry and Yaxley, seemingly unsure which of them should be the target of his ire. The problem was, Harry supposed, that Snape knew very well that Harry was in contact with Dumbledore. It was entirely possible that Dumbledore had sent Harry letters, and that Harry had kept them.

Quite apart from how that hadn’t happened, it was a plausible scenario.

But Harry had told Dumbledore about Yaxley through Sirius, and Snape worked for Dumbledore as part of the Order. So Harry thought that he could know of Yaxley’s identity too.

“Letters from the Headmaster are, while an unusual item for students to possess, not wholly out of the ordinary,” Snape said eventually. “Is there really a need for—”

“That’s what the investigation will have to find out,” interrupted Yaxley. “Once we’ve read the letters and checked them for any funny business we’ll have something to go on, won’t we?”

 “You can use Veritaserum,” Harry offered quickly. As an occlumens he could lie under Veritaserum anyway. So there was no danger from being asked any other questions either. “I’ll testify under Veritaserum that those letters aren’t mine. Because they’re not mine. I’ll even—”

“Now, now,” said Snape. “There will be no need for—that,” he said. “Are you quite satisfied that you have found what you wanted, Inquisitor?” Snape paused. “There are, after all, a considerable number of other students whose belongings you have not tampered with.”

“As you say,” said Yaxley, inclining his head. “But first these lads need to join their peers so that they may be questioned later on by the High Inquisitor.”

Harry felt like arguing further, but Yaxley had said his bit and planted his evidence. There was nothing more to say. So Harry, along with FitzRoy, joined the growing number of Slytherins in the Common Room who’d been caught with banned or otherwise incriminating materials for further questioning.

“Ugh,” groaned FitzRoy as he and Harry sat with the others. “At least you were caught conspiring with traitors to the realm—that’s a proper reason to get in trouble like this. All I’m here for is books in a language they don’t like. It’s a bloody farce.”

Harry felt like he should have a scathing response to that, or at least protest that he wasn’t conspiring with anyone, least of all enemies of the state… but that was what he’d been ‘caught’ doing. And he was actually doing it.

“You know what, John,” Harry said, “that’s actually fair enough.” He didn’t have to like it, but it was exactly how it looked to everyone else, and FitzRoy actually hadn’t done anything wrong.

“So… what?” Harry said after a silence. “We’re just supposed to sit here and wait?”

The Common Room was all abuzz as many students had yet to be searched, while those who had been subjected to it already were complaining to each other about it. And in the middle of it all the students who’d been caught out with something – anything – were sat in the Common Room waiting.

“I suppose,” FitzRoy said. “With any luck they’ll see to you first and realise there’s no point going after the rest of us.” He paused. “No offence, but I just think you’re the only one who’s going to go down for conspiracy and ‘having books in French’ is a piss poor excuse for punishments next to that.”

Harry sighed.

“Well, you’re not wrong,” Harry said. He settled in to wait.
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It felt like hours until Yaxley and Vipera were done with their searches of the Slytherin dormitories and the Common Room, but given that it was only just lunch time, Harry knew it hadn’t been all that long. But even so it had been long enough for Harry to have become bored, worried, and bored again several times until he’d just decided to occlude harder and slow his thoughts down.

That had helped, especially once the students who hadn’t been caught with anything had started to circulate increasingly ridiculous rumours about what Harry had been found with amongst themselves. And that was made worse by the fact that Harry was sat right there in the Common Room, and they could have just asked him.

But of course, nobody did. But then, people seemed unwilling to interact with any of the students who’d been caught with something, even the ones who were obviously not caught up in any wrongdoing like that first year who’d been caught with a multi-lingual music box.

When they’d finished, Vipera and Yaxley gathered all the Slytherins together in the Common Room to make an announcement.

“Those of you who’ve been searched and found to have nothing untoward—congratulations. You’ve passed the inspection and have nothing to worry about. You may go to lunch secure and happy in the knowledge that you are not part of the problem,” Yaxley said to the gathered students. “If, however, you have been caught with something you should not have had… the unpleasantness has only just begun. You poor unfortunates will be taken at once and interviewed pending a full investigation into your particular crimes.”

Crimes, thought Harry. The vast majority of the students didn’t have anything illegal on them, and of those who did, it was silly little things like that weird plant some of the fifth years smoked or fourth years with a bit of firewhisky.

Admittedly, one girl had been caught with a potion labelled as Amortentia, but Harry didn’t think it would really be the one banned love potion. It was probably a cheaper – and legal – alternative mislabelled.

Not that that was much better, but it was better.

“So go on—get off to lunch with you all,” Vipera finished off. “Except for anyone we’ve said needs further investigation. You’ll be coming with us.”

At first, nobody moved. Not the students who were allowed to go to lunch, not Snape, and certainly not Harry and the other ‘miscreants’. But then Vipera clapped her hands and students started to move.

“This is wholly unnecessary,” Snape said once the other students had left the Common Room. “I understand what the High Inquisitor has set out to do, but—”

“With all due respect, Severus,” Yaxley said, his tone firm, “what you think is irrelevant. This is Ministry business. Jenkins there was caught with proscribed materials—what’s he need an erumpent horn for? Too dangerous to even think about keeping, let alone in his bloody school trunk! Hexworthy had a book of Dark spells. Potter was caught in communication with a wanted criminal and traitor to the realm.”

Snape’s lips drew tight then, into a pair of thin little lines. He clearly didn’t like that response, but even Harry had to admit it was perfectly fair reasoning. Even in a more normal time Jenkins would have been justifiably expelled for keeping an erumpent horn in his school trunk, while Hexworthy would have been lucky to keep her wand without a very good reason.

But Harry could have simply had a series of old letters from Dumbledore, letters which were perfectly legal to own at the time of receipt and which had nothing more outrageous than arrangements for the trial in the summer in them. Of course, Harry assumed that whatever the letters said would be completely unhelpful and cast both him and Dumbledore in a poor light. Otherwise there would have been no point at all in planting them. But in principle Harry didn’t think it fair to include him with Jenkins and Hexworthy.

“I told you those letters aren’t mine,” Harry said. “I’m still willing to take Veritaserum. I promise you those letters weren’t there this morning because they aren’t mine.”

“We’ll see how the investigation goes, Potter,” said Vipera. “Until then, be quiet.”

The investigation would only ever go in the Inquisition’s favour, but Harry kept quiet anyway. There was no sense causing a scene over it in the Common Room, especially not after everyone had already seen him offer to take Veritaserum. That would put more than a few students on Harry’s side no matter the outcome of the Inquisition’s pointless investigation, so Harry could afford not to argue the point.

And really, next to an erumpent horn and a book of Dark spells, correspondence with Dumbledore was nothing at all. Assuming the planted letters weren’t totally outrageous, containing ‘definitive’ evidence that Harry was engaged in a conspiracy to treason with Dumbledore.

…which was entirely possible, depending on what Yaxley – what Voldemort – thought people might be willing to believe.

Ugh, Harry thought.

“Well, Potter’s futile protestations notwithstanding,” drawled Snape, “I am concerned with what has been considered suspicious. Letters from a headmaster? Books of popular songs? While it is indeed true that several of the students sat here have been found with dangerous items, most have not.” Snape paused. “And there is of course the matter of discrepancies in the application of the rules. There are things found by Inquisitor Vipera amongst the girls’ belongings which apparently did not warrant punishment—and yet the very same items when found by Inquisitor Arlecchino apparently did. Far be it from me to suggest that there has been any—”

“Each Inquisitor is free to interpret the standing orders to the best of his or her understanding,” Yaxley interrupted. “Given the nature of our role it is understood that we must act according to our own feelings and interpretation of the rules, and the discretion afforded us is an important part of that. I can assure you there has been no misapplication of authority here today.”

Snape simply nodded.

“As you say,” Snape said. He glanced at the students sat waiting for judgment. “What do you wish to do with your suspects, Inquisitors? It is lunch time and if you are not going to take them elsewhere I suggest that they be allowed to—”

“You don’t need to worry about what we’re going to do with them,” Yaxley said, interrupting Snape. “That’s Inquisition—that is to say, Ministry—business from here out. Your presence today was helpful, Severus, but now that the investigation has moved away from the students’ dormitories your co-operation is no longer required.”

Snape’s not going to like that at all, Harry thought. Such a sharp rebuke was unlikely to win Yaxley any favours from Snape, but then Harry supposed he didn’t need them. Snape was widely seen as Dumbledore’s man – something to do with how the war ended and Snape’s role in it, Harry remembered vaguely – and with Dumbledore wanted for treason, Snape’s fortunes were somewhere between the floor and the toilet.

And with Yaxley no doubt in the castle on Voldemort’s business, Harry didn’t doubt he had little care for Dumbledore and his allies.

Unless Snape was Dumbledore’s spy, Harry supposed, and Yaxley thought Snape was on his side and all this bother was just a bit of subterfuge. Harry thought that could be true. Unless… unless Yaxley thought he knew Snape was a spy, but Snape didn’t know Yaxley was actually Yaxley.

Ugh, thought Harry. This is too complicated…

“Be that as it may,” Snape said, lips curled, his distaste clear for the entire world to see, “I am still these students’ Head of House and must inform their parents—or indeed, other guardians—should the need arise. If the need has arisen I shall do so at once as the law requires of me, but this is contingent—as I am sure you understand—on what exactly the Inquisition intends to do.”

“We’re going to take them away for questioning as soon as possible,” Yaxley said. “Isn’t that right?” he said with a glance at Vipera, who nodded in confirmation.

“Yes. We’ll take the students to see the High Inquisitor at once,” Vipera said, “although I’m sure that the other Houses will have had their own fair share of infractions too, so we’ll have to figure out a way to triage the…” she trailed off. “But that’s Inquisition business. Really, Severus, we thank you for the assistance but now is the time to let us do our jobs.”

Snape seemed quite keen on the pair of Inquisitors doing anything but their jobs, at least from the sour look on his face, but he nodded slowly.

“As you wish,” Snape said. “I am sure you know what’s best.” After that the three of them spent some time arguing over the logistics of moving the accused from the dungeons to the upper levels of the castle, but even that didn’t take too long. Soon enough Harry and the rest of the Slytherins accused of various and sundry things were marched off to Umbridge’s office, joining a rather large contingent of students lined up outside.

And it really was a large number: Harry could see students from every one of the school’s various factions. People who had been at Hogwarts from the beginning and even a few Harry knew had never been in trouble before; students from the minority language schools whose only infractions were likely to have been possession of books in languages the Inquisition didn’t like; and former homeschoolers and Wandwright’s students who could have been caught with God only knew what.

But Harry was very glad to see that none of his friends had been caught with anything. There were many students he knew, and some even quite well – flyers from the Aerobaticum, some from his lessons, and so on – but Blaise’s warnings had served all of Harry’s closest friends very well. Which left a large number of unfortunate students caught with all manner of things.

“Jenny told me I shouldn’t have kept them,” Harry heard one boy say to his companion, a stout Hufflepuff girl, “but I just didn’t listen…”

“To be fair,” said his companion, “I wouldn’t have listened either…”

All of them stood outside Umbridge’s office in a long line, watched over by pairs of Inquisitors. There was a low buzz of conversation in the corridor which the Inquisitors didn’t seem too concerned with, but none of the students were talking especially loudly or excitedly. To Harry’s ears what conversation there was was half-hearted and nervous. He didn’t see any point in joining it, anyway, although in fairness the only people he had to talk to were FitzRoy and Oliver Wash, who’d been caught with rude magazines.

That particular corridor had been redecorated to better fit Umbridge’s own personal style, which meant that many of the old paintings and tapestries and the like had been replaced by garish substitutes featuring kittens, at least where she hadn’t put up copies of Educational Decrees and ‘motivational’ posters.

Harry and the Weasley twins had done nothing to mess with any of that, but Harry felt as if he would have done if he’d realised he’d have to stand outside the office for quite so long the very next day. Of course, he hadn’t expected to be caught with anything at all…

The door to Umbridge’s office opened with a loud – and very smelly – fart.

Harry stifled a laugh. Evidently Umbridge had been unable to remove the Weasley twins’ fart charms from her doorway, and none of the teachers had seen fit to help. All along the line of ne’er-do-wells students laughed, some not even bothering to hide it, while Inquisitors admonished them.

“Oi! No laughing at the—er—the farting door,” said Inquisitor Weekes. “It’s—it’s evidence in the—er—on-going investigation into—”

“Just shut up and wait your turn,” interrupted Yaxley from where he stood with the Slytherins. “Excessive laughter at vandalism of school property can and will be taken as evidence of wrongdoing.”

That shut more than a few of the sniggering students up, although Harry noticed it wasn’t quite enough to get them all.

“Send in the next of the accused,” called out Umbridge from within her office. The Inquisitor at the front of the queue moved to usher the next student in, but Yaxley stopped her.

“We’ll send Potter through next,” Yaxley said. The other Inquisitor didn’t seem overly pleased by the interruption but acquiesced anyway, and Yaxley moved Harry along the line of student and into Umbridge’s office.

And that was something Harry didn’t enjoy at all as he could feel every eye upon him as he walked along the corridor, and thanks to his vastly improved hearing, heard all of the whispers too. Not that the whisperers were anywhere near as quiet as they thought they were. Still, it was embarrassing, and Harry felt the back of his neck go warm at their words.

As best he could Harry ignored it. No sense worrying about that when he had to face Umbridge and answer questions about letters he knew nothing about.

Yaxley followed Harry inside the office, closing the door behind himself. Harry noted with distinct pleasure – tinged with distaste at the smell – that the door farted as it did so. If nothing else, Harry could at least be happy in the knowledge that Umbridge had been dealing with that all day.

“I am quite surprised to see you here today, Harry,” Umbridge said as Harry sat down in the chair in front of her desk. “You have always been an excellent student—befitting your status as a prefect, of course—and all that fuss from previous years notwithstanding. So I am quite surprised and of course, upset that my Inquisitors have found cause to bring you before me.” She paused and leaned closer, leaning on the edge of the table slightly. “Is everything all right, my dear?”

If Harry hadn’t known Umbridge cared for little other than her own fortunes and how to climb higher in the Ministry he might have been prepared to believe she was actually concerned. Certainly, she had the right tone, posture, and even look in her eyes. But Harry simply couldn’t believe that she really cared. No, more likely she wanted him to feel at ease so he would spill some secrets.

Unfortunately for her, Harry was becoming quite the proficient occlumens, and even if he had been nervous, anxious, or lulled into a false sense of security, he could dampen those feelings. And if she attempted to use Veritaserum on him – which to be fair, Harry would encourage – he could occlude past it and lie anyway.

“High Inquisitor,” Harry said, “I’m only here because of a misunderstanding. I haven’t done anything at all wrong—I promise.”

“Well, we’ll get all this sorted out right away, won’t we, my dear?” she said. She glanced up at Yaxley. “Would you please explain?”

“Of course, High Inquisitor,” Yaxley said immediately. He produced the planted letters from his robe pocket and handed them to Umbridge. “I found these letters in Potter’s school trunk,” Yaxley explained, “obviously from the traitor Dumbledore. I haven’t had a chance to read through them—above my pay grade, you see—but I recognised the seal. So I brought them here for you to look at.”

Harry sat there with what he hoped with a totally impassive look on his face. He was occluding, anyway, so he didn’t think he would be overly emotional. He resisted the urge to look back at Yaxley. Yaxley knew what the letters said. Or Harry supposed he might not have if he’d simply been told to plant them and not read them.

Depending on how closely involved Yaxley was with Voldemort and his plans, he could know everything or nothing at all.

“Letters from Dumbledore,” repeated Umbridge, looking down at the letters. “Harry, would you mind if I read these letters? I must—of course—ascertain your innocence, and I can only do so with evidence. I would not otherwise be inclined to pry into your personal correspondence.”

Ugh, Harry thought. None of Umbridge’s concern was genuine, but quite apart from that, she was going to read the letters regardless of Harry’s answer. It was part of an official Ministry investigation.

The problem was, Harry didn’t have a clue what the letters said because he’d never seen them before. Not that he expected anyone to believe him. Still, offering to take Veritaserum would probably go some way to making Umbridge consider his words, and hopefully she’d have some around to actually use it. He’d heard rumours of her dosing her cakes and tea with it for some of the student interviews, which he definitely felt was plausible.

“I don’t mind at all, High Inquisitor,” Harry said, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible, “but I have to tell you—they’re not mine. I don’t get letters from Professor Dumbledore; I think someone must have planted them in my trunk to make me look guilty of something.”

“That is a very serious accusation, Harry!” said Umbridge. She made no move to read the letters. “Just what are you suggesting?”

Harry shrugged.

“I don’t know who would have done that, High Inquisitor, but I’m just saying that someone did.” He fought the urge to look back at Yaxley. Harry knew Umbridge relied on Yaxley and quite possibly even liked his Arlecchino persona on a personal level, so he didn’t want ruin his chances at survival by implicating Yaxley.

Even though it was definitely Yaxley who had done it.

Umbridge was silent. She looked as if she were considering Harry’s words, although whether or not she actually was, Harry wasn’t sure. This whole plan could have been cooked up with Umbridge’s blessing, after all, although Harry didn’t think she would have understood the wider implications of it.

“I find it not wholly inconceivable that someone would do that,” Umbridge said eventually, although she didn’t seem happy at the thought. “But even so, I must read these letters and make a decision based on the evidence I have before me. Do you have any evidence of what is, after all, quite an extraordinary claim?”

“Not directly,” Harry said quickly. “But I’ll take Veritaserum. Right here and now, if you’ve got it. I promise you, High Inquisitor, those letters have nothing to do with me. If this has to go to an official investigation at the Ministry they’ll use it anyway—so if we can just get all of that done right now, isn’t that better for everyone?”

“An interesting defence,” Umbridge murmured. Harry couldn’t tell whether she’d be prepared to go for it or not. She’d want the chance to ask him questions, certainly… but Veritaserum was a controlled substance.

Umbridge opened the first of the letters and read through it, her expression remaining impassive as she did so. Then the second, and then the third. When she was done Umbridge placed the letters back onto her desk. “I am concerned, Harry,” Umbridge said eventually. “Deeply concerned.”

Bollocks are you concerned, Harry thought. Whatever it said in the letters, Harry knew the only thing Umbridge would be at all concerned about was that she wouldn’t be able to control him. Or the narrative.

“High Inquisitor, I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” Harry said. “I know I’m sounding like a broken record, but I don’t know what’s in those letters. They aren’t mine. Can I at least read them so I can see what I’m being accused of?”

Umbridge ignored Harry. Instead, she looked past Harry and at Yaxley, who was standing there silently watching the proceedings.

“When you found these letters,” Umbridge said to Yaxley, “was Harry’s response the same then as it is now? That is to say, has he been proclaiming his innocence from the very start?”

This time Harry looked back at Yaxley. The man had been asked a direct question about Harry, and Harry wanted to see the answer.

“He has, High Inquisitor,” said Yaxley after a few moments of silence. “Which isn’t surprising—nearly all of them have said the same sort of thing. ‘That’s not mine’, ‘I’ve not seen that before’, ‘I’m holding onto it for a friend’.” He shrugged. “You’ve heard the excuses. Don’t doubt there’ll be some real interesting ones coming through today. But Potter’s been saying this since I found them.”

“Because they really aren’t mine,” Harry said again. He didn’t think Umbridge would believe him, but he had to keep trying. “I really will take Veritaserum. I’ve got nothing to hide, High Inquisitor.”

“My dear, we—that is to say, the Ministry—does not use Veritaserum willy-nilly,” Umbridge said, “though your willingness to cooperate with the investigation is in your favour.” She glanced back at Yaxley. “Is it possible that someone planted these letters in Harry’s belongings?”

Yaxley shrugged.

“It’s always possible,” he said. “Can’t see why anyone would’ve, though—only Inquisitors knew there would be searches today, and only myself and Inquisitor Vipera attended the dungeons.”

Harry frowned. The implication being, of course, that neither Vipera nor Yaxley’s Arlecchino persona would ever do such a thing. And Harry didn’t doubt that Umbridge believed that. Or at least believed that her underlings were as committed to the cause as she was, even if she didn’t rate their trustworthiness in other areas.

And since the Inquisitors were all above reproach, that left the only person with any forewarning about the searches as Blaise. And not even Blaise would have known the searches were going to take place that day. Harry didn’t think even Umbridge had known there would be searches until Yaxley had fallen foul of Harry and the twins’ handiwork.

“Yes, yes,” said Umbridge quietly. “An unusual situation indeed.”

Silence.

Yaxley seemed quite content to let Umbridge work through whatever problems she was thinking about, whilst Harry was sat there trying to figure out how to get a look at the letters and how to persuade Umbridge that he’d done nothing wrong.

And failing that, how to convince Umbridge that whatever he’d done wrong wasn’t worth any major forms of punishment. And definitely not anything to contact the Ministry over.

“High Inquisitor? May I see the letters, please? I’d like to know what I’ve been accused of,” Harry said again. He wasn’t at all sure Umbridge would even let him look – even if Umbridge believed he was telling the truth Harry assumed she would like the upper hand in any negotiations. But he waited for a response anyway.

After what felt like forever, Umbridge nodded and passed the letters across her desk towards him. Harry scanned through them quickly.

Immediately, Harry knew they weren’t actual letters written by Dumbledore. The handwriting was off, like someone had tried to replicate Dumbledore’s by memory. But the content… the content was enough to give Harry reason to worry. Several times the letters referenced Harry and Dumbledore meeting in an unspecified secret location over Christmas.

Meetings that had, in fact, happened – but which nobody outside of the Order of the Phoenix should have ever known about. There was nothing concrete in the fabricated letters – no actual identifying information, not even a mention of Sirius or other members of the Order.

But there was just enough true information inside it that Harry was worried. It was certainly enough to link Harry to Dumbledore and Dumbledore’s supposed ongoing treason and treachery. And the worst part was, despite being faked letters, it was all true.

Not that Harry was going to tell the truth about it. But that wasn’t the point.

“High Inquisitor, I don’t know why someone would go to the trouble of doing this, but these letters are all complete lies,” Harry said once he’d finished reading through the letters. He put as much force behind his words as he could – although everything he’d said was a lie, he needed it to sound like the truth. “I haven’t seen Headmaster Dumbledore—er, the former Headmaster Dumbledore—since before he left Hogwarts. This,” Harry said, gesturing to the letters, “is nonsense. I spent Christmas and New Year’s Eve with my family. My muggle family. We didn’t… I certainly wasn’t…”

Harry shrugged.

“The idea that I was in secret meetings with Dumbledore is ridiculous, if I’m honest, High Inquisitor.” He leaned back in his chair and tried to project an air of nonchalance. “I don’t even know where Dumbledore is—I literally couldn’t even begin to tell you where he is.” Well, that was actually true, but for reasons other than ignorance. “These letters are just—I mean, it’s all vague nonsense, isn’t it? And I know Dumbledore’s a—you know, I know he’s a traitorous criminal and all, but he’s not stupid. He’d never write to anyone and say something like—”

“High Inquisitor,” said Yaxley, “the evidence against Mr Potter is quite substantial. It seems clear to me that there has been some degree of collusion between Potter and Dumbledore, and that Potter is—if not directly involved in—at least party to knowledge of seditious and treasonous activities. As per the Standing Orders I propose we contact the Office in Charge of—”

“High Inquisitor, I promise you I have no idea why these letters were in my trunk. They’re nothing to do with me,” Harry said, interrupting. The moment anything got to the Ministry was the moment everything spiralled out of control. If he could, he needed to avoid that. “You can use Veritaserum—”

“I don’t think there will be any need for all of that,” Umbridge said, interrupting both Harry and Yaxley. She looked up at Yaxley. “Inquisitor—you have done excellent work today. Thank you. But I would now like for you to leave us. What is to pass between myself and Harry here is no one’s business but our own. Do you understand me, Inquisitor?”

Umbridge’s statement took Harry by surprise. Shocked him so completely that Harry had nothing more to say, but Yaxley evidently hadn’t been expecting Umbridge’s words either. He stood there, mouth slightly agape, staring.

Clearly, Yaxley had been anticipating an entirely different outcome, one which involved Harry clapped in chains under Ministry interrogation. Perhaps even held without charge or trial under the Treason Act.

But as nice as it was to have Yaxley dismissed, Harry knew Umbridge had plans of her own. Her agenda was mostly that of the Ministry, except where it wasn’t. And where it wasn’t invariably had to do with Umbridge’s own fortunes.

Think, Harry. What could she want? 

The trouble was, Harry hadn’t been able to figure out what it was that Umbridge specifically wanted. For the most part he was convinced that Umbridge really was totally on board with what the Ministry wanted. But there was something else, some other motivation that moved Umbridge to make her own plans wrapped within those of the Ministry. Something for Umbridge alone.

“I—if you’re sure, High Inquisitor,” Yaxley said eventually, after far too long a silence. “But the letters are quite incriminating and I wouldn’t want anyone to suggest any—any impropriety in regards to evidence handling.”

“My dear Inquisitor, I can assure you that there shall be no impropriety under my watch,” Umbridge said with a smile. “Do not forget that I am here on the Minister’s authority. I understand well what I am supposed to do, and how I am supposed to do it. Now…?”

“Of course, High Inquisitor,” Yaxley said. He made a little bow and then backed out of the office, closing the door behind him.

“Now then, Harry,” said Umbridge once the door was shut and they were alone in the office, her tone full of cheer. “I’m quite sure that neither of us wants to have to contact the Ministry with all of this.” Umbridge gestured to the letters on the desk. “I am afraid that a full and proper investigation into the circumstances surrounding your receipt of these letters would require far too much time and too many resources which at present, no one is able to spare. This is, of course, regrettable; the Inquisition and the Ministry strives to adhere to rules and regulations and to carry out duties in only the most proper and complete way. Alas, this most recent spate of bad behaviour from your colleagues has stretched the Inquisition thin.”

Umbridge sighed an exaggerated, almost theatrical, sigh and tilted her head slightly to one side.

“The circumstances surrounding these letters are quite unusual, as I am sure you agree. I find that it is… plausible… that you have no knowledge of them, and yet they have been found in your possession by a trusted agent of the Inquisition. Were the press to hear of this questions would be raised, questions which neither of us would like to answer overly much. For you to be found with such things in your possession… well, I need not stress how it would look for the Inquisition. And I am positive that you understand the difficult consequences which would befall you should the press get wind of all this…”

Umbridge sighed again.

“Especially if, as you say, you have no knowledge of these letters. And if you do… well… I think we can use this opportunity to make a positive intervention to align you more closely with the Ministry and its agents. So I am sure that you understand when I say that we shall find another way to put this little affair behind us.”

Umbridge paused.

“Do you understand, Harry?”

From where Harry was sat it sounded like Umbridge was prepared to look the other way. Perhaps not entirely, but she didn’t intend to have the letters sent to the Ministry. From the way she was speaking it seemed like Harry wouldn’t even get half an hour on the rack or face the Stinging Jinxes either.

But that hardly seemed possible given the woman’s general love of meting out cruel and unusual punishments, especially to those who didn’t support her. Although… from what Umbridge had said there was the potential for things to reflect on Umbridge poorly should the right questions be asked.

Perhaps due to a perceived inability to control students, if Harry really had been conspiring with Dumbledore… or perhaps if the letters were discovered to have been planted by Yaxley – or more likely, Yaxley would frame someone else – or… any number of things.

Umbridge was sure to have enemies within the Ministry. If she had any talent at all it was making sure people around her hated her with every fibre of their being.

But what did that mean for Harry? 

Can I push it? Harry wondered. If he pressed the issue, made it go to a proper investigation with Veritaserum and Aurors, would that work out well for him? He couldn’t say. The last time he’d engaged with the wizarding legal system was a mixed bag, and he had been the clear victim on that count. Harry could easily lie under Veritaserum, and he really hadn’t received those letters from Dumbledore… but an investigation would surely take a lot of time to happen.

More than usual if Umbridge decided to impede it.

And throughout it all Harry would be… well, he wasn’t sure. Expelled, perhaps. Suspended pending review, at the very least, and even if he won in court or passed the investigation it would delay his OWLs and see his name and face plastered all over the papers. Even if Harry came out of it all looking squeaky clean the whole thing was predicated on Dumbledore’s treason charges, so it would harm his reputation even further, and a Dumbledore whose name was mud was far less useful fighting against Voldemort than the alternatives.

That all seemed too risky. Harry glanced around the office but found nothing in its kitschy décor to help him.

No, Harry decided. Pushing it was a bad idea. But Umbridge clearly wanted something. She was willing to concede some ground… if Harry was, too. She wanted to make a positive intervention, which Harry supposed was code for wanting to exert some influence over Harry. Make him do favours. Something along those lines.

Harry tried to think through the likely consequences of such a thing. If they were caught, Umbridge would be able to suggest that she’d taken the opportunity to help win Harry back to the path of the good and righteous. Failing that, that she’d done her duty as a Ministry agent and tried to learn more about an on-going conspiracy.

But what could Harry claim? He could try to plead innocence, he supposed. He could always take Veritaserum. He could try to claim Umbridge’s gambit had worked, and he was fully on board with the Ministry. But… Harry doubted Umbridge wanted it to get that far in the first place. She probably really did want to sweep things under the carpet while coming away with something nice in her robe pocket.

Harry glanced back at Umbridge, waiting as she was with her little smile. Expectant.

He couldn’t figure out a third option. It seemed as if his choices really were between Umbridge and the Ministry. Given everything, Harry thought Umbridge was his only real option.

Is that what this was all about? Harry wondered. She could have been in on it all, he supposed, and Yaxley’s disappointed act was really an act concocted by the pair of them to gain Harry’s cooperation in… something.

Harry glanced at Umbridge again.

That didn’t sound right, though. He thought Umbridge probably didn’t know anything about the letters and was just taking her chance to gain some sort of control over Harry. Making the most of an opportunity that likely wouldn’t come again. From her perspective it likely didn’t matter whether the letters were real or not – even if she was inclined to believe Harry, what really mattered was what she could use them for. And enough people would believe in their veracity that Harry would be faced with all sorts of problems trying to fight his case.

Going along with Umbridge was likely his best option. But what would the cost be?

“I think I understand what you mean, High Inquisitor,” Harry said. “The Inquisition and the Ministry have both got their hands full dealing with real problems. We can sort this out between the pair of us.”

“Having been told by your professors that you are a clever student I am of course relieved to see that their assessment has been correct,” Umbridge said, still with that same little smile. That was enough to make Harry wonder if he’d made a mistake, but he didn’t want to walk out of Umbridge’s office and into a cell at the Ministry.

Depending on what Umbridge was going to ask of him, Harry could always agree and back out later. Or agree, carry out his duties, and do the opposite in private.

Hopefully.

He just had to get past the initial hurdle and figure out what Umbridge wanted.

“So,” continued Umbridge. “We shall put this matter behind us in the understanding that, should the need arise, the Inquisition shall have your full and open support. There shall be no… how shall I put it… pointed questions in lessons; no attempts to skirt the rules regarding fraternisation in groups; no attempts to breach curfews and so on. I expect there shall be a spot of insubordination following this most recent intervention. I expect you to do your full and proper duty as a prefect in the event,” Umbridge said. “And there shall of course come a time when I will need to call on you personally. I trust that you will answer me.” She paused.

“Do this, Harry, and we shan’t need to bother with any of the unpleasantness of punishments or disciplinary actions—those are for students whose understanding of the way of things is rather less developed than yours.” She blinked several times, and Harry belatedly realised she was fluttering her lashes. “I do believe this is the beginning of a very fruitful relationship, my dear.”

Students who don’t have anything you want, you mean, Harry thought. He had no doubt in his mind that the only reason he was getting any kind of clemency was because he was Harry Potter. That his name and reputation could be used to further some goal of Umbridge’s, and that was more important than pesky things like rules or regulations.

That and the fact that perhaps Umbridge had questions over the loyalty of her lieutenants or even goals at odds with the Ministry’s… and that was perhaps the key takeaway from the whole sorry affair. If Umbridge had questions about Yaxley – or Vipera, Harry supposed, but she hadn’t been inside the boys’ rooms – that was something Harry could use.

It was, in a strange twist of fate, something they had in common.

And for the rest, well… Harry supposed that at least he wouldn’t have to put up with an hour’s stretching on the rack. Or that awful blood quill.


  But maybe those are the better option…


Harry fought the urge to laugh. Sat there in Umbridge’s office full of its tacky ornaments festooned with images of cats and kittens playing, the thought that the alternative to working with Umbridge was literal medieval torture seemed absurd. Farcical, almost. Even Umbridge herself, always at pains to appear approachable and sweet – almost girlish rather than womanly – belied the severity of the situation.

“Of course, High Inquisitor,” Harry said, injecting as much warmth and sincerity into his voice as he could. “I’ve always supported the Inquisition and the Ministry—I’ll do what’s needed to keep order at the school. That’s why I was made a prefect.”

But will I wish I’d taken the torture once this is over? Harry wondered. He didn’t much like the thought of working to stop the very revolution he’d been working so hard to foment. That seemed not only pointless but contrary to his core beliefs and values.

Far better to just take a punishment instead.

But then, he supposed for him the alternative wasn’t torture at the hands of the Inquisition, but instead a highly public investigation and possible trial before the Wizengamot for treason. Or conspiracy. Or… whatever trumped up charges Umbridge and the Ministry decided to come up with.

And that was the real danger, the one that Harry had to avoid at all costs. That would put him squarely in the hands of Voldemort and Voldemort’s own goons, where not even Dumbledore could help him. Better to tread carefully. Cells at the Ministry were notoriously leaky.

“I am so glad that you understand the situation we find ourselves in, Harry,” Umbridge said. “Now, I shall for my part do my best to investigate how such letters could come to be in your trunk without your knowledge.” She clutched the letters closer, clearly having no intention to give them over to Harry. “We will achieve great things together, Harry. Of that I am sure.” She smiled.

Harry did his best not to grimace. That was entirely the wrong sort of vibe to send even if it would make him feel much better about the situation.

“Of course, High Inquisitor,” Harry said, forcing himself to smile instead.

“You may go, Harry. I shall inform my Inquisitors that we have an understanding from now on. All I ask of you is your continued cooperation with and commitment to the Inquisition and its goals at Hogwarts. I daresay you will be needed in the aftermath of this—most necessary—intervention.”

“Yes, High Inquisitor,” Harry said. “Thank you. I’m… I’m pleased we could come to an understanding.” He felt sick at the words, but he knew he had to say them. He couldn’t flounce away like a petulant child. He had to look and sound pleased, ready to work with Umbridge on whatever she was going to ask. Full of the proper gratitude.

He stood up and left the office, walking past the snaking queue of students yet to be investigated by Umbridge – along with their Inquisitorial supervisors.

He felt every eye on him as he moved away but ignored it as best he could. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have practise ignoring it either, since people were always watching him for one reason or another. Still, it wasn’t nice, and Harry was glad to get away.

He headed back to the dungeons right away, keen to speak with his friends and debrief. He passed several groups of Inquisitorial Squad on his way back, along with teachers and some other prefects, but a quick explanation that Umbridge had sent him back to his Common Room was enough to get him past.

Apart from them, the castle was eerily quiet. Empty, almost.

*

By the time Harry got back into the Common Room lunch was over. The growling of his stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten, but Harry ignored it. Instead, he found Tracey, Daphne, and Millie where they sat together in their usual spot. Blaise was nowhere to be seen, but Harry assumed he was discharging his Inquisitorial duties.

Many of the usual groups had students missing from them, the other unfortunates arranged outside Umbridge’s office or sent God only knew where after being seen by her, but the Common Room was packed to bursting anyway. It seemed like everyone who wasn’t outside Umbridge’s office was in the Common Room.

“How did it go?” asked Tracey as soon as Harry sat down. Her voice was as cheery as always, but Harry knew it for a lie – her hair was messy, which meant she’d been messing around with it through stress, and she kept tapping her leg. But the other girls were much the same – Daphne was braiding Millie’s hair, which Millie almost never let her do, so clearly all three girls were spooked by the day’s events.

“Not as bad as it could have gone, if I’m honest,” Harry said quietly.

“So, shit, you mean?” said Millie.

“Well, yeah,” Harry said. He shrugged. “But after what Arlecchino planted in my trunk, I could have been facing something much worse. So it’s not so bad.”

Optimism. That’s what Harry had decided he needed to deal with everything. He would have to do at least one unspecified favour for Umbridge, but that was fine. That was better than being snatched from Ministry custody by the Malfoy-Voldemort amalgam and sent… well… probably to Malfoy Manor, and that was the most pleasant possibility.

“What did he put in there?” asked Tracey. “There’s all sorts of rumours going around…”

“Some people are saying you’ve gone Dark and you’re trying to assassinate the Minister,” Daphne said. She immediately frowned. “Obviously, I told them off—but no one’s listening.”

“Thanks, Daph,” Harry said. “I mean, obviously I’m not trying to kill Fudge. That’s just ridiculous. But… Arlecchino put fake letters from Dumbledore in my trunk.” Harry lowered his voice. “The thing is, some of the details in the letters were real. Which means…”

“There’s a spy!” gasped Tracey.

“Yeah,” said Harry. “Not good news at all. I’m thinking that we need to have a meeting—all eight of us. In the You-Know-Where. As soon as possible.”

The three girls shared a look.

“That’s going to be hard,” Tracey said after a few moments. “The entire castle’s been put on lockdown. No clubs. No trips out on the grounds. We’re not supposed to leave the Common Rooms except for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

Harry grimaced. Of course Umbridge would do that. It would certainly lessen the chances of any reprisals from the student body if they weren’t allowed to go anywhere. And if no one was allowed to leave the Common Rooms, nobody could send an owl home to complain. With the Floos being watched – and quite possibly blocked off given recent events – nobody could firecall their parents either.

“Of course she did. Brilliant.”

Harry sighed. He needed to get a message to Sirius and Dumbledore. That was his number one priority. It would be difficult if he wasn’t allowed out of the Common Room. Especially without his Cloak. He could wait until later on at nighttime once everyone else was in bed and sneak out to use the two way mirror he’d stashed in the Chamber.

Assuming the Squad hadn’t been put on round the clock patrols. Blaise would let him get away with it, but some of the others…

“It won’t last,” Millie said. “It can’t. People are already pissed off with all this—too many people were caught with something they shouldn’t have had.”

“That’s true,” Daphne said. “Some people are already talking about just ignoring the curfews and lockdowns. Some of the fifth years have said they’ll defend themselves if the Inquisitors try any spells on them.”

Wouldn’t that be something, Harry thought to himself. Of course, if that actually happened it would lead to all out war in the corridors. Prosecutions, maybe. But perhaps that was where things were headed…

“But if Umbridge found those letters on you,” Tracey said, drawing Harry back into the conversation, “why did she let you go?”

“Ugh,” Harry said. “Yeah. So. Don’t hate for me this one, but I’ve had to agree to, basically, support her and the Inquisition. She won’t go to the Ministry if I help her. She wants us to have a ‘fruitful relationship’. But I felt like I had to agree because if I didn’t I might end up in a cell at the Ministry, and if that happens I’ll be right where Voldemort can get me.”

“You did the right thing,” Tracey said immediately. “You’ve got to keep yourself safe. We can work around that, anyway. Especially if we know you’ve got that favour hanging over you.” She glanced at the other girls. “Right?”

“Deffo,” Millie said.

Daphne had gone even paler than usual, but she nodded.

“I don’t like any of this,” Daphne said. “This is just… it’s a lot.”

“But there’s nothing we can do about it,” said Millie, “so…”

“Do you think she’ll keep up locked down for the whole Easter break?” Harry wondered aloud. “That would be a bit much, even for her.”

The students would go mad if kept inside that long without their clubs, friends in other Houses, and just generally the ability to move about the castle. And that would have been the case if there hadn’t been a massive abuse of power which had caused the lockdown. With everything that had happened Harry was surprised there weren’t already literal riots.

All three girls stared at him.

“Harry, she’s just ordered searches of the dorms, she’s blackmailed you into doing whatever she wants, and she’s got dozens of people outside her office right now waiting for punishment,” Tracey said. “I don’t think she knows the meaning of ‘a bit much’.”

“If she thought she could get away with it I bet she’d have us stuck in here until summer,” Millicent said. “Allowed out just for lessons and meals.”

“I don’t think she could get away with that, though,” Daphne said. “Could she?”

Harry just shrugged. Umbridge had the Ministry’s authority, so as long as she acted within the bounds of the law – bounds which were increasingly flexible – she could do what she liked. But if she pushed the students too far a dam would break and Harry wondered whether the resulting flood could be contained.

“We can worry about that if it happens,” Tracey said. “Did Umbridge keep the letters?”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. So I’m going to have to do what she wants when she asks or…” Harry sighed. He didn’t like it. It felt cowardly, almost like he was giving up or rolling over without a fight. But there was much more at stake than a trip to the dungeons. There was more to worry about even than expulsion, as Harry had some very dangerous wizards out for his blood.

Dangerous wizards who had infiltrated the Ministry. At least Yaxley was constrained by the presence of teachers and even the other Inquisitors and Umbridge herself. There was simply no telling who Voldemort had within the Ministry, since Harry didn’t doubt Malfoy was only the tip of the iceberg.

“Well, that’s just sensible,” Tracey said. “Don’t even think about refusing, Harry—it’s too dangerous. As long as she doesn’t ask you for anything really bad, just do it. We can worry about how it looks afterwards.”

“Ugh.” Harry glanced away. “I know that’s what I need to do. I just… well, I don’t like it.”

“Let’s try and focus on something else,” Tracey suggested. “Shall we play a game? I’ve got a couple of our board games in my trunk, or we can do cards if you want. Or we don’t even have to play anything at all and you can read or do revision or whatever you want—I just think maybe it’s a good idea to focus on something else right now. Nan always says… oh, well, you know what Nan always says.”

“Er… let’s play a game, then,” Harry said. He didn’t much feel like it, but there wasn’t anything else they could do and he didn’t want to do homework or revision either. And it would kill the time until Blaise got back and they could debrief further.

  







39. Chapter 39 - Easter Rising


    
    Chapter 39 – Easter Rising
Umbridge kept the students holed up in their Common Rooms for another full day, and half of the next. Through that time Harry found himself playing game after game with his cards, board games, and he even managed to get some homework done. But the frustration continued to build, in Harry as well as everyone else, as the only time students were allowed to leave the Common Rooms was for breakfast, lunch, or dinner.

And through it all Harry could hear people making plans to rebel, aided by his augmented hearing. Some of them appeared to be making actual plans for civil disobedience, and those Harry simply ignored. One group seemed to want to occupy the Charms corridor, complete with barricades and a rotating watch.

Harry hoped they managed it.

Although as a prefect he should have stepped in – and given his agreement with Umbridge he definitely should have intervened – the students had his wholehearted support.

So he did nothing. Instead, Harry worked with Blaise and the girls on plans of their own. Tracey was able to liaise with the Welsh-speaking Slytherins, which was a definite help, and Blaise had more information from within the Inquisitorial Squad.

“…so I’m going to join in the Welsh protest,” Tracey was saying quietly. “We’ve got that all sorted out now. Did I tell you one of the girls has a two way mirror like yours, Harry? Well, she does, and she’s been using it to speak with her brother in Ravenclaw, so we’ve got a good bunch of the Welsh speakers in both Houses on board. As soon as we’re allowed out we’re going to get started.”

Tracey had been cagey on the specific actions the Welsh lot were going to take, but Harry supposed she could have her little secrets there. The entire school would find out about it soon enough, anyway.

“Brilliant,” Harry said. And he really did think it was brilliant. He was just a little disappointed that he couldn’t participate fully in any protests himself, lest he provide too much of a reason for Umbridge to hand over the falsified letters to the Ministry. So Harry was going to have to sit on the sidelines like a coward while everyone else got to wreak havoc.

“Me and some of the guys from Creature Club are going to dump hippogriff dung outside Arlecchino’s office,” Millicent said. “We’ve picked the best stuff. Really smelly. I was thinking we might even smear it all around the wall.”

“Ugh,” Daphne said. “That’s disgusting.”

“Well, that’s the point,” said Millicent. “He’s not going to like it, is he?”

“Well… I suppose,” Daphne said. “Just make sure to wash your hands when you’ve finished.”

“Obviously I’ll wash my hands, Daph,” Millie said.

“I wish we could get a hold of Susan,” Tracey said. “I want to know what the Hufflepuffs are up to. I doubt Ernie or Justin will be at it, but… they’ve got to be planning something.”

“We’ll just have to wait and see,” Daphne said. She turned to face Tracey. “Trace, can you let me know before you do your protests? I don’t want to catch you or I’ll have to report it. So I was hoping I could just avoid the area.”

“Yeah, of course!” Tracey said. “I’ll try. We’ve not figured out the times yet.”

“I’ll let you know the Squad patrol times,” Blaise said. “Arlecchino keeps switching them up. And it’s totally pointless with the bloody lockdown, but he’s got us out all hours.”

“At least you’re allowed out,” Harry said, frowning. “Prefect patrols haven’t been allowed back yet.”

“They obviously don’t trust you,” Blaise said. “But we knew that already: that’s why she created the Squad.”

“Well, yeah,” Harry said. “But she’s got to use us for something—the school’s charter says…”

“Oh, bollocks to the charter,” Blaise said. “God, how annoying is it that since all this Inquisition business has started everyone’s become a bloody lawmage? ‘The school charter says this’, ‘but actually the Wizengamot can’t do that’. It’s enough to boil my piss.”

“Someone’s a bit snippy today,” Harry said. “And I thought I was in a bad mood.”

“I think we’re all in a bad mood today,” Tracey said quickly before Blaise could respond. “It’s being stuck in here all the time, that’s all. But as soon as they let us out we can channel our frustrations into something a bit more productive, can’t we? So why don’t we just pretend everything is fine and do something a bit more fun than just chatting?”

“We shouldn’t even be all sat together like this,” Blaise said, more or less ignoring Tracey. “I’m supposed to be punishing us all for it.”

“No one cares,” Millie said. “Look around—everyone’s breaking the rules. You’re not even the only Squaddie who’s doing it. So I wouldn’t worry.”

“Yeah, but I am the only one who’s friends with Harry,” Blaise continued, “so maybe I should be seen doing more. Ugh. This is shit. Just… awful.”

“Tell me about it,” Harry said.

“I agree with Tracey,” Daphne said. “Let’s do something a bit more fun. There’s always board games, or if we really can’t stand each other we should just read books or something. But going over all this isn’t helping anymore. At least, not right now. So let’s do something else.”

“Right!” Tracey said.

Grudgingly Harry stopped talking about the Inquisition and its impositions and tried to turn his attention to more pleasant matters. It half worked, in that at least he was no longer actively talking about it all, but he couldn’t keep his mind from straying there regardless. Still, it was a bit of a distraction.

*

At breakfast the next day – midway through the Easter holiday – there was an announcement.

“Hem, hem,” coughed Umbridge, standing. Not that she needed to – breakfasts, lunch, and dinners had all been quieter than Harry had ever known them to be in the wake of the Inquisition’s crackdown. People had been watching, waiting, for an announcement since the very first day after the searches had been carried out, but none had come.

