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      Description

       

      Whoever dropped me here clearly got the wrong universe. Because seriously—why is this world so hellbent on turning me into some edgy villain?

      

      No, I’m not an edgelord antihero.

      

      My twin? Not dumb or petty, even if she’s the so-called “Girl Who Lived.”

      

      Dumbledore? Not some super-manipulative puppet master—just an old man who looks high half the time.

      

      And no, there’s not a secret Black family inheritance waiting for me with twenty vaults and a dragon-breeding estate, thank you very much.

      

      I’m not here for that cliché nonsense. I don’t want to murder my parents; I just want to learn magic, bro.

      

      SI as Harry Potter. Edgy tropes vs chill protagonist.

      

    
  




    Chapter 1

    
       

      Fiction and reality exist as strange bedfellows, intertwined in ways that would make philosophers weep and madmen laugh. My current existence reads like something ripped from the pages of poorly written fantasy, yet here I stand, spatula in hand, contemplating the nature of my own reality. In my previous life, this would have been nothing more than escapist literature. Now it’s Tuesday morning in Little Whinging.

      But as Descartes so eloquently put it: I think, therefore I am. The existential crisis was officially postponed until further notice.

      “Boy!” Vernon Dursley’s voice thundered from the living room, though his face maintained its usual ruddy complexion rather than achieving the dramatic purple hues that amateur storytellers seem so fond of describing. “Cook faster! We’re starving in here!”

      The knife continued its methodical work on the cutting board, slicing through onions with mechanical precision while I focused my attention on the sizzling pan. No hands required, naturally. One of the more practical applications of wandless magic, even if it did make my uncle’s eye twitch whenever he caught sight of it.

      “You’ll get your damn food when you fix this damn stove,” I called back, giving the ancient gas stove a pointed look. The flame had been flickering inconsistently for the past week, and Vernon’s solution had been to bang it with a wrench rather than call a repairman.

      “What was that?!” His head swiveled toward the kitchen doorway, momentarily abandoning the cricket match that had captured his attention.

      Time for damage control. The last thing I needed was another lecture about “gratitude” and “knowing my place.”

      “I said we’re not winning this one.” I gestured toward the television screen with my spatula, where England’s cricket team was indeed receiving a thorough thrashing. “India’s systematically dismantling our batting order. Rather embarrassing, really.”

      Vernon’s glare could have curdled milk, but he eventually grunted and returned his attention to the match. Dudley, sprawled beside his father on the sofa, shot me a knowing smirk. The boy had definitely heard my original comment, but family solidarity only extended so far when breakfast was involved.

      Now, any reasonable person might wonder how this domestic scene came to pass. Why wasn’t Vernon flying into his characteristic rage? Why did he merely grimace when witnessing my casual use of magic instead of launching into his usual tirade about “freakishness”? And perhaps most shocking of all, why was Petunia actually mending a shirt that would fit me, rather than passing down Dudley’s enormous cast-offs?

      The answer, as with most complex situations, lay in a combination of stubborn determination, hard-won knowledge, and the beautiful chaos of unintended consequences.

      Let me set the stage properly. Upon gaining full awareness of my rather unique circumstances around age four, the revelation that I had somehow become Harry Potter hit me like a freight train carrying a cargo of existential dread. The evidence was undeniable: the Dursleys, the cupboard under the stairs, my own name scrawled in crayon on a kindergarten identification card.

      My reaction was, shall we say, explosive.

      Literally. I nearly reduced Number Four Privet Drive to a smoking crater.

      Consider the psychology at work here: an adult consciousness trapped in the body of a four-year-old, confined to a space barely large enough for storage, suddenly confronted with the reality that death by speeding truck had been the least of my worries. In this world, there were fates far worse than a quick, merciful end.

      That particular magical outburst served as a rather pointed reminder to the Dursleys that perhaps they shouldn’t poke the emotionally unstable child with supernatural abilities quite so enthusiastically.

      But here’s the thing that most people misunderstand about the Dursleys: I didn’t harbor the burning hatred that you might expect. They weren’t monsters, not really. Were they abusers? Absolutely. But they were specific kinds of abusers, operating from fear and social anxiety rather than pure malice.

      They weren’t serial killers or sadistic psychopaths. They were banal, image-obsessed bigots whose cruelty stemmed from terror of anything that threatened their carefully constructed suburban normalcy. Their abuse was psychological and social, rooted in neglect and resentment rather than active torture. They saw me as a shameful burden, something to be hidden away and punished for the simple crime of existing.

      Understanding this distinction became crucial to my survival strategy. I refused to accept their treatment as inevitable. When Dudley threw his first punch, I kicked back. When Vernon attempted his pathetic disciplinary measures, I endured them with the patience of an adult mind while never ceasing my resistance.

      And no, before anyone’s imagination runs wild, we’re not talking about anything particularly dramatic. The worst punishment Vernon could devise was easily manageable when viewed through the lens of adult experience and perspective.

      There was no belt involved officers, you got the wrong universe.

      Seriously, the creative liberties that amateur writers take with this situation would be laughable if they weren’t so disturbing.

      But my basic quality of life improved dramatically once I began making myself genuinely useful around the house. Here’s the thing that I’m absolutely certain about: I’m bloody good at magic. Not in the “bend reality to my will” sense, but with sufficient emotional investment I could repair broken appliances, incinerate troublesome weeds, levitate heavy objects, and occasionally teleport short distances when genuine fear kicked in.

      And yes, I know it’s my cheat ability. The mechanism behind it remains frustratingly opaque, but I get the distinct impression that something is granting me these capabilities. It reminds me of those Celestial Grimoire fanfictions I used to write back on Earth, where protagonists received random powers from a mysterious source. Christ, I actually miss those argumentative bastards on QQ and Discord, and that’s saying something considering my natural introversion.

      The relevant point is that I know this power exists, but it hasn’t granted me anything new since I first gained awareness. My working theory is that it enhanced my natural magical potential, making me somewhat prodigious at wandless casting. Whether this advantage would extend to wand-based magic remains an open question.

      Despite turning fourteen today, no Hogwarts letter has materialized. Another childhood fantasy thoroughly crushed, though I suppose I should have expected that.

      On the positive side, my basic magical abilities make me practically godlike compared to ordinary humans my age. I’ve tested this extensively. With proper nutrition finally available, I’ve managed to outperform even Dudley in physical activities, despite his regular gym sessions and school sports participation.

      There’s actually an amusing story behind our improved relationship. Once I stopped accepting his bullying and began fighting back consistently, we found common ground. I cook meals he actually enjoys, help him navigate his homework assignments, and occasionally assist when older students decide to hassle him and his friends. Our dynamic shifted from antagonistic to genuinely collaborative.

      The same principle applied to Vernon and Petunia. After they realized that my magical practice wasn’t going to stop regardless of their protests, and that I could actually contribute meaningfully to household maintenance, they developed a grudging tolerance for my abilities. The only condition was absolute secrecy beyond our front door.

      Life had become not just bearable, but genuinely pleasant. Better than anything I had dared hope for when I first woke up in this reality ten years ago. Now, on my fourteenth birthday, I was ready to embrace whatever new chapter awaited—

      “Shite!” Vernon’s bellow erupted from the living room as he launched himself off the sofa, accompanied by the sharp crash of breaking glass.

      A distinctly feathery intruder had just made its dramatic entrance through our front window. The snowy white owl landed gracefully on the kitchen counter, extending one leg toward me with unmistakable purpose. A letter was strapped securely to its ankle.

      “I realize how this looks,” I said carefully, noting the various expressions of shock, suspicion, and outright panic spreading across my family’s faces. “But I can assure you that I’m not responsible for this particular incident.”

      I reached out tentatively for the letter, but the owl simply stared at me with those unnervingly intelligent beady eyes. Right, postal etiquette. I grabbed a small piece of bacon from the pan and offered it up. The bird accepted the tribute with dignified grace before allowing me to untie the letter from its leg. Now that I got a proper look at it, the owl bore a suspicious resemblance to Hedwig, though I kept that observation to myself.

      “What the bloody hell is this, boy?!” Vernon’s face had achieved an impressive shade of beetroot red. “You promised you’d keep your freak… your abilities under control! Said they wouldn’t interfere with our normal lives! What the hell is this then?!”

      “Yeah, hold on, I’m looking,” I muttered, though my heart was hammering against my ribs because I had a pretty good idea what this letter contained.

      “What was that?!” Vernon bellowed from across the room.

      “I said I can’t hear you properly from down there,” I replied with mounting irritation, shooting him a mild glare. The excitement was building despite my attempts to stay calm. Puberty had been uncommonly kind to me, leaving me several inches taller than my uncle and looking like a reasonably fit teenage version of what people might expect of Daniel Radcliffe.

      “Speak up, boy! Can’t hear you from up there!” Vernon genuinely seemed to have missed my mumbled response.

      I turned my attention back to the letter, hands trembling slightly as I unfolded the parchment:

      HOGWARTS SCHOOL of WITCHCRAFT and WIZARDRY

      Headmaster: Albus Dumbledore (Order of Merlin, First Class, Grand Sorc., Chf. Warlock, Supreme Mugwump, International Confed. of Wizards)

      Dear Mr Potter,

      We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Please find enclosed a list of all necessary books and equipment.

      Term begins on 1 September. We await your owl by no later than 31 July.

      Yours sincerely,

      Minerva McGonagall Deputy Headmistress

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing like a maniac as I flipped to the second page. The familiar list of supplies spread out before me like a childhood dream made manifest:
HOGWARTS SCHOOL of WITCHCRAFT and WIZARDRY

      UNIFORM First-year students will require:

       Three sets of plain work robes (black) One plain pointed hat (black) for day wear One pair of protective gloves (dragon hide or similar) One winter cloak (black, with silver fastenings)

      Please note that all pupils’ clothes should carry name tags.

      COURSE BOOKS All students should have a copy of each of the following:

      The Standard Book of Spells (Grade 1) by Miranda Goshawk.

      A History of Magic by Bathilda Bagshot.

      Magical Theory by Adalbert Waffling.

      A Beginner’s Guide to Transfiguration by Emeric Switch.

      One Thousand Magical Herbs and Fungi by Phyllida Spore.

      Magical Drafts and Potions by Arsenius Jigger.

      Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them by Newt Scamander.

      The Dark Forces: A Guide to Self-Protection by Quentin Trimble

      OTHER EQUIPMENT

      1 wand,

      1 cauldron (pewter, standard size 2),

      1 set glass or crystal phials,

      1 telescope,

      1 set brass scales.

      Students may also bring, if they desire, an owl OR a cat OR a toad.

      PARENTS ARE REMINDED THAT FIRST YEARS ARE NOT ALLOWED THEIR OWN BROOMSTICK

      Yours sincerely,

      Lucinda Thomsonicle-Pocus Chief Attendant of Witchcraft Provisions

      This time I didn’t bother keeping my emotions in check. Pure, unadulterated joy erupted from me, triggering a spectacular display of accidental magic. The remaining food finished cooking itself and arranged itself neatly on plates, the broken window reassembled its shattered pieces with crystalline precision, and every light in the room blazed to life with warm, golden radiance.

      “I’m a bloody wizard,” I declared, grinning so widely my face hurt. “And I’ve been invited to magic school.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to care about the uncomfortable, fearful expressions that crossed Vernon and Petunia’s faces. Dudley, bless him, actually shot me a enthusiastic thumbs up from his position on the sofa. After everything I’d done for him using my abilities over the years, the lad had become something of my only supporter here.

      I might do something special for my favorite (only) cousin these days.

    
    

    
      


      Well, this turned into the most awkward breakfast in recent memory.

      After finally managing to contain my magical outburst, I’d sent my acceptance reply with the Hedwig-lookalike, confirming that yes, of course I’d be attending. Who in their right mind would pass up the chance to see genuine magic education firsthand?

      Surprisingly, my family wasn’t immediately opposed to the idea.

      “I remember a day just like this as if it were yesterday,” Aunt Petunia began, her expression taking on an unexpectedly wistful quality rather than her usual pinched disapproval.

      “She got a letter exactly like this one, and off she went to that blasted school.”

      “Oi, that blasted school sounds absolutely brilliant,” I countered with a grin.

      “That blasted school got my sister killed,” she snapped back with such sudden, raw fury that we all nearly jumped out of our seats. Vernon proved himself a decent husband by immediately moving to pat her back in comfort and reassurance.

      “Look, despite our shortcomings, we don’t want you dead or seriously injured,” Petunia continued, her voice steadying slightly. “You can keep living here just as you have been. You’re practically like a son to us now.”

      Vernon nodded emphatically. “Exactly right. You’re already enough trouble as it is, no need getting mixed up with those freaks. It’s for your own good, lad.”

      I could see the genuine panic beneath their words. They’d barely learned to tolerate my magic around the house, and the prospect of me going off to learn even more advanced abilities was clearly terrifying to them.

      Though I suspected their concern might actually be genuine, considering how our relationship had evolved over the years.

      It struck me that no normal child should have had to work as hard as I had just to earn basic fair treatment. All the cooking, cleaning, problem-solving, and general usefulness I’d brought to this household just to be treated almost like a real family.

      But then again, I’d never been a normal child, especially not since gaining full awareness. Sometimes it felt like I’d simply spawned into existence at age four, like some bizarre Minecraft character.

      “Do you two even realize what you’re talking about?” I asked, studying their faces carefully.

      “Have you forgotten all the trouble I caused as a small child? The hair growing back overnight, glass vanishing into thin air, walls exploding when I got upset?” I rattled off several of my more memorable accidental magic incidents.

      In my defense, the Dursleys hadn’t exactly been the understanding, reasonable people they’d become.

      “If I don’t get proper training at Hogwarts, my magic will remain wild and completely uncontrolled. That could cause serious harm to me, to you lot, or to innocent bystanders. Hell, their Ministry might need to step in, monitor me constantly, or worse. Worst case scenario? I get properly angry, accidentally blow up a playground full of children, and end up either locked away forever or permanently silenced.”

      The mental image was genuinely disturbing, especially considering I was fourteen now with hormones running absolutely rampant. Strong emotional outbursts were practically inevitable at this age.

      “To be fair,” Dudley chimed in helpfully, “he did shatter every single window at school that one time when those Year 11s were giving him grief—”

      Knock knock.

      The sudden rapping at the front door brought our conversation to an abrupt halt. We all exchanged puzzled glances.

      “I’ll go see who that is,” Petunia said, rising rather quickly and making sure to wash her hands and face before heading toward the entrance.

      “We weren’t expecting anyone today. Who the bloody hell would be knocking this early?” Vernon grumbled irritably before fixing me with a stern look. “Boy, we’re finishing this conversation later. No more magic tricks right now, understood?”

      “Yes sir,” I shrugged. I enjoyed using magic, but I wasn’t exactly addicted to it.

      Suddenly I had to resist the urge to cry out as I felt that familiar, crawling sensation inside my skull. The power I’d suspected existed but had remained frustratingly dormant was finally opening its gates again.

      Ragebaiter

      

      Origin: Agatha All Along

      

      You possess an exceptional talent for pushing people’s emotional buttons and provoking intense anger. Whether through carefully chosen words or calculated actions, you excel at getting under others’ skin, often sparking heated reactions or even outright violence. Your ability to incite fury is virtually unmatched, but beware—provoked individuals rarely hesitate to act on their rage. Ensure you’re prepared to handle the consequences, as the wrath of your targets can be swift and utterly unforgiving.​

      Everything snapped back to normal as the information flooded my consciousness. Somehow, I knew with absolute certainty that if I really observed someone, studied their mannerisms and reactions closely, I could determine exactly what to say to make them absolutely livid with rage.

      Unfortunately, this ability seemed entirely focused on antagonizing people rather than gathering useful information.

      Brilliant.

      “AHHHHH! GHOST! THERE’S A GHOST!” Petunia’s panicked shriek echoed from the front door as she came rushing back inside, practically diving behind us while pointing frantically toward the entrance.

      James Potter and Lily Potter walked calmly through the doorway, wearing matching expressions of apologetic embarrassment and slight grimaces.

      I sipped on water like it was vintage wine. Well then. Life had just become significantly more interesting.

    
    

    
      


      This is my experimental story while Hold ON LET ME COOK is running on main course. Not to say I won’t focus on this, just not sure if this will soar or fall.

    
    

    

    
      If I mess something up, comment and say so. Likes and comments fuel my motivation, as greedy as it sounds. You can find my other fanfiction and links at my profile here: https://heliel43.carrd.co/

      

    
  




    Chapter 2

    
       

      I looked at the man, another awkward situation just after breakfast too. At least Aunt Petunia didn’t look scared anymore whilst shouting “ghost” — no, she looked properly pissed off, glaring daggers at these uninvited guests cluttering up her pristine sitting room.

      The man on the other side was tall, with a roguishly unshaven appearance, wearing a coat lined with something far too expensive for the sensibilities of Privet Drive. Dragon hide, if I had to guess — the way it caught the morning light suggested scales rather than ordinary leather. He had hair like mine, messy and untameable, and hell, a face like mine too. Not completely identical, but the resemblance was uncanny enough to make my analytical mind start cataloguing similarities. Same jawline, same bone structure around the eyes, same way of holding his shoulders.

      The woman was a redhead, and she looked like a prettier, more refined version of Petunia if I’m being brutally honest. But those clear emerald eyes — Christ, they were exactly like mine. Not similar, not close — identical. The same shade, the same intensity, even the same way they seemed to catch and hold light.

      Meanwhile, there was a girl who was still hovering near the door, her feet nervously tapping against the hardwood floor as if she was ready to bolt like a startled rabbit at the first sign of trouble. Her entire posture screamed flight response — her shoulders hunched, her weight shifted forward on her toes, and her hands fidgeted with the hem of her jumper.

      Why does she look like a PTSD victim, but the vanilla sort? Also, she was exactly a miniature clone version of the red-haired woman, except I reckon she had a bit of my face and the man’s mixed in. Hell, she even had exactly the same green eyes as mine — that peculiar shade that made people do double-takes.

      Ah, my twin sibling, I deduced with the sort of cold clarity that always settled over my mind during moments like these. What kind of bloody universe have I landed myself in?

      “H-Harry,” the woman breathed my name like saying it unlocked some great treasure vault of emotions she’d been keeping locked away for years. Her voice cracked on the second syllable, and I could see her hands trembling slightly at her sides.

      I didn’t answer immediately. Just tilted my head in that particular way I’d perfected — the one that made people feel like specimens under a microscope. Observed. Counted the crow’s feet at the edges of her eyes — premature stress lines, definitely. Probably from crying, if the slight puffiness around her lower lids was any indication. Her breathing was shallow, controlled in the way people breathe when they’re trying very hard not to fall apart.

      She took a step forward, but I backed away instinctively. “Whoa there, ever heard of stranger danger?” I said, already knowing perfectly well who these three were because I have a very overactive imagination and can piece together a bloody obvious puzzle based on their appearance alone. The family resemblance was about as subtle as a brick through a window.

      Let’s see exactly how much information I can tease out using my considerable talent for winding people up without making them too mad to be useful.

      “Who in the bloody hell are you lot anyway? Home invaders with a flair for the dramatic?”

      Uncle Vernon looked between them and me like he’d swallowed a particularly large and disagreeable toad. His face was cycling through several shades of purple, which meant his blood pressure was spiking — never a good sign with his constitution.

      “Petunia,” he hissed through gritted teeth, “please tell me I’m not seeing what I think I’m seeing.”

      “They’re ghosts,” she muttered, but there was less conviction in her voice now. “Have to be ghosts. There was no news, nothing at all. The letter said they were dead when they dumped their brat on our doorstep.” She hissed the last bit whilst glaring daggers at her sister, years of resentment bubbling up to the surface.

      “We had to fake our deaths, at least to the muggle world,” the man — James, my mind supplied automatically — said with the sort of desperate urgency that suggested he’d rehearsed this explanation many times. “We barely survived the Dark Lord as it was, and his followers were hellbent on ending all of us, any way they could manage it. So we ran. All across the world, never staying in one place for more than a few months.”

      I hummed thoughtfully, processing this information whilst settling myself more comfortably on the couch, studying them with the sort of clinical detachment I’d learned served me well in situations like these.

      I gave him a slow, deliberate blink, very owl-like, I imagine.

      “That still doesn’t explain this mess,” I said, waving a hand around the room like a disappointed estate agent surveying a property that had failed to meet expectations. “Leaving me here with Muggles, no less. Ah, no offense intended,” I added, glancing at the family who’d actually bothered to raise me, even if the arrangement had started on rather poor terms.

      “None taken, mate,” Dudley replied before his parents could open their mouths to protest. “I’m more of a ‘punch your lights out’ sort of bloke anyway.” He raised his hands and we dapped with a satisfying smacking sound that echoed through the tense sitting room.

      “You two are certainly close,” Lily muttered, and there was something almost wistful in her voice that made my analytical mind file away another piece of information.

      “Of course we are,” I said with a smile so perfectly innocent it could have graced a choir boy’s face, yet somehow managed to poke them exactly where it would hurt most. Ah, the Gacha hadn’t been lying — I really could control precisely how much I could get under people’s skin. “He’s the only proper sibling I’ve had, isn’t he?”

      “We thought since you didn’t show any signs of magic, people wouldn’t make the connection between you and us,” James added hastily, clearly trying to steer the conversation back to safer waters. “The magical world doesn’t pay much attention to Muggles, so you’d be safe.”

      “Didn’t show any signs of magic?!” Vernon exploded, his voice hitting a pitch that probably had the neighbors’ dogs howling three streets over. “The boy nearly burned down the entire bloody neighborhood because he was having a tantrum! He inflated my sister Marge like a balloon, and her body washed up in the Pacific Ocean! Do you have any idea what we’ve had to go through because of your son’s little magical outbursts?”

      And just like that, another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. Maybe the Dursleys had been kind to me over the years, but not entirely because I’d managed to win their hearts through hard work and helping around the house. Oh, I had no doubt that had helped, but trauma bonding was probably the main factor here. Fear had a way of forging unexpected alliances.

      Everyone turned to stare at me with expressions ranging from horrified to fascinated, depending on their relationship to magical mayhem.

      OK, there’s more trauma involved than I initially expected. Yes, I like to think I’m pretty chill about most things, but I’m not some passive punching bag either. So I wasn’t about to let that bloody dog — spawn of Satan itself — maul me whilst that old cow Marge stood there enjoying the show. What kind of twisted woman gets her kicks from watching children suffer?

      “To be fair,” I explained with a casual chuckle that suggested we were discussing the weather rather than accidental homicide, “she sicced her dog on me first, and my magic reacted rather poorly to being physically threatened. So perhaps that ‘magicless’ claim wasn’t properly thought through, and you two just jumped to conclusions on your own.”

      To demonstrate my point, I casually levitated the television around the room for a solid ten seconds, rotating it slowly so everyone could appreciate the complete impossibility of what they were witnessing, before setting it down gently on its stand. They all gawked at me openly — even my apparent twin sister, who still hadn’t spoken a single word since arriving, was looking genuinely impressed despite herself.

      “Right then,” I said pleasantly, “now that we’ve established I’m not exactly a Squib, perhaps we could move on to more pressing questions. Like, why you’ve decided to crawl out of whatever hole you’ve been hiding in after, what, thirteen years of letting me think I was an orphan?”

      “I know you’re angry—” James started, but I wasn’t having any of that patronizing bollocks right now.

      “Oh, don’t flatter yourselves,” I cut him off sharply. “As far as I’m concerned, this is my home, they are my family. So don’t expect me to be grateful because you’ve finally shown up, and God forbid you expect me to love you or hate you.”

      That summed up my feelings on the matter perfectly. On one hand, my so-called parents made a calculated decision to abandon me with what they knew were Muggles who despised their very existence and might well take that hatred out on their child. They chose survival over keeping their son.

      I once again repeat: Dursleys were not as kind and considerate as they are now.

      Hell, I’m not even particularly upset that they chose the girl standing over there instead of me. She looks rather cool, to be honest — all aloof expression, medieval-style cloak, and practical boots. Like she’d stepped out of some fantasy novel.

      On the other hand, I found myself mentally placing myself in their position. Suppose I had two children and my wife and I were being hunted by a group of magical terrorists who would obviously exterminate my entire family — hell. In that case, they might do far worse to my wife and daughter before killing them.

      Now, my daughter is perfectly capable — given enough training, she could fight back, hold her own. But my son? He’s essentially a cripple in their world. Through no fault of his own, but because of his apparent lack of magic, there’s a genuine chance we’re all going to die trying to protect him.

      What would I choose in that scenario? I pray no father in this world should ever have to face such an impossible decision.

      I mean, I’m no cripple or Squib in reality, but they genuinely thought I was. It’s not that they’re evil monsters who abandoned me out of malice — it’s more that they’re obviously traumatized fools who went through war, not in the right headspace, made the wrong decision under extreme pressure and are only now realizing the magnitude of their mistake.

      So yeah, it’s a proper mess no matter which angle you examine it from.

      And no I’m not making excuses for them, it’s what I’m guessing, so maybe I’m wrong. But those loving and guilty eyes don’t look fake.

      “I suppose that’s the best we can expect at this point,” Lily said, her head lowering in what looked like shame before she turned toward her daughter. ‘Come on, sweetheart, meet your brother and cousin.’ Her gloomy expression finally lifted into something slightly more cheerful. “And of course your uncle and aunt.”

      The girl finally stepped properly into the sitting room, her head bobbing in a shy sort of nod. “Hello,” she greeted softly, and bloody hell — she had the infamous lightning bolt scar carved right into her forehead.

      I guess she really is the Girl Who Lived in this universe. The chosen one, the prophesied child, all that dramatic nonsense.

      Well, you have my sympathy, sister, for all the drama and chaos that’ll follow you through the coming years. Fame’s a right bastard, especially when it’s built on surviving something that should have killed you.

      “Come on, boys, why don’t you show the young lady around the house whilst we adults have a proper talk?” James suggested, glancing between Dudley and me.

      I looked at the terrified yet furious faces of my uncle and aunt, then at the equally uncomfortable expressions on my supposed parents’ faces. The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife.

      “Fine, we’ll do it,” I said, staring directly at my biological father with the sort of look that could freeze fire. “But understand this — you’re in the Dursley household now, so you’ll bloody well respect them here, even if you can’t manage it outside. They’re uncomfortable with magic, so don’t show off, don’t threaten them, and certainly don’t harm them. If you can’t even act like proper adults, then we no longer need to have any conversations whatsoever.”

      I mean I use magic here because I’m trying to prove to them magic is not abominable like they think it is and it can be used for good, but if they used magic to insult or god forbid harm, all of my work will be undone.

      I nodded at Dudley, and we both stood up, turning our attention to the red-haired girl who was still hovering uncertainly near the doorway.

      “My name’s Harry,” I said, offering her what I hoped was a reassuring smile despite the circumstances. “It’s nice to meet you, even if the situation’s a bit mad.”

    
    

    
      


      I wasn’t entirely sure what to do in this situation, to be honest. Dudley had already abandoned me the moment we reached the second floor — the familiar opening tune of GTA San Andreas and the telltale click of headphones made it crystal clear that my brother from another mother had properly legged it.

      Not that I blamed him, really.

      Dudley was smack in the middle of his “too shy to talk to pretty girls” phase — that awkward period just before the wannabe playboy phase and well after the “ew, girls are gross” phase. Poor bastard probably took one look at the girl and decided he’d rather deal with virtual gangsters than attempt actual conversation.

      “Your room isn’t what I expected,” she said, glancing around my personal space with obvious curiosity. Her eyes took in the desk, stacked high with books, and the glass cabinet, filled with what appeared to be a collection of small statues and action figures at first glance.

      Meanwhile, my old computer sat there looking rather dated — quite up to date for its time period, mind you, but it was still running Windows XP. Practically torture for someone with modern sensibilities like myself.

      “What, were you expecting the cupboard under the stairs?” I asked, settling into my spinning chair with wheels that I definitely hadn’t nicked from my headmaster’s office because he was being a right arse about detention policies.

      What was he going to report anyway — that his chair had been stolen by someone who could teleport objects?

      “What?! Of course not,” she shook her head quickly, looking genuinely appalled at the suggestion. “Mum mentioned that her sister and brother-in-law were hardcore Christians, so I’m rather surprised they let you display all this so openly.”

      Ah, she’d noticed it then. All those figurines on my display shelf weren’t actually action figures or decorative statues. Every single one represented a pagan deity from various pantheons around the world — Zeus, Athena, Thor, Krishna, Quetzalcoatl, Hermes, Odin, Shiva, and countless other gods and goddesses I’d collected over the years.

      And yes, Jesus’s statue was still up there as well, smiling benevolently down at his pagan neighbors.

      “Oh, they reckon these are historical figures like Saint Nicholas or Saint Louis, maybe even Julius Caesar,” I explained with a grin. “See, my family are the sort of Christians who don’t actually know or care much about anything else — they just know that pagan worship is the Devil’s work. So they assume I’m collecting important historical figures for educational purposes.”

      Rose immediately burst into a proper giggling fit, settling herself on my bed as she looked around the room with renewed appreciation. When she finally calmed down, she wiped her eyes and said, “I haven’t actually told you my name yet, have I? I’m Rose. It’s lovely to meet you at last, brother — honestly I thought I’d never get the chance.”

      “Why did everyone assume I was a Squib?” I asked casually, tossing a pillow at her face using wandless magic. To my genuine surprise, it stopped mid-air before floating back to its original position.

      Well, well. The girl’s got some proper skills and talent.

      “Yes,” she admitted, her expression growing more serious as she looked down at her hands. “I kept telling our parents they couldn’t be completely certain about that. I mean, Squibs are usually determined by whether they receive their Hogwarts letter or not, or if they can’t perform magic by the time they should get their wand. But no matter what I said, they wouldn’t bloody listen to me.”

      “Why though?” I studied her more closely, noting the way she fidgeted with the hem of her cloak. “If you were so certain, then it must be common sense to determine whether someone’s a Squib or not. What made James and Lily so convinced I was a dud?”

      She looked slightly unnerved by how casually I referred to our parents by their first names, but didn’t call me out on it.

      “It’s because of their leader,” she said carefully. “I can’t tell you everything because even I don’t know all the details, but they’re part of a group called the Order of the Phoenix, along with loads of our parents’ friends. Their leader — who people seem to think is the second coming of Merlin himself and who also happens to be our future headmaster — believed you were a Squib.”

      “And they just bought that?” I asked incredulously.

      “Like a discount dragon hide,” she grumbled, crossing her arms in obvious frustration. “It’s always ‘Dumbledore this, Dumbledore that,’ even when it goes against basic common sense. At least they finally grew a spine and had words with the old man when your Hogwarts letter arrived along with mine.” She went on to explain how she’d received two letters — one for herself and one for me — and that the Hedwig-looking owl was actually Hedwig, her personal owl, which she’d sent my way before they all came here today.

      “Bloody hell,” I said, leaning back in my chair with a thoughtful expression. “I think our parents are in a cult.”

      “What? Of course they’re not,” she replied instantly, though her voice lacked real conviction. “It’s just an anti-terrorism group made up of like-minded people under the leadership of one very powerful and wise man.”

      “That’s exactly what people in a cult call their cult,” I pointed out.

      “Trust me, I’ve actually faced people from proper cults during our years on the run,” she huffed, her pride showing through a bit more — not in a mocking way, but it was definitely there. “You don’t even know what a real cult looks like.”

      “Right, let me break this down for you then,” I said, leaning forward. “People in cults believe they’re morally superior to everyone else, convinced they’re saving the world, and they dismiss or even threaten anyone who questions their methods or leadership.”

      “I’m not getting into an argument about this,” she said, but there was less certainty in her voice now. “And besides, I’ve already saved the world from Voldemort — we’re just handling the cleanup now.” The words came out a bit too boldly, like she was trying to convince herself as much as me.

      “See? Moral superiority, refusing to listen to common sense — sound familiar? It might not be as extreme as other cults you’ve possibly encountered whilst on the run, but think about it for a moment. Our parents abandoned me based solely on one man’s word, without any evidence whatsoever, just because they believed in Dumbledore completely.”

      She stared down at her hands for a long moment before looking back up at me with a genuinely horrified expression.

      “Oh, by Merlin’s beard,” she whispered. “We really are in a cult, aren’t we?”

      Suddenly I clutched my head, wincing as another bloody wave of information crashed into my skull like a sledgehammer.