“I hope—and the Inquisition hopes—that you have all had the time necessary to sit, think, and most importantly reflect on the events which have recently transpired here at Hogwarts School,” Umbridge said. “Recent events have been shocking for us all, and I cannot begin to stress how deeply unpleasant dealing with the aftermath of them has been for all us members of Hogwarts staff. There have been very few situations like the recent incident which have ever transpired here at Hogwarts School and so you must believe me when I say that we are all deeply concerned.”

Concerned enough that several students caught with unspecified illicit materials had spent hours stretched out on the racks, and one fifth year Slytherin had yet to turn to the Common Room at all. Jenkins had been expelled, while Hexworthy had reportedly suffered a snapped wand and a ban on practicing magic for seven years.

So Harry didn’t doubt the Inquisition was concerned. Just that the concern wasn’t at all for the students.

Harry had been the subject of many whispers and rumours since the searches had happened and he hadn’t been punished for anything. He wasn’t the only student to have come away without any punishment, but Harry doubted the rest of the school was prepared to see the nuance involved.

“I must say that we here on the staff are all hoping that a situation such as this never happens again,” Umbridge continued, “and so we have seen fit to confine you to your Common Rooms these past few days. This confinement will now end—indeed, after breakfast today, students will be allowed to visit every part of the castle which was not already considered to be out of bounds for other reasons.”

A murmur ran out through the Hall at that, although it was far quieter than the ones Harry usually heard at breakfasts.

“Despite the culprits of a recent spate of vile and heinous vandalism remaining at large, the Inquisition believes it to be in the best interests of all the students that there be a loosening of the curfews,” Umbridge said. “But it should be said that the ability to roam free in the halls and across the grounds is a privilege accorded to students and can and will be taken away should behavioural standards fall. Indeed, students are encouraged to bring any and all information regarding recent events to the Inquisition so that those rule-abiding students can continue to enjoy the privileges which they have earned. Thank you all.”

Umbridge’s announcement marked the end of breakfast, and Umbridge herself disappeared from the Great Hall immediately after. Ordinarily, breakfast during the holidays and at the weekends was a more leisurely affair running across a slot rather than taking place over a specific time like in the weekdays. But the lockdown had changed that, replacing the more drawn-out breakfasts Harry was used to at holidays with the ones from the school week instead.

But that morning, despite technically everything returning to normal, nobody stuck around breakfast after Umbridge left. Everyone flooded out of the Great Hall chattering amongst themselves.

“We’re free—finally!” Tracey said as she, Harry, and Blaise walked back to the dungeons as part of a mass of Slytherins. She was grinning, although Harry noted it didn’t last that long. “Well, not free exactly, since we’re still not allowed out in groups of more than three unless it’s a registered group…”

“And there’s, like, basically half of the castle we’re banned from since the last lot of Educational Decrees,” Harry added.

“And not to be a downer but Arlecchino’s already scheduled a load more Squad patrols,” Blaise said. “Now we know why.”

Tracey sighed.

“But none of that matters anyway,” she said, “because everything’s about to go nuts anyway. I’d like to see you even try to punish anyone when it’s fifty of us at once.”

Blaise shrugged.

“You know me—I try to do as little as possible at the best of times,” he said. “So all this is just going to be a job for someone else.”

“Let’s just hope people don’t lose their nerve now that they’re allowed out again,” Harry muttered. He felt churlish for saying it, especially since he wasn’t going to be directly involved in any of the protests or hellraising, but it was a valid worry. As he walked back to the Common Room Harry decided that he would do two things.

First, he needed to speak with Sirius and through Sirius, Dumbledore. They had to be informed about everything, but most importantly, that details – however vague – had leaked about Harry’s Christmas activities. And of course that Yaxley had used his Arlecchino persona to plant letters to get Harry into trouble.

But after that Harry wanted to get up to some mischief. He couldn’t participate in the more public protests because of his deal with Umbridge and the likely consequences of breaking it, but he could definitely get up to some secret nocturnal protests of his own.

By then, the procession of Slytherins had made its way back to the Common Room and the passage door was open.

“I don’t think they will, not this time,” Tracey said. “But on that note—soon as we get in I’m going to go chat with the others and see what we’re going to do. I’ve got to see if Efa’s got her harp ready…”

“What’s she need a harp for?” Blaise asked, but Tracey had surged ahead and didn’t hear.

“Mate, probably best not to ask anyway,” Harry said. “Find out along with everyone else and it looks less suspicious.”

“I suppose,” Blaise said, watching Tracey go. “Ugh. I’ve not even got a chance to sit down after breakfast though—Arlecchino wants us out on patrol. I’ve got to go make sure people don’t loiter around Central Hall.”

Harry grimaced.

“Central Hall’s for loitering in,” he muttered. “I don’t envy you that. People are going to be right arsey after being locked up for days—I bet half of them will kick off if you say the wrong thing.”

“Tell me about it,” Blaise said. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to it either. I was supposed to go meet my patrol partners right after breakfast, but… er… I came here instead to drag it out.” Blaise sighed. “Well, I’d better go and do my job, I suppose. I’ll nip to loos first and then give it a go…”

“See you later, then,” Harry said as Blaise wandered off.

With Tracey gone arranging her protest, Blaise off on Inquisitorial patrol, and Daphne and Millie off on their own, that left Harry at a bit of a loss. He couldn’t go and join in with any anti-Inquisition activities without raising Umbridge’s ire, and nor did he want to have to tell anyone off for something. He couldn’t even go for a wander around the castle because that might be seen as suspicious loitering.

But I can’t sit in the Common Room all day, Harry thought to himself. Deciding that he definitely wouldn’t sit around doing nothing, Harry turned right around and left the Common Room once more to head for the Chamber of Secrets instead. He didn’t intend to stay there very long, but he did want to keep Sirius and Dumbledore appraised of the situation in the castle.

Harry assumed Snape or Mairi had said something about the state of the castle to Dumbledore already. But Harry didn’t think anyone but he, Yaxley, and Umbridge had seen the false letters. That information needed to get to Dumbledore right away, and if nothing else it gave him something to do while everyone else was off being subversive and political.

So Harry headed right for the Chamber via its convenient dungeon entrance, a whole bunch of things in mind to tell Sirius.

*

Harry stayed in the Chamber chatting with Sirius for a good while, keenly aware that he had nothing else to be getting on with. Well, nothing else other than homework and revision for the exams in the summer. But even chatting with Sirius via the two way mirrors couldn’t go on all day, as people were flitting in and out of Grimmauld Place on Order business, and Harry didn’t want to miss lunch, anyway.

So Harry left the mirror on the repaired bed and headed back up to the rest of the castle. The Chamber was a nice enough place – as damp, secret rooms containing monstrous snakes went – but the upper parts of the castle were a bit more inviting, generally. He stopped by the – nearly completely empty – Common Room to grab a change of over robe, but as it was almost time for lunch, didn’t linger. Instead Harry made his way to the Entrance Hall where he could wait out the handful of minutes left until the doors opened for lunch.

As Harry ascended the staircase from the cellar levels the noise from the Entrance Hall grew louder and louder. At first, it didn’t sound all that much different from what he was used to – people talking, that sort of thing. But even before he got close, thanks to his alchemically augmented hearing, Harry realised it was so much more than that.

He quickened his pace, keen to see what the commotion was. He heard it before he saw it: music. Music and singing, along with a good bit of clapping. By the time Harry made it to the top of the stairs from the dungeon levels he didn’t need to see what was going on to know that it was something very unusual indeed.

At first, the scene in the Entrance Hall appeared chaotic. Harry couldn’t tell quite what was happening other than that there were a great many people spread about the Entrance Hall. But a closer look revealed a large cluster of people – students – with others arranged around them. At the edges of the Entrance Hall Harry spotted some teachers, but they weren’t interfering with anything.

Instead, the teachers appeared to be watching the proceedings along with everyone else.

Because in the middle of the vast circle were handfuls of students, ringed by a haphazard collection of students wielding violins, flutes, and even some harps. Together the musicians played music Harry didn’t recognise at all, although it was a jaunty enough tune and the mood in the Entrance Hall was quite buoyant. At the top of the stairs from the dungeons Harry could just about see into the circle thanks to his slightly elevated position.

People were clapping along and tapping their toes to the tune, while in the middle of the circle, other students danced.

Whirled, more like. A trio of dancers in the very middle of the circle caught Harry’s attention easily enough through their fluid, graceful movements and the ease with which they followed the music. The dancers towards the outside of the ring were all boys wearing trousers and the same style of short, open-faced robe, but the three in the middle were all girls dressed in flowing, twirling robes adorned with symbols Harry thought were Celtic in origin.

And they danced, matching their movements perfectly to the beat, to the words being sung out by the musicians in the ring.

It was mesmerising.

Hair tossed one way and then another; the glint of silver and gold as jewellery caught the firelight from the braziers and floating candles; and soft, pink lips with smiles that reached their eyes—

A lump caught in Harry’s throat. He certainly hadn’t expected to be feeling like that just before lunch. He moved closer, although not because he needed to see better. His eyes were good enough to pick out small details, but he felt drawn in. Almost like he was being beckoned.

It was more difficult to see the closer he got to the dancers, though, as the ring of students was quite tight and went several people deep, so Harry elbowed his way through the crowd so he could see better. And to his surprise, people let him through.

Must be the badge, Harry thought. But that wasn’t important. He glanced around at the musicians. He recognised quite a few of them. One was Efa, the Slytherin girl whose harp Tracey had worried about. Another was one of the Irish boys Harry had in some of his core lessons, playing a violin.

And the singers… no wonder he didn’t recognise the music – they were singing in Welsh. A fast-paced, upbeat tune. Harry took another look around for Tracey, searching her out in the crowd, but he couldn’t find her.

That surprised him. Harry supposed a lot of what was happening was because of Tracey and how hard she’d worked to organise things with the others, so he couldn’t see why she’d miss it. Unless… unless she was elsewhere doing something very similar, but half the school seemed to be gathered in the Entrance Hall. So that didn’t seem likely.

Harry shrugged to himself and turned his attention back to the dancers. The way the three girls moved really was captivating, almost like a kind of music in and of itself. If Harry hadn’t been quite so interested in the visual effect he had a dim feeling that he might have had something to research, but the thought sputtered out and fled his mind almost faster than it had come.

Instead, Harry tried to figure out who the girls were. They moved fast and never stayed in one position for too long. The one in the middle felt familiar, though. Someone Harry knew. Short, petite, but with an ample—

“Tracey?” Harry blurted out to himself. He blinked. Stared, and then blinked again. It was Tracey! Harry had seen her dance before, of course. She’d even pulled off some tricky little moves during their duels. But … but what he saw her do in the circle, surrounded by half the school and accompanied by an assortment of musicians was something else entirely.

She looked… she looked… effervescent, and that wasn’t a word Harry ever reached for to describe any of his friends. But it felt perfectly apt. Something about the way the light from the candles and braziers danced, the ambience provided by the singers and instrumentalists, and the clapping, cheering crowd…

Music really was a kind of magic all its own like Dumbledore said. Soon enough the song and dance ended, and the dancers dispersed back into the crowd. That was disappointing as Harry had been enjoying it, but he supposed it couldn’t go on forever. But as he watched everyone move away, a new set of dancers entered the circle.

“There you are!” said Tracey, jolting Harry from watching the new dancers. “I was wondering where you’d go to, but then I thought, well, it’s probably the You-Know-Where. I’m glad you got here before I was finished though—we’ve been working on that for days now. What’d you think?”

“Oh, er, I—um,” Harry said. He turned to Tracey. “It was brilliant. I’ve never—I’ve never seen you dance like that before.”

“Well,” Tracey said, “we just thought that with everything going on we should do something a bit special. And some of the WADA lot helped out with the choreography too.”

“How long have you been planning all this?”

“Technically since before Christmas,” Tracey said. She shrugged. “You know how I’ve been running back and fore. But this specifically after all that stuff with the searches and… well, you know.”

Harry nodded along. That was reasonable.

“The Irish lot are about to do something now,” Tracey said. “I’m not sure what exactly because we haven’t linked up, but it’s dancing and music like we did. We just thought that was a bit of fun as well as being, you know, subversive.”

Harry looked back over into the circle. Sure enough the dancers were people Harry recognised as being former students at the Irish school, and they were getting ready to dance. If it was even half as good as what Tracey and the Welsh lot had managed Harry knew he’d enjoy it, so he settled in to watch.

He didn’t think the event would end any time soon either, as despite there being more than a handful of teachers present, none of them seemed at all inclined to interfere. Harry stood there with Tracey watching the students dance for a little while longer, at least until a screeching figured appeared on the grand staircase leading from the Entrance Hall.

“This is outrageous!” screamed Umbridge. Reluctantly, Harry wrenched his gaze away from dancers and towards Umbridge instead. She had Yaxley and Vipera with her, and behind them a handful of other Inquisitors.

Nothing good lasts, Harry thought to himself. But given that half the school or more was gathered watching, he wondered if even the Inquisition could dislodge them this time.

“Students are to be reminded that, as per Educational Decree Number—”

“Piss off with your Educational Decrees!” shouted someone from within the crowd. “No one cares anymore.”

Cheering, claps. Even a few boos which Harry assumed were directed at Umbridge rather than the speaker. But neither the dancers nor the singers had stopped, and most people seemed quite content to ignore Umbridge.

Despite that, Harry knew such a state wouldn’t last long. Umbridge couldn’t countenance the idea of people ignoring her authority at the best of times, but during such a public and loud display of disobedience? Not even Harry would have been prepared to let that go, and Harry thought of himself as a generally easy-going sort of wizard.

“You will stop this at once!” Umbridge said, brandishing her short, stubby little wand. “Gatherings larger than three students require—”

A sudden explosion of noise, over and above the music. Someone had cast a spell near Umbridge’s head, although Harry couldn’t see who. He shrank back into the crowd, keen not to be seen if anything kicked off.

“Inquisitors! To me!” Umbridge declared. “You know what must be done.”

At Umbridge’s command her Inquisitors surged forward, wands in hand.

“This is bad,” Harry murmured to Tracey. “Think we should scarper?”

Tracey shook her head.

“No,” she said. “We planned for this. Watch.”

As the Inquisitors moved closer to the crowd, the dancers all moved back, hiding within the larger mass of students. As they moved, several fifth years waved their wands and covered the area in a thick, obscuring smoke.

Harry covered his mouth, but within moments the Inquisitors had conjured a great wind to disperse the smoke, and the circle was clear.

Clear of smoke and, crucially, the dancers and musicians. Even the instruments had disappeared along with them.

“See?” Tracey said. “None of them will get caught for that. But the Inquisition will have to punish half the school if they want to get on with anything. And we’ll be ready to do this all again and again—and again, if we need to.”

“Well…” Harry said. He supposed there were worse plans.

“They’re gone, High Inquisitor,” Yaxley said, looking up at Umbridge.

“I can see that!” snapped Umbridge. She looked around at the teachers. “And you! Why did none of you stop this? This is quite clearly against the rules and as members of the staff here at Hogwarts School you are duty bound to uphold the rules! And yet none of you did. What is the meaning of this?”

Silence from the teachers, at least until McGonagall stepped forward.

“Dolores, you have made it quite clear that all professors and other teaching staff are not to overstep the precise description of their jobs here,” McGonagall said. “To put it simply: given the recent Educational Decrees it is no longer within the remit of the job of a Hogwarts Professor to be responsible for discipline of students. That responsibility has been handed over to the Inquisition and its Inquisitors. Indeed, you were speaking of this very thing just yesterday at the Professorial meeting, were you not?”

Harry smiled. That was a bold move from McGonagall, calling Umbridge out in such a way, but then Harry supposed the elderly witch was a Gryffindor. And she was still the Deputy Headmistress for all that Umbridge had made the role obsolete in recent months.

“And I did say at the time of implementation that such a rule is unworkable,” McGonagall continued, “but my words fell on deaf ears then. But as it currently stands, my job—outwith the role of Head of House—is to teach transfiguration. The absolute best I—or indeed any of us members of staff—could do is supervise proceedings until the Inquisition arrived. And now that you have arrived, my duties are done.” McGonagall paused. “You do understand that this is a direct result of the Educational Decrees, don’t you?”

Umbridge’s face contorted into the very picture of rage, an ugly expression writ large upon her usually saccharine visage.

“We shall speak later,” Umbridge said through gnashed teeth. “And as for all of you,” she said, turning towards the gathered students, “you shall all have until the count of three to disappear. Anyone left in the Entrance Hall when I finish speaking shall be punished to the fullest extent possible. I should not need to remind you all that privileges can be revoked just as easily as they can be granted. One…”

“Come on,” Harry said to Tracey. “No sense waiting…”

He and Tracey slipped away before Umbridge got to the count of two, followed by a good portion of the crowd that had lingered. But the mood away from the Entrance Hall was almost joyful. Harry heard laughter, clapping, some cheers. Far from feeling chastened, it seemed as if Umbridge’s rebuke had boosted morale rather than dampened it.

“That was brilliant!” one student was saying as she skipped along the dungeon corridor.

“Let’s do something ourselves,” Harry overheard another say to his friend.

“I can’t wait to get out and do it again,” Tracey said. “And we’ve all agreed we will—the Inquisition went too far last time.”

“Good,” Harry said. “But why d’you think Umbridge let us all go? Not like her, is it?”

Tracey shrugged.

“Not particularly. I suppose she didn’t want to have to punish half the school. I mean, what if people just didn’t agree to be punished? Doubt she’ll let us get away with it again, though,” she said. “But we can worry about that when it happens.”

Harry supposed that was fair enough. If the entire school got in on the rebellion Harry thought even Umbridge would be hard pressed to find fitting punishments for everyone. Which was sort of the point of mass protest, after all. And they were edging closer and closer to it judging by how people in the school had reacted.

Harry just had to somehow avoid being implicated in anything, given the stakes.

*

That first public act of rebellion after the lockdown kicked off a whole spate of incidents against the Inquisition. Most of them were things Harry didn’t get to see – not even the consequences of them – such as Millicent and Creature Club’s ‘dunging’ of Yaxley’s office. That hadn’t gone over well with Yaxley at all, but as no one had actually caught the culprits, and both Hagrid and Grubbly-Plank disavowed any knowledge of who’d mucked out the hippogriffs, nothing could be done.

But Harry did get to see some of the stuff as prefects had been given leave to patrol again. An attempt by Umbridge to counteract the spate of disobedience, but it wasn’t working at all since none of the prefects were on board. Still, it got Harry out of the Common Room.

“Potter, Greengrass!” called Gemma Farley one afternoon while Harry and Daphne were on patrol near the Charms department. “With me. We’ve got to attend a disturbance.”

“Just attend?” Daphne asked. “Or…?”

“Just attend, this time,” Farley said. “It’s… well, you’ll see.”

Interest piqued, Harry immediately made to follow her. They didn’t have far to go at all, crossing a handful of corridors until they reached the Charms department itself. Where, Harry was very pleased to see, a group of students had barricaded themselves into the corridor.

“The bastards actually did it,” Harry muttered to himself as he took stock of the scene. Tables, desks, and chairs from the classrooms and other spaces around the Charms department had been stacked together to form a makeshift barricade, but more than that Harry could feel the tang of magic in the air. Someone had erected protective enchantments, even.

The barricade went from floor to ceiling, with a few gaps in the wall. An impressive little fortification.

“Boo!” shouted one student, a Gryffindor girl who’d painted her face red, as she peered out of one of the gaps. “Fuck the Inquisition!”

“And its lackeys!” added a Hufflepuff boy, pointing at Harry, Farley, and Daphne.

“Oh, don’t worry about us,” Farley said. “We’re not here to stop you. We’re just here because someone’s got to watch over you.”

“Are we really not going to do anything at all?” Harry asked Farley quietly. Not that he was going to complain: nothing was exactly what he wanted to do.

“Cedric’s orders,” Farley said. She shrugged. “Doesn’t want to cause an incident, Cedric. But honestly? I can’t say I’d be happy to disrupt them anyway. If Umbridge wants something done she can do it herself.”

“As long as we won’t get in trouble for doing nothing,” Daphne said with a sideways glance at Harry.

“We’re just supposed to make sure they don’t break anything or hurt themselves,” Farley said. “Although, actually…” She glanced back at the pair of students manning that side of the barricade. “Oi! You pair—I’m supposed to tell you to pack up and stop being a nuisance. I mean, I don’t care if you don’t, but I am supposed to tell you. So, I’ve told you. Do what you want with that.”

“Yeah, fuck the Inquisition!” shouted the boy. “Down with Umbridge!”

The cheer provoked his companions, hidden deeper within the makeshift camp, to shout as well.

“I wonder how long they’ll be here,” Daphne said.

“Depends when they run out of food,” Farley said.

“Or get annoyed at having to vanish it every time they go to the toilet…” Harry said. “I mean, it’s cool they’re doing this, but I don’t think this one’s for me…”

Harry ended up being stood near the barricade for two full hours, being replaced by a trio of Ravenclaw prefects later on.

But that wasn’t even the last of the events Harry was called upon to attend. All of the prefects were being used for such things, even Draco, who usually weaselled his way out prefect duties.

The latest disturbance involved the corridor outside of Umbridge’s office, and so Harry and Daphne had been stationed there by Diggory to ‘watch over it’.

“Why do you think she picked us?” Daphne was asking Harry as they neared the corridor where Umbridge had taken an office.

“Probably that deal I made with her,” Harry said quietly. “Thinks she’s got something over on me, so I’m on her side.” Which wasn’t too far from the truth, except that Harry still intended to do absolutely everything he could to get out of siding with Umbridge.

As they drew closer to the office Harry covered his nose with his arm.

“Ugh. The smell…”

Overnight a magical swamp had appeared outside Umbridge’s office, turning a once-pleasant corridor into a literal damp, stinking bog complete with mud and water. The swamp was large enough that Filch had had to set up a ferry system for students to cross from one end of the corridor to the other, and Umbridge was reported to have taken up resident in the Inquisition Lounge instead.

But Harry hadn’t been able to get up to see it until he and Daphne were assigned there by Diggory. For one thing, he didn’t want to court the Inquisition’s ire by getting up there and having a nose about. But on a less cautionary note, Harry had been doing research for his upcoming alchemical elixir. That was much more important than any of the protests against Umbridge and the Inquisition, even if it was a particularly impressive feat like the swamp.

As they rounded the corner the smell grew even worse, and with it came a surprisingly wet heat. The air around the corridor had been transformed as well. Flies and other buzzing creatures swarmed, and up ahead Harry could see the usual castle flooring as it blended into that of the swamp.

Trees and vines grew up out of the bog, fed by a muddy stretch of water that spanned a good section of the corridor. There was even grass. At the far end of the bog Harry could see Filch and his little boat, although no one was currently trying to use it.

It really was an impressive piece of magic. If Harry didn’t know any better he’d have assumed it the work of one of the teachers. But he assumed it was Fred and George Weasley based on their work with Yaxley’s office and from what they’d let slip to him. They hadn’t outright said, but all the hints they’d dropped about having something special for Umbridge certainly painted a picture.

“Ugh,” Daphne said, pulling a face. “We’ve got to stand here all day. That smell…”

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Smells like rotten eggs.”

Although… I bet I can  just… Harry thought. Thinking on it, Harry realised he didn’t have to suffer through the smell. He knew several spells that could help, he just had to pick the right one.

Ventus? No, too temporary, Harry thought. But… He knew the Bubblehead Charm. He cast it on himself immediately, keen to replace the foul odour with something a bit more neutral.

“That’s a good idea,” Daphne said, copying him.

The two of them moved closer to the swamp although Harry was very careful not to step on anything wet or squelchy. Not only was he keen to avoid getting his shoes wet and dirty, he had some idea of the tricks the twins got up to and didn’t want to trigger any unfortunate traps. But the closer Harry got to the swamp, the more impressive it became. The twins – and Harry was sure it was the twins who’d made it – had managed something very tricky indeed. Harry wasn’t even sure he could guess at the various different spells they’d used to create the whole thing.

The trees and plants were relatively easy to create, although would have taken quite a bit of time. But they were things that were taught in Transfiguration lessons. Even conjuring water. But muddy water, and deep enough to require a ferry, which couldn’t simply be vanished… that was impressive. Even the layers of mud beneath the grass, and the way the tiles blended into it all seamlessly.

“How do you think they made this?” Harry asked Daphne. The words came out muffled; speaking from within a Bubblehead Charm was always a bit a weird. But Harry thought Daphne should be able to understand him well enough. “It’s… a lot, right?”

“Oh, definitely,” Daphne said. “This is really good work. I bet it was some fifth years. Probably taking Charms and Transfiguration to NEWT.”

“Yeah,” Harry said, although he thought her guess was a bit far off the mark. It had to be the twins. Nobody else would have put quite so much effort into it, and the result wouldn’t have had quite as much flair. “But, like, I can’t figure out how they made it. You can just do aguamenti for water, right? But they can’t have just done that because no one’s been able to dispel any of the swamp. It’s not just… what I mean is, they’ve obviously layered the spells together. It’s not just a series of different spells.” He paused. “I don’t think it is, anyway.”

“Hmm,” said Daphne, seeming to consider it. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. But you’re right. Even Flitwick said he couldn’t take it down—that’s what I heard, anyway. Although he was probably just lying…”

“Probably,” agreed Harry. None of the teachers would be at all keen to help out Umbridge or the Inquisition with the swamp – or indeed any of the other bits and pieces of protest that had been cropping up around the castle – and the Inquisitors themselves seemed unable to. “And even if he couldn’t do it on his own I reckon him and McGonagall could get rid of it together.”

Harry and Daphne discussed how the swamp could have been made for a little while after that, although eventually they started chatting about other things entirely. They didn’t see many people at all, save for a couple of second years using Filch’s ferry service to cross the corridor. Harry knew Tracey and the others had planned some sort of concert or performance in Central Hall, so Harry assumed a good many students would be watching that.

And those who weren’t would be on the Inquisitorial Squad, prefects, or part of the ever-growing cadre of miscreants and ne’er-do-wells participating in all of the protests and vandalism. So Harry didn’t think they’d have much to do while posted to swamp-watch.

After an hour or so, Harry had a thought.

“Do you think we should be on opposite ends of the swamp?” Harry asked. “Since it’s quite big, I mean.”

Daphne titled her head to one side, then shrugged.

“Probably, if we wanted to do the job properly,” she said, “but I don’t think we do. Do we? I don’t, anyway. We’re only here because we have to be.”

Harry laughed.

“Fair enough,” Harry said. “As long as we’re both on the same page. We’re here until after lunch, right?” Harry glanced at his watch. “Good. Not long now. What are you going to ask the elves for when we go to the kitchens? I was thinking—”

Voices from around the corner took Harry’s attention and made him stop talking. Students.

“Quick! Get the dungbombs ready!” one of them was saying to the other. It was whispered, but thanks to Harry’s augmented hearing, he could hear everything.

“I’ve got them ready,” said the girl’s companion, a wizard whose voice Harry was sure he recognised from somewhere. “You get the paint ready and we’ll splatter the door!”

“Someone’s coming,” Harry said, warning Daphne. He took out his wand in case he had to deflect any errant dungbombs. “They’ve got dungbombs and paint.”

“Really? How’d you know that? I didn’t hear—oh. Well. I suppose that makes sense,” Daphne said. She took out her wand.

Two aspiring vandals crept carefully around the corner, quiet as they could – to absolutely no avail whatsoever. Not only had Harry already heard them, it was daytime and the corridor was lit well enough that they were totally visible. They hadn’t even tried using Disillusionment.

The girl noticed Harry and Daphne first, and her face fell.

“Shit,” the boy said.

Harry didn’t recognise the girl at all, but the boy was Arthur something-or-other, a fourth year Ravenclaw who was in Flight Club.

Harry glanced at Daphne. He didn’t much feel like punishing anyone for trying to further vandalise Umbridge’s office. And as there was nobody else around to see him fail to carry out his duties, Harry didn’t intend to carry them out.

“Isn’t it really weird,” Harry said loudly to Daphne, “how we haven’t seen anyone at all today? I heard someone was planning to use dungbombs on the door, but we haven’t seen anyone at all with dungbombs. Have we?”

Daphne caught on quickly enough.

“No, we haven’t seen anyone at all today!” Daphne said, looking directly at Arthur and his companion. “I do like having a quiet day sometimes, though. It’s just so much more pleasant.”

Finally having worked out they weren’t about to be punished, Arthur and his friend backed out of the corridor and went on their way somewhere else. Harry hoped they hadn’t given up on their idea, though; he really wanted as many people as possible to join in the protests. Just… preferably in a way that meant Harry didn’t have to punish anyone.

The rest of Harry and Daphne’s guard duty went by without anyone intruding at all, something for which Harry was extremely pleased. A pair of Inquisitorial Squad eventually came by to relieve them of duty, and so after the end of lunch the pair of them made their way to the kitchens to get a late lunch of their own.

*

At dinner that evening Umbridge stood up to make an announcement. Thus far, she hadn’t directed addressed the situation in the castle. Some days she hadn’t attended meals at all, which Harry was sure was a breach in some Hogwarts regulation at least, let alone the Educational Decrees Umbridge had been passing.

But skip the meals she had. Harry put it down to how large sections of the two thousand strong student body booed, hissed, and jeered at her during mealtimes.

“It is time for you all to straighten up and behave,” Umbridge said without preamble. “You have had your fun. You have congregated, massed in groups; you have vandalised and defaced school property; you have danced and sang out vulgarities in languages best left unspoken; some of you have even camped out in corridors and made a general nuisance of yourselves.”

Harry snorted. That was an understatement: the Charms corridor was still under occupation, the barricade having been transformed quite impressively into a proper fortification with advanced spellwork. Someone had been supplying the students with food, even, so Harry thought the only way it was going to end was if the occupants grew bored with their protest.

And the musical protests had simply never stopped. New ones happened every day, sometimes multiple times. Harry hadn’t managed to see most of them, but quite a few of the students had good things to say about them.

“It is time to stop. You have made your feelings known. Now is the time for—”

A loud, wet-sounding fart ripped through the Great Hall. Someone had cast a spell to interrupt Umbridge. Immediately, others followed: loud booms, bangs, and one group of students had even set off magical fireworks from their wands.

“Get fucked!” shouted one of the fifth year Slytherins.

“We ain’t listening!” shouted a Gryffindor.

“Umbridge go home!” shouted others.

“She’s lost control of this,” Harry said to Blaise who was sat next to him. “I wonder what she’ll do now.”

“This is unacceptable!” screamed Umbridge. “If you are not prepared to respect the authority of the Inquisition, perhaps you will think twice before ignoring that of the Ministry of Magic! If you do not start behaving properly immediately I shall be forced to call in the aurors so that—”

A series of loud bangs went off throughout the Great Hall, and every single candle in the gargantuan hall blew out at once. It wasn’t quite dark, at least not to Harry’s eyes, since the ceiling showed off the moon outside. But it was as close as it ever got in the Great Hall.

Umbridge let out an impotent scream then.

“Dinner is over! Get back to your Common Rooms—Heads of Houses, do your jobs!” Umbridge said.

“Might as well just get going,” Harry said to his friends. “No sense dragging it out.”

“Bit dark, though,” Blaise said above the din in the Hall.

“Just light your wand,” Harry said. He stood up. Students elsewhere in the Great Hall had much the same idea, so there was a slow exodus from the Great Hall while Umbridge raged to the teachers.

“Do you reckon anyone’s going to listen?” Tracey asked as they walked back to the Slytherin Common Room.

“Doubt it,” Millie said.

“I feel like people are just getting started,” Harry said. He definitely didn’t think anyone was going to stop. Probably not unless the aurors actually were called in.
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    Chapter 40 – Quid Pro Quo
The rest of the Easter holiday after the students were allowed back outside of the Common Rooms passed by in much the same chaotic way, with various different groups of students embarking on myriad forms of protest and disobedience. Where possible, Harry turned a blind eye, going far enough to completely ignore several troublemakers as they carried out their little acts of destruction.

After all, Harry was totally on board with all of it. The Inquisition needed to be shown that they didn’t control everything, that there were still people in the castle who just didn’t care about Umbridge and her authority. And it was working.

Especially since most of the teachers had totally bowed out of discipline. It hadn’t come to pitched battles in the halls just yet, but Harry reckoned that if the Inquisition didn’t budge soon, it would. Some of the fifth years were getting increasingly militant about… well… just about everything, and not even the threat of being forced out before NEWTs was enough for some of them.

But there were only so many days in the Easter holiday, and soon enough it was over. It felt like it hadn’t happened at all, but Harry supposed that was what happened when half of it was spent on lockdown and the other half on increased prefect duties thanks to a school-wide protest. Harry had thought that things would go more or less back to normal once the holiday had ended, but it didn’t.

Not even close.

In lessons, everyone seemed to be happy enough to behave and get on with everything they were supposed to be doing. That made sense to Harry as nobody wanted to get on the teachers’ bad sides as well as the Inquisition’s, especially since the teachers were steadfastly refusing to actually do anything to help the Inquisition. The swamp remained exactly where it was outside of Umbridge’s office, and as Dumbledore’s office was still refusing her entry, Umbridge remained camped out in the Inquisition lounge.

All of that was great, but there was an undeniable tension during lessons especially as the Inquisitors were still attending them. And, of course, Umbridge’s interviews were still be conducted, albeit in a completely different location to usual. Harry hadn’t been called in again; he assumed that Umbridge felt she had everything she needed to have from Harry but couldn’t be sure. Diggory and Thakkar hadn’t outright said that prefects were to ignore infractions, especially as they related to anti-Inquisition protests, but it had been heavily implied. Not that Harry needed the push, but he supposed prefects like Hermione might otherwise have been a bit more zealous.

In any case, that meant Harry could knuckle down and get some work done.

Or that’s what would have happened if the protests hadn’t spread to every last place in the castle, including the library. Harry supposed he could have done his work in the Common Room, but everyone who wanted to avoid the protests was there, so it wasn’t especially conducive to hard work or relaxation. That was especially difficult for Harry because as a prefect – and with Umbridge’s threat of a Ministry investigation into those fabricated letters looming overheard – Harry was supposed to do something whenever he saw anyone breaking any rules.

He could get away without it most of the time, but in front of everyone at the library… perhaps not. It would be skirting the edge of what Umbridge considered acceptable, anyway.

Harry had considered the Chamber of Secrets which was, after all, a completely secret location known only to a select few and accessible only to Harry. He’d got halfway there one afternoon when he realised that it was a no go – many of the library books he needed to reference were enchanted so that they couldn’t be taken outside of the school, and Harry didn’t want to find out whether the enchantments considered the Chamber part of the school or not.

Too risky.

So Harry had been forced to simply try to do as much as he could in the Common Room and hope for the best. He wouldn’t have been quite so studious if he didn’t have the third and final alchemical work as the climax to his exams, but as the Elixir of Evocation was an especially big one – with a reward to match – Harry felt like he needed to really put the work in. Since he knew that Hermione and Theodore would be going at it full speed, and he didn’t want to fall behind.

Not behind Theodore, anyway, and Hermione was insufferable when she outperformed him at alchemy. Although Harry supposed that wasn’t too different from when Harry outperformed her at anything, so perhaps that didn’t matter. But all that meant that Harry could only get snatches of his work done.

As prepared as Harry had been to settle in for the long haul, everything came to a head only a week after the resumption of lessons. Tuesday mornings was a double session of Charms with Flitwick followed by yet another double session of Arithmancy with Vector. Not the worst combination of lessons – that was Wednesday morning, with back to back doubles in Ancient Runes and Herbology – but it was a bit more of a slog than Harry would have liked.

Especially as the corridors to and from lessons looked more like something out of Peeves’s fevered dreams than a school.

“Down with Umbridge! Fuck the Inquisition!” screamed one student as she ran past Harry and Daphne, her wand in hand streaming colourful bubbles as she went. “We will not be silenced!”

“Ugh,” Daphne said. “I’ve got bubbles all over my hair now. Honestly, I’m all for a bit of protest but bubbles? In my hair? No, thank you!”

“I’m just after somewhere quiet to go to do my alchemy research,” Harry said. “So far, nowhere’s good.” Harry sighed. Just up ahead was a big group of students camped out in the middle of the corridor blocking the path. He could hear music, and see dancing, so it was definitely one of the musical sit ins.

Which was great when Harry had time to stand and watch… less so when Vector was going over likely OWL topics in the run up to exams.

“Oh, we’re going to be late,” Daphne said as they approached the blockage in the corridor. “I love the music—really, I do, it’s actually really good and it’s lovely to hear them all play—but I don’t want to miss what Vector’s saying about the OWL.”

“Me either,” Harry said. He felt churlish for even thinking of it, especially since he had been trying to foment exactly the kind of rebellion against Umbridge that had actually happened… but it was becoming increasingly inconvenient for him. For everyone, really, although that was sort of the point.

Ah, well, Harry thought to himself. They do say to be careful what you wish for…

As Harry got closer, he realised that it wasn’t another musical sit in. There was music, yes, but it was an accompaniment to something else. One of the fifth years – a girl Harry only knew from reputation, Guinevere Grimhallow, the sister or cousin of Grimhallow in Alchemy with Harry – was stood atop a little platform delivering a speech. Harry focused on it over the music, let the music fade in his mind as he and Daphne walked closer to the mass of students.

“…it’s time we did something about the Inquisition!” Grimhallow was saying. “We’ve all been at it these past weeks—you’ve done good work, all of you, you should be proud—but now is the time to really kick it up a notch. We’ve got them scared, see. And what do you do when your enemy is running scared? Do you let them?”

Grimhallow paused. By then, Harry was close enough to see her properly. She held up one hand, finger outstretched. She wasn’t wearing her school uniform. Instead she wore a kind of half-robe atop leather trousers, just witchy enough to not count as mugglewear. It was almost a leather coat, but Harry thought it was probably dragonhide. It shimmered like dragonhide, anyway, and Harry had never seen leather with quite that depth of colour.

She brought her hand down.

“No! No, you bloody don’t! You go in and you get your victory!” Grimhallow said. “So that’s what we’ve got to do with the Inquisition. They say the devil always gets his due, yeah? Why don’t we make what’s due a little more pleasant for us, hey? Umbridge and her poxy Inquisitors—they need to get what’s coming to them. And do you know who’s going to give it to them?”

A ripple through the crowd of students as they murmured to themselves and each other. The implication was clear: the students were going to give the Inquisition their comeuppance, above and beyond that which had already been meted out. Grimhallow herself – and whatever friends she had in on her plan. That was easy enough to work out that Harry thought even Vince and Greg could have managed it.

“I am!” Grimhallow said. “Well, me and a few friends—and all of you if you’re brave enough. See, we’ve been working hard this past week to figure out something spectacular, something that’ll really get the Inquisition going.” She made a big show of tapping at the little platform with her foot. “See, this isn’t just a convenient little stage for me to talk to you all. We’ve got a sneaky little nasty in there, all ready for Umbridge and that prick, Arlecchino. And it’s not the only one—just the nearest.”

As much as Harry wanted the Inquisition – and specifically Umbridge and Arlecchino – to get a nice little fright, he wasn’t at all sure what Grimhallow and her friends had planned was the right sort of thing. A ‘sneaky little nasty’ was not only vague, it was rather ominous as well. That it was contained within a box, and that there were several more of them, only served to worry Harry further.

He looked over at Daphne, and saw that she seemed concerned, too.

“I’m not sure I like where this is going,” Harry whispered to her. The crowd seemed to enjoy the mystique of it all, but Harry was wondering just what exactly Grimhallow had planned.

“Neither do I,” Daphne said. “Millie was telling me that some of the fifth years in Creature Club were sneaking about planning something all hush-hush. Do you think…?”

Creature Club handled all sorts of creatures, including several that were considered too dangerous for formal Magizoology lessons. Those were only supposed to be handled by a select group of students hand-picked by Hagrid and Grubbly-Plank, but in the chaos… well, Harry wasn’t sure all of the rules were being followed. Not anymore.

“Even if they didn’t get it from there,” Harry decided to say, “they’ve definitely got something in that box. And other ones as well.” He shrugged. “Hard to say whether it’s a creature or not. Could be fireworks, I suppose, or experimental dungbombs, or… anything, really.”

“Should we do something about it?” Daphne asked. “It’s not that I don’t agree with the why, but… well… it just seems like it might be a step too far. If it’s a creature they could be charged with assault—and that’s a proper crime and everything. And it’s not like the Grimhallows are all that important a family either. She’d never get away with it.”

Harry wasn’t overly concerned with Grimhallow’s potential punishment. Whatever happened would have been the product of her own actions, after all. But the kind of escalation of scale and severity in the protests that she and her friends represented worried him greatly. Thus far the Inquisition had been unable – or more likely unwilling – to properly punish offenders as it was a massive proportion of all the students. But something like what Grimhallow and her friends had planned would likely tip the scales.

“The thing is,” Harry said, “I’m not sure we could do anything about it. Most of the fifth years won’t listen to third year prefects normally—doubt they’re about to now with everything kicking off. And the teachers… if they know, they’re probably bound to go to the Inquisition with it. You know, those stupid rules. And there’s no way I’m going to the Inquisition with this one.”

Even though, given that Umbridge had a wad of falsified letters implicating him in treasonous activities, he probably should. But it was the principle of the thing, and Harry didn’t want to give in to Umbridge until the very last moment – and never if he could get away with it. But even so, Grimhallow’s plan seemed incredibly unwise for a multitude of reasons.

Daphne sighed.

“I know. It’s not that I don’t agree, but—it’s just that—it feels wrong to let something like this go, doesn’t it?”

Harry supposed that if he knew exactly what Grimhallow and her friends were planning he’d feel less conflicted about letting it go ahead. If they’d smuggled in Nifflers or something along those lines, the result would be chaotic but largely benign. But there were a great many things that could fit in a box like the one on which Grimhallow stood, and many of them were far more dangerous than Nifflers.

“I know what you mean,” Harry said, “but I think we should just sit this one out.” As much as he didn’t want the Inquisition to get serious about punishments, he didn’t want to intervene on its behalf until Umbridge pushed him to. Whatever Grimhallow was up to was her business… at least until it became Umbridge’s.

“So we just… walk past like nothing at all is happening and go to Arithmancy?” Daphne asked. She sounded unsure, which was Daphne all over. She wouldn’t want to do something like that at all, although she would if Harry insisted. Despite her long list of different vandalisms and secret infractions against the Inquisition she took her job as a prefect seriously. The very idea of letting something potentially dangerous happen with her knowledge would rankle. “We’re not even going to watch just to make sure someone is looking out?”

Harry scanned the crowd. If there were any other prefects standing there he knew Daphne would agree to leaving without any fuss at all, as she could consider that her job was being done by someone else. Otherwise, she’d feel guilty. But as Harry looked through the crowd he realised that none of the other prefects were in attendance. There weren’t even any Inquisitorial Squad, although perhaps they’d already run off to find an Inquisitor.

Bollocks, Harry thought. There was next to no way Daphne would go with him if he just left, and Harry wasn’t about to leave her there on her own.

Harry sighed.

“There’s no one,” he said. “Just us. So… I reckon I’ll just ask her nicely what’s in the box. Then we can decide what to do…?”

Daphne chewed on her lip.

“Mm… well… alright,” she said. “I’ll back you up if anything gets…” she trailed off, looking at the crowd of raucous students.

“Oi! Grimhallow!” Harry shouted, but it was lost over the crowd. So he augmented his voice a little and tried again. “Oi! Grimhallow! What’s in the box, then?”

Grimhallow, stood atop her little box, scanned through the crowd for the source of the voice, and when she saw it was Harry, grinned.

“Oh, wouldn’t you like to know, Potter?” she said. “You’ll find out soon enough when we let it out, won’t you?”

Harry blinked.

“Well… yeah,” he said. “That’s why I asked. It’s not dangerous, is it? Only, there’s a load of first years about, and…”

“Ooh, perfect prefect Potter!” mocked Grimhallow. “Scared for all the firsties! Don’t get your knickers in a twist, it’ll all be fine.”

Some in the crowd laughed, but others seemed to consider for the first time that perhaps there was actually something dangerous and worrying about whatever it was Grimhallow had in her box. And that was good. If the crowd turned on her Harry reckoned she’d just leave.

Grimhallow didn’t stop, though.

“If you’re braver than Harry Potter over there,” she continued, “come with me—help me deliver this to Umbridge’s office! We can all have a good laugh!”

That seemed to perk up the crowd once again, and Harry thought it was over. He could try again, he supposed, but next to the promise of something embarrassing for Umbridge, his calls for restraint were useless. He looked over to Daphne.

“I think this is the best we can do,” he said. She opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by a sudden boom from behind her.

“This is outrageous!” called Inquisitor Vipera, brandishing her wand and advancing on the group with several other Inquisitors. “Disperse at once! The corridors are for traversing, not for—not for—” She seemed at a loss for words as to what, exactly, was happening. “Whatever this is!”

“That plan’s scuppered!” said Grimhallow. She stepped down from her box. “FUCK THE INQUISITION!” She fled, but not before jabbing her wand at the box. At Grimhallow’s words the crowd dispersed, and half a dozen jarveys came flying out of the box.

At the sight of the jarveys – mid-sized ferrety things with a penchant for swearing – Harry relaxed a bit. Jarveys were annoying and vulgar, but they were rarely dangerous and even the most vicious of them only caused minor wounds.

“Shall we go?” Harry said to Daphne, but she shook her had and nodded towards the Inquisitors. Vipera had seen Harry and Daphne, and although most of the rest of the crowd was gone, it seemed she only had eyes for the pair of them.

The jarveys went scampering through the rest of the castle while a handful of Inquisitors followed.

“Potter, Greengrass,” Vipera said. “What was going on here?”

Bollocks, thought Harry, again.

“We were trying to get to Arithmancy, Inquisitor,” Daphne said, “but the way was blocked off by… by all those students.” She paused. “I think they might have been protesting the Inquisition.”

Vipera sighed.

“Of course they were, Greengrass!” she snapped. “It’s what you’re all bloody doing! But what specifically was happening?”

Daphne frowned and got the look on her face which Harry knew meant she was about to say something cross. Which still wouldn’t have been rude enough to get her into trouble, Daphne being Daphne, but Harry didn’t want to push it.

“One of the fifth years had a box full of jarveys,” Harry interrupted before Daphne could speak. “She was making a big show of it. Wanted to release them in Um—the High Inquisitor’s office.”

“And you did nothing to stop her?” Vipera said.

Harry shrugged.

“I asked her what she was planning and whether it was dangerous, but she wouldn’t say,” Harry said. He paused. “She said there were other boxes, though. So… it wasn’t just her…”

Vipera grimaced.

“More boxes? Why didn’t you—ugh,” she said. She turned to leave, then stopped. “Get to—to Ancient Runes or whatever it was!” she said before flouncing off.

“It was Arithmancy!” Daphne called after her.

That was as close to being rude as Daphne got to teachers and staff members, so Harry supposed she really was annoyed.

“Come on,” Harry said. “We actually had better get to Arithmancy… not that there’s that long left…”

*

Harry’s last lesson of that day was Potions, which always went by without a hitch. Probably because students were afraid of Snape, but it worked out well because Potions was one of the more dangerous lessons and Harry didn’t want to end up with jarveys exploding his potion or something like that. All of that meant that Snape had largely avoided all of the unpleasantness surrounding the students’ protests and rebellions.