      Holy Water
Origin: Good Omens*

      

      The very last thing a demon should have, since it tends to melt demon-kind rather effectively. You now possess a bottomless thermos of genuine holy water. Do try to be careful with it.​

      Just like that, I could feel the ability to summon a thermos of holy water settling into my mind like it had always been there. There was no explanation for where it came from, no manual for why I suddenly had what felt like an inventory system that could only store this one bloody thermos and nothing else.

      And why the hell were my powers deciding to jump-start today of all days? For years I hadn’t received so much as a parlor trick, but now I’d gained two things in rapid succession — first the rage-baiting ability, and now this holy water item.

      This was apparently my life now. Brilliant.

      But hang on a minute — would this actually work on Dementors? What about goblins, or other dark creatures from the wizarding world?

      I summoned the thermos experimentally, watching as it materialized in my hand. It looked rather ordinary, simple black metal except for the white Cross of Christ etched near the cap. Very understated for something that could supposedly melt demons.

      I looked at my red-haired sister, then calmly walked toward her with the thermos in hand. “Do you know what this is?”

      “It’s a thermos,” she said, tilting her head curiously. “Where’d you get it from? It wasn’t there a second ago.” She was clearly more observant than I’d given her credit for.

      “Magic,” I deadpanned, then proceeded to sprinkle a few drops of water in her direction. “May the light of Hecate and Jesus guide thee.”

      “Oi, what’s the big idea?” she glared at me, using her wand to flick the water droplets away from her face with practiced ease.

      “Sorry, just making sure you’re not a demon pretending to be my sister in order to assassinate me, seduce me, or do both,” I replied with complete seriousness.

      “Where did you even get that mental idea? Some weird Japanese manga?” she asked, and there was another confirmation that she wasn’t completely stumped when it came to Muggle culture.

      So she had spent considerable time in the Muggle world during their years on the run. Interesting.

      I looked away quickly, storing my thermos back into whatever mystical inventory system I apparently possessed, whilst trying very hard to erase memories of a particular anime I’d watched in my previous life. If I remembered correctly, it was called *The Testament of Sister New Devil*, which featured red-headed demons who showed up at the protagonist’s house pretending to be step-sisters, complete with succubus maids.

      For the next five minutes, I made a point of not looking directly into her eyes whilst we continued chatting.

      At least I understood why they were here now. They’d come to personally collect me and escort me back to the wizarding world, rather than waiting for a Hogwarts professor to show up like they would for any other Muggle-raised student.

      “By the way, you never explained why you have so many statues of gods here in the first place,” she said as we finally moved out of my room toward the porch. I was already dressed in my nicest outfit, preparing for what I assumed would be a trip to Diagon Alley or the wizarding world as a whole.

      There wasn’t any shouting, yelling, or explosions coming from downstairs where the Potter and Dursley couples were presumably having their discussion. I reckoned my parents had actually listened to my warning about being civil to each other. Miracles never cease.

      “Oh, it’s because invoking gods’ names in magic or spellwork helps with the casting,” I explained casually.

      “Right,” she rolled her eyes, obviously not believing a word of it.

      “No, I’m completely serious. When I can perform magic just by believing in myself like this…” I waved my hands, and all the buds and young sprouts in Aunt Petunia’s garden instantly bloomed into beautiful flowers. At least she’d appreciate this particular development.

      “Imagine what could happen if I channeled the faith of millions of people whilst casting my magic,” I continued, letting my hands blaze as a perfectly spherical fireball appeared, demonstrating my sheer control over the elements.

      When I was younger and first discovered I could produce bursts of magic by focusing properly, I hadn’t stopped practicing. This whole faith-based system I’d developed came about by accident — I’d been healing Vernon’s injured foot whilst holding the Bible, and the results were remarkably more efficient than usual.

      It wasn’t that simply invoking gods’ names automatically made my casting more powerful. Rather, it helped with the stamina cost — I barely felt exhausted afterward, and it provided an alternative energy source instead of relying purely on my own emotions.

      Though the system had its limitations. I needed to maintain at least a small amount of genuine faith in whatever deity I was channeling. This meant making small food sacrifices at pagan altars, reading various religious texts, and generally doing the sorts of things Percy Jackson’s demigods practiced in those books.

      Since I could cast magic without getting overly emotional, the method was working brilliantly, even if it was somewhat restrictive. I used Apollo or Jesus when healing, Agni or Shiva for fire and destruction, Hephaestus and Vishwakarma for repairs or creation, and various corresponding gods for their particular domains.

      So far, I’ve managed to learn repairing charms, levitation, healing magic, teleportation to places I’d previously visited, and the ability to conjure fire and lightning from my hands.

      That was it, really. Even these abilities had taken years of practice, trial and error, so I was quite satisfied knowing I could survive in the Muggle world if I hadn’t received my Hogwarts invitation.

      It wasn’t my fault this world’s Hogwarts started accepting students at age fourteen rather than eleven.

      Now I wanted to learn so much more — using wands or other items to boost my power and speed, enchanting, potions, and all the other brilliant stuff proper mages… or wizards, I should say.

      “I thought those Greek mystery cults were trying to convert people to their gods,” Rose said with a slightly surprised tone as I dismissed the flames.

      “That could very well be true as well. Though I discovered this method through personal experience,” I shrugged, before we both looked toward the door to see Uncle Vernon walking toward us, his expression frowning yet oddly relieved.

      “Boy,” he called, eyeing me from top to bottom. “I see you’re already in your nice clothes. Off to your freakish little world, then. With your… people.”

      There wasn’t much heat in his voice. No venom whatsoever. Not even his usual grumbling. Just words. Dry, factual statements, like he was checking items off a grocery list and realizing the final item was goodbye.

      “That’s the general idea,” I replied. “I’ll be back before nightfall.” As much as I was enjoying getting to know Rose, I wasn’t particularly ready to play happy families with my biological parents. We’d only just bloody met, for God’s sake.

      “That won’t be necessary,” he said, shaking his head firmly.

      I paused mid-step, blinking in confusion.

      “Pardon me?”

      “You’re going to live with your parents now,” Vernon stated simply. “And your sister. Now that they’re back in the country properly.”

      I stared at him, completely gobsmacked. Just like that? No ranting about bringing shame to the neighborhood? No last-minute warnings about being a disgrace to decent society? After all the years we’d lived together, building some semblance of mutual tolerance, I was being kicked out?

      “We’ll be moving to America,” he continued as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “My boy will study abroad. Me and the wife… we’ll enjoy our pension in peace.” He didn’t look dazed or magically influenced. His gaze was perfectly clear, even bored.

      This decision was entirely his own free will.

      That wasn’t indifference I was seeing. That was genuine relief.

      I narrowed my eyes, my brain flicking through the facts like pages in a deduction journal.

      “They bribed you, didn’t they?”

      My tone was completely flat. Not accusatory, just processing information.

      Vernon cleared his throat and looked mildly offended — like a man who’d just been politely exposed. Before he could formulate a response, James stepped out from behind the doorway with Lily following close behind, her expression tight with discomfort.

      “It wasn’t a bribe,” James said quietly, his voice carrying genuine regret. “They took care of you when we didn’t. When we bloody well should have. So it’s… compensation.”

      He didn’t look smug about it. Didn’t sound proud of the arrangement. Just honest and humble, as if the words tasted like bitter regret on their way out.

      “They lived surrounded by magic because we mistakenly thought you were a Squib and left a wizard baby with them all these years, even though they never wanted that responsibility,” he continued. “We’re giving them a way out. A proper chance at peace and safety.”

      I couldn’t find the words to respond. Hell, I couldn’t even figure out how I felt about this revelation.

      I wasn’t angry, not exactly. Not even particularly sad. Just… completely thrown off balance. Like something fundamental in my chest had shifted without warning, and I hadn’t noticed until it stopped fitting properly.

      I’d spent years dragging the Dursleys toward some kind of workable truce — no, genuine tolerance, even developing a brotherly bond with Dudley. It had been earned through cooking meals, healing their injuries, doing household chores, using my magic to help them when needed, and the occasional truly accidental magical incident that reminded them I was still the magic boy who might explode if they pushed too hard.

      And Vernon… he had changed over the years. Just a little, but enough to see me as an actual person when all was said and done, despite our ups and downs.

      And now?

      “So that’s it then,” I muttered. “A bit of money and you were ready to toss me back like a rented tuxedo.”

      I wasn’t even properly mad at him. I was frustrated that I wasn’t angrier about the whole situation.

      Because I knew he wasn’t wrong to take the deal. Hell, he’d basically secured his family’s entire future if the compensation was genuinely substantial, and I suspected it was. It wasn’t particularly difficult for wizards to make serious money in the Muggle world, even without resorting to illegal or unethical means.

      What was I supposed to do here? Fight this decision? Why would I? I wanted to enter the magical world, but this certainly wasn’t how I’d pictured the transition happening.

      I took a deep breath, thoughts racing as I studied my parents’ faces, noting their genuinely hopeful expressions. God, they were so bloody naive. If I were a normal child my age, I would have exploded in fury, screaming about how unfair it was to make major decisions about my life without my consent.

      But my desire to learn proper magic was far too great to waste on wounded pride.

      I glanced toward the kitchen, where Petunia was already packing boxes with efficient movements.

      I’d caused about as much trouble as I’d solved during my time here. Maybe they genuinely did deserve a clean slate and a fresh start.

      Still… the whole situation left an unpleasant taste in my mouth. Bitter and metallic, like biting down on a coin someone else had flipped for you.

      Fine, Potters. You win this round. You’d all better be grateful your intentions are genuinely pure and beneficial toward me, otherwise this arrangement would have turned very badly indeed.

      “Fine, let’s go then,” I said, trying not to grumble too obviously. “I want books on every single subject of magic that exists, and remember — this was your choice, not mine.”

      If they are going to use money to solve problems, then that will be the first thing I’ll drain dry.

      With that, I headed upstairs to collect my belongings and give one final goodbye to my brother… well, cousin, technically, but brother in every way that mattered as far as family is concerned in this life.

      

    
  




    Chapter 3

    
       

      “How the bloody hell are you so composed?” Rose wheezed from the ground as we all appeared in different parts of the countryside with a sharp crack that echoed through the empty field. The sound made me wince slightly, amateur hour.

      When I teleport, there’s barely a whisper of displaced air, at least that’s what Dudley’s been telling me whenever I’ve nipped out of particularly boring Sunday dinners or dodged Aunt Petunia’s cleaning marathons.

      Speaking of my cousin, I was already missing the great lump. Hopefully he’d find himself some fit American bird at high school. Unlike his canon self…..well, unlike what people might expect, my brother from another mother had transformed into quite the specimen over the years and I heard American ladies like men with a posh British accent, so I have high hopes for my brother from another mother.

      “Your weakness disgusts me,” I said, hauling Rose back to her feet by her elbow. She stumbled slightly, still green around the gills from the Apparition. “I’ve been teleporting around the school and house whenever we were running late for ages. Piece of cake, really.”

      “That’s reckless use of magic, Harry,” Lily said, her voice carrying that particular blend of worry and barely contained terror that seemed to be her default setting around me. “You could have splinched yourself, or worse.”

      “Not to mention if Muggles had spotted you,” James added, running a hand through that perpetually messy hair of his. “The Ministry would’ve had our heads. Statute of Secrecy violations are no joke, mate.”

      The casual way he said ‘mate’ grated on me. We’d known each other for all of one single hour.

      “Oh, brilliant observation,” I snapped before I could rein myself in, still feeling properly gutted that the Dursleys had shipped me off so easily. “It’s not like I had parents or teachers explaining the finer points of magical law to me, is it?”

      The words came out sharper than I’d intended, leaving an uncomfortable silence hanging in the air like a bad smell. Yeah, I got it, probably was the smart move, keeping the Squib son of the Muggle family separate from the wizarding world in their eyes, and I’ve been perfectly fine with living with the Dursleys too, even after all this mess.

      But they sold me out so easily.

      But I’d worked my arse off for them, hadn’t I? Kept Dudley out of trouble, helped with the books at Uncle Vernon’s firm, healed him and repaired his stuff, even learned to cook a proper Sunday roast with magic. And for what? A quick goodbye and a pat on the shoulder?

      “Let’s just go,” I muttered, grabbing Rose’s hand and setting off with purpose across the field. No point letting an awkward moment freeze me over like some kind of social invalid.

      Rose walked alongside me for a few moments, her boots squelching in the damp grass, before whispering, “We’re going the wrong way, you absolute muppet. That pub there, that’s our destination.”

      I stopped dead, following her pointing finger to what looked like the architectural equivalent of a hangover. “Why? I know I’m feeling a bit rough, but that’s no reason to start on the drink this early.”

      “No, you pillock,” Rose sighed, and I could practically hear her eyes rolling. “It’s the entrance.”

      I began to observe our destination with the methodical precision that had served me well in less magical circumstances.

      The pub looked like the sort of building you’d Photoshop out of a tourist brochure—squeezed between a bookshop that didn’t exist and a record store that hadn’t flogged a single album since Thatcher was in Number 10.

      Faded brickwork held together by what appeared to be equal parts mortar and sheer bloody-mindedness. A rotting wooden sign that creaked ominously in the breeze. The door was so warped I half-expected it to whisper dark secrets when touched, like something out of a particularly unhinged gothic novel.

      And yet, pedestrians walked past as if it were invisible.

      The infamous Muggle-repelling charms at work, no doubt. Fascinating bit of magical engineering, really.

      A couple in matching anoraks approached, paused mid-stride as if they’d suddenly remembered they’d left the gas on, then veered away with the kind of urgent purpose usually reserved for dodging aggressive charity workers. A postman did a complete about-face before reaching the door, whistling tunelessly as he pretended he’d meant to turn around all along. Even the bloody pigeons gave the place a wide berth, fluttering higher as if the building itself radiated something unpleasant.

      It wasn’t fear, exactly. It was something more primal. Something trained into the very fabric of their consciousness.

      “They really can’t see it, can they?” I asked, genuinely curious about the mechanics. Was it a direct neural inhibition, a simple perception filter, or something more sophisticated? The applications alone could revolutionize—

      “They could, if they really tried,” James said, stepping closer and placing a hand on my shoulder in what I supposed was meant to be a paternal gesture. “But magic doesn’t much like being noticed by people who don’t believe in it.”

      “That sounds suspiciously like gaslighting with extra steps,” I replied, shrugging off his hand and positioning myself beside Rose. A bit presumptuous, wasn’t he? We’d barely been introduced, and here he was acting like we were old mates.

      Get away you motherfucker…..bit literally on the nose.

      James’s face fell slightly, taking on that kicked-puppy expression Lily wore earlier when I had given her the cold shoulder. Good. Perhaps he’d get the message.

      I approached the pub and pushed open the door, immediately covering my nose as the smell hit me like a physical blow.

      Well, my first step into the magical world wasn’t quite the glorious moment I’d imagined.

      The interior was a symphony of chaos, raucous laughter, pipe smoke, and a color scheme that looked like someone with a personal vendetta against good taste had assembled it. Wizards in robes that had seen better decades clinked tankards over animated conversations. Goblins huddled in shadowy corners, conducting business in hushed tones that suggested either high finance or low treachery. A witch near the window balanced a tabby cat on her pointed hat while reading The Daily Prophet upside down, apparently finding this arrangement perfectly reasonable.

      At first, we were just another group of punters. Then my parents walked in behind us, Rose at their side.

      The change was immediate and unsettling.

      Conversations died mid-sentence. Heads turned with the synchronized precision of a military parade. It was like watching a room full of people suddenly realize they were in the presence of celebrities.

      Which, apparently, they were.

      “Lily! James!” A grey-bearded man behind the bar boomed, his voice cutting through the sudden quiet. He reached across to slap my father’s shoulder with the enthusiasm of someone greeting a war hero. “Thought you two were still gadding about in Albania or hiding in some rune-warded vault!”

      “We were,” Dad replied with that casual cheerfulness that seemed to be his default setting. ‘Only came out once our Rose here learned to cast shields like her mum.’ The pride in his voice was unmistakable as he ruffled my sister’s hair. “And this is my son, Harry. He’s been living with Muggles.”

      *Living with Muggles.* Not *abandoned with Muggles* or *left with Muggles while we buggered off to play hide-and-seek with Dark wizards.* Just a simple statement of fact, as if it had been a perfectly reasonable arrangement all along.

      Sometimes I wonder if I should give in to the dark side and start blasting people off.

      “Tom Leaky,” the barman said, extending a meaty hand. “Pleasure to meet you, lad. Didn’t know James had a son, but you’ve got your mother’s eyes, haven’t you?”

      I shook his hand briefly, noting the calluses that spoke of years behind the bar. “Likewise,” I replied with a curt nod, then stepped back as my natural introversion began hammering at my mental door like an unwelcome bailiff.

      The stares were becoming more intense, more focused, and I found myself cataloguing exit routes with the automatic precision of someone who’d spent years avoiding unwanted attention.

      More greetings followed. More handshakes. Someone raised a butterbeer in what appeared to be a celebration, though of what, I couldn’t say.

      And then the attention shifted with laser-like precision to Rose.

      “Is that—? Bloody hell, it’s her!”

      “The Girl Who Lived!”

      “She’s real!”

      The crowd surged forward like a tide of robes and pointing fingers. James and Lily tried to intervene, but they were already on the far side of the pub, trapped in conversation with what appeared to be old school friends. By the time they realized what was happening, we were already surrounded.

      One witch burst into actual tears at the sight of Rose, dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. A man in violently purple robes stumbled forward, hand outstretched as if my sister were some sort of religious relic. The crowd pressed closer, their voices rising in a cacophony of excitement and awe.

      Rose went into full panic mode, the classic deer-in-headlights response that seemed entirely at odds with her supposed status as the savior of the wizarding world. Shouldn’t the Girl Who Lived have better crowd control skills?

      “Give me ten Dark wizards over this lot any day,” she muttered, ducking behind me and using my body as a human shield.

      Which was a tactical error on her part.

      Because in my hand, summoned by will and necessity, appeared my trusty Holy Thermos, all hail the Gacha gods, as I rolled this one just earlier, but I didn’t know this was needed this early.

      I uncapped it with ceremonial precision, held it aloft like a sacred relic, and intoned in my most serious deadpan: “Back, demons of celebrity worship and heretical idolaters. Back, I say. You’ll find no willing sacrifices here.”

      A priestly wave of my free hand. A flick of the thermos toward the crowd. Someone actually screamed. One particularly enthusiastic witch who’d been reaching for Rose with grabby hands let out a shriek, bolted for the door, and by the time she reached the street, her entire body had dissolved into golden dust that scattered on the wind.

      What the fuck was that?!

      Curiously, nobody seemed to notice her rather dramatic exit. The panic was focused entirely on my impromptu exorcism performance rather than the sudden and inexplicable vanishing of a patron.

      It was a panic of surprise, not a panic of horrified feeling.

      The crowd backed away, not because they were hurt, I didn’t think the thermos had actually done anything to these people but because nobody could tell if I was taking the piss or genuinely unhinged. Including me, if I was being honest.

      “What… what the bloody hell are you doing?” Rose hissed from behind me. “And why do you have that thing? I saw you leave the Dursleys’ empty-handed except for the stuff belonging to you, Mum shrunk into her trunk.”

      “Emergency crowd dispersal protocol,” I whispered back, maintaining my serious expression. “You ducked, so I reacted. Chain of command, just like with Dudley when we were about to leg it from trouble.”

      “You’re completely mental,” she muttered, grabbing my arm and dragging me toward the back of the pub. She pulled up the hood of her cloak, the same one she’d been wearing when we’d first met that morning, I noted.

      “I’m prepared,” I corrected, dismissing the thermos back to wherever it had come from. At least James was finally managing some crowd control, using what appeared to be considerable charm to redirect the mob’s attention.

      Meanwhile, Lily looked as if she were reconsidering every major life decision she’d made since 1980.

      “I told you not to forget to keep your face covered in public,” she said to Rose, her tone carrying that particular brand of maternal exasperation reserved for children who’d just set something on fire. She approached what appeared to be an ordinary brick wall, tapping it with her wand in a quick, practiced sequence.

      The wall responded by folding inward with the satisfied rumble of ancient magic, revealing an archway that led to…

      I stared, genuinely awestruck for the first time since this whole mad adventure had begun.

      Diagon Alley stretched before us like something out of a fever dream—all crooked buildings, impossible angles, and shop signs that moved of their own accord. The cobblestones beneath our feet seemed to hum with residual magic, and the air itself felt different. Thicker. More alive.

      “Blimey,” I breathed, taking in the impossible vista before us. “This is absolutely mental.”

      And I meant it, no shame to admit it, no false bravado, just honest wonder. The first proper sight of Diagon Alley hit me like a Football to the chest, knocking every cynical thought clean out of my head.

      Cobblestone streets twisted and curved in ways that would make Euclid weep. Shop signs didn’t just hang—they floated, pirouetted, and some even belted out advertising jingles about premium cauldron cleaner or fresh dragon liver. Wizards and witches bustled about in robes that belonged in a Renaissance painting, haggling over wand cores or trading literal glowing stones for potion ingredients like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      For one brilliant moment, I forgot everything. The Dursleys, the abandonment from what I considered family, the awkward family reunion, all of it evaporated like morning mist. There was just pure, undiluted wonder coursing through my veins.

      It was bloody magnificent.

      “Brilliant, isn’t it?” Mum… no, Lily asked, her smile soft and genuine as she watched my reaction. “I had that exact same expression when I first saw it. Amazing how nothing’s really changed.”

      That comment landed like a bucket of ice water.

      Nothing’s changed? Really, Mother? You mean to tell me that in twenty-odd years, including a bloody civil war, this place has remained exactly the same? That’s not magical preservation, that’s stagnation dressed up in fancy robes. Wars were supposed to drive innovation, force adaptation, and push society forward. Instead, I was gawping at what looked like a medieval theme park with functional alchemy and questionable sanitation standards.

      Don’t get me wrong, it had charm in spades, it’s beautiful even. But we were well into the twenty-first century, but it felt like I travelled back in time here.

      “Right then,” James announced, practically vibrating with enthusiasm as he positioned himself directly in front of me like an overgrown golden retriever. “First things first, we get you a wand! Then robes, books, maybe an owl if you fancy one, and we can—”

      “Breathe, James,” Lily and I said simultaneously.

      She sounded exasperated. I was just irritated. A bit rich, wasn’t it, acting all paternal after fourteen years of radio silence?

      “Why don’t you let Rose and me have a wander on our own?” I suggested, nodding toward my sister. “I’m sure you two haven’t had much quality time together lately, what with all the running about, training Rose, and suddenly remembering I exist.”

      I even managed what I hoped was an understanding smile. Polite, mature, reasonable. The very picture of a well-adjusted teenager.

      Truth was, I couldn’t stand looking at their faces right now. They were walking on eggshells around me like I might explode at any moment. The tension radiating from them was so thick you could cut it with a butter knife, and frankly, it was doing my head in.

      Maybe if they buggered off for a bit, found a quiet corner to work through whatever guilt or obligation was eating at them, by trying to create new siblings for Rose and I, we could all stop pretending this wasn’t the most awkward family reunion in wizarding history.

      “I could show him around,” Rose offered eagerly, practically bouncing on her toes. “I’ve memorized the whole layout already. Piece of cake!”

      “Hold on there, princess,” James interjected, wagging a finger like a disapproving headmaster. “Did you forget what happened not five minutes ago? Half the pub wanted to shake your hand and the other half looked ready to genuflect. God knows what’ll happen if we leave you wandering about unchaperoned.”

      “Daaaaad,” Rose groaned, drawing out the word like it physically pained her. “I’ll keep my hood up, I swear on Merlin’s saggy left—”

      “Language,” Lily warned automatically.

      It took some doing, a bit of emotional manipulation, strategically deployed sighs, and what I liked to think was some impressive passive-aggressive staring—but we finally wore them down. I think they got the message loud and clear: I wasn’t ready for family bonding time, and judging by their body language, neither were they.

      “Fine,” James relented, but his expression shifted to something unexpectedly serious. “But if trouble starts brewing, you know what to do, yeah?”

      “I know, I know,” Rose muttered, waving him off with the practiced ease of a teenager who’d heard this lecture before.

      I glanced between them, frowning. What exactly was she supposed to know? And why did James look like he was discussing battle strategy rather than a shopping trip?

      Finally, we were alone. I turned to my cloaked sister, relieved to be out from under the weight of parental expectations. “Right, what’s the plan? Please tell me you’ve got some cash on you, because we were so eager to get rid of them that we forgot to ask for pocket money.”

      Rose shook her head, completely unconcerned. “Don’t worry about it, I’ve got you sorted.” She set off with purpose, and I fell into step beside her. “First priority is getting you some proper robes. You’re sticking out like a sore thumb in those Muggle threads.”

      “What’s wrong with my clothes?” I asked, genuinely defensive. I’d thought I looked rather smart in my button-down shirt and pressed trousers.

      “Nothing’s wrong with them,” she said quickly, “but not everyone’s going to see it that way. Trust me, in proper wizarding robes, you’ll blend right in. No one will give you a second glance.”

      It made sense, I supposed. Camouflage was always the first rule of intelligence gathering.

      I nodded and followed her deeper into the alley, but then another wave of information crashed into my consciousness like a freight train. The bloody Gacha system was stirring again, flooding my brain with new data.

      Christ, what was with this thing? Three abilities (two abilities, one item) in one day? Even the most overpowered fanfiction protagonists I’d read about didn’t get power-ups this rapidly. This was getting ridiculous.

      Immune
[Epic Ability]
Complete immunity to all negative status effects. While active, the user cannot be poisoned, cursed, diseased, or subjected to any form of debuffing magic or mundane affliction.​

      I nearly tripped over my own feet as the implications hit me. Complete immunity. No getting pissed on alcohol, no succumbing to magical diseases or mundane ones, no curses, no paralysis, no blinding hexes, nothing. According to the Gacha system, if it was negative, it simply couldn’t touch me.

      I was becoming remarkably difficult to kill through anything other than direct physical trauma. And even then, I suspected I’d have advantages most people lacked.

      Still, I wasn’t about to test the limits of magical immunity by volunteering for someone’s experimental hexes. I wasn’t completely mental, after all.

      “You alright?” Rose asked, noticing my momentary stumble. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Just taking it all in,” I replied smoothly, filing away the new ability for future consideration. “Lead on, sister mine. Let’s see what passes for fashion in the wizarding world.”

    
    

    
      I’m not a picky person. Really, I’m not. I didn’t moan about wearing Dudley’s hand-me-downs when I was still a scrawny runt, did I? I only started getting proper new clothes when I was around eight, and got my own room around the same time.

      That was a necessity, not a luxury. So I had no problem trying on whatever robes Rose picked out, even modeling them like I was on some bizarre wizard catwalk, much to her obvious embarrassment, judging by how many people stared, even with her anonymous getup keeping her face hidden.

      The brilliant thing about magical clothing? It practically wore itself. The fabric shifted and adjusted to fit my frame perfectly, resizing automatically as I moved. Bloody convenient, that.

      Which made me wonder: why did Madam Malkin, esteemed proprietor of this fine establishment, still bother with measuring tape? Even if it did move about on its own like a trained snake, what was the point if the robes were going to fit themselves anyway?

      “So, how do I look?” I asked, striking what I hoped was a suitably wizardly pose with a stray broomstick I’d found near the changing area, now doubling as my makeshift staff.

      “Brilliant… like a proper wizard,” Rose said, though her voice carried the strained tone of someone trying very hard not to cringe.

      See, here’s the thing about me—I might be an introvert by nature, but only until I get comfortable. Once that barrier drops, I tend to get a bit too relaxed. And for some reason, I felt more at ease around Rose than I had with anyone in years, even Dudley or a few of my friends from school. Like my very bones were humming with contentment.

      …Which was concerning.

      I’d had the same reaction to Lily and James earlier, so I suspected it was just my monkey brain releasing happy chemicals in response to genetic familiarity. Evolutionary biology at work. Nothing deeper or profound than that.

      “You were quick enough to ditch the Muggle gear,” Rose observed, waving her wand at the pile of discarded clothes. They vanished instantly, dissolving into nothing, like they’d never existed. Banishing charm, most likely.

      “Look, I like plenty about the Muggle world,” I said, adjusting the sleeves of my new robes. “Television, computers, all the tech that’s going to explode over the next decade. But these magical clothes? They’re actually brilliant.”

      I wasn’t about to become one of those reverse snobs, complaining about every aspect of the magical world and insisting the Muggle version was always better. That sounded exhausting.

      So far, some things worked better in the Muggle world, others in the magical. I wasn’t going to judge either without proper exploration and analysis.

      Rose paid Madam Malkin a small handful of Galleons and Knuts for my new wardrobe, casual robes, formalwear, and the standard Hogwarts uniform. It looked like she’d already done her own shopping and was just retracing her steps for my benefit.

      “You know,” she said as we walked back onto the main street, passing shops and vendors, “you’re really quite confusing.”

      I glanced around as we strolled, noting the Slug & Jiggers Apothecary and its jars of creepy, floating… things. I couldn’t help but wonder if potion-making violated any sort of health codes.

      “How so?” I asked.

      “You’re amazed by the magical world, that much is obvious but you’re not actually surprised by any of it. Like you already knew what a Squib is, or all the other magical terms you keep dropping. This is supposed to be your first time seeing any of this.”

      Smart girl. She’d been cataloguing my reactions, picking apart the inconsistencies. I suppose living on the run teaches you to read people fast.

      “That’s an excellent question, Rose,” I said, meeting her gaze despite the hood. “Why don’t you try working it out? I might tell you eventually.”

      I kept walking while she groaned, then hurried to catch up.

      “Fine. I suppose I can’t be a hypocrite and demand answers when I’ve got my own secrets,” she said, surprisingly even-toned. “But I will figure it out eventually.”

      “I’m sure you will,” I replied with a slight grin.

      “Right then,” she said, her voice noticeably more cheerful. “Let’s get you sorted with a wand. It’s the best part of this whole trip.”

    
    

    
      Rose Potter didn’t understand her brother as much as she thought she would.

      She’d expected many things when they finally met but somehow, every single one of those expectations had been thoroughly snogged and tossed out the nearest window in one dramatic sweep.

      This morning, she’d expected him to be furious and shouty, or perhaps quiet and awestruck by her presence, or maybe have his entire worldview shattered by the existence of magic.

      Instead he could match or possibly surpass her in his magical powers without using a wand or any foci. Those displays of magic Harry showed to her have been eye opener even if she didn’t react to him at the time.

      Instead, he’d just nodded like it all made perfect sense and rolled with it. Fair enough, he’d given Mum and Dad the cold shoulder, but that was completely justified, wasn’t it? The family he’d lived with his entire life had essentially abandoned him, and suddenly his supposedly dead parents, whom he knew absolutely nothing about, had turned up on his doorstep like some bizarre Christmas surprise.

      Bloody hell, he hadn’t even known she existed until this morning, so yeah, most of her expectations had already gone up in flames.

      She’d heard about her younger twin brother all her life before actually meeting him. (She’d been born first, thank you very much, so she got the privilege of being the elder sibling.) That idealized version of him—perfect, imaginary, heroic—had become her refuge from everything else.

      Not because he was supposed to be powerful or the vanquisher of Voldemort like her, but because Harry represented safety to her. A life away from magic, Dark wizards, and all the other unpleasant business that came with being the Girl Who Lived.

      He was meant to be normal, perfectly safe, living the life she thought he deserved, because she’d never wanted him to endure what she’d been through.

      Ever since she could remember, all she’d done was run. Never rest, never settle, never truly have a home. Always run, train, hide, repeat.

      From one country to the next, city to town, constantly on the move like some sort of magical refugees. Learning new languages and accents had become second nature. Her parents insisted on using Translation Charms, but she’d refused unless absolutely necessary. She needed to connect, to learn, to remember the places they’d been forced to leave behind.

      She remembered changing schools like changing socks. One month here, two weeks there, never long enough to put down roots or form proper friendships. Eventually, she’d stopped trying. What was the point of making mates only to abandon them before their names could properly settle in her heart?

      Her parents didn’t understand the cruelty of it all. In their desperate attempt to give her glimpses of a normal childhood, they couldn’t see how they were essentially teasing a caged dog with meat it could never reach.

      And so Harry, her twin, her other half, had become her sanctuary, at least in her mind.

      In a world that bent over backwards to worship her like some sort of goddess for supposedly vanquishing the Dark Lord Voldemort… maybe she had defeated him. Perhaps she’d keep fighting his remnants and face down every last Death Eater crawling out of the woodwork.

      But not for the cowards who’d dumped all their hopes on a bloody toddler.

      She’d do it for Harry. For people like him.

      For Squibs and muggles born wizards like she’d thought her brother was, who were cast aside or treated very poorly by a world that only valued magical power. Even her own parents had believed that particular lie.

      Or so she’d thought.

      Until the Hogwarts letters arrived and shattered everything.

      Two letters.

      One for Rose Potter.

      One for Harry James Potter.

      The lie had cracked wide open like a rotten egg. All the excuses, why she’d never been allowed to see her other half, why they couldn’t contact him, had fallen apart like wet parchment.

      It had all been lies.

      Lies from a man she’d never met but was absolutely going to hex or curse the first chance she got, Headmaster of Hogwarts or not.

      “Blimey, look at that. Flying broom.”

      Harry’s voice cut through her brooding thoughts. His eyes tracked a high-speed Nimbus zipping past the shop window in a blur of polished wood and bristles. He sounded amused, even intrigued—but not remotely surprised. Just like always.

      Muggle-raised kids were supposed to gape and stammer in shock at their first sight of magical transportation.

      Harry just raised an eyebrow and nodded, as if it confirmed something he’d already suspected.

      “Oh, you should’ve seen the flying carpets,” Rose said, stepping beside him and casually resting a hand on his shoulder.

      He didn’t flinch or tense up. Didn’t look uncomfortable like he did around their parents.

      That was… rather nice, actually.

      “Whole flocks of them over the Egyptian deserts,” she continued, smiling faintly at the memory. “The sand looked like liquid fire at sunset, and the sky was full of glowing carpets. They shimmered like fireflies against the stars. We camped in midair one night, and I swear the constellations were so close I thought I could pluck them right out of the sky.”

      Of course, the Muggles down below had been protected by Muggle-repelling charms. When the occasional one slipped through the magical barriers, they’d rationalize it away as a mirage or heat distortion. Muggles would explain away practically anything, rationalizing everything unless magic smacked them directly in the face.

      “Now that sounds considerably more majestic than a broom,” Harry admitted, genuinely interested.

      “Shame flying carpets are banned in Britain,” she said, clicking her tongue in annoyance. She’d have loved to show her brother some of the beautiful sights she’d witnessed over the years.

      They’d been in Egypt years ago, running yet another errand for Dumbledore because of course the old codger had her parents wrapped around his crooked finger. The Arabian Ministry of Magic, buried deep beneath Alexandria, surrounded by ancient spells and cursed scrolls that hummed with barely contained power.

      It had been absolutely terrifying.

      And absolutely beautiful.

      The memory dissolved as they approached their destination. Ollivanders: Makers of Fine Wands Since 382 BC.

      The door creaked open with a ghostly groan that made both twins jump slightly.

      And then—

      “Ah, Miss Potter,” came a soft, dreamy voice like cobwebs floating in moonlight.

      Mr. Ollivander was every bit as unsettling as Rose remembered from her own wand selection. Wild white hair that looked like he’d been struck by lightning, pale skin that seemed almost translucent, and those bloody eyes that saw far too much, far too deeply.

      She stiffened under his penetrating gaze, fighting the instinct to step behind Harry for protection.

      “Eleven inches, holly and phoenix feather,” he murmured, as if reciting from memory. “A sister wand to another… terrible, but great wizard.”

      “Yes, terrible but great, I remember the speech,” she cut in quickly, not wanting to rehash that particular conversation. “But we’re here for him.”

      She gave Harry a gentle nudge forward.

      Her brother stumbled slightly into the wandmaker’s direct line of sight, and Rose watched as those unsettling pale eyes fixed on him with laser-like intensity.

      Ollivander tilted his head, studying Harry like he was examining a particularly fascinating specimen.

      “How very unexpected,” he whispered, and there was something almost reverent in his tone.

      “Mr. Potter. You have your mother’s eyes… just like your sister.”

      Of course he bloody well knew who Harry was. Somehow, some way, the old wandmaker always seemed to know everything about everyone who walked through his door.

      Rose decided she didn’t want to know how he managed it. Some things were definitely better left unasked.

      

    
  




    Chapter 4

    
       

      The wand shop reeked of ancient timber, melted candle wax, and something indefinable that made the air itself feel heavy with centuries of accumulated enchantment. Dust motes danced in the amber light filtering through grimy windows, and the narrow boxes stacked floor to ceiling seemed to pulse with their own restless energy. Each shelf groaned under the weight of slumbering magic, creating an atmosphere so thick you could practically taste the residual spells clinging to the walls.

      Ollivander shuffled about in the depths of his shop like some decrepit librarian who’d forgotten the difference between books and dangerous artifacts.

      It’s not like wands are the magical equivalent of guns or anything.

      His papery fingers traced along box edges with the reverence of a man cataloguing his life’s work, each movement accompanied by soft wheezes and muttered observations that might have been directed at the wands themselves.

      Rose had claimed a spot near the front counter with the kind of calculated casualness that suggested she was always ready to bolt or pounce, depending on circumstances.
Damn, what kind of childhood did she really have? Because I’m one hundred percent sure, a spoiled princess is not.

      The way she held herself reminded me of those street cats back in Little Whinging, deceptively relaxed but coiled with potential energy. We’d only properly met a few hours ago, yet somehow the word ‘sister’ rolled off my tongue without the slightest hesitation. Too natural, that.

      The sort of detail that should have my mind throwing up red flags, but instead got filed away under ‘useful information, investigate later.’

      The parents’ situation, however, remained a bloody nightmare I’d rather not contemplate. Nothing quite like discovering your family had been running around, pretending to be dead, and suddenly appearing out of nowhere and pretending it’s all fine and dandy.

      “What’s your wand made of?” I asked, genuine curiosity threading through my voice despite my best efforts to maintain conversational distance.

      Rose’s entire face lit up like someone had just offered her a particularly entertaining explosion. She spun her wand between her fingers with the fluid grace of someone who’d been practicing the movement for years, the polished wood catching the dusty light. “Feast your eyes on this beauty,” she said, voice brimming with obvious pride.

      Spinning her wand around her finger like some witchy nunchuck. Show-off. Where did she learn that? Tibetan monks?

      “Eleven inches of prime holly, phoenix feather core straight from Fawkey the Phoenix himself. This little wonder can fire off charms and hexes faster than Mum’s old willow swishy wand ever managed.”

      My left eye developed a subtle twitch. Holly and phoenix feather, eleven inches. In any reasonable universe, that would have been my wand. The Chosen One’s wand. Which meant Rose really was the Girl Who Lived, the child of prophecy, the one marked by Voldemort as his equal.

      Brilliant. Just bloody brilliant.

      Bad thought, Harry. Down boy. You’ve got the Gacha in your soul and RNGesus at your back. Breathe in. Breathe out. Let her be the prophecy. Let Rose play the role of destiny’s darling. I’d rather learn magic in peace.

      “You’ve been practicing with Lily’s wand then?” I asked, keeping my tone light and conversational. “What about James’ wand?”

      Rose’s nose wrinkled in distaste, as if she’d just caught a whiff of something particularly unpleasant. “That mahogany monster? Bloody temperamental piece of work, that one. Misfires every time I so much as breathe on it wrong. Nearly singed off my eyebrows last summer trying to transfigure a teacup.”

      Her fingers traced along her wand’s length with obvious affection, the gesture unconsciously possessive. “This one, though? Perfect match from the moment Ollivander placed it in my hands. Said it was an unusual combination, phoenix feather from Dumbledore’s own familiar.” Her expression darkened slightly at the headmaster’s name, lips pressing together in a way that suggested less than charitable thoughts.

      Alright. Not a Dumbledore fangirl. Good. Makes two of us. That bearded bastard’s been my personal boogeyman since the cradle—my biggest opp. No contest.
What’s his obsession with my family anyway? In one way or another, Dumbledore was the source of all drama if you squint enough.

      Perhaps I was being somewhat unfair, considering I’d never actually met the man face to face, but fuck it. He’d earned my resentment through this cluster fuck of a situation I’m in right now.

      “Indeed,” came Ollivander’s reedy voice from somewhere in the maze of shelving, the old wandmaker materializing from the shadows like some sort of benevolent wraith with breathing problems.

      Rose actually flinched at his sudden appearance, while I maintained my composure through sheer bloody-mindedness.

      Self-control, baby. Physical and magical. Accidental magic is a bitch when it lashes out unexpectedly. I’ve been training not to suppress it, but to own it. Better to channel that energy deliberately than let it explode outward in a moment of surprise. I’d been working on that particular skill set since my magic first manifested, focusing on control rather than suppression.

      Suppressed magic had a nasty habit of building pressure until it found its own outlet, usually at the worst possible moment.

      After nearly burning down the house I was living in, I learned my lesson very thoroughly. Smoking is bad for your health, both from cigarettes and house fires.

      Ollivander examined Rose’s wand with the sort of reverent attention usually reserved for religious artifacts, his pale eyes gleaming with professional fascination. When he turned that unsettling stare on me, I noticed he was already holding a fresh box, lid open to reveal dark wood nestled in faded silk.

      “That wand holds remarkable potential,” he said, glancing between Rose and her holly wand before extending the new box toward me. “Its creation was quite extraordinary, as I suspect its destiny shall be. But now, young man, let us discover what chooses you.”

      I accepted the offered wand and gave it a casual flick, more curious than hopeful after the previous five had either sparked pathetically or attempted to electrocute me. Golden sparks erupted from the tip like miniature fireworks, cascading through the dusty air with obvious magical enthusiasm.

      Ollivander’s hands came together in a sharp clap of pure delight. “Fascinating! Eleven inches, yew wood with a dragon heartstring core. Quite rare, that combination. Yew has long been associated with powerful wizards, though many fear its reputation. The wood of transformation, of death and rebirth, is often found growing in ancient graveyards. A wand of considerable legacy has chosen you and—”

      “No thanks,” I said flatly, sliding the wand back into its silk-lined box and snapping the lid shut with decisive finality.

      The silence that followed was so complete I could hear Rose’s breathing and the distant tick of some hidden clock. Even the dust motes seemed to pause mid-dance.

      “I beg your pardon?” Ollivander blinked rapidly, his mustache twitching as if he’d misheard something fundamental about the nature of reality.

      “I said, No thanks. That wand practically has ‘future dark wizard’ carved into its handle. I’m allergic to unnecessary drama, and that thing would attract trouble like Dudley attracts cake.”

      “But it chose you,” Ollivander protested, his voice rising slightly with what might have been panic. “The wand chooses the wizard, young man. This is not a selection process where personal preference—”

      “Watch me,” I interrupted, reaching over to gently pluck Rose’s wand from her startled fingers. “Hey!” she yelped, but I was already giving it an experimental wave. More golden sparks, just as enthusiastic as before.

      “Twin privileges,” I informed her with raised eyebrows. “What’s yours is mine, and what’s mine is also mine.”

      “That’s not how it works, you absolute prick,” Rose complained, snatching her wand back with a scowl that could have frozen over Sahara. “It might produce sparks, but it won’t bond properly. The magical resonance will be all wrong.”

      Ollivander nodded emphatically, apparently grateful for any support in his increasingly surreal afternoon. “Miss Potter is quite correct. The core resonance, the wood’s natural affinity, the length proportions, all carefully calibrated for optimal magical conductivity. A secondary match will never achieve the same—”

      “Don’t give me those mystical bollocks,” I said, irritation creeping into my voice. “What happens if a wizard’s wand breaks? Or gets stolen? Do they just give up magic entirely?”

      “Well, no,” Ollivander admitted reluctantly. “But the replacement will never perform with the same efficiency or power as the original perfect match.”

      “Right, so we have a saying back in the Muggle world—‘one piece of paper doesn’t decide my future.’ Same thing, different stick.”

      The truth was, I didn’t actually need a wand at all. The Gacha had already granted me a few interesting abilities and items, Immunity, and that holy water which dusted some poor creatures earlier.

      I really hoped that it was a bad vampire or something equally dark or evil, as I didn’t want to be burdened with the guilt of killing innocent people.

      And speaking of not needing it.

      Besides, I already developed my own version of prayer-based magic that worked quite well. Even if it was just a burst of my accidental magic that was using faith as fuel rather than my own emotions. So I really don’t need a Wand, especially when Gacha could give me something better in the future. But showing up to Hogwarts without a wand would cause exactly the sort of attention I was trying to avoid.

      “Look, I don’t want dark power or great destiny,” I continued, noting how both Rose and Ollivander were staring at me like I’d just declared my intention to juggle fire-breathing chickens. “I just want to learn magic without getting targeted by the next aspiring Dark Lord who recognizes my wand’s reputation.”

      What followed was a parade of increasingly ridiculous options. Ollivander seemed determined to foist every dramatically significant wand in his collection onto me, starting with something he claimed contained a splinter from the Elder Wand itself.

      “If the Elder Wand is supposedly unique and all-powerful,” I said skeptically, “how exactly do you have pieces of it lying about? That seems like the sort of thing that would be either impossible or headline news in the magical world.”

      Then came a wand he swore had been crafted personally by Merlin during Arthur’s reign, apparently sitting unclaimed for the better part of a thousand years.

      “Let me guess,” I deadpanned, “Excalibur’s tucked away in your sock drawer as well?”
Rose snorted with barely suppressed laughter, while Ollivander maintained his completely serious expression.

      After rejecting what felt like half his inventory, each piece more legendarily significant than the last, I was beginning to think the old man was either completely barmy or running some sort of elaborate prank. Every wand that produced decent sparks came with a backstory involving ancient curses, legendary battles, or previous owners who’d gone spectacularly evil.

      Finally, almost by accident, I picked up a rather ordinary-looking piece that immediately burst into enthusiastic golden fireworks.

      “Right then,” I said, examining the plain brown wood. “What’s this one’s tragic backstory? The previous owner sacrificed virgins to dark gods? Made from a tree that witnessed the crucifixion?”

      “Ah,” Ollivander perked up considerably, apparently relieved to discuss something that didn’t involve rejecting priceless artifacts. “Quite interesting, actually. The wood comes from a weathered fig tree, specifically one that grew outside Jerusalem.”

      “Fig tree?” I raised an eyebrow, though something about that detail was tickling the back of my memory.

      “Indeed, a Ficus carica that experienced rather unusual circumstances. I doubt many of your age would recognize the significance—”

      “I’ve read the Bible, thanks,” I interrupted, pieces clicking into place. “The cursed fig tree. Jesus cursed it for not bearing fruit out of season.”

      “Precisely!” Ollivander’s face lit up with scholarly enthusiasm. “Twelve and a half inches, surprisingly rigid flexibility, as if its spine is absolutely in order. Most curious property, though: while crafted from a tree touched by the curse of Messiah, this wand shows remarkable difficulty with curses. Quite excellent for curse-breaking and revealing spells, but utterly hopeless at casting anything genuinely malicious.”

      For the first time all afternoon, I was looking at a wand that wouldn’t immediately paint a target on my back. No dark legacy, no previous owners who’d terrorized half of Europe, just poor timing with biblical agriculture. I mean, yeah, Olivander knew about the bible or any myth due to his own profession, but I doubt every wizard is complicit in the mythology or religion of Muggles.

      “You know what?” I said, giving the wand another experimental flick to confirm the continued golden sparkles. “I accept. Thanks for choosing me, you innocent tree that had the misfortune of encountering the Son of God who probably woke up that morning on the wrong side.”
I mean, come on, J-man, seriously cursing the out-of-season tree for not giving fruit when you’re hungry? I get that he was probably showing some figurative lessons of that fig tree representing Israel or something, but that still was a dick move.

      Rose finally released a long-suffering sigh, digging into her robes for the appropriate coins. “I really hope you’re not this bloody picky about everything, brother dear,” she said, counting out the galleons onto Ollivander’s counter.

      “Hey, I let you dress me up in this wizard cosplay,” I said, tugging at the collar of my robes. “That was me being cooperative.”

      She snorted.

      Ollivander seemed to recover his equilibrium as he processed our payment and added a wand holster plus cleaning kit to my purchases. When we finally made our way toward the door, he called out behind us with obvious amusement.

      “A most curious pair, you two. Very curious indeed.”

      As we stepped back into the bustle of Diagon Alley, Rose shook her head with a mixture of exasperation and fondness. “You realize you just spent two hours rejecting some of the most powerful wands in existence because they might cause drama?”

      “Damn right,” I replied cheerfully, tucking my new fig wood wand into its holster. “Drama’s for people who don’t have enough actual problems to deal with.” And I have more pressing issues to deal with, like learning magic and not dying.

      Suddenly, I froze over as I could feel Gacha stirring once again.

      Volition
Elite Trait
Origin: Disco Elysium
You are unnaturally connected to your own inner morale. The voice that pushes you to move forward, your determination, and your will to keep going. Honing this sense can allow you not to lose your will even against extreme adversity and pull off feats of tremendous willpower with ease. But losing control over your volition can also lead to overconfidence.​

      I walked once again, feeling this eerie sense of calmness settling over me, and my anxiety dissipated… or rather, being calm allowed me to fight these feelings I’ve hidden by letting myself be distracted by this magical world.

      “Harry, are you okay?” Rose asked, seeing me standing still for a moment.

      Despite the circumstances, the girl is genuinely concerned for you, almost as if you’ve known each other all your life.

      Who said that?! Am I being possessed? No, this unnatural deep voice, and this trait Gacha just gave me, Volition? Like from that crazy game Disco Elysium?

      Must protect her, for you are her light. So maybe protect yourself equally.

      The voice replied, but not the answer I was looking for. So I can’t hold a conversation with voices in my head? Or is my own Volition ignoring me?

      No matter, at least I got an indomitable Human spirit out of this.

    
    

    

    
      


      James and Lily Potter sat together at a corner table in The Three Sheets, a weathered little pub tucked deep in Diagon Alley. The place was made up to look like the inside of a pirate ship, its walls paneled in dark oak, lanterns swaying gently from the ceiling as though stirred by an unseen tide. A battered signboard swung outside, painted with a sailing ship braving a storm. Over the door, a black pirate flag flapped lazily beside a gleaming unicorn crest, and at the very peak of the roof, some eccentric craftsman had bolted a full statue of a unicorn, rearing as if to challenge the sky.

      It had always been one of James’s favourite haunts since his school days, not because of the drinks, but because, in his words, it “looked bloody sick.” The Marauders had practically adopted it as their private port of call, swapping stories over Butterbeer and daring each other into trouble.

      James had been coming here since his fifth year at Hogwarts, initially because Sirius had dared him to try their infamous “Kraken’s Revenge” cocktail, but eventually because the place felt authentically mental in a way that appealed to his Marauder sensibilities. The proprietor was a former curse-breaker who’d lost his left leg to a particularly vindictive Egyptian tomb guardian, and his stories were worth the price of admission alone.
Now, decades later, he sat there with his beautiful wife, watching her cradle a cup of tea between pale hands while he nursed his own pint of Butterbeer.

      The day had gone exactly as he’d expected—and yet, nothing could have prepared him for the shock of those letters. Two Hogwarts owls arriving together, bearing news that shattered years of stubborn belief: all this time, they’d thought their son was a Squib.

      Harry Potter was not a Squib. Harry Potter was, in fact, magical enough to warrant personal attention from Hogwarts like any other wizarding child. The implications of that discovery were still settling into James’s consciousness like stones dropped into deep water, each realization creating new ripples of guilt and confusion.

      Merlin, how many times had he shut down Rose’s tantrums when she’d begged to see her brother? How often had he told her it was “too dangerous,” or that knowing might harm Harry’s mental state? Looking back, it all seemed painfully foolish now.

      The boy’s words from their first meeting and every word shared between them today still echoed in James’s memory with uncomfortable clarity. No tears, no pleading or blaming, anger or tantrums, just cold analysis delivered in a voice that belonged to someone much older than fourteen.

      Aren’t teenagers supposed to be walking-talking balls of anger issues?

      “Our son’s grown up so much,” Lily murmured, her gaze fixed far beyond the pub’s windows. Outside, the alley teemed with families shepherding their children between shops, stocking up for the new term at Hogwarts and other magical schools. The air was alive with chatter, the scent of roasted chestnuts drifting through the crowd.

      “That he has,” James replied, a bitter edge creeping into his voice. “A little too much, if you ask me. Enough to think he doesn’t need or want to see us.” There was no blame in it, not for Harry. The frustration was reserved for the tangle of circumstances that had brought them here.

      “What did you expect? Petunia’s been telling him we died in some ridiculous Muggle accident, drunk and crashing through a stranger’s house like common criminals. Years of that poison, and we thought he’d just forgive and forget because we showed up with apologies and explanations?”

      Lily snorted softly, using humour to mask the weariness in her tone. Years of running from one enemy to the next had burned away the innocent, wise-eyed girl she’d once been, leaving something sharper, harder.

      The war had burned away much of Lily Evans’s youthful optimism, leaving something harder and more pragmatic in its place, though the core of fierce protectiveness remained unchanged.

      “Dumbledore has a lot to answer for,” she muttered, and this time the humour was gone. The anger beneath her words was a steady, simmering thing. “His greater good and manipulative bloody chess games. Leaving our son with those people, letting us believe he was better off without magic, without us. Making us run from one country to another, making contact with his sources, delivering, as if we were his personal spy. Don’t we deserve to have a happy family, a stable home for once? He denied us by saying our daughter is some child of destiny, using Harry as proof. Well, bloody good that turned out. Harry is a Wizard, and Dumbledore was wrong. Now imagine James, how many times Dumbledore was wrong but we didn’t ask questions and followed blindly?!”

      They both had admired the old man since they were children. He was Dumbledore, the man who vanquished Gellert Grindelwald and led the Order of the Phoenix to fight off Voldemort and his legion of Death Eaters.

      So yeah, they admired him, but admiration and obedience had a cost.
James sighed, his thoughts straying to their children. Rose, at least, he trusted to take care of herself. He and Lily had trained her in everything they knew, and her stubborn streak made her as unyielding as tempered steel. Even without Hogwarts, she’d be working at a fourth-year level, if not better. And she had the sense to know when to fight and when to run.

      Harry… Harry was different. From what James had learned from the Dursleys, the boy’s raw magical talent was absurd. No wand, no formal instruction, and still he’d managed feats most fully trained wizards couldn’t pull off, accidental magic so controlled it might as well have been deliberate.

      “Still can’t figure out how Harry got so powerful,” James said at last, frowning into his drink. “I mean, lifting a television, repairing a window, no wand, no incantation, not even a burst of accidental magic from some emotional outburst. Just… doing it.”

      Lily blinked, coming out of her thoughts to look at him. “You think there might be something behind those ‘demon worship’ accusations?” she asked suddenly.

      James nearly choked on his Butterbeer. “Really?” he coughed, eyes wide. This from the same woman who had once politely threatened the Dursleys with toad transfiguration if they dared badmouth her son again? Despite what Harry believed, the Dursleys were not ignoring his pagan demon statue, or thought they were historical figures.

      They were just too scared to bring it up.

      “Not like that, obviously,” Lily said quickly, waving away his shock. “But I did see those so-called ‘demonic idols’ Petunia was ranting about. They were just carved representations of various monotheistic deities, hardly satanic. But what if Harry’s been teaching himself magic through alternative traditions? Like the wandless practitioners in Uagadou, or the prayer-based systems used by the Cult of Cosmos, or even the ritual magic favored by traditional Hecate covens?”

      “Possible,” James conceded reluctantly. Academic theorizing had never been his strength; he preferred problems that could be solved with quick reflexes and a well-aimed hex. “But where would he have learned about any of that? It’s not like Petunia keeps magical textbooks lying about.” James grimaced.

      Before either could say more, a familiar voice cut through the low hum of the pub.

      “James, Lily, you’re here.”

      Both Potters looked up sharply. A man with long, tangled black hair stepped through the shimmering dome of a Muffliato charm Lily had cast for privacy. He slid into the empty chair opposite them with the easy familiarity of someone who had never once asked permission.
“Sirius…” James said slowly, his body tensing out of instinct.

      “Lily. Prongs,” Sirius greeted with a crooked grin. “Good, you’re both here.”

      The casual way he’d penetrated their privacy charms suggested this wasn’t a social call, and the deliberate timing of his arrival indicated he’d been watching them for some time before making his presence known. James felt his jaw tighten reflexively, old patterns of friendship and suspicion warring in his chest. “What do you want, Padfoot?” he asked, using the old nickname out of habit rather than affection.

      It was still surreal, seeing Sirius like this, sitting across from him with something that almost resembled emotional stability. In their Hogwarts days, Sirius Black had been the human equivalent of a lit firework: brilliant, unpredictable, and guaranteed to explode spectacularly when you least expected it. “Responsible” was the last word anyone would have applied to him, yet here he sat, apparently managing both a marriage and a godchild without burning down half of London.

      The years had changed all of them, though not always for the better. Remus remained in hiding somewhere; Merlin only knew where the poor bastard had ended up this time.

      Meanwhile, Peter Pettigrew continued his impressive streak of not dying in Azkaban, which frankly defied all reasonable expectations for someone of his particular brand of sniveling cowardice. The treacherous little rat had served as their Secret Keeper while Sirius played decoy, drawing Voldemort’s attention away from the real target. The moment Pettigrew had been captured, he’d sung like a bloody canary, leading the Dark Lord straight to James’s children and destroying any hope of a normal family life.

      The hardest thing was losing both of his parents, as they sacrificed themselves for their grandchildren, triggering some ancient magic charm that acted like an equivalent exchange, for their own lives, the lives of their grandchildren will be spared, even again, Killing Curse.
Voldemort learned that hard way.

      Even now, eleven years later, James still wakes some nights in cold sweats, reliving those final moments when everything had gone to hell.

      If only he didn’t chase after Pettigrew… .no, no, that would have led Sirius to Azkaban, his parents wouldn’t want that. Sirius was just as their son as he was to them.

      Ironically, Pettigrew’s betrayal had backfired in the most spectacular fashion possible. A tracking jinx James had cast on him years earlier, originally intended as harmless Marauder mischief to monitor their friend’s whereabouts during particularly elaborate pranks, especially to see if he could hook up with some witch or not, had led the Aurors, led by him and Lilly, directly to the traitor’s hiding spot.

      By pure grace of the Lady Luck, it had also delivered James straight into what was being generously called Sirius Black’s “trial,” though the proceedings had more in common with a public execution than actual jurisprudence.

      Barty Crouch Senior’s expression when his title was stripped, after being caught red-handed attempting to send an innocent man to Azkaban without so much as a pretense of evidence, had been worth every minute of the chaos that followed.

      Life had actually been decent for a while after that. They’d returned to Britain, started rebuilding their lives, and began to believe they might actually have a future that didn’t involve running from one safe house to the next.
Then the attacks had resumed with renewed viciousness. First came the subtle attempts, poisoned letters, cursed objects left where the children might find them, anonymous threats delivered by untraceable owls. When those failed to achieve the desired effect, their enemies had abandoned subtlety entirely. Professional killers and Hit Wizards, Dark Wizard, began operating in broad daylight, some not even bothering to wear masks or conceal their identities.

      That was when Dumbledore had appeared with his solution: leave Britain entirely, seek safety on foreign shores where Voldemort’s remaining supporters supposedly couldn’t reach them. The old man had been convincing, painting pictures of peaceful exile while the dark factions exhausted themselves fighting over the scraps of their master’s empire. With their absence, he’d assured them, the Ministry’s “questionable officials” and “Imperius victims” would be free to pursue justice without fear of retaliation.

      Most crucially, that was when Dumbledore had convinced them to leave Harry with the Dursleys. A Squib, he’d declared with absolute certainty, gesturing to various magical tests and theoretical frameworks that James had been too worried about Rose’s safety to properly examine. Better to leave the boy in obscure Muggle safety, the headmaster had argued, rather than drag him along with Rose, whose growing magical power and reputation made her a target for anyone seeking leverage over the famous Potters.

      The single worst decision of James’s life, as it turned out.

      Even in exile, danger had found them with depressing regularity. Voldemort’s international supporters had proved far more extensive and better organized than Dumbledore’s intelligence had suggested.

      Foreign dark wizards with their own grudges against the famous Girl Who Lived’s parents. Ambitious wannabe dark lords who thought eliminating the Potters might enhance their own reputations, and many more strangers who were out to get them.

      The promised protection had been utterly worthless, leaving them to fight for their lives in unfamiliar territory with minimal support and no real understanding of local magical politics.
In hindsight, Harry had been the safest of them all during those years, hidden away from the magical world, unknown and unremarkable to everyone who might wish him harm.
Unfortunately, their son didn’t see it that way, judging from the glacier-cold reception and shoulder he’d given James during their reunion shopping trip.

      “Are you even listening to me, Prongs?” Sirius’s voice cut through James’s brooding with characteristic bluntness.

      “Of course I am,” James lied smoothly, meeting his oldest friend’s skeptical grey stare. “But no, we’re not going anywhere near Dumbledore. That’s final.”

      “Come on, mate, it’s an important meeting. As members of the Order of the Phoenix, you both have obligations—”

      “Fuck the Order of the Phoenix.” The words exploded from James’s lips with enough force to make his palms slam against the table, the sharp crack mercifully absorbed by Lily’s Muffliato charm. Several other patrons glanced in their direction anyway, responding to the obvious body language if not the actual sound. James forced himself to breathe slowly, deliberately, until his voice steadied.

      “Sirius, that manipulative old bastard fed us lies for eleven years. We were never actually safe out there, no matter what his grand strategy supposedly required. Do you have any bloody idea how exhausting it was, dragging a child from one end of the world to the other, always looking over our shoulders, never knowing if the next safe house would actually be safe?”

      “You know a direct confrontation wasn’t possible back then,” Sirius protested, though his tone lacked its usual conviction. “They would have targeted you specifically, used the children as leverage. Dumbledore was trying to protect—”

      “Don’t.” Lily’s voice sliced through the air like a blade, cold enough to freeze the words in Sirius’s throat. “Don’t you dare lecture us about protection when you stayed right here in Britain, got married, raised a child, built a career, and faced exactly the same enemies we were supposedly running from. Meanwhile, we spent a decade taking compromise after compromise, following orders, cleaning up the old man’s messes in foreign countries, making deals with people who owed him favors, all in the name of his precious ‘greater good.’ And for what? So he could waste our lives playing puppet master while our son grew up thinking we were dead?”

      “That’s not fair, Lily,” Sirius shot back, his famous temper finally flaring to match hers. “It hasn’t exactly been a holiday for me either. You think I enjoyed watching my best friends disappear while I stayed behind to clean up the aftermath? And what lies are you even talking about? Every mission Dumbledore assigned was essential to preventing another war. He’s spent his entire life fighting dark wizards; he wouldn’t deliberately hurt allies, especially not you two. He’s a great man who’s made difficult choices for the greater—”

      “Your godson is a wizard.” James cut across the brewing argument before it could escalate into the sort of shouting match that would destroy their friendship permanently.
Sirius froze as if he’d been hit with a full-body bind. “What did you just say?”

      “Harry is a wizard,” Lily repeated with deadly precision, a bitter laugh escaping her lips. “A remarkably powerful one, actually, not the helpless Squib we were told to abandon. Our entire life since the war, every mission, every exile, every bloody sacrifice we made, was built on a lie Dumbledore told us because it served his purposes. He used our trust and our love for our children to turn us into his personal international agents. So, no, Sirius Orion Black, he is not a great man, making hard choices. He’s either completely delusional about his own infallibility, or he has a disturbingly unhealthy interest in my family.”

      Whatever defense Sirius had been preparing died unuttered. He knew the public story about why James and Lily had gone into hiding, Rose’s safety as the Girl Who Lived, and the need to protect the famous child from revenge-seeking Death Eaters.

      But he’d also known the private truth: that Dumbledore had specifically convinced them Harry would be safer in the Muggle world, away from the dangers that surrounded his magical sister. Now, hearing that foundation crumble, guilt settled in his stomach like a stone. He found himself thinking about Rose, growing up under the constant shadow of threat, never knowing if the next day might bring another attack, another frantic relocation to yet another temporary safe house.

      The silence stretched uncomfortably until Lily pushed back from the table with barely controlled fury. “I need some air before I do something we’ll all regret,” she announced, sweeping toward the exit with the kind of contained violence that had once made Death Eaters reconsider their career choices.