Harry didn’t think Snape had even bothered ascending to the upper levels of the castle since the Easter holiday had ended, which was… well, fair enough even if it wasn’t the bravest thing he could have done.

“…I will require your essays in our next session together,” Snape was saying at the end of the lesson, assigning the class homework. Harry wrote down the instructions dutifully, keen not to get in trouble with Snape. Although their occlumency lessons had been going very well – Snape had even started spacing them out further – Harry didn’t want to annoy the ornery potions master if he could avoid it. “They are to be no longer than two feet—anyone who goes over this will be marked only on what comes before the two foot mark. Is that clear?”

Silence.

“Is that clear?”

“Yes, Professor Snape,” said the class in unison eventually.

“Good,” Snape said. He opened his mouth to speak again, but his classroom door flung open and hit the dungeon wall.

“I’m here to collect Potter,” said Inquisitor Vipera without preamble. She had Inquisitor Weekes with her. “The High Inquisitor wants to see him.”

“Oh? And what, pray tell, has Potter done this time?” asked Snape, looking back and forth between Vipera and Harry.

“Nothing,” Harry said immediately.

“He’s not in trouble,” said Vipera after a moment’s hesitation. “But the Inquisitor wishes to speak with him. Now.”

“Er… right,” Harry said. He gathered his things together but lingered in his seat for permission from Snape first.

Snape waved a hand idly, as if the idea of Harry leaving was of no concern at all. Which was totally untrue, as Snape hated having his authority questioned in any way. So Harry got up and left, ignoring the whispers from the rest of the class.

I wish she could have just waited until I was already on my own, Harry thought to himself as he walked back through the castle with Vipera and Weekes. He didn’t try holding a conversation. Weekes was a poor conversationalist and Vipera seemed annoyed, so it felt like a bad time to push.

So the three of them walked through the castle in silence. Students, ghosts, and various members of staff walked past them, some even making poorly-concealed comments about Harry’s presence. But they didn’t run afoul of any major protests against the Inquisition, something for which Harry was inordinately glad. There was the usual bits and pieces of graffiti, and several students shouted rude things at the Inquisitors, but there were no jarveys at the very least.

“This isn’t the way to Um—the High Inquisitor’s office,” Harry said once he realised they were headed elsewhere.

“The High Inquisitor’s office is still—still—inconvenient to use,” Vipera said. “So she is using the Inquisition Lounge still.”

Ah, right, Harry thought. The swamp. Flitwick and the rest of the Charms department had ‘tried and failed’ to remove the swamp, and even McGonagall and the rest of the Transfiguration department had had a go. Thus far, all the teachers had declared great difficulty in removing even the most minor aspects of it.

They arrived outside of the Inquisition Lounge not long after that. The corridor leading to it hadn’t been spared vandalism either, featuring several quite large messages scrawled across its walls, but nothing quite so grand as anything the Weasley twins had managed.

Vipera knocked hard on the door.

“You may enter,” Umbridge said from within.

Vipera opened the door and ushered Harry inside.

“Potter, ma’am,” Vipera said, “as requested.”

“Thank you, my dear,” Umbridge said. “You may leave us.”

Vipera left without complaint, leaving Harry inside the lounge.

He’d never been inside before. What he saw wasn’t anything at all interesting – it was even a little disappointing. It was just a normal sort of staff room, something which easily could have been found at his muggle school, even. Well, except for the magic mirror commenting on his entrance, he supposed, or the overly large fireplace… A desk had been placed into the room which was clearly not usually there, as some of the other bits of furniture had been awkwardly placed around it.

But even with Umbridge using it as her office, Harry didn’t think it had changed overly much. There were no kittens on the walls, after all, just the normal sorts of portraits and paintings which could be found all over Hogwarts.

“Please, have a sit, Harry, dear,” Umbridge said, gesturing to a chair in front of her desk. “Would you like some tea? It’s jasmine! Or perhaps you’d like a piece of cake—I baked this myself just this morning!”

Harry hesitated. The tea sounded awful, but the cake did look nice. And as Harry wasn’t worried about it being dosed with Veritaserum, perhaps he could give it a try.

“No tea, thank you, High Inquisitor, but I will try some cake,” Harry said as he sat down. He took a piece of the cake. He could afford to appear comfortable and at ease.

Harry nibbled at the cake. It was actually quite good. Not nearly as nice as what the elves put out, but of a quality he wouldn’t have expected from Umbridge. Perhaps she did have some talents.

“How have you been coping with all the recent… fuss?” asked Umbridge while Harry was chewing on the cake. “It hasn’t been too inconvenient for you, has it? You are after all about to sit your OWLs.”

As pleased as Harry was that the castle had kicked off into a full blown rebellion, he couldn’t say it hadn’t been annoying. At least in parts. So he could draw upon that to tell Umbridge the truth, even if some of the protests had been quite exciting.

“It’s been frustrating,” Harry said. “Especially when I’ve wanted to do some revision, or work on my alchemical projects…”

“I bet it has,” said Umbridge, her tone soothing. “It’s been such a problem for all of the well-behaved students in the castle! And, of course, it’s been a problem for us here at the Inquisition, too. We have of course tried not to enflame matters any further and so have been, shall I say, practicing a lighter touch than usual.” She sighed. “But this hasn’t worked.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Harry said.

“We endure,” said Umbridge with a smile. “But given the situation in the castle I had a thought! You are quite well-liked among your classmates, are you not? And, well, with your particular status… I had thought—and this only if you are comfortable with it—that it might be helpful if you could… perhaps… intervene on the Inquisition’s behalf?”

There it is, Harry thought. The favour Umbridge wanted from him. The first of many, maybe. And Harry couldn’t refuse. He could do his part half-heartedly, Harry supposed, but that would only be possible depending on what Umbridge wanted him to do.

“I can try to do something,” Harry said carefully, “but I’m not sure anyone would listen to me. I’ve got some friends, but honestly I don’t think that—”

“I have thought long on this,” Umbridge said, “and I have concluded that it would be a good idea for you to speak in front of the assembled school and ask that everyone… behaves. Tonight, at dinner, perhaps,” Umbridge continued.

That night. That night at dinner. Harry didn’t relish the thought of that at all, but if it was what Umbridge had her heart set on, it was what was going to happen regardless. And what could he even say? He doubted anyone would listen to him, even if he said something spectacular. The Inquisition had brought the protests on itself, and Harry doubted anyone was prepared to stop just yet.

And certainly not just because Harry had asked that they ‘behave’, as Umbridge had suggested. That seemed like a recipe for Harry getting laughed right out of the Great Hall.

Is there any way I can salvage this? Harry wondered. Umbridge was dead set on Harry doing or saying something. So Harry didn’t think he could persuade her otherwise. But Harry simply didn’t think people were prepared to stand down. Quite apart from the fact that most people were still angry, everyone would be afraid of punishments once the immediate fuss had died down.

Punishments that involved the rack, Stinging Jinxes, and even the blood quill. Perhaps even referral to the Ministry, depending on what students had been caught doing – Harry certainly assumed the Inquisition had some choice punishments lined up for people like Grimhallow and her friends.

Although there hadn’t been any punishments for the protests so far, Harry doubted Umbridge was prepared to let that go on. The only reason it hadn’t happened already was because at least half the students in the school were up to something. But once everything had calmed down Harry assumed Umbridge and her Inquisitors would seek to punish at least some of the protestors.

“If you think that’s what’s best,” Harry offered, hesitant, “but I’m really not sure what I could even say…”

“You shan’t be the only student called upon to speak,” Umbridge continued. “I have asked Mr Diggory and Ms Thakkar to say a few words as well. They have both suggested that they might discuss the upcoming OWLs and NEWTs, and how the current environment in the castle is not especially conducive to learning. The prefects—and my Inquisitorial Squad—are all overworked by all this fuss, and being students as well, do not have nearly enough time to devote to their studies! Perhaps this is something you can mention as well?”

The problem is that nobody gives a fuck about the Inquisitorial Squad or the prefects, Harry thought to himself. Harry knew that if he dared suggest the protests were causing him difficulty studying people would just say to stop doing his prefect work. ‘Let Umbridge do it herself’ had become something of a war cry.

And people weren’t mucking about in lessons either, so he couldn’t say anything about that. The only thing Harry could think of that anyone was actually missing were the extracurricular clubs and activities, all of which had been cancelled for the during of the protests. Harry knew that he himself wanted Flitwick’s opinion on his progress in duelling, and he’d spoken with some others from Flight Club who wanted to get more hazard practise in.

But none of that was happening.

“Just a thought,” Harry said, “but what about putting the clubs and activities and stuff back on? For everyone to stop all of this they’re going to want to know it’s not going to be for nothing… and maybe a show of good will will be helpful?” Harry tried to make it sound like a question. He knew that the only way anyone would agree to stop the protests was for them to gain some concessions. A roll-back of some of the new rules, perhaps, and a statement of apology.

Both things he didn’t think Umbridge was at all prepared to concede.

“I could say that if all the protests stop,” Harry carried on, a bit firmer this time, “then things will go back to normal. That way, people will think they’ve got something out of it so they’ll be happy to stop—”

“We are not interested in negotiating, Harry dear,” Umbridge said. “You must understand, we—the Ministry—does not negotiate with terr—miscreants and ne’er-do-wells,” Umbridge said, correcting herself mid-word.

Terrorists. Harry fought the urge to laugh. He supposed from a certain perspective Umbridge wasn’t wrong, but… well… the moniker felt a little extreme. Especially since Umbridge was a terror in her own right.

Granted, some of the fifth years had been growing increasingly radical, and the although the group occupying the Charms corridor had moved to the Music Alcove, the occupation was still going strong. It was just a bit more musical. But thus far no one had done anything especially terrible, even if Harry knew there were dangerous plans being made.

Contingencies, the plotters had called them. Although not to Harry’s face – he’d just taken to listening in where he could find the time.

“This last intervention is the final thing we are trying before the aurors must be called in, you see,” Umbridge said. “It would be regrettable for things to get so far, but…” Umbridge sighed, that fake little sigh she did when she wanted to seem approachable and relatable. “What must be done must be done. You understand, of course. You’re a clever young man.”

That’s a bluff, Harry realised immediately. Umbridge may have wanted to bring in the aurors, but she hadn’t, and Harry didn’t think that decision had anything at all to do with her restraint. She likely wasn’t allowed. Or perhaps she hadn’t even asked, for fear of the situation being so out of control that it reflected too poorly on her management.

But how can I get something out of this? Harry wondered. He knew what he wanted: a loosening of the rules, an amnesty for everyone involved in the protests, and a return to something much more normal. An end to the physical punishments would be nice, but Harry didn’t think he could swing that. To Harry, those conditions seemed like the only things that would end the protests without actual violence.

The problem was that Umbridge needed to agree to such terms.

Flattery, perhaps? Umbridge was susceptible to it. Harry had watched Umbridge go gooey eyed and weak-kneed at a few choice words from Lockhart. If Harry could do something similar – but without the flirting – maybe he could get what he needed.

“Of course I understand, High Inquisitor,” Harry said, conciliatory. “But I just wonder… So far, punishment hasn’t changed anything. I don’t think people are prepared to listen to that—not unless the aurors really do come in. And if it gets that far… that won’t look very good. I know you wouldn’t let it get there unless it was really necessary—you’re much too clever to do anything that doesn’t need to be done—but it seems to me that avoiding the aurors would be a really good idea. You’ve got so much more experience than I do in, well, everything so I know you know what you’re doing—but it feels like to me like the only way the protests are going to stop is if the protestors think they’ve won. At least, a little bit.”

Harry shrugged.

“I’m not saying you should, you know, roll back all the rules and give out special awards or anything like that,” he continued, “just maybe… I don’t know, offer an amnesty for stuff done during the protests, maybe let people hang out in groups again.”

“Ah, you are such a kind-hearted young man,” Umbridge said, “but I am not sure that such a thing is the right course of action. You see, Harry, dear, it does not do to reward bad behaviour—that will only result in more bad behaviour in the future. While it was a good idea and I commend you on your initiative, I do not think it is something we should be doing.”

“I understand, High Inquisitor,” Harry said. “I just thought that it would be good to offer them that because clubs and stuff are going to come back anyway once everything calms down. So it’s not like the Inquisition would have been giving anything away. And with an amnesty…” Harry said, and then he made an exaggerated pause. A show of hesitation. “Well, I know I haven’t been involved—or any of my friends since we all support the Inquisition—but there’s been so many people in the protests that I don’t think they can really all be… er… punished anyway. So the Inquisition won’t be giving anything away but everyone will think they’ve got something good.”

Harry smiled at Umbridge.

“But you obviously know better than I do—you’ve been doing this sort of thing for so long. So if you really don’t think that would work… I’ll get up and say something else, and then you can bring the aurors in. I’m sure they’ll be able to sort everything out really quickly.”

Harry was certain Umbridge didn’t want to call in the aurors. Even if Fudge agreed to send them in – which Harry thought was far from assured – the very fact that Umbridge had needed them to keep order in the castle was such a poor reflection of her that she’d never want to do it. Or only in the most dire of circumstances, which Harry didn’t think the school had quite reached. After all, Umbridge had an army of Inquisitors at her beck and call and an infinite capacity to pass Education Decrees – if she couldn’t maintain order at a school with all that, she would look pretty useless to those in power.

Harry glanced up at Umbridge, checking over her expression for any positive signs. She certainly looked as if she were considering his words. Whether or not she’d go for it, though…

“There is merit in your suggestion, I suppose,” Umbridge said after a few moments. “It would do well to appear magnanimous—an offer of something which was to be given anyway could perhaps go a long way… Hmm…” She tapped on the edge of her desk. “What would you say? I would leave the announcement to you, my dear—I think it would be better received coming from a student. It would, of course, also boost your own reputation amongst your peers—something which we could both use to our benefit. Mm?”

Music to my ears, Harry thought. It seemed as if Umbridge truly believed – or perhaps just hoped – that Harry was really on her side. Well, she could believe that for as long as Harry needed her to. And possibly longer, if he could see any benefit to it.

“I could maybe say something like…” Harry began, thinking. “Something like this: ‘Although I’ve supported the Inquisition and its aims, after watching the protests I realised that some of the rules have been a bit much. I was convinced by some of the points people were making, but everything has just got really out of hand. Some of the things happening have been really dangerous. So I decided to go see the High Inquisitor.’” Harry paused. “And then I’d say something about, you know, how you agreed to an amnesty and clubs coming back if people agreed to stop the protests. Because, er, you know—the Inquisition listens and cares, and isn’t afraid to learn.”

Harry shrugged.

“I don’t know. I just thought maybe that would work. It’s just my view from down here. But if you think it’s a bad idea…”

“We will try this,” Umbridge said after a long silence. “I am cautiously optimistic that your intervention, along with that of Mr Diggory and Ms Thakkar, will be just what we need to get things back on track! And if it does not… we shall have to escalate matters.”

Harry certainly hoped it wouldn’t come to that. If he had to get up and spew some nonsense about how he supported the Inquisition and Umbridge, he at least wanted it to work. He’d got her to agree to an amnesty, anyway. That was something.

Assuming she kept her word.

“So… I’ll be saying something tonight?” Harry asked after a few moments. “In the Great Hall?”

“Yes,” confirmed Umbridge. “You, Mr Diggory, and Ms Thakkar. We shall do it at the start of dinner. Arrive early, and we shall sort everything out then.”

“Right,” Harry said. That was… not ideal. In fact, it was pretty grim, all things considered, but he couldn’t refuse and he did at least have some positive words to say. “So I’ll just say what I said to you just then? Something like that, anyway?”

“Yes, yes,” said Umbridge. “Something like that will do—perhaps include more about how you wish the Inquisition to succeed and about how it’s helped you personally—and I shall be very happy.”

Umbridge glanced over at the clock on her wall.

“Ah! It is well after breakfast: you must be getting on to your lessons!” she said. “But I shall say—I am pleased how we could come to an arrangement. You have been very helpful; I am quite sure you will go far, Harry dear.”

Harry inclined his head.

“Thank you, High Inquisitor.” He felt sick at the words, but it was best to appear gracious and thankful. He stood up and left, heading off to his lessons for the day, the precise wording of what he would say in front of the assembled school whizzing around his mind.

*

Harry arrived at dinner early. Much earlier than usual, so early in fact that there was nobody waiting for the Great Hall doors to open. Well, nobody apart from Umbridge and a handful of Inquisitors – although notably not Yaxley – along with Diggory and Thakkar.

Maybe he’s been shafted, Harry thought. That would be a very fine thing indeed, although it was probably a much less interesting reason.

“Wonderful,” Umbridge said. “We shall proceed into the Great Hall!”

A wicket gate Harry was sure had never existed before swung upon at a wave of Umbridge’s stubby little wand to let them all through, and they passed into the Great Hall and ascended to the Head Table dais.

Both Diggory and Thakkar appeared just as unhappy to be part of what Umbridge had planned as Harry was. Neither of them had said anything more than vague greetings and short words to Umbridge whenever she’d attempted to draw them into a conversation.

Harry wondered why they’d agreed to say something. Harry assumed they just couldn’t say no to someone like Umbridge. Big as she was at the Ministry, it would be a bad idea for most to cross her in such a personal way.

Perhaps Umbridge had something on them both, but Harry didn’t think so. By all accounts Thakkar was the very definition of a model student, and Diggory wasn’t far behind.

Maybe they really did just want all the chaos to end. They were about to sit NEWTs.

“Now, once everyone has sat down I shall make an announcement,” Umbridge said once she’d watched Harry, Diggory, and Thakkar shuffle along the front of the High Table to their position in front of Umbridge’s throne. Her Inquisitors took up positions behind her chair. “When I am finished I would like you to say your words of… encouragement. Ms Thakkar, you will go first, followed by Mr Diggory, and Harry shall go last. Is this agreeable?”

“Yes, High Inquisitor,” Thakkar said, although she didn’t sound too happy about it. Getting up to speak in front of the entire school was bad enough at normal times, but with a student population double the size and with it riled up as it was…

Ugh, Harry thought.

“Excellent!” said Umbridge. She settled into her oversized, golden chair and after that, it was just an awkward wait until the beginning of dinner. As soon as the Great Hall doors opened students and teachers came flooding in.

At first, people didn’t seem to notice that Umbridge, her Inquisitors, as well as Harry, Diggory, and Thakkar were already present. Usually, everyone arrived for dinner at the same time. But gradually people noticed.

If he concentrated, Harry could even hear what some of them were saying above the din. But he made a conscious effort not to do so, as there was no point in torturing himself with rumours and no doubt unkind comments.

And after he said his piece there would be many more.

Umbridge stood and coughed once the Hall had grown quiet.

“I know that you do not wish to hear from me,” Umbridge said in what Harry thought was a rare display of self-awareness from the odious witch, “and so I shall be brief. The Inquisition requests—no, I request, personally—that we put the recent spate of unpleasantness behind us all. I know that you are ill-prepared to listen to me. It is my sincerest hope that you will at least listen to your peers, who have elected to say a few words before you this evening.”

She sat back down.

Thakkar froze as she looked out at the gathered students. Harry didn’t blame her – there were at least two thousand unhappy, rebellious students sat at the four House Tables and they were hardly interested in listening to anything from one of Umbridge’s lackeys. Which Harry was quite sure everyone would now categorise the Head Boy and Girl – and Harry himself.

“The protests have got to end,” Thakkar said after a few moments. “I understand why they happened, and I feel the same frustration with some policies as everyone else has. But—but everything has got out of hand. The Inquisition has been—it’s just been—the Inquisition was put here so it could help,” Thakkar said, stumbling over the words. “The principles upon which it was founded are good ones, and we need to remember that.”

Harry didn’t think it due to nerves: more likely she simply didn’t want to praise the Inquisition at all. But no doubt that had been Umbridge’s condition, as it had been for Harry.

“But everything has gone wrong. Some people have been getting hurt—just this morning I had to take a first year to the Hospital Wing because of a misfired spell.” Thakkar took a breath. “I think if everything keeps going on the way it is, someone is going to get seriously hurt. And then it won’t just be school punishments—it’ll be something much more serious. And I don’t want that to happen to anyone here. So, please… please consider stopping the protests. There has to be a better way.”

“Suki’s right,” said Diggory, stepping forward. “I know it’s been good to get rid of your frustrations and everything like that, but it’s gone too far now. The Inquisition is trying to improve things here at Hogwarts. Implementation hasn’t gone as planned, and understandably, people disagree with how it’s been done. I’m not here to talk about that; the protests have been quite effective in showing that. But… We can’t keep up with this. People have been getting hurt and the prefects just can’t keep up with it all. I know some of you will say we should just stop working, but we can’t. And not even because it’s against the rules—it’s not about rules and regulations. We genuinely want to keep everyone safe. It’s not fair that someone should get hurt on the way to Charms because someone else set off fireworks. It’s not fair that anyone should get attacked by a niffler.”

He sighed. “And look—exams are right around the corner. I know most of you won’t have important exams to do, since that’s just for us third and fifth years, but we’ve got really important exams coming up. And it’s not just OWLs or NEWTs—there’s TITs and CATs to think about as well. And the Wandwright’s lot haven’t been able to do any official sessions with their teachers since all this started. I can’t make you do anything, and I don’t expect you to just listen to me because I’ve told you to,” Diggory continued, “but I do want you to just think about it, that’s all.”

Shit, Harry thought. My turn. He stepped forward a bit once Diggory had finished, then looked out at the sea of students. Looking out at the crowd Harry understood exactly why Thakkar had frozen.

He’d never stood up and spoke in front of that many people before. It was quieter than the Great Hall ever got – it seemed as if everyone really was listening. But once Harry stepped forward there were whispers. Not audible, but a low buzz. Harry assumed it was because Diggory and Thakkar made sense to say something as Head Boy and Head Girl, but Harry was just a prefect.

Except for the… unique circumstances… surrounding him. Well, there was nothing for it but to say his piece. And he reckoned he could get away with being a bit less complimentary about the Inquisition, so long as he wasn’t rude. And he was occluding, anyway, shunting some of his less than helpful thoughts about everything to one side to make everything easier.

“Cedric and Suki are both right,” Harry said. “I’m not against what the Inquisition is trying to achieve, not in principle. I think there’s some merit to the ideas. But like everyone else I’ve had my frustrations with the implementation. Some of the reasons people are protesting are really important, and it’s obvious that people feel like they’ve got no other choice but to do what they’ve been doing. And I think that’s fair. But the protests have started to get dangerous. So I decided to go and see the High Inquisitor because she’s… she’s always been very reasonable to me.”

Harry felt dimly aware that part of him felt sick saying the words, but he’d gone over them with Blaise and Tracey multiple times and they’d decided that they needed to flatter Umbridge. It would make him look like a prat to the school, but it was Umbridge he needed to keep on side.

Thank God for occlumency, Harry thought.

“So we spoke about what had been happening these past few weeks,” Harry continued. “And she agreed with me that if the protests stopped, if everything calmed down—there wouldn’t be any need for anyone to get punished. No Stinging Jinxes. No detentions. No referrals to the Ministry. And definitely no reason to get the aurors in. And as soon as everything’s stopped, clubs and activities can start back up again.” Harry hadn’t considered the Wandwright’s lot, but they needed that for their technical exams. “People can start having tuition again. We can start back at Duelling Club, Flight Club—Art Club too, and Charms Club, and everything else…”

Harry shrugged. “You don’t have to listen to me—or any of us really. But I think it’s time to stop. The Inquisition is willing to forget about everything if things calm down. That’s no need for aurors, clubs start back up… things go back to normal. That’s what we wanted, wasn’t it?”

Once it was clear Harry was done, Umbridge stood again.

“Thank you,” Umbridge said. “What Harry says is true: the Inquisition—I—have agreed to support a full amnesty for any and all things which have occurred during these protests. We will allow clubs and activities to begin again. And we will consider a loosening of the restrictions regarding certain locations in the castle. The Inquisition is not above learning from its mistakes. Please, consider what your peers have said, and make the right choice. Now, dinner may be served.”

Dismissed, Harry, Thakkar, and Diggory shuffled all the way back along the table filled with teachers on their way back to their respective tables. On his way past Lockhart took the opportunity to wink at Harry, while Remus offered a subtle nod of the head.

The Hall had erupted into noise as soon as Umbridge was done, and Harry couldn’t help but catch some of the content as he walked by. Fortunately, none of it seemed to be concerning him – it was about the idea of an amnesty.

Harry wedged himself in between Blaise and Tracey, and settled in to try and enjoy his dinner.
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    Chapter 41 – Much Ado About OWLs
“I never thought he’d be that far up the Inquisition’s arse,” Harry heard one student say to another as he passed them in the corridors on his way to History of Magic on Friday morning.

“Prick,” said the other.

Harry fought the urge to stop, turn around, and give them a punishment for foul language and disrespecting authority. Since his compliance with Umbridge’s request to ‘break the impasse’ with the protesting students Harry’s name had been akin to a swear word amongst many of the castle’s students. Ordinarily, Harry could have just ignored them, but his alchemically enhanced hearing meant that he overheard a great deal more than most students ever could. The more mature side of Harry knew that he couldn’t just go and hand out punishments because he could hear people whispering when really, what they’d said was meant to be private… but the pettier side of him felt strongly that any consequences were more than fair.

Still, Harry couldn’t help but look back at the students just to see who they were.

“Oh, Harry…” Tracey said quietly, touching his arm lightly. “I know what people are saying—it’s not nice at all. But…”

They stopped walking.

“But it’s all my fault and I’ve got to just live with it?” Harry said, his tone harsher than he’d intended.

“Actually, that’s not what I was going to say,” Tracey said, completely unfazed by Harry’s rudeness. “You did what you had to do to survive. You did what any proper Slytherin would have done. They’ll forget about all this soon enough, and you stopped Grimhallow and that lot from getting expelled. They didn’t even have any time on the racks. So… you know, the ones saying nasty things need to get over themselves. They weren’t in your position—and they should feel lucky they never will be.” Tracey shrugged. “They can eat shit.”

Harry blinked. Tracey wasn’t a priss about swearing, but she didn’t swear all that often, so Harry was surprised to hear the words, welcome as they were.

“But you did what you had to do, and we’re all behind you with it,” continued Tracey. Then she paused, and glanced around at Millie, Daphne, and Blaise. “Right?”

“Yeah, definitely,” said Millie. “I mean, it’s all a bit shit that it had to stop, and that you had to say anything, but we get it.”

“I think you did the right thing, Harry,” Daphne said. “It was only going to end badly, like really badly, and you stopped it. So that’s good.”

Well, Harry already knew Daphne felt that way. She’d been very reluctant to leave Grimhallow and her poxy little box behind in the first place. It was obvious that she preferred the whole plan to have been smothered before it could launch.

“It’s disappointing all the protests have stopped. But the amnesty? There are people thanking you for that. But, mate, you can’t get sent off to the Ministry, not with Malfoy on the Wizengamot. You said Umbridge implied she’d destroy the letters, right?” said Blaise.

“She implied, yeah,” said Harry miserably. “but I don’t think she has. She hasn’t said anything, anyway. I mean, why would she? Now she knows she can make me do what she wants.”

Harry felt a small rush of triumph as nobody seemed to have an answer to that, but the feeling was short-lived once Harry realised that made it all the worse for him.

“You’re right about that,” Tracey said, “but there’s no reason to give up just yet! I’m sure Dumbledore’s going to get this treason stuff sorted, and once he has—”

“Even if he sorts it I’m not sure he’ll have the pull he used to,” Harry interrupted. “So maybe I’m just fucked.”

“Maybe,” agreed Blaise. “Look. Let’s see if we can… I mean, I’m not saying that we definitely should do this, but it’s—we’ve always got the option to try and steal back the letters. I know it’s a bit bold, but—”

“It’s more than a bit bold!” Daphne said. “It’s… well… probably the most bold thing we’ll have done all year.”

“Yeah, but I reckon that if we just—” Blaise started to say, but Tracey interrupted him.

“We can talk about this later—with everyone,” Tracey said. “But we’re going to be late for History if we don’t hurry up and Professor Flamel was going to talk about the OWL questions!”

“Let’s just go,” Harry said. He didn’t want to miss Flamel’s explanations of the likely OWL questions, not with exams just around the corner. And it would distract him from the whispers and his own regret at having made the choices that he’d made, so that was something. Harry set off without waiting for the others to agree, and soon enough they sat themselves down in Professor Flamel’s History of Magic classroom for the lecture.

They just avoided being late, something for which Harry was extremely grateful, arriving before Flamel – dressed in her customary flamboyant robes complete with a bird for a hat – closed the doors to the classroom.

As they walked in Harry spotted Inquisitor Weekes sat to one side of the classroom, but Harry didn’t think he’d cause any trouble. Not after the very tenuous peace Harry had managed to negotiate, anyway.

“We shall get right into things,” Flamel said once everyone had sat down, “because there is simply not much time left before your OWL exams. Of course, you should have started your revision already at the very latest during the Easter break but given the circumstances… perhaps you did not. Still, if the best time to start was a fortnight ago, the second best time is today. With that being said, I am able to guide you somewhat on the likely form of the questions to be asked in the essay portions of the exam. The curriculum has changed substantially since previous years, so we won’t waste too much time going over the past exam questions, but what we will do is…”

Harry got out his quill and ink and got ready to take notes. Any help was better than none, after all, and concentrating on Flamel’s guidance was better than dwelling on any of the other things he had stuck in his head.

*

Many of Harry’s other lessons were given over to exam prep after the whole debacle with the Inquisition. The vast majority of the teachers had managed to get through their entire planned syllabus already, given that exams were just around the corner, so everyone had enough time to devote to revision and general exam-related nonsense.

Lockhart hadn’t got through any of the actual syllabus and didn’t seem at all inclined to start even with exams right around the corner. But Remus and the other adjuncts had been able to deliver what was needed, so Harry wasn’t too worried about Defence. And he found the actual Defence content easy, anyway, and many of the spells were things he’d been practising with in Duelling Club.

Especially now that he’d joined the Junior level. Some of the spells in the Junior level spellbook were key parts of the Defence curriculum for OWL, so Harry didn’t have to worry about that at all. So Harry found that he didn’t have to worry about his lessons at all.

Even Alchemy with Dee and Flamel had wrapped up all of the actual teaching.

Dee and Flamel still gave lectures but, as with the other teachers, they were devoted mainly to the upcoming exams – both practical and theoretical.

“…so you’ve got to be very careful with your Elixirs,” Dee was saying as he paced around at the front of the classroom, cigarette in hand, “because the list of things that could go wrong is, frankly, frightening even to me. I had howlers sent when Malone blew his eyes out—not that it was my fault when he took his Salve despite me saying otherwise—but nearly all of the ways you can mess up the Elixir are worse.”

He paused to take a long drag of his cigarette.

“I say nearly only because there’s a couple of ways the Elixir can fail that aren’t a problem—one of them, it does nothing. Literally nothing. But you’ve got to have failed it very badly and in quite a specific way for that to happen, and none of you lot who are left are bad enough at the craft to get that result out of it. I think,” Dee said.

That was… something, Harry supposed. Not exactly praise, but Dee was rarely complimentary. It was a warning worth listening to, though, even if Harry didn’t intend to fail with his Elixir. As the last of his exams he could probably hold off on the intensive revision until just a little later… but he wasn’t going to. Harry had already come up with several verses of a ritual incantation for it, and he hadn’t yet completed his protocol.

If there was one exam he was going into fully prepared it was the Alchemy practical.

“So if I tell you that you shouldn’t test your Elixirs at the end of the practical,” Dee continued, “you’re not going to be allowed to test them. Not this time. I know that’s a bit of a deviation from how it’s worked before, but this one is too serious to let you lot loose on it. Got it?” He strode back towards his desk, stubbed out his cigarette, and then turned back to the class. “Questions?”

“I know that we’re going to be going through the protocols in the rest of our sessions,” Hermione said, not waiting to be called upon, which Harry thought was fair – Dee didn’t always pay attention even when he’d asked for questions. “But when is the last possible time we can make changes to our methods?” She paused. “And have them looked over by you or Mr Flamel, I mean.”

“Seven days before the practical exam,” Dee said, “unless that falls on a weekend. Then it’s whenever the first Monday is before the exam. Can’t be more specific—Ministry hasn’t set the dates yet. But if you haven’t managed to get it finalised by that point you’re probably going to fail anyway.” He took a long drag of his cigarette and puffed out a cloud of green smoke. “In the run up to the exam you need to be immersing yourselves in the symbolism of the ritual so that absolutely nothing can go wrong. If you’re mucking about with ingredients and processes, you’ve already gone wrong.”

Harry had expected the protocols to be required well before that, so Dee’s words were quite pleasant to hear. Not that he intended to go right up to the edge of things because, like Dee had warned was necessary, Harry was going to make sure he completely understood the context and symbolism of his ritual.

Harry put up his hand.

“Professor,” Harry said, “I was wondering about mercury. I was going to use an azoth as the base solvent for my reaction. I’m not worried about that—I know for the Elixir azoth is a better solvent than anything else we’ve done so far. But what I was wondering about was—”

“Azoth?” interrupted Dee. “Bit ambitious, if you ask me—it’s not often an OWL candidate tries azoth, let me tell you. Have you considered how to balance the reaction without taking away any of the transformative power?”

“Er, I think so,” Harry said. He knew that azoth wasn’t the standard solvent used for the Elixir but all of his research suggested that that was only because OWL students weren’t ordinarily taught how to make it. It was absolutely the best solvent to use, especially if one wanted to include some of the more esoteric ingredients… which Harry absolutely did.

“I was going to balance it by including sulphur as a counterpart to the watery, feminine energy of the mercury,” Harry continued. “Everything I’ve read about the azoth reaction says that should work, especially if I include two Yin Yang lotus petals. But that’s where I was having the problem—I wanted to put in blue lotus petals later on. Would I be able to use blue lotus if I’ve used the Yin Yang lotus as well?”

“That is how you make azoth,” Dee said slowly. “Yes. Stay back at the end of the lesson, Potter—I want to have a word with you about azoth. But as for the blue lotus, it’s almost essential to the process. You can get away without it but frankly, why would you want to? Any other questions?”

“Yes, sir—I wanted to ask about the availability of diamonds given the situation with the goblins,” asked Mandy Brocklehurst. “I know we’ve been fine so far, but the papers said recently that the goblins are—”

“Without getting into specifics, Brocklehurst,” Dee said quickly, glancing at the Inquisitor sat at the back of the classroom, “we’ve been able to secure a sufficient source of natural diamonds for all of you. Gold, too, as well as silver. We’ve had a bit of trouble getting star-sapphires, but unless you’re planning to base your whole reaction around them—which I hope none of you are—we should be fine there.”

That question made Harry wonder whether one of his lesser used ingredients would be available, so he asked.

“Will we have enough myrrh?” Harry asked. “I’m only asking because I’ve not seen it in the store cupboards and I wanted to use it.”

Dee sighed.

“Ugh. That was the last question about ingredients,” he said. “Like every other time, if you put it down on your protocol we’ll supply it for you—unless it’s like the winds of spring or lunar water. Yes, Potter, we have enough fresh myrrh.” He put out his cigarette. “Now, does anyone have any questions about something other than whether this school, which has taught students alchemy for centuries, has considered whether to stock essential ingredients for students’ important exams?”

The rest of the session with Dee was given over to questions and discussions on the nature of the various symbolisms used in the Elixir, all of which Harry found both interesting and useful. At the end of the lesson once everyone else had gone, Harry approached Dee.

He’d never been kept back by Dee before – the man generally preferred as little interaction with his students as possible – so wasn’t sure how things would go. For a few moments Dee just leaned there against his desk, staring out of the window, before he light up another cigarette and turned towards Harry.

“So,” Dee said between drags of his cigarette, “azoth.”

He said nothing further.

Harry stood there waiting, but when it became clear Dee wasn’t going to continue, spoke.

“Yes, Professor. I know it’s a bit ambitious but it really is the best solvent for the reaction especially—”

“I know the properties of azoth, thank you, Potter,” Dee said, a bit irritably in Harry’s opinion. Perhaps the Inquisition was getting to him, especially as the Inquisitor was still sat at the back of the classroom watching them. “I’ve produced a successful Elixir myself—using azoth—and many other reactions with it besides that. What I am trying to do is to figure out whether you’ll be capable of doing it, or if this is just a waste of both of our time.”

That was blunt, but then, Dee didn’t usually mince words. He was like a less abrasive Snape in that way, lacking only Snape’s genuine aura of malice and spite but none of the other edge. Whether or not Dee rated Harry’s abilities as an alchemist was anyone’s guess. Dumbledore had said Dee had been complimentary, but Dumbledore said many things.

And then even if Dee did think Harry capable, there was the question of whether he wanted Umbridge to get wind of it and question whether Dee was giving special privileges to one student and not others. Although, given Harry’s recent actions, perhaps Umbridge would be more inclined to overlook something like that.

But he could worry about that if Dee let him pursue azoth.

Harry certainly thought himself capable of producing it. It wasn’t that it was especially difficult, as far as he could tell. It was just a little bit more involved than the other solvents they’d been using, requiring a bit more of the weirder, more arcane parts of alchemy to produce. But it was definitely the next step in Harry’s progression as an alchemist, and if he could manage it, his Elixir would be Outstanding.

Possibly even more than that, as Harry knew the OWL invigilators and markers could award enhanced marks and classifications for work that went beyond the expectations. But he didn’t really care about that. The Elixir of Evocation was its own prize, and Harry wanted to create the best one possible.

So Harry waited and watched Dee for any sign that he was done thinking.

“Your Salve and your Draught both went very well,” Dee said, although he sounded more like he was talking to himself than to Harry. “You’ve shown a good grasp of the alchemical process—and it’s not often I can say that about a student. But azoth, it’s… you know, it’s not your basic alchemical solvent. It’s NEWT level for a reason.”

“I know that, Professor,” Harry said. “But I’ve read about the process and I really think I can do it. I know it’s more arcane than the other solvents, but I’ve—er—I’m very confident for very good reasons that I can manage magic like that. The… the kind of mind-set I’ll need…” Harry paused.

He wasn’t about to tell Dee about his occlumency, and he definitely wasn’t going to mention his forays into legilimency, but Harry was quite sure he had the requisite skill with the lesser taught and practiced areas of magic that he could make azoth earlier than usual. He just needed to figure out how to tell Dee that.

“I’m good with magic that’s a little bit more… specialist,” Harry said. He braved a glance back at the Inquisitor, then looked back at Dee. Hopefully the chain-smoking wizard would understand the implication of the glance. “I really think I can do this, Professor. I’ve done everything else, haven’t I? My marks in the practicals have been better than anyone else’s.”

Harry didn’t like the idea of bragging about that particular fact, but it was true, and Dee already knew it anyway. He’d given the marks out in the first place. And, really, it was perfectly relevant.

“You have at that,” Dee said. “Well. Fine. We’ll try you on azoth, then—but you’re going to have to come in at lunchtimes or the weekend or something like that for some extra tuition. I’ll have Honoria do it.” Dee sighed. “Ugh. And you know, Potter, you’ll have opened the flood gates on me—Granger and Nott will be next to ask. I don’t think Nott could manage it, mind you, but that’s none of your business so forget I said anything.”

He stubbed out his cigarette.

“Well? What are you waiting for? I’ll send a message or something like that with a time for you to meet with Honoria. If you’re serious about azoth, you’ll need to work very hard indeed before exams. It’s only a few weeks out,” Dee said. “And you’ve got a lot of things needing your time and attention, from what I understand. That duelling business, you’re a prefect, your other OWLs… wouldn’t want you to fail everything else because you pursued azoth when you weren’t ready.”

Harry blinked. That wasn’t quite nice, but it came close to concern, which Harry hadn’t expected from Dee. But then, perhaps he was just scared of getting blamed for Harry failing.

“Right. Thank you, Professor! I promise I won’t mess it up. I mean it.”

Dee just shrugged. Allowed to go, Harry left and headed back to the dungeons, his day’s lessons over.

*

In the run up to exams Harry grew increasingly aware of the many pressures he’d placed upon himself, and the seemingly never-ending series of tasks he had to complete. He needed to practise with Tracey for the All-Isles duelling tournament, which was good fun but harder given their promotion to the Junior bracket; he had to complete all his usual prefectly duties and manage not to get on Umbridge’s bad side either; he had mounds upon mounds of revision to do for all of his subjects; and on top of all that needed to commit to learning how to produce azoth.

He didn’t even have any time to get out and leave messages and other little bits for the Inquisition to find. Although none of his friends were either, since his deal with Umbridge had meant they needed to simmer down. Harry had even had to stop attending Flight Club. And that was before Ms Platt had sent Harry a message telling him to give over his lunchtimes for additional alchemical tuition.

Not that Harry was going to complain about that. Dee had agreed to let Harry try for azoth but only if he had extra help from Ms Platt. No matter what restrictions it placed on Harry’s movements, he was going to do it. It just didn’t leave him an awful lot of time for … anything else.

Especially not relaxation.

So Harry attended his lessons, scrambled for time to do revision, and even arranged to meet up with Tracey for dedicated duelling practise. The Junior level was much more difficult, after all. As Harry finished for the day after Alchemy on Mondays, they’d agreed to do practise then right up until dinner. Not ideal, but the only way Harry could fit it in.

So on the next Monday afternoon after Alchemy Harry was somewhat annoyed to be stopped by Brocklehurst on their way from the classroom. He turned to regard her warily, unsure of just what she was going to say.

“Potter,” Brocklehurst said. “We weren’t sure we should bother inviting you since you’ve got special lessons with Ms Platt—you and Nott and Granger—but we decided it would be rude not to. We’re doing a study group again, if you’re interested, and it’s all cleared with Umbridge.” Brocklehurst paused. “Though from what the gossips are saying, you’ve not got to worry about that. Me, I don’t care what people are saying—it’s just noise. So if you’re in we’re meeting at the same time and same place as before. If you’re not… well, that’s up to you, isn’t it?”

Harry opened his mouth to protest about her comments but then thought better of it. What people were saying really was just noise, and he didn’t need to devote his precious mental energy to worrying about it. He just needed to keep his eyes on the prize.

“I’ll be there,” Harry said instead. “Thank you for asking.”

Brocklehurst shrugged.

“To tell the truth, I’m not sure there’d be much point doing it without you there. You, Granger, and Nott are the best in the class, so it’s leaving marks on the table if we don’t invite you. Dee wouldn’t clear me for azoth, so it’s not like I’m looking for tips on that, but I’m sure the three of you will have something useful to tell the rest of us.” She glanced around as if checking no one was listening. “And between the two of us, I think you’re the only reason Terry didn’t flub his Salve—he actually listened to what you said. So miracles do happen.”

Even if there was a self-interested reason for the invitation, Harry didn’t mind. Everyone wanted something, after all, and alchemy study group was at least a mutually beneficial arrangement for all involved.

“Well, I’ll see you there, anyway,” Harry said. “Thanks again—but I’ve got to head off. I’m meeting Tracey for duelling practise…”

“Good luck,” said Brocklehurst as Harry hurried away. Harry made his way back to the dungeons where he quickly dumped his things in his dormitory, got changed, and met Tracey by the door to the Common Room. Unlike before they’d moved to sparring in the Chamber of Secrets. It seemed like the perfect sort of place to go for it since it was perfectly private.

“Ready?” Harry asked when he got to Tracey.

“Yep!” she said, grinning. “Let’s go—I’ve been waiting! I think I’ve figured out how we can add the Hawley Shattering Combo to our routine. See, we’ve been putting it together the wrong way ‘round. If we do the—”

“The Puglian Shuffle first,” Harry finished, “and then…”

“Yes, exactly!” Tracey said as they walked out of the Common Room. “And there was another thing too,” continued Tracey. “If we…”

They walked together, Harry listening to Tracey’s ideas for their duelling and keeping one eye out for the Inquisition or any other nosy students who might be following them. Despite their many successes at the Novice level, the Junior level of duelling was proving a tougher nut to crack and Harry knew they needed to do some much more specific and targeted work on it.

They made their way to the Chamber of Secrets after that, passing through the secret entrance and going down the long, winding stairs to the Chamber that lay far beneath the castle. Once there they spent much of the rest of the afternoon working on their spells, both singular and in sequences, as well as working on their combos.

The basilisk waited, coiled, near the entrance to its nest, while Harry and Tracey traded spells in the main section of the Chamber. Somewhat helpfully the room for which the Chamber was named was almost a similar size to a proper duelling arena. It was just a little wetter.

Harry side-stepped a Bludgeoning Hex from Tracey and spun, realigning himself and casting a quick Shield Charm to block her next spell. Harry hit back with a Knockback Hex, then vanished Tracey’s hail of conjured stones. He considered his next move, and then—

“Wait, wait!” Tracey said. “Time out. Sorry—my shoe’s come untied.”

Harry lowered his wand. He let the residual frustration go, taking a moment to breathe and centre himself. It was always a little bit jarring to stop duelling so suddenly, almost as if he really had been fighting and it suddenly just ended without resolution. Not that he wanted to fight Tracey, but… well… that was what sparring was, he supposed.

“It’s fine,” Harry said. “We should probably take a break, anyway,” he said grudgingly. They’d been at it a while and it was always good to take a break and discuss where they’d each gone wrong or what they could have done better. They retreated to Slytherin’s private chambers and sat themselves down where it was comfortable.

Not long after they’d settled the basilisk’s face joined them at the doorway. As far as Harry understood, snakes couldn’t understand human languages, but it liked listening to them talk anyway and given its isolation, Harry thought that fair enough.

“These are meant to be self-tying,” Tracey said as she took off her shoe and examined it, “but I think the charm’s worn off. That’ll teach me for buying cheap shoes, I suppose. Won’t be going there again.”

Harry looked down at his own trainers, which were of muggle design and manufacture.

“I wish mine were self-tying,” he said. He liked muggle shoes. They looked more interesting than what wizards made, and they were comfortable, and great for doing sports in. But the allure of a self-tying shoe was quite strong. “I wonder what the charm is.”

“It’s proprietary,” Tracey said. “It’s not just, you know, a tying charm.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Harry said. It couldn’t have been that easy. He wondered if he could figure out how to do it anyway. As long as he didn’t try to sell any shoes with the charm on it he should be fine… although perhaps finding new and different ways to piss of the Ministry was unwise.

“I think we did really well there,” Tracey continued. “You’re much better with your Shield Charms, and you vanished my rocks easy! I think we’ve got a great chance in the tournament.”

Harry nodded along, keen to get his mind off his Ministry related woes.

“Your rocks were brilliant—you’re much better at conjuring now,” Harry said. “I remember when we started…”

Tracey went a little pink.

“I’ve been practising,” she admitted. “Quite a lot. But the other Juniors… even the ones who aren’t that good know more spells than we do, don’t they? So…”

“So we’ve got to be better, yeah,” Harry finished. They’d spoken of that before. The Juniors were all NEWT level students, many of whom had completely mastered non-verbal casting and knew all sorts of useful spells. Harry’s own forays into non-verbal magic hadn’t gone quite as well as he’d hoped, and with everything he had to learn for the OWLs on top of everything else, he hadn’t been able to learn many of the NEWT spells either.