      “So Harry really is…?” Sirius asked quietly once she was gone.

      “Yeah.” James’s tone was flat, emotionally exhausted. “Two Hogwarts letters arrived last week, one for each child. We spent a few days shopping for Rose’s supplies, cleaning up the old Godric’s Hollow cottage, and moving our things back from the Cardiff manor we’d been using as a staging area. Then today, on their birthday, the twins finally met each other properly. Bloody marvelous reunion, as you can imagine.”

      The sarcasm was thick enough to cut with a knife, and Sirius winced at the obvious pain underneath it.

      “You don’t sound particularly thrilled about getting your son back,” he observed carefully.

      “I’m grateful to have met him,” James corrected, staring into his Butterbeer as if it might contain answers to questions he didn’t know how to ask. “But I can’t shake the feeling that we’ve already missed the most important parts. I’ll never have the kind of relationship with Harry that my father had with me, that easy trust or bond. At least the twins clicked immediately, though. Like they’d never been separated at all, joined at the hip just like when they were toddlers.”

      Sirius downed the rest of his drink in one long swallow, processing the implications. He’d spent years telling himself Harry was better off in the Muggle world, safely ignorant of the magical conflicts that had claimed so many lives. It had been easier to focus on his own responsibilities, his marriage, his career in the Auror Office, rather than dwell on the godson he’d been advised to avoid contacting.

      Especially by a man who’s considered one of the greatest of this era.

      But if Harry was magical, if he’d always been magical, then every justification Sirius had used to stay away crumbled to dust.

      “Look, Sirius,” James continued, his voice gaining strength as he worked through his thoughts aloud. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but we’re done with the Order. This revelation about Harry was just the final straw in something that’s been building for years. Dumbledore has lost all perspective, and he’ll keep ruining lives in the name of his greater good unless someone has the backbone to tell him to stop.”

      “I know you’re angry, mate,” Sirius said carefully, “but I’ve worked alongside him for over a decade now. Whatever his faults, he’s not the villain you’re painting him as. Every decision he’s made has been in service of preventing another war—”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night,” James interrupted with a tired wave. “We’re not declaring a blood feud or anything that dramatic. We just want to be left alone to raise our children without interference from well-meaning manipulators. I’ll still send Harry and Rose to Hogwarts; it’s probably the best magical education available, and despite everything, we all grew up there successfully. As long as Dumbledore doesn’t try to drag my children into his games the way he did with Lily and me, I’ll tolerate his presence and even forgive past mistakes. But that’s the extent of it.”

      After everything they’d sacrificed for the Order’s missions, after all the gold they’d contributed to fund operations, after all the favors they’d called in on Dumbledore’s behalf, James had no intention of giving the man another knut or another ounce of loyalty.

      “I’ll pass that along,” Sirius muttered, clearly recognizing defeat when it stared him in the face.

      James studied his oldest friend’s expression and decided to change the subject before the atmosphere became completely poisonous. “What’s your boy been up to these days? You mentioned him in a letter a few years back, but I never got the full story about how Sirius Black ended up as a family man.”

      That, at least, managed to coax a genuine smile from Sirius’s face. “Canopus, call him Poe, eleven now, constantly pestering Susan to let him tag along to Hogwarts this year, even though he’s still got years before his own letter arrives. I’ve been looking after Susan like she was my own daughter since Amelia’s brother and his wife were killed by those Death Eater holdouts back in ’83. The boy drags her into more elaborate mischief and pranks than I ever managed with you lot. It’s simultaneously terrifying and deeply impressive.”

      That explained quite a lot about how Sirius had ended up married to someone as strict and stickler for rules as Amelia Bones,

      James reflected. Mutual enemies have a way of creating unexpected partnerships.
It also explained why Sirius had accepted the position of Assistant Commissioner in the Auror Office while Amelia ran the entire Department of Magical Law Enforcement; they’d become a formidable team both professionally and personally.

      True power couple, one might say.

      “Well, mate, you’ll never guess what Poe managed last week,” Sirius launched into a story about his son’s latest magical mishap, and for the first time in what felt like years, the two Marauders simply talked. The tension didn’t disappear entirely, too much had been said, too many wounds reopened, but it settled into something manageable, at least for now.

      Outside, Lily stood in the afternoon bustle of Diagon Alley, watching families prepare for the new school year and trying to decide whether she wanted to hex Dumbledore or simply disappear entirely. Either option held considerable appeal. Maybe she should find her son. She wanted to see his face, even if it was set on indifference and slight dislike ever since they met.

      A mother could endure a lot more than if he thinks she will back off now.

      

    
  




    Chapter 5

    
       

      Diagon Ally -July 31/2005

      At Florean Fortescue’s Ice Cream Parlour, I was in absolute heaven. Muggle ice cream didn’t even come close to this….this was a symphony of sugar, cream, and probably some magical ingredients. Every spoonful felt like fireworks bursting across my taste buds, each flavor richer than the last. The magical confection seemed to shift and evolve with each bite, caramel notes giving way to hints of crystallized ginger and something that tasted suspiciously like bottled sunshine.

      Across from me, Rose wasn’t faring much better. She tore into her sundae with the single-minded determination of a starving ghoul. However, her ridiculous hood made her look more like an incognito criminal than a girl enjoying dessert. The heavy fabric cast shadows across her face, but I could still catch glimpses of her green eyes darting about nervously whenever someone passed too close to our table. The fact that she kept trying to hide her face only made her stand out more, a textbook example of drawing attention by trying to avoid it.

      “Why the hood, anyway? You know it makes you look twice as suspicious, right?” I asked, scraping my spoon along the glass and savoring another bite of what the menu had cheerfully labeled ‘Exploding Bonbon Surprise.’

      Despite what Assassin’s Creed might have promised gamers everywhere, covering your face doesn’t make you invisible. Quite the opposite, actually. Humans are hardwired to notice what doesn’t fit, a survival instinct that stretches back to when our ancestors were dodging sabertooth tigers and competing with other tribes. Hooded figures trip mental alarms because we’re naturally social animals. When something looks out of place or deliberately concealed, warning bells start clanging in people’s heads. It’s an instinct developed during the Stone Age, essential for survival back when spotting the unusual could mean the difference between life and becoming something’s dinner.

      So no, wearing a hood and covering your face only gains more attention, and not always the good kind.

      “I never said it was for stealth,” Rose replied, her voice carrying that particular brand of calm smugness that suggested she knew something I didn’t. Her green eyes flashed beneath the shadow of her hood, and despite the ridiculous assassin cosplay, there was genuine calculation behind that gaze. “It serves a different purpose entirely.”

      “Then what’s the point?” I pressed, raising an eyebrow while mentally cataloguing the way she held herself, confident, alert, but not paranoid. Interesting.

      “It’s a signal,” she explained, her tone taking on the patient cadence of someone tutoring a particularly dense first-year. ‘The hood isn’t about hiding, it’s about communication. It says, ‘I don’t want to speak to you or acknowledge your existence, so sod off and find someone else to bother.’ It’s sending people a message: you don’t bother me, I don’t bother you.’ She paused to glance around the parlour again, noting the families chattering over their treats, the couples sharing elaborate sundaes, the lone wizard in the corner reading a copy of the Daily Prophet. “Simple social contract, really.”

      “And why exactly would people follow this unspoken philosophy or unwritten rules?” I pushed further, genuinely intrigued. “It’s not like there’s some universal handbook of ’How to Interpret Mysterious Hooded Figures in Public Spaces.”

      “Because, my dear brother,” Rose replied smoothly, spooning up another mouthful of her sundae with practiced ease, “dealing with an unknown witch or wizard is rarely worth the potential trouble. People instinctively avoid risk; it’s basic self-preservation. Better to leave the mystery figure alone than poke at something that might turn out to be dangerous. Most folks would rather not discover whether that hooded person is just having a bad hair day or plotting to curse someone into next Tuesday. As long as you’re not committing crimes or causing a scene, you can travel relatively undisturbed.”

      It sounded like a massive hassle for minimal gain, honestly. “Or — and hear me out here — why not just change your appearance entirely? You’re a witch, aren’t you? Few charms, maybe a glamour, a completely different face. Problem solved, and you wouldn’t have to cosplay as Budget Ezio Auditore.”

      Rose looked confused at my reference, but didn’t push on.

      One thing I genuinely didn’t understand about the Wizarding world was this bizarre tendency to mirror Muggle solutions rather than innovate with magic. I knew I’d only been exposed to this world for a day, and most of my knowledge came from my previous life’s memories, but the pattern was everywhere once you started looking.

      Why did wizards have buses that happened to be magical? Why use a train to get to Hogwarts when Apparition or Portkeys existed? Why were they still relying on owls for communication when they had magic that could presumably do so much more? And don’t get me started on the fashion choices; everything looked like Victorian-era Muggle clothing with a few magical flourishes thrown in as an afterthought.

      Not to mention that most magical innovations lag about one or two centuries behind their Muggle counterparts. Where was the magical equivalent of modern technology? Instead of playing catch-up with the non-magical world by slapping enchantments on existing concepts, why hadn’t wizards used their supernatural abilities to reach for the stars, to push boundaries that Muggles couldn’t even dream of?

      I knew I was probably just a fourteen-year-old kid talking out of his arse, lacking the context and experience to understand the complexities involved truly. But still, these thoughts nagged at me.

      Rose gave me a look that was half exasperated, half amused, as if I’d just suggested we all start flying around on enchanted tea trays. “Polyjuice Potion costs a fortune and requires ingredients that are either rare, illegal, or both. It’s not something you casually brew up for a shopping trip to Diagon Alley. And human transfiguration?” She shook her head emphatically. “Beyond dangerous. The kind of magic that can leave you permanently disfigured if you mess up even slightly. It’s heavily regulated, illegal without proper mastery credentials and Ministry approval.”

      “Then invent a new spell,” I suggested, making an airy gesture with my spoon. “Wand out, clever incantation with butchered Latin, wave it about dramatically, and poof! Instant disguise. Problem solved.”

      “That’s not how magic works, Harry,” Rose sighed, though there was fondness beneath the exasperation. ‘New spells don’t just materialize out of thin air because someone thinks they’d be convenient. If creating magic were that simple, our textbooks would be ten times thicker and we’d all be walking around looking like completely different people every other Tuesday.’ She paused, looking slightly uncertain for the first time since we’d started this conversation. “Spell creation is probably incredibly difficult and complex; otherwise, there would be new magic appearing constantly. There must be good reasons why most of what we use was developed centuries ago.”

      “Or maybe,” I countered, setting down my spoon with a definitive clink against the now-empty glass, “wizards have just gotten comfortable being magical traditionalists. Here, let me prove my point about innovation.”

      After I’d committed what Rose declared was the absolute sacrilege of purchasing a second sundae, apparently, there were unwritten rules about ice cream consumption that I’d cheerfully violated, so I convinced her to guide me somewhere more private. She led me through several winding side streets I hadn’t noticed during my earlier exploration, past shops that grew progressively shabbier and less frequented.

      I’d seriously underestimated the sheer scope of Diagon Alley. What appeared to be a cozy shopping street from the main thoroughfare was actually more like a sprawling magical district, complete with residential areas, forgotten corners, and abandoned infrastructure. The crowded main area had given me the impression of something compact and contained, but the reality was far more complex.

      “How did you even know about this place?” I asked as Rose stopped in front of what looked like a derelict bus station, but full of chimneys and Hearth rather than buses. The building was clearly abandoned, paint peeling from the walls, windows either boarded up or missing entirely, and a general air of neglect that spoke of years without maintenance. “I thought you were new to Britain yourself?”

      “Our father brought me here once, on our first time here, a few days ago,” Rose replied, her voice taking on a harder edge. She pushed open the warped door, which creaked ominously on its hinges. “This used to be working on dad’s time, favourite Marauders, that’s our dad’s gang name, hangout spot. It was a precious place for him.” She said softly, like retelling a story she had heard a thousand times before.

      And I have a feeling this story doesn’t have a happy ending.

      “Voldemort’s followers killed several people in this station during the war, so instead of cleaning up the mess and moving on, the Ministry decided it would be easier to simply build a new terminal in the opposite direction. Ever since then, everyone has avoided this place like it’s cursed. The government refuses to repair it; it’s easier to let it rot than deal with the bad memories.”

      The interior was worse than the outside suggested. Dust motes danced in the weak afternoon light that filtered through the grimy windows, and the air carried the stale scent of old magic mixed with decay. Soot stained the walls around what had once been a functioning Floo network connection, and spider webs draped across the rafters like tattered curtains.

      “Well, that’s certainly cheerful,” I observed, stepping carefully around debris scattered across the floor. ‘Nothing like a good old-fashioned massacre to really kill the property values.’ I gestured toward the least damaged hearth. “Mind doing me a favor and lighting a fire in there?”

      Rose gave me a confused look but drew her wand with practiced efficiency. “Sure, but why exactly? You do realize this won’t work for actual Floo travel, right? The network connection was severed years ago; this is basically just a fancy fireplace now.”

      Wait, how could the Floo network malfunction? From what I understood, the system worked through the Floo powder itself, not the physical hearth. The fireplaces were just convenient connection points, not integral components of the magic. But then again, I was hardly an expert on magical infrastructure, so perhaps there were complications I wasn’t considering.

      “Just light it, please. I promise this will be educational.” I grinned.

      Rose hesitated for another moment, then pointed her wand at the hearth with a fluid motion. “Incendio.” Flames immediately leaped to life, flickering cheerfully against the blackened stone and casting dancing shadows across the abandoned station.

      “Perfect,” I said, pulling out my newly purchased sundae. Without any further explanation, I unceremoniously lobbed the entire glass dish directly into the fire. The ice cream hissed and bubbled violently as it met the flames, creating a rather pathetic sizzling sound as cold met hot.

      “Blimey!” Rose yelped, staring at me as if I’d completely lost my mind. “What was that for? Harry, you just wasted perfectly good ice cream! Do you have any idea how much—”

      “Shh,” I cut her off gently, raising one hand while keeping my eyes fixed on the flames. The fire was already beginning to die down as it struggled against the cold desert, exactly as I’d expected. I took a deep breath and spoke clearly: “Please accept my offering, Lady Aphrodite.”

      The words felt natural, almost instinctive, as if I’d spoken them a thousand times before. My thoughts turned inward, carrying a familiar tone of respectful communication.

      Despite not one of the gods answering my prayers, I wasn’t once dissatisfied or distracted from my rituals. Gods don’t need to speak to me or interact with me to be real, not when they accepted my offering and gave their blessings in return.

      So the least I could do is sacrifice some things that won’t cost too much from time to time and gift them some goodies; in this way, I didn’t feel like a leech, depending on the Divine to help me with my magical arts.

      ’Sorry, goddess. It’s been far too long since I’ve properly acknowledged your assistance. Please forgive the neglect. I haven’t forgotten your help, just gotten caught up in the chaos of this new life.”

      The response was immediate and unmistakable. The struggling fire suddenly roared back to life with renewed intensity, the flames burning bright enough to make both Rose and me instinctively step back. The ice cream didn’t just melt; it was utterly consumed in seconds, leaving not even a trace of the glass dish behind. A thin stream of golden light rose with the smoke, so brief I might have imagined it if not for the familiar sensation that followed.

      Magic tingled across my skin like electricity, the same feeling I got when holding my wand earlier or during moments of accidental magic or when gods answered back to my prayers. Like always, this was warmer, more personal, like a gentle hand resting briefly on my shoulder in acknowledgment.

      Rose’s eyes had gone wide as dinner plates, her gaze darting between the now-normal fire and my face. “What the bloody hell—”

      I caught my reflection in the soot-stained bricks surrounding the hearth, watching as the changes began. My unruly black hair lengthened and smoothed itself, falling in waves past my shoulders, while every trace of facial hair or every hair below my eyebrows simply vanished. My eyebrows and eyelashes grew longer and more defined, framing features that were shifting subtly but dramatically. My face slimmed, jawline sharpening into something more delicate, while my overall bone structure turned into something distinctly androgynous, too graceful to be called purely masculine, but not quite feminine either.

      “Ta-da,” I announced cheerfully, running a hand through my transformed hair. “Wandless transformation magic.”

      “No, it bloody well isn’t,” Rose shook her head firmly, though she couldn’t seem to stop staring. ‘That’s Metamorphmagus’s ability, Harry. Extremely rare, practically unheard of except that one girl, Nympho-something.’ She paused, tilting her head as she studied my new appearance. “Though I have to ask, why the sacrificial ritual? That was definitely not normal Metamorphmagus behavior like I’ve read about.”

      Urgh, these wizards and their bad habits of assuming everything based on their knowledge instead of acknowledging new things. I mean, it could be semi-metamorphmagus like canon Harry too, but that didn’t explain why I could control this much once I prayed to Aphrodite, did it?

      “That’s something I developed myself,” I explained, unconsciously adjusting to the slightly different vocal cords that came with my altered appearance. Even my voice had shifted, becoming more melodious without losing its essentially male character.

      “Sacrificing to gods in exchange for wandless casting, no new knowledge or spell though, just like I told you back in my room earlier. Normally, I don’t need to offer something every single time I want to cast a spell, but it had been way too long since I’d properly acknowledged the goddess. It didn’t feel right to ask for her assistance without giving something in return first, basic courtesy, really.”

      “That’s absolutely brilliant,” Rose said rapidly, her curiosity clearly overriding any concern about the unconventional nature of what she’d witnessed. ‘Blimey, even your voice changed, the transformation is solid too, not smoke and mirrors. I don’t pretend to understand whether gods are real or if it’s just your magic acting like this, but what you’ve just shown looks like a classical equivalent exchange: sacrifice something of value, receive something of equal or greater value in return. Though I have to warn you,’ her expression grew more serious, “sacrificial magic is heavily regulated here in Britain. Depending on how the Ministry interprets what you’re doing, it could be considered dark magic. That’s a straight ticket to Azkaban if you’re not careful.”

      “Well,” I shrugged, not particularly concerned about Ministry classifications, give them more time and they will brand Patronus as forbidden because someone fought off Dementors on their payroll… or soulroll you might say, “I can only speak from personal experience, but I genuinely believe someone is listening up there and responding to my prayers. The results speak for themselves.”

      I thought back to the first time I’d discovered these particular bits of magic, back at the Dursleys’ house. Krishna had been the first deity to respond to my desperate prayers, transforming the barely edible slop the Dursleys called food into something resembling actual butter sweet rolls, at least on my portion of the plate.

      For one horrifying moment, I thought it was Daedric Prince of madness, Sheogorath, but nah, that sudden peacock feather in my bed proved otherwise.

      Vernon and Petunia never noticed, too absorbed in their own complaints to pay attention to what the freak was eating. And yeah, at this time, I was still a Freak, only getting called Harry once I began to attend church with them, or read the bible.

      So from that point on, my life was a mass crossover of religion, praying to everything and everyone. Except for Demons, because fuck demons. Not going to pray to someone or something that was actively hostile to humanity.

      No sir, I’m not getting to the end of the raining fireball because I worshipped Bael or other demons.

      So I began to pray to different gods, meanwhile selecting whose god’s domain my spell was falling into before praying to them. It was hard to create spells like that, especially when I was using knowledge and reference from past life to do it, but I’ve managed to learn a few spells all by myself, so I count that as a victory.

      But this specific transformation ability had developed under rather different circumstances. After the school had sent a letter to Vernon complaining that my hair was “unkempt and inappropriately long, reflecting poorly on both the institution and the neighborhood,” he’d decided to take matters into his own hands. Instead of doing what any reasonable parent would do, take me to a proper barber like he did for Dudley, Vernon had simply grabbed a pair of electric clippers and shaved my head nearly bald, claiming he was “destroying the source of the problem.”

      The only issue with his brilliant solution was that my hair grew back overnight. Completely. By morning, I had the same wild, unruly mop I’d started with, as if time itself had reversed the previous day’s scalping.

      Vernon had not taken this well. He’d shaved it again. It grew back again. This almost comedic routine continued for an entire week, with both of us growing increasingly frustrated. I was approximately one day away from setting something on fire, again, possibly Vernon himself, when I remembered how the gods had actually responded to my previous offerings.

      So I’d tried the same approach with a different deity. I’d prayed to Aphrodite, goddess of beauty and reflection or transformation, offering her the one decent meal I’d managed to scrounge that week. Ever since then, I’d maintained a form of limited Metamorphmagus control, though it was restricted primarily to hair manipulation. Nothing else worked consistently, which was disappointing.

      It looks like no matter the universe, Harry Potter has only hair manipulation as a natural shapeshifting ability. Even with this blessing, I can control all the hairs around my body, of course as long as I let the blessing grant a few other side effects when I’m using it, such as being a little too beautiful like in those magazines

      The catch was that I had to maintain regular contact with the goddess to keep the blessing active. If I went too long without acknowledging her assistance, the ability would fade until I renewed the connection. It was more practical in the long run to learn proper spells for cosmetic changes rather than relying on divine intervention for basic grooming needs.

      Hopefully, Aphrodite wouldn’t take offense if I eventually developed more conventional alternatives.

    
    

    
      Goddess Aphrodite came in clutch like always, as Rose and I walked hand in hand through the bustling streets of Diagon Alley.

      We looked properly like twins now, her hair transformed to match my black locks, falling in the same unruly waves that seemed to defy both gravity and common sense, somehow still beautiful because of Aphrodite. Her bright green eyes, so similar to my own, were now framed by the same dark hair that had become something of a Potter family trademark.

      At least according to my knowledge from my past life.

      I absolutely detested this form, though. It was one of those situations where you could admire the technical craftsmanship while simultaneously hating everything about the result.

      I looked like a damn twink. Or worse, a trap, one of those anime trap characters that confused the hell out of everyone’s sexuality.

      But it was either that or deal with my hair defaulting like some magical Saiyan with a one-style-for-life curse. Aphrodite gave me the choice between femboy chic or eternal “just woke up” anime hair.

      So this form is for disguising, nothing else, not in the thousand years.

      Rose’s temporary black hair transformation had been achieved through the same method I’d been using blessing as it basically acts same as what my accidental magic could have, like back when I did achieve the same result but it was through an uncontrollable burst of magic.

      My first major success had been with a teacher who’d been particularly enthusiastic about screaming at me for something I don’t remember when I think about it, it’s been years after all.

      I’d managed to turn her hair completely blue with silver glitter that sparkled like disco ball fragments every time she moved. The effect had lasted for weeks, much to her horror and my delight, probably because she kept yelling at me and punishing me for the “vandalism,” which Dudley and his gangs did before becoming my bros.

      It had been the magical prank of the century, at least from my seven-year-old perspective. Ever since then, hair color and length within my general vicinity had been somewhat subject to my conscious will and burst of magic. Aphrodite’s blessing had simply given me much finer control over the process, particularly when it came to my own appearance.

      With her rules, I can make myself pretty or other people pretty, but I can’t make people actively ugly. That blue-haired Karen incident had been a complete accident and with my own magic.

      Other gods I’ve worked with were more flexible; I could bend their domains, tweak their gifts, make the magic more suited to my preferences. Aphrodite? Absolutely not. It was her vision or nothing at all.

      ‘I will not be your femboy mascot, Lady Aphrodite,’ I thought with determination, clenching my jaw slightly. ‘I am the manliest man to ever engage in manly activities of manliness.’

      Adonis was not the giga chad we thought he was. I’m absolutely sure he was also femboy because why would Aphrodite always keep turning me into this when I specifically pray for peak male physique?

      “What’s bothering you?” Rose asked, noticing my internal struggle. She’d ditched the ridiculous hooded cloak somewhere during our walk, and now moved with the easy confidence of someone who no longer felt the need to hide from every passing stranger. Her transformed hair fell naturally across her lightning bolt scar, rendering her completely unrecognizable to the casual observer.

      “Nothing important, just—” My teeth ground together as I felt the divine blessing snap back like a rubber band, the transformation dissolving as beard stubble or at least outline of it materialized along my jaw and my features returned to their normal, decidedly more masculine configuration. “—I just realized that after all that showing off, I don’t actually need the disguise. I’m not famous here.”

      The change back to my original appearance happened with my conscious decision to release the magic. There was no point in maintaining the femboy form any longer than absolutely necessary, and right now, it definitely didn’t qualify as necessary. Unlike Rose, I wasn’t a celebrity whose face appeared on Chocolate Frog cards and front pages of newspapers.

      “How wonderfully convenient for you,” Rose drawled, though there was a distinctly mischievous glint in her green eyes. “Though I have to say, I rather liked your transformed look. You were quite cutie.”

      “I am not cute,” I protested immediately, crossing my arms and doing my best impression of wounded masculine pride. “I am dashing, handsome, devastatingly attractive, possibly even breathtaking, depending on the lighting. But definitely not cute.”

      Perhaps showing her this had been an error. But what else was I supposed to do? She’d been skulking around in cloaks like some budget medieval assassin, and I’d simply been trying to demonstrate that she should be utilizing her magical abilities like a proper witch rather than relying on intimidation through mysterious fashion choices.

      “There you two are.”

      Both Rose and I jumped at the unexpected voice, her wands and spark of lightning appearing in my hands with the kind of synchronized precision that spoke to excellent reflexes and possibly too much shared paranoia.

      We relaxed immediately upon recognizing the speaker, though our hearts were still racing from the surprise.

      “Blimey, Mum!” Rose complained, her voice taking on the particular whiny quality that daughters seemed to reserve exclusively for their mothers. “I told you not to sneak up on me like that! You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

      Lily smiled with the fond indulgence of a parent who’d heard similar complaints approximately a thousand times before. “Sorry, darling. I couldn’t resist.”

      “How did you even find us?” I asked, genuinely curious about the tracking method involved. We’d literally just met this morning, and I wasn’t exactly the only black-haired teenager wandering around Diagon Alley. Thanks to my impromptu magical makeover, Rose’s appearance now matched mine perfectly, which should have made identification considerably more difficult.

      “Elementary detection charm,” Rose answered before Lily could respond, pointing to a tiny gem that glinted in her earring. The light emanating from it definitely wasn’t natural reflection, there was something distinctly magical about the soft glow.

      “Magical GPS tracking? That’s brilliant,” I muttered, my mind immediately jumping to the technical implications. “But how does it transmit your location back to—”

      “Because I’m the one who cast the original charm, silly,” Lily interrupted with a knowing smirk that suggested she was rather pleased with her magical prowess. “The connection works both ways when you’re the caster.”

      We all exchanged smiles, and then I realized with some annoyance that I was supposed to be irritated about this whole family reunion situation. Instead, I was getting genuinely excited about magical technology and geeking out at its practical applications. Which was completely typical of my priorities because I do want to learn magic rather than focus on other drama, but also rather frustrating when I was trying to maintain emotional distance.

      Lily seemed to interpret my momentary distraction as acceptance of the situation, as she looked at Rose with the teasing expression that mothers seemed to perfect through years of practice. “I have to say, I love what you’ve done with your hair, sweetheart. Got tired of looking like your mum and decided to embrace your daddy’s genetic contribution instead?”

      “Hey!” Rose protested, puffing up with indignation. ‘This is purely for disguise purposes, and you know it perfectly well. Everyone knows I’m proud of my natural hair.’ She paused, tilting her head with a thoughtful expression that suggested an uncomfortable realization. “Though now that you mention it… Why didn’t we just do this from the beginning? You know dozens of cosmetic charms that could have achieved the same effect without all the cloak and dagger nonsense.”

      “Huh.” Lily blinked several times, her expression shifting to one of genuine confusion as she processed this entirely reasonable question. “You know what? You’re absolutely right. Why didn’t we think of that earlier?”

      The answer was blindingly obvious to anyone with half a brain cell. Wizards, as a demographic, were complete dumbasses. I said this with the authority of someone who was now technically part of their ranks, so I felt qualified to make such sweeping generalizations without being a racist.

      Maybe it was something in the magical bloodlines, maybe prolonged exposure to magic fried neural pathways like long-term drug use, or maybe the education system just encouraged people to stop thinking critically once they learned to wave sticks around and make things happen. But the evidence of widespread stupidity was pretty much undeniable at this point.

      “Let’s just go,” I muttered, striding off in what I hoped was the direction of somewhere else, anywhere else. “I honestly can’t process any more.”

      “Oh, I completely understand how overwhelming the first day can be,” Lily nodded sympathetically, not knowing I was referring to being tired of dealing with her and James, not the magical world, however stupid it was.

      But the woman did not take the hint and started rambling.

      “I remember when my parents first brought me to Diagon Alley. I was so excited I could barely contain myself, and my teacher was trying to explain everything at once while my parents kept getting distracted by all the fascinating magical items or beings they had on display, like fairies or pixies, and—”

      While I don’t know about James and Lily, you should look into your family history; the magic is in the blood, and whose blood it is may play a vital role.

      The voice in my head, Volition, spoke and disappeared back of my head before I could reply.

      I began tuning out with a resigned sigh. This woman was getting entirely too comfortable around me, entirely too quickly for my emotional comfort zone. Though, like Volition said, some part of my brain wouldn’t mind hearing stories about my grandparents, people I’d never had the chance to meet, but definitely not here in the middle of a crowded street where anyone could overhear personal family details.

      I huffed under my breath and attempted to walk away from the impromptu storytelling session, only to come to an abrupt halt when Rose’s hand clamped down on mine with the grip strength of someone who’d been wrestling dragons for fun. Bloody hell, what were they feeding her? Steel cables instead of tendons?

      “Wrong direction, Harry,” Rose’s voice carried a tone of dry amusement. “The exit is back that way, unless you’re planning to walk straight into Knockturn Alley and see how long it takes for someone to curse you.”

    
    

    
      


      I sighed deeply, watching the sun slowly bleed into the horizon as evening shadows lengthened across the narrow streets of Godric’s Hollow. The sky had transformed into a canvas of dusky hues, deep purples, and burnt oranges that would have been beautiful under different circumstances.

      People from my last life, fans and those Potterheads on the internet liked to romanticize this place because of its historical significance of this world. “Birthplace of Godric Gryffindor,” or “resting place of the ancient Peverell family,” as if speaking the names would somehow make the very ground beneath our feet more sacred. They treated it like some mythical shrine where pilgrims came to experience magical enlightenment.

      But what I actually saw wasn’t some mystical wonderland. It was simply a village in the West Country of England, quiet and unremarkable in the way that only small communities could manage. The kind of place that organized itself around a central square containing the essential pillars of rural life, a stone church with its weathered bell tower, a pub with hanging flower baskets, a post office that probably doubled as the local gossip headquarters, and a handful of small shops that served the basic needs of the residents.

      Quaint cottages lined the winding streets in neat rows, their gardens filled with late summer flowers that added splashes of color to the otherwise muted landscape. A weathered signboard marked Church Lane, its painted arrow pointing up the gentle hill toward the cemetery that crowned the village’s highest point.

      We’d finally finished our expedition through Diagon Alley after meeting with Lily, James, who was shortly joining us on our way. And we called it a day since there was nothing else to do.

      My school supplies were sorted, and my wand was selected. I have some new clothes and a few magical candies I bought. I plan to try it this coming night.

      James and Lily had suggested purchasing a pet, an owl for mail delivery, perhaps a cat for companionship, but I’d firmly refused the offer.

      I wasn’t about to drag some innocent creature into the absolute chaos that currently passed for my mental state. Owning a pet when my emotional landscape resembled a battlefield seemed not just irresponsible, but actively cruel.

      Not only am I getting tired because of this insane day, but I’m also getting actively more irritable now that I’ve processed the fact that Dursley basically abandoned me, and my parents are alive, not drunk and dead.

      So no, I don’t need animals to take care of, no, I needed someone to take care of me instead.

      “Why are we here, Dad?” Rose asked, genuine confusion in her voice as she looked around the quiet village streets. Her hair had shifted back to its natural, vibrant crimson after my temporary transformation magic had worn off, though interestingly, the style that Aphrodite’s blessing had created seemed to have stubbornly remained. The goddess’s blessings are absolute as long as the connection remains, as I can tell from the very embarrassing experience. “I thought we were heading home after shopping.”

      “There’s someone I thought should meet Harry before we return to Potter Manor,” James replied, his expression taking on a quality I couldn’t quite decipher. It wasn’t negative, exactly, but there was a weight to it that suggested this wasn’t a casual social visit. His tone carried the kind of seriousness that made my instincts prickle with exhaustion.

      I don’t need more meetings, man, meeting you all has been more than enough.

      Who the hell wanted to meet me? Here in Godric’s Hollow? I mentally catalogued the notable residents I could remember from my previous life’s canon knowledge. The Dumbledore family had lived here once, though Albus had moved on decades ago. Bathilda Bagshot, the magical historian, maintained residence somewhere in the village. Neither seemed like the type to arrange impromptu meetings with confused teenagers, though stranger things had certainly happened in the wizarding world.

      Wait, hold on, Dumbledore does look like he would meet with confused teenagers, so never mind that thought. Though who else could it be?

      Godric’s Hollow had historically been home to a number of prominent magical families, which made sense given its significance as both Godric Gryffindor’s birthplace and the location where several important wizarding events had unfolded.

      We continued walking in contemplative silence, our footsteps echoing softly against the cobblestone paths as James led us through increasingly familiar streets. It wasn’t until we approached the wrought iron gates of the village churchyard that realization struck me like a physical blow.

      The cemetery. Of course.

      The gravestone came into sharp focus as we approached, its weathered marble surface catching the last rays of dying sunlight:

      Heroes of Wizarding World

      *Fleamont Potter*

      1909-1994

      Beloved Husband and Father

      *Euphemia Potter*

      1911-1994

      Beloved Wife and Mother

      “My grandparents,” I murmured, the words feeling strange and unfamiliar on my tongue. I stared at the carved inscription, trying to process the information.

      “Were they… heroes?” I asked James uncertainly, because honestly, dying of old age or Dragon Pox, at least that’s how they died in Canon, didn’t exactly suggest the kind of epic saga that warranted legendary status.

      Though I suppose I shouldn’t make assumptions based on what I thought I knew from my previous life’s incomplete information. That knowledge was proving increasingly unreliable as time went by.

      “Eleven years ago, the wizarding world was very different from what you experienced today,” James began, his voice taking on the measured tone of someone recounting difficult history. “The Dark Lord Voldemort had escalated from a decade of cold war and subtle manipulation to ordering all-out attacks against anyone who dared oppose him openly. Your mother and I were members of an organization called the Order of the Phoenix, dedicated to fighting against his regime.”

      Fought a terrorist and a Dark Lord while raising two babies? My mind spat acid. Do you people have the survival instincts of capybaras? If it were me, I wouldn’t even have kids in a world burning around me. But no, James and Lily had gone full horny Gryffindor.

      Mixing parenthood with active combat against magical terrorists. Horny idiots with a death wish.

      “And I suppose Voldemort came after your family because of your involvement?” I asked, though my tone conveyed more judgment than sympathy even without trying.

      “Yes, when you and your sister were still babies,” Lily continued, her voice growing quieter as she relived painful memories. “A person we trusted completely, someone we considered a dear friend, betrayed us to the Dark Lord. We had to leave immediately to confront both the traitor and Voldemort himself alongside other Order members, but the bastard had set a trap. While we were dealing with what we thought was the main threat, Voldemort had already moved against you two at our cottage just down the lane.”

      That all sounds good and dandy, but I’m not hearing why I was left to Dursles? Especially when they know their relative hates magic, that means me.

      I’m not buying that you were Squib things. I wasn’t a Squib even before I had Gacha giving me abilities; hell, I could remember having magic as long as I could remember, which is around four or five years old, like a normal child.

      “Since we obviously survived,” I said, looking back toward the gravestone with new understanding, that means my grandparents basically replaced the original fate of James and Lily from the canon timeline.

      Did they survive Dragon Pox, old age, basically fill this James and Lily Potter live troupe? I’m not trying to see the world around me as reality or fiction, but it’s becoming more and more difficult with this stupidity and troupe occurring around me.

      “They sacrificed themselves to protect us,” Rose said softly, taking my hand in hers with a gentle squeeze. “All the nonsense about me being the Girl Who Lived, or prophecies marking me as Voldemort’s equal, it’s all complete rubbish. They were the real heroes, the ones who actually saved the wizarding world. Not some babies who couldn’t even speak properly, much less cast magic.”

      At least you know that, and not riding high into the whole Girl who lived agenda like I expected you to. I thought, looking at the redhead, feeling some amount of respect rising at her words.

      Also, she knows about prophecy? Of course, since James and Lily are still alive, Dumbledore probably told them about the prophecy, and Rose somehow managed to get that info out of them.

      I looked down at the weathered gravestone again, trying to process the emotions churning in my chest. These people were strangers to me, just as James and Lily and Rose were all strangers. We’d literally met for the first time this morning, and despite my whining, my obvious distaste for the situation, and my generally antagonistic behavior throughout the day, I couldn’t honestly say I hated any of them.

      What I hated was the fact that they’d just barged into my carefully constructed life and completely demolished the precarious stability I’d been building with the Dursleys. It hadn’t been a good situation by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d been making gradual progress, slowly improving my circumstances through careful manipulation and strategic behavior modification.

      Hell, I’ve had them getting comfortable around magic, using it for their benefits and greed, making them see it in a good light.

      Dudley had been the first person to show me I was heading in the right direction.

      Now all of that effort was simply gone. Wasted.

      It felt like being robbed of something precious, though I struggled to articulate exactly what had been taken from me. Being accepted by the Dursleys would have represented a genuine victory, proof that all the damage I’d endured over the years had ultimately served some purpose. That the suffering had meant something in the end, had led to something better.

      Now? None of it mattered, did it? All the pain I’d absorbed was just pain, without any redemptive narrative to give it meaning. Just damage for the sake of damage.

      The thought process sounded disturbingly like Stockholm Syndrome when I examined it objectively, but that didn’t make the feeling any less real or valid from my perspective.

      I sighed again, letting my gaze rest on the simple granite marker. My grandparents might be complete strangers to me, people I’d never have the chance to know or understand, but they had also quite literally saved my life. If not for their love and sacrifice, I wouldn’t be standing here having this existential crisis in the first place.

      That had to count for something.

      ‘So thank you,’ I thought toward the grave, hoping that wherever they’d gone after death, they could somehow sense my gratitude. ‘Thank you for this life and these opportunities, however complicated they’ve become. I hope you’re enjoying peaceful rest or good health in whatever comes next.’

      I’ll probably pray to Hades, Yama, Jesus, and Izanami after I’m alone and have some privacy for them; it was the least I could do.

      “I think this is about all I can emotionally process for one day,” I said aloud, my voice barely above a whisper. “Could you please take me somewhere I can sleep? Preferably for several days straight without interruption.”

      The exhaustion was finally catching up with me, not just physical tiredness from a long day of walking and shopping, but the deeper emotional fatigue that came from having your entire world fundamentally restructured in the space of twelve hours. I needed time to think, to process, to figure out what the hell I was supposed to do with all this new information about my life.

      I just want to learn magic, bro! Not to deal with whatever mess that is my life.

      

    
  




    Chapter 6

    
       

      This had turned out far more entertaining than I expected when I first arrived at the Potters. For weeks now, my days had been filled with a kind of excitement I never thought possible.

      And no, it wasn’t because I was bonding with my long-lost family. It was because I was learning spells, actual spells. Reality bent itself to the whim of a fourteen-year-old boy with a bit of wand-waving and mangled Latin. God and Physics from my old world must be having a fit.

      I mean, what kind of world was this? Again and again, I asked myself why wizards hadn’t conquered the globe. From where I stood, I saw at least five different ways to pull it off. None of them required brute force or clumsy mind control of the entire population, either. If they ever tried that route, they’d find out fast that Protego didn’t mean much against Little Boy and Fat Man. History has already proved what normal human warfare could do.

      No, wizards reminded me of something else entirely. Every single one was a walking weapon of influence—capable of charming or hypnotizing world leaders into submission. They wouldn’t need armies. The world would serve them without even knowing it. Once again, I can confidently say all wizards were walking, talking apples of Eden; they just don’t know it well.

      “Good morning, Harry.”

      I turned to Lily’s voice. She crossed the rooftop to join me, the rising sun painting her red hair like molten copper. I looked past her to the horizon where the sun climbed out of the Bristol Channel, spilling gold across the water. From here, you could see Somerset and the Mendip Hills cut against the morning sky. Compared to drab Surrey, this was paradise.

      Though living here in Cardiff gave me an uneasy feeling. I don’t know why.

      “You look lost in thought,” she said, stepping beside me.

      It was weird, seeing her as a mother. And not for emotional reasons—I’d worked through most of that baggage already. No, it was the age thing that threw me off.

      Wizards aged more slowly. Way slower. While Petunia was pushing middle age, with gray creeping into her hair and lines around her eyes, Lily looked like she could still be in university or college, not a mother of two teenagers. The only reason she even looks like a woman is that, despite aging slowly, giving birth makes women more mature, probably in response to the body’s own needs, such as protecting or providing for children.

      That’s the only theory that seems possible, as witches and Wizards age very slowly at their prime, while ageing quickly like a Muggle once they are past their prime.

      I’d done the math. Wizards hit their thirties around age sixty, their sixties around eighty. No wonder Petunia hated her sister. Every witch was a walking insult to every Muggle woman on the planet.

      “Just plotting world domination,” I said, stretching out my arm. Hedwig hopped from the railing onto my forearm, clicking impatiently at the insects I’d collected. “Normal teenager stuff.”

      My experiments with Petrificus Totalus had been going well. Rose insisted it was simple, and she was right. I could cast it cleanly now, repeatedly. She was a good teacher, though I doubted she realized how horrifying the curse actually was. Being locked in your own body, fully aware but helpless, I shuddered thinking about it.

      The first time I’d tested it on myself, I made sure Immune was slotted permanently. The experience was enough to keep that perk active ever since. Now the family wondered why body-binding curses bounced off me. I told them I was built different. Surprisingly, they bought it.

      “Planning to send letters?” Lily asked as I tied a note to Hedwig’s leg. The snowy owl had demolished my entire bug collection before letting me attach anything. Magical insects were fascinating. They glowed, moved faster than normal bugs, and some even breathed colored smoke. Like catching weak magical creatures in some kid’s game, but infinitely more interesting.

      Rose had lent me her owl, though I suspected she enjoyed watching me bribe Hedwig into cooperation.

      “Did you make friends in Diagon Alley?” Lily added hopefully.

      “My cousin, Dudley,” I said flatly. “Funny how you managed to ship him off to America without even a goodbye. Didn’t know it was that easy to convince the Dursleys.”

      Bitterness crept into my voice. I gave her a hard look before turning back to the sunrise.

      “We didn’t bribe them, Harry.” Her tone carried the wounded honesty that adults often use when questioned. “Do you really think my sister and her husband would leave their home so easily?”

      Adults always said things like ‘for the best’ and ‘trust us,’ as if their version mattered more. But Vernon Dursley was predictable. He hated everything that wasn’t English or Christian. If he hadn’t left for money, that meant something else had scared him off. And the prime suspect was just beside me, one little push and it would be SPLAT!

      I tried to control my breathing as my thoughts got wilder and faster at the situation. Had my parents threatened the Dursleys? After I explicitly told them not to?

      Magic prickled under my skin as anger rose.

      Volition: While adults have disappointed you before, assume innocence until proven guilty. This world does not hate you. Learn who acts with good intentions before you condemn the unknown.

      Volition’s voice echoed in my head, soft but firm. The perk helped center my thoughts, providing perspective when emotions ran hot.

      “So enlighten me, Mother,” I said with calculated sarcasm, though doubt gnawed at me. “What could possibly drive Vernon Dursley from his precious England?”

      “They were already frightened of you, Harry. Your magic, even the helpful stuff like healing cuts or fixing broken things, kept them calm for a while.” She sighed, eyes distant. “But darker times are coming. Even Muggles will feel it. We told them the truth, and yes, we helped them financially. Whatever our fights, they’re still family.”

      I considered this. It made sense, actually. After a moment, I sighed.

      “If it’s going to be dangerous, why bring me here? Rose is way better at magic than I am, while I’d just be a target.”

      “Because a wizard can’t stay among Muggles forever. You should never have been separated from us in the first place.”

      “Let’s drop this,” I said, not wanting to waste the morning. “But one last question—if it’s dangerous, why not homeschool instead of Hogwarts? I’m excited about the castle filled with magic, trust me, but why take risks?”

      “Because that school has been a sanctuary for a thousand years. The wards, the protections, the best teachers in Britain, many of them my friends, people I would trust with my own life, lives of my children.” She leaned against the railing. “There’s tension between your father and the headmaster right now, but Dumbledore is still the most powerful wizard alive. Dark wizards won’t face him directly, and he’d never let students be harmed.”

      Good enough for me. Despite my mixed feelings about Dumbledore, I wanted to see Hogwarts. What Harry Potter fan didn’t?

      Yes, it would probably be dangerous. Life-threatening, even. But I didn’t want safety.

      I wanted adventure.

      “Okay, let’s go down,” I said, turning from the view. “What’s for breakfast?”

      “Oh, you’ll love it. Something I learned in Troy.”

      “Troy is real?!” I coughed in surprise.

      “It’s magical Turkey, silly,” she giggled at my reaction. “Did you think all those ancient cities were just stories and vanished from the planet?”

      The implications made my head spin. This world kept getting more interesting.

    
    

    
      “I think this is a very bad idea, Rose,” I yelled, gripping the broom for dear life, the knuckles white around the broom’s handle as it hovered a few meters above the ground.

      The bloody broom was one of the newer models; I hadn’t caught the exact name, but since James was a complete Quidditch nerd — or jock —he regularly splurged on the latest releases. His guilty pleasure, apparently. The man collected racing and Quidditch brooms, much like some people collect vintage wines.

      So naturally, Rose had decided to commandeer one for my “education.”

      “Don’t worry about it, it’ll be fine,” she called out, circling around me on her own broom, her movements casual. And because she clearly wanted to make me look like an amateur, she wasn’t even sitting; she was standing upright, balanced like she was showing off for an audience.

      She was just farming aura points at this point.

      “I know plenty of bone-mending charms and healing potions. Good practice for both of us.”

      Did I mention she was standing on her feet? On the broom? Like it was a bloody skateboard? Oh, I have? It doesn’t matter if I have, because how is she doing that? And what do you mean by practice for both of us? Am I just your potion tester? Looks like my ginger sister is really soulless on the inside. I shook my head, trying not to laugh at my own spiraling thoughts as I focused on my sister instead of looking down at the grassy ground.

      And Rose is still aura farming, doing the Titanic pose.

      I want that! And I think she knows that I want that.

      Show off.

      I shot her my best glare, which probably came across more like horrified puppy eyes than actual intimidation.

      “That was a joke,” she said, blowing a raspberry at me.

      When did my sister get so cheeky? She’d gotten sassier with me. Perhaps that was her true personality emerging now that she was at ease? Over the past few weeks, she’d dropped most of her initial shyness around me. We’d found our rhythm, disagreeing on things, giving each other the silent treatment for exactly thirty minutes, then pretending nothing happened and going right back to messing around together. It was weirdly natural.

      Is this how typical siblings work, or are we the weird ones? Once I got along with Dudley, we really didn’t get into that much arguing, probably because we were both hotheaded little shits together, causing trouble for other people, but it was different with Rose.

      “Just focus, brother. It’s not like riding a bicycle, where you have to balance constantly.” She rose higher, spinning vertically without falling off her broom like some demented circus performer. “The broom handles stability automatically. All you control is direction, speed, and altitude. You just have to will yourself to move.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I grumbled.

      Part of me wanted to cheat, call on Hermes or Vayu, borrow the wind for a few minutes, and master flight instantly. But no. That would be a shortcut. It felt like giving up before I’d even started. Borrowed power teaches you nothing. Even with the Gacha and gods on my side, I had to prove I could do things myself.

      I wanted to learn this properly, on my own merit. Same reason I’d been hitting the makeshift gym I had set up with James, as he agreed with me very easily, instead of looking into those beautification potions I’d read about. There was apparently a witch named Sacharissa Tugwood who’d made a fortune brewing appearance-enhancing draughts. But where was the satisfaction in that? If I wanted to look good, I’d earn it through actual effort. But who needs some witch’s potion when I could bribe Aphrodite herself? But she’d probably turn me into that cursed femboy form again just to amuse herself.

      Now, only if James stopped bothering me in the gym, it would be brilliant. Nosy old man trying to intrude on my personal space.

      “Stop overthinking for two seconds,” Rose said, flying closer while swooping in beside me, then perched on her broom sideways, both legs draped elegantly to one side like it was a park bench. “Feel how your arse isn’t getting sore despite sitting on what’s basically a stick?”

      “Because it’s enchanted?” I ventured, though I already knew the answer from various sources. Both from my past life and this one.

      “Exactly. Cushioning charms, spatial expansion, and stability enchantments, the combination of these magic works splendidly. That thin piece of wood handles your weight like a proper chair. The magic makes sure you won’t fall unless you’re really trying to.” She finally sat down like a normal witch. “It’s just like sitting in any chair. You can stand on it, lean on it, whatever, but shake it around too much and you’ll still tumble off. Does that make sense?”

      I nodded, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. Just like learning to ride a bike, really. Not the same as a bicycle, no, but the principle of trust and balance wasn’t so different. Don’t look down, don’t panic, and trust the process.

      “Right then,” I muttered, and leaned forward. My heart is beating wildly.

      “Whoooooo!” The shout tore from my throat as I shot forward, picking up speed as the wind whipped past my face. This was insane. The wind rushed against my face, and the ground blurred beneath me. For one insane, exhilarating moment, I laughed. This might be reckless, might break bones, might even kill me if I pushed too far, but by Zeus, it was the most alive I’d felt in years.

      This was dangerous. This could very well kill me. This was the most fun I’d ever had in my life.

      “Wait, wait, WAIT!” Rose’s panicked voice chased after me as I dove toward the water, laughing like a maniac. “Don’t go to the sea!”

      But I was already skimming just above the waves, salt spray misting up to cool my face. Future Harry could deal with whatever trouble this caused.

      Maybe this would come back to bite me later. Maybe I’d regret it.

      That was future Harry’s problem.

      Right now? I just wanted to learn some magic. And I wanted to fly too.

    
    

    
      


      Being grounded, that’s certainly a new experience. I thought, as I continued to juggle spoons around me, using nothing but my wand, practicing Wingardium Leviosa, or should I say Levitation Charm. I grinned before forcing myself to calm down.

      Apparently, flying over the open sea wasn’t the smartest thing to do, despite how much fun I’d had. Apparently, I’d crossed the wards set around the manor while I rushed toward the water.

      Well, Future Harry certainly is in trouble, thank you, past Harry, may you break some bones on your way down.

      Okay, joking aside, I’ll admit it was a stupid thing to do, who knew? The wards around the manor cut off just before the coastline, and of course, I had to zoom right past them.. Any Muggle hanging around the coastline could’ve spotted me. The only saving grace was that nobody, any Muggle or wizard, actually saw me, so I only got grounded instead of having Ministry officials at our doorstep.

      Look, I wanted to cause trouble for James and Lily more than I’d like to admit, but I wasn’t completely mental. Putting all of us in danger by committing actual crimes wasn’t the plan.

      Unless I could get away with it, of course, but that’s a different matter entirely.

      “I’m so bored,” I groaned, flopping back on my bed and staring at the ceiling. Is this what Disney princesses feel like, locked in towers? I’ll have to ask Rapunzel if I ever meet her.

      At least I had my wand. Suddenly, my door burst open and I snapped my wand toward the table, sending the spoons back to their plate with ninja-like precision.

      “Yo, what can I do for you, Lily?” I asked, watching my mother enter without even knocking as she stepped inside like she owned the place. Which, technically, she did. Still. How rude. What if I’d been doing unspeakable things with my right hand or something? “Didn’t you learn how to knock?”

      Her stern expression immediately crumbled, but before she could get all emotional, she composed herself. “Sorry, still getting used to privacy between family,” she said almost sheepishly, then coughed. “Anyway, you’re still very much grounded, mister, and no wand waving. Do you know how much trouble you could have gotten all of us—yourself into?” She corrected herself, probably trying to soften the blow as she softened the scold.

      “Yeah, sorry. I know it wasn’t smart,” I grumbled, but owned up to it. No point letting pride get in the way when I was clearly in the wrong. ‘But I was flying for the first time.’ I sighed, going a bit dreamy. “It felt so freeing. All the stress and emotions just washed away by pure freedom, wind across my face.”

      “Luv, I know what you must be feeling.” She sat beside me on the bed, reaching for my head. I tried to back away uncomfortably. ‘I was Muggleborn, so everything was new to me too, flying, potions, charms. I couldn’t stop myself either. It’s normal, but you have to do it in controlled environments.’ She looked out the window. “Unfortunately, laws and regulations don’t care about feelings, so be careful from now on.”

      “Okay, okay, jeez. I know not to show magic to non-magical people, or Muggles, as you say. I’ve been hiding my magic since I could talk properly. It was just the heat of the moment that got me.” I remembered all the trouble I’d gone through concealing my abilities as a kid. Which was bloody hard because magic felt like the best toy ever, and I’d looked for any excuse to use it.

      It had been really difficult when I was little, only showing it to the Dursleys.

      “Well, as long as you understand.” She smiled before standing up. “Since we’re having a guest this evening, why don’t you get ready and freshen up? And drag your sister down with you, yeah?” She rushed out before I could answer.

      Why ask if you’re not gonna wait for my reply, woman? Unless that wasn’t actually a request. That woman was really lucky I was chill enough to play Happy Family. Well, as long as I can get free access to magic and they don’t push something ridiculous on me.

      It’s concerning how easily I could be bribed with the chance to learn magic.

      Suddenly, I gasped as a familiar sensation washed through my mind. The Gacha was activating. I had no clue why or how. It had randomly given me abilities and items on my birthday and the day I’d met the Potters, but it had gone radio silent ever since.

      Now it was waking up again. Why? How did this thing even work?

      The Beastmaster (Passive)

      

      Origin: Harry Potter Movie Series

      

      You have a way with nature so great that you can form deep and lasting friendships with animals both magical and mundane. Through this you can pacify violent animals, making them more friendly to you, even those that might normally see humans as nothing more than a snack.​

      I gasped, feeling the information about the perk flood my mind, but otherwise sensed nothing new in my body or brain. Guess I wouldn’t know the difference unless I actually met an animal in person.

      I shook my head, walking toward the bathroom on this floor. The place was surprisingly luxurious yet old-fashioned, but with modern amenities, talking mirrors, and showers that gave hot or cold water on demand.

      “I guess I should get ready,” I muttered. “Wonder who the guest is.”

      I really hoped it was some girl my age or older instead of some middle-aged bloke going through his midlife crisis.

      After a fresh bath and getting decent clothes, by wizarding standards. I walked across the hallway. I still felt giddy and childish whenever I wore robes, watching them flutter like a cape behind me. It feels like I’m wearing a superhero cape, and it gives me a happiness attack that I couldn’t describe.

      “Rose, you there?” I knocked on her door a few times but got no answer. Should I take a risk and barge in? I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? It’s not like my life was some typical harem romance anime where my timing would be hilariously wrong, or my twin was secretly pining for me, or something.

      I gently put my hand on her door and pushed, not expecting it to open without turning the handle, but it did. The door swung open, and I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it just as quickly.

      Rose was clearly in her pajamas, standing on top of her bed while singing.

      Why did that song sound like “Firework” by Katy Perry?

      “Wizard raises his wand and chants,” she sang, wand in hand. “The party asks him to stop, but they can’t.”

      Her wand expelled waves of flame as her voice turned from melodic to metallic. “He’s gonna turn this room into a fiery ball of doom!” She reached the climax with a dramatic flourish. “The wizard casts Fireball! Don’t care if he hits you all! He’s gonna make you go oh oh oh! Please make your exit now! Now! now!”

      Oh shite, that warning was for me. I realized this just as I saw a very real fireball coming my way. I dove to the ground as fire slammed into the doorframe above me.

      Wait. There was no heat or explosion.

      “By Merlin’s beard, your face.” Rose giggled, looking at me sprawled on the floor. I shot her an annoyed glare. She’d known I was there the whole time; this was nothing but a prank. Which wasn’t new since I’d been the victim of her crimes several times since we’d been living together.

      She is very lucky I let her get away with most of it. If it were anyone else, they’d be scared to show their face for months. Just ask Dudley, he’d been my partner in crime most of the time, and he came up with the nastiest pranks when older boys picked on us last year.

      “Ha ha, very funny,” I said, standing up and patting imaginary dust off my clothes. “Lily said to get ready, and she told me to remind you. Now I see why.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She put her hands on her hips with a petulant glare.

      “That you’re acting like an airhead. You forgot guests were coming, didn’t you? Just get ready already.” I walked near the window while facing her.

      “Well, I was going to do it,” she replied defensively.

      “And you’re still in your pajamas.” I sighed. So that’s why Lily told me to remind Rose, not because she’d forgotten, but because she was too lazy to get ready on time.

      “You’re a girl. You’re supposed to fuss about makeup, spend an hour on clothes, and another on hairstyles,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “You clearly failed in the girl protocol since I’m already ready, and I started fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Ha!” Rose pointed her wand at me threateningly. “Don’t compare me to those Muggle girls you’ve seen, brother.” She said haughtily before turning the wand to her face. She swished it with a few whispers, and her wet hair instantly dried as invisible hands began braiding it. Well, that’s convenient. I watched the spellwork in fascination before snapping out of it. She replicated the hairstyle I gave her using Aphrodite’s blessing back in Diagon Alley, except this time it was a spell, a pure wizarding spell from my sister.

      She really is talented and a quick learner, not that I’m going to admit that. “Mid,” I commented, only to get a confused eye raise from her.

      I leaned on the window like I wasn’t impressed while Rose opened her wardrobe, showing many outfits inside, mostly robes and cloaks, because wizards and witches, but she chose the first one that caught her eye.

      Huh, she really is my sister, isn’t she? Not to say I don’t have fashion sense, but… okay, I wasn’t gonna lie. I have zero fashion sense and usually wear whatever is comfortable unless it is cosplay or special occasions.

      That was true in both my lives.

      I suddenly snapped back to attention as Rose began unbuttoning her pajama top.

      “Oi!” I snatched a pillow and lobbed it at her with sniper accuracy. It smacked her square in the face. She squeaked.

      “Warn me first, idiot!” I huffed before vaulting straight out the window to the lawn below.

      Despite appearances, this wasn’t overreacting or reckless. I quickly waved my wand. “Wingardium Leviosa!” My freefall slowed considerably as I landed gracefully on the ground, looking dramatic. Shame nobody was here to see it.

      “I’ve really mastered this spell,” I smiled, proud of myself. I’d been practicing nonstop ever since getting grounded for flying. The spell had turned out easier to learn than expected, though not as overpowered as I’d hoped.

      I’d expected telekinesis at the tip of my wand, but this was too restricted. Levicorpus was designed specifically for living objects, but that was out of my reach for now. The Levitation Charm could only affect inanimate objects, target only one thing or a group if they were touching, and once cast, the target couldn’t be changed.

      So yeah, not what I’d expected. But at least I could cast it on myself or my clothes to make landings more graceful or float a few meters off the ground before getting tired from maintaining the spell. I shouldn’t be upset that the spell wasn’t what I’d expected. I should be happy I’d mastered it so quickly without any divine blessings or godly powers.

      I’d done this through pure training, not life-threatening, but painful enough. Like floating those spoons so fast that if I made one mistake, they’d fall on my face. I didn’t use forks since I could poke my eyes out, but regular spoons were relatively safe. And it worked. Pain was an excellent motivator as the One Piece training method did not lie. The results were mixed in my personal opinion. Still. Casting it on myself to land safely from a great height or floating a few meters off the ground for dramatic effect before fatigue sets in? Worth it.

      “Woof!”

      I startled at the sudden bark, eyes snapping toward the garden as a big black dog leaped from the bushes and landed in front of me.

      I was so close to whipping out my wand and starting firing, hell, I would’ve straight-up thrown lightning bolts and fireballs without a wand. But I remembered what I’d received from the Gacha just an hour ago. So I put my wand away, going against every instinct. For all I knew, this was some wild dog or magical beast that looked like a dog. I wasn’t one to drop my guard just because something looked cute.

      The Beastmaster was the name of the perk. If the information was to be believed, which I did since it hadn’t let me down yet except for some really stupid timing, this perk supposedly gave me the power of friendship. Without sass, it could pacify violent animals or help tame them, magical or mundane.

      “Hey, boy,” I said, approaching the obviously large dog. It had visible muscles, shining black fur, and sharp canine teeth. This was the biggest monster of a dog I’d ever seen. It felt like God had too much fun creating this thing and let some bear genome slip in.

      Hey, Lord Jesus, maybe your father shouldn’t have too much fun creating stuff? There were already enough horrifying things as it was.

      The dog showed no sign of aggression as I approached, and I was one second from bolting before I calmed down. Even if this dog bit me, I’d probably survive. It would hurt badly, but I’d live. Healing potions were stacked in the house, and I had four different ways to blast this dog to smithereens. I needed to stop being a coward and trust my powers.

      The dog barked playfully as I scratched its head, and the approving rumble I got in reply was a sign enough to keep petting.

      Ripper, Aunt Marge’s bulldog, had bitten me viciously in the past. For years, that dog had given me trouble, but when I learned dogs wouldn’t respect you if you feared them, I’d stood my ground and refused to play victim.

      Ripper had taken exception to this and straight-up mauled me while Marge howled with gleeful laughter.

      Worst day of my life. Her laughter soon died as her body inflated like a balloon, along with her dog, as they flew away yelping and sobbing. She’d shared the same fate as in the original story, except she wasn’t rescued and Obliviated. They’d died, simple as that, washing up in the ocean one day. Vernon didn’t face me for months, making an exact face when I awakened my magic for the first time and nearly burned down our house.

      It still felt strange at the time because I didn’t face the consequences like I was expecting. If I didn’t know any better, I would have assumed some mind fuckery was going on.

      “Woof.” The dog barked again, bringing me out of the dark memory. “Sorry, here are your scratches,” I smiled, scratching those ears.

      This dog was clean. A little too clean, I noticed suspiciously, finally remembering why this dog looked so familiar.

      “You have two heartbeats. Are you—?”

      “Harry, my boy! Come inside, our guests are here!” James hollered from the balcony above.

      “What? But I never saw anyone enter?” I asked, confused.

      “Ha! Did you forget about Floo already? Come inside.” James laughed, then stopped as he saw where my hand was.

      I turned and suddenly jumped back, whipping my wand out and pointing it at the very familiar stranger who stood where the dog had been.

      “Hello there. You must be my favorite godson.” The man in a neat leather jacket, instead of robes, bowed like we were three centuries in the past. “Sirius Black at your service, though despite what my name suggests, I don’t really like that serious frown on your face,”

      

    
  




    Chapter 7

    
       


      I sank into the worn sofa in the Potters’ sitting room, doing my best to mask the heat rising in my cheeks. The embarrassment gnawed at me, not because I’d been “caught in 4k,” as my past self might’ve phrased it, fooled so neatly by Sirius’s Animagus form.

      No—the shame was inward. I, of all people, had forgotten something so fundamental. A towering black dog, padding about with too much intelligence in his eyes? That should have screamed Sirius Black. Yet I’d missed it. In this world, wizards didn’t just pull rabbits from hats; they became them. And I had let my guard down.

      Pathetic.

      I could make excuses. It had been decades since my other life, and those memories had worn thin, the way old photographs blur and yellow in the sun. Details slipped through the cracks. Still, I should’ve remembered.

      More damning still, I had allowed myself to forget that wizards could transform into animals at all. Hell, James could do it, even if I hadn’t seen it yet, so it was very foolish of me to let my guard down in a way that would have made my past self cringe with secondhand embarrassment.

      James’s snort broke through my thoughts. “I can’t believe you mistook him for a real dog, son.” His grin was positively wicked as he took in my expression, no doubt assuming I was embarrassed for exactly the reason he thought. His hazel eyes crinkled at the corners as he took in what he undoubtedly interpreted as teenage mortification at a simple mistake.

      He was wrong. My shame came from the fact that I fell for a prank that I shouldn’t have under any circumstances. What’s the point of foreknowledge if it’s not going to come in handy?

      “Well, how was I supposed to know he was a shapeshifting wizard?” I replied, deliberately avoiding the term ‘Animagus’ since, from their perspective, I shouldn’t have encountered that particular piece of magical education yet.

      Still, this dance was going to get old fast and pretending ignorance just to look normal? No, thank you. The constant mental gymnastics required to appear appropriately ignorant would become exhausting quickly. Unlike some anime protagonists or RPG leads or even the OG Harry Potter of my old books, I had no yearning for mundane normalcy. Why would anyone cling to ordinary when magic and adventure beckoned?