So it was a case of making do with what he had.

Which, in fairness, had won him and Tracey two international duelling tournaments at the Novice level, so it wasn’t as if they were working with nothing at all. But…

“I’ve got to say, we are better than most of the other Juniors,” Tracey said. “Not to sound like a braggart or anything. We just are. They know more spells, but most of them aren’t good at using them.”

“That’s true,” Harry said. “Most of them don’t have the experience to use what they know properly, so we’ve got that going for us.”

“We do need to watch out for Hermione and Fred, though,” Tracey said. “I know they didn’t win their tournaments but… well… they do have the proper duelling experience, don’t they? And Diggory and Jasper Flickey.”

Harry nodded along. That’s what he’d been thinking, too. Although perhaps Diggory wouldn’t be as much of a problem as either of them thought, since as Head Boy during the Inquisition about to sit his NEWTs, he had rather a lot on his plate.

“I’m glad we could make time to do this,” Harry said. “I know we both needed the practise, but… I mean… I’m glad we could do this. I almost feel relaxed.”

“Only almost?” Tracey teased. “I know what you mean. Although I don’t have it nearly as hard as you do—you’ve got loads on, Harry, and you’re doing it really well. I can’t imagine how I’d cope with it if I’m honest.”

Harry shrugged. The things he was doing all needed to be done, and more than that they all needed to be done by him. There wasn’t any other choice but to get on and do them. If he slacked off on any of them the consequences… well, he didn’t like the consequences at all.

“I’ve got to do it, haven’t I?” Harry said. “I’ve barely had any time to hang out with any of you this year. But… It’s just how it is. I am worried about those letters Umbridge has, though. I don’t trust her with them—there’s no way she’ll get rid of them. Not unless Dumbledore’s cleared and they’re useless to her, anyway.”

Ever since he’d agreed to Umbridge’s deal that thought had been going over and over in his head, and it had only grown worse since he’d actually had to intercede on the Inquisition’s behalf.

“Well… we could try and steal them from her,” Tracey said. “I don’t think Blaise was joking when he said about it. I know he’s been a bit worried about getting caught, but I do think he was serious about helping you.”

Blaise had called it bold. Daphne had – quite rightfully – said it would be more than that. But maybe it was necessary… if Harry was going to get out from under her grasp he needed to be sure she no longer had any leverage over him. And that meant destroying the letters and any copies she’d made of them.

Which was easier said than done.

“How would we even do that, though?” Harry wondered aloud. He supposed that the Invisibility Cloak would be a massive help. It was still stashed in the Chamber unless Harry really needed it, but sneaking into Umbridge’s office – or private quarters, perhaps – was the very definition of ‘really needing it’. “I mean, I’ve got the Cloak, so I can go invisible… “

“And we’ve been doing the Disillusionment Charm with Flitwick, haven’t we?” Tracey said. “So the rest of us can hide as well.”

That was true, Harry realised. Flitwick had been going over the Charm with them ahead of the OWL, although more as a favour to Remus for the Defence curriculum than for Charms directly. So Harry could take those of his friends who were best at the charm with him as lookouts or even to directly help him…

But it was still dangerous.

“Fred and George have my dad’s map,” Harry said. “I can’t remember if I said, but I got them to admit it. So if I can get them on board—and let’s be honest, they’d never give up the chance to do something like this—I bet they’d let us use it. Or use it for us, anyway.”

Since they hadn’t seemed especially inclined to give the Map to Harry – at least not yet. But Harry thought they’d be open to using it to assist with stealing from Umbridge at the very least.

“You did mention,” Tracey said. “So… see? It’s not all doom and gloom, is it? We can come up with something. Now come on—let’s get back to duelling! We’ve had enough rest. I want to try conjuring bigger stones this time.” She’d finished with her shoes by then and got to her feet. Harry followed her and they spent the rest of their afternoon – almost right up until dinner – duelling in the Chamber while the basilisk watched.

*

The rest of term passed by in almost a blur. Most of Harry’s days went by the same way: lessons when scheduled, prefect duties, and whatever scraps of time he had remaining given over to his revision and his alchemical preparations. Those he did alone, in the Alchemy study group, and with Ms Platt, Hermione, and Theodore.

Whenever possible he sparred with Tracey, mindful that the All-Isles Tournament was coming up after exams were over, but even that was something Harry couldn’t devote too much time to.

Soon enough Snape – or rather, his apprentice, Mr Shafiq – was handing out the exam timetables and Harry had had to finalise his protocol for the Elixir of Evocation.

And so Harry sat his OWLs. The core subjects were all easy enough, and with some luck, he’d never again need to attend Herbology lessons or Astronomy – and History of Magic, despite being quite interesting now that Professor Flamel had redone the course, could be made history itself. Harry didn’t have any problems with his spell-based practical exams – not even transfiguration, his weakest spell-based subject.

He had some trouble with some of the theoretical exams, like in Herbology, but he didn’t think he’d done so badly as to fail. But the last pair of exams, the Alchemy theory and the Alchemy practical, were what Harry had been waiting for.

His year’s work all culminated in a three hour written exam and a technically unlimited practical assessment. Not that Harry intended to take any longer than twenty hours. He’d even brewed himself a Pepper-Up Potion for the exam just in case he ran late, but he didn’t think he’d need it.

Although since it was allowed – expected, even – he was going to bring it anyway. But first, Harry needed to sit his theory exam. The handful of students still in Alchemy stood gathered outside of the exam room – one of the smaller empty rooms in the castle – waiting to be shown in. The invigilators were all the same as the ones they’d had for all their other OWL exams, including the Alchemy practicals, so Harry didn’t worry about them. They were fair, and he didn’t intend on cheating anyway.

“Do you think the exam will focus more on the abstract theoretical processes or on the practical applications of theory?” Hermione was saying to the group. “Because at first I thought that it would of course be more practical, but isn’t that what the actual practicals were for?”

“I wondered the same thing,” Theodore said, which surprised Harry – he didn’t usually offer opinions in group settings. “But what you said the other day stuck with me—I really do think they’ll take the chance to test our understanding of the more obscure aspects of theory we were supposed to learn this year. Didn’t Mr Flamel say they’d revamped the curriculum a bit?”

“He did,” Harry said. “They wanted to make the distinction between the practical assessments and the exams more rigid.” Which was why Harry hadn’t worried at all about the content of the theory exam: he understood the theory well enough produce actual alchemical works based on it. He could write an essay or answer trickily worded questions on it without issue. “So they’re going to ask us things about, you know, self-actualisation, the apotheosis, the role of symbolism… all that stuff.” He paused. “Probably something about how Colour Theory. You know, how it’s like, fundamental to the entire process of alchemy and you can’t really do stuff without it. Stuff like that.”

He shrugged.

“That’s what I’ve revised, anyway.”

“That’s what we went over as well,” Theodore said, glancing at Hermione. “I think you’re right. But I don’t think it’ll be anything completely different from the practicals, because even though they want to test us on different things, they can’t test us on anything we haven’t learned.”

“So more like the underlying principles?” Boot said. “Well, that’s good, I suppose. We’ve got to understand those or we wouldn’t have got this far.”

“I just hope the exam’s not too bad,” Dragonsfoot chimed in with his booming voice. “This year is the first time I’ve ever actually done exams and it’s been… hard.”

Ah, that’s right, Harry thought. Dragonsfoot had been entirely homeschooled before Hogwarts.

“I mean, I did concentrate on alchemy because it’s the hardest subject I do,” continued Dragonsfoot, “but I just hope I’ve done enough…”

“You’ll be fine, Thomas,” Brocklehurst said. “You’ve been doing well enough in study group, and if you’ve been passing your essays and homework questions this theory exam won’t be a problem at all.”

“It’s just a pity the theory can’t save you from a failed practical,” Boot said. “Can you imagine getting through all the other practicals, doing this exam, and then not even getting a grade because you bollocksed up your Elixir? Embarrassing.”

“You won’t go ungraded because you failed the Elixir,” Hermione said. “I know that’s what they’ve all said happens, but I checked, and it isn’t true. They cap your mark at an Acceptable. So it’s true that most people fail the OWL if they fail the Elixir, but it’s possible to pass it if you do well in every other part.”

“Really?” asked Boot. “Where’d you find that out?”

“I read the Ministry guidelines,” Hermione said. “You can request them from the Department for Magical Education.” She paused. “Well, technically they were the addendum to the official guidelines—you have to ask for them specifically or otherwise they won’t tell you.”

“Hmm,” Boot said.

If what Hermione had said was true Harry felt much better about his chances at getting an OWL in Alchemy. For one thing, he’d got top marks on his two previous practical projects. And he didn’t think he would fail the theory either, so even if his Elixir of Evocation was an abject failure, he reckoned he could scrape an Acceptable.

Which was… well… acceptable, if not particularly good.

They chatted for a short while until the invigilators arrived and led the seven remaining alchemists into exam room to begin the exam. Harry worked his way through it methodically, tackling the shorter, easier questions first and then taking his time to consider how best to answer the two – quite substantial – essay questions which made up the bulk of the marks.

Three hours later Harry emerged from the last of his theoretical OWL exams exhausted but quite optimistic about his chances. He didn’t stick around to go over the fine points of the exam questions even though he knew several of the others would. He didn’t need the validation, and he wanted to get a good bit of rest in before the practical exam the following morning.

Since that was where the bulk of the year’s marks would come from, and even if it hadn’t been, the Elixir of Evocation was a good enough prize on its own. So Harry retreated to the dungeons right away, keen to relax before he spent some time going over his protocol.

And after what felt like no time at all it was the next morning, and Harry was whisked away after breakfast to the alchemy lab for the final of his year’s three Alchemy practicals. He’d taken some food along with him, as well as a Pepper-Up Potion just in case.

“You are all quite aware by now of the rules,” Madam Marchbanks was saying as she stood at the front of the lab, “and so I will not spend too much time on this. What I will say is this—good luck. You have all worked very hard to get here and I would not like to see you fall at this last hurdle. You may begin.”

That was all the permission Harry needed to get started. He checked over his alchemical apparatus first of all, moving along it and checking the tightness of valves. Once all that was done Harry attended to his ingredients. He’d had to collect a few different things for the Elixir, including lunar water, and he’d had to specially order sphinx hairs among other things using the alchemical supply forms. He’d wanted to go out and get essence of lightning, but Dee had forbidden it. So Harry had had to make do with some from the stores.

Everything he needed was present on his alchemical workbench, so it was just a matter of sorting it so that it was all where he needed to be when he needed it there.

Then, once he was sure he had all the ingredients he needed, Harry set about placing the sigils. He needed all the usual ones, and even a couple of less used sigils. When he was done with all that, Harry stood back and took a few moments to gather his thoughts.

Unlike his previous projects the Elixir of Evocation didn’t have a single – or even two – powerful symbolisms to tie the ritual together. Instead, successful Elixirs relied on a number of different symbolisms chained together and bound up within a complex ritual framework. Harry had made use of as many as he felt like he could work into his ritual, from amber to the Moon, various kinds of lotus flower, and even the raw, untamed power of dragons. He didn’t want to leave a single avenue unexplored, and so he’d packed his protocol as tightly as was viable.

And both Dee and Flamel had signed off on it, so he should have been good to go.

The Elixir was really a test of everything he’d learned over the course of the year, as well as of how he could design a protocol with many disparate pieces. All of that would be useful for the NEWT. Once Harry was sure he’d settled down and had the right frame of mind to create his azoth, he set to work.

The method to create azoth started the same as the more basic alchemical solvents he’d produced previously, but deviated quite quickly and had a few tricky steps beside. So Harry put all the ingredients he needed for the azoth to one side, separate from what he needed for the Elixir proper, just so he didn’t get them mixed up.

Then, Harry started making his azoth. That was a standardised procedure, albeit one with a couple of arcane digressions to it depending on the alchemist, so Harry felt comfortable with it. It anchored the reaction in a very useful way, and his practice of occlumency gave Harry exactly what he needed to maintain the mental state required for its production. All that allowed Harry enough time to focus on his gathered symbolisms for the ritual itself.

“In horto mentis florescunt cogitationes, ubi mens tua est hortus, terram colens scientiae,” Harry said as he added the first lot of ingredients. The first of the symbolisms in his reaction relied on the idea of the mind as a garden, which had resulted in a rather more flowery incantation than he’d used previously. It was a somewhat tenuous connection, but the Elixir was essentially an exercise in making the most out of tenuous connections, so Harry wasn’t worried about that.

It was enough that everything worked together, and Harry had taken the time to ensure that it all would. So he kept at it, moving through the stages of his reaction, all the while repeating the key parts of his incantation at just the right times. The alchemical laboratory was filled with the sound of everyone else doing the same things, along with Ms Platt as she wandered around the room wafting alchemical incense everywhere, and the constant sound of flame as it heated the instruments.

Harry kept on. He added the powdered silver carefully to the middle of the apparatus, conscious of avoiding clumping. The mirror symbolism would fail if there was any clumping.

“Ut speculum te videre possis, mente tua te videre potes, sine velo erroris,” Harry said, using his wand to stir the silver into his solution.

With a spare moment Harry glanced at his watch. Six hours in. He took a breath. He was more or less half-way through the reaction. He hadn’t added his dragon’s blood yet, nor the sphinx hair, but he’d ticked off most of the underlying symbolisms. Certainly, he’d hit all of the usual suspects – mind as a garden; mind as a maze; the waters of memory; even the mind of many mirrors.

Harry felt good about his progress. Good enough that he didn’t even feel a need to check on anyone else – he could hear them, of course, but he wasn’t concerned at all with what they were doing. Instead, he took a few moments to eat his snack. He’d been at it long enough to have missed lunch, and he’d probably miss dinner, too.

Harry hoped he’d miss dinner, anyway. Anything less than that and he’d have failed the reaction.

But Harry didn’t think he was doing badly. His azoth had come out very nicely, and he just needed to coax the reaction along until it was time to make use of the dragon’s blood and sphinx hair. He looked over at the window, but saw nothing due to the blackout blinds.

Right, Harry thought. He looked at his watch instead. Lunch was gone. If there had been lessons, lessons would be over. But he still had many hours left until his reaction was over.

But before that, he needed to add the crushed lotus petals.

“Just a few more seconds…” Harry muttered to himself as he watched the time tick away on his watch. The crushed lotus petals needed to be added just as the solution started to boil. Harry added them and they immediately dissolved, the azoth doing its work. Then the reaction stilled.

Shit, er… Harry thought. Total stillness wasn’t quite what he needed. The reaction should have…

“Essence of lightning, right,” Harry remembered. He grabbed the bottle and added it, and the liquid careened around the vessel until it ran through into the next of his vessels.

Harry kept going, moving through the different steps of the reaction, incanting his ritual words. Many of the others in the lab had finished by then: Grimhallow had gone first, followed by Boot and Brocklehurst. Dragonsfoot still worked away at his own reaction, as well as Hermione and Theodore.

Two-thirds of the way through Harry stopped to take his Pepper-Up Potion, one eye still on the reaction. He hadn’t wanted to take it, but he could feel himself beginning to flag. He’d be up for hours, but then Harry supposed that was the trade-off.

Harry worked through the final steps in his reaction, adding in his dragon’s blood and sphinx hair, and all of the final ingredients. The solution was even approaching the right colour and consistency, although wasn’t quite there. But that was fine – Harry knew he still needed to say the final part of the incantation.

“Per haec symbola et mysteria mentis et memoriae, fac ut potestas tua crescere possit et memoria tua lucida sit,” Harry said in his final exhortation, drawing together all the parts of the ritual. Then, with a series of slow wand movements, Harry watched as his solution lost its final misty haze and became totally still and clear.

He waited for it to cool and then bottled it. He took a few moments to gather himself and then put up his hand. It took Ms Platt a few moments to register it, which Harry didn’t mind.

She’d been stood there all day, after all, doing essentially nothing. It was bound to get tiring.

“Done?” she asked him quietly. Harry nodded. There were only him and Hermione left, so she was no doubt counting down the minutes until she could leave and get something proper to eat.

Platt led Harry into the adjoining room along with Madam Marchbanks, and not long after that, was replaced by Professor Dee.

“Well, let’s get this over with,” Dee said without preamble. He grabbed Harry’s Elixir and unstopped it, sniffing it. “Smells fine,” he said. He held it up against one of the lamps in the room. “Looks fine…” Dee shrugged. “I suppose it’s up to you, then. Taste it or don’t.”

“And it’s not going to kill me?” Harry asked, eying it. He didn’t think he’d done anything at all wrong. His mental state throughout the ritual had been consistent. His incantation had been perfect – Flamel had said so. So he didn’t think there would be any problems with it, but given the list of potential outcomes…

“Probably not, no,” Dee said. “But that’s the risk, isn’t it?”

“Alright,” Harry said. “I’ll try it.”

“As you wish, Mr Potter,” Marchbanks said. “I shall observe.”

Harry took his vial back and drank his Elixir in a single go. No sense taking his time over it. Unlike his Draught, the Elixir tasted of nothing at all. That in itself was surprising, given everything that had gone in it, but Harry supposed—

Harry’s mind went blank, and then he fainted.

*

Groggy, Harry opened his eyes. At first he wasn’t sure where he was, or why he was there, but awareness came creeping back with every passing second. He was… he was draped over a chair, Harry realised. A chair that he hadn’t been sat in, at least not that he remembered.

What was I doing? Harry thought. I was… Oh, shit—the ritual. 

“Oh, good,” said Dee. “That took a while. All good in there? Still… yourself?”

“Myself?” echoed Harry. “I think so. I’m… yes, definitely still myself. I feel good, actually.” The fog had cleared, and Harry realised that his Elixir had worked. He wouldn’t know how well until Marchbanks had done her testing but he didn’t think he’d done any less than an Exceeds Expectations.

“But I wasn’t expecting to just faint,” Harry continued. “The other ones were a bit more… well, they were painful and unpleasant. But this felt like nothing.”

“Mind shut down during the repatterning,” Dee said. “It probably did hurt, but you weren’t there to feel it. Mine was the same.” He shrugged. “Well, Madam Marchbanks—I think he’s ready for testing.”

“We’re going to do a few memory tests first of all, Mr Potter,” Marchbanks said. “Nothing too onerous—especially not for someone with a successful Elixir to his name! Are you ready?”

Harry nodded. The cobwebs – metaphorical and literal, given what had gone in his Elixir – had cleared, so there was no sense waiting around. Marhcbanks moved Harry through a series of trivial memory problems, then moved on to other, stranger questions. Questions about patterns of varying kinds – patterns of colours, number sequences, repetitions of odd strings of letters and things of that sort. A couple of arithmantic problems, even.

Then, as suddenly as she’d begun, she stopped.

“I believe you have passed your OWL practical,” Marchbanks said. “We will, of course, need to properly evaluate your answers but I am confident that you have successfully created an Elixir of Evocation.”

“I’d say so,” Dee said. He turned to address Harry. “So, you’re done. That’s the OWL. One warning—the Elixir takes a little time to fully work. It’s mostly done—your answers to the questions showed that—but you’ll find things different again tomorrow morning after a sleep. Enjoy, Potter. Now, I do think that Miss Granger will be finished around now if she’s done her protocol properly, so you’d best be getting along. Good night, Potter.”

“Er… thanks, Madam Marchbanks,” Harry said. “Professor Dee.” He stood up from the chair and left the chamber, emerging into a dark and quiet corridor.

He’d missed dinner. He’d gone through past the curfew, even, although that wouldn’t be an issue. He was a prefect, after all, and he’d just sat an exam which took until after the curfew. Even so he hurried back to the dungeons, keen to get some sleep. Despite the Pepper-Up Potion he felt tired. When he reached the Common Room it was near enough empty save for the usual fifth years who never seemed to go to bed.

Harry went to bed right away, falling asleep near enough as soon as he hit the mattress.
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    Chapter 42 – To The Victor Goes The Spoils
With the last of his OWL exams over and done with, Harry finally had time to relax. Sort of, anyway, since he did still have to do some work on his duelling. But that work was fun work, and even when it was soul-destroying and hard, it wasn’t quite the same thing as frantic Potions revision. The moment Harry woke up the day after completing his Elixir of Evocation he realised exactly what Dee had meant by the Elixir having more work to do.

When Harry had gone to bed, he’d felt mostly clear-headed, but tired. He certainly hadn’t felt especially different in any way, not like with his other alchemical works. From the moment he woke, however, things were very different. Everywhere he looked came with a memory attached – sometimes several – and each of those had other bits and pieces attached to it.

It was almost overwhelming. Or would have been if Harry hadn’t included procedures in his ritual to account for that.

Harry opened the curtains around his bed. Immediately he remembered that the wyrmsilk rather than a more standard variety came about as a result of an intervention from a former Headmistress, Jacinda Sallow. Sallow had later been elected to the Wizengamot, although according to Professor Flamel, hadn’t managed to secure any higher positions than that. But the thought made Harry remember something he’d read in a book, once, when he’d been researching how the Wizengamot was supposed to work and Sallow had in fact—

A pair of socks hit Harry square in the face.

“Oi!” he said, whipping his head around in search of his assailant. It had been Blaise, of course, since none of the others would have thrown socks at him.

“Well, you weren’t paying attention,” Blaise said with a shrug. “You were just staring at the wall.”

Harry felt himself go red.

“Actually, I was… er… just thinking about Jacinda Sallow. You know, because of the curtains?” Harry said. “She sponsored this bill through the Wizengamot in the 1720s that—”

“No one cares, Harry,” Blaise said dismissively. “I was going to ask how your Alchemy practical went, but by the sounds of it, you passed. I thought the Elixir was meant to make you smarter or something, not spaced out and boring… but that’s alchemy for you, I suppose.”

Harry shook the web of connections between everything from his mind. He didn’t have to follow up on all of his thoughts. He could simply engage with what was in front of him. And that would be useful for his occlumency, anyway, and definitely would be useful for any further forays into legilimency. Especially since Harry thought his Latin would be better now that his memory had improved, and he could finally read Slytherin’s diaries…

No, wait, I’m getting side-tracked, Harry thought. Even that thought brought up a dozen other avenues, but Harry ignored them all.

“I’ll be back to normal soon,” Harry decided to say instead. “Or not normal, exactly—the Elixir is permanent. But Dee did say it takes some time to settle down. It’s just a bit much right now.”

Harry shrugged.

“Having a bit of trouble prioritising thoughts, that’s all,” Harry said. “It will calm down.”

Blaise looked sceptical but didn’t contradict Harry. If Harry hadn’t read up on the Elixir as much as he had, he’d probably be sceptical too. But Harry could now remember essentially everything he’d read about the Elixir, so he was certain his mind would calm down once the repatterning had totally finished.

“Fair enough,” Blaise said. “Anyway, fancy doing something fun this afternoon? I’m going to spend the morning working on my hexes for the Tournament, but since you’re finally not busy anymore…”

“Definitely!” Harry said. “Yes. After lunch?”

“Yeah, perfect,” Blaise said. “Speaking of food… ready for breakfast?”

“Just a sec,” Harry said. “Going to nip to the loos. Maybe clean my teeth.”

Although… Harry thought. Perhaps he shouldn’t clean his teeth before lunch: what was it that he’d read about that? He thought on it as he walked into the bathroom. No, I’m quite sure it’s that you’re supposed to brush your teeth before eating, he decided as he went about his morning ablutions.

Not that it actually mattered all that much, since wizarding toothpaste was actually a kind of potion that was leagues ahead of anything muggles could produce… not to mention that healers could just regrow teeth. Still, best to keep up the habit.

As he brushed his teeth Harry caught sight of a massive pipe crossing the ceiling. He’d noticed it before, of course, although hadn’t thought much about it: it was a pipe in a bathroom. Bathrooms had pipes. But the pipe was very large indeed, easily large enough for a mid-sized basilisk to slip through, which made Harry wonder who exactly had fitted the castle with its bathrooms and plumbing.

Harry’s wonderings on that took up another ten minutes, and it wasn’t until Blaise came to extricate him from the bathroom that he realised he’d been stood, staring and thinking, at a pipe for all that time.

Get it together, Harry, he thought as he made his way to breakfast.

*

Over the course of the day after his alchemy practical Harry’s mind started to calm down. He retained the ability to recall memories and information with speed and accuracy, but he was better able to control where his thoughts went and he only got lost in spiralling thoughts a handful of times.

And never at an important moment, anyway. So that was fine.

In all, Harry was very pleased with how the year had gone. There was Umbridge and the Inquisition, of course, but Harry – even with his enhanced mental capabilities – couldn’t really see a way for him to have done anything differently. Not with what he’d been working with at the time. So aside from the unpleasantness that there had been, and the looming threat of having to work with Umbridge again and again, Harry was happy.

He’d come past the first major milestone of being a wizard, and he didn’t think he’d failed anything either. He’d put too much work into it for that, but even if he had, it was done. All behind him. Harry was even looking forward to dropping most of his subjects – no more late-night Astronomy; no need for messy afternoons in the Herbology greenhouses; and he could probably convince Snape to let him drop Ancient Runes, too.

If he could figure out a way of wording it all just right.

The year was over, more or less. The only thing left for Harry to do was compete in the Hogwarts All-Isles Duelling Tournament, and that wasn’t work. It was fun, and a good chance to test his skills against NEWT students. But apart from that, all Harry had to do was chill out and enjoy the last days of the year.

That the Inquisition was still lingering, Umbridge at its head, dampened things somewhat, but that was next year’s problem, Harry supposed. At least most of the students had stopped whispering rude things about him and his intervention on the Inquisition’s behalf during the Easter protests. So Harry settled into an easy routine as the rest of the school finished their exams, spending time with his friends and practising for the tournament with Tracey.

After the year he’d had, it was very nice indeed.

After the end of exams – the fifth years having finally finished the last of their NEWTs, an Alchemy practical exam – there was still a week or so left of term. Harry had looked forward to that time the most: the weather was nice, meaning the grounds made for an excellent space to hang out… and with exams firmly in the past, most students were in good spirits.

The Inquisition even loosened the rules at the end of the school year, with ‘unsanctioned groups’ of students being given the right to meet once more. Fantastic for Harry and his friends, who took the opportunity to go sit in the gardens.

Since the arrival of Mairi and some of the other artists from Wandwright’s the gardens had expanded in size and scope, and many new areas had been grown. Harry and his friends took to one of the newer spaces, a sheltered area filled with exotic plants, trees, and bushes grown into garden furniture. There was enough room for several groups, but apart from Harry and his friends there were only a pair of students using it – twin girls Harry recognised from the Slytherin Common Room, both reading books.

Daphne and Millie lounged on a sunchair out of the shaded portion of the space, while Susan and Justin sat on chairs grown from a large tree next to them. Tracey and Ernie played chess while Harry and Blaise played cards at a little sheltered table grown from some sort of fragrant bush Harry didn’t recognise.

“That’s Witch’s Nose,” Harry said. “Play again?”

They’d spent all afternoon there, but dinner was getting closer, and Blaise often wanted to quit after a losing streak.

“Yeah, okay,” Blaise said. He dealt the cards again. “It’s nice being able to do something like this out in the open again,” he said. Then he paused, glancing around the sheltered space, covered as it was by leaves and flowers and other such things. “You know what I mean.”

“It really is,” Ernie said, looking up from the chess board. “Good bit of fun for the end of the year, you know. And after the year we’ve had…”

“I’m just glad OWLs are over and I can drop all the shit stuff,” Mille said. “No more Astronomy, History, Potions.” She sighed. “No more Transfiguration or Defence…”

Blaise sniggered.

“What are you actually keeping? That’s like, half the subjects!”

“Oh, don’t be snide, Blaise,” Daphne said. “Millie likes what she likes. And aren’t you only planning on taking Charms, Defence, and Transfiguration next year anyway? So it’s not like you’ve got a massive courseload, is it.”

“I mean, fair enough,” Blaise said. “You’ve got me there. We’ll both just have to spend our days lounging while the rest of you stress yourselves to death over NEWTs.” Blaise shrugged. “Won’t we, Millie?”

“Deffo,” Millie said. “Magizoology, Charms, and Divination is enough for me. Might do Herbology. Dunno though, seems like a bit of faff.”

“I’m not sure what I’m dropping,” Harry said. “We’ve still got our career meetings with Snape, haven’t we? So I’ll have to see what he’ll let me drop…”

“He can’t force you to take things you really don’t want to,” Justin pointed out. “So if you want to drop something you can, you just have to insist.”

“You don’t insist on anything with Snape!” Tracey said with a little giggle. “If you’re lucky he doesn’t care about you and lets you do what you want… but he likes Harry, so he won’t let him bunk off.”

“Snape doesn’t like me,” Harry muttered. “I suppose he does like me more than he used to, what with, er—you know, the pastoral care sessions we were doing. But I think that means he just barely tolerates me now.” Harry still didn’t think that would translate to letting him drop Ancient Runes. Snape seemed to believe Harry needed to do the more difficult subjects, so Harry was fully prepared to have to take on six NEWTs including Triple As.

Not that he really wanted to.

“But since it’s Snape,” Susan said, “that’s more than he likes anyone else. So… I think that probably does mean he likes you!”

Harry opened his mouth to argue the point, but Daphne’s wand sounded an alarm and cut him off.

“Oh!” Daphne said, jolting up from where she lounged with Millie. “That’s my alarm for dinner—I forgot all about it! That scared me.”

“Oh, but we’re right in the middle of our game!” complained Tracey. She sighed.

“You were winning anyway,” Ernie said. “So… shall we call it a draw?”

“Not if I was winning!” Tracey said. “Oh, but I suppose it doesn’t matter, anyway. Let’s just clear away and get to dinner…”

Harry started to pack up the cards too, then once everyone was ready, they all left the gardens and headed back towards the castle. Harry wasn’t too bothered about having to pack up, anyway. Dinner was usually nice after exams because the elves tended to cook better things – more treats and less of the usual dinnertime fare – so that was always good.

The Hufflepuffs and Slytherins parted ways in the Great Hall and sat at their respective tables for dinner. Dinner passed by without incident, at least until the very end when Umbridge stood up and coughed for attention.


  “Hem, hem!”


The Hall quietened at once. After a year under Umbridge’s heel everyone had realised it paid to listen when she said things.

“What a lovely meal! That treacle tart—scrumptious!” Umbridge said. “We have come almost to the end of the year—lessons are over; exams have all been sat—and now is a time for togetherness and relaxation. We even have the excitement of the Hogwarts School All-Isles Duelling Tournament to look forward to! A first of what we hope to be an enduring tradition! Simply marvellous.”

Harry regarded her warily. Umbridge hadn’t given a speech like this in quite a while, and even after the little Easter rebellion she’d held back. For her to stand up on a random evening after dinner…

“But today I received word from the Ministry—from the Minister himself, no less! News that will be of incredible interest to all of us here at Hogwarts School! For you see, the Minister has informed me that he is very pleased with the progress of the Inquisition this year. It has, in the Minister’s own words, been a ‘remarkable reimagining of education in these isles’. We all of course have lived what the Minister has only heard of second-hand, but it is good to hear that our efforts have not gone unnoticed!” continued Umbridge. “But that is not all. The Minister informed me today that there is to be a grand ceremony at the very end of term to formally conclude the Hogwarts High Inquisition! He will of course offer thanks to our hard-working and dedicated Inquisitors, without whom the progress we have made this year would be impossible, and I do believe he will have some kind words to say about the Inquisitorial Squad also! Isn’t that lovely?”

Umbridge paused, seemingly to smile obsequiously.

“Attendance at the ceremony will of course be mandatory,” Umbridge said. “I am told it will be an event to be proud of! I can announce also that I shall be stepping down as Headmistress of Hogwarts after the end of term—it has been an honour to serve as your High Inquisitor and Headmistress, but it was only ever a temporary posting. I am quite sure that Hogwarts will find itself well looked after for many years to come. That is all I have to say this evening—thank you all for listening.”

She left the Great Hall, and as soon as she was gone, it erupted into sound once more. Harry tuned his ear to various parts of the Hall to gauge the mood. Some people were openly thrilled, others had a little more caution, which Harry fully understood.

The Inquisition was over, which was great. But Fudge had considered it a success… so what did that mean for the future?

“Now that’s a bit of mixed news,” Blaise said. “Happy it’s all over, but…”

“But makes you wonder what exactly was successful about it,” Tracey finished. “I know. At least Umbridge is off at the end of term—that’s something.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Millie declared. “Once she’s gone Mr Hagrid can start doing all the fun stuff with us again.”

“I wonder if this means the other schools are going to open again,” Daphne said. “Since they had to close because of the Inquisition.”

Harry thought about it briefly. It was possible, but he thought it unlikely.

“Probably not,” Harry offered. But that was irrelevant to Harry. He was much more worried about what Umbridge would have planned moving forward, especially since she still had those faked letters. Would he be required to participate in the ceremony somehow? He wouldn’t put it past Umbridge to make him participate. And he doubted she’d let him off, not with Dumbledore’s treason charge still on-going.

Maybe Harry really would have to sneak into her office or her quarters to steal them. With improved eyesight, hearing, and his successful Elixir of Evocation Harry thought he could throw something together. He had a good chance, anyway.

Harry got up and joined the flood of students out of the Great Hall and headed back towards the Slytherin Common Room.

“Something wrong?” Tracey asked as they walked.

Harry shook his head, then shrugged.

“No. Yes. Or… I’m just thinking,” Harry said. “Pleased that Umbridge and the Inquisition are on the way out, but…” He shrugged again. “There’s just a lot left to unpack. Who’s going to be the next Headmaster? McGonagall’s next in line, but I doubt the Ministry would be happy with her. And if they’re going, that means the Ministry is happy with what the Inquisition has done. Fair enough. But what about—you know? Have they done their thing as well? Then there’s Dumbledore—the aurors are still out looking for him. It’s just a lot, that’s all.” And that was all without mentioning Harry’s own problems, but everyone knew those anyway.

“They’ll be fine,” Tracey said, “and you’ll figure something out for your problems, Harry. You always do—and we’re here to help as well. Let’s get through the Tournament and then we’ll see what we can do about your Umbridge problem.” She paused. “I know it must feel silly to take time off for it, but you deserve a bit of a break after the year you’ve had, so let’s go all out for the Tournament. Work out some stress, then come back to the problem. I mean, it’s only a couple of days away, anyway.”

By then they’d reached the Common Room and the door was still open from the steady stream of students passing through it. Harry ducked inside anyway, since the thing was capricious and closed itself at odd times.

Then he considered Tracey’s words.

Everything she’d said was classic Tracey: optimistic and supportive. Her idea to work out his stress with duelling was a reasonable suggestion. Harry knew it was, and he still didn’t like it. It wasn’t as if he wanted to sit stewing over everything, but it felt like… He sighed.

“You know what,” Harry said, “you’re right. We’ll smash the Tournament and then we’ll fix my blackmail problem. Then everything else can just wait until after the summer.” And much of the stuff that would have to wait was technically not even Harry’s problem anyway, so there was that.

“That’s the spirit!” Tracey said with a big grin. “I had an idea for our Doubles matches, actually…”

*

In no time at all it was the first day of the All-Isles Tournament, the very last Saturday of term, and Harry was dropped right into it. It was a strange experience duelling in the refurbished arena in a proper duel for the first time since the Triwizard Tournament. The arena itself was opened to all four sides instead of being split into four separate arenas, although the actual duelling stage itself was the standard size.

But the fancy entrance system had been removed, and Flitwick hadn’t put it back, so duellists had to walk onto the stage. That was more disappointing than Harry had thought it would be, although he supposed it made sense: walking onto the stage wasn’t anywhere near as theatrical or dramatic as being magically lifted to it from underground.

Lockhart had taken the opportunity to grandstand, anyway. Harry was quite sure that Lockhart would have taken the opportunity to preen and show himself off even if the Sun was going to explode, so that was no surprise, but Harry could tell that Flitwick was frustrated.

“We are absolutely delighted to have all of you here today,” Lockhart was saying, his voice magically enhanced to wash out over the entire arena. “Especially our esteemed guests from the European Dueling Circuit—it is simply fantastic that Hogwarts has been able to arrange an official qualifying tournament for the first time in, well, centuries! The Triwizard Tournament notwithstanding! Now, I shouldn’t like to leave dear Filius out of it, because it’s his hard work that’s got all this going. Indeed, without our dear Professor Flitwick there would be no All-Isles Duelling Tournament! A round of applause for Professor Flitwick, please!” directed Lockhart.

Harry could see Flitwick sigh from where he saw along the edges with the other competitors. No doubt Flitwick had had a little speech prepared thanking the dignitaries from the EDC, maybe even something for the Ministry officials scattered throughout the stands, but Lockhart had taken over instead.

Harry clapped along anyway. Flitwick did deserve the applause, especially for running a much-expanded Duelling Club during the Inquisition and having to deal with Lockhart all the while. It was a testament to his tenacity and skill that he’d managed to get the Ministry to agree to Duelling Club, let alone the All-Isles Tournament. All that and he’d had to convince the EDC to make it into a qualifying tournament.

“And with all that said and done,” Lockhart continued, “I shall give over the floor to the wizard himself to formally commence the first Hogwarts All-Isles Duelling Tournament!”

Finally, thought Harry. Lockhart’s grandstanding was of little use to anyone save Lockhart himself, but Flitwick could start the actual duelling. The thing Harry had been waiting for.

“Ahem. Well,” said Flitwick. “With all that out of the way, I would like to offer my own personal thanks to the officials from the EDC and of course to everyone at the Ministry of Magic who helped make this all happen. But I shan’t spend any more time on talking! Not when what we are all here to do today is to watch our duellists do what they do best! And so I should like to formally commence the Hogwarts All-Isles Duelling Tournament. First to duel will be…”

And so the All-Isles Duelling Tournament began. Events from the various categories were woven throughout the day in no particular order which meant Harry was waiting a fair amount of time until his first duel.

And that was a Singles duel with one of the fifth years, a girl whose skills Harry didn’t rate at all. He won handily, which was a lovely confidence booster for his first Doubles duel with Tracey later on in the day. But given the schedule of events Harry had a lot of downtime, time he spent watching the duels and, where he had a bit of spare attention to spend, looking over at what the Inquisitors and Ministry officials were doing.

Which admittedly wasn’t much at all – they all seemed to be watching the duels. Well. Harry didn’t blame them – the standard had become quite high, especially as Flitwick had limited the participants to only the best duellists.

So Harry spent most of his time watching duels and waiting for his own duels, both Single and Double. His final battle in the Singles tournament came first, something for which Harry was both glad and worried. On the one hand, it meant that even if he lost he’d still have another go at the title with Tracey; on the other hand, a loss in the Singles would surely knock his confidence enough that his performance in the Doubles would be poor.

“And as our last bout in the Singles Junior competition,” Flitwick was saying, “we have Fred Weasley and Harry Potter. Both Mr Weasley and Mr Potter have previously competed on the Circuit at the Summer Tournament, so I am quite sure that today’s bout will be something special!”

But as his final duel in the Singles was against Fred Weasley, Harry wasn’t entirely sure he could win. So what if Fred had failed to win the EDC Summer Tournament? He’d still fought at that level, the same as Harry, and he was an actual NEWT student besides. Although… not the best academically, Harry supposed. So there was that. But Harry knew the sorts of spellwork Fred got up to in his spare time, so despite his lack of outstanding academic success, Harry knew he needed to worry.

At least a little.

Well, nothing for it, I suppose, Harry thought as he stepped forward to take his place on the stage.

He waited for the count in, then bowed to start the duel. After that, Harry leapt right into it, keen to put Fred on the back foot. Fred’s usual style was to keep up a flurry of minor spells all designed to taunt and annoy, and Harry didn’t intend to let him get started.

And so Harry struck first. He jabbed with his wand and cast a swift Knockback followed by a much nastier Bludgeoning Hex. He didn’t expect Fred to fall for it, but it left an opening for Harry to send off a sonic boom for some distraction.

Harry lashed out with his wand but dropped his arm when he realised Fred was casting. Unsure whether it would be a deflectable hex or not, Harry moved out of the way. Fred was too tricky for him to risk it; it could be anything ranging from a modified fart charm to something much nastier like a Bludgeoning Hex.

What to do? Harry wondered. He hit back with a Knockback just to be doing something while he considered what to do next.

Except he couldn’t think because Fred peppered him with jinxes and the odd hex, and it was all Harry could do to avoid them. He tiptoed this way and that, and occasionally deflected a hex where he was sure it would work. But Harry didn’t have much time to think.

But that’s not true, is it? Harry thought to himself. He was an occlumens and an alchemist: he could think quickly and calmly if he wanted to. Even in fraught situations.

So that’s exactly what he did. He’d been occluding constantly since Snape and Dumbledore had signed off on his skills, anyway. After that it was just a matter of focus.

Fred’s going to rely on chaos to keep me off balance, Harry thought as he batted away a minor hex from Fred. He won’t want me to get started because he knows I’m stronger than he is. Fred was talented, highly skilled, and knowledgeable… but so was Harry. The difference, Harry realised, was that Fred would break before Harry would.

“Aguamenti!” Harry said, sweeping his wand and dousing the arena floor in water. Then, before Fred could respond, Harry followed it up with a Freezing Charm. “Glacius!”

The water froze.

“Accio Fred’s left shoe!” Harry said, aiming his wand right at Fred’s feet. The Summoning Charm wouldn’t work on a person, but it would work on their shoes. Fred went skidding across the ice, falling to the ground as his shoe dragged him across the floor towards Harry.

Although the Summoning Charm would keep him moving, the ice should make him skid every which way, stopping him from really getting a grip and being able to respond in a useful way. Harry waited for confirmation his plan had worked, then moved on to the next part.

Brilliant, Harry thought. He dropped the Summoning Charm, then readied his wand for a Disarming Charm.

Except Fred didn’t stop. Instead, he sped up.

“Oh, fuck,” Harry thought. He dived out of the way as Fred came barrelling across the arena, but he was too late.

Fred crashed into Harry with a great thud, sending Harry flying backwards, all his hopes of ending the duel early literally squashed by a man-sized projectile.

Harry skidded to a stop several feet away from where he’d started, but Fred kept going, pushed by whatever spell he’d cast on himself to turn himself into a human bullet.

Definitely worth asking him about that, Harry thought idly as he staggered to his feet. Dizzy, Harry steadied himself while he looked around for Fred.

He’d come to a stop near the edge of the arena.

Harry back away as quick as he dared, mindful of the ice he’d created behind him. Then, keen not to let Fred get started, cast a quick succession of spells at him.


  “Flipendo! Depulso! Petrificus Totalus!” 


The first two spells hit Fred, sending him right to the edge of the arena and into the Shield Charm protecting the spectators from any errant spells.

The third missed.

Stupid, Harry thought. Of course he’d missed – he’d sent Fred away from where he’d aimed the spell. Harry readied his wand for a Levitation Spell combo.

“Levio—”

A multicoloured jet of light in colours Harry was sure didn’t have names hit him square in the chest, stopping his spell.

Except nothing had happened.

Harry felt no pain or discomfort. His vision was fine – better than fine, given his augmentations – and he could still hear everything. He didn’t feel at all dizzy or confused.

So what had Fred’s spell actually done?

Harry searched through his memories for anything mentioning a violently multicoloured spell which didn’t cause pain or any obvious effects, but couldn’t come up with anything. Harry took a chance and looked down at his body and robes, just in case Fred had used a weird colour charm or something of that nature…

And realised he was completely, utterly naked.

He was stood in front of the entire population of Hogwarts – students, teachers, and Inquisitors – as well as Ministry officials and members of the press from dozens of countries completely naked.

He immediately covered himself with one hand.

Shit, shit, shit! Harry thought. He had to get himself something proper to wear, something to cover himself or otherwise—

Harry lurched backwards, thrown through the air by a particularly powerful Knockback Hex. He went sprawling across the floor, but his only thought was that he needed something to cover himself up.

So he conjured himself a towel – more of a sheet, really, given the time constraints – and wrapped it around himself, fixing it in place with a tap of his wand.

There, Harry thought. That’s sorted it, I can—

Except it hadn’t. The sheet was gone, completely disappeared.

“For fuck’s sake…” Harry muttered to himself. Fred had used some sort of charm that permanently got rid of his clothes. That such a thing even existed was news to Harry, and it wasn’t at all nice to have discovered that fact naked in front of the entire school.

But Fred hadn’t stopped. He sent a flurry of spells at Harry, and it was all Harry could do to throw up a quick Shield Charm to protect himself.

Harry took a deep breath. Naked or no, the only thing he could do was fight. So he slipped the part of him – the very large, very worried part of him – that was embarrassed by the situation behind his occlusion. He could deal with his mortification later, and at least none of the papers could legally include any compromising photographs.

So that was something.

And he felt fired up, anyway. Fred had given him a reason to go all out in a way that a mere desire to win could never.

Harry sidestepped a nasty hex from Fred and fired back with one of his own. He fell into an easy pattern, reeling off a collection of spells ranging from benign charms to the most serious of the curses allowed at the Junior level.

“Densaugeo!” Harry said as Fred deflected one of his other hexes. “Confundus!”

Harry ducked. Fred’s spell went wide anyway.

“Serpensortia!” said Harry, conjuring a great big snake right near Fred’s feet. Then he conjured a vast swarm of bees. But he knew that wouldn’t be enough, so Harry peppered Fred with Knockback Hexes – a quick succession, one after the other. Every so often Harry wove in a different kind of spell – hex, jinx, the occasional curse – none of which were strong enough to break through the Shield Charm on their own.

But the onslaught worked, and Fred’s Charm shattered.

“Got him,” Harry muttered. “Levioso! Depulso! Accio Fred’s right shoe!”

As Fred did cartwheels through the air, forced backwards and then right towards Harry, Harry went in for the kill.

“Expelliarmus!”

Then, as Fred’s wand flew across the arena, Harry transfigured his robes into a dress. The dress was easy, since Daphne had made them all gush over a new dress sent to the school by her mother, so Harry remembered it well.

A little something for vanishing Harry’s clothes. Or whatever it was Fred had done.

Satisfied, Harry covered himself with his free hand and waited for Lockhart to call the duel.

“…now wasn’t that interesting!” Lockhart was saying. “An exciting duel—some spells even I didn’t recognise in there, let me tell you! But we’ll have to award that duel to Potter—Weasley put up a good fight but something got Potter riled up right at the end, and there was just no coming back from it… I do believe that’s Potter having won the Junior Singles Tournament! Definitely a well-deserved win, of course, although there was no doubt in my mind that he could do it! Why…”

Harry tuned him out. He’d won, which was good, and he didn’t need to listen to Lockhart further. Instead he wanted to head right to the healers – or Flitwick – to get his clothes back. Or to remove that spell that had got rid of his clothes.

Whatever.

Harry shuffled towards the healers and Flitwick with one hand covering his bits, keenly aware of all the eyes on him – and of Fred sauntering up alongside him, still wearing Daphne’s dress. Or as best a version of it as Harry could manage, anyway.

“Love the dress,” Fred said with a lopsided smile. “Good work, that. Reckon it suits me?”

But Harry wasn’t interested in playing nice. Fred had vanished his clothes in front of the entire school and a press contingent besides.

“Bit of a rude trick, the clothes thing,” Harry said. “I mean, I know it’s a duel, and it’s probably part of the spellbook or they’d have disqualified you, but it’s a bit far isn’t it? Everyone’s watching.” Harry gestured towards the crowd, then back at himself. “Just, it’s a bit far, that’s all. Thought we were mates.”

Fred stopped.

“Er, Harry, mate… You’re not actually naked—it’s an hallucination charm. Thought you’d realised with the way you just…” He blinked several times. “You thought you were literally balls out and you just went for it anyway? Mate…”

Harry looked down at himself. He was definitely naked. He couldn’t even feel his clothes, let alone see them. But…

“Seriously?” Harry asked.

Fred nodded.

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Er, George came up with it. We wanted to do it to—er—you know, Arlecchino. But we couldn’t figure out how to tie it to the—well, never mind. We’re at the healers now, anyway. I’ll tell them how to reverse it, don’t worry.”

The healers removed the various spells on each of them, and Harry was able to return to the staging area to wait with Tracey for the rest of their duels. The formal announcement of Harry’s win wouldn’t come until later when the prizes were given out, but just knowing he’d done it was enough of a boost.

*

It was near the end of the Tournament that Harry and Tracey had their final doubles bout. Fresh from his win of the Junior Singles, Harry was quietly confident that they would win. Well, or at least that they could win – Diggory was by all accounts an incredibly talented wizard, and Harry had revised his opinions of Jasper Flickey somewhat, too. Diggory and Flickey had several years’ worth of lessons over Harry and Tracey, but Harry wasn’t too worried about that either.

And neither Diggory nor Flickey would be as tricky as Fred was – Harry certainly wasn’t expecting either of them to pull out any custom spells.

Harry knew he and Tracey had everything they needed to win. What they didn’t know didn’t matter – they’d drilled themselves in the most necessary techniques over and over again.

“Good luck!” Tracey whispered to Harry as they stood ready to duel. “I’m sure we’ll smash this, but even if we don’t…” She paused. “Even if we don’t we should be proud!”

Harry nodded.

“Definitely. But we can win this.”

And if they didn’t, well, Harry had already won the Singles Tournament. So at least he wouldn’t look like a complete twat… although he’d do a lot to prevent Tracey from that fate, too.

“Right,” said Tracey, nodding. “Ooh, but we’ve got to get ready—Lockhart’s nearly done talking!”

Harry nodded. He turned his attention to Diggory and Flickey. Neither seemed especially nervous stood under the crowd, but then, they’d duelled at the EDC Summer Tournament. The All-Isles Tournament was nothing next to that.

Harry got his wand ready and prepared to bow. Lockhart dragged out the introductions as long as he could, but even he couldn’t make it go on forever, and after a full day of listening to the introductions, Harry knew when he was about to stop.

“…two, one, go!”

Harry bowed, then immediately cast a Shield Charm around himself and Tracey. Nine times out of ten, Diggory and Flickey attacked first. A strategy based on their failure at the Summer Tournament, Harry assumed, since they hadn’t done it the previous year.

His assumption paid off.

Twin spells thudded against the Shield Charm, though Harry didn’t recognise either of them. To his right Tracey had already fired back with a flurry of minor hexes to test their defences. Nothing struck, the spells instead bouncing off Flickey’s Shield Charm.

“Mucus ad nauseam!” said Harry, curling his hand through the wand movement. If he could hit Diggory with the Curse of the Bogies he’d have trouble casting verbal spells – and there were several highly useful spells in the spellbook which Harry didn’t think even Diggory would be able to cast non-verbally.

But it didn’t work – the spell bounced off the Shield Charm and went flying into the barrier around the stands.

“Bugger,” Harry muttered to himself. He’d have to try something stronger next, maybe a nastier curse—

The floor beneath Harry moved, and he stumbled, kept on his feet only by Tracey’s quick grab of his arm. Which meant the Shield Charm was no longer up.

Harry swiped up with his wand, conjuring a thick chunk of clay to block Flickey’s spell. The clay exploded, bits flying every which way, but Tracey went unhit.

“What was that with the floor?” Harry asked Tracey.

She shrugged.

“Protego!” she said. “No idea. Felt like an earthquake… but we don’t get those in Scotland.”

“Definitely not localised to directly under my feet, anyway,” Harry said. “And how’d they get it through the—”

“Duck!” Tracey said.

Harry ducked. A bright pink light sailed right through Tracey’s fading Shield Charm. Although he wasn’t sure, Harry thought it a variant of a Tag Charm. Something first years sometimes used to play games of tag out on the grounds… although with a touch more power behind it.

“Let’s split them up,” Tracey suggested as she replaced Harry’s Shield Charm with one of her own. “Can’t rely on each other then.”

“Although neither can we…” Harry said. But preventing Diggory or Flickey from acting as a pair was a good idea. They just had to figure out how to do it… without having to split apart themselves. “Cover me a sec,” he said to Tracey before conjuring a snake near to Diggory as a distraction. It wouldn’t be able to pass through the Shield Charm, but most people got nervous around snakes regardless. “Need a think.”

Harry calmed his mind.

Immediately he became more aware of everything around him – the sights, sounds, and even the smells – but was able to focus on only the things that mattered. His occlumency and alchemical works had a useful synergy, one which Harry hadn’t expected until he’d realised it existed. Using occlumency, Harry could think quickly and clearly without becoming overly distracted by events outside of his head.

But thanks to his successful completion of all three of his OWL alchemical works, Harry’s brain had several other augmentations designed to help him think and process various kinds of information. Together, Harry felt almost superhuman, although he knew the effect wasn’t quite so spectacular.

Still, it should be enough to help him think a way around Flickey’s Shield Charm.


  Think, Harry. There’s a way around this… 


The problem was, the Shield Charm was more than capable of blocking the vast majority of jinxes, hexes, and curses in the Junior level EDC spellbook – and many others which weren’t in it. The existence of the Shield Charm in many ways gave the Doubles category its own identity, as many of the common strategies for both offence and defence relied on judicious use of the Shield Charm. It required good timing and teamwork, but then, that was the bread and butter of the Doubles category.

Sort of the point of it.

So Harry didn’t think they could rely on Diggory or Flickey being out of synch.

“We’ve got to move,” Harry dimly heard Tracey say. “Too many hazards…”

Harry peeked outside his mind and saw she was right. Diggory peppered the arena floor directly around Harry and Tracey with an assortment of different objects – some looked like marbles, others like rocks and thorns. Lockhart was telling some anecdote, but Harry blocked that out.

It wasn’t important.

Harry let Tracey lead, confident she wouldn’t lead them astray, and turned his attention inwards again.

Shield Charms could be broken with a powerful enough spell. Harry reckoned he had the power behind his wand to do that, especially against Flickey. But it was a gamble, as Tracey would have to drop her Shield Charm momentarily…

“Depulso!” Harry said, sweeping his wand at the various hazards Diggory at conjured. They went flying back at the pair of fifth years, although they all bounced off the Shield Charm.

Harry glanced at Tracey.

“I’m going to try some Colour Change Charms,” Harry said. He peppered Diggory and Flickey with the charms, which could pass through a Shield Charm, and turned various bits and pieces of their sports robes a mish-mash of different colours just to be doing something.

A bright red jet of light shot towards Tracey’s Shield Charm and shattered it. It grazed Harry’s elbow, tearing his robe and leaving an angry red welt in its wake.

“Sorry!” Tracey said, casting the Shield Charm again. “That spell was strong…”

“It’s fine,” Harry said. Diggory was a talented wizard, and Tracey had taken rather a lot of spells directly to her shield. “Let’s move a bit.”

Still ensconced within Tracey’s Shield Charm, Harry and Tracey moved across the arena floor, maintaining a distance from Diggory and Flickey but forcing them to reorient themselves.

Harry focused on Diggory and Flickey, on the rhythm of their spell casting. Flickey had to drop his shield so Diggory could cast properly, which meant there was a split second where they were vulnerable.

If Harry could exploit that…

“Flipendo!” Harry said. The spell hit Diggory just as Flickey dropped the shield, sending him flying backwards and cancelling out his spell.

“Nice one!” Tracey said. She took her own opportunity to cast at Flickey, but he’d brought up the Shield Charm once more and it bounced off harmlessly.

“Should have tried disarming him,” muttered Harry. He looked over the pair. Diggory was getting back to his feet while Flickey stared at Harry and Tracey, wand out, maintaining his Shield Charm.

The snake was gone, having been vanished a while ago, but its memory gave Harry another idea. He could conjure more than just animals, after all.

The spell to create a hailstorm was reasonably complex, and not one taught during the ordinary course of either OWLs or NEWTs as meteorological charms were considered to be quite specialist. But Harry and Tracey had practised with them specifically, and Harry wanted to try it out.

So, while he and Tracey moved slowly around the arena and Tracey kept up a powerful Shield Charm, Harry worked on his hailstorm. Gradually, as Harry worked through the incantation, clouds appeared in the arena just above Diggory and Flickey.

Thick, heavy, and dark, the clouds burst open and let loose a torrent of large – and very heavy – hailstones. Then Harry cast a modified Levitation Spell on the area around Diggory and Flickey, turning the spot where they’d bunkered down into a whirling maelstrom of icy hell.

“Ooh, nice one,” said Tracey. She dropped her Shield Charm. Given conditions within the storm, Harry didn’t think Diggory or Flickey would be able to see well enough to get off anything useful anyway.

And Flickey would have to drop his own shield to try vanishing the storm, and that would give them an opportunity to strike.

“Blitzkrieg Combo?” suggested Tracey, looking into the whirling mass of ice. “Could break the Shield Charm.”

Harry shrugged.

“Might as well.”

The Blitzkrieg Combo consisted of a dozen or so spells of varying severity and could only be used during a Doubles match due to the sheer complexity of the spell chaining. Many of its spells were ones Harry and Tracey could cast in their sleep, but there were several that were more difficult… but Harry supposed they had a little time.

Step, flourish, jab.

Sweep, strike, flick.

Harry worked his way through each of the spells in turn, trusting Tracey to get her own contribution underway. Spell after spell hit the Shield Charm, but it held.

Harry grunted.

They kept at it. Eventually, Flickey’s charm broke – only to be replaced in an instant by one from Diggory. The pair of fifth years seemed quite content to play the duel defensively. Quickly, Harry tried to figure out who’d win on points – but couldn’t quite decide.

And that was too risky a strategy, anyway. He needed something which could get through the Shield Charm… or something which didn’t need to worry about the Shield Charm. Either way.

“D’you reckon I can transfigure the floor into mud?” Harry asked. “Like, a mud pit?”

“Hmm,” said Tracey between casts. “We’ve not done that in lessons.”

Harry glanced at his hailstorm. The spell was still functioning, although not as well as it had at the start. He’d definitely need more practise with meteorological spells.

“I know, but after I did that thing with the twins I read up on some of the stuff they must have done to get the thing working,” Harry said. He sent a flashbang at Diggory and Flickey. “I think I’ve got a way to do it…”

“Is it legal?” Tracey said.

Harry paused. That was a good question. Although it was legal to knock opponents clear out of the arena, there were strict rules on how it could be achieved. Vanishing the arena floor was usually forbidden – and prevented by a raft of strong enchantments anyway. Would transfiguring the floor into a mud put count as that?

“Er, not sure,” Harry said. “But I wasn’t going to let them fall out—I was going to solidify it so they get stuck.”

“That needs proper good timing, that does,” Tracey said, chewing her lower lip. “And we’d both need to—”

The hailstorm puttered out, its heavy grey clouds dissipating.

“Ah, shit,” Harry said. “Well, now or never!”

Harry worked through the transfiguration. Picturing the mud was easy enough – he’d spent a lot of time as a child playing in mud, after all, and even since he’d got to Hogwarts some of his lessons had involved mud. More than that, Harry was able to call upon once-faded memories thanks to his alchemical augmentations.

So the visualisation part was easy enough. Trivial, almost. That just left the spell itself, which was… less so, putting it mildly.

Tracey kept up with her Shield Charms, putting in a valiant effort as Digory and Flickey launched their own assault. Her shield flickered in and out of existence as the pair shattered it again and again, but Harry couldn’t afford to help her.

When he finally felt ready he cast the spell, visualising a wide portion of the arena floor as it turned into a thick, wet mud. At first, Diggory and Flickey merely slipped, but as Harry completed his spell they sank into the mud pit.

“Now!” Harry shouted, looking to Tracey. “Duro!”

They cast together, almost perfectly in synch. Twin spells his the mud pit and turned it to stone, trapping Diggory and Flickey half-way into the arena floor.

“Expelliarmus!” Tracey shouted, hitting Diggory square in the face. His wand went flying out of his trapped hand.

“Expelliarmus!” Harry said, taking the wand from Flickey.

He took a deep breath. That was a win. That had to be a win.

Harry turned to Tracey.

“I think we did it!” he said.

She hugged him.

“Me too! Oh, that was brilliant! So much fun. I can’t wait to do it again on the Circuit!”

Harry grinned. Her enthusiasm was infectious, even if Harry wasn’t sure he had the time to go to the Summer Tournament again. Not with everything. But in that moment, Harry found he didn’t care. He let his full range of emotions out from behind his occlusion and allowed himself to become caught up in the thrill of it all.

*

The presentation of prizes and the closing ceremony happened well after Harry and Tracey’s final bout, partially due to Diggory and Flickey’s injuries – the mud pit had crushed both their legs. For that, Harry did feel slightly bad, but the healers had it sorted eventually, so Harry couldn’t get too bothered by it.

And after that, Lockhart had wanted to grandstand, but eventually the EDC officials were able to present the prizes to the top three fighters – or pairs – in each of the Tournament’s categories.

“…and for the Novice Singles second place we award Blaise Zabini an invitation to the European Duelling Circuit’s Summer Tournament this year, as well as this medal,” the EDC witch was saying. Harry clapped along with everyone else, pleased Blaise had finally seen some success in the Tournament. Of course, he’d come second to Draco, but that couldn’t be helped.

And Harry somewhat doubted Voldemort – either of them – would want Draco abroad, so at least Blaise wouldn’t have to face him at the Summer Tournament.

“And for first place in the Novice Singles, an invitation to the Summer Tournament and a medal for Draco Malfoy,” the witch continued.

Harry clapped politely. Not that he really wanted to, but it looked childish not to, and Harry didn’t want to draw any undue attention to himself. The rest of the ceremony proceeded in much the same way, although Harry was called to receive two medals and two separate invitations to the EDC Summer Tournament.

After that, Flitwick had some words to say, and after he was finished, Umbridge stood up to speak.

“We are all deeply proud of the work our students and teachers have done this year in preparation for this tournament,” Umbridge said. “This year has been one of great change at Hogwarts School, and I am extremely pleased to say that it has been all for the good. We are of course thrilled to host this tournament and the esteemed officials of the European Duelling Circuit—our reappearance on the world stage could not have come at a better time! I extend my congratulations to the Tournament winners—Mr Malfoy, Miss Hallowfoot and Mr Jones; Mr Potter, and Miss Davis and Mr Potter again! We are all very proud of the success of our students! I am privileged—we are privileged—to have witnessed these duels here today. I shall award fifty House Points to every winning student!”

“But it would be remiss of me not to single out a particular student for a few extra words of congratulations. Rarely has a student won such acclaim as Mr Potter has,” Umbridge continued, “and working closely with him over this year I have been able to see firsthand what an excellent student he is.”

No doubt Umbridge had intended her words as a compliment, a way to link her own fortunes with what she saw as Harry’s rising star… but Harry’s stomach curdled at her words. He didn’t want to be associated with Umbridge. Certainly not any more than he already had to be.

“And now that we are done,” Umbridge said, “I shall like us all to reflect on how the Doubles Tournaments show us just how much we can accomplish when we do it together! Unity and fraternity are the true pillars of success, and we should all remember this! Now, I do believe our champions have some things to discuss with our delightful officials and with the visiting members of the press and so I shan’t take up any more of your precious time…”

The crowd was finally allowed to disperse, although Harry had to stick around to speak the press and other officials.

“Why’d she have to say that?” Harry complained to Tracey as they waited for their turn. “I mean, I know why—I’m not stupid. But… ugh…”

“Don’t let it ruin your day, Harry,” Tracey said. “I know that’s easy to say, but… We won! You won twice! We did it! Isn’t that just amazing? I feel like we can do anything now! I mean it. We’ll sort everything out, just you wait and see.”

Harry smiled despite himself.

“Alright, maybe we will…”

Harry spent the rest of the evening giving interviews to the press and chatting with the EDC officials. He even took the opportunity to use some of the things Lockhart had taught him, which was something he hadn’t thought he’d ever have to do.

When he finally returned to the castle, he was something approaching content.
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    Chapter 43 – Ministers and Mayhem
With the All-Isles Tournament safely behind him – along with a pair of wins and entry to the Junior level Summer Tournament – Harry was able to focus on what still had to be done. Which in fairness wasn’t all that much, given that it was the end of the year.

But what he did have left to do was somewhat complicated. He needed to figure out a way of getting the faked letters from Umbridge. They’d come up with several plans, each one more ridiculous than the last, and decided that the best time to try was just after the Inquisition’s closing ceremony.

To that end, Harry and all his friends were sat within the Chamber of Secrets discussing their plan. Tracey, Ernie, Harry, and Susan sat on the large bed, while Daphne, Millie, and Justin had taken up spots on the divan.

“We’ve got to be back at the castle before she is,” Harry said. “Otherwise, it’s useless.”

“Agreed,” Ernie said. “But I don’t think that’s going to be a problem—event like this, she’ll want to stick around talking to all the bigwigs.”

“The Minister’s coming up,” Blaise added, “and I bet he’s bringing all his hangers-on too. So she’ll talk with them all and I bet it’ll take her ages to get back to the castle.”

“Right,” Harry said. “But we’ve still got to be fast because we’ve got to figure out how to get into her office. Since I think that’s where she’s keeping the letters.” And he’d thought on it, too, and it was likely that the students wouldn’t be able to rush back to the castle either – there were rather a lot of them, after all, and no doubt there would be assigned seating and all that bother. “And some of us are prefects, so we’ll probably have to do stuff on the way back…”

“But some of us aren’t,” Justin said from the divan, “so at least they can get on with it. And maybe we can use our prefect duties to help, anyway. Never know what she’ll have us be doing.”

“That’s true,” Harry said. “Problem is we won’t know what we’re doing until the day—we’ll have to come up with a plan before then.”

“We don’t even know where the letters are,” Daphne pointed out, momentarily stopping brushing Millie’s thick tangle of hair. “So what if we rush to her office and then we’re at the wrong place anyway?”

“What if they’re in her quarters?” asked Susan. “Do we know where she sleeps? It’s not the Headmaster’s Tower, because that won’t let her in still…”

“I could ask the Weasley twins for some help,” Harry said carefully. He wanted to avoid telling everyone about the Map, at least until the twins agreed he could say. “They might know something about that. But it’s going to be tight even if we know exactly where we’ve got to go—Daph was right. I was thinking if we can split into two teams, one for Umbridge’s office and another for her quarters. What do you think?”

“Makes sense,” Millie said. “Can’t all go to the same place anyway—there’s too many of us.”

“And we’ve got to make sure we get the letters,” Tracey said, “otherwise I don’t think she’s ever going to let it go. Not unless Dumbledore is cleared.”

“And even if Dumbledore is cleared of treason it looks bad for Harry to have been part of a conspiracy,” Daphne said. “So we can’t let her get away with any letters at all.”

“But what if she’s carrying them with her?” Justin asked. “Or what if she’s made copies, or… sent them somewhere else? She must have a house, too. What if she’s sent them there?”

Harry thought on that. That wasn’t a nice thought at all, but he supposed it was possible. If Umbridge didn’t trust her lieutenants it would be reasonable for her to carry around certain documents, assuming her personal quarters or office weren’t properly secured. They certainly wouldn’t have had anything close to the enchantments on the Headmaster’s office or quarters in the Tower. But Harry didn’t think Umbridge would have sent the letters – or indeed anything else she wanted kept safe – to her home.

That was too far away, too difficult to get at on short notice. Especially with the floos being watched. And as far as Harry knew Umbridge had only left the castle since her installation a handful of times, mostly for in-person meetings with the Minister. Her house, wherever it was, had stood empty for months. And Umbridge’s home was an easy target while she was up at the castle. Harry wasn’t sure how well defended it was, but it wasn’t nearly as safe a place as Hogwarts itself.

“I don’t think she’ll have taken them home,” Harry said. He outlined his reasoning to his friends, who seemed to agree. “But she could have them in her pockets, I suppose. If that happens we’ll just have to deal with it. I mean, it’s not like we could do anything about that.”

“We could always jump her and take them,” suggested Millie. She paused. “Don’t look at me like that, Daph. I know that’s assault and I know it’s against the law and I know it’s not nice to do—but if we’ve got to do it…”

Daphne made a face. Susan didn’t look too pleased at the suggestion either. Which Harry thought fair enough, since an open assault of Umbridge – acting Headmistress, a Ministry official, and Hogwarts High Inquisitor – would come with all sorts of strict punishments if found out.

“We’re not going to attack Umbridge,” Harry said. “I mean, even if we did, we’d have to do it sneakily because none of us knows how to do a Memory Charm. And I’m not even saying I want to do it, just… you know, on a practical basis it’s not really…” He sighed. “And obviously I don’t think it’s fair to just attack her because she’s—well—you know. We’ve got to be better than her.”

Even though the idea of taking what he wanted by force was very appealing to Harry. Especially as it pertained to getting something out of Umbridge.

Blaise and Millie shared a look from across the room.

“We can circle back to that one,” Blaise suggested. “If there’s no other option. So… let’s figure out how this is all going to work, then.”

“Alright,” Harry said. They spent the next few hours discussing the specifics of their plan to find the letters, from exactly who would go on each team and how they proposed to gain entry to Umbridge’s things. Harry was most concerned about being caught, since he knew most of his friends would have significant family problems if that happened. When they finished, he felt reasonably happy with the progress they’d made. With some luck Harry’s Umbridge problem would be sorted before the end of term, and even if she suspected it was him who’d stolen the letters, she’d have no proof.

The perfect plan.

“I’ll speak with the Weasley twins about this after dinner,” Harry said as they trudged up the winding stone stairs from the Chamber of Secrets. “This is exactly the sort of thing they’re good at, and I’m sure they wouldn’t mind helping. They hate Umbridge as much as anyone does.”

The Slytherins and the Hufflepuffs parted ways at the dungeons and returned to their own Common Rooms ahead of dinner.

After dinner itself Harry made his way to the Gryffindor Table to grab hold of the Weasley twins. As he approached he felt eyes on him, near enough the full complement of Gryffindors. He supposed it wasn’t every day that Slytherins approached the Gryffindor Table, but even so…

Harry ignored them.

It wasn’t as if Harry had no reason to interact with Fred, anyway.

“Fred, George,” Harry said, tapping each of the twins before they’d left the table. “Can I have a word?” He paused. “Privately.”

“Yeah,” Fred said. He didn’t ask what it was about.

He and George got up, and the three of them moved further away from the other students. It wasn’t too difficult as everyone was getting up and leaving the Hall anyway. Harry, Fred, and George followed them, then lingered in the Entrance Hall close to the grand doors out of the castle. Nobody had to pass by the doors to get out, so Harry thought it was the best place they could have a chat without going anywhere silly.

“Umbridge has blackmail over me,” Harry said without preamble. “That’s why I had to say all that bollocks for the protests—Umbridge asked me to. Which is shit, obviously. So I’m working on a plan to get it back from her.”

“Saucy,” said George. “Need some help, then?”

“Who better to ask than us, dear brother mine?” Fred said. “Of course he needs help.”

“Not with the actual, er, pilfering,” Harry clarified. He felt like he and his friends had that part handled well enough, and adding in the twins would upset their equilibrium. “We reckon we can get into her office easy enough. The problem we were having is that we need to get into her quarters, and we don’t know where they are. Or how we might get in. Got any ideas?”

“’Got any ideas?’” echoed Fred.

“As if we wouldn’t have any ideas!” said George. “Yeah, we know where she sleeps. We wanted to charm her mattress forever damp.”

“Thought the better of it though—if we’d got in her rooms that’d be a big escalation and nobody wanted that…” Fred added. “Well, we wanted it, but after all the trouble from Arlecchino…”

“Fair enough,” Harry said. He didn’t disagree. Ordinarily he wouldn’t have wanted to get anywhere near to anyone’s private rooms. That seemed like a step too far, even for Umbridge. But she had letters implicating Harry in conspiracy to treason. The overthrow of the duly elected government of the isles. With something like that hanging over his head, there was quite a lot Harry was prepared to do to avoid the consequences.

And despite her words to suggest otherwise, Harry didn’t think Umbridge would let that go easily. It was too much power to let go.

He watched the stream of students leave the Great Hall to head for their Common Rooms, along with some of the teachers. Umbridge had already gone, so Harry wasn’t worried about her seeing Harry and thinking he was up to something. But he kept out an eye for the other Inquisitors just in case.

“I’d usually say the same thing,” Harry finished, “but I really need what she’s got on me.”

“What’s she got, anyway?” George asked.

“Letters that make me sound like I’m trying to overthrow the Ministry,” Harry said. He shrugged. “They’re not real. They just look bad.”

“You don’t do things by halves, do you?” Fred said. “Fair play. I mean, if you’re going to do something, do it properly, I suppose…”

“But we can help you with Umbridge’s rooms,” George said. “Do you want us there with you?”

“No, thanks,” Harry said. “It’s going to be tight—we’ve got to get it done just after the Inquisition ceremony thing. But if you could tell us where we need to go and maybe how to get in…?”

“Got it,” Fred said.

“And if you wouldn’t mind running some kind of distraction on the day of,” Harry added after having thought of it, “that would be grand.”

“We’d love to run a bit of distraction,” said George with a grin.

“Got anything in particular you’d like us to do?” Fred asked.

“I trust you to choose something good,” Harry said. Which was only partially true, since there were a great many things Harry wouldn’t like to be involved in that the twins would think nothing of… but he needed something big for the end of the year, and given the circumstances didn’t much care whether or not the twins crossed any lines.

“Nice one,” Harry said. The twins went over the likely ways to get into Umbridge’s quarters, their location, and a few other tips, and then they parted ways. Harry headed back to the Slytherin Common Room feeling happier about his chances than he had in a while.

*

The next morning at breakfast Harry was collected from the Slytherin Table by Inquisitor Weekes to report to Umbridge. She hadn’t attended breakfast herself so Harry had to schlep all the way out to her office to see her.

“Did she say what she wanted?” Harry asked Weekes as they walked to Umbridge’s office. Harry didn’t expect the man to tell him, not if Umbridge had said otherwise, but… well… he felt quite uncomfortable at being asked to her office. Even if she hadn’t caught wind of his plans to break into her office and steal back the letters, nothing she wanted would have been good for Harry.

Especially not with the Inquisition’s stupid ceremony later on that day.

“That’s the High Inquisitor’s business,” Weekes said brusquely. “You’ll find out soon enough.” Harry assumed she simply hadn’t told him. Weekes wasn’t especially high on the totem pole as far as Harry knew.

Weekes led Harry to Umbridge’s office. The Weasley twins’ magical swamp had been thoroughly removed by Professor Flitwick and the rest of the Charms department, which Harry thought was a shame. The swamp had been a good bit of magic, although he supposed Flitwick had dragged out the removal as long as possible.

Weekes knocked on the office door.

“Enter!” said Umbridge.

She looked up as Weekes closed the door behind him and Harry.

“Ah!” Umbridge said with a smile. “Mr Potter. Harry. Such a punctual young man!” She glanced at Weekes. “Thank you, Inquisitor. You may go—there is a lot to prepare for this afternoon and I wouldn’t like you to fall behind!”

Weekes did a little bow.

“Of course, High Inquisitor.” He backed out of the office leaving Harry and Umbridge alone.

Harry took a quick look around the office but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Umbridge hadn’t yet packed away her things, but he supposed she would have to stay at the castle a little longer than the students would. She had time for that. Otherwise, he couldn’t spot anything that would give him cause for worry.

No Dark detectors or Sneakoscopes; nothing which looked like a trap. Of course, he couldn’t see spells, but his burgeoning sense of magic couldn’t feel anything out of the ordinary. All of which felt like a good omen for he and his friends’ little infiltration after the ceremony.

“As you are aware, being a generally studious and attentive young man,” Umbridge began, “today is the day of the Inquisition’s formal closure. We have achieved great things here! But I need not explain that to you—you have, after all, understood very well what we came here to achieve and played your part in this admirably. The Inquisition is—and indeed, I personally am—happy to have had your cooperation.”

If only you knew, Harry thought. Keeping his activities secret over the year was quite possibly one of his proudest achievements. He’d sat across from Umbridge and lied to her face. Even when she’d ‘caught’ him at something, it hadn’t been Harry’s fault. Umbridge even felt like she had something to gain from praising him publicly, given her words at the end of the All-Isles Tournament.

Harry just needed to walk the fine line between milking the situation to his own ends and looking like a stooge in the eyes of the public.

“I shall of course be mentioning to the Minister how helpful you’ve been,” Umbridge continued. “You are a very clever young man, Harry. I should say—there aren’t many young wizards who would have had the nous to comport themselves in such a way as you have done. And so of course I think you will understand when I ask you to participate in today’s little ceremony. It shan’t be too grand a role—nothing that you can’t handle—but it would be very helpful if you agreed to this.”

Harry couldn’t very well disagree. This was the unspecified favour Umbridge wanted in exchange for not going to the Ministry with the treason charges. That and no doubt a litany of other requests to be made at some future time.

I’ll get the letters back, Harry thought to himself. This will be the very last thing she can ask me to do.

“Of course, High Inquisitor,” Harry said, injecting as much warmth and sincerity into his voice as he could muster. “What is it you’d like me to do?”

“Say a few encouraging words, be present on the stage—nothing too arduous, I promise!” said Umbridge, again with that little smile. “And you’ll be very pleased to learn that you won’t have to do any thinking at all! I’ve prepared a little statement for you to give, so all you must do is memorise it and say it during the ceremony.”

Harry’s stomach sank. Saying ‘a few encouraging words’ would have been bad enough even if he’d had to come up with them himself. Umbridge’s prepared statement was sure to be full of gushing praise for the Inquisition and its Inquisitors, and God only knew what else. Harry wouldn’t be surprised to see that it included denouncements of Dumbledore and praise for the Ministry’s nonsense.

Maybe even a statement about the goblins.

Ugh, Harry thought. Was there any way at all he could get out of it? The formal closing of the Inquisition was a proper event. There had been press invited, Ministry officials, various functionaries and bigwigs from all sectors of the wizarding world. If he had to give such a statement…

“I’d be happy to help, High Inquisitor,” Harry said instead. No other answer was acceptable, anyway, and he didn’t want to give her any reasons to think he wasn’t totally cooperative.

“That is just the thing I wanted to hear!” Umbridge said. “As I told you before, we will do great things together.” Umbridge smiled widely. “I have been looking into the matter of the letters as well,” Umbridge continued. That perked Harry up somewhat. Umbridge hadn’t mentioned the letters directly since they’d been found, even when she asked him to quell the Easter riots.

Harry said nothing. Instead, he inclined his head slightly and waited.

“I find it difficult to believe that the person or persons who could have planted said letters would have done so,” Umbridge said carefully.

Harry took a moment to calm himself. That sounded as if, even though Umbridge didn’t believe the letters were real, that she was unable – probably more unwilling – to consider other avenues. Certainly Harry didn’t think she was going to give the letters back or have them destroyed. Not even after he gave his little speech.

She wanted ‘great things’ from him, after all.

“I don’t know who would have done it,” Harry said. “Nobody knew there were going to be any searches, so it can’t have been anyone with access to my dorm.”

“Yes…” Umbridge said. “The searches,” she said, as if it had just occurred to her. “Your friend Blaise is on my Inquisitorial Squad, is he not? This may surprise you, but the Inquisitorial Squad had forewarning that there would be searches. I tell you this because of our… amicable working relationship. It is not for the rest of the school to know, you understand. But is it … is it possible that your friend Blaise is perhaps not as friendly as he seems?”

Harry blinked. That was an interesting avenue for Umbridge to go down. It wasn’t a road Harry thought useful to travel. He trusted Blaise. Blaise wasn’t likely to have betrayed Harry in such a way. Harry couldn’t really think of a motive, although Blaise did have the means.

But Blaise simply hadn’t done anything to warrant Harry’s suspicion. Nothing he had done, not even continuing to talk with Theodore after his and Harry’s falling out, added up to such a betrayal. Other than Yaxley, Harry thought it could really only have been Blaise who would have planted letters. And he simply wouldn’t have done such a thing.

Still, Harry made sure to make the right noises at Umbridge’s suggestion. He needed to sound surprised that Blaise had known about the searches.

Harry waited a few moments and then spoke.

“No! Really? He never said anything!”

“Of course he didn’t,” Umbridge said. “My Inquisitorial Squad was hand-picked for their loyal qualities and adherence to strict guidelines,” Umbridge said. “I did not choose all of them myself, but Inquisitor Arlecchino….” She trailed off. “Inquisitor Arlecchino was quite thorough,” she finished.

There. That hesitation. Harry wondered if he could use it to sow some more seeds of doubt in Umbridge’s mind. The school year was essentially over, but if Harry could ruin Yaxley’s Arlecchino persona, that was a little win.

And Harry deserved a little win.

“I trust Blaise,” Harry said. “I really don’t think he would have done something like that to get me into trouble. Unless he really did…” Harry paused as if considering something. “High Inquisitor, did Blaise—the Inquisitorial Squad, I mean—know there would be searches on that day? Because I know the letters weren’t in my trunk before that morning. I like to keep my trunk organised, see, so I throw things away quite often and I’m always checking through it…”

A bare-faced lie. But one Umbridge had no real way of checking.

“He did not,” admitted Umbridge. “As I recall it was only decided that there would be searches of the student rooms on that morning itself…” She seemed unhappy with the recollection. No doubt she was considering just what that meant.

“Then it couldn’t have been Blaise, could it?” Harry said. He sighed loudly. “I’m glad it couldn’t have been Blaise,” Harry continued, injecting as much disappointment into his voice as possible, “but now I haven’t got a clue who it could have been…”

He sighed again.

“If only the Inquisitors knew about the searches, then it couldn’t have been Blaise who did it. And if only the Inquisitors knew it was going to happen, then… then… I just don’t know who it could have been! I mean, it couldn’t have been Inquisitor Arlecchino… could it?” Harry took a breath. “No, he’s an Inquisitor! I bet he’d never do something like that.”

“Inquisitor Arlecchino has been indispensable to the operating of the Inquisition,” Umbridge said. “He has made himself very reliable and I…” Umbridge said, faltering as she realised belatedly the implications of her own words. “While he would of course have the means,” Umbridge continued after a few moments, “I cannot think of a motive. That is an extraordinary accusation, of course, and so should not be aired outside of this room—while I strive to create a space where you are happy to air your thoughts and feelings, not all people are quite so forward thinking. Some might even take idle speculation as more than it is, you see, Harry dear.”

“I understand, High Inquisitor. It was just a thought,” Harry said. “I won’t say anything to anyone else. Is there anything else? Only, I’d like to get away and prepare for later. The ceremony’s after lunch, isn’t it? And I’ll have to wear my best robes as well—wouldn’t want to look scruffy for such an important thing.” He paused. “Do you want me in my uniform or in my dress robes?”

Harry wouldn’t have ordinarily cared about looking good for the ceremony. He wasn’t vain, and if it made Umbridge and the Inquisition look bad, it was probably worth the minor humiliation. But then again… essentially everyone in the wizarding world would see at the very least photographs from the ceremony. It would be all over the papers. Harry had even heard someone say it was going to be broadcast on the Wireless.

And no doubt there would be intense focus on Harry himself. That was sort of the point of Umbridge getting Harry to speak, after all.

“Of course, Harry,” Umbridge said. “What an excellent idea! I will send someone to collect you before the ceremony so that everything goes exactly as it should! Thank you. And your best set of school robes, please—you are representing the school today.”

Harry hesitated before leaving. He was obviously dismissed, but he wondered if he could push things and say more about Yaxley but decided against it. Umbridge wasn’t ready to hear that again. The seeds had been planted anyway, and if Harry knew Umbridge at all, she’d be off to the Ministry to do some research int Arlecchino and his past. Hopefully there would be some discrepancies in his history.

“I’ll do my best, High Inquisitor,” Harry said before leaving her office. He headed back to the dungeons right away, since breakfast was over and he doubted his friends would have gone anywhere until he got back. Despite the weather having turned and lessons being over, with the Inquisition’s ceremony later that day no one was allowed to roam the grounds.

Once back, Harry informed his Slytherin friends of Umbridge’s request, and they went to hang out in the Transfiguration Courtyard with the Hufflepuffs. At least until lunch, anyway, and after that it was just a dash to get ready for the Inquisition’s stupid ceremony.

*

Umbridge had set up a stage out on the grounds amidst the gardens. The gardens had been rearranged to fit the stage, seating for more than two thousand students and other guests, and a space for invited press, in what Harry could only assume had been a frantic burst of activity since breakfast.

Harry looked out at the sea of faces with more than a little trepidation. He’d been sat on the stage with the Inquisitors and Ministry officials. Next to Umbridge, who was next to Fudge, so at least he didn’t look part of the Inquisition’s contingent specifically… but being on the stage was bad enough.

Next to Fudge were an array of different Ministry officials from a variety of Ministry departments, although fortunately Lucius Malfoy was nowhere to be found. Some of the officials Harry recognised: Griselda Marchbanks was in attendance, as was Percy Weasley. But many were people Harry had never seen before, and since his successful Elixir of Evocation, Harry remembered a lot more faces than he had before.

There were even a few other students up on the stage. A selection, it seemed from across the Hogwarts population – former home schoolers, students from the other national schools, and some from Wandwright’s or WADA. Which did at least make Harry feel a little better that he wasn’t the only student to be speaking…

Although not much.

Students and staff had been sent out to fill the seats long before anything was ready to begin – not even the press had arrived, let alone the Minister and his entourage – and so by the time the press arrived, Harry was well beyond his capacity for patience. But he couldn’t do anything as he was expected to sit there, silently, until he gave his little speech praising Umbridge and selling his soul to the Ministry.

Utterly destroying any credibility he had with the vast majority of the students at the school – and more than a handful of the teachers besides. Although Harry hoped the cannier among them would see his actions for what they were – an act of self-preservation – rather than anything else.

A necessary evil, perhaps, but one that curdled his stomach all the same.

And there was an awful lot of stuff to sit through while Harry had to wait. The seemingly endless series of introductions and mentions and acknowledgements had eventually ended, but it had been followed by the start of the ceremony proper.

And Harry wasn’t entirely sure which was worse.

“…it is of course a great honour to have served the great institution of Hogwarts in the way that I have,” Umbridge was saying. “As a young girl I could not have imagined that one day I would serve as the Headmistress—the High Inquisitor—at Hogwarts School; and I certainly did not imagine that I would ever preside over the greatest enlargement of the student body in centuries!”

She paused.

“Yet serve I have. And it has been a wonderful experience, although not without its challenges, as the High Inquisition was convened to solve problems with Hogwarts School. For, great though this hallowed institution was, it was clear to us all that there was room for improvement. That the School had been led astray by its leadership. Leadership which has, regrettably, since been found in conspiracy against the integrity of the realm.”

“Let me be clear,” Umbridge said, “we in this great country find ourselves in a trying time. A difficult time. But there is much to be hopeful for as I have discovered in my tenure as your High Inquisitor. The next generation of witches and wizards—gathered here among us today—shall be a gift to us all. Diligent and courteous, talented and loyal, you all will lead our great country to heights we have never before seen! And it has been my privilege—and indeed my pleasure—to oversee affairs at Hogwarts School this year.”

“And so I am quite happy to say that we have left Hogwarts School in a much better place than when we found it!” Umbridge continued. “The curriculum has been overhauled, dragged into the modern era; long-standing staffing inadequacies were solved, returning Hogwarts School to the forefront of teaching in Europe and the world; under the auspices of the High Inquisition Hogwarts School has even expanded its selection of sports and recreational activities! I am proud to have served as the High Inquisitor this year, and I am proud of all my Inquisitors. So too am I proud of you students, you who have worked so hard in a time of great change.”

Umbridge sighed.

“My pride in all that we have achieved together—and indeed, that we have achieved anything at all, let alone something so momentous—is why I am happy to step down as High Inquisitor and Headmistress of Hogwarts School. The time has come for the day to day running of this school to be passed to a worthy successor who will, I am quite sure, be happy to receive such a well-run school! And so I say to you all: thank you from the bottom of my heart for all that we have achieved this year.”

Umbridge sat down.

Unfortunately, that only meant that Fudge was set to give his own speech, and everyone said Fudge’s speeches went on and on, especially if it was a chance to grandstand. As much as it pained Harry to admit it, the Inquisition had been more or less successful in achieving all of its goals, at least as far as Harry understood them. Dumbledore gone from the castle; the teachers’ spirits thoroughly crushed and bent to the Ministry’s will; and every single school-aged wizard in Great Britain or Ireland under the watchful eye of the Ministry.

So Harry thought Fudge would go on about it for hours.

“Thank you, Dolores,” Fudge said, standing at the podium. “I would like to extend my personal thanks to Dolores and to all the Inquisitors who have served under her this year. Without all of your hard work we would not have been able to achieve even a fraction of what we have managed. The Ministry is more than satisfied with the outcome of the High Inquisition—as Dolores mentioned our goal was to improve the running of Hogwarts School to transform it back into the world-beating institution which it has always been. From what I have been told, and from what I have personally seen, this and more has been achieved!”

“It is a testament to the hard work and dedication of our Inquisitors, our teaching staff, and of course the students themselves,” continued Fudge. “We have been through trying times in this country, and yet never have we been more united than we are today! Despite the forces from within and without which are trying to destroy what we have built, we endure. You all at Hogwarts School are to be commended for your loyalty and hard work over this past year—you are the future of this great nation. And that is why I am pleased to announce that, from this year forward, Hogwarts School shall be the only school in these Isles.”

“For too long we have been disunited. For too long we have had students working to vastly different curricula, with vastly different educational outcomes. I am here to say that we shall do this no longer. The experiment we have undertaken this year has been a remarkable success, proving for once and for all that we are stronger together. And so we shall formalise the arrangement that we have seen work so well this past year,” Fudge said. “Our students will achieve more, whether in sporting or academic affairs; we shall implement proper courses for TITs and CATs to make them available to all students; and we shall ensure that our teaching staff is truly the best of the best.”

That was more or less what Harry had expected to hear, and yet it was still disappointing. He supposed it was even something of an escalation, since the other schools hadn’t been formally shut down – the law had merely been amended so that they couldn’t have any students. There had always been a hope that they could be opened again.

“Together we will build something great,” Fudge continued. “This is my promise to you all, and to the people of this good country. Working together we can achieve great things! But I have spoken enough for now. Indeed, were I to spend more time speaking this afternoon we would miss some very important and interesting contributions! This is a celebration of the High Inquisition and its work at Hogwarts School, and no celebration such as this one would be complete without speakers from the school community and the High Inquisition. To that end I am pleased to announce that Harry Potter has some words to offer to you all this afternoon. Harry, if you would?”

Although he knew it was coming, Harry hadn’t expected Fudge to phrase things in quite that way – nor for Harry’s own speech to happen quite so soon. But he could feel all the eyes upon him, and even hear some of what people were saying.

But he tuned that out.

There was really nothing he could do but stand and speak, so Harry got up and made his way to the podium. Already, Harry could hear the whispers, some of it in great detail, as he gathered his wits and looked out at the crowd. He already knew what he needed to say – Umbridge had provided him with a statement to memorise – but he simply didn’t want to say it.

He looked out at the crowd. Students and staff, mostly, but dignitaries and officials and press too, all arranged within a portion of the gardens. But the gardens had been rearranged to make room for the seating, so Harry had a clear enough view of the Hogsmeade road in the distance, with the Forest outskirts adjacent and partially in view.

He fixed his view on that, mostly so he didn’t have to look at the people he was about to lie to.

“I wanted to say something today,” Harry began, “because this year has been unlike any other we’ve had at Hogwarts. Although sometimes it’s been difficult, I really do think that we’ve…”

He trailed off.

There were figures moving along the Hogsmeade road. Unusual at normal times, since visitors to Hogwarts ordinarily used the Floos or travelled in a thestral carriage, Harry didn’t think anyone was supposed to be using the road during the ceremony. But then it was probably just latecomers, press or Ministry officials who hadn’t managed to get in on time.

“We’ve… we’ve made real progress this year and I’m proud because…”

Harry ignored the confused whispers and comments from the crowd as he’d stopped talking and focused his vision on the Hogsmeade road. People in dark hooded robes… and something else.

Large, many-legged figures.

“Acromantulas!” Harry blurted out, his voice carrying to the back of the crowd. “There are acromantulas on the Hogsmeade road!” He pointed.

“Preposterous!” Harry heard Fudge say. “Are you quite sure the boy’s alright, Dolores? I can’t see a thing!”

Harry glanced back.

“Minister, there really are acromantulas on the Hosgmeade road. I can see them.” Harry looked back at the road. They were about a mile away, perhaps a little less, and yet the acromantulas especially were closing in fast. And there were wizards in hooded robes. “Wizards in hooded robes as well.”

People in the crowd were talking. No more whispers – some were even standing on chairs to look back at the Hogsmeade road, though Harry doubted many could see anything at all. Still, some of the teachers looked concerned. If Harry could get them to listen…

“There’s not a lot of time,” Harry pointed out. He grabbed his wand from his robe pocket.

“The boy’s right!” said one of the Ministry officials, a squat wizard with a long beard. He’d got to hit feet and stood, peering into the distance.. “Minister, we’ve got to get you to safety!”

“…are you quite sure, Jenkins? I still can’t see a bloody thing…” Fudge was saying.

“Ugh,” Harry groaned. “This is pointless. Everyone—get back to the castle! We’re under attack!”
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    Chapter 44 – A Day To Remember
At first, nobody moved. Not even the Minister. But eventually the Ministry man, Jenkins, managed to get Fudge up and moving, and at the sight of the Minister fleeing from the Inquisition stage, everything erupted into pure, unbridled chaos.

The Minister, his officials, and the majority of the Inquisitors simply fled towards the castle. Much of the press, too. But the students and some of the staff were sat right at the back. As the people at the front of the seating area left, they knocked over chairs and blocked the path of those behind, causing a jam. As the gardens had been arranged into a long, thin column for the ceremony, Harry saw that many of the students were stuck.

The reconfigured garden area had been turned into what was essentially a long cattle run – with the sides blocked off by enchanted hedges and bushes, and the way forward blocked by people, those are the back were stuck with little chance of escape.

Stuck right in the path of the acromantulas – and who Harry assumed were Death Eaters.

“Shit,” Harry said. In the distance he could see a cluster of his friends, trapped in the crowd. He looked back up at the castle where it was safe. He could just slip away and wait for the aurors to arrive…

But his friends would be stuck in the middle of the crowd. He couldn’t leave them there. Tracey and Blaise were competent duellists, but even so… And he couldn’t leave it to just Blaise and Tracey to get them to safety.