      “It’s called an Animagus,” Sirius said with a laugh, clearly enjoying himself far too much. He lounged in his chair like the rogue he was, grey eyes glinting with mischief. “And I’ll have you know, you gave some of the best ear scratches I’ve had in years. Got a pet at home, do you?”

      I fixed him with the most disgusted expression I could muster, channeling every ounce of teenage indignation at my disposal. “That’s revolting. That sounds incredibly creepy coming from some random old man. You do realize how creepy you sound, right? Try pulling that trick on me again, and I’ll send you to the moon.”

      His grin only widened. My suspicion sharpened. This sort of prank might be funny among friends, but Sirius Black wasn’t my friend. I knew him only through scraps of memory and secondhand books, movies, and fanfiction, stories that might be warped or flat-out wrong. He hadn’t been to Azkaban, and this world was already showing itself less brittle than the one I’d read about. For all intents and purposes, Sirius was a stranger, and I treated him like one.

      “I apologize for my husband’s childish antics,” the woman beside him cut in, her voice commanding enough to roll over Sirius’s laughter. She didn’t sound exasperated so much as resigned, though her apology was honest.

      She was striking in her own way, with auburn hair that leaned more toward brown than Lily’s vibrant red, and an overall bearing that suggested both competence and barely contained exasperation. Beside her sat what appeared to be a teenage girl with similar coloring, her brown-red hair catching the afternoon light filtering through the windows, blue eyes sharp with intelligence and careful observation.

      Next to the girl was a boy who looked to be around eleven, bearing an unmistakable resemblance to Sirius despite possessing the same blue eyes as the woman. His nervous energy was palpable, the kind of barely contained excitement that seemed ready to burst forth at any moment.

      “Oh, come on, it’s practically tradition to introduce ourselves with a prank,” Sirius protested, his enthusiasm undimmed by his wife’s disapproval. “You’d better learn to appreciate these things, or how are you two going to live up to the Marauders’ legacy?”

      The expectation in his voice, the casual assumption that Rose and I would naturally want to follow in their footsteps, rankled more than it should have.

      “I have no intention of living up to your legacy or anyone else’s, thank you very much,” I replied, crossing my arms and allowing my irritation to color my tone.

      The words hung in the air with uncomfortable weight, effectively killing whatever jovial atmosphere Sirius had been attempting to cultivate. The silence that followed felt thick enough to cut with a knife, and I realized with a mixture of regret and stubborn pride that I’d been unnecessarily harsh.

      This was becoming a distressing pattern. Had I somehow allocated all my natural talents to observation and deduction while leaving social skills completely underdeveloped?

      The years with the Dursleys had certainly done me no favors in learning to interact with people who weren’t actively hostile, and even their recent improvement in treatment couldn’t undo over a decade of damage to my social development.

      Fine. Arms crossed, face blank. Silence as armor. Athena, goddess of wisdom, if you’re listening, now would be a fine time to hand over a perk in diplomacy.

      I quietly turned off Rage Baiter from the active slot for now. The situation was getting worse as it was.

      “Anyway,” James began, his voice carrying the forced brightness of someone determinedly steering a conversation away from uncomfortable territory, “let me make proper introductions. This is Sirius Black, my best mate from our Hogwarts days, his wife Amelia Bones, their niece Susan, and their son Edgar.”

      Rose and I exchanged a glance. Neither of us had the faintest clue what to do with that.

      “And of course, this is my daughter—”

      “The Girl Who Lived, right?!” Edgar blurted, eyes wide, before he slapped both hands over his mouth. The silence that followed was so thick it might have been cast with a spell.

      “Merlin’s beard, lad, you couldn’t keep it in, could you? We’ve got ourselves a little fanboy here,” Sirius announced with obvious delight at his son’s mortification. “He couldn’t even sleep last night, he was so excited about meeting you.”

      “Daaaaaad,” Edgar groaned, his face flushing crimson while Susan attempted to hide her giggles behind one hand.

      “Erm, yes. I’m Rose Potter, as Dad already said. Just call me Rose.” Rose’s response carried the polite but distant tone she typically used with strangers, a marked contrast to the easy warmth she’d shown me from our very first meeting weeks ago.

      It was fascinating to observe how differently she interacted with other people. While she’d been immediately drawn to my presence, actively seeking out my company and gradually relaxing into genuine comfort around me, she maintained a cool and kinda aloof with everyone else.

      My own personality remained more consistently guarded regardless of the company, which others often interpreted as shyness rather than deliberate caution.

      “And I’m Harry,” I added shortly, giving a nod before turning back toward the window.

      So much for first impressions. Brilliant meeting, really.

    
    

    
      


      “Well, that went splendidly, didn’t it?” Sirius drawled, settling back into the comfortable embrace of the living room couch with the satisfied air of someone who had accomplished exactly what they’d set out to do. The children had scattered from the room with a speed that rivaled their own hasty retreats from Professor Cuthbert Binns’ legendarily boring History of Magic lectures during their Hogwarts days.

      Sirius couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride. They were definitely shaping up to be the next generation of Marauders.

      Well, perhaps not Susan. The girl possessed admirable courage, certainly, but she carried herself with a gentleness and inherent sweetness that seemed almost out of place among children of her age. While her pure-hearted nature was endearing, it also made Sirius distinctly uncomfortable. He understood all too well how the wizarding world operated, and genuine kindness was rarely returned in equal measure unless one had the extraordinary fortune to be constantly surrounded by genuinely good people.

      “Your godson probably doesn’t like you very much,” Amelia observed with bluntness, not mincing her words, her fingers working methodically against her temples in an attempt to ward off the headache she could feel building. “I hope you feel proud of that.”

      Her tone carried the long-suffering patience of someone who had grown accustomed to managing the fallout from her husband’s impulses and pranks. While she rarely appreciated any of his pranks, she particularly despised the ones that created unnecessary dramas.

      “Oh, come off it.” Sirius waved a hand, dismissive. “He’ll get over it. Harmless prank. Nothing emotional, nothing cruel.” The prank had certainly been surprising, but it hadn’t been emotionally damaging or physically harmful. By his standards, it had been relatively tame, so it wasn’t even a proper prank.

      Hell, Professor McGonagall does this every year, and you don’t see people complaining.

      “I don’t know about that, mate,” James interjected with a heavy sigh that seemed to carry the weight of weeks of accumulated frustration. “My son literally has the emotional range of a kneazle. He’s been living with us for weeks now, and he still hasn’t called us ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’ even once.”

      “What exactly did you expect?” Amelia asked, her voice carrying the practical skepticism that made her so effective in her professional role. “He’s a teenager, James. How were you behaving toward your own parents when you were fourteen? And you actually grew up with them, unlike Harry.”

      Her words cut straight to the heart of the matter with directness. The entire situation struck her as fundamentally absurd. They made the decision to abandon their son based on suspicions that he might be a Squib, which was problematic enough on its own merits, and now they somehow expected a fourteen-year-old boy to simply accept them back into his life without any emotional complications whatsoever.

      What are the items Order Of The Phoenix members were smoking, and can she obtain some of those for her DMLE office? The stress of her current caseload might be more bearable with such things. Except she might catch this stupidity that was in the air in the process.

      “So we’re abandoning the training plans we discussed?” Sirius asked, unable to completely hide his disappointment. Teaching Harry about the intricacies of magical society had been one of the primary motivations behind this visit. Well that and hanging out with James and Lily without any Order’s work or other issues with Dumbledore or DMLE. Just two friends and their family hanging out, just as they planned as lads in their Hogwarts days.

      While he genuinely wanted to reconnect with his godchildren, he had also recognized an opportunity to help Harry navigate the wizarding world, drawing on his own experience with both communities.

      “We will see that now, if it’s possible, best not spring up on him,” Lily commented, after getting to know her son, which was a very hard thing to do as it hurt to be seen as a stranger by her own flesh and blood; she at least learned many things about him, from habits to behaviour.

      “So, once again I’m asking James, how’s he? You must have learned something since last we talked/” Sirius asked, curiosity overriding his disappointment about the training plans.

      “As James said, rather like a kneazle in many ways,” Lily began, clearly choosing her words with care. “Though he has genuine enthusiasm for learning new spells and exercising like he’s after the Olympics, he’s only spending time with Rose. Those seem to be his only real interests at the moment, not even looking our way unless we first start.”

      “And the concerning thing is just how quickly he absorbs new spells like the second coming of Dumbledore or something,” James added, his voice carrying a mixture of pride and unease. “Spells that took Rose months to master, he’s executing successfully within days, and he’s oddly religious about everything.”

      “Wait, hold on,” Sirius interrupted, his eyebrows climbing toward his hairline. “Religious? Like, Christianity religion?”

      “Among other belief systems, there are idols and symbols for everyone around the globe,” Lily confirmed with a slight shake of her head. “Also, we probably should mention that he appears to be immune to most forms of curse work. We haven’t cursed him to test this theory, of course, but with proper supervision and at his own request, he’s immune to most curses. We haven’t dared to test anything beyond fourth year level.”

      The room fell into stunned silence as the implications settled over the assembled adults. Magical resistance on such a scale was virtually unheard of, as if there were no recorded case of someone being practically immune to the curse itself, not even Voldemort, Dumbledore, Grindelwald, and many legendary figures of the Wizarding world.

      Finally, Sirius broke the oppressive quiet with a question that had been haunting him now that things were beginning to click.

      “So… is there any possibility that Harry was actually the child referenced in Sybill Trelawney’s prophecy?”

      Nobody answered him. The silence stretched on, heavy with implications none of them were quite ready to face.

      Why can’t they have a normal life for once?

    
    

    
      Despite her naturally reserved demeanor with strangers, Rose clearly possessed far superior social skills compared to my own fumbling attempts at human interaction.

      She chatted easily with Susan inside the house, drawing laughter from her with the kind of effortlessness I could never quite replicate. Their voices carried the easy rhythm of two people discovering common ground. Meanwhile, I had retreated to my preferred observation post on a sturdy oak branch outside the home, watching Edgar ping-pong between different groups like a social pinball, desperately seeking where he might fit.

      I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy. Being the youngest in any group is never as fun as adults imagine. From their perspective, being the youngest means getting away with almost anything, consequences softened, responsibilities absent, indulgences handed out like sweets at Christmas. But from the child’s point of view? Nobody takes you seriously. Everyone assumes you know nothing. Nobody took your opinions seriously, regardless of their merit, and they treat you like a child, which, admittedly, you are. Still stings all the same.

      “I didn’t know the Girl Who Lived had a brother.”

      Edgar’s voice drifted up from the ground below, where he stood craning his neck to peer at me through the canopy of leaves. His tone carried genuine curiosity mixed with something that might have been disappointment.

      “Her name is Rose,” I replied, allowing my wand to rotate smoothly between my fingers in the fluid motion Rose herself had demonstrated during our first meeting weeks ago and later taught me after we spent time together here. The polished wood caught occasional glints of sunlight filtering through the branches above. “And you should never assume you know everything about a situation.”

      Edgar bristled, his shoulders stiffening before he caught himself and forced the reaction down. Good recovery. He wasn’t the sort to sulk long; my Rage Baiter perk thrummed inside me, whispering how effective the barb had been, despite my lackluster replay. My tone hadn’t been sharp enough to warrant real offense, yet the perk twisted the delivery, magnifying the sting. The perk had even modulated my tone without conscious direction, adding just enough condescension to achieve maximum irritation while maintaining plausible deniability.

      “I’m not assuming anything,” Edgar said, his voice carrying a slight awkwardness that suggested he was still processing his momentary anger. ‘It’s just that, seeing how famous your sister is, people would have at least heard about you if you existed.’ He paused, then looked up at me with renewed curiosity. “Are you adopted or something?”

      The question made me choke back my laughter. It burst inside me, wild and amused, but I kept my face mostly neutral as I peered down at him.

      “Come on, mate. You didn’t look at James’s hair? Lily’s face? Rose’s eyes? Family resemblance’s a bit too strong to miss.” My grin spread, teasing but not unkind. “As much as I’d like to think I’m one of a kind, nature disagreed.”

      Outwardly, I chuckled. Inwardly, the picture clicked together. Sirius had mentioned earlier that Edgar was a fanboy of Rose or, rather, the idea of Rose. The Girl Who Lived. The heroic figure everyone could project their fantasies onto.

      He had likely grown up hearing stories about her legendary survival, thanks to the propaganda books in Diagon Alley, and looked forward to their potential friendship because our parents are very close. Sirius had encouraged these thoughts and mindset, suggesting that Edgar could serve as a brotherly figure to the famous girl when they eventually met.

      Then reality arrived in the form of discovering that Rose already possessed an actual brother, one whose existence had somehow escaped public notice entirely.

      If I wasn’t his ultimate competition, I didn’t know what was.

      The perk whispered again: spread the salt. Taunt him. Twist the knife. But why?

      This perk was working as intended, as it provided the guide inside my mind on how to use the knowledge I gathered on the boy, using it in cruel ways. I could mock his obvious disappointment, point out how pathetic it was to build an entire identity around worshipping someone he’d never met, or simply demonstrate my superior access to Rose’s attention and affection.

      But why in Merlin’s name would I choose such a course of action?

      Most of the problems I’d had since stepping into the wizarding world stemmed from adults making decisions without thinking through the consequences. Whatever grudges I might hold, they weren’t the sort you take out on a kid. And Edgar, for all his jealousy, was already doing far better than I had at his age. He was talking, politely even, to someone he clearly didn’t like. At eleven, I’d been a bloody mess by comparison.

      Unless he actively worked to piss me off, as long as he didn’t give me reason to despise him, he would remain in good standing as far as I was concerned. I am many things, pretty when provoked, downright cruel to those I consider my enemies, and overall personality of a hyperactive capybara, but I am never a bully. It’s one of the things I refuse to be in any situation.

      I’m not Ragebaiting the kid unless it’s for a funny purpose and harmless. He’s just eleven, for goodness’ sake.

      “Your name’s Edgar, right?” I asked. “I heard your old man call you Poe. Named after that gloomy Muggle poet?”

      The boy blinked, startled by the change in subject. Children are easy to redirect—I should know, having been one twice. That’s why older siblings can turn tears into laughter with just a word or trick; kids’ emotions are clay, soft and malleable.

      For better or worse, this could backfire if some unsavoury individuals learn this art, as seen with the rumoured Oiled one.

      Now I’m wondering if Diddy exists in this world, too.

      “Yeah, at least Dad thought it was clever because he has this weird interest in the Muggle world for some reason,” Edgar replied, easily drawn away from his earlier jealousy. “But Mum agreed because my late uncle was also named Edgar, so it worked out for everyone.”

      And just like that, the tension drained. From there, it didn’t take much to impress him. I dropped from the tree with a controlled Levitation charm—nothing too flashy, but it drew a spark of awe from his eyes. I followed with a few more spells I’d managed to learn, simple but clean. He watched, hungry for every detail, his envy dissolving into admiration.

      He admitted he wasn’t allowed a wand yet, though his parents sometimes let him borrow theirs under strict supervision. Not to teach spells, but to help him feel the weight of magic, to learn the rhythm of handling it before his own time came.

      And so, within minutes, I’d made my first friend in the wizarding world. Mouthy little brat, sure, but a friend nonetheless. He’d been raised in this world, steeped in its oddities, so I had no illusions about his “common sense” aligning with mine. Still, he knew the norms better than I did, and that had value.

      “You grew up with Muggles? Why?” he asked suddenly, voice laced with genuine shock, as though that were some medieval punishment.

      “Because of some stuff, kid. Just… stuff.” I kept my tone casual, unwilling to drag him into the black hole of my personal history. He didn’t need to know.

      “Right,” he drawled, unconvinced but letting it go. “Can you show me some more spells? Mum never demonstrates, and Dad’s always too busy.” His eagerness slipped through then—bright, unguarded, reminding me of myself when I first realized magic was real, when my theories of divine blessings turned into proof I could hold in my hands.

      “Sure thing,” I said with a small smile. “I don’t know that many spells yet, but I’ll show you what I can.”

      Spending time with Edgar turned out less of a chore than I’d feared. Once we moved past the awkward posturing and moved past his obvious jealousy regarding my relationship with Rose, and settled into discussions about magic itself, the boy demonstrated genuine enthusiasm and surprising insight for someone his age.

      I found myself, dare I admit it, pleasantly surprised. However, as our conversation naturally began to wind down, I recognized the telltale signs of an impending social awkwardness. There’s only so long you can milk a topic before it runs dry. After an hour, the conversation had withered into pauses and half-hearted questions. Dragging it further would’ve meant staring at each other in silence until one of us invented an excuse to leave.

      So I spared us both the trouble. I clapped him on the shoulder, left him to harass his parents instead, and went looking for Rose.

      My search for Rose led me through the familiar corridors of the Potter family mansion, past the photographs that moved and waved from their frames and the various magical knick-knacks that still filled me with wonder despite weeks of exposure. They couldn’t talk, which was a real shame, as I am sure I could have learned so much from my ancestors, given that knowledge is tangible power in the Wizarding World.

      I found her in the upstairs hallway, and from her posture and expression, it was clear she’d been actively looking for me as well. Her green eyes brightened with unmistakable relief when she spotted me, though her hands remained firmly planted on her hips in a gesture of mock accusation.

      “Where were you? You left me to deal with her all alone,” Rose said, her tone carrying just enough genuine exasperation to make me feel slightly guilty about my strategic retreat.

      “Hey, you seemed to have it handled perfectly well,” I replied, though even as the words left my mouth, I could feel an uncomfortable sensation building in my stomach. It wasn’t fear, exactly, but something closely related that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. “Besides, what was I supposed to say to a girl I’d never met before?”

      “Say what you said to me,” Rose replied with the air of someone stating the blindingly obvious. “You were the one who talked and talked and talked during our first meeting, remember?”

      Her point was frustratingly valid. During our initial encounter weeks ago, I’d felt no such social paralysis. Words had flowed easily, and conversation had developed naturally.

      “That was different. I was comfortable then.” I rubbed at my stomach, as if the words themselves gave me indigestion. “Now it feels like… I don’t know. Like I’ve got a stomachache at the thought of talking to strangers.”

      Especially strangers who happened to be pretty girls my age. That part I kept to myself, though the thought burned enough. Dudley, if you can hear me, I take it back. I mocked you once for choosing GTA: San Andreas over talking to Rose. I understand now. Forgive me, brother.

      “Are you having anxiety?” Rose’s tone softened into something crueler than teasing—a coo, the sort a cat gives after cornering a mouse. “Aww, my brother’s shy…”

      “I’m not shy, I’m nervous,” I shot back, straightening as if my dignity needed shoring up. No force in the universe is more insufferable than a little sister with a smirk. Well, if she’s my little sister. Our birthdays were the same, but I’d never asked who Lily had popped out first. For my pride’s sake, I hoped it was me.

      “Words are cheap, brother.” She folded her arms, victorious. “If you’re not shy, prove it. Go inside and take over. Because I just ran out of things to say, and she never stops talking.” The whisper cracked at the edges, close to panic, before she caught herself and drew a deep breath. It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that Rose was in the same boat, drowning under the pressure of small talk.

      And I just escaped that, for God’s sake.

      “You failed at another girl-protocol?” I asked with mock surprise. “Aren’t you supposed to be naturally gifted at the whole chattering thing? Especially after how you were not panicking in the living room, unlike me.”

      “Say that again and I’ll send you to the moon,” Rose huffed, though her threat lacked any real heat. She turned toward her bedroom door, pausing to throw a challenging look over her shoulder that clearly dared me to follow.

      “You dare use my own threats against me?” I muttered under my breath, though I couldn’t suppress a laugh at her audacity.

      The humor helped settle my nerves slightly. After all, I was destined to become a highly successful wizard, someone capable of reshaping the world according to his will. I couldn’t allow teenage hormones and social anxiety to derail such ambitious plans before they’d even properly begun.

      As if the thought had summoned it, the world froze. My heart gave a violent lurch. Deep inside, the Gacha stirred—the great wheel spinning, locking onto its prize.

      Half Hot, Half Cold

      

      Epic Ability

      

      Origin: My Hero Academia

      

      Allows the user to create and emit both ice and fire from either side of their body, also granting elemental resistance. With training, the two aspects may be combined into Frostflare.​

      I gasped, the breath escaping me in a plume of mist. Frost curled from my lips, hanging in the air. This wasn’t Winter arriving. No—this was her goth sister Autumn sweeping in, dragging a shiver through my bones. Her hotter sister Summer trailed behind with smoke and flame.

      I needed to stop imagining seasons as anime girls. Focus.

      I raised both hands experimentally, watching in fascination as ice began to form around my left palm while flames danced around my right. No incantation was required, no wand movement or conscious focus. The elements responded to my will as naturally as breathing, as if they’d always been part of my fundamental nature.

      “Hahahaha.” The laughter that bubbled up from my chest carried a distinctly manic edge, born from the sheer overwhelming potential of what I’d just received. The implications were staggering.

      I’m not sure how it manifested, but I started to think I might have gotten Quirk itself instead of a perk that appeared as magic. This fire and Ice nearly didn’t cost any stamina as magic, or I needed to pray to the gods when I was about to use their domains.

      It almost felt like pure biology rather than magic itself, and that’s saying something, as I thought this world’s magic was biological, as it would explain so much hype for bloodlines, muggles, and squibs.

      But now I can add Quirk into the mix.

      “The wizarding world is so fucked.”

      “Are you okay?” Rose’s concerned voice cut through my euphoria as her head appeared around her bedroom door frame, her eyes narrowing as she took in my manic grin and the faint curl of frost still drifting from my lips.

      I snapped my mouth shut, the last of my laughter and manic grin died on my face, replaced by the burning heat of embarrassment as I realized how I must have appeared to her.

      “Please come inside after you get whatever that was out of your system,” she added with the long-suffering patience of someone accustomed to dealing with eccentric people around her.

      The door closed with a decisive click, leaving me alone in the hallway with my new ability and my wounded pride.

    
    

    
      I forced myself to take several deep breaths as I settled into Rose’s desk chair, which was surprisingly comfortable with its plush cushioning and ergonomic design, while the girls settled on Rose’s bed. Not to be jealous, but hers looked infinitely better than mine, little flourishes carved into the posts, flower-petal designs dancing across the wallpaper. Definitely girlish compared to my own Spartan setup, but in a way that actually felt… nice.

      Not that I was jealous or anything. Much.

      Meanwhile, my lazy arse didn’t even think of doing something like that after all this time I’ve been staying here.

      “So we’re going to be classmates, huh?” I began, projecting what I hoped was a cool and collected expression despite the persistent knot of anxiety in my stomach. “I suppose it makes sense to get acquainted now, since we’ll all be spending the next year together in the same castle.”

      “Isn’t it exciting?” Susan’s eyes lit up immediately, and enthusiasm practically radiated from her voice. “What house do you think you’ll get sorted into? Uncle Sirius never stops talking about Hogwarts this and Hogwarts that, can’t wait to see if it actually lives up to his stories.”

      Rose and I exchanged glances across the room, a moment of silent communication passing between us. Now I understand exactly what my sister meant when she said Susan never stops talking. The girl carried herself like social anxiety was a distant relative she’d disowned years ago. The girl displayed absolutely no trace of shyness or social discomfort around either of us.

      “You probably don’t know what the Hogwarts houses mean or what they represent yet,” Rose said, turning her attention toward me with the patient expression of someone preparing to deliver educational content. “Since you’re still learning about wizarding traditions and everything because you’re new.”

      It was a reasonable assumption on her part. During our weeks together, she’d never actually witnessed me studying or buried in books, since I typically spent my time either practicing spells or simply bothering her or enjoying our time with each other. From her perspective, my magical education appeared to consist entirely of practical experimentation rather than theoretical research.

      “House of Bravery, Gryffindor; House of Hard Work and Loyalty, Hufflepuff; House of Wisdom, Ravenclaw; and House of Ambition and Cunning, Slytherin,” I interrupted with what I hoped was a casual smirk, cutting off her explanation before she could properly begin.

      Rose’s green eyes narrowed as she fixed me with a glare that promised future retaliation for my interruption.

      “So you did research this, you show-off,” she muttered, though her pouting expression carried more mock annoyance than genuine irritation.

      Had I just interrupted my sister and attempted to demonstrate superior knowledge in front of another girl? Absolutely. Who didn’t enjoy impressing an attractive company when the opportunity presented itself?

      Volition: Smooth move. Except, look at Susan’s face. She’s surprised, sure, but not impressed. Wrong audience. She’s not enough of a nerd.

      Translation: I’d chipped Rose’s mood for nothing. Brilliant work, Harry.

      “I think I’m going to end up in Gryffindor,” Susan continued seamlessly, apparently unbothered by the brief interruption, her smile bubbling back like a spring. Social butterfly, indeed.

      “Me too,” Rose nodded, then added quickly, “But honestly, I wouldn’t mind the others. We’re there to learn magic, no matter the house.”

      I nodded in agreement with her sentiment. Theoretically speaking, she was absolutely correct. The school wouldn’t provide superior education to one house while neglecting the others, so students from all four houses should possess equal opportunities for magical development.

      Of course, theory and practice rarely align perfectly. Rowena Ravenclaw’s Room of Requirement and her lost diadem, Godric Gryffindor’s sword, and Salazar Slytherin’s Chamber of Secrets with its big arse basilisk represented significant resources that could provide substantial advantages to students clever or fortunate enough to discover and utilize them. Not to mention whatever other secrets the four founders had left behind, potentially accessible only to members of their respective houses, even if things like I mentioned above were accessible to everyone who could get their hands on them, except for maybe the Gryphindor sword.

      Still, I didn’t say all that aloud. For once, I kept my mouth shut.

      The conversation drifted on, light and easy. This time, I kept my ego in check, not trying to undercut Rose just to impress Susan. I thought I’d outgrown the teenage compulsion to act stupid around pretty girls. Apparently not.

      Just because I possessed memories from a previous life didn’t grant me immunity from my own biological impulses. I wasn’t the same person as my past self, as our personalities had grown too far apart with each passing year.

      A knock at the door interrupted our discussion as Edgar entered the room, looking slightly flustered by suddenly finding himself the center of attention, particularly from Rose.

      “Mum’s calling for you, Susan,” he announced, addressing the girl directly. “I think it’s time for us to head home.”

      “Aww, but I was just starting to really enjoy our conversation,” Rose said with an almost whining quality to her voice.

      “Oh, so that’s how it is?” Susan asked, placing her hands on her chest and crossing them with an expression of displeasure. “You only started enjoying our talk at the very end, not the hours we talked. Is that what you’re saying?”

      I watched in fascination as Rose’s face went through several rapid emotional transitions, apparently realizing she had just committed the same type of social blunders I tend to make. Hello foot, meet mouth.

      “Uh, that’s not what I meant— I mean, I—”

      “Hahaha!” Susan’s laughter shattered the building tension like glass, her entire demeanor shifting back to cheerful amusement. “You should have seen your face just then!”

      “Ha ha, very funny,” Rose grumbled, though relief was clearly visible in her expression.

      “Seriously, though,” Rose continued, her tone becoming more genuine, “I really did enjoy talking to another girl my own age for once. So I guess we’ll see each other again at Hogwarts?”

      “Not necessarily,” Edgar interjected suddenly, disrupting the farewell atmosphere that had been developing. “Before you all disappear to Hogwarts and leave poor me behind all alone, how about we hang out together tomorrow?”

      He reached into his pocket with theatrical flair before producing several pieces of paper. “I present these as an offering to cement our friendship.”

      I accepted one of the offered papers and examined it carefully, my eyebrows rising steadily as I processed the information. This appeared to be some kind of ticket for an arena, complete with a location that shocked me considerably.

      Since when did Diagon Alley house a fighting arena? And what were these participant names? “One-Eyed Buster versus British Dueling Championship Runner-Up” sounded like something from an UFC rather than a magical duel.

      “Oh, you did not!” Susan snatched the ticket from Edgar’s hand, her voice carrying a mixture of excitement and alarm. “Where did you even get these? Only adults are supposed to be able to buy these kinds of admission.”

      Edgar’s smile took on distinctly smug qualities. “I have my sources.”

      “And those sources are going straight to your mum when I tell her you’re planning to attend something this dangerous,” Susan threatened, though Edgar appeared completely unfazed by her warning.

      “Oh dear cuz of mine, if I’m going to fall down, I’m dragging you along as always.” He snickered, not quite threatening but not backing down without fighting back. ‘Besides, if I had planned to go alone, why would I give you all such rare tickets? I’m not going alone,’ he replied smoothly, stroking his chin with obviously practiced dramatic flair. “But you’re not going to tell anyone about these tickets, because let’s be honest, you don’t want to be the party-pooper who ruins this adventure for our new friends, do you? That’s exactly why all of us are going to attend together. Isn’t that exciting?”

      “Yes, it absolutely is!” Rose and I responded simultaneously, our voices overlapping with shared enthusiasm as we stared at the moving pictures embedded in the ticket. The picture displayed a dark, iron-barred cage, like a magical UFC ring. Runes glowed faintly on the edges, while dueling wizards clashed in sparks of spellfire, complete with a dark, gothic atmosphere that made the entire thing seem both thrilling and slightly dangerous. The animated trailer was literally displaying promotional footage of the previous match.

      “Not you two as well,” Susan sighed heavily, her resistance clearly beginning to crumble under the combined pressure. “There are all sorts of questionable people visiting these kinds of places. We’re just fresh witches and wizards. It’s dangerous for us without an adult experience.”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” I asked, leaning forward with renewed interest. “Besides, even if there are some bad people around, people won’t dare attempt anything inappropriate in such a public place so blatantly. As long as we stick together, we should be perfectly safe.”

      “See? He gets it completely,” Edgar said with obvious approval, giving me an enthusiastic thumbs up.

      “I’ve always wanted to see this type of magical combat with my own eyes,” Rose confessed, her eyes still fixed on the moving images. “Actually, becoming a professional dueling champion is somewhere on my personal bucket list of life goals.”

      “Fine…” Susan’s voice carried the resigned tone of someone who knew they were fighting a losing battle. “I don’t want to be the only one ruining everyone’s fun, so I’ll accompany you to make sure nobody gets into serious trouble. And I’ll keep silent about the whole thing.”

      “Girl, we’re all the same age here,” Rose muttered with obvious amusement. “Don’t suddenly start acting like you’re our wise older guardian or something.”

      “So we’ll all meet tomorrow evening at Diagon Alley? Deal?” Edgar extended his right hand forward, palm facing downward in the universal gesture for a group commitment.

      “I’ll have to convince James and Lily to lift my current grounding status first, but assuming I can manage that, deal,” I said, placing my hand on top of his.

      “This is going to be absolutely incredible. A dueling championship runner-up in actual combat! That’s almost as good as watching the real champion. Deal!” Rose added her hand to our growing stack with obvious excitement.

      “Oh Merlin help me, we are all going to get in so much trouble for this…” Susan’s voice carried an almost miserable quality, though she still added her hand to complete our pact. “But I suppose… Gryffindor spirit and all that. Deal.”

      “Hip hip hooray!” We all raised our joined hands toward the ceiling as I felt a grin spread across my face with an intensity that actually made my cheeks ache.

      This day was awesome. I just can’t believe I made two new friends without hating their guts, and now we are going to do normal teenager stuff. This is awesome.

      It’s almost as exciting as one time Dudley and I snuck into school and stole the Principal’s computer because he was obviously corrupt and nobody was doing anything. So we figure we’ll relieve him of his obviously high-end computer so we can play some GTA games. Hermes was very proud.

      “Thank you so much, Edgar. You’re clearly a very resourceful boy,” Rose said warmly, wrapping him in a brief hug that left the poor kid looking ready to spontaneously combust from embarrassment. “I’m sure that even if we do get in trouble, the original Marauders would be proud of our initiative.”

      And thus a plan was born.

      Now all I have to do is convince James and Lily how hard it would be?

    
    

    
      The kitchen smelled of rosemary and boiled potatoes; late afternoon light slanted through the curtains and gilded the edge of a teacup. Plates scraped softly as someone shifted in their seat. For a moment, the room held that brittle calm that arrives before a storm.

      “No, you absolutely will not, mister. You’re still grounded,” Lily declared the moment I voiced my request to visit Diagon Alley tomorrow. Her tone carried the kind of maternal authority that brooked no argument, the same inflection parents worldwide employed when they believed the matter was definitively settled. “Rules exist for very good reasons, and so do the consequences for breaking them.”

      “The same rules that nobody bothered to inform me about until it was too late to matter?” I shot back, crossing my arms as familiar irritation began building in my chest. The feeling was uncomfortably recognizable, the same frustrated anger that surfaced whenever I encountered obstacles to getting what I wanted.

      Now that I heard myself, the response sounded undeniably arrogant, but what teenager wasn’t at least somewhat arrogant by nature? Besides, I wasn’t requesting permission to engage in anything genuinely horrendous or dangerous.

      “Hey, I was trying to tell you about the wards, but you weren’t listening,” Rose interjected, speaking more from defensive instinct than any deliberate intention to get me in trouble or being a snitch. Unfortunately, the damage was already done.

      “See? It was just a minor grounding punishment for such heavy mistakes; people have been thrown to Azzkaban for this. Back in my day—” James began, launching into what was clearly going to be another nostalgic lecture about appropriate consequences and character building, like what I’ve been hearing all this time, and I was getting sick of it!

      Sick of being ignored, or people forcing their business on me!

      His story was abruptly cut short as he smoothly drew his wand, deflecting the ceramic vase that had launched itself directly toward his face with practiced ease. The vase hovered, rim still ringing from the jolt, as if the room itself had learned a new, brittle rhythm. James’ hand moved with that casual confidence of a man who trusted chaos to obey him more often than not. He tried to smile, to take the sting out of the tension. He failed, just a little.

      Everyone in the room turned to stare at me in stunned silence.

      “Hey, I’m not even touching my wand,” I said with a smile that contained absolutely no trace of apology. “My magic must have just slipped a little.”

      “We’re well aware that you can perform wandless magic,” Lily replied, her voice carrying dangerous undertones as her expression shifted into genuine anger. “I cannot believe you just attempted something like that. Lashing out like a child throwing a tantrum!”

      “I am a child,” I pointed out with deliberate emphasis. As far as I was concerned, anyone who hadn’t reached adulthood remained fundamentally a child, regardless of their mental maturity or life experience. “And is that really what we’re calling this? A tantrum?” I laughed, though the sound carried no warmth whatsoever.

      “This is simply me demonstrating that you two are crossing certain lines you absolutely shouldn’t.”

      “Alright, enough,” James said firmly, rising from his chair and raising both hands in a gesture meant to de-escalate the rapidly deteriorating situation. “Let’s all take a step back and calm down. There’s no need to ruin dinner over this. Emotions are running hot, and I understand that completely, but let’s not allow this to escalate further, yeah?”

      Lily gradually backed down from her aggressive posture, her anger slowly ebbing as she settled back into her chair. She crossed her arms and fixed me with a look of profound disappointment, as if I had committed some unforgivable moral transgression rather than simply expressing my frustration.

      “So why don’t you apologize to your mother and finish your dinner?” James suggested, though the hardened edge in his voice made it clear this wasn’t actually a suggestion at all. “Let’s end this conversation before it escalates into something we’ll all regret.”

      The authoritative tone, the implicit assumption that obedience was not only expected but demanded, sent a fresh wave of anger coursing through my system. I laughed again, but this time the sound was bitter and sharp-edged.

      For weeks now, I had listened to their requests, played along with their attempts at reconstructing some idealized family dynamic, and generally agreed to their various requests without significant resistance. Frankly, most of their requests hadn’t been unreasonable enough to warrant outright defiance. But somewhere along the way, my compliance had apparently convinced them that they possessed genuine parental authority over me, the same kind of control that normal parents naturally exercised over their dependent children.

      They were anything but normal parents to me, if parents at all.

      “Are you actually serious right now?” I hissed, allowing all the negative emotions churning in my gut to color my voice. “How about we escalate things instead? Who exactly do you think you are? What gives you the right to decide whether I can go somewhere or not?”

      The moment I released my tight control over my emotions, the consequences manifested immediately throughout the dining room. Windows and doors began slamming open and closed with violent regularity, creating a cacophony that would have been perfectly at home in any cheap horror movie.

      My newly acquired Half Hot Half Cold ability responded to my emotional state like it was waiting for this, causing the windows to fog over as the temperature began dropping rapidly. The water in our glasses froze solid within seconds, while the food on our plates transformed into crystalline sculptures. All four of them jumped back from the table on pure instinct, including Rose.

      “Harry! Calm down!” Rose shouted, shaking her rapidly numbing fingers in an attempt to restore circulation. “Look what you’re doing to everything! You need to chill out! It’s just a trip to Diagon Alley. We can go there anytime we want once your grounding period is over.”

      Her attempt at de-escalation only served to fuel my rage further, though my voice began cracking under the strain of my emotional outburst.

      “It’s not the grounding that has me pissed off,” I managed to reply, my vocal cords steadying as some deeper part of my consciousness helped me regain control over my speech patterns.

      “It’s the fact that you two have the sheer audacity to believe you have any say whatsoever in deciding what I can and cannot do! Who the fuck do you think you are?! My parents?!”

      They all stared at me with expressions of genuine confusion, as if I had just declared that gravity operated in reverse or that water wasn’t wet.

      “…Yes, we are your parents,” James said slowly, his voice carrying the patient tone of someone explaining an obvious truth to a confused child.

      “No, you are just some adults who decided to take me in, exactly the same way the Dursleys did before you,” I shouted back, the ice in the room instantly giving way to flames as my emotional pendulum swung toward the opposite extreme. “You think that just because you happen to be my biological parents, I would automatically respect you or allow you to exercise any kind of authority over me?!”

      This time everything was set on fire.

      Fire bloomed along the edges of the tablecloth and then, absurdly, along the inked crest on a napkin.

      The fire that erupted around us carried memories of another time, another place, when I was five years old and Vernon’s belt had left welts across my back. In retaliation, I had burned down not just their house but half the neighborhood as well. The magical fire had consumed everything in its path until my rage finally exhausted itself.

      But this time, I was dealing with trained wizards rather than helpless muggles. The flames disappeared with a few efficient wand movements, contained and extinguished before they could cause any real damage. The sight of flames in a wizarding house was less dramatic than it should have been; wands were raised, practiced flicks became reflex.

      “Son, I really think you need to calm yourself down,” Lily said carefully, her wand now pointed directly at me. Strangely enough, I felt no fear at the sight of it, nor did I experience any sense of betrayal at her threatening gesture. Instead, my eyes locked onto hers, and I could clearly read the hesitation written across her features. She was a coward, even if I ran to her with a knife, she couldn’t bring herself to curse me out of her cowardice (love).

      The instinct to escalate this confrontation into actual physical violence was almost overwhelming, but somehow I managed to begin reining in my runaway emotions. Was I really going to resort to the same tactics I had employed as a child years ago? Destroying property until I got my way? Had I truly failed to grow at all these years?

      Slowly, my burning anger transformed into cold shame as rational thought finally reasserted itself. I looked around at my family, watching as all the effects of my accidental magic gradually faded back to normal.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Lily, following James’s earlier suggestion, though my motivations were entirely different from what he had intended.

      The apology seemed to ease some of the tension in the room, allowing them to relax slightly.

      “I’m sorry because I let my emotions get out of control and caused property damage,” I continued, then fixed them both with a hard stare. “But I am absolutely not sorry for my words or my underlying point. You two are not my parents. You’re just strangers who keep trying to force yourselves into my life without earning that position.”

      I knew they had fed me, provided shelter, and welcomed me into their home over these past weeks. I was genuinely grateful for their hospitality and care. But people provided the same basic necessities for their pets without expecting gratitude or obedience in return.

      “I’ll continue to listen to your requests just as I have for these past weeks, the same way I would respond to any caretakers,” I said, my voice carrying deadly calm now that the fire had burned itself out. “But do not make the mistake of assuming you have any real authority over me. My freedom will always take precedence over everything else, including both of you.”

      I closed my eyes and activated my teleportation ability without bothering to select a specific destination. The spell would automatically transport me to some location I had previously visited, and at this moment, I genuinely didn’t care where that might be.

      Anywhere else would be better than here.

      

    
  




    Chapter 8

    
       


      I found myself hunched over on a weathered park bench, my head buried in both hands with my chin pressed against my chest, knees drawn up as I curled into the smallest possible position. The position was instinctive, a defensive posture that offered the illusion of protection against the emotional turmoil churning through my system as if I could curl into a ball and vanish. The iron slats of the seat are cold through my jeans, biting at my skin even through the fabric.

      The only saving grace was that the dead of night provided natural privacy for my breakdown. The solitary electric streetlamp several yards to my right cast a weak circle of yellowish light that barely reached my location, leaving me shrouded in comfortable shadows. Beyond it, the clipped hedgerows became vague shapes, and every gust made them ripple like black water.

      The nocturnal chorus of crickets and other insects created a steady background hum, though thankfully I couldn’t detect any actual creepy crawlers in my immediate vicinity.

      Slowly, I untangled myself and looked at the full moon above. Its silver glow washed over the park and over me, and my raging emotions started to ebb, the tide pulling back from the shore.

      I don’t regret my decision—what happened before was inevitable—but I do believe my execution was way off. I hadn’t fought them just because I wanted to go to Diagon Alley tomorrow, or simply because they’d restricted my desire to go where I pleased, especially when I’d been reasonable about it.

      I mean, for weeks, I’d listened to them, and they kept escalating, expecting me to go along because they were really starting to believe I was their child and they got to decide what was best for me, just as they had for Rose.

      They had completely ignored the fact that we had known each other for less than a month. Hell, I hadn’t even called them ‘mother’ or ‘father’ once during that entire period unless I was being deliberately sarcastic arsehole, which should have been a fairly obvious clue about my emotional distance. How had James and Lily failed to recognize such clear signals?

      However, I suppose I’m not entirely blameless either. I complied with their requests and accepted grounding punishment. Because I’m naturally introverted, it wasn’t much of a punishment at all. But my curiosity about the wizarding world is greater than my introverted nature, so when that bigger part of me was denied, I lashed out. I should have handled that better.

      “Well, regretting past decisions isn’t going to help.” I sighed and lit a ribbon of fire from my right hand. It came out of my palm like a flamethrower dialled down to its lowest setting, orange tongues flickering and coiling like restless snakes. How interesting that I can’t generate any flame from my left side at all. The quirk was literal—Half Hot, Half Cold.

      I sighed again. I wasn’t even in the mood to fawn over my new ability. Usually I’d be ecstatic about this kind of thing, but this sour mood dampened my excitement.

      Suddenly, with a wet thump, Rose was spat out onto the grass a few feet away, wincing as she landed hard on her knees. The magic she used left a faint smell like ozone and crushed herbs. I cracked up in laughter despite my mood; it was so funny, like watching someone, especially your twin, trip on a banana peel. The absurdity punctured my gloom for a moment.

      “Stop laughing, that actually hurt,” Rose glared at me while struggling to her feet, hopping alternately on each leg as she checked for injuries or simply tried to shake off the pain. Her hair caught the lamplight, copper flames around a pale, annoyed face.

      “That’s what you get for following me,” I said, but my mind immediately supplied a few inconvenient facts. Rose couldn’t teleport like me. And I didn’t misspeak: what I do is really teleportation rather than Apparition. When I do it, there’s no pop sound, no being yanked through a tube, no wrenching through my navel.

      I admit it’s likely a sub-branch of Apparition. Teleportation is something I learned trying to replicate how I accidentally Apparated myself onto the school roof when Dudley and his gang chased me—back when we weren’t friends yet.

      So instead of learning Apparition the usual way, I’d sacrificed some food and my own personal treasures to Hermes, asking for his help while trying to Apparate. Since he’s the god of travelling, among many domains too numerous to count, he gave me something better: seamless teleportation without complications.

      “How did you even find me here?” I asked suspiciously, fixing Rose with an accusatory stare as the light from the streetlamp behind me illuminated her distinctive red hair. “Please don’t tell me you put some kind of tracking charm or Portkey on me.”

      “Okay, then I won’t say that,” she replied with deliberate evasiveness, slowly getting to her feet while rubbing her bruised knee. Her other hand carried two wands, one obviously hers and the other clearly mine.

      “I am very cross with you right now, Rose,” I said, allowing my irritation to color my voice as I glared at her. “And discovering that you’ve been violating my privacy without my knowledge doesn’t help the situation in the slightest.”

      She looked down with such a genuinely sad expression that my chest immediately twisted with guilt. Damn it.

      “I’m sorry, it’s actually a bad habit of mine,” she admitted softly, carefully removing a small pin from my sweater before immediately reattaching it. “I put tracking charms on everyone I love, so that if there’s ever an emergency, I can come to the rescue.”

      “Why would I need rescuing?” I asked, my tone softening as I focused on the cold aspect of my Half Hot Half Cold ability to help regulate my emotional temperature.

      “I don’t know exactly,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “I just thought that if you were ever in real danger, you might appreciate having someone at your back, appearing out of nowhere like… poof.”

      She demonstrated by making the pin flash briefly before it returned to its normal appearance.

      I didn’t resist her reattachment of the tracking device, mainly because her behavior suggested some kind of underlying trauma. What had happened to Rose that made her feel the need for such elaborate backup systems?

      “But that still doesn’t make it right,” I said gently, not wanting to shout or rage anymore. The emotional exhaustion was beginning to set in, and I could feel my anger transforming into something closer to resigned sadness. “You can’t just make unilateral decisions about me, or trick me into accepting things I haven’t agreed to. Not you, and not your parents either.”

      Looking around, I realized that my random teleportation had brought me to the small park near Privet Drive, practically within sight of Number 4. Why had my subconscious chosen this particular location?

      “Our parents,” Rose corrected automatically.

      “No, your parents.” I shot right back. “I grew up thinking they died. Suddenly, they come right back and expect me to be their son? I didn’t ask for this. Children need parents; I’m way past that. Besides, look from my point of view: the only reason we were separated was because I was a Squib. Now I’m a mage, I’m suddenly their son?” The words spilled out of me, all the things that had been eating at me for weeks.

      “Tell me how that’s any different from parents throwing their child away because they’re born crippled?” I asked, my voice rough.

      “The difference is, Harry, you turned out fine—unlike me, who lived with them,” she replied after a few minutes of silence. Her tone lost its edge, and her eyes flicked to mine. “I’ve been exposed to danger more than you can imagine, and the only reason we all survived the things we did was because of magic. What would you do in their place? Go to the battlefield with a crippled child or take that child out of the battlefield?”

      “But I’m not crippled… Squib. I’m a wizard. We could have been living together all this time instead of this drama. Now I don’t know how I feel about two strangers trying to boss me around,” I said, my voice low but steady.

      “Well, it’s going to sound like an excuse, but they didn’t know that.” She sighed before looking back at me. “So why are you so nice to me if you see all of us as strangers, not family?”

      “I don’t know. With you, it just clicks. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t know what it was like to have a twin. So I’ve been sort of seeing you like a friend I made more than anything,” I admitted.

      We both sat on the bench, looking at the stars. The lamp’s light left our faces in shadow, and for a long moment, the only sound was the hum of the electric pole and the quiet, restless shifting of the hedges.

      Finally, Rose stood up, brushing the dirt from her knees, and with a flick of her wrist, she began to wave her hand through the air. From nowhere scraps of paper flew into her grasp, fluttering like startled birds before settling obediently in her palm. I didn’t say anything at first, just watched as she raised her wand. Even in the half-light, I saw the paper shifting under her spell. The dull white surface bled into detail, lines becoming sharper until I realised it wasn’t just a photograph—it was a mask. A photographic mask.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked, leaning forward to get a better view as she turned toward me with obvious pride, showing off her creation.

      It was James’ face in remarkable detail, and I immediately scowled in instinctive reaction as fresh memories of our explosive confrontation just minutes earlier came flooding back.

      “Oh, brilliant. You just had to show me his face,” I said, deliberately looking away while throwing her a distinctly unimpressed stink eye. “That’s not remotely funny right now.”

      “You know when I’m sad or angry, what do you think I do? What do you think I want to do first?” she asked, grabbing my chin and turning my head so we were face-to-face. Her eyes were fierce and unflinching, like she was daring me to look away.

      “I don’t know, you draw a picture of whoever pissed you off?” I replied, attempting sarcasm to deflect from both her questions and her unnervingly intense proximity. Then realization began to dawn on me as I processed the implications of what she had created.

      “Oh my god. We have James’ face. Are we going to light candles over it? Sacrifice some goat or virgins to curse him?” I asked, my tone mock-enthusiastic, and to my own surprise, I felt an odd flicker of bloodlust. Normally, someone had to do something far more malicious than parental overreach to invoke genuine negative reactions from my psyche.

      Like what Marge did.

      “Nooo.” Rose shook her head, laughing at my suggestion. Her laugh was light, but her eyes carried steel. ‘To be completely honest, my first reaction when someone makes me angry is usually to punch them square in their bloody nose.’ Her smile carried a sharp edge that made it clear she wasn’t joking about the violence. “But when it’s someone I can’t physically punch, hex, curse, or otherwise retaliate against, I create these masks and put them on mannequins or practice dummies. Then I start shouting at them, letting everything out until I feel better, and finally burn the whole thing to ash.”

      That didn’t fill me with confidence. Rose… you mean to tell me when I was annoying you all week, there was a nonzero chance I could’ve been decked in the face?

      “That doesn’t sound particularly healthy, sis,” I observed with growing concern.

      “Oh, and brooding alone in a dark park like some wannabe goth boy is somehow better?” she laughed before sliding the mask over her features. The poorly drawn representation of James’s face stared back at me with an unsettling effect.

      It looked deeply weird and slightly disturbing.

      “Besides, you should give it a try,” she continued, her voice slightly muffled by the mask. “You’re my twin, after all. If this technique works for me, it should work for you too.”

      “But what am I supposed to say?” I asked, feeling uncertain about the entire concept. There were millions of things I wanted to shout and scream about, but not a single coherent phrase would come to my lips when I tried to focus.

      “Just don’t think too much about it,” Rose advised, looking at me through the mask’s eyeholes. “Look at the face, forget about everything and everyone else around you, and just focus on letting out whatever emotions are bottled up inside.”

      Rose positioned herself beside the nearest tree while I followed her lead, walking behind her until she turned to face me with arms crossed in silent expectation.

      “This feels absolutely stupid,” I muttered to myself, experiencing a massive wave of secondhand embarrassment at the entire situation.

      “It is stupid,” Rose nodded in agreement. “But if something works effectively, don’t waste time looking for alternatives. Besides, this gives you the chance to say everything you didn’t get to express earlier. I won’t judge, criticize, or try to hurt you, so let it all out.”

      Following her instructions, I focused intently on James’s face, and for a moment the illusion became complete. I no longer saw Rose wearing a mask, but rather the man himself, who had grown far too comfortable with me far too quickly, demanding my respect, love, and attention without doing anything to earn such responses beyond the biological accident that is my birth… or rebirth.

      I hadn’t even asked to be born, so I would never respect anyone based solely on that reason.

      Looking directly into James’s eyes, I faced him without fear or hesitation.

      I stared into James’ eyes, and for once I didn’t flinch. “Just because you’re an adult, or my father, doesn’t mean I have to respect you,” I said to James (Rose), pointing straight at his (her) chest.

      “Well, son, back in my day people used to—” James (Rose) started, her voice deepened into a mocking parody of masculine pomp. The sound grated on my nerves.

      “Ah, ah, uh.” I tsked, shaking my head with exaggerated disapproval. ‘Oh brother… I don’t give a fuck what they did back in your day.’ I cut him (her) off mid-sentence. “No, seriously—look at my face. Look at my face. Does it look like I give a single fuck?”

      The profanity felt strangely liberating as it rolled off my tongue.

      I grabbed James’s shoulders, pulling him into uncomfortably close proximity for maximum impact.

      “Here, come close, come really close, you ancient fucking relic,” I continued with gathering momentum. “If you’re not going to respect me, my boundaries, my privacy, or my personal wishes, then I’m absolutely not going to respect you in return. Respect has to be fucking earned these days. That shit isn’t handed out anymore. It’s not the bloody nineties. So don’t waltz in, provoke me, trample over me, and act shocked when I throw your disrespect right back in your face. Because you’ve earned it, buddy.”

      I stopped, panting. My chest heaved, lungs burning. I hadn’t realised I’d been holding my breath, or how many words I’d let spill unchecked. The illusion shattered like glass, and I saw Rose again, not James.

      My twin and I locked eyes as she slowly removed the mask. Our green eyes, matching and sharp, met in silence. Neither of us spoke, just waiting for the other to break first.

      Then it cracked.

      We burst into laughter.

      “Hahahaha,” Rose giggled while I dissolved into full-throated laughter that seemed to come from somewhere deep in my chest. We laughed and laughed until our legs gave out, collapsing onto the grass while grabbing onto each other for support, unable to stop the cathartic release.

      “Oh, Merlin’s beard,” Rose managed between gasps. “You’re like a little kid, you know that? Just because you know how to use the F-word doesn’t automatically make you look cool or mature. Hahaha.”

      “I wasn’t trying to look cool,” I wheezed back, still struggling to catch my breath.

      “Sure, sure,” she replied with obvious disbelief, which only set off another round of shared laughter.

      As we lay side by side on the cool grass, I felt hundreds of times lighter than I had just minutes before. The weight of anger and frustration that had been crushing my chest had somehow evaporated completely, leaving me feeling genuinely relaxed and at peace for the first time in hours.

      Maybe I really was her twin after all, if her coping mechanisms worked so effectively for me as well.

      …

      After last night, nothing happened. James and Lily didn’t bust my door open for another round of drama, so I actually slept in peace. Breakfast this morning was awkward, one of those stiff, quiet affairs where everyone pretends the air isn’t thick enough to choke on. I finished fast and retreated to my room, determined to stay there all morning.

      Rose wouldn’t stop bothering me, of course. Fair’s fair. I’d done the same to her days ago. Still, she hovered, watching me like I might teleport out again. At least that was her excuse, because I’m still wearing her Portkey pin on me, so I already figured that was not the real reason.

      Looks like I’d broken straight through the house’s anti-apparition wards, which were supposed to be impossible even for James and Lily or wizards on their level. That rattled them. Lily’s expertise in charms meant the damaged wards were easily repaired. The fact that I had accomplished something they considered impossible for even experienced adult wizards had clearly shaken them considerably.

      I wasn’t particularly surprised that conventional magical protections like these wards couldn’t constrain Hermes’s gifts, but I probably shouldn’t test that theory in places like Hogwarts, where the consequences might be more severe. Despite having received divine favor, I’m still a very squishy mortal with all the vulnerabilities that came with being human.

      While my wandless magical abilities did stem from godly patronage and blessings, that didn’t mean I possessed their literal strength or invulnerability. After all, why would any deity spoil mortals to such an extent?

      I was absolutely sure that the gods maintained constant scrutiny over their chosen champions, including me, watching carefully for any sign of hubris or arrogance that would justify bringing them crashing back down to earth. The immortals and gods loved few things more than helping mortals achieve greatness, only to orchestrate their dramatic downfall when they became too comfortable with their elevated status. One need only look at figures like Odysseus or Karna to see how quickly divine favor could transform into divine retribution.

      And despite their heroism, I do not want the fate of Odysseus, Karna, Achilles, Cú Chulainn, or Diarmuid Ua Duibhne. Especially the Diarmuid, bro got the NTR mole that became his downfall.

      Receiving attention from gods is essentially a double-edged sword, though since I had never actually met any of them directly, I had to maintain genuine faith for the relationship to function properly. There was no point in questioning their existence when the evidence of their influence was so clearly manifest in my abilities.

      “So is that supposed to look like that?” Rose asked, pointing toward one of the small statues arranged on my bedroom shelf.

      The piece in question was a carved statue of Hestia that I had purchased from a street vendor several years ago. It depicted the Hellenic religious version of the goddess rather than the classical Greek mythology, though the distinction didn’t particularly matter to me. Hestia is Hestia, regardless of the cultural lens used to view her divine nature.

      What mattered was that the statue now displayed a prominent crack running directly through its center.

      “What happened to this?” I asked, carefully lifting the wooden carving from its place. The piece had been painted with a cement-colored finish and featured the easily recognizable artistic style of ancient Greek craftsmanship.

      The damage shouldn’t have been possible. Why was a wooden statue displaying cracks as if it had been carved from actual stone? Which made no sense. It was wood. Wood doesn’t split like stone.

      I scanned the others—Athena, Apollo, Artemis, Krishna, Shiva, Thor, Loki, Crucified Jesus. Some stone, some plastic, some clay. All untouched. Only Hestia.

      None of the others showed any signs of damage or disturbance, making the incident deeply concerning. It was targeted. Why?

      I could definitely rule out James and Lily as potential culprits for this damage. It doesn’t feel like it’s something they would do, despite what happened last night.

      “You know repairing charms, right?” I asked, turning to Rose. I hadn’t yet mastered conventional wand style repairing charms, and while I could attempt repairs using my own methods developed during my time with the Dursleys, such techniques were considerably more time-consuming and less effective. It takes time.

      “Sure,” Rose replied, drawing her wand and performing a precise swishing motion. “Reparo.”

      The statue restored itself before our eyes, the crack sealing seamlessly as if it had never existed. I breathed a sigh of relief at the apparently successful repair.

      Crack!

      We both jumped at the sharp sound as the fissure reappeared exactly where it had been moments before.

      “What’s going on?” Rose asked, her voice carrying obvious confusion mixed with growing unease as I carefully returned the statue to its shelf position.

      The carved eyes seemed to follow my movements with unsettling intensity, creating the same effect as those 3D pictures that appeared to shift perspective based on the viewer’s position.

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” I replied, though internally I recognized this as something requiring my personal attention and concern. “Why don’t you let me handle this situation? I’m used to fixing things using my own methods without wand magic.”

      While I love to use wand magic too, as it doesn’t require the blessings anymore, I don’t have many spells in my repertoire.

      “Isn’t that just using a different type of magic?” she asked reasonably.

      “I could try mundane repair methods as well,” I said, offering her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Let me worry about this problem. Why don’t you go get ready for today’s plans? We’re still supposed to meet Edgar and Susan, right? Or have plans changed?”

      “Oh,” Rose’s expression brightened with apparent relief. “Mum and Dad actually gave us permission to go. Apparently, if they had known from the beginning that we were planning to hang out with Susan and Edgar, they would have allowed the trip without any problems. The whole argument and quarrel were completely pointless.”

      “Not entirely,” I shook my head with mild disagreement. “At least now they understand not to push their supposed authority too much. How would you feel if some adults you had just recently met started punishing you and going against your will?”

      “That’s literally how schools and teachers function,” Rose pointed out. “Didn’t you ever get punished by teachers during your education?”

      “I did get punished,” I replied cheerfully, “but after the responsible teacher mysteriously found their hair dyed unusual colors, or insects began targeting them specifically during lessons, they typically decided not to repeat, biologically hazardous that.”

      “You’re such a child,” Rose huffed with obvious exasperation. “That kind of stubborn pride is going to cause serious trouble for you eventually. I can feel it coming.”

      I had to acknowledge that my adult memories were largely responsible for this attitude. If I possessed the typical mindset of a normal child, I would have accepted punishments from teachers and my parents without much resistance. But because of my retained memories and ego, I consistently felt superior to other children, and sometimes even to adults in positions of supposed authority.

      I just see them as equal, even when I shouldn’t, as I’m still a kid. Yet my emotional brain insists I’m an adult and I should be treated as one. Which was basically acting like a child, too. Quite the contradiction, I know.

      This explained why I had such difficulty accepting direction from adult figures. While I couldn’t claim this was entirely beneficial, good, or positive, it is what it is.

      “Alright, Miss Philosopher, that’s enough analysis for today,” I said with mock severity. “Go on, get out of here.”

      After diplomatically encouraging Rose to leave my room, I began pacing in circles while processing the implications of recent events.

      The situation felt ominously significant, far too convenient to be merely a coincidence. What were the chances of something happening specifically to Hestia’s statue, when she represented the goddess of hearth, home, family, and household unity, immediately following my explosive confrontation with my parents?

      While I could continue arguing that my anger had been justified, that I had been morally correct, that the entire conflict had been James and Lily’s fault, what would be the practical purpose of such self-justification?

      Hestia had far more complicated family dynamics than ours; everyone was just one bad day away from doing some horrible shit like floods, plague, earthquake, storm or causing situations that constantly threatened to explode the Earth like powder kegs, yet she’s still the most chill goddess there is.

      Not because she’s morally superior or angelic. There were no questions about who was right or wrong for her. The only answer was: family always comes first, and it must not break. At least from her myths and stories, and what I know about Hestia from my own knowledge.

      Looking at the statue again, I realized this was likely intended as a warning rather than an omen of future disaster. If I were going to continue using divine blessings and patronage, I needed to respect and abide by the fundamental principles of their respective domains.

      Even if it conflicted with my choices. Unless of course I was about to talk shit to goddess and get myself killed of course.

      “Why does my life have to be so ridiculously complicated?” I muttered, collapsing backward onto my bed while staring at the ceiling in frustration.

      Never in either of my lifetimes had I anticipated that Hestia, of all the possible deities, would be the first one to express displeasure with my behavior.

      I shook my head firmly, recognizing that continued brooding wouldn’t change what had already happened. Instead, I should focus on preparing for our planned visit to Diagon Alley. Since Susan would also be there, this could almost be considered a date, even if we have Edgar and Rose as third wheel.

      Ok, brain, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.

      Admittedly, we were planning to see a magical version of UFC, but it still counts as a social event which can be considered a date if it’s not you who was inside the cage.

      I hummed to myself with returning good spirits and headed toward the bathroom. There were definitely preparations to be made.

      …

      James Potter sat hunched over his drink at the Leaky Cauldron, shoulders bowed, hair sticking out worse than usual. The worn wooden table beneath his arms was tacky with decades of spilled butterbeer and firewhiskey, the kind of grime that never really washed away. The pub was quiet for a weekday afternoon. A few cloaked figures nursed drinks in the shadows, the sunlight leaking weakly through grimy panes, catching dust motes in its sluggish beams. Somewhere in the back, Tom clattered dishes like a man at war with his own crockery.

      Sirius Black dropped into the seat opposite him with the same careless grace he’d always had, already halfway through his butterbeer before his backside touched the chair. His grey eyes glittered with amusement as he studied James’s expression.

      “Merlin’s beard, you look like someone hexed your broom collection,” Sirius drawled. He took another long swig, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. “What’s got you looking like a kicked puppy?”

      James groaned, dragging his hand through his hair, though it did nothing except make it worse. “Harry. That’s what.”

      “Ah.” Sirius’s grin widened like a man handed fresh gossip. “Funny you should mention him. Edgar hasn’t shut up since yesterday. Apparently, your son can do wandless magic like it’s nothing, pulls out spells nobody taught him, and walks around with this mysterious brooding aura that has eleven-year-olds practically swooning. Edgar thinks he’s brilliant.”

      “Brilliant,” James muttered into his butterbeer. “Just brilliant.”

      “So what happened?” Sirius leaned forward, his expression shifting from amusement to genuine curiosity. “And don’t give me the sanitized version. I want the full disaster.”

      James took a deep swallow, then let the words tumble out, frustration climbing with each sentence. “He wanted to go to Diagon Alley. With Edgar and Susan, though we didn’t know it at the time. But he’s grounded—for flying out past the wards straight over the bloody sea where anyone could’ve seen him. Could’ve landed himself in Azkaban.”

      “So Lily tells him no, reminds him about the rules and consequences. And Harry just… explodes.” James’s hands moved animatedly as he spoke, nearly knocking over his drink. “Started going on about how we’re not his parents, just some adults who took him in like the Dursleys did. Can you believe that? The Dursleys, Sirius. As if we—after everything—”

      Sirius winced but let him continue.

      “Then he starts doing accidental magic, except it’s not really accidental, is it? Windows slamming, everything getting cold and frozen like Dementors were in the room, frost on the walls. Rose’s fingers went numb. Then fire, Sirius. Real fire across the dining room.” James’s voice had risen slightly, drawing glances from the other patrons. He lowered it again, leaning closer. “I tried to calm things down, told him to apologize to his mother so we could all just finish dinner and talk about it rationally.”

      “And that’s when he really lost it?”

      “That’s when he really lost it,” James confirmed bitterly. “Started screaming about how we have no authority over him, how just because we’re his parents doesn’t mean he has to respect us or listen to us. Then he just… vanished. Apparated straight through our anti-apparition wards like they weren’t even there.”