Screams from the back of the crowd. The acromantulas hadn’t got there yet, but the news of acromantulas on the prowl and the sight of the Minister fleeing was enough.

“Fuck’s sake,” Harry muttered to himself. He’d been left on the stage, none of the Inquisitors nor the Ministry officials having cared enough to pull him away. Self-serving bastards.

But that did at least mean he got to make his own choice about what to do.

Harry jumped down from the stage and pushed his way through the crowd of fleeing students and press. Some of the staff members had stuck around too, no doubt for the exact same reason as Harry had.

“You’re going the wrong way, Potter!” snapped McGonagall as Harry elbowed his way through the crowd.

“Every little helps, Professor,” Harry said. “And if we waste time arguing people will get eaten.”

McGonagall pursed her lips but said nothing further. By then Harry had made it further into the crowd anyway, so he didn’t think she’d push the issue. And he was right, anyway. Fighting against the press of the crowd was hard enough, and more than a few times Harry had to nudge someone a little more forcefully than he’d wanted.

Screams and shouts. A strange combination of frenzied rushing and a complete stand-still as the tight corridor was filled with a couple of thousand people all wanting to go the same way.

Well, all except Harry and a handful of professors.

He met Tracey, Blaise, and Millie part-way through the crowd, although the others where nowhere to be seen.

“You stupid prick!” Blaise said as Harry caught up to them. “You should have gone back to the castle!”

“Not my style,” Harry said. “Where are the others?”

They’d stopped walking, but the messy flood of students kept pushing past them as quickly as it could – which to be fair, wasn’t very fast. Still, they got jostled this way and that, and it was a faff even staying in one place.

Tracey looked back through the crowd and shrugged.

“Got separated,” she said. “There’s just so many…” She shook her head. “But Blaise is right: you should have gone back to the castle. This has to be because of him.”

“I’m not going unless we’re all going,” Harry said. “Let’s find them and get back—they can’t be far.”

“That’s what I was saying,” Millie said. She had her sleeves rolled up and her wand in hand. “We’ve got to find them. I’m not leaving Daph out there.”

Harry craned his neck and tried to focus in on the sound of his other friends’ voices, but even with his augmented hearing it was pointless. There were too many noises coming from every other direction, and while he could pick out bits and pieces of conversation, none of it let him pinpoint the others.

“Well…” Blaise said, glancing around. “I mean, look, I’m obviously going to come help find them, but I feel like someone should point out the obvious thing that it would be safer for us all to just go back to the castle. Just so it’s been said and we’re all making a specific choice not to do it.”

“Right,” Harry said. “Anyway. We should stick together, the four of us. Safer that way. Agreed?” He didn’t wait for them to agree – he knew they would. Even Blaise’s protestation had been token more than anything else. “So… this way!” Harry struck a course through the mass of students in search of the others.

Tracey, Blaise, and Millie followed. Harry felt good about their chances to find Daphne and the Hufflepuffs – they can’t have been all that far away from Tracey and the others to begin with, and everyone was moving the same way. It was just a matter of getting there.

 A firm hand grabbed Harry’s shoulder and yanked him backwards. Startled, Harry squirmed around and saw it belonged to Snape.

“Absolutely not,” Snape said. “This foolishness stops here.”

“But—Daphne and Ernie and—” Harry said, wrenching himself free.

“Will be well attended to by the considerable number of staff members who have remained here to see to the evacuation of the students to the castle,” interrupted Snape. “You, Potter—and your three accomplices—will accompany me back to the castle where it’s safe.”

“But Professor—” Tracey said.

“No arguments,” said Snape. He had his wand in hand. “You will co-operate or I will carry you back to the castle by force. I am more than capable of transporting four teenagers under one spell. Do not test me.” 

Harry didn’t doubt that was true. Of all the things that were said of Snape, none were about his competence as a wizard. At least not from anyone who would actually know. Harry glanced at Snape’s forearm where, under his robes, he knew there would be a Dark Mark.

Whose side is he really on? Harry wondered. But then, Dumbledore seemed to whole-heartedly trust Snape, and even if Dumbledore’s judgement had been questionable of late, Snape did seem to be working towards Dumbledore’s goals.

“But, sir—” Millie started to say, but Snape cut her off.

“No. I do not care. You will all come with me back to the castle; the other teachers will ensure the safety of the other students,” Snape said. “Now move.”

From Snape’s tone Harry knew he wasn’t going to let it go. No doubt he had orders from Dumbledore to keep Harry, specifically, safe if anything kicked off. That Tracey, Blaise, and Millie got included was probably down to luck – whether good or bad, Harry couldn’t say.

Can I get away? Harry thought. But it seemed pointless, given the flood of people and the frenzied push towards the castle. It had been hard enough getting to Tracey, and that without Snape’s eyes on him.

In the end, Snape made the decision for him, grabbing him by the shoulder and shoving him in the direction of the castle. Harry fell in line. The journey back to the castle went far quicker than his push through the morass to reach his friends.

Either Snape was good at getting people to move aside, or he was casting some sort of spell… and Harry felt either scenario equally likely. But the end result was that Harry and his friends got back to the castle ahead of rather a lot of the other staff and students, while Snape ushered them through the doors.

“To the Great Hall!” he snapped as he saw the four of them linger. “Now!”

“Why? Where are you going?” Harry said, standing his ground. He’d let Snape push him back to the castle, but he wasn’t going to completely roll over. He wanted some answers.

“Back out there, you idiot! If it has not escaped your admittedly limited attention there are students still in danger and it is my duty as a member of staff to protect them!” Snape said.

Harry bit back his retort. He could think of many, and none of them were helpful.

Snape glared.

“Yes, of course, Professor!” Tracey said with a squeak. “We’ll go to the Great Hall! Of course we will.” She grabbed Harry’s arm. “Come on!”

*

The inside of the Great Hall was every bit as chaotic as the lawns outside the castle – although, Harry thought with a mixture of worry and relief, much safer. The four House tables were nowhere to be found, and students milled about the vast hall in varying states of hysteria. More than a few students were crying, while others seemed frozen in states of shock.

Harry knew that, as a prefect, he was expected to go put out some of the littler fires and find a teacher for the more complex issues… but he didn’t want to. Not because he was lazy or cold-hearted, but because he felt there were much better uses of his time and attention.

Such as the army of giant spiders just outside the Entrance Hall doors – and the hostages they now held.

There were no chairs, so most people were stood, although Harry could spot handfuls of students here and there sitting on the floor.

“Bloody acromantulas!” one Ravenclaw boy was saying to his companion, a Gryffindor girl. “What’s this about, do you think?”

“They’re hungry, I suppose,” the Gryffindor said. “Or Umbridge’s nonsense with the Forest treaty has finally pissed them off enough.”

“Could be both,” said the Ravenclaw. “It’s probably both.”

Well, that and a healthy dollop of Death Eater stirring, Harry thought. The hooded wizards must have been Death Eaters or, if not quite Death Eaters proper, some wizards whipped up into a frenzy on behalf of them.

“D’you reckon it’s an assassination attempt?” Harry said aloud to his friends as they jostled amongst the other students for a good place to stand.

“Er… do spiders assassinate people, then?” Blaise asked.

“They’re not just spiders,” Millie said. “Acromantulas are smart. Some people think they’re smarter than people.”

“Not the bloody spiders,” Harry snapped, “the wizards with them!” Although Harry supposed it was technically possible for the acromantulas to have arranged for an assassination, everything Harry knew about them suggested it wasn’t their style. They were highly territorial and not at all averse to killing – and eating – human trespassers, but they wouldn’t usually leave their territory to launch an attack.

So the motivator had to be the wizards, and the only group of wizards Harry knew who would attack the Ministry and Hogwarts were the Death Eaters.

“I didn’t know there were wizards!” Blaise said. “Was a bit busy worrying about the giant fucking spiders.”

“I said there were wizards,” Harry said, harsher than intended. He was getting stressed. Tetchy, his aunt would say.

He slipped some of his frustration behind an occlusion. It would have to come out later, but later was later.

“Sorry,” Harry said before things could slip further into discord. “Bit stressed. Worried.” He waved a hand. “You know. But there are wizards in hooded robes with them. They’re slower than the acromantulas are, so I suppose that’s why you didn’t see them.”

Harry glanced towards the Great Hall doors.

“They’ve definitely reached everyone by now,” he said. “Hopefully they don’t…”

“Eat everyone,” Millie finished. “That’s what they do.”

A grim silence, at least amongst their little group.

“What can we do?” Tracey said. “We’re stuck in here. Doubt we’ll have any luck getting out—they’re watching the doors.”

And they were. Not only were there a handful of prefects right around the Great Hall doors, there were several Ministry officials stood there too. The Ministry contingent was elsewhere, presumably in the castle. Although there were teachers present, they didn’t seem particularly coordinated, standing around in small groups dispersed throughout the Great Hall.

The doors to the Entrance Hall opened occasionally as a couple of students managed to get back to the castle, but Harry doubted that would remain the case for long. If nothing else, the acromantulas would eat them and there would be no one left to escape.

Harry shrugged.

“Not much we can do, really,” he said. It felt defeatist, but he’d gone over the problem in his head and it was true. Stuck in the Great Hall there was little they could do to help their friends, let alone the wider situation. Harry opened his mouth to elaborate, but he was interrupted by a new arrival.

“You lot got back!” Justin said, joining their group. “I got separated from the others—tried looking but got caught by McGonagall. Made me come back with Ms Gamp.”

“Where’s Daph?” Millie asked at once. “Did you see?”

Justin shook his head.

“No. Sorry.”

“And Ernie—and Susan?” asked Tracey. “No luck?”

“What’s it like out there?” Harry asked, interrupting. He had the seeds of a plan forming, but they’d need to be quick – quick enough that there were still stragglers making their way into the Great Hall. “D’you reckon anyone else will get back to the castle?”

Justin hesitated. No doubt he didn’t want to worry Millie – or everyone else – with the thought that things were bad. But Harry needed to know.

He pushed the negative thoughts behind his occlusion. He could mourn later.

“Not great,” Justin said. “They’ve trapped a load of people and one of wizards with the acromantulas did something to the hedges. They’re attacking people who try and run away.”

“How’d you get through?” Blaise asked.

Justin’s face fell.

“Mairi—Ernie’s mum—Mrs Macmillan—she… she got a load of us through the hedges, but they attacked her. I think—I think she’s alright, I mean she’s a brilliant witch isn’t she? But…” Justin closed his eyes.

Tracey rushed forward to hug him.

“Oh, Justin! You’re right—I bet she’s—I bet she’s fine,” Tracey said, although it sounded of little comfort to Justin.

“Right,” Harry said. “This is shit. We’ve got to do something.”

“Mate, you’re the one who just said there’s not much we can do,” Blaise pointed out. “Changed your mind?”

“No, not really,” Harry said. There still wasn’t a lot they could do, not stuck inside the Great Hall. And even if they got out of the castle it wasn’t as if they could fight off an army of giant spiders and their Death Eater allies. But if Harry could get outside of the Hall he could get off a message to Dumbledore with Sirius’s mirror. And Dumbledore could rally the Order, contact the Ministry… assuming no one at the castle had done so. “But I reckon Dumbledore could fix it. And I’ve got him at the end of a phone. Er, so to speak.”

“Ooh, that’s brilliant!” Tracey said. “Yes! But they’re not letting anyone out of the doors—not even the teachers. Look.”

One of the adjuncts was trying to leave, but the Ministry officials refused her access. As Harry watched it didn’t quite warrant the title of a scene, but he reckoned if she’d pushed it further it would have.

Harry scanned the Hall in search of teachers. There were many inside, but most of them not ones he felt like he could trust with… well, what was technically conspiracy and treason. McGonagall was still outside, and although Flitwick was a generally agreeable sort, Harry wasn’t sure he was quite comfortable with treason.

But Snape and Remus were inside the Great Hall, and rather uncharacteristically for the both of them, were stood together talking. Although neither of them looked happy about it.

“I’ve got an idea,” Harry said. “I’m going to—”

The Great Hall doors swung open again, but this time rather than any students they revealed Yaxley, still in his Arlecchino persona.

“I need to see the Minister!” he shouted. “At once!”

The Minister was nowhere to be seen, but presumably he was still in the castle, as nobody seemed to have left it. The Ministry officials at the doors accosted him immediately, telling him to lower his voice. They even shut the doors firmly behind him.

Yaxley listened, but Harry focused on him and listened to their conversation anyway. It was a bit hard over the din, but well within the bounds of his augmented hearing.

“I’m just going to listen,” Harry explained to his friends. “Don’t mind me…”

“…they’ve disabled the Floos,” Yaxley was saying. “No one can get in or out…”

“We know,” said one of the officials – Jenkins, the Ministry man who’d persuaded Fudge Harry wasn’t lying. “That’s why we’re all stuck here.”

Well, that explains all this, I suppose… Harry thought.

Yaxley didn’t miss a beat.

“But it’s not just the Floos,” Yaxley continued. “I’ve just been up to the Owlery to send an owl—there’s a—it’s a–there’s a bubble around the castle. Killed my stupid owl when it tried to get through it.”

“Fuck…” said the other official, a petite woman whose name Harry didn’t know. “So that means…”

“No one knows anything has happened, yes,” Yaxley said. “Which is why I need to speak to the Minister—someone’s got to tell him, and—”

“Can’t let anyone without sufficient vetting see the Minister, ‘m afraid,” Jenkins said. “Not at a time like this.”

“Good, good,” Harry muttered. At least Yaxley couldn’t kidnap Fudge in the chaos.

“What’s good?” interrupted Millie. “What are they saying?”

Harry waved his hand.

“…what are you proposing?” the witch said to Yaxley. “So we’re clear.”

“I need to get back inside the castle. There’s a room where we can—it’s complicated, it’s a bit of a Hogwarts secret and only staff can really talk about it properly—” Yaxley was saying.

“You aren’t staff,” Jenkins pointed out. “You work for the Ministry.”

“The Inquisition is in something of a grey area,” Yaxley said, “since the High Inquisitor took over. But this room can be used to defend the castle from certain spells. If I can speak with the High Inquisitor, together we can make use of it, I’m sure. Has to be someone with enough authority in the castle, see. But it’s imperative I get back into the castle…”

How true that was, Harry couldn’t say. Whether such a room existed or not seemed irrelevant, though, as Harry didn’t doubt Yaxley had impure intentions. And moving Umbridge, too… either she was in on it, or he needed her for something else.

“Right,” Harry said. He’d heard enough. “I’ve decided. We’ve got to see if Snape and Remus—Mr Lupin—can give us a big distraction to get us out of the doors. We’ve got to get to Dumbledore—they’ve blocked the Floos and we can’t even get owls out. So we’re on our own.”

“Oh, no,” Tracey said, every bit of colour draining from her face.

“Bollocks,” Millie said. “That’s shit.”

“We’re doomed,” Blaise said. “Doomed. This is hopeless. Acromantulas take, like, whole Ministry squads to put down, don’t they? And that’s just one or two.”

“Calm down,” Harry said. “We’ve got no time to worry.”

“Easy for you to say, mate,” Justin said. “You can just do your thing and make the thoughts go away,” he said, wiggling his fingers around his head in what Harry assumed was a reference to occlumency. “Rest of us have to just live with our feelings.”

Harry chose to ignore the jibe. He glanced back at the door. The witch was still with Yaxley, who looked increasingly impatient, but Jenkins was gone. Harry scanned the crowd in the Great Hall for him and found him on the raised dais which usually held the staff table.

“The antechamber,” Harry murmured. That was where the Minister must be, along with Umbridge and whoever else had been deemed important enough to cloister inside.

“Enough arguing,” Harry said. “I’m going to see Snape.”

Harry left his friends behind and crossed the Great Hall to where Remus and Snape stood talking. Although as Harry edged closer he realised they were actually having an argument, albeit hushed and couched in vague statements.

“Professor, Remus,” Harry said, interrupting them. “I don’t know if you know, but the Floos—”

“Staff has been told, Potter, yes,” Snape said. “You may go.”

“Er, right, fair enough,” Harry said, ignoring Snape’s command to leave, “but Yaxley—Arlecchino—he’s over by the door saying there’s a bubble around the school that’s killing owls and stuff. So, even if you know about that, I’m not really here to give the news,” Harry continued. “I’ve got a way of contacting Dumbledore. He can get the message out—maybe Moody can talk to the Ministry or—or something. Then we can get some help. Since there are Death Eaters outside as well as man-eating spiders. You know.”

Remus laughed.

“Well, Severus, that certainly does solve one of our problems. James’s mirror, I assume?” Remus said.

Harry nodded.

“A solution though it is,” Snape drawled, “we still have the problem that no one is allowed out of the Great Hall—not even esteemed and valued members of the staff.” He looked Remus up and down. “Let alone you.”

“But Yaxley’s on about some room,” Harry continued, uninterested in their argument, “something that he needs Umbridge to open. I think Jenkins believes him so he’s gone to get her. I’m just worried that they’re going to be doing something in the castle that lets the Death Eaters in…”

Snape’s lips curled into a very familiar expression of distaste.

“Perhaps,” Snape said. “Do not concern yourself with Yaxley. Where is this mirror of yours?”

“It’s, er… It’s…” Harry said. He wasn’t about to disclose the location of the Chamber of Secrets to Snape. “Somewhere I can’t talk about. Only I can get to it. Even if I could tell you where it was, it’s literally impossible for you to open the door.”

“Padfoot did mention something about a secret place,” Remus said. “And you’re quite sure…?”

“Positive,” Harry said. “So, listen—I was thinking if you two could help get me outside of the Great Hall then I can go and get Dumbledore and he can go and get some help. But I’m not sure when they’re going to open the door again, so we’ll have to do it quickly…”

“I really don’t think we have many other options, Severus,” Remus said quietly. “I don’t like the idea either, but I think we can trust Harry not to leave the castle. Can’t we, Harry?”

“I just want to get a message to Dumbledore,” Harry said. And he did want to get outside to help his friends, but he acknowledged that at present, doing so was tantamount to suicide. But he needed to do something.

“Be that as it may,” Snape said, “we are as stuck inside this room as you are—barring some minor miracle.”

“Or a major catastrophe,” Remus said with a sad smile. “Tomorrow is the full moon. If you and I go to the officials and—”

“You can’t do that!” Harry blurted out. “They’ll… I mean, werewolves aren’t allowed to—and with everything that’s happening…”

“Which is precisely why I must do this,” Remus said. “I will say that I need to take my dose of Wolfsbane Potion today—they shan’t know that it isn’t necessary until tomorrow. If we time our request right, they will be too preoccupied with us to notice you slip out of the Hall.”

Harry didn’t like the plan but he knew that it would work. Most wizards got funny about werewolves even though in their human form they were no different at all from regular witches and wizards – save their aversion to silver. Harry didn’t doubt the Ministry officials would want to deal with Remus as a pair.

“And perhaps will allow us the opportunity to accompany you,” Snape said. “To ensure you are safe.”

And that I don’t bugger off somewhere else, Harry thought. Well. That was fair enough.

“I…” Harry said. There had to be some sort of alternative to exposing Remus’s secret to the Ministry. He thought on it, but he spotted Yaxley and Umbridge making their way back to the officials in the Entrance Hall. “Alright.”

“Follow,” Snape said, “and try to be unobtrusive.”

Remus and Snape made their own way to the officials, although they waited until Yaxley and Umbridge were seen out before approaching. While they did that, Harry went to quickly tell his friends what was happening.

“…so that’s what we’re doing,” Harry finished.

“I’m coming with you,” Tracey said.

“Me, too,” said Blaise.

“No, you can’t all come,” Harry said. “Too many people. Just Trace…”

“I’m not being left behind,” Justin said. “I—I left—there’s just so many people outside that I want to do something to help. So I’m coming as well. No arguments. Look—Snape is talking with that bloke. Reckon it’s now or never.”

“I—but—”

Justin was right. They didn’t have time to argue. Snape and Remus were drawing the Ministry officials away from the doorway, but there were still some prefects milling about.

“Blaise, Millie—distract the prefects,” Harry said instead.

With everything sorted, Harry slipped outside the Great Hall, Tracey and Justin in tow.

*

Once outside, Harry and his friends made a move for the stairs to the dungeons. The Great Hall doors had shut firmly behind them, so they didn’t need to worry about that. And there wasn’t anyone watching the Entrance Hall interior – Harry assumed they were in the turrets watching the outside instead – so didn’t need to worry about that.

Still, it felt better to get everything done as quickly as possible. Less chance of people being eaten that way.

“…unhand me!” shrieked a girlish voice. “This is not appropriate and I will–”

“Shut it!” snapped Yaxley. A loud crack followed by an even louder scream.

Harry stopped walking. Umbridge definitely deserved whatever was coming to her, after the year she’d given the school and her generally awful personality, but… Harry glanced at the steps down into the dungeons, and then back at the grand stairs up to the castle’s upper floors.

“We can’t leave her, can we?” Harry asked Justin and Tracey. “I mean, she’s awful, but…”

“She’s still screaming,” Justin said. “So…”

Tracey sighed.

“Let’s just go get her, then we can go get the mirror.”

Harry nodded.

“Right.”

They set off at a jog through the castle and up the stairs to wherever it was that Yaxley was taking Umbridge. Up a couple of flights of stairs, down a corridor. Harry recognised everywhere they passed but would have been hard-pressed to say there was anything at all unusual about where they’d passed. The castle’s high alert hadn’t been activated either, as unlike when Sirius had infiltrated the castle during his first year, the hallways were quiet.

Almost as if nothing was happening at all.

As far as Harry could tell Yaxley was in the Defence department. Umbridge and Yaxley were still nowhere to be seen, but Harry had a decent idea where the pair were, anyway, as Umbridge was alternately crying and screaming – at least until she stopped.

Harry assumed Yaxley had silenced her.

But the only place left on that floor, given the corridor they were in, was the one adjoining the Defence department. Just a corner and another hallway away…

They skidded around a corner to find Umbridge wriggling within Yaxley’s grasp as the man marched her down a corridor. The usual portraits adorned the walls, and there were several busts and statuettes on pedestals, but no suits of armour.

A pity, although Harry didn’t know the spell to make them move anyway.

“Oi!” shouted Harry, even though he couldn’t believe he was leaping to the defence of Umbridge. “Get off her!”

Yaxley turned to sneer at Harry. He brandished his wand at Harry but otherwise did nothing else differently.

“We’ve got some business, the Inquisitor and me,” Yaxley said. “Don’t get in our way and I won’t have to maul you. Can’t kill you, I’m afraid, but your little friends there…”

“I’d like to see you try!” Tracey said. “I’m no pushover.”

“This ain’t one of your little play duels, girl,” Yaxley said. He jabbed his wand at Umbridge and she fell away, unconscious, as Yaxley dropped her to the floor. “This is the real thing.”

Harry noticed the wand movement almost as Yaxley started to make it. He conjured a chunk of clay even as Tracey formed a Shield Charm around the three of them.

Justin did nothing.

Harry stepped in front of Justin, then hit out with a Bludgeoning Curse. Stood next to Tracey it was easy enough to believe they were duelling again, although he knew the reality was far different.

For one thing, Yaxley wouldn’t stick to the EDC spellbook, and likely knew far less pleasant spells than any opponent Harry had faced in the arena.

And a Hogwarts corridor was nothing at all like an arena either. It was cramped by comparison, and filled with portraits and other decorations besides.

“Justin, whenever you get the chance, cast whatever you can think of on Yaxley,” Harry said, trying to be encouraging. “Just—anything. It’ll help, I promise.”

In truth, Harry didn’t expect Justin to help all that much – he’d never been in a real fight like that before, and although Tracey hadn’t either, she could treat it like a sport duel. She had at least some experience, and her quick staccato of spells proved it.

Harry conjured another block of clay to block what he assumed was a Dark curse from Yaxley.

“Not bad for a bunch of kids, is it?” Harry taunted. Yaxley had probably expected to have been on his way by then, Harry and his friends incapacitated. Or maybe even en route to Voldemort himself. Harry couldn’t say.

Yaxley’s answer was a violent purple spell, but Harry avoided it.

By then, even Justin had managed to get off a few spells, although they were shaky at best. Still, it was good to put some pressure on Yaxley. Harry needed the help, anyway.

“Expelliarmus!”

Yaxley ducked.

“Stupefy!” Harry said, but it hit a portrait instead, rendering it motionless.

“Flipendo!” Harry tried, and it worked. Yaxley tumbled backwards, falling to the floor.

“Stupefy!” Tracey said, knocking Yaxley out.

“Nice one, Trace!” Harry said, grinning. “You did it!”

“You gave me the opportunity!”

“But what do we do now?” Justin asked, looking across the corridor at Umbridge and Yaxley’s unconscious forms.

“Well, we still need to let Dumbledore know what’s happening,” Harry said, “but these two…”

“We’ll take them to the Hospital Wing,” Tracey said. “Me and Justin. And you can go to get your mirror.” She glanced at Justin. “Could we do that?”

Justin nodded.

“I… yeah. That levitation charm isn’t that hard, is it? Flitwick even said…”

“Good, we’ve got it from here!” Tracey said.

Harry nodded. He needed to…

“…Gilderoy, you said to yourself something bad was going to happen and you were right!”

Harry could just dimly hear someone speaking from the direction of Lockhart’s office. Harry had assumed Lockhart was outside, but evidently he’d managed to get inside the school – and had avoided the Great Hall.

“Just have to find a way out, that’s all, then we can put all this nonsense…”

“Guys, Lockhart’s in his office,” Harry said as Tracey and Justin got Yaxley and Umbridge ready. “Reckon I should go and ask him for help?”

“I mean… he is part of the Dark Force Defence League,” Tracey said.

“And he’s got an Order of Merlin, and all those things he’s done,” added Justin. “Must be some reason why he’s still in the castle… and not, you know…”

“Probably trying to figure out a way to get rid of the spells,” Harry said. It sounded like that could be it, anyway. Unless he was trying to escape, which Harry wasn’t entirely sure was out of the question. Despite Lockhart’s reputation, Harry had found the man somewhat lacking.

But he had done all of those things…

“I think it’s worth a go,” Harry said. “I’ll go see what he’s up to, then go get Dumbledore.”

The three of them parted ways, Harry heading deeper into the Defence department and Justin and Tracey heading in the direction of the Hospital Wing, the floating forms of Umbridge and Yaxley bobbing along behind them.

When Harry reached Lockhart’s office the door was open. He peered inside to see that the secret portion of his office, the one usually completely concealed, was also open… and that Lockhart was inside.

“Professor?” Harry asked, stepping into the office. “Professor, I was in the corridor—the High Inquisitor’s just been attacked and…” Harry trailed off as he noticed what Lockhart was doing. The man appeared to be ransacking his own office, stuffing various different things in his bags in a manic and frenzied fashion.

The monogrammed box that the Inquisition had been so interested in among them. It was, in fact, held in Lockhart’s own hands. Harry stepped further inside the office.

The man turned to look at Harry.

“Ah. Harry. Well, I should have expected something like this,” Lockhart said. “You’ve got a nose for where the action is—but of course you do! You’re a celebrity. Don’t think for a moment I’ve believed that little front you’ve been putting on al year. I get it—it’s all part of your image. But I saw through it, of course. You were eager to learn, after all.”

“No, Professor, it’s really not about any of that,” Harry started to say. “Umbridge was just attacked—”

“Figured it out, have you? My secret. You are a clever boy. Too clever by half. All that alchemy nonsense—understand it’s given you a bit of an edge when it comes to thinking. Nice for some. Unfortunately for you, it’s got you into a spot of trouble.”

“Secret? What secret?” Harry asked. It was obviously about the box. But Harry had no idea what was in the box. Nothing Harry had read in any of the hundreds upon hundreds – maybe thousands – of letters Lockhart had had Harry read and responded to contained anything about it. “This isn’t about a secret. I was thinking you could help with the spells, maybe get the Floos working, or—something to kill the acromantulas—”

Lockhart sighed, a great theatrical thing that Harry knew was put on.

“I thought that perhaps I could get you on side,” Lockhart continued, “but you are a very independent young man. Too clever, like I said, and you’ve got the taste of fame now. You’d never let me keep it secret. Bit of a problem of my own making, I suppose, but you can’t blame me for trying. Your star’s on the rise, you know. Even this won’t stop it for long. And I don’t really want it to, you see. I’ll leave you just enough that you’ll…”

“What the fuck are you on about?” Harry said. “Listen, I don’t give a shit about all this—it’s not important! Just listen to me. I’ve got to get a message to Dumbledore, but if there’s anything you can do—”

“I am sorry, Harry lad,” Lockhart interrupted, tapping his box. “But you’ve worked out far too much and I’m going to have do a little… editing.”

He smiled.

“Obliviate!”
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    Chapter 45 – Spiders Flee Before It
Harry stood still, dazed. He had been doing something. Something important. But he couldn’t quite remember what it was… there had been… he was standing in Lockhart’s office. The wizard himself stood opposite Harry, wand in hand.

“You were coming to see if I could be of any help with your problem,” Lockhart said smoothly.

That sounds about right, Harry thought. That’s exactly what he had been doing. Dimly, he was aware of something else… something that wasn’t quite right. Briefly, Harry closed his eyes and felt around in his own head. He was occluding, of course, and the occlusion was still intact.

Not that it had had anything to do, but it was good that…

Lockhart was still talking.

“I, of course, was already working on something and so I didn’t need your assistance but I…” continued Lockhart, but he trailed off as he noticed Harry wasn’t quite paying attention. Likely because Harry’s inattention was of a wholly different kind to the one Lockhart had expected.

Harry slowly felt his wits return. There was a haze, or there had been one – it had swiftly dissipated when it met Harry’s occlusion.

Harry blinked.

Lockhart had obliviated him.

Tried to, anyway.

Harry had lost about half a minute’s worth of memories, if that, which while not the end of the world, was still far too many memories to lose in Harry’s estimation. He gripped his wand.

“Legilimens!” Lockhart said, locking eyes with Harry.

Harry was thrown back into his mind, and this time not at all comfortably. He felt himself stumble, but he couldn’t afford to think about it.

Not with Lockhart ripping through his mind, anyway.

The experience of Lockhart inside his head was different than either Snape or Dumbledore. Dumbledore felt like almost nothing at all – conspicuous for the lightness of his touch rather than a lack of skill – but Lockhart had a presence. A strong, immediately noticeable presence.

Get out of my head! Harry thought at him. His occlusion would hold – he’d held it against Snape, and Snape was much more aggressive. But Lockhart’s mind was… it was…


  Distracting. 


It was as if Lockhart simply didn’t care about being detected. That he didn’t need subterfuge at all. Lockhart moved through the nebulous state that was Harry’s mind outside of the occlusion, testing Harry’s defences as he did so.

And it was all Harry could to do simply stand there.

There were very few visuals with occlumency. That had been hard to grasp for Harry at first, as with most other magic he’d done, there were visuals of some kind – even in alchemy. When there were no memories being flashed to the forefront of his mind, Harry could see out of his physical eyes, even. His eyes were still locked on Lockhart’s, anyway.

But occlumency was more about feelings, presence, and vibes. And Lockhart had those and more in abundance. Harry took a slight misstep as he pushed back against Lockhart.

Get out of my head! Harry thought, placing the full force of his will behind it. He visualised himself as a great tidal wave, swelling up and crashing against the land… washing everything in its wake away. Keeping in mind what he’d done before his vision of Voldemort, Harry applied it to Lockhart.

The Mind Arts were two sides of a coin, after all.

Harry pressed forward, pushing his awareness outside of his own head and into Lockhart’s. At once, Harry could feel the difference. He’d spent some time in three other wizards’ heads, but none felt quite like Lockhart’s.

Lockhart’s mental presence carried with it the absolute confidence, the surety, of someone who knew without any room for doubt of his place in the world. His entire being was infused by it. Harry searched for his occlusion.

Harry often thought of his own like a wall, a shield; Dumbledore had said many wizards did. It wasn’t the best way of doing it, necessarily, but it was a simple technique that worked well for learners. Lockhart was obviously a bit more experienced than Harry, but even so…

But Harry found nothing. Nothing other than Lockhart’s endless well of self-confidence. The utter security he had in knowing that his was a voice worth being heard, that he was the most interesting person in a room.

Harry pushed himself further into Lockhart’s mind. He saw memories – vague memories, snippets and scraps – but nothing of any substance. A particularly nice meeting with a fan; a chat with an Inquisitor at breakfast about Lockhart’s unpublished book; obsequious fawning over an especially garish pink bow of Umbridge’s.

But nothing important.

And no occlusion.

It was almost as if there was no occlusion at all, and Lockhart was simply… he was just… exactly the same on the inside as he was on the outside. If that were true, it would explain rather a lot, but Harry couldn’t help but feel it wasn’t true. Something didn’t feel right, but as long as Harry was rattling around Lockhart’s head instead of the other way around, he didn’t mind much. He just had to find… something. Anything, really, to latch onto and displace Lockhart’s attention enough to break the occlusion.

Or find it.

A memory. At once, Harry’s vision of the real world faded as he was pulled into one of Lockhart’s memories – as Lockhart.


  The signing had been going on for hours. Not that he’d minded – he’d always loved interacting with the fans, signing their books and answering their questions. Not only was it a good way to maintain positive relations with his fans, he genuinely enjoyed the theatre of it all. Cramped bookshops in Diagon Alley weren’t necessarily his favourite place to do it, but the world was full of opportunities and only a complete idiot would ignore them.



  And it could never be said that Gilderoy Lockhart was a complete idiot. Perish the thought.



  But despite the thrill of engagement and the genuine joy of building a relationship with his fans, he’d grown somewhat bored over the hours of book signing. Doing it at the start of the Hogwarts rush had been a calculated decision, but it had made things drag on a bit.


And then Harry Potter had walked through the doors. He’d noticed him quickly, of course. He’d been on the lookout for interesting drop-ins, although there hadn’t been any. But Potter’s arrival had been fortuitous, as it gave him an excuse to make an announcement – and arrange an additional photo opportunity.


  The boy had been thin, taller than he’d expected, but otherwise unremarkable in a teenaged sort of way. Unacceptable for someone with his profile, of course, but then the boy lived with muggles and judging by the woman accompanying him, not especially fashionable ones. But with a few choice words and the right sort of touch, Gilderoy knew he could place himself into Potter’s story and hitch a ride on his star.



  Not that he needed it, as his was already the brightest star in the sky, but it would still help.



  Any publicity was good publicity, some said, and although he didn’t quite believe that, Potter had a lot of publicity. He just needed to—


Harry wrenched himself out of the memory. More distraction, and Harry still couldn’t sense any kind of occlusion. No metaphorical walls or shields. Nothing obvious, just… just…

Clever, Harry thought. There wasn’t anything resembling a shield or a wall because Lockhart hadn’t used that kind of basis for his occlusion. Harry was inside the occlusion. Whatever it was – the performance – being put on, the sense of confidence and overwhelming expression of personality was the occlusion.

I did say you were too clever, thought Lockhart, his voice pervasive. Unfortunately when I’m through with you, you won’t be—

Harry pushed forward with everything he had. Now that he knew what he was dealing with, he felt like it would be easy enough even with his nascent legilimency to sweep it aside and lay Lockhart’s mind bare. He just had to find the right sort of visualisation to go with his willpower.

Harry imagined his will as a great wave, as a tornado, as a wildfire ripping through a dry grassland. He was a cleansing whirlwind, a purifying—

A memory.


  He was sat across from a particularly ugly witch in a dingy room with the worst cup of tea he’d ever had in his life. Some sort of dismal herbal tea, but he’d had to drink it just to be polite. He had to keep her on side long enough to get every last detail from her in her own words. He could extract the memory, of course, and he would, but it always helped to hear what they felt about their achievements.


What they thought the hardest parts were. All the juicy feelings that couldn’t quite be replicated in a Pensieve memory… and which could only be extracted forcefully through aggressive legilimency that left far too many traces.


  “And then I used the Discombobulation Curse on him,” the woman was saying. “Are you familiar with it?”



  “My dear,” he said, “I’ve never heard of it but I’m quite sure I’d love to hear you explain it!”



  The woman blushed. It had always surprised him how far he could get with a flashy smile and good hairdo, but once he’d learned it, he used it at every opportunity. One had to use one’s talents effectively, after all.



  She went on to explain the Curse and exactly how she’d used it to defeat the Hag of Hexhame, and he sat across from her the very picture of rapt attention. And he didn’t have to fake it, either, since he needed to know exactly how the spell worked and her understanding of it, lest he be asked about it in the future. The story itself was a bit mundane for his liking – not quite book material, but an achievement he wanted to his name.



  Once he’d heard her tale he’d pounce, extract the memory, and Obliviate her as usual. But she didn’t half drone on about it…


Harry pulled out of the memory and lifted his wand. Lockhart was still reeling from Harry breaking his occlusion, so Harry knew he had to move fast lest he—

No you don’t! Lockhart thought. Harry felt a strong presence, almost solid, against his mind. Lockhart was pushing back, evidently recovered enough to mount some sort of defence. He had his wand in hand. Harry didn’t bother with occlumency. The crude legilimency came easy to him, almost instinctively, and Harry forged his will into a spear and thrust it at Lockhart’s presence in his mind.

Lockhart faded to nothing as if apparating away. Harry mustered his thoughts to try again. He reminded himself it was simply the illusion of being elsewhere: he was inside Lockhart’s mind and the man was, therefore, everywhere. He just needed…

Dimly, Harry was aware of another presence. This time in the room rather than he mind.

Lockhart’s mind went blank. Literally blank, and Harry felt himself shunted out and back into his own head. He stumbled again, this time into a cabinet near the secret room’s entrance.

It took everything Harry had to focus on what was going on outside of his head, but he was glad he did. Lockhart was falling to the floor even as his wand leapt from his hand. He dropped his bag and the monogrammed box.

Harry took a deep breath and then looked back into the public part of Lockhart’s office.

Justin stood there, wand in hand, angry look on his face.

“Harry!” Justin said. “I came back because—well, Tracey told me to—what was he even doing? You were both sort of just staring at each other, but he had his wand out and—”

“It’s hard to explain,” Harry said. “Er. He’s an occlumens. Legilimens too. We were… duelling, I suppose, with the Mind Arts. Er.” He felt stupid saying it, as they’d simply been standing there staring at each other. But there was real magic being thrown around, just… not in the usual way. “He’s some sort of a fraud, I think,” Harry decided to say in the end. “When I got here he was stuffing stuff into his bag—that box. I’ve seen it before. It’s some sort of secret thing. But when I asked him to help with the acromantulas, he just went on and on about me finding out his secrets.”

Harry shrugged.

“Bit annoying, really. I don’t give a fuck about his secrets, except maybe what was in the letters with a chicken on the… er… but he kept on and on, and then tried to obliviate me.”

“No!” said Justin. “He can’t have! Why’d he do that?”

“Like I said, he’s some sort of fraud. I saw some of his memories and he takes credit for people’s stuff and then Memory Charms them so they can’t out him. Bet there’s more info in that box of his there,” Harry said, gesturing at the box.

“That bastard!” Justin said. “And I fancied him half the… er… shit.” He looked panicked, although Harry couldn’t for the life of him figure out why. Loads of people had been sucked into Lockhart’s shit, Harry included, and—

Oh, Harry thought.

Harry shrugged again.

“Half the school did, to be fair,” Harry decided to say. “Well, we can’t just leave him here. I think… Er… Right, this is going to sound bad, but I promise I mean it in a good way. So, I’m going to blackmail him, I think. Use what’s in that box and what I saw in his head to get him to do… well, we can figure that out later. So I reckon what we need to do is tie him up and take him down to the Chamber to sort out later.”

Justin’s look changed from one of fear to unease.

“Is that… I mean… it’s a bit…”

“We’ve not got time to argue about it,” Harry said. He gestured at Lockhart with his wand and conjured some self-tying ropes, then knelt down to pick up the monogrammed box. If Harry’s intuition was anywhere near the mark, that box would contain all sorts of juicy memories that Harry could use to keep Lockhart on side.

“Help me get him to the Chamber?” Harry asked. “I’ll grab the box and you can grab Lockhart, if you want.”

After a moment’s hesitation Justin nodded. He cast a levitation spell on Lockhart and Harry led them through the castle towards Moaning Myrtle’s bathroom. The depressive ghost was elsewhere, fortunately, so Harry got the doorway to the Chamber open without fuss and started the descent.

*

“Never been here from this way,” Justin was saying as they descended to the depths beneath the castle. “I think I like the other way better.”

“Me too,” Harry said. It was quicker, for one thing, and not as wet. But more than that it didn’t go through Myrtle’s bathroom. “And thanks for helping with Lockhart. In his office and now, I mean. You didn’t have to. Why’d you come back, anyway?”

“Oh, fuck,” Justin said, face draining of colour. “With everything else I just—fuck. When we were going through the castle we heard them announce something in the Great Hall. The Death Eaters are there and they’ve said they’ll start feeding hostages to the acromantulas unless Fudge leaves the castle. Tracey thought you should know. But I just…”

“It’s fine,” Harry said. “But that’s not good news at all. I wonder if we could… I mean… what’s Fudge doing?”

“Nothing, as far as I know,” Justin said. By then they’d reached the big door to the Chamber proper, and Harry stopped to open it. “Reckon he’s going to hole up here until someone at the Ministry figures out something’s gone wrong.”

“Figures,” Harry said. It was the safe choice, and probably the right one even if it did look cowardly. “At least we’re on our way to get Dumbledore.”

The basilisk was inside the Chamber, which Harry found unusual. It usually spent its time in its nest.

“Master,” it said as soon as Harry entered the Chamber. “You have come!” 

“Yes,” Harry said. “I’ve got to… I have to speak with someone and the thing I need to do that is here.” 

“Of course,” the basilisk said. “Who have you brought?” 

Harry glanced back at Justin, who stood behind him with Lockhart bobbing up and down in the air.

“Someone I need to keep here. He’s not a friend, but don’t eat him. Or kill him. I need him for later.” 

The basilisk seemed to accept that explanation. It had no questions, anyway. Harry moved past it and into the adjoining room that had been Slytherin’s quarters to look for his magic mirror. He set Lockhart’s box down on a table and motioned for Justin to set Lockhart down on the bed.

He grabbed the mirror and called for Sirius.

Who didn’t answer for an agonising five minutes.

Sirius’s face appeared in the mirror eventually.

“Sorry,” he said, “was in the kitchen. Did I tell you Kreacher’s started—”

“Er, sorry, Sirius, but I’m not calling for a chat,” Harry said, interrupting. “This is important. Where’s Dumbledore?”

Sirius blinked a few times.

“Out. Don’t know where. What’s happened?”

“Shit,” Harry swore. “The Inquisition had that ceremony thingy today, right? Don’t know if you knew. But we were outside and then acromantulas attacked. There were wizards with them—probably Death Eaters. Some people managed to escape to the castle but they’ve got hostages now and they want the Minister,” Harry explained. “And no one can get messages in or out because they’ve blocked the Floos and there’s this bubble around the castle or—or something. Yaxley was trying to do something but we—me and Justin and Tracey—stopped him. But we need help soon—the Death Eaters said if Fudge doesn’t come out they’re going to start feeding hostages to the acromantulas.”

Harry could hear Justin’s anxious breathing next to him. He didn’t doubt he’d be able to hear his own heartbeat if he hadn’t been occluding to remain calmer than he should be.

“Well, Fudge won’t want to negotiate with terrorists,” Harry heard Sirius mutter, although he wasn’t sure if it was meant for Harry or as a private statement. Sirius sighed.

“Stay exactly where you are,” Sirius said firmly. “I mean it. I’ll get Dumbledore. Might take me a while—don’t know where he is and if the Charm—well, that doesn’t matter. I just need you to promise me you won’t do anything stupid like go and fight a bunch of giant spiders. Dumbledore will sort it. You stay safe. Promise me.”

“I—er—I’ll stay safe,” Harry said, slightly cagey. Things seemed like they were on a knife edge, and if he could do something then he felt as if he had a moral obligation to do something.

“Good boy,” Sirius said. “I’ll grab Dumbledore. Keep your mirror just in case.”

The mirror went blank as Sirius went to do whatever it was he needed to find Dumbledore.

Harry leaned back against the chair and took a deep breath. He’d done what he’d left the Great Hall to do, albeit through a much more circuitous route than intended. Snape and Remus had wanted him to return to the Great Hall as soon as possible, preferably without attracting attention to themselves.

But Harry couldn’t see how they’d get back through the doors without being seen anyway. He could use his Cloak, he supposed, but that would mean waiting around until the doors opened. And he needed to keep his mirror on him.

Suddenly the ambience in Slytherin’s chambers became rather less inviting than Harry had ever felt it. The room seemed dingy, almost unloved. And Lockhart knocked out and tied up on the bed certainly didn’t improve matters.

“So what now?” Justin asked.

Harry shrugged.

“Suppose we just have to wait,” Harry said. “But… killing hostages unless Fudge goes out? He’s not going to go out. You must have heard Sirius say he wasn’t going to negotiate with terrorists. So… d’you reckon they’ll do it?”

It was Justin’s turn to shrug.

“Couldn’t say. If it’s really Death Eaters, yes. Everyone says they’d do stuff like that back in the first war. But acromantulas eat people all the time. Not in this country, but where they usually live. So…”

Harry sighed.

“Yeah. I just… I keep thinking there might be something we could do. But what can we do?”

“Can’t even get out of the castle at this rate,” Justin said. “They’re watching the Great Hall door and I bet the other ones too. Know any secret passages out?”

Sirius had told him of a few, but Harry had been far too busy to go looking for them. As much as he wanted to, he didn’t have much time for sneaking around the castle. It was all he could manage to spend some scant minutes with the basilisk, after all, and he still needed to make headway in Slytherin’s study. The Chamber was a great resource and an interesting place in its own right, but what Harry needed was a secret passage.

“I’m such a fucking idiot sometimes!” Harry said aloud. “Nice one, Justin! The basilisk knows a way out. It told me. Guess what it does sometimes?”

“Er… go hunting in the Forest, I think you said once?” Justin said, sounding not at all sure.

“I did! And guess what it goes hunting?” Harry said with a wide grin. “Acromantulas!”

Justin let out a breath.

“So there’s a way out through the Chamber,” Justin said.

“Right,” Harry confirmed. “And remember what they say about basilisks? It’s in that book we had to read for Magizoology. ‘Spiders flee before it.’ So, mate, I’ve got a plan…”

Minutes later, after having explained his plan to Justin, Harry found himself sat atop the basilisk’s back clinging on for dear life. Not that that was in any way easy, as the basilisk had nothing to grab onto and had magic resistant scales.

“You must be careful, Master,” the basilisk was saying as it slithered through a tunnel network adjoining its nest. “I am a magnificent creature, and my scales protect me from much, but wizards are much more fragile.” It paused. “Powerful and great and magnificent, but you must still be more careful than I must.”

“Er, I’ll try,” Harry said. He certainly didn’t intend to die or be maimed or whatever other nasty consequence could be in store. But first, he had to figure out how to stay on the basilisk.

He rode close to its head, which apart from its tail was the thinnest part of its body, but he still couldn’t quite wrap his arms around its neck. It was too thick. So Harry conjured a long scarf and wrapped it around the neck, grabbing each end to tie it into a makeshift grip.

Looking around, Harry couldn’t quite tell whether the tunnel network was natural, artificial, or a bit of both. The low light didn’t hinder him much at all, but rough stone walls didn’t look worked by hand. Spells could have worked, but Harry was unsure Slytherin would have gone to the effort of tunnelling into wet, musty caves.

Then again, the man had built an entire chamber complex under the castle and in secret, so he’d clearly had unusual hobbies.

“When we get outside you’re going to have to keep your eyes closed,” Harry said to the basilisk. It wasn’t ideal, but killing the people he meant to safe was less than ideal as well.

“It will be difficult to hunt without my gaze,” the basilisk said, but it didn’t seem to be arguing. “I will try.”

Harry couldn’t really ask it for more.

“I will do my duty,” it continued.

Harry pressed himself close against the basilisk as they passed through a particularly snug tunnel. Idly, he thought that if the basilisk grew any larger, it would no longer fit. Hopefully a thousand year old basilisk had no more growing to do.

“We will reach the water soon,” the basilisk explained.

Harry cast a Bubble Head Charm around himself, then braced for the impact of the cold water. The basilisk swam through it gracefully with an easy, fluid motion. In the murk of the water Harry could see an opening up ahead as the underwater cave spilled out into the Hogwarts lake.

They moved through the lake, along the lake floor at first until the basilisk swum upwards. Harry saw no other creatures, not even merpeople, as everything living in the lake wisely avoided the king of snakes. In no time at all the basilisk emerged onto the lake shore where it met the Forbidden Forest, far from the castle itself.

Harry took a deep breath of real air and then directed the basilisk towards the castle.

*

Harry dried himself off as the basilisk wound its way through the far edge of the Forest towards the Hogwarts gardens. They’d taken an awkward route around, but Harry supposed he couldn’t really blame the basilisk as he hadn’t told it not to go its usual way.

But it gave him some time to think on his way, even if he did have to duck oncoming tree branches.

Acromantulas were afraid of basilisks. While they weren’t quite natural enemies – as basilisks were magically bred creatures – basilisks were the enemies of spiders. The introduction of a basilisk to proceedings should allow some of the hostages to escape in the chaos.

And people… well, people were possibly more afraid of basilisks than spiders were, because people had the brains to realise how fucked they were coming up against one. So Harry knew he could use that.

Up in the distance Harry saw the gardens come into view. The bushes lining the seating area had morphed into something much more ferocious, having become towering – and ambulatory – nightmares. They penned in everyone who hadn’t made it back to the castle, and surrounding that were the Death Eaters and their acromantula allies.

And there were many, many more acromantula than Harry had expected. He tried to do a quick count but it was pointless, as the area was crawling with the creatures. From what he could see, nobody looked dead.

That’s one good thing, Harry thought. Although they could have been killed and then wholly eaten, which was…

A problem for later.

Harry grabbed his wand and held it tighter, running through every piece of lore on acromantulas he’d ever heard.

Fire, he thought eventually. Fire and light were big problems to acromantulas. Light might be harder to achieve during the day, but fire he could manage. First years could manage fire. Which made him wonder why no one had tried conjuring some, as the people corralled would have all had wands to start with.

“Let’s go,” Harry said.

The basilisk said nothing but moved a little faster. They joined the Hogsmeade road where it wound its way back to Hogwarts, and soon enough Harry came into view of the hostages and their captors.

His heart beat hard in his chest. Beat. Thud. Beat. Thud. Despite his occlusion Harry could feel the adrenaline rushing through his body, but this time he didn’t think he wanted to get rid of it.

He enhanced his voice with a Sonorous Charm.

“Let them all go,” Harry said, his voice booming. It would probably carry all the way to the castle, but at that point, he didn’t care if he was caught. “Help is on the way, and I’ve got a basilisk. Let the hostages go.”

Screams and general chaos, and not just from the hostages. Harry forced the distractions out of his mind. There were dozens of acromantula, many of which fled at the sight of the basilisk… and many which didn’t. But there were more wizards than Harry had thought, at least twenty of them, all hooded and masked. If he could unmask them…

The thought died before he could complete it as a spell came whizzing past Harry’s head.

Right, they’re going to fight back, then, Harry thought. He peppered a section of them with a handful of hexes, then spoke to the basilisk.

“Go for the spiders!” Harry said. “And remember—don’t open your eyes! It’s too dangerous.” With some luck the acromantulas would be afraid of its gaze, anyway, and it could just use its venom and its massive maw.

The basilisk rushed towards the nearest group of acromantulas, its long, sinuous body covering the ground in moments. The basilisk slammed into the furry mass of acromantulas and bit, then swept its giant tail around to displace some others.

Harry held on for his life – with one hand, at least. With the other, Harry sent somewhat shaky spells at the Death Eaters.

They stayed that way for what felt like forever, but a voice in Harry’s mind told him it was mere moments before they were off again, the basilisk in pursuit of its spidery foes. From his vantage point atop the basilisk – as least when it wasn’t biting – Harry surveyed the field. The hostages were still trapped, helpless inside the ring of angry, frenzied bushes.

The Death Eaters seemed split between trying to unseat Harry and maintaining whatever spells they had over the hostages… and at least two of them had simply fled at the sight of the basilisk. It was always nice to have small wins, Harry supposed.

Harry caught a frantic motion out of the corner of his eye and focused on it.

It was Mairi, seemingly none the worse for wear, but furiously waving her hands and jumping up and down.

“Go this way,” Harry said to the basilisk. He needed to hear what she was saying.

“…Harry, darling! Harry—the bushes! You’ve got to burn the bushes! Hurry!” Mairi was saying, over and over again. Several of the students near her had picked up the refrain too.

Harry picked up his wand to do just that, picking the strongest variant of the fire spell he knew.

Just as he raised his wand a jet of light shot through the air and caught him near his shoulder, tearing his skin.

“Fuck!” Harry said. He kept hold of his wand – barely – and swung it around to throw up a Shield Charm. One of the Death Eaters, a taller man but masked like the others, had focused all his attention on Harry. Blood oozed from the wound, thick and hot, but Harry ignored it as best he could.

The basilisk crashed through another pair of acromantulas even as a third tried climbing its massive body.

“Incendio!” Harry shouted, sweeping his wand in a wind arc to catch as much of the acromantula as possible. It shrieked as it fell away, and the basilisk was moving yet again, this time in a tactical retreat. “I need to get to the bushes,” Harry explained to it, “so if you can get us back there and avoid spells as well, do it.” 

“Yes, Master,” it said. Whether it thought the task a difficult one Harry couldn’t say, but it swept around with its tail and lunged once more into the morass. Harry kept up his shield as the Death Eaters hadn’t gone away. Some of them had even grouped, and seemed to be debating the best way to tackle a full grown basilisk.

But Harry had other problems, as the remaining acromantulas – still more than a dozen, probably closer to two and perhaps more than that – had also grouped, and were advancing.

The bushes, Harry thought. I’ve got to burn the bushes. 

“To the bushes!” Harry said to the basilisk.

“But the spiders—”

“The bushes!” Harry said again. The acromantulas were concerning, definitely, but if he could get the staff out, they could help with that.

“Confringo!” Harry said, casting a Blasting Curse at a nearby acromantula. The curse hit with a sickening crack as the spiders carapace burst into pieces, showering Harry in spidery gore. The basilisk swept its tail, ducked its head, and fought its way through the writhing mass of acromantulas at Harry’s command.

When he was close enough to the bushes Harry readied a spell.


  “Incendio maxima!”


A torrent of flame shot from the end of his wand, twisting itself around the nearby bushes – and some acromantulas – as the genesis of perhaps the biggest fire Harry had ever seen. The flames took to the bushes eagerly, though the bushes didn’t go down easy. Gnarled, vicious branches lashed out and in in sheer panic in a wretched display of soundless misery. Several of them writhed in apparent agony, while others thrashed and crashed about, but soon the vast ring of bushes fell to the flames.

From atop the basilisk Harry saw some of the staff members – some press, Ministry and Inquisitors too – rush outwards to help, while others kept a protective ring around the students.

Thank fuck for that, Harry thought. He wasn’t on his own anymore. Some of the teachers were powerful and would no doubt be great help in a fight—

The basilisk roared, then jerked wildly, throwing Harry from its back and onto the ground. The last thing Harry saw was the basilisk swarmed by a dozen acromantula before his vision went black.
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    Chapter 46 – The King of Snakes
Harry came back to himself in a daze. A persistent thudding at the back of his head told him he’d hit it as he fell from the basilisk. But that would have to wait. The last thing he remembered was the basilisk being swarmed by acromantulas.

He grasped around for his wand, finding it – fortunately – not far from where he’d fallen.

Groggy, Harry got to his feet and looked around the gardens – although not much garden remained. He’d burned away the bushes and shrubs, and the chaos that followed had rendered the lawns into a muddy, spider-strewn hellhole. The battle was ongoing, having been joined by teachers, the bolder members of the press, Ministry, and Inquisition – and more than a few of the older students.

Let them deal with it for a while, Harry thought to himself. He needed to check on the basilisk.

Harry swept his gaze around the chaos on the battlefield in search of the giant snake, and found it embroiled in vicious combat with several acromantulas some distance away. It had coiled its gigantic form in a wide arc around the students, shielding them from the worst of the battle.

It seemed to be handling itself well, as one acromantula had only five legs left, but Harry didn’t want to chance it.

Wand in hand Harry moved towards them, spewing fire as he went. Some smaller spiders scurried away in search of easier prey, but a larger one stood its ground. Some long ago processed bit of trivia in Harry’s mind told him it was a female – and quite an old one. Dimly, Harry recalled reading that her age would grant her an increased resistant to certain classes of spells.

“Incendio maxima!” Harry cried again. The spell had worked well on the bushes, after all. Jets of flame shot from the end of his wand, but the acromantula leapt over them – and right over Harry, too.

Fuck, Harry thought. He’d forgotten – or perhaps never known – they could do that. He glanced around him in search of some back up, and saw that he wasn’t quite on his own. There were others around him, although not many as the bulk of the freed hostages had gone another direction.

His spell had set vast swathes of the grass and only plants on fire, an inferno that raged on around him. It would block some of the more cowardly acromantula from helping, Harry supposed… as well as put off some of Harry’s potential helpers.

Well. Harry would have to manage. Acromantulas were spiders, not wizards, and Harry had duelled Voldemort once. Or a version of him, anyway.

“Confringo!” Harry said, jabbing his wand at the acromantula. The spell hit but did little other than dent its carapace – a far cry from the explosive reaction he’d had from the other. Dimly, Harry recalled reading that age would grant her an increased resistant to certain classes of spells.

Fire, then, Harry thought. He could conjure a non-magical fire easily enough.

Harry swept his wand around in a wide arc, conjuring fire as he went.

The acromantula jumped again, right out of the way of the flames. Harry kept at it, and the acromantula kept jumping.

“Stay still!” Harry groaned. He could try a Stickfast Hex, but he didn’t think it would work. Too weak. Unless he made a quick modification, but… he tried it anyway – to absolutely no effect whatsoever.

“Ugh!” Harry cried. Spell resistance was great… when it was woven into his clothes or an intrinsic feature in his boots. Less so on an aggressive, man-eating giant spider. Fire would keep her away, but she would keep Harry away from everything else, too.

And glancing around the field, he saw that the other acromantulas were doing more or less the same thing. And there appeared to be more of them than there had been before. Reinforcements from the Forest, Harry supposed.

Spouts of red-hot flame shot from Harry’s wand as he kept the acromantula at bay. Every time she advanced, Harry hit her with a torrent of flame.

And then she jumped.

Only for the cycle to repeat again and again, all the while the basilisk battled to protect the hostages and the Death Eaters clashed with others on the field. There had to be a way to get the acromantula stuck in one place. His Blasting Curse wasn’t quite strong enough to do what it was supposed to do, and Harry didn’t feel confident enough to modify it on the fly.

The Stickfast Hex was probably too weak to manage it, even in the hands of a much more experienced wizard. It was just too weak of a spell.

Conjured chains? Harry wondered as he and the acromantula circled one another, ringed by ash and flames. It could work, but unless he got them around the body just right the acromantula would simply jump away.

He needed something that would actually stop the acromantula. Harry cast a few half-hearted spells at it while he thought. Casting his mind backwards through the year, Harry realised he could use the same tactic on the acromantula as he and Tracey and had used on Diggory and Flickey. Harry just needed to be faster than ever before.

Ground into mud, Harry thought. Acromantulas were heavy enough that it would sink into wet enough mud. Harry moved as quick as he could, visualising the transfiguration faster than he’d usually dare. Then, as the acromantula started to sink, solidified the mud. He didn’t know a way to turn mud into concrete, but he felt like he’d done enough to stick the acromantula down.

He regarded it warily. The acromantula seemed to have realised it was stuck, the ends of its many legs trapped within the mud hardened to stone. If it jumped, it would probably rip its own legs off.

Good, Harry thought. But then… what to do next? He could just leave it, but that seemed ill-advised.

“Stupefy!” Harry tried, but the struggling acromantula merely shrugged off the spell. Harry sighed.

“Spell resistance, right.”

Tucking the part of him that objected vociferously behind an occlusion, Harry conjured a great inferno and then left the acromantula to its fate. Not only did he need to reach the basilisk, he wanted to check on his friends, too.

The basilisk moved through the mass of spiders with apparent ease, its massive coils knocking the invaders from their paths while its gaping maw literally crushed its opposition. And behind it stood a group of terrified students and various others. But the basilisk seemed to be handling itself well enough in the discharging of its duty, so Harry turned his attention elsewhere.

Fire blanketed the battlefield. Harry’s own blaze had never quite gone out, but the teachers and others had added to it many times over. Smoke billowed out from the fires, thick and acrid. Teachers and older students battled a seemingly never-ending horde of acromantulas, and through all that the Death Eaters attempted to pick off the defenders.

Pockets of students had been cut off from the main group. Harry spotted one such group near to him – Hermione and what looked to be a collection of first years. Harry made his way there as fast as he could, keeping up a Shield Charm to avoid any errant spells from the Death Eaters as he did so.

He was glad for it too, as moments later a torrent of hexes smashed against his shield. Harry spun to look on his assailant, but he was wearing a mask.

Let’s see if I can unmask you, Harry thought, dropping into a stance more suited for duelling.

“Flipendo!” Harry cast, testing the man’s defences. “Locomotor wibbly!”

The Knockback crashed into the Death Eater’s own Shield Charm, but in the smoky haze, Harry missed with the Jelly-Legs. The wizard hit back with a sickening violet spell that Harry had to dodge for fear it was something completely out of the ordinary.

Well, he’s not bad, Harry thought as he sized up his opponent. I’ve just got to—

A scream.

Harry’s head whipped around searching for the source and saw the first years with Hermione surrounded by an acromantula and a Death Eater working in tandem.

Harry grunted.

He looked back at his own Death Eather. He’d have to leave him until later. Or never. Or for someone else.

“Serpensortia!” Harry said, conjuring a big, fat snake near to the Death Eater. The cat was out of the bag – or perhaps the snake out of its nest – with his Parseltongue anyway, so Harry spoke directly to the snake. “Attack that man! Attack all the hooded men!” 

Leaving the snake to its command, Harry hurried towards Hermione and the first years.

“Oi!” Harry shouted as he neared them. “Leave them alone—come get me instead!”

The Death Eater turned but the acromantula stayed just where it was. Harry could work with that.

As Harry approached, the Death Eater fired off a series of spells, but Harry recognised all of them. Hexes all, apart from a minor curse that bounced harmlessly off Harry’s Shield Charm.

“Impedimenta!” Harry cast, hoping to slow down his opponent.

The Death Eater dodged, and Harry saw she was a woman.

Ah, shit. Shouldn’t have told the snake to attack just the hooded men, he realised. Well, that was done, and hopefully there wouldn’t be too many witches on their side to begin with. Behind the Death Eater, Hermione had conjured a wall of fire to block the acromantula’s approach.

At least that situation was in hand.

“Confringo!” shouted the witch. Harry threw himself to the floor, dropping into a roll before conjuring fire in a wide arc.

“Flipendo!” Harry cried as he got to his feet. “Expelliarmus! Stupefy!”

He missed.

Too wide with the flourish, Harry thought as he got back into a more defensive stance.

The witch hit back, this time with spells Harry didn’t recognise. There had been far too many of those that day – Harry felt like he was operating with a totally different spellbook. Which he supposed he was, given the Death Eaters weren’t above using properly Dark magic… but it made him vulnerable.

Not knowing was a weakness.

But not one he could confront just that moment. So Harry used what he knew, and what he knew well.

“Expelliarmus! Stupefy! Flipendo!” Harry cast in quick succession. Schoolboy spells though they were, cast with enough force – and enough times – they’d crack a Shield Charm. He just had to keep up the barrage. Fortunately, the Death Eater witch didn’t seem especially good at duelling.

As Harry hit out with spell after spell, the witch maintained her Shield Charm, missing several key opportunities to hit back while Harry’s spells floundered. But her loss was Harry’s gain, and after a particularly hard Knockback, her Shield Charm shattered.

She flew backwards, onto the ground.

“Expelliarmus!” Harry said. “Stupefy!” Wandless and unconscious, hopefully she’d be unmasked after everything ended. Harry caught her wand and rushed forward to help Hermione with the acromantula, which had got some back-up.

“There’s no end to them…” Harry muttered as he swept his gaze around the battlefield. He’d known they had a colony in the Forest, but the swarm of them looked to be unending. What had started with only a handful had grown into something far less manageable.

No wonder the Ministry expedition had failed.

Still, despite being outnumbered, Hermione held her own against the three acromantulas facing off against her and her first years. A ceaseless stream of fire poured from the end of her wand and danced in the air – a neat little trick, and one Harry didn’t know himself. Not a standard conjuration, anyway – keeping the acromantulas at bay.

But they didn’t seem at all inclined to leave.

“Confringo!” Harry said, aiming for the smallest of the three giant spiders. It jumped at the sound of his voice, avoiding Hermione’s fire just barely.

The heat spread out in waves from where Hermione walked in a calm circle around the first years. Oppressive against his skin. But it burned without smoke, which was enough for Harry to simply ignore his discomfort.

He tried again.


  “Reducto!”


His Reductor Curse smashed into the legs of one of the spiders, blowing them clean off. The acromantula jerked away with a scream, trailing its blue blood in a mess on the ground.

“Levioso!” Harry cried, lifting another into the air. “Flipendo!” He knocked the spider back, sending it swirling through the air.

But another one filled its space quickly enough.

“We need to get the first years away!” Hermione shouted through the chaos. “I can handle myself if we can get them back to the others!” She glanced back at where the basilisk defended the main cohort of students and other civilians.

“Right!” shouted Harry. He looked over to the basilisk, who was still dealing with more acromantulas than anyone else on the field. Which was fair, he supposed, since it was a fifty foot long snake with death for eyes and venom stronger than practically anything… but that didn’t leave it much room to manoeuvre.  

So Harry would have to figure something out himself. He could join his fire with Hermione’s and try to create a path for the first years to run away. That seemed like the best option. But first, he had to get their attention.

“Oi!” Harry shouted. He cast a quick spell at the acromantula nearest to him, but it bounced off. The acromantula turned anyway, a laborious movement all legs. “Leave them alone! Pick on someone who can fight back!”

“Your time is over,” the acromantula said. “The Forest will be ours, and your castle shall crumble to dust.”

It leaped at Harry.

“Flipendo!”

The spell struck it on its relatively softer underbelly and sent it sprawling backwards through the air, though it landed just short of Hermione’s flames.

A shame.

There was still one acromantula behind Hermione, but her wall of dancing fire kept it at bay. With some luck it would grow bored and seek out easier prey.

“What’s the spell you’re using?” Harry asked Hermione. “So we can join it.”

“The incantation is—” Hermione started to say, but she stopped abruptly. “Harry! Look!”

Harry whirled his head around and saw two more acromantulas approaching. He spewed fire from his wand and attempted to go closer to Hermione. Wand in hand, Harry backed away, conscious of Hermione’s blaze – and of the advancing murderous giant spiders.

And then, from behind him, a voice.

“Arania exumai!” 

A flash of blinding light and acromantulas closest to Harry flew through the air, propelled by whatever spell it was the newcomer had used.

“Nice one,” Harry said, turning.

It was Theodore.

He stood there, ash over his robes and face, his hair in disarray, wand in hand. He had a miserable look on his face, but otherwise seemed resolute.

“Hermione!” Theodore said. “Let’s get the first years out. Quickly.” He joined Hermione in creating fire, then turned to look at Harry. “You’d better go,” Theodore said, pointing in the distance. “Daphne and your Hufflepuff friends need some help.”

“I—” Harry said. He certainly hadn’t expected Theodore to help. Stand huddled in the middle of the mass of students, maybe lend a few spells from the safety of the group… but certainly nothing like he was doing. But none of that mattered, since as Harry looked in the direction Theodore had pointed, he saw that his former friend was right.

Daphne, Ernie, and Susan were corned by a Death Eater.

“Listen,” Theodore said. “Arania exumai. It’s a spell for banishing spiders. No complex movements—just the incantation. It’s a kind of banishing spell, but specifically for spiders.”

“Right,” Harry said. “Nice one. Thanks. I’ll—I’ve got to go.”

Harry rushed off, confident that between them, Theodore and Hermione could deal with the threats long enough to get their first years back to the group. If nothing else, Theodore had knowledge of obscure magic and Hermione was both capable and brave.

Harry got the chance to try out his new spell soon after that. Several acromantulas approached him as he wound his way through the chaos – fire and mud, even the occasional walking bush running around flailing in wordless misery. Keeping in mind what he knew of banishing spells, Harry swept his wand.

“Arania exumai!” he called. Bright light flashed and struck the acromantulas, sending them sprawling away from him. Very useful, Harry thought. Trust Theodore to know a spell specifically for banishing spiders. 

He kept his attention on his friends. Capable witches and wizard though they all were, none of them were that great as duellists. And the Death Eaters knew some very Dark spells.

“Flipendo!” Harry cast at the Death Eater’s back, knocking them forward. Then, a Summoning Charm. “Acco hooded robes!”

The spell yanked the Death Eater’s robes towards Harry, dragging the Death Eater backwards.

“Petrificus totalus!” 

The Death Eater tumbled to the ground as stiff as board.


  “Stupefy!” 


Harry rushed to join his friends.

“Everyone alright?”

“You mad bastard!” Ernie said as soon as Harry arrived. “Come in here riding a bloody basilisk!”

“Is Millie safe?” Daphne asked.

Harry nodded.

“Yeah. Yeah, Millie and the others. But what about you three?”

Daphne and Ernie shared a look, then both glanced at Susan.

“I’m fine,” Susan said, although she was pale. Paler than usual with laboured breathing. Harry looked her up and down and saw a great tear in her robes, and a bloody wound. “I’ve just got to see the healers, that’s all.”

Susan was upright, at least. Despite the bleeding – and there was a lot of blood – she seemed in decent enough spirits.

“Bitten by an acromantula,” Ernie explained. He gestured to the once-pleasant lawns. “Got separated from Mum and the other teachers when you burned down the hedges.” He paused. “Not your fault—you did the right thing. But we got caught by one and Su got bitten…”

“I said I’m fine,” Susan said again. “And now Harry’s here we can get back to the teachers so I can get some help. Will you come with us, Harry?”

“We didn’t want to move because Susan needs two of us helping,” Daphne explained. “But when we’re doing that we can’t… I mean… none of us are as good as you are at spells, so we’d need to do one or the other and…”

“It’s fine,” Harry said. “Let’s just get moving. And Theodore just taught me a spell…” Harry said as he guided his friends back to the teachers. The way back was fraught, but thanks to Harry’s new spell and his friends’ quick thinking, they made it.

*

The atmosphere inside the corral was no less tense than that outside, although it was perhaps a little less fraught. It felt safer, anyway, which Harry thought was a good thing for all the students there. Protected by a ring of teachers, Inquisitors, Ministry men and press, it was the safest part of the battlefield.

Not to mention the giant basilisk slithering around the perimeter.

Once they were safely inside, Harry helped his friends get Susan to Ernie’s mum. He didn’t know if there were any qualified mediwizards about, but Mairi surely knew some basic healing charms. And Harry thought that Ernie felt safer going to her, anyway, which made sense.

“Oh, Ernest! I was so worried that you…” Mairi started to say when they approached but stopped when she saw Susan. She brushed several students out of the way and conjured a divan-style chair, raised up out of the mud. “Sit here, Susan. Carefully, now—don’t want you to lose any more blood.”

Susan sat gently, helped by Daphne and Ernie.

While Mairi fussed over Daphne and cast what healing spells she knew, Harry knew that he had to get back out there to do something. Despite many of their number being killed, the ranks of the acromantulas had grown, and the others outside of the protected circle needed help. Not to mention the Death Eaters.

“Right, I’m going to get back out there,” Harry said, turning to leave.

“Absolutely not!” Mairi said, still concentrated on Susan. “Harry, you’ve done a very brave thing today. A very useful, very heroic, thing. But you’ve done enough. Please, stay here with me where it’s safe, and wait for reinforcements to come. The Ministry should send someone any moment now to—”

“The Ministry’s not coming,” Harry said. “The Death Eaters put up a spell. Owls and stuff can’t get out. Floos are blocked. It’s just us, and Fudge has got everyone—even the teachers—locked up at the castle.”

“Well, the situation being as it is,” Mairi continued, as if Harry had said nothing at all, “still warrants you staying here with us. Your basilisk is very helpful, but I don’t imagine anyone else can control it. If we’re to get back to the castle, we’ll need its help, won’t we?”

She looked over her shoulder at Harry.

“As you can see, we’re still stuck. There are acromantulas on the other side of us—and a few more Death Eaters. They’ve got us penned in. If you can get your … pet? … to push through that way, perhaps we can escape.”

“It’s keeping us from being attacked the other way,” Harry said. “If it moves, we get attacked from the other side—and block off the people out there from getting back.” He squinted into the smoky haze. “I think Theodore and Hermione are still out there—others too. I can help them.”

“Have you told Dumbledore what’s happening?” Ernie asked, ignoring his mother and Harry’s argument. “You know, with the mirror? Since you had to go to the—place—to get the basilisk? He’s coming, isn’t he? Otherwise I think we’re fuc—not in a good situation at all,” he said, trailing off as he glanced at his mother.

She appeared not to have noticed his swearing. Instead, she cast another spell on Susan.

“I did,” Harry said. “But Sirius said Dumbledore’s ‘out’ somewhere. So he might be a while… That’s why I came out with the basilisk. Fudge wasn’t letting anyone in or out, but…” Harry remembered exactly why Fudge hadn’t wanted to go outside, and looked around. “Did… did the acromantulas actually eat anyone?” Harry asked.

“No, thank God,” Daphne said. “They were going to. They said, but didn’t get a chance to. The Death Eaters kept telling them ‘not yet’.”

“Actually, I don’t think the Death Eaters want anyone to be killed,” Ernie said. “They’ve had chances and they haven’t take—”

A great, big bellow came from the direction of the castle. Almost like some sort of medieval horn call.

Mairi sighed.

“Oh, wonderful!” she said, standing and attempting to look over the crowd. Not that she managed it – she was no Hagrid, and the crowd was quite thick. “A sortie!”

Harry conjured himself a box to stand on, then took a look into the distance. Back at the castle the Entrance Hall doors had swung open, and out flooded a selection of teachers, Ministry officials, and enchanted bits and bobs – statues and suits of armour mostly, including a set of vicious flying boars.

“It’s the teachers,” Harry explained to the others as he looked on. “Teachers and some Ministry, and a lot of armour and statues. Must’ve activated the castle’s defences—finally.”

“Excellent news,” Mairi said. “Now all we’ve got to do is wait, and we can get all these students back to the castle. We’ll need help doing that, even with the reinforcements.”

Harry looked around again. Most of the students requiring active protection were first and second years, although there were a good many third years there too. But most of the fifth years were out fighting, and some of the fourth years as well. Which meant it really was up to the third years to stay and help out, as there simply weren’t enough teachers and other adult wizards around to manage everyone.

“Fine,” Harry said, still stood on his box. “This is where I can do the most good, anyway.”

And I can watch that lot from here, he thought, looking at the advancing column.

Several members of staff he recognised stood at the head of it – Madame Helix and her towering beehive hairdo; Snape had even managed to get away from the Ministry wizards, although Harry couldn’t see Remus; and notable for his sheer size was Hagrid, towering head, shoulders, and torso above the rest.

“Now, Ernest, darling,” Mairi said, “and you, Daphne—we’re going to need help with the wounded. We’ve got more than we’d like and they’re all going to need to be transported back to the castle safely. If the two of you can help me with that while Harry goes to help Isadora with the first years, I think we can get an awful lot done quickly!”

Harry stepped down from his box and vanished it. Already, the vibe in the protected part of the battlefield changed. There was an air of excitement, even, as people rushed from one spot to another to organise and manage various things.

Everyone formed up into a wide, squat column with remarkable efficacy. The wounded and the youngest children went to the middle, while the non-combatant adults formed its outer edges. After that it was just a matter of waiting.

But Harry wasn’t waiting long at all. Soon enough the advancing column from Hogwarts crashed into the acromantulas with a cacophony almost orchestral in its diversity. Screams from the acromantulas; swearing from the Death Eaters, and a roaring that appeared to be coming from Hagrid.

The students moved forward at once, pushing through the opening created by the teachers, statues, and other defenders from the castle.

It was slow going. Harry had his wand out, ready to fight, but he didn’t seem to need to.

The Hogwarts staff knew what they were doing, after all. While the animated constructs smashed into acromantulas and took the brunt of the onslaught, the teachers mopped up the rest. Hagrid roared to and fro, swinging an absolutely massive club topped with spikes. Harry assumed he’d got it from the armoury, but quite why Hogwarts had one that big, he had no idea.

“Arania exumai!” Harry said as an acromantula approached and got too close. It went spinning off into the crowd, trampled by the statue of a centaur.

“I’m an open-minded witch,” Harry heard Professor Flamel say to a group of acromantulas as he passed by her, “but even I said it was a bad idea to let your colony remain in the Forest. All that intelligence and it always ends this way…” She seemed wholly unconcerned with the battle around her. She even wore her customary hat topped with a live bird.

Except the bird was fighting with her, even taking off and landing back on her hat. And Flamel herself cast all sorts of spells Harry didn’t recognise, spells which alternately exploded, shrivelled, or transformed the acromantulas into various different things.

Definitely worth a look at later on.

Harry took a moment to breathe. Everything seemed to be going very well – his intervention had had exactly the effect he’d wanted. The teachers were fighting back, the defences had been activated, and the students were back to safety. Dumbledore would turn up eventually, and once he did—

“Potter,” came a voice across the chaos. It was familiar, but not quite a voice Harry recognised. More a feeling than anything else. “Run off to the castle if you like, but I have your friends. The little rat-faced boy and the mudblood. Face me like a real wizard or they will face the consequences.”

Harry froze. The voice. Lucius. The Malfoy-Voldemort Amalgam. Whatever it was. And the rat-faced boy and the mudblood could only be Theodore and Hermione.

“Fuck,” Harry said as he slipped away from the column of retreating students to get back to the fray.

*

“Help me,” Harry said to the basilisk as he passed by it on his way to Lucius. The Amalgam. It wasn’t fighting any more, anyway, as most of the acromantulas had retreated at the Amalgam’s message to Harry. Those that were left were harrying the retreating students, but the staff and the Hogwarts defences had that well in hand.

So Harry wasn’t worried about that, and he felt like he needed a little bit of backup. And if it came to it, the basilisk could kill with its eyes – although he’d have to figure out how to avoid it killing Theodore or Hermione.

As Harry walked through the battlefield the acromantulas still present scurried away. The basilisk slithered behind him, head held high. Bloody wounds peppered its massive length, some parts of its torso having been denuded completely of scales. But it seemed defiant, resolute almost, and Harry needed the help.

Lucius was easy enough to pick out from the others, although only two Death Eaters still stood with him, The others had fled or been neutralised in some way, which Harry felt was a win. But each of them held one of the hostages.

Theodore stood still, but Hermione had been tied up. She’d struggled, knowing her. Well, at least Harry didn’t have to worry overly much about Theodore – he doubted Voldemort would want to kill the pureblood heir of one of his generals. In Theodore’s case, Harry assumed the threat was mostly just a threat.

But Hermione… well, mudbloods were expendable. Harry would need to be very careful there.

“Ah, you came,” said the Amalgam as Harry approached. His voice was strange, neither Lucius’s nor what Harry had expected from Voldemort’s. It was different even to how it had been during his legilimantic vision. It seemed more… natural, almost, even though it was anything but. Harry wondered if it showed on his face, but he wore a mask. “And you brought my basilisk. How kind of you!”

“It’s not your basilisk,” Harry said. “It’s its own… snake. It helps me because it wants to.” Harry paused. “Because it knows what you are—or were. And what you did.” He shrugged. “But that doesn’t matter. Let Hermione and Theodore go.”

“The boy, perhaps,” the Amalgam said, glancing at Theodore. “The girl shall be an example.”

“Theodore, Hermione—close your eyes,” Harry said. “The basilisk is going to—”

The Amalgam laughed, a harsh thing.

“They have no eyelids, foolish boy. I know the basilisk’s powers better than anyone, even you. Do you think me so foolish that I would not account for this?” He looked towards one of his compatriots, the one stood with Theodore. “Show him.”

The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a live rooster.

Shit. Harry remembered the words, saw them as if he was looking at them on the page of the book. ‘The crow of a rooster is fatal to it’. But would Voldemort want to kill his own basilisk? The living symbol of his lineage, his heritage?

…and the only answer Harry could come up with was ‘maybe’. 

“What do you want, Lucius?” Harry asked. “Voldemort. Whichever you’re calling yourself now. You want something from me or you wouldn’t have gone to this trouble. So what is it?”

The Amalgam laughed again.

“This was not for you, boy. You are merely a… shall we say… an unexpected gift. A bonus.” He looked up at the basilisk, although Harry couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or not. “Basilisk, return to me, your rightful master. This boy has deceived you—he is not our great master’s line. He is a pretender to a legacy not his own.”

The bottom fell out of Harry’s stomach as he considered Voldemort’s words. He had lied to the basilisk. Perhaps only in omission, but it was a lie. And stood in front of it was Voldemort, it’s true master. Or a version of him, anyway.

By that point, Harry was aware that there were several others approaching – teachers, he assumed, who’d heard Voldemort’s announcement and wanted to check on it. Well, that was something.

“It’s true that I’m not a child of Slytherin,” Harry said quickly, looking up at the basilisk. “But there’s more to being his Heir than just his blood. I speak with his voice; I wear his colours; and I want to protect the school just as much as he did. This man, Voldemort. He’s attacked the school. People have been hurt. He was why you had to do your duty.” Harry paused. “But where he attacked, I helped. I helped you do your duty, because it’s my duty as well. I may not be of Slytherin’s line, but I’m more his Heir than that thing.”

The basilisk looked from Harry to the Amalgam in sequence, and then again, and again. It seemed genuinely torn between the two of them.

Time slowed to a standstill as Harry considered his options. The basilisk could turn on him. It could aid him. It could simply retreat to the Chamber, confused. One good, one bad, one neutral option. Fine. Less than ideal, but fine.

Or the Death Eater with the chicken could kill it. That was… not a great outcome either, but then at least nobody would have a basilisk, even if Harry would miss it on a personal level. Or if the basilisk attacked Lucius, they could kill Hermione. Or…

“The young Master speaks with wisdom,” the basilisk said eventually. “I am a guardian, a protector; you would have me go against my very nature. The old Master would not approve of this. I knew him well; you knew him not at all.”

Lucius raised his wand, but Harry was faster.

“Confringo!”

In an instant Lucius conjured a thick stone slab to catch the spell instead, but the peace was broken.

“Leave the girl!” Lucius shouted to his companion. “Do as you will with the boy, but kill the basilisk! Acromantulas, attack!”

Chaos.

The Death Eater holding Theodore fled, dragging Theodore with him, while the one carrying Hermione dropped her and lurched towards Harry.

“Evanesco!” shouted Harry, vanishing the rooster before it could crow and kill the basilisk. “Fight the acromantulas,” Harry told the basilisk. “I’ll fight him!”

I don’t need to win, Harry told himself. I just need to hold on long enough until help gets here. 

Because as pleased with his duelling prowess as he was, Harry didn’t think he could match Voldemort. Even the strange variant that was part Lucius Malfoy. But there were teachers and presumably Ministry officials on their way, so he just needed to last long enough.

Make sure Hermione didn’t get caught in the crossfire.

“Confringo!” Harry tried, but Lucius conjured another rock to block the spell. “Impedimenta! Reducto! Locomotor wibbly!”

Nothing. Each one swatted away like a particularly useless fly with nothing more than a flick of his wand.

“Are you done?” the Amalgam asked, tone easy and pleasant, as if speaking over a cup of tea. “A juvenile attempt, but not without enthusiasm. Allow me to show you what you could have achieved, if you were not about to die.”

Harry didn’t bother to stand his ground. No Shield Charm would work against what the Amalgam could bring, and Harry didn’t want to risk it. Instead, he lurched to the side.

“Flipendo!”

The Amalgam cast silently. First, a violent purple spell Harry recognised but didn’t know. Harry dropped into a roll to avoid it. Next, a Reductor Curse stronger than anything Harry had ever seen. That time, he conjured a block of stone to meet the spell for him but got thrown back by the force of it anyway.

For every spell Harry tried, the Amalgam had a better one to combat it. If Harry conjured fire, Voldemort brought a dragon-shaped inferno. Where Harry tried a curse, Voldemort had something stronger. So Harry ran. He was fast, sort of, and if he could bait Lucius into following him, perhaps Hermione could escape.

Maybe a teacher would get through the acromantulas. Maybe… well, he was running out of maybes, but Harry wasn’t about to give up.

“Expelliarmus! Stupefy! Reducto! Confringo!” Harry cast in quick succession. He didn’t bother with any of the fancy spell sequences or combos he’d used in his duelling – he’d quickly realised why those were consigned to the sports world. But he had to cast something, something to make the Amalgam alter his approach, otherwise he’d be dead.

He just needed to—

A bright, all-encompassing inferno spawned into the air on the lawns, too bright for Harry to look at directly even with his enhanced eyesight. He shielded his eyes. Ash and fading embers filled the sky as Dumbledore stepped out of the conflagration, his knobbly wand in hand.

Seemingly without stopping to consider it, Dumbledore flicked out with his wand and caught a spell from Voldemort right on the tip of his wand. What followed was too fast, too raw, for Harry to properly process.

Spell after spell poured from the wands of the Amalgam and Dumbledore. Flashes of light and sound; colours Harry couldn’t name; torrents of sentient flame and plumes of moving ice. Dumbledore stood precisely where he’d spawned from the fire, moving only his hand and occasionally, his arm.

But the Amalgam appeared to be on the backfoot. Unlike Dumbledore the Amalgam had to move, and he moved backwards, retreating from the field as quickly as he could – at least whenever he wasn’t dealing with some conjured thing of Dumbledore’s.

Examples from every school of magic Harry knew – and many that he didn’t – flashed before his eyes as Dumbledore and Voldemort traded spells. A transfiguration to block a curse; a construct made from mud and dead spiders; rather more pedestrian fire. From where Harry stood it was fascinating and unfathomable in equal measure.

A wizard’s duel unlike any sport duel Harry had ever seen unfolded right before his eyes until eventually…

Eventually, Dumbledore stopped casting, and the Lucius-Voldemort Amalgam was gone.

Then Dumbledore turned. He glanced at Harry, then at the basilisk, and then finally at the dozens upon dozens of acromantula still on the field. Raising his wand high into the air, Dumbledore released a massive flash that sent the acromantula scurrying away.

That spell Harry recognised as a modified – and extremely powerful – example of arania exumai. The spider banishing spell, or whatever its name was.

Harry felt… Harry felt…

Tired, suddenly. It was as if some spirit possessing him had up and left, leaving his body a sluggish and awkward mess.

“To the castle!” Dumbledore said, his voice bellowing out across the grounds. “The day is won.”

  







47. Chapter 46 - The End of the Beginning


    
    Chapter 47 – The End of the Beginning
Harry walked back to the castle with Dumbledore and the teachers who’d come back after him, as well as Hermione who’d been untied. Someone had healed her eyelids too, although Harry hadn’t seen who’d done it. Maybe Dumbledore himself.

The captured Death Eaters bobbed up and down in the air alongside the procession as it made its way to Hogwarts. Most of them were unconscious, but even those who weren’t had been silenced and tied up. Harry was just glad there’d been any captured at all, as it would make the truth far easier to believe. Hopefully they’d have Dark Marks, too.

But Harry was tired. He felt like it was the end of the day, but it had really only been an hour or so from his life. It had just been an extremely eventful hour. Not that Harry could actually rest, either, since there was an awful lot more that needed to be done.

Not least of which was making sure the basilisk was well looked after.

“Professor,” Harry said to Dumbledore quietly, “I know there’s loads we’ve got to talk about and it’ll need to wait, but… the basilisk. I don’t want it to get hurt. Is it okay if I tell it to go… er… home?”

“Your basilisk appears to be injured,” Dumbledore said, looking back at the basilisk where it followed them. “I will ask Hagrid and Professor Grubbly-Plank to attend to its wounds.”

“Er… that’s great, thank you,” Harry said, but he hadn’t meant that. “But I meant more, um… well, the Ministry doesn’t exactly like basilisks and they’re illegal to own and I just…” Harry glanced around at the battlefield. Full acromantula corpses as well as bits and pieces law scattered across the battlefield. “The basilisk saved a lot of lives today, so I don’t want it to lose its as well.”

“Admirable,” Dumbledore said. “I will inform the Minister that the basilisk is under the protection of the Hogwarts Charter. And I should think that is perhaps true, in a sense, if the basilisk comes from where I suspect it does.”

“Er,” Harry said. “It does. I think. Thank you, Professor. But what if the Ministry tries to arrest you?”

“It won’t come to that,” was all Dumbledore said.

Harry supposed Dumbledore had just saved the school, from an attack in a very public way. Perhaps he thought that would grant him some leeway. Or maybe he was just done with Fudge’s shit and wanted to brute force a solution to the problem.

“Yes, Headmaster,” Harry said in reply. “What will we—I mean I assume when we get back to the castle we’ll have to talk to the Ministry. Won’t we? So what are we going to say about… Voldemort?”

“The time has come, I think, for us to suggest Voldemort may have returned. There is evidence now,” Dumbledore said. “Many heard the Amalgam speaking Parseltongue to you, and the Death Eaters were clearly dressed as such. That is what we will say. I will brief you further on this. But first, I must see to the Minister. You have my word that the basilisk will be looked after.”

And that was the brush off, Harry knew. Harry fell behind Dumbledore then, confident he didn’t need to send the basilisk back to the Chamber.  So Harry fell back into line with Hermione, who walked just in front of the basilisk.

“Thank you for coming back for us,” Hermione said quietly as they reached the lawns in front of the castle. “You didn’t have to, but I’m happy that you did. Th—Theodore would be, too.”

“I couldn’t have left you there,” Harry said. “Not when it’s my fault they took you. And…” He paused. It wasn’t his thing to tell, but she seemed worried about Theodore. Harry wasn’t – he didn’t think Theodore had ever been in danger from the Death Eaters. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the elder Nott had been one of the assailants. “I think Theodore will be fine.”

Hermione seemed sceptical but didn’t push it. Instead, she looked back at the basilisk, although she avoided its eyes.

“Where did you find a basilisk?” she asked.

“Er, in its nest,” Harry said. “Sorry, that’s not something I’m comfortable saying. It’s… I don’t want it to get hurt if people could find its nest. You know what the Ministry’s like.”

Hermione nodded.

“When did you learn you were a Parselmouth?”

“Technically, years ago. Before I knew I was a wizard. But I only learned what it was called in first year,” Harry said. “I kept it a secret because… well…”

“I don’t think it’s a Dark gift, you know,” Hermione said. “The history of it in this country hasn’t been the most glorious, but there are other places in the world where it’s seen much more favourably. And she did save a lot of people today. Tell her I said thank you.”

“I will,” Harry said. And he actually would, too – the basilisk deserved to know, over and over again, that its actions had been appreciated. Not just by Harry, but by the school as well. “Are you… I mean… with everything that happened, I just—are you alright?” Harry felt like he should ask. Someone needed to ask, and not one of the teachers, and Harry didn’t think Hermione had any especially close friends.

Although he hadn’t really known she and Theodore had struck up something of a friendship, so Harry supposed he could have been wrong.

Silence.

“No,” Hermione said after a few moments. “To be frank I’ve had an awful day today, and judging by what happened, things are only going to get worse from here—for you as well as for me. Those were Death Eaters, weren’t they?”

Harry nodded.

“Seems that way,” he agreed. He no doubt had a lot of things to unpack himself, but he’d stuffed everything even slightly distracting behind an occlusion so that he didn’t need to think about it just then. The result was that he felt quite even-keeled despite his fatigue. Later, there would be a price to pay, but for the moment, Harry was glad to feel sanguine about the whole affair.

Kept him from going too far off the rails.

“Then there are a lot worse things that have been done to mudbloods in service of their cause than what happened to me today,” Hermione said. “So, no, I’m not alright—but I don’t think anybody else is either.”

Harry opened his mouth to reply but a great cry from up in the direction of the castle drew his attention.

“Professer!” shouted Hagrid, still wielding his giant club. To Harry, he looked like he’d been crying.

Hagrid moved towards Dumbledore and the others, flanked by a thick pair of statues with a flying boar trailing behind him. “And yeh brought the basilisk! She’s a beaut!”

“A magnificent example of the species,” Dumbledore said. “If you would be so kind, Hagrid, could I press upon you to attend to the basilisk? She has sustained several injuries and I am sure that she would welcome a suitable place to rest.” He paused. “And, of course, we have several guests at the castle who might not be pleased at the presence of a basilisk. I trust that you will keep her safe?”

“Yeah, ‘course,” Hagrid said.

“The giant man will take you somewhere safe,” Harry said to the basilisk, looking up at her. “He’s… a big fan of, er, magnificent and wonderful creatures like you. He’ll give you food and help you get better and keep you safe. I promise.”

The basilisk stretched its neck out, bringing its massive head directly level to Harry’s. Despite their frequent contact, Harry had never been quite so close to the basilisk’s jaws in that way and the experience was… sobering. Scrapes and cuts from the acromantulas covered its huge head, but beneath the mud, blood, and gore, the scales still shimmered.

Harry placed his hand on its snout.

“Thank you,” Harry said. “I’ll come see you as soon as I can.” Harry glanced over at Hagrid. “I told it to follow you. It doesn’t understand English, but it should do what you want if you show it food.”

Hagrid left with the basilisk after that in what was quite possibly the strangest procession Harry had ever seen: a half-giant wielding a massive club, a fifty foot long basilisk, and a collection of mobile statues, all moving towards the same distant goal.

But that still left a number of other statues, members of the Hogwarts staff, and Ministry officials. It was the Ministry officials Dumbledore considered next, picking out one among their number to speak to, for reasons Harry couldn’t figure out.

Presumably he knew the woman’s rank.

“Now,” Dumbledore said, “I am going to enter the castle. I will, of course, be bringing Mr Potter and Miss Granger with me. I understand that there is the small matter of my on-going treason charge—is it your intention to attempt an arrest, or may we behave like the sensible and rational adults that we are and dispense with all of that for now?”

“Er, well, you see, um—Chief—Head—Prof—er…” stammered the witch as she held her spiral-patterned wand and looked Dumbledore up and down.

“Mr Dumbledore is sufficient,” Dumbledore said.

“Yes. Mr Dumbledore. Sir. I’m not going to try and arrest you, obviously, but—er—would you mind maybe telling the Minister that I did?” She glanced at her fellow Ministry officials guarding the Entrance Hall doors. “That we did try?”

Dumbledore merely nodded and walked past her, opening the vast Entrance Hall doors with a flick of his wand. Harry followed.

The students hadn’t been let out of the Great Hall yet, and Harry assumed the Minister and his entourage were still ensconced within the Great Hall antechamber. Once inside the castle Dumbledore lifted his wand again, and the ambulatory statues and other miscellanea which had been protecting the castle stopped their patrols. Awkward statues of hags and witches and everything else lumbered towards their customary locations, while the flying variants zoomed away.

Harry glanced at Dumbledore.

“The castle knows its rightful master,” Dumbledore said. “The magic of Hogwarts is complex, and as such, a mere change in management is not sufficient to dislodge a legitimate sitting Head.”

That explanation brought up many other questions Harry would like answered, but he supressed them. Now certainly wasn’t the time to engage his curiosity about that, and he realised he had several things Dumbledore needed to know before meeting with the Minister.

“Er, you should know,” Harry said before Dumbledore started to walk away again, “I captured Yaxley. Well, me and Tracey and Justin did. He should be at the Hospital Wing. That’s where Tracey took him.”

“I see,” Dumbledore said. “Is there anything else I should know before speaking with the Minister?”

Harry hesitated. On the one hand, he could let Dumbledore know about Lockhart’s fraud… but in so doing he would lose a powerful hold over the man. If Lockhart had taught Harry only one thing that year – and realistically, that was possibly true – it was the benefits of having such a good public profile. A Lockhart in Harry’s pocket was more useful than a Lockhart in Azkaban…

So Harry said nothing about that.

“We didn’t just attack him,” Harry continued. “He was hurting Umbridge and tried to take her somewhere. We saw when we were on our way to message you.” Harry paused. “Umbridge got knocked out. She’s at the Hospital Wing too. Oh, and the Ministry knows Remus is a werewolf now—he pretended he needed to get Wolfsbane for tomorrow so we could sneak out.”

“It certainly has been an eventful day,” Dumbledore said. “Very well.” He turned to address Hermione. “Miss Granger, confident though I am in my skills at having repaired your eyelids, I feel it would be best if you saw Poppy at once! Please, follow Mrs Jones to the Hospital Wing where you can be treated.”

Hermione looked ready to protest, but in the end, she simply nodded. To Harry’s eyes she looked tired and worn-out: a slouch to her shoulders with much paler skin than usual. She didn’t even seem all that interested in the things Harry had been saying to Dumbledore.

She followed Mrs Jones while Harry – and the other staff with Dumbledore – entered the Great Hall.

All eyes turned to Dumbledore as soon as he’d crossed the threshold. The room, which had been loud before entering, was silent as Harry entered it. Even the Ministry officials at the door seemed unsure how to proceed, as despite the standing orders being to arrest Dumbledore on sight, most wizards in the country wouldn’t fancy their chances at that on a good day.

Let alone a day like that one, where Dumbledore had duelled a talented wizard and scattered dozens of acromantulas with a single spell.

“The situation outside of the castle has been resolved,” Dumbledore said, his voice carrying throughout the Great Hall. Harry could literally hear the sighs of relief at the news. “The school and its students are once more safe, thanks to the actions of many on the staff and from the Ministry—as well as the brave actions of our students themselves. Students may now return to their Common Rooms as the danger has passed. A late lunch shall be served in the Common Rooms. Prefects, you have my permission to leave the Great Hall.”

There was only a brief moment’s hesitation from the students. Despite Umbridge having been the acting Head for most of the school year, the student body had little in the way of loyalty to her. And for many, Dumbledore simply was Hogwarts – generations of students had passed through the doors under Dumbledore’s watch. So the students simply got up and moved at his command, Ministry be damned.

Dumbledore ushered Harry to one said while they waited for the mass of students to pass by. Then, once the staff had left too, Dumbledore turned to the Ministry guards.

“I am here to see the Minister,” Dumbledore said to the Great Hall door guards. “There is no need to attempt an arrest: if, after the conversation we will have, I am still suspected of treason, I shall go quietly. You may tell the Minister I will be in my office.” Dumbledore turned on one of his high-heeled shoes and, with a glance back at Harry, started to walk away. “Follow me, Mr Potter,” he said.

Harry hadn’t quite expected that. He’d thought Dumbledore would come in, ask to see the Minister, and then resolve whatever he could. But Harry had expected to be sent to his Common Room, or perhaps the Hospital Wing – not that he needed treatment. He had cuts and scratches, but nothing especially dangerous.

“Professor?” Harry questioned as he and Dumbledore walked towards Dumbledore’s empty office.

“Your testimony shall be required for the conversation I am to have with Minister Fudge,” Dumbledore said, “and there are details which I still do not know. But even were that not so I would not wish to let you out of my sight: the Ministry no doubt will have some very strong opinions on what has happened today, including your role in them. It is illegal to possess a basilisk, after all.”

“Er… right,” Harry said. That the basilisk wasn’t strictly speaking his seemed like nuance which would be entirely lost on the Ministry. And there was the matter of Parseltongue, which was widely seen as Dark. “That’s fair. But what if Fudge really does want to keep on with the treason stuff? What will you do then?”

“What I said: I shall go quietly,” Dumbledore said. “But I do not think it will come to that. We have Yaxley in our custody, with testimony from both yourself and the High Inquisitor that he was up to no good; I have stepped in to defend the Ministry and the school from an attack which, had I wanted to destroy the Ministry, would run counter to my ambitions; and Cornelius is ever wary of public opinion.”

Harry mulled it over. He supposed all that made sense, but quite why Dumbledore would subject himself to the Ministry’s nonsense was something he couldn’t fully grasp. Although Harry supposed Dumbledore could just use his phoenix to disappear from custody, so it didn’t really matter – and speaking with Fudge directly probably was the best way to break the deadlock and get his treason charge removed.

They walked towards Dumbledore’s office in silence after that. By then, all the statues and suits of armour had found their usual places, so the hallways and corridors looked normal apart from the lack of students in them. Some of the armour had settled into its usual poses, but other suits had struck a rather jauntier pose – such a pair standing opposite one another saluting.

Harry supposed they deserved a bit of fun.

When they reached the golden statue which guarded Dumbledore’s office it simply stepped aside for Dumbledore and let them ascend. The interior of the office looked exactly as Dumbledore had left it: strange instruments and snoozing portraits included. It wasn’t even dusty, although Harry supposed the elves had continued cleaning it as normal throughout Umbridge’s tenure.

Dumbledore took the seat at his desk and gestured for Harry to take the one opposite.

“Ah!” Dumbledore said. “It is pleasant to have one’s chair back! No matter how good I am at transfiguration, nothing quite beats a properly broken-in chair.” Dumbledore settled himself in, then spoke again. “A few things before the Minister arrives. I shall suggest that the leader of the Death Eaters today was Voldemort himself, but we will not say that we already knew he had returned. I shall need you to corroborate my theory.”

“The Amalgam spoke Parseltongue to me,” Harry said. “He admitted he was Voldemort, actually—tried getting the basilisk to support him instead. Shall I say that?”

“Hmm,” Dumbledore said. “Yes. But not until I have given my own suspicions. Now, I assume that the basilisk resides ordinarily in the Chamber of Secrets. The Minister will want the basilisk to destroyed, I should think—”

“No,” Harry said immediately. “I won’t let anyone do that to it.”

“And nor will I,” Dumbledore said. “Nevertheless, the existence of a basilisk—let alone one so large and of such a great age as this one—will worry the Ministry and the Minister in particular. Especially given its provenance.”

“Er… well…” Harry supposed that did make sense. “I don’t really want to show anyone the Chamber. I mean, I’ll take you down to it—there’s probably stuff in there you’d be interested in—but I was hoping to keep it… er… well, a secret.” Harry shrugged. “I was going to say that only Parselmouths can go inside. That it’s hidden for anyone who isn’t one.”

And with Lockhart inside the Chamber, tied up and awaiting proper blackmailing, perhaps Dumbledore’s tour would have to wait.

“Master of Hogwarts though I am,” Dumbledore said quietly, “the Chamber has always been outside of my abilities to find. You understand its history, yes? That it was opened once, a long time ago, and a student died?”

“That wasn’t the basilisk’s fault,” Harry said, perhaps a little too defensively. “Voldemort said there was danger to the students. It’s meant to protect, not kill. That’s why it helped today.”

“And a terrible monster so easily swayed—which is how it will be seen, should the matter come to light—is a dangerous thing,” Dumbledore said. “I will do all I can to ensure the safety of the basilisk. Should you wish to maintain the Chamber’s isolation from the rest of the world, I will not stop you. It belongs to the Heir of Slytherin, after all, and I would think you have filled that role today.”

Heir of Slytherin, Harry thought. Voldemort was technically the heir, by right of blood at least. But the basilisk evidently considered his claim null and void, given its actions when faced with Voldemort. But the ‘title’, such as it was, was a loaded one and Harry wasn’t sure it was one he wanted to explicitly claim.

Even though he had, technically, done so when speaking with Voldemort and the basilisk.

“I don’t know if I want to say that,” Harry murmured.

“Regardless, that is how it will be seen,” Dumbledore said. “Next, we must—”

A knock on the door to the office. Once, then another, then three more in quick succession.

“Ah! Cornelius has arrived, and he has brought with him his support. Excellent,” Dumbledore said. “You may enter, Cornelius.”

Harry glanced back at the door, keen to see Fudge as he arrived. The door opened and Fudge came through it, face like a smacked arse.

“I should bloody well think so!” Fudge said. “I’ve half a mind to order your arrest! Months you’ve been on the run! Then you come swanning in after a—after a—ugh!”

The officials with him seemed unhappy at the thought, especially since they stood in Dumbledore’s own office. But Fudge seemed content to bluster and rant without follow-through, so Harry didn’t think they were too worried they might have to make good on his threats.

“Cornelius, I have known you since you were a boy,” Dumbledore said. “I have served as Chief Warlock for longer than even that. I have never—and let me be clear, will never—seek to overthrow the duly elected Minister for Magic. As I have been saying through my legal representation, the evidence upon which the charge is based was falsified. But we can discuss this like rational wizards if you would sit down.”

“And you,” Fudge said, turning to Harry, pointing. “You! Do you know how much of a bloody mess you’ve made for me? A basilisk! A giant fucking basilisk! If it had been anyone else I could have had them arrested, had the bloody thing destroyed.” He shook his head. “But you—”

“Sit, Cornelius,” Dumbledore said again, this time with a little more force. He gestured to the chair next to Harry’s.

Fudge sighed, and with it, all the bluster seemed to rush out of him. It was like the man had deflated. But it was only when he’d sat that Harry could steer the signs of stress written all over Fudge. Red-faced with difficult breathing, Fudge had evidently been running his hand through his hair repeatedly, as the hair was out of place and looked greasier than Harry remembered seeing it. Even his normally impeccable suit was ruffled and out of place.

Fudge sighed again, then looked back at the Ministry officials.

“You can wait outside,” he said. “If you hear anything—untowards—come back in. Otherwise, I’ll call you.”

The two officials shared a look but did what Fudge said anyway, shuffling outside of Dumbledore’s office and closing the door behind them.

“Frightful mess, Albus,” Fudge said once they’d gone. “Awful. Just awful. It’s a good thing no one’s died.”

“Today has been challenging for us all,” Dumbledore said. “For some of us more than others. And yet, we have all survived. We have captured some of our assailants, even.”

“That’s one thing the papers can’t get me for, I suppose,” Fudge said. “But all this. This bother. Opportunists? Did you get a good look at them? My people have said they were dressed like—dressed as—but surely not…”

“The assailants today were certainly dressed as Death Eaters,” Dumbledore confirmed. “The masks and the robes were of the exact style as those worn during the War.”

“I knew it,” Fudge said miserably. “Skeeter won’t let this one go. But at least it won’t be him—just a bunch of extremists taking up the old cause.” He glanced at Harry. “We’ve got you to thank for that one. So that’s one way we can spin it. Thank God the man himself is dead…”

“I would not be so certain,” Dumbledore said after Fudge’s silence. “I said at the time it would be unwise to consider the matter fully closed, and I believe that my suspicions were correct. Voldemort has returned—he perhaps never went away, not truly.”

Fudge turned pale. Harry found it almost comical the way the colour drained from his face, almost like something out of one of Dudley’s cartoons. Except it was real, and Fudge was terrified.

“Surely not!” Fudge said eventually. “He’s dead, Albus! Everyone knows he’s dead. Backfired Killing Curse—you said it yourself!”

“I believe I said that was one of the possible outcomes of what transpired that night,” Dumbledore said softly. “I have long suggested caution on this, counselled that it would be unwise to consider Voldemort truly gone. My warnings fell on deaf ears then.” He sighed.

“But that is the past. The man I duelled this afternoon was Voldemort, Cornelius. I have fought Voldemort more times than anyone alive, and the wizard I faced today fought like him. Spells of the same kind; a cadence and a rhythm to his movements I recognised from duels from years long past. While I admit that it is possible that another wizard—perhaps one trained by Voldemort himself—could fight in the same way, I am certain the man I fought today is Voldemort.”

“He spoke Parseltongue with me,” Harry added in the lull after Dumbledore’s statement. “Er—that’s how I got the basilisk to do what I wanted. I can speak… well… anyway, when he called me back, I spoke to him. He tried getting the basilisk to listen to him. Admitted he was Voldemort. I wasn’t sure if I should believe him,” Harry continued, “since I can speak Parseltongue and I’m not Voldemort either. And everyone says he dead. But… after what Professor Dumbledore said…”

“You-Know-Who, back,” Fudge said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe it. I won’t believe it. It’s a copy-cat. He died, Albus! You can’t come back from that. Not even him. Parselmouths are meant to be rare, but with Potter being one, clearly they aren’t as rare as we all thought. That’s what this is—someone pretending, who’s rallied some nutters to his cause and is trying to start everything up again. But we can manage that.”

“On the subject of—how did you say—nutters rallied to a cause,” Dumbledore said, “we have captured some of the assailants. They are awaiting questioning by the Ministry. It is my hope they will offer some good insight into what was intended for today and will, perhaps, corroborate my theory on the identity of their leader.”

“Yes, yes,” Fudge said. “Good. Good…” Knowing Fudge even as poorly as he did, Harry assumed the man was hoping that Dumbledore’s theory was wrong. He definitely wasn’t going to let it drop. Fudge looked over at Harry. “You’re a hero—no doubt about that. The papers will love the pageantry of it all, which is one good thing about it. Despite my misgivings, you’re a hero and that’ll be the narrative on this whether we all like it or not. But.” He took a breath. “This basilisk business. Put me in a very difficult situation, let me tell you. A basilisk. Where’d you get it?”

“Its nest,” Harry said simply. “Under the castle.”

“Under the…!”

Fudge blinked several times and then breathed out. He laughed, but to Harry’s ears it wasn’t a joyous sound at all. Nervous, more like.

“And no one has ever found it before? A basilisk, a giant basilisk, hidden under the castle that only you have ever managed to find?” Fudge continued. “Pull the other one.”

“It’s true,” Harry said. “Er. Well. I found it in the… um… the Chamber of Secrets. Because I can speak Parseltongue I was able to…” Harry shrugged. “Slytherin really did build a chamber; no one ever found it because you can only go into it if you’re a Parselmouth. Otherwise it just…” Harry waved a hand. “You know how secret things go.”

“The Chamber of Secrets,” repeated Fudge. “The Chamber of Secrets. The Chamber of Secrets. I…” His face grew even paler, if that were possible. “A basilisk in the Chamber… This is too much for one day. Far too much. It can’t leave this room!” He shook his head. “It’ll have to be destroyed,” Fudge said.

Whether Fudge meant the basilisk or the Chamber itself, Harry wasn’t sure. But neither was going to happen, not if Harry could do anything about it.

“You can’t do that!” protested Harry. “It’s… the basilisk saved everyone. It got hurt fighting today. I’ll tell it to go back to the Chamber—it won’t leave.” It had been at the castle for more than a thousand years and had only ever hurt a single student – at Voldemort’s command. But Harry didn’t think that would endear the Minister to it at all…

“That shan’t be necessary,” Dumbledore said. “I believe housing the basilisk falls within the terms of the Hogwarts Charter. It will be well looked after here—where we can protect both it and the students.”

“Like the acromantulas?” Fudge said. “I seem to remember one of us protesting their removal by the Ministry, and I don’t remember it being me. And Potter wasn’t in the room.”

“At the time, the acromantula colony was negotiating in good faith with our Forest liaison, Rubeus Hagrid,” Dumbledore said. “And so I supported continued talks. That is no longer the case. And I do recall that basilisks are the sworn enemy of spiders—such a thing would be very useful at the present time, would it not? Regardless, the basilisk is arguably one of the treasures of Hogwarts School which are, as you know, protected under the relevant clause in the School Charter and the treaty with the Wizards’ Council. But we have much more important things to discuss, Cornelius.”

Fudge waved a hand.

“I’ve heard what I need to hear. Against my better judgement I won’t push on the basilisk. This You-Know-Who business… well, we’ll have to see how that goes, won’t we? But an attack by Death Eaters, even ones not led by You-Know-Who… messy business. It’ll be a nightmare fixing all this, let me tell you.”

“You will have my assistance, Cornelius,” Dumbledore said.

“Ah,” Fudge said. “There it is. Now. This treason business.” He paused. “We can move past it, I suppose.” He waved a pudgy hand as if it were nothing of any consequence that Dumbledore had been accused of a serious crime. “Falsified evidence, you say? Tell me, then. I suppose it’s past time I listened.”

Despite his words Harry didn’t think Fudge was listening because he’d come around to the idea that Dumbledore could be innocent. Harry wasn’t sure, but he thought that maybe Fudge had never truly believed in Dumbledore’s guilt to begin with. Persuaded it could be true, perhaps – frightened it was true, even – but in Harry’s estimation Fudge seemed more upset to have lost the means of neutralising a political rival than anything else.

Or maybe the threat of renewed and revitalised Death Eater activities had brought into focus for him the true threats.

“Your High Inquisition was infiltrated by agents of Voldemort—these new Death Eaters, if you would prefer,” Dumbledore said after Fudge’s anxious look. “It was suggested at the time that the rather expeditated process used to staff the Inquisition had its deficiencies, but—”

“Said by you, I recall,” said Fudge sullenly. “I remember. You’ve made your point.”

“At least one agent managed to slip through the process. As it stands, he is the only one I have discovered—not that his discovery is mine to claim. Harry, if you would?”

“Yes, Professor,” Harry said. He just needed to word things without implicating the twins or the Map. “Er… a few months ago I discovered that Inquisitor Arlecchino wasn’t who he said he was. His name is Corban Yaxley. I’ve never heard of him before, but—”

“Yaxley? Corban Yaxley?” Fudge interrupted. “Absurd! The man’s a… his wife’s good friends with my… Who told you this? Corban’s been in Australia visiting the Colonial branch of the family. I’ve got letters—my wife has letters—from his wife!”

Harry shrugged.

“Maybe he is in Australia. But Arlecchino isn’t who he said he was, and I found… er… a letter calling him Corban Yaxley. I didn’t think anything of it at the time because it could have been anyone’s letter. But then he started being really weird around the school. Lurking, watching people. Going out onto the grounds late at night, that sort of thing.” Harry paused. “Er, I was out on the grounds at weird times myself because I do Alchemy—you’ve got collect special reagents and all that.”

“A man’s allowed his nighttime constitutionals!” Fudge protested. “Listen, Albus, I’m willing to consider a collaborator in the Inquisition—God only knows someone’s responsible for today’s mess—but Corban Yaxley? He’s a nobody. Nice enough fellow, have him around for dinner at time, but…”

“Perhaps we are getting side-tracked from the salient point,” Dumbledore said smoothly, “which is that Inquisitor Arlecchino is not who he said he is. Whether he is Corban Yaxley or someone else, I cannot say.”

“Er, yeah,” Harry said. “So, whoever he actually is, he was being weird, right? Everyone noticed. Really kept pushing for physical punishments.”

The letters, Harry remembered. Yaxley had planted the letters, and even Umbridge had started to have misgivings about the man in the end. Misgivings large enough that she covered up a potential treason plot to avoid the issue – her own gains from doing so notwithstanding. A few choice words to Fudge could neutralise that whole situation… while keeping Umbridge happy with Harry.

“Then, after the search of the dorms and Common Rooms,” Harry continued, “Yax—Arlecchino planted letters in my stuff. They made me look like I was conspiring with Professor Dumbledore, but I obviously wasn’t, because there was no conspiracy to start with. He took the letters to the High Inquisitor, but by then she was having doubts about him too, so she sorted it without him. And then today, he tried kidnapping her—he admitted to me he was working with Voldemort. The Death Eaters. Whoever they are. You can ask the High Inquisitor when she gets out of the Hospital Wing. Whoever he is, he’s not who he said he was, and he’s been doing stuff at the school all year.”

“The charges levelled against me were specious from the start,” Dumbledore said, picking up where Harry had left off. “I could see that. What I couldn’t understand was how the perpetrator had managed to procure certain parts of the evidence base—I trust you understand the parts of which I speak, Cornelius?”

Fudge nodded, though he didn’t look happy about it.

“Inquisitor Arlecchino had ingratiated himself with the High Inquisitor by that point in the school year; many of the day-to-day aspects of the running of the Inquisition had been delegated to him. This delegation gave him greater access to the school, certainly, but also to the staff—including myself. While there are some answers I do not yet have, it is clear to me that Inquisitor Arlecchino has been the source of much of the discord between us,” finished Dumbledore.

“Dolores never told me about the boy,” was all that Fudge said in the end with a jerky glance towards Harry.

As much as it pained him to help her in any way, Harry knew he’d be better off for doing it. So he jumped in with what he knew.

“Minister, at the time, the High Inquisitor said that there was only one other person who knew about the searches before they happened—Inquisitor Arlecchino. So when he came to her after ‘finding’ those letters, and when she didn’t believe they were real, she had to investigate him. But if he was able to trick you, the Ministry, and Professor Dumbledore… well, he was obviously really clever about things,” Harry said.

“I shall have to study the suite of changes enacted over the course of this year to be sure,” added Dumbledore, “but it seems clear to me that many of the policies pushed by the Inquisition this year will have their original in Inquisitor Arlecchino—Corban Yaxley, if Harry is correct. For what reason I cannot say, but perhaps we may yet discover something useful.”

Fudge shook his head and sighed.

“I thought some of the rule changes were a bit far,” he said. “I said at the time… Dolores has always had a bit of a vicious streak, but I never expected her to go past the traditional punishments. But some of the things the government put through…”

‘The government’, Harry thought. Fudge was an arse. He’d personally signed through many of the laws as Ministerial edict.

“I would imagine some of the policies came from Arlecchino himself,” Dumbledore said. “For some nefarious end. Now, of course, I shall be reversing all of the changes in rules made by the High Inquisition this past year. The expansion of the History Department is welcomed, but once the Wandwright’s students have returned to their institution—”

“With respect, Albus, that shan’t be happening,” Fudge said. He waved a hand. “To hell with the rules—change those all you like. But I’m not wasting all the hard work we’ve done this year. The schools are staying shut. That’s non-negotiable. Everything we’ve endured in the papers, all the flak I’ve taken from—”

Fudge stopped and looked at Harry, then back at Dumbledore.

“Harry, my boy, you’ve been very helpful today—I think I see an Order of Merlin in your near future!—but perhaps it’s time you got off, hmm?” Fudge said, doing his very best impression of a kindly adult figure. “The Headmaster and I have some very important things to discuss, and while you’ve been such a great help today, they aren’t matters for students to overhear!”

Harry glanced at Dumbledore, who nodded.

“Harry, before you go,” Dumbledore said as Harry got to his feet, “visit Poppy in the Hospital Wing. While I am quite happy that you are in good health, some of your cuts and scrapes would benefit from a more professional looking after.”

“Yes, of course, Headmaster,” Harry said. “Thank you, Minister,” Harry said to Fudge, though he truly had nothing to thank the man for. Not even the Order of Merlin he’d dangled in front of him. But Harry left Dumbledore’s office, passing the Ministry men outside, and headed for the Hospital Wing.

*

Inside of the Hospital Wing was busier than Harry had ever seen it, although fortunately, nobody seemed to be in a critical condition. Fudge and Dumbledore had both said nobody had died, although Harry didn’t know how Dumbledore knew that – he’d arrived at the very end, after all.

But all the waking eyes in the Hospital Wing fixed themselves on Harry as he walked through the doors, and stayed on him as he walked through the long chamber in search of Madam Pomfrey. Harry found the mediwitch at the far end of the room fussing over a potions kit while one of her new assistants fiddled with the cupboards.

“Madam Pomfrey?” Harry asked as he approached. “The Headmaster sent me here for a check over. I wasn’t hurt badly, but I do have some cuts and scrapes—and I think I was hit by a few weird spells.” Not that it could have been anything serious, as he hadn’t keeled over and he was still thinking clearly… although perhaps he had his occlusion to thank for that.

The mediwitch turned on her heel and gasped, pressing one hand to her chest when she saw Harry.

“Mr Potter!” she said. “Oh, thank goodness—we’ll get you seen to straight away!”

Pomfrey led Harry to a free bed – one next to Susan on one side and a Ministry official on the other, both sleeping – and got him sorted fairly quickly. He settled into the bed worked through a handful of breathing exercises. It was time to – slowly – let some of his less helpful thoughts out from the occlusion. Harry took a conservative approach to it, letting out the most minor first and turning them over and over in his head to integrate them properly.

But he physically couldn’t manage it for very long, not very long at all. The Hospital Wing windows had been shuttered so the room was generally quite dim, and many of the others in the room were silent through sleeping off some potion or another. So, despite the early hour, once Harry was healed up and dosed with numerous potions, he sank off to sleep.

Hours later he woke, mouth slightly dry, but otherwise feeling quite refreshed. Some of his anxieties remained, but Harry reminded himself that was the normal state of things. He couldn’t occlude forever, nor should he.

Easier said than done, Harry thought to himself. But he knew it was the right approach. So Harry did some more breathing exercises.

Then, from beside him, a voice. A whisper in the dark.

“Harry?” Susan said. “You’re awake!”

He turned to look at her and grinned at the sight of her. Gone was the death pallor. Susan looked herself again, if a bit miffed to still be in a hospital bed. No doubt the wounds would require more attention, but she’d been more than stabilised.

“So are you,” Harry said. “And you’re alright! Thank God. I was worried.”

Susan nodded.

“Thanks to you,” she said. “And Ernie, and Daphne, and Ernie’s mum.”

“I just did what anyone would have done,” Harry mumbled. “Anyone who could’ve, anyway.”

“You actually believe that, don’t you?” Susan said with a little smile. “But I mean it. I wasn’t ready for today. I don’t think any of us were. But this is what’s coming, isn’t it? So I’ll be ready for it. I won’t let this happen again,” she said, gesturing to her prone form in the hospital bed with her wand hand.

Silence after that. Susan appeared deep in thought, and Harry knew he had events to go over in his head. Theories and ideas. Things Fudge had said which needed examining. So he did just that, at least until Pomfrey came back around and dosed him with a sleeping potion, and he sank back into a deep sleep.

When Harry woke, Madam Pomfrey cleared him to leave the Hospital Wing. So he did just that, saying goodbye to Susan before leaving for the Common Room. Students hadn’t been confined to Common Rooms, but even so, Harry saw few people while he was out. The ordeal of the previous day had clearly lingered, as even those students who were wandering the castle didn’t go out onto the grounds.

But Harry knew that would change with a bit of time. Time and the removal of the acromantula colony from the Forbidden Forest, he supposed. In any case, that did at least mean his journey back to the Common Room was uneventful.

Though his entrance rather less so.

“Potter’s back!” shouted someone from near the entrance. And at that, Harry was swarmed by students of all years as they rushed forward to shout all sorts of – admittedly positive – nonsense at him.

“He’s a hero!” shouted a section of the Common Room.

“Slytherin’s Heir! Slytherin’s Heir!” shouted a group of fifth years, some of whom held glass bottles Harry was sure weren’t butterbeer.

The fuss was all a bit much, but the enthusiasm was infectious, so Harry didn’t do too much to stop it. Instead, he grinned from ear to ear and answered some of the less invasive questions. He was cagey on the subject of the Chamber of Secrets itself, as Harry didn’t think that had actually leaked. Yet, anyway. People were just assuming he was the Heir of Slytherin because he’d turned up with a basilisk and spoke Parseltongue.

Eventually he was even able to sit down, but not before he noticed a group of students – Draco among them – lurking silently in one of the more tucked away corners of the Common Room.

That was going to need careful watching, Harry knew. The little group Draco had created was a worry. It definitely bore mentioning to Dumbledore, which Harry would do as soon as he—

“Finally!” Tracey said as Harry sat down with her, Blaise, Daphne, and Millicent. “I’m so glad you’re okay! When Justin told me you what you were doing I was so worried!”

“Lucky bastard,” Millie said. “Riding a basilisk like that! Why couldn’t you have brought me with you instead? Next time you go riding a basilisk to war, I’m coming with you. I’m the only one of us all who actually likes creatures!”

Harry opened his mouth to protest, but then stopped. That was actually fair. Millicent loved the basilisk not despite its monstrous, snaky features, but because of them.

“I didn’t mean to do it,” Harry said. “It just sort of happened while we were in the Chamber.”

“Looks like me and Millie were the only ones left out of the fun,” Blaise drawled, a bored expression across his face. “Stuck in the castle, up to nothing at all.”

“Oh, er…” Harry said.

“I’m just joking, Harry,” Blaise said. “I like glory as much as the next bloke, but sometimes it’s not about the glory. Is it, Millie?”

Millicent smirked.

“Nah, sometimes it’s about getting shit done.”

Harry looked between them. Blaise was smug, but Blaise was always smug about something or other. Millie, though…

“Alright,” Harry said, “I’ll bite. What’ve you done?”

“Oh, you can tell him, Millie,” Blaise said.

“When everyone else was shitting themselves over the basilisk showing up,” Millie said, “they forgot to close the Great Hall doors. So me and Blaise thought we might as well go have a look at Umbridge’s office. You know, the plan.”

He knew exactly where they were going but let them carry on anyway. It was a nice moment for them.

“So we got into the office—those Weasley twins know their stuff,” Blaise continued. “So obviously, first thing we did was find your letters. Grabbed some other little goodies as well—haven’t had a chance to go through it yet, but there’s got to be something good in there. Anyway, then we totally wrecked her office. Burned stuff, smashed it up, the lot. So she’ll not think it was anything to do with us.”

“We even smashed up her stupid kitten plates,” Millie said. “God, but that was satisfying.”

Harry laughed.

“That’s brilliant!” And they didn’t even know how brilliant it was, as although Harry had told Fudge about the letters, they’d provided a nice bit of ‘evidence’ that Yaxley had been up to no good. It would be trivial to suggest that Yaxley had been the one to destroy Umbridge’s office, and it would be more than believable. So not only was the physical proof of Harry’s ‘conspiracy’ gone, he had potential dirt on Umbridge and a good way of digging a deeper hole for Yaxley.

He explained the situation to his friends.

“…and now we’ve got some nice blackmail on Umbridge, maybe, in case we need it!” Harry finished.

“Speaking of blackmail,” Daphne said after looking around the Common Room, “Justin told us about your guest in the Chamber.”

Harry hadn’t quite forgotten about Lockhart, but he certainly hadn’t been at the front of his mind. The man could rot for a little while longer, anyway – he wouldn’t starve, and the time out stewing over his situation would perhaps do Harry some good.

Harry nodded.

“I could turn him in,” Harry said, “but I felt like it would be better having him in my pocket.” He paused. “Is that bad? Justin looked at me like it was, but, well…”

“Hufflepuffs,” Blaise said dismissively. “No, you did the right thing. It would have been stupid to get rid of an advantage like that.”

“I think so too,” Tracey said. “I mean, you need to set him free—can’t keep him as a prisoner—but you definitely did the right thing.”

Millicent agreed, but Daphne seemed unsure.

“It does feel a little bit wrong,” she said once all eyes were on her for her opinion on the issue. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t do it!” she said. “I’m just saying it feels wrong. But from what Justin said, he deserves prison.”

“Lockhart in Azkaban is useless to us though,” Blaise said. “At least this way, we get something out of him.”

“Exactly,” Harry said. Conversation turned to less illegal things after that, although it did veer back to less pleasant topics after a little while, when Tracey had a question.

“How are Theodore and Hermione, Harry? It was them You-Know-Who took, wasn’t it?”

“Hermione is in the Hospital Wing,” Harry said slowly. “She’s fine. But Theodore… they took him. I think one of the Death Eaters was his dad, so he’s probably just at home. But technically, we don’t know that.”

Tracey cupped her mouth with her hand. Blaise swore, while Millicent clenched a fist. Daphne kept blinking.

“I really don’t think they’ve hurt him,” Harry continued. “It’s more likely they took him home to… I don’t know, brainwash him or something like that, Memory charms. Tell him Voldemort’s back or something.” He shrugged. “Nothing we can do.”

“Wonder how they’ll explain him turning up safe at home,” Blaise said. “That’s got to invite some questions.”

Harry shrugged.

“Malfoy owns the Prophet, doesn’t he? Metaphorically, I mean. So whatever questions there are just won’t get asked.”

Grim thinking, but when the situation was grim, that was all that could be done.

“Anyway, I’m going to head off to see Lockhart,” Harry decided to say. He got up and left, heading for the Chamber of Secrets.

*

Once inside the Chamber, Harry was astonished at the sheer emptiness of it. He’d seen it without the basilisk before, of course, but it seemed different now the basilisk was literally gone from it. With Hagrid, presumably being treated to the most pampering it had ever had in its millennium of existence. But Harry hadn’t gone to the Chamber to visit the basilisk anyway.

Lockhart was there, and Lockhart’s box of memories – if that’s what it was.

Lockhart was awake when Harry entered Slytherin’s study, though he hadn’t managed to get off the bed. Perhaps he hadn’t tried. He was still tied up and regarded Harry with unease, slumped up in an awkward sitting position.

“You’re safe here,” Harry said. “It’s a… we haven’t left Hogwarts, I wouldn’t worry about that. I just needed to tell you what’s going to happen next, that’s all. Will you listen?”

“I haven’t got much choice,” Lockhart said. “By now you’ll have gone through my box, and if you haven’t, well—your trip through my head showed you what you needed to know, didn’t it?”

Harry nodded.

“I know what you are,” Harry said. “I’m not here to judge you—though if I were, it’d be as a piece of shit. There’s subterfuge and then there’s—well, what you’ve been up to. But that’s not really what I’m interested in. I know you’re a fraud. I know you steal people’s achievements and memory charm them. That’s fucked up, but I’m not going to tell on you.”

He paused.

“If we can come to an arrangement.”

“Blackmail. How delightfully pedestrian,” Lockhart said.

“There’s a reason the classics are classic,” Harry said, shrugging. “So, it’s like this. You’ve got secrets you’d rather nobody know. You’ve also got a massive profile and people will listen to you. Shit’s about to go down, and I need your cooperation. You’ll do what I need you to do when I ask you to do it, or I’ll make sure those memories go exactly where they can do the most damage. I’m not going to ask you fight or do anything like that—it’s clear you’re a piss-poor excuse for a wizard. But I’ll need you to talk to the right people, say the right things in public, use your press contacts—that sort of thing.”

Harry could almost hear the cogs turn in Lockhart’s mind. The deal was probably the best one Lockhart could have gotten. Azkaban was worse than being made to do what Harry wanted, and Harry wasn’t even going to ask him to fight. Just use his profile to promote viewpoints Harry wanted expressed.

More restrictive than Lockhart would have wanted, certainly… but less restrictive than the alternatives.

“And that’s it? You’re not even curious about why…?” Lockhart asked. He seemed disappointed.

Harry shrugged.

“I think I’ve worked it out, honestly. Spent enough time in your head, remember? You’ve always wanted to be famous, but you’re a bit shit at magic. A talentless hack. Except, apparently, in the Mind Arts. So you used them to steal others’ achievements and write books and all that shit. Hardly the masterwork of a genius criminal, is it.”

It was a glib answer, but Harry knew it was one that would pierce Lockhart right to the core.

“So, do you agree to the deal? It’s just, I’m a bit busy today and I wanted to let you go…” Harry said.

“You’ve got me in a bit of a bind, Harry, lad,” Lockhart said. “But it’s a deal. Now, untie me?”

Harry shook his head.

“Not yet. I’m going to set you free, but on my terms. You can’t know where we are. And first, I need to tell you what to say when you’re found. So. You’re going to tell them that Inquisitor Arlecchino caught you trying to do something useful to help save the school—make up something plausible. Then you’re going to say he tricked you, and when you woke up, you were somewhere in the dungeons. You only manage to escape today, when you went straight to the Hospital Wing to get checked over. Got it?”

“I’m a talentless hack,” quipped Lockhart, “not an idiot.”

“Good,” Harry said. He blinded and silenced Lockhart and ignored the man’s wordless protests before levitating him out of Slytherin’s chambers and out of the Chamber of Secrets itself. He left the box where it was, safe inside the Chamber of Secrets.

Once outside the Chamber Harry found his way to an out of the way room, and then set Lockhart down on the ground and removed his bindings – and the blinding. Not the silencing charm, though, as that was still useful.

“Well, go on then,” Harry said. “You can go—but not a word about me. Got it? Remember what I said, and what I’ve got on you.”

Lockhart simply nodded. Harry gave him back his wand, though made sure to hold his own in what he thought was a menacing pose. Harry waited for him to leave before going himself, heading back to the Common Room to join his friends.

After that, it was the Feast.

“…and we have come to the end of what has been a truly unprecedented year in the history of this school,” Dumbledore was saying in his first speech since his reinstatement as Headmaster. “We have been through much over this past year. And yet we have much to be thankful for, now that it is over. Justice has triumphed, as I have been cleared of all charges; the strict and, it should be said, draconian rules which were put in place by the High Inquisition have been nullified; and everyone has made it through this ordeal intact. But as I am sure you have no doubt heard, all is not well.”

“The school was attacked by Death Eaters, aided by acromantulas. This is a tragedy, and in my view, an unacceptable outcome. It shall not be allowed to happen again, not while I am the Headmaster of Hogwarts School. To that end, when you are leaving the school tomorrow morning by carriage, you will be escorted by aurors. But it is merely a sign of what is to come, as I fear our society is lurching towards another disaster like the one seen during the previous war with Voldemort and his followers.”

“I say this not to frighten you,” Dumbledore continued, “but to warn you. There is speculation in the papers already that the leader of these Death Eaters was a new wizard, a copy-cat as it were. I will say plainly that in my opinion, this is not so. I have fought Lord Voldemort before, and the man I fought not two days past was Lord Voldemort. I do not know how, but this is my belief. But I must ask of you all that you be wary, and vigilant, and most importantly, united in defiance of those who would seek to tear our world apart.”

He paused.

“I wish I had better tidings to give you all this evening. I wish I could merely congratulate our OWL and NEWT students—and indeed, our TIT and CAT students—on the successful completion of exams. I wish I could simply express my pride at how our new first years have adapted to life at Hogwarts School. I am saddened that I am unable to celebrate with our Quidditch Cup and Duelling Tournament winners.”

Dumbledore looked out at the crowd, scanning it, stopping every once in a while to linger on someone’s face.

Nice tactic, Harry thought. Made it feel like he was really speaking to everyone specifically, and not everyone generally.

“But I cannot. We are approaching a crossroads, and instead, we must be wise to the danger that approaches. A danger we will face together.” 

A bleak ending to the Leaving Feast. The Great Hall dispersed quickly and quietly after that, with people from all the Houses thinking over Dumbledore’s words. Harry didn’t doubt there would be some secretly pleased at the Death Eaters, at the mention of Voldemort – Draco and his gang, certainly, but others Harry had no idea about. And yet there would be many – most – who were frightened. Unhappy. Angry, even.

Harry headed off to bed early that night, conscious the next day would mean leaving Hogwarts to return to the muggle world – and his family.

*

The next morning at breakfast, Blaise pushed his copy of the Prophet over to Harry.

“All sorts of stuff in this,” Blaise said. “Might want to have a look.”

Harry took it and scanned the page Blaise had been left on.

“…prisoners in custody,” Harry read, “blah blah blah… suspected Death Eater… assailants at the school… Oh, now there’s something,” Harry said. “’Corban Yaxley, pureblood wizard, has been captured under an assumed identity and questioned over his role in the events…’ That’s good news. They’re reporting him as Yaxley!”

“Wouldn’t be so happy if I were you,” Blaise said. “Keep reading.”

So Harry did.

“’Yaxley was taken for interrogation and it is understood by the Prophet that Corban Yaxley died under interrogation, cause of death unreleased.’ So, what, they just killed him?”

“No idea, mate,” Blaise said. “Probably not though.”

“Unbreakable Vow, probably,” Tracey said. “Awful news, though—hopefully they managed to get some stuff out of him first.”

“Unbreakable…?” Harry said, but then the memory came to him. Unbreakable Vows were unbreakable because they killed the person attempting to break them. The ultimate insurance.

“There’s some good stuff as well, though,” Tracey said. “I think on page four there’s an article about you getting an Order of Merlin, and there’s another one on his Dumbledore’s not actually a traitor! So it’s not all bad.”

Harry sighed. Not all bad, no. But he could have done without the Order of Merlin from Fudge. Just an excuse for Fudge to shore up his support with parades and ceremonies.

“I suppose,” Harry said. But he couldn’t spend time dwelling on that as he had to go and get packed away for the end of term. But first, Harry snuck away to find the basilisk to tell it it could go back to the Chamber if it wanted to.

The beast was well attended to by Hagrid, who stopped Harry to ask him all sorts of questions about the basilisk’s diet, habits, and general wants and needs – not that Harry knew most of the answers. But it seemed like Hagrid mostly wanted a translator, so Harry obliged until he really did have to go and pack.

Which took up what was left of his morning.

Then it was just a matter of boarding the carriages to the Hogwarts Express and surviving the journey home.

The mood at the carriages was subdued, as aurors and other officials waited outside the castle and had been posted all along the Hogsmeade road. Teachers and other members of staff made up the numbers too, all in an all too real reminder of the acromantula threat looming in the Forest.

Harry climbed into a carriage with Ernie, Justin, and Blaise, but none of them had too much to say.  About halfway along the Hogsmeade road, Ernie spoke up.

“You know what, lads? We made it. It was rough going, but we did it. Maybe nothing we did with Umbridge mattered in the end—who knows. But we stood up for something, and that matters. And with everything that’s happened since, you know, it’s shown us that we can take it. We’ll be ready. We’re strong enough. And that’s a good thing to think on, isn’t it, chaps?”

Harry supposed Ernie was right.

Harry had made plans, set them into motion. Lockhart with his lies and the blackmail. Dumbledore was working on the Ministry. Harry had Umbridge’s favour after a gruelling year. Yaxley was dead, but suspected of no end of wrong-doing. Harry just had to trust his plans would work out, that’s all. Easier said than done, but that was all he could do at that point. And Ernie really wasn’t wrong in what he was saying, as in the end, what mattered was how they met the challenges coming to face them.

But more than that, Harry felt like something big had happened. Dumbledore had said they were approaching a crossroads, but Harry felt like a threshold had already been crossed – and a big one, too. Suddenly, there was a before and an after… and Harry sat on the after.

On a precipice looking down.

On the after, Harry was a known Parselmouth who had ridden a basilisk to war. After, the Death Eaters were back. After, Voldemort was back. In a sense, Harry felt like his childhood was over, truly over. What was to come had no place for childhood dreams, nonsense and woes. He had to be bigger, better, stronger… the man he wouldn’t have time to grow into gently.

But Harry didn’t say that.

“You know what, Ern?” Harry said instead. “You’re right. We’ll be ready, because we have to be.”

 

END

 


  To be continued in:


Interlude 3: Dudley Dursley’s Dankest Days / A Worm’s Tale

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          We’ve come to the end of Harry’s third year at Hogwarts, and with it, the Proving Ground Triptych. I have a few things I’d like to say to you all, if you’d indulge me just a little bit.

First of all, I want to thank everyone who’s read and commented on The Basilisk’s Fang over the past year. I would continue writing the story without your kind words and feedback because this story is one I want to tell, but it certainly wouldn’t have the same joy without you all and your kind words.

I mean it: I really appreciate the time you take to not only read and enjoy what I’ve written, but that you take time to comment and leave me with helpful feedback and kind words. I genuinely enjoy reading your comments, feedback, and questions. Some of the feedback has been useful for helping me grow as a writer, and that is invaluable. So thank you all for that!

Next, I want to address something else. More administrative, I suppose. I’ve mentioned a few times in comments to readers and such that the Proving Ground Triptych was originally intended as a single volume meant to be the beginning of a trilogy of fanfics. I overshot that mark by quite a lot, as the series now clocks in at well over 800,000 words and five separate volumes. But as alluded to in the name of this final chapter, this is only the end of the beginning.

What comes next is the Blood War Sequence proper. Harry’s passed through his proving ground and out the doors on the other side.

And finally… I am going to take a break from posting for a while. Unlike the break I took due to the pneumonia, this one is a planned break. I haven’t yet finished writing book four, and I want to be sure that the pacing and plot are rock-solid before I begin posting it. Some readers pointed out various issues with my pacing and with bloat in The Basilisk’s Fang, and they were absolutely right. There were some things I should have cut but didn’t. For book four, I want to provide you all with the best experience possible.

So I’m taking a break from posting to get everything sorted out. I won’t give a date for when I’ll finish, as honestly I don’t know when that will be. But I write every single day, and have done throughout the posting of the Proving Ground Triptych. I will continue to do so.

There won’t be a total content drought: I have “deleted scenes” from the Proving Ground Triptych which I will post on and off, provided entirely as-is and without editing. These are scenes which I wrote, but then didn’t like, or rewrote entirely, or just didn’t fit in the series, but which I didn’t want to delete just in case. So I will share them with you all while you wait!

If you enjoyed my work and want to be notified when I post Interlude 3 (and book four, eventually!), please consider adding me to your followed authors.

Thank you all again! I really appreciate that you’ve taken the time to read my story, and I hope you continue to enjoy the story moving forward.
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