      Sirius let out a slow whistle. “Through your Wards? That’s not apparition, Prongs. That’s something else entirely. Something only Dumbledore or You-Know-Who ever pulled off.”

      “I know that,” James snapped, then immediately looked apologetic. “Sorry. I just… Harry was clearly at fault here, right? He’s the one who lashed out, who refused to accept a reasonable punishment, who compared us to people who used him for his magic like he was a house elf. We’re trying our best, and he throws it back in our faces.”

      Sirius was quiet for a long moment, studying his best friend with an unreadable expression. Then he reached across the table and smacked James firmly on the back, hard enough to make him cough.

      “That’s the thing about teenagers, mate,” Sirius said, his voice carrying none of its earlier humor. “Of course they’re going to fight. Of course, they will make the wrong decisions sometimes. They push us until we’re ready to hex them ourselves. And one day they’ll bring home a girl with a swollen belly, and we’ll have to deal with that too. That’s literally what being a teenager and being a father of a teenager is about.

      “But—”

      “No, listen to me.” Sirius’s tone was unusually serious, the same voice he used during actual Auror business rather than their typical banter. “You’re Harry’s father, yeah. Biologically, legally, all that. But you need to stop making assumptions about what your son is like when you have absolutely no idea how he was raised or what he’s been through. You weren’t there, James. For fourteen years, you weren’t there.”

      The words hit harder than the physical blow had. James opened his mouth to protest, then closed it again.

      “And even putting that aside,” Sirius continued relentlessly, “you’re not close enough for him to just blindly heed your words. You’re essentially strangers who happen to share blood. That takes time to build, and you can’t just demand respect and obedience because the calendar says you’re his dad.”

      “He still shouldn’t have—”

      “Besides,” Sirius interrupted, “I’m getting the distinct feeling that even among regular teenagers, Harry’s got what you might call an explosive personality. Just like Lily’s, actually, except in this case, you two are the ones on the receiving end instead of some poor Slytherin who insulted her potions work.”

      James couldn’t help the slight twitch of his lips at that memory. Lily’s legendary temper had been both terrifying and magnificent during their school years.

      “So what am I supposed to do?” James asked, the frustration in his voice giving way to genuine confusion and a hint of desperation. “Just let him do whatever he wants? No rules, no consequences?”

      “No, you git.” Sirius shook his head. “You parent him. But you do it knowing that he’s not going to respond like Rose does, because Rose grew up with you. Rose knows you love her, knows you have her best interests at heart, knows that when you set boundaries, it’s coming from a place of caring. Harry doesn’t know any of that yet. To him, you’re just some bloke trying to boss him around.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, the ambient noise of the pub filling the space between them. Tom dropped something in the kitchen, followed by creative cursing that would have made a sailor blush.

      “I invited him to call me Dad, you know,” James said quietly. “Multiple times. He just looks at me like I’ve asked him to eat dragon dung.”

      “Give it time,” Sirius replied, though his voice had softened considerably. “He’ll come around. Or he won’t, and you’ll have to figure out what kind of relationship you can build with him anyway.”

      James drained the rest of his butterbeer in one long gulp, feeling the sweet liquid do absolutely nothing to settle his churning thoughts. The glass made a dull thunk as he set it back on the table with more force than necessary.

      “Right then,” Sirius said, his tone deliberately brightening as he clearly decided they’d wallowed in emotional turmoil long enough. “How about we do something to get your mind off all this family drama?”

      “Like what?” James asked without much enthusiasm.

      “Well, I’ve got to investigate this upcoming duel tonight. Some American blowhard calling himself ‘One-Eyed Buster’ versus the British Dueling Championship runner-up. Apparently, it’s causing quite a stir in certain circles, and the DMLE wants eyes on it to make sure it doesn’t turn into an illegal blood sport situation.”

      James raised an eyebrow. “And you want me to come along for official Auror business?”

      “Technically, yes,” Sirius grinned. “But also, we haven’t had a proper night out in ages. Just you and me, like the good old days. We can watch some spectacular, magical violence, I can file whatever report Amelia needs, and you can stop brooding about teenage rebellion for a few hours. Win-win-win.”

      Despite everything, James felt a genuine smile tugging at his lips. The prospect of spending an evening with his best mate, watching skilled wizards try to blast each other into next week, held definite appeal. It certainly beat sitting at home wondering how everything with Harry had gone so spectacularly wrong.

      “The good old days, huh?” James said, already feeling some of the tension bleeding out of his shoulders. “Pretty sure in the good old days, we were the ones causing the chaos rather than investigating it.”

      “Exactly why we’re so good at spotting trouble,” Sirius replied smugly. “Takes one to know one and all that. So what do you say? Up for some Marauder-style reconnaissance?”

      James considered for approximately three seconds. “When do we leave?”

      “That’s my Prongs,” Sirius laughed, signaling Tom for two more butterbeers. “We’ve got a few hours before the event starts. Plenty of time to drink and reminisce about when our biggest problems were avoiding Filch and figuring out how to ask girls to Hogsmeade.”

      “Those were simpler times,” James agreed, accepting the fresh bottle Tom slid across the bar toward him.

      “Simpler, but not necessarily better,” Sirius said, raising his butterbeer in a toast. “Too complicated present days and the hope that we don’t completely cock up our children’s lives.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” James replied, clinking his bottle against Sirius’s.

      As he took another drink, Sirius caught himself wondering if Harry, Edgar, Susan, and Rose might also be planning to attend that very same dueling event. The tickets had been difficult to acquire, but not impossible, and if his son had gotten his hands on some…

      No. Surely not. Edgar wouldn’t do something that reckless; they were not Marauders yet to pull that off, and Susan would talk sense into them even if he tried.

      He pushed the thought aside and focused on telling his latest story about a botched Aurora training exercise to James, letting his best friend get distracted to bring him out of his funk and the pub’s comfortable atmosphere work its magic on his frayed nerves.

      But tonight, just for a few hours, James Potter was going to pretend he was twenty-one again and his biggest concern was whether Sirius would convince him to do something stupid that would get them both in trouble.

      Some things, at least, never really changed.

      End of the Prologue (Introduction Arc)

      

    
  




    Chapter 9

    
       


      Diagon Alley hadn’t changed much since we’d come here weeks ago. People in robes still went about their days, shops filled with clothes, potions, ingredients for said potions, and many magical items I didn’t even pretend to recognize. Seriously, what the hell was that plant with the tentacles writhing in the window? It looked like it wanted to strangle someone, or worse.

      The air carried its usual cocktail of scents—burnt sugar from Florean Fortescue’s, crushed herbs from the apothecary, ink and parchment from Flourish and Blotts. Streetlamps hung crookedly like drunks after curfew. Somewhere, a small cauldron popped, splattering green foam onto cobblestones. It was, in every conceivable sense, the same alive yet oblivious street it had been before.

      I stopped gawking and walked, Rose trailing behind me. Thankfully, she’d already applied cosmetic charms to turn her hair black like mine. The people around us had no idea their beloved Girl Who Lived was walking among them, just another face in the crowd.

      Fanaticism in this day and age was somehow still real, and I was very much in the splash zone, even if I wasn’t the Boy Who Lived like some alternate version of events like canon or multiple fanon worlds suggested. Being the twin brother of a celebrity meant proximity to madness without the dubious benefit of being mobbed yourself, while not getting the benefits of being worshipped.

      I mean, do you know about the brothers and sisters of Jesus? I mean, if you’re a devout Christian, you probably do, but most people don’t.

      “Are you sure you don’t want an owl or cat of your own?” Rose asked, glancing toward The Magical Menagerie. The smell hit like a physical thing: feathers, damp straw, a faint edge of ammonia. The shop hummed with a strange presence.

      Various animals were on display: cats, rats, snakes, and birds. Some were in cages, others seemed to be moving in the shop window. After a few seconds of observation, my brain supplied the answer. The ones in the display were figurines enchanted to animate, while the ones in the cages were the real deal. Basic marketing combined with magical efficiency.

      “Nah, I don’t have the motivation to actively look for more work, care, and emotional investment in something,” I said, shaking my head. Besides, the Gacha provided familiars too, along with abilities and items, if I was remembering the information it had downloaded into my head correctly.

      I mean, if I pulled a familiar from the system, a creature that manifested through my power, I’d naturally care for it. It would be the result of my ability, so it would be my responsibility. Simple cause and effect.

      But doing this for some random animal I happened to encounter in a shop? Hell no. Not because I hated animals or anything remotely like that. I simply had too much on my plate right now. Adding a pet to the mix would be like voluntarily signing up for another variable I couldn’t control.

      “It’s seriously creepy how nothing’s changed at all,” I said, looking around. Same crowd, same shops, same hype around the Quidditch broom shop. It was like the entire Alley had been frozen in time and would remain that way until someone bothered to check on it again.

      “It’s only been a few weeks. What were you expecting?” Rose asked, looking at me with genuine confusion written across her face.

      “I don’t know, it’s just exactly the same as a location in a video game. The world just stops existing or moving unless you go there, and then it loads the world and NPCs,” I said, giving the example that came to mind.

      “I don’t know how to answer that. The only video games I know about are Street Fighter, Pac-Man, Super Mario, Doom, and D&D,” she said, shaking her head with a small shrug. “I don’t know exactly how the world inside the game works, nor do I have any desire to know, but if it’s working, don’t touch it. Same rules as the Wizarding World, I suppose.”

      I don’t think Dungeons & Dragons even counts as a video game, Rose. It’s a tabletop. But I held my tongue, not wanting to be the fun police. Nobody liked the fun police.

      After messing around Diagon Alley for an hour, we finally encountered the people we were looking for. I spotted a familiar redhead girl with a black-haired boy enjoying their ice cream at Florean Fortescue’s Ice Cream Parlor. They sat on one of the outdoor benches, looking relaxed and completely unaware of our approach.

      “Fancy seeing you here, fair lady,” I said, conjuring a few flowers in my palm: dandelions and yellow roses, made entirely out of ice. My magic painted them with the correct colors almost instinctively. Huh. I didn’t know I could do that. I mean, with Half-Cold Half-Hot, I could control both elements very finely after a few hours of practice this morning, but this coloring was a pleasant surprise. The temperature control was one thing, but aesthetic manipulation was another level entirely.

      “Oh!” Susan looked startled as she snapped her head toward me, her eyes dropping to my hand offering the flowers. Her cheeks turned a little red as she carefully took them from me. ‘Harry, Rose, you’re both here.’ She smiled warmly, examining the flowers with clear delight. “Oh, and thank you. It’s wonderful.”

      So, my improvised Rizz is working? Nice.

      She poked at the petals with one finger, a little puzzled. Despite looking incredibly realistic, the flowers were very hard and cold to her touch.

      “What? I don’t get any flowers?” Edgar asked, shoving a spoonful of ice cream into his mouth with exaggerated offense.

      “You don’t want them from me,” I shook my head, smirking. “You’ll get them when you’re past the girls-are-icky phase.”

      “You’re icky,” Rose said, giving me a light elbow to my ribs before she sat down beside Susan on the bench.

      “Anyway, forget what our idiot brothers are saying,” Rose said with a light smile tugging at her lips. “I know we can’t complain since we’re all already here, but didn’t we agree to meet here in the evening?”

      “Actually, it’s cousins… well, never mind. We actually call each other brother and sister, so it doesn’t matter,” Edgar muttered to himself before shaking his head, dismissing the thought entirely. “I actually wanted to hang out with Susan more since I can’t do that once you all go to Hogwarts. And we also have a little scouting to do.”

      “Scouting?” I asked, my attention suddenly focused on the eleven-year-old boy. That word choice suggested planning, which meant something potentially interesting was happening.

      “Yeah, it’s a fighting arena. Not government-sanctioned, even if it’s not technically illegal. There’s bound to be some security measures. Bouncers will definitely not let us inside, even if I managed to snatch some tickets,” the boy explained with the casual confidence of someone who’d already thought three steps ahead. I was once again fascinated by the son of Sirius Black. This boy was only eleven years old, yet he was so mature and knowledgeable, far beyond what any kid this age had the right to be.

      What the hell did Sirius feed this kid? Was this how Prime Sirius was during his Marauder days? The planning, the calculated risk-taking, the sheer audacity?

      “So what’s the problem? Does it have wards, or do we have to undergo some test or something?” Rose asked, her mind clearly racing. She was getting strangely excited by the idea, which didn’t surprise me in the slightest.

      What the hell did she experience in the past on the run? Is she Magical Lara Croft?

      “No, nothing like that,” Susan shook her head, finally speaking up again. “We were just watching from outside earlier. We just need to look like adults, flash our tickets, and charge in like we own the place. You know, like those pouncy purebloods who act like they’re entitled to everything.”

      “We two are the pouncy purebloods, not that it matters or anything,” Edgar snorted, gesturing between himself and Susan before looking at us with amusement. “But yeah, unless we go invisible and sneak inside, we have to look like adults. That’s the only real barrier.”

      “Cross that sneaking plan off the list,” I said immediately, shaking my head. “We may enter that way, but there’s always a chance we’ll be spotted later, which will cause more problems than it solves. Security at these places tends to be paranoid for a reason.”

      “Well, I have one brilliant plan,” Susan spoke up, and we all turned to look at her expectantly. She took a breath. “How about we just… don’t go. Forget about it. It sounds dangerous, it’s not where we’re supposed to be, and it’s too much hassle anyway.”

      “But Susan…” Edgar sniffled, and suddenly big fat tears were rolling out of his eye sockets like someone had turned on a faucet. His lip trembled dramatically.

      We all stiffened as people around us began to stare. It was an interesting sight: a kid holding a bowl of ice cream, bawling his eyes out in the middle of a public parlor. The attention was immediate and uncomfortable.

      “Okay, okay, we’re going. Geez,” Susan quickly gave in, caving in record time. She didn’t even last half a minute under the social pressure.

      “Oh, okay then,” Edgar replied instantly, smiling as the tears simply stopped. His shaking ceased suddenly, and he gulped down the remaining ice cream like nothing had happened at all.

      Oh, you crazy bastard. Those were absolutely crocodile tears, and we’d all fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. I was unable to contain my laughter at the sheer absurdity of it all. The kid was a natural manipulator, and I had to respect the craft. I mean If I was this young, I would use it without any hesitation too.

      “So how are we getting inside?” Rose asked, clearly unbothered by Edgar’s theatrics. “Disguise charms, or do we go extreme with Polyjuice Potion?”

      “No,” Edgar shook his head immediately. “I’ve read about that. It’s rare to find in shops, and even rarer for someone to sell it to us without asking questions we don’t want to answer. We’re going with the cheaper option: Aging Potion.”

      How’s that cheaper, though? No, wait. I could guess. Polyjuice changed anyone into exact duplicates of a target when consumed, while Aging Potion did exactly what it suggested on the tin. So theoretically, Polyjuice used more magical energy and offered more flexibility in what it could accomplish.

      Though it was created by the Golden trio in the early days, Polyjuice sounds more powerful than aging by its functions, as it includes what aging potion, and other potions that are needed for shapeshifting into someone.

      “So we can’t buy Polyjuice, but we can buy Aging Potion?” I asked, wanting confirmation.

      “Of course. Aging Potion isn’t as dangerous or complicated as Polyjuice, so it’s not as heavily restricted. But we do have to find apothecary vendors who won’t ask too many questions,” Susan explained, showing off her knowledge of the Wizarding World that I still lacked. It sounded like common knowledge among these three, the kind of thing you picked up growing up magical.

      “I know just the guy. This bloke won’t care if you buy poison or love potion, as long as you don’t drag him into trouble and you spend Galleons in his shop,” Edgar said, rubbing his hands together with obvious glee.

      “This guy does sound trustworthy.” Rose nodded. “Sounds like someone who acts tough on the outside but is a softie on the inside,” She said, sounding impressed.

      “Nah, this guy hates children, especially those with Galleons. I mean, his pride won’t let him outright scam them, but he won’t back away from legally selling his entire shop if he gets the chance,” Edgar corrected her with a grin.

      Oh. I don’t know why, but suddenly I felt like I knew this man by heart, though I couldn’t bring the words to my tongue. The description was sitting right there on the tip of my tongue, as people say, but the name refused to surface.

      …

      By walking into the shop, I knew something was off. Hell, the name itself was one big red flag, especially for those who’d watched the Harry Potter movies or read the books in my past life.

      The shop sat at the edge of Diagon Alley, just a few blocks away from the murky road that led to Knockturn Alley, the ghetto of magical Britain, as I called it. I would have called it the Gotham City of the Wizarding World, but we had no Batman here—just criminals like Death Eaters, corruption from pure blood or ministry, and the occasional curse.

      Anyway, the potion shop looked normal enough despite its location. It wasn’t even that dark and gloomy, nor did it have that pungent scent of ingredients that clung to those shops back in the main marketplace of Diagon Alley. It was clean, organized, and even pleasant to my nose, which ironically made me feel more uncomfortable around it. Clean shops in questionable neighborhoods always set off alarm bells.

      I craned my head upward and read the signboard floating near the door, finally finding the origin of my discomfort.

      The Master Mixing — Prince Apothecary.

      Ah, shit. The Half-Blood Prince. Severus Snape. Or I should say Severus Prince, because this man was a genius who clearly understood branding. In this timeline, Lily and James were alive, so there went the redemption arc for Severus. No tragic backstory besides his bully stealing his love interest, to be fair, he did call her mudblood, yet if Lily really valued Snape’s friendship or even love, one insult wouldn’t have been enough to crash out on him so hard.

      So now that she and her dear husband are still alive, no unrequited love driving him to Dumbledore’s side, no reason to play double agent. Nor did Dumbledore have any reason to hire a former Death Eater. Hell, even the “former” part was debatable.

      Since this Snape didn’t have Dumbledore’s support or protection in this timeline, he’d probably used his Wizarding World lineage instead: the House of Prince. While Snape was a Muggle surname that carried no weight from his abusive father, Prince was not. So he was using his mother’s bloodline to his advantage, turning it into both legitimacy and profit.

      Though I couldn’t make a proper judgment or analysis without meeting the man first, which made me very uncomfortable. Unknown variables were always the worst kind.

      Ah, hell with it. With all these abilities, blessings from gods, and powers I was receiving from the Gacha system, why was I always so hesitant about everything? Ever since I’d gotten into the magical world with the Potters, it felt like my real personality was being shoved back while this meek version of me was replacing it.

      That wasn’t who I wanted to become. I refused to let fear dictate my actions.

      I bit my cheek from the inside, not enough to draw blood, but definitely enough to hurt. My body jolted from the sharp sensation, snapping me back into focus.

      “Hey, why are you hanging back? You’re not coming?” Rose asked, watching as Susan and Edgar disappeared inside the shop ahead of us.

      “Oh, I’m definitely coming,” I said with a smirk, walking forward with renewed confidence. “I definitely want to know if I’m going to look chopped up as an adult or not.”

      “Chopped?” she asked, confusion clear in her voice at the terminology.

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ll know what I mean in a few decades,” I said, pushing the door open. I turned to Rose with a mock bow, not saying ‘ladies first’ aloud, but actions spoke louder than words anyway.

      Inside, the apothecary was exactly what I expected, yet somehow not. Everything had a gothic aesthetic but with a gaudy vibe, as if someone had polished darkness until it sparkled. Perhaps it was the cleanest yet most luxurious-looking shop in the entire Alley. The shelves were stacked with rows of vials full of potions, each one shining subtly with different colors. It reminded me of a shop from video games, especially RPGs, where you could buy potions from a merchant with suspiciously convenient stock.

      It was so jarring to see this in real life. The uncanny valley of fantasy made manifest.

      “Welcome,” the man at the counter said in a bored tone, his eyes glued to the newspaper in his hand. The pages displayed moving images of an interview or press conference, if the flashes of cameras were any indication. His voice held the same disinterested quality of someone who had dealt with far too many customers today and would rather be literally anywhere else.

      “Did you lose your way home, children?” he asked. Despite how caring the words might have sounded on paper, his voice was full of condescension, just like teachers back in my old school who thought they were being helpful while actually being insufferable.

      My adult mind, or at least mindset, was quick to spot these compared to children my age.

      “No, we are certainly not lost,” Susan said, her voice transforming entirely. Gone was the happily chattering girl from the ice cream parlor. Her voice was now haughty instead, still warm but somehow sharper.

      “I’m here to purchase a few potions. It’s for studying purposes, intending to use them indoors with supervision,” she said with a straight face, not a hint on her features that she was lying. She put her hands on her hips like a typical noblewoman from old movies, radiating confidence that shouldn’t belong to an eleven-year-old.

      Is this how pureblood girls acted? If so, I wouldn’t be able to hold a serious conversation without bursting into laughter at the sheer theatricality of it all.

      “How you use your money is up to you,” Severus Prince spoke, and I noticed the name tag on his table displayed that name proudly instead of the iconic Snape I was familiar with. A conscious choice, clearly. Rebranding himself entirely, and I think his pure-bloods friends are very much approving of it.

      Damn, this world’s Pure-bloods faction is going to be stronger than the average Harry Potter world, isn’t it?

      “But I must warn you, there is no refund once it’s purchased. And if you involve your parents in causing a scene later, you and your entire bloodline will be blacklisted. Remember that,” he said briskly, his eyes scanning all of us with sharp, calculating precision. I didn’t miss how his eyebrows twitched slightly as he looked at Edgar, then me, then Rose. There was far more reaction there than when he’d looked at Susan, that was for sure.

      Did he recognize us? If he did, he didn’t say anything. Professional discretion or strategic silence, I couldn’t tell which.

      Then we scattered. Susan and Rose went hand in hand, clearly experienced with potion shopping from their lives before, unlike me, who was still learning the ropes.

      “Say, what’s that potion?” Edgar asked, looking at a vial on the top shelf. Severus earned at least some of my respect as he didn’t ignore the eleven-year-old like most adults would. He answered without even looking at the boy, putting his newspaper down and beginning to write in his counter book with a quill.

      Rose and Susan huddled by the Aging Potions shelf, whispering furiously about proper brewing times and dosages, while I pretended to examine a display of bezoars nearby. Meanwhile, Edgar had apparently appointed himself as Prince’s Apothecary’s most curious customer, and I could already see where this was heading.

      “And what’s this one do?” Edgar pointed to a vial of pale blue liquid.

      Prince barely glanced up from his ledger. “Dreamless Sleep Draught. Ensures a night of uninterrupted rest.”

      “Brilliant. And this one?”

      “Pepper-Up Potion. Cures the common cold.”

      I could see Prince’s quill moving more slowly across the page with each question. Edgar, naturally, noticed absolutely nothing and continued his interrogation.

      “What about this green one?”

      “Hair-Raising Potion.” Prince’s voice had gone flat, taking on that special quality of barely restrained irritation. “It causes one’s hair to stand on end. Permanently, if brewed incorrectly.”

      “Wicked. And the purple one over there?”

      “Babbling Beverage. The drinker speaks nothing but nonsense for several hours.” Prince set down his quill with deliberate, measured precision. “Perhaps you should sample it. The effects would be indistinguishable from your normal conversation.”

      Edgar grinned, completely missing the insult sailing over his head. “And this orange stuff?”

      “Baruffio’s Brain Elixir. Temporary cognitive enhancement.” Prince’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Tragically, there is no potion in existence that can cure terminal curiosity.”

      I bit back a laugh, feeling Rose shoot me a warning look from across the shop. Susan was trying very hard not to smile.

      “What’s in the black bottle?”

      “Drink of Despair. It causes unendurable mental anguish and dehydration unto death.” Prince’s tone suggested he was currently experiencing some mental anguish of his own.

      That finally gave Edgar pause. For about three seconds, which was impressive by his standards.

      “And the pink one with sparkles?”

      “Beautification Potion. Renders the imbiber more aesthetically appealing.” Prince’s lips thinned into a hard line. “Though in some cases, no amount of potion can overcome nature’s cruel sense of humor.”

      “Is that the one next to the—”

      “Love Potion. Illegal to sell to minors. Causes dangerous obsession and is morally reprehensible to use.” Prince stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. “Much like this conversation has become.”

      Edgar pointed to a small brown vial without missing a beat. “What about—”

      “Erumpent Potion. It explodes upon contact with sunlight, human skin, or apparently, my last nerve.”

      “Does it really—”

      “No, Mr. Black, I am being facetious. A talent I’ve had to cultivate extensively in the last five minutes alone.” Prince swept toward Edgar, his robes billowing dramatically behind him in a way that seemed almost practiced. “That particular vial contains a solution that transforms the drinker into a small, fluffy rabbit for six hours. Harmless. Adorable, even. The one beside it causes one’s bones to temporarily vanish. The one behind it induces projectile vomiting of garden slugs for approximately two hours.”

      Edgar’s hand, which had been reaching for another bottle, froze mid-air. Finally, some self-preservation instinct kicked in.

      “The purple vial there? Aging Potion—adds a decade to your appearance per dose. The green one? Ages you backwards until you’re an infant again. The yellow one causes you to grow scales all over your body. The clear one causes spontaneous combustion of one’s eyebrows, which is surprisingly permanent.” Prince leaned in, his dark eyes boring into Edgar’s. “Would you like to continue this educational tour, or shall I simply select something at random and you can discover its effects experimentally? I assure you, the latter would be far more entertaining for me.”

      While Edgar continued his interrogation, completely ignoring how much he was getting under the older wizard’s skin, I drifted toward the back corner of the shop. That’s when I heard it.

      Seeing how Edgar was busy and Snape didn’t look, he was dumb enough to try something funny to a little kid, so I left him and began to look around the shop myself.

      “Those eyes…”

      I spun around. The voice came from a painting half-hidden behind a shelf of Moonstone ingredients, tucked away like someone wanted it seen but not too easily found.

      “Hello?” I stepped closer, curiosity overriding caution.

      “I’d recognize those eyes anywhere.” The voice was young, feminine, achingly familiar in a way I couldn’t immediately place. “Absolutely beautiful.”

      I felt like I recognized the voice, but this version was softer, more innocent somehow. Less jaded by life and its disappointments.

      I found myself standing before a portrait of a young woman in a wedding dress, her face obscured by a delicate veil. But her eyes were visible through the gossamer fabric. Bright, brilliant green. Like looking into a mirror. Like looking at Rose. Like looking at my mother.

      Her eyes are really similar to ours.

      “You have lovely eyes yourself,” I said cheerfully, because what else do you say to a painting complimenting your eyeballs? The polite thing seemed to be returning the awkward compliment.

      “Do you think so?” She sounded genuinely pleased, almost giddy at the validation. “I always thought they were my best feature. Well, that and my charm and potions skills. Speaking of which, you simply must try the Wit-Sharpening Potion on the third shelf. Severus brewed it himself, and it’s absolute perfection. He’s a master of the art, you know. Youngest Potions Master in a century! Well, he will be. Is? Time gets confusing in portraits.”

      She spoke rapidly, words tumbling over each other with infectious enthusiasm. The familiarity with that voice grew larger and larger, building in my mind until it was almost on the tip of my tongue. The cadence, the energy, the sheer joy in her tone.

      “Potions, right.” I glanced back at where Edgar was still pestering Prince at the counter. “Isn’t it just glorified chemistry, though? What’s stopping Muggles from getting the same ingredients and following the recipe?”

      The girl laughed, a bright, clear sound that made something in my head click into place. That’s how I laughed, at least in this life. Due to reincarnation, I could confidently say that how you laugh depends on which body you inhabit. It wasn’t One Piece levels of diversity in laughter, but there was diversity nonetheless, no matter how minor.

      “Oh, you silly boy! If that were true, Squibs would all be master potioneers, wouldn’t they? No, no—just like you need magic to use a wand, you need magic to brew potions properly. Even if you’re not actively casting spells, your magic infuses the ingredients, guides the stirring, and influences the heat. It’s intuitive, not intellectual. Well, maybe a little more intellectual than I give it credit for, as you need memorization and precision, but bah! It came naturally to me.”

      I blinked, processing that explanation. “How does it work exactly—”

      “Don’t ask, I know, I know!” She waved a hand dismissively, like she’d heard this question a thousand times. “It’s one of those things that just is. Like how love works, or why Bertie Bott’s Every Flavor Beans includes flavors no one actually wants. Some things can’t be explained, only experienced.”

      “How did you even know what I was going to ask?”

      “Instinct.” She said it like it was obvious, like the answer should have been clear from the start.

      Like what instinct? Women’s intuition? Witches’ intuition in this case? Or a ghostly instinct from being trapped in a painting for who knows how long?

      That’s when the alarm bells started ringing in my head. Loud. Insistent. Impossible to ignore.

      The green eyes. The enthusiasm when she saw me. The way she anticipated my questions before I finished asking them. Even her speech pattern, rapid-fire and slightly chaotic, reminded me of how Rose talked when she got excited about something, how she’d chattered my ear off this entire week of staying together at the Potters’ home.

      This wasn’t just any painting. This was a portrait of someone specific. Someone who mattered deeply to the man running this shop.

      “Rose,” I called out, my voice coming out strangled. “Rose, come here. Now.”

      My sister looked up from the Aging Potions display, clearly annoyed at the interruption. “Harry, we’re trying to—”

      “Now.”

      Something in my tone made her abandon Susan mid-sentence and cross to me immediately. She looked at the painting, studied it for a moment, and then went very still. I could practically see the gears turning in her head.

      “Harry,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “That’s—”

      “I know.”

      “Mr. Potter. Miss Potter.” Severus Prince’s voice cut through the shop like a knife, sharp and sudden. So I was right. He did know who we were from the moment we walked through that door. I grasped my wand where my left hand rested, while my right hand’s palm spread evenly, ready to rain down fire using my Quirk if this situation went sideways.

      He stood rigid behind his counter, Edgar’s interrogation apparently forgotten entirely. His posture was tense, coiled like a spring ready to snap. “Step away from that painting.”

      I turned to face him, and something must have shown on my face because Prince’s expression shifted from annoyed to guarded. Careful. Calculating.

      “Who is she?” I asked. Polite. Measured. But I wasn’t moving, and we both knew it.

      “That is none of your concern.”

      “She looks very familiar and resembles me very easily, Mister Prince.” Rose’s voice shook slightly, betraying her nervousness despite her attempt to sound confident.

      The girl in the painting nodded enthusiastically, apparently oblivious to the tension filling the room. “Now that you mention it, we do!” she said cheerfully. “You look so beautiful, too. I wish I could pinch your cheeks.” She squealed in happiness, not reading the room at all, her eyes fixed adoringly on Rose.

      “A common enough trait among witches all over Great Britain. All resemblance is purely coincidental.” Prince crossed his arms, his eyes going vacant and distant. “She is my late best friend who’s no longer with us.”

      I nearly choked on my own spit. His best friend? Lily Potter was alive and well. But wait, he said his best friend was no longer with him, so did he create this painting of Lily before their big fight? Before their friendship ended?

      What the fuck? How did this even work? Was this some kind of magical snapshot of who she used to be?

      “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss,” Rose said quickly, buying his words completely. She didn’t recognize the veiled woman in the painting. I mean, I probably would have bought it too if I didn’t have background knowledge from another life.

      The painted girl had gone quiet, watching the exchange with what I imagined was dawning understanding behind her veil. Even she was starting to realize something was wrong.

      Severus stared at us for a long moment. Then his shoulders sagged, just slightly—so slightly I almost missed it. A crack in the armor.

      “Even if it’s none of your business, thank you for the kind words,” he said, before his face went sharp and cold again, the mask sliding back into place. “I think Miss Bones is ready to make her purchase, should we?” He gestured pointedly toward the counter, where Susan was indeed waiting with several vials in hand. Rose hurried off and stood beside Susan, who began showing her the potions they’d selected.

      Now I could tell Rose the truth, which would reach Lily, and there would be new drama, which I don’t want to get involved in.

      Yet despite how I dislike my mother because of our fractured relationship, it felt extremely wrong to see my mother’s face on the wall of a man, like she was a prize to be shown around, in a wedding dress no less.

      So I have to confront him myself for now.

      “You knew who we were from the very beginning,” I said flatly, not moving from my spot near the painting.

      “That I did, but does it matter?” he asked, turning toward me with cold, dead eyes. I didn’t flinch away. I was done running, done backing down from uncomfortable truths. “I do not care about your affairs, Potter. And you would do well to extend the same courtesy.”

      But he wasn’t done because it felt like it was rule of the universe itself that Severus Snape must Harry Potter, no matter the version. The man would destroy me or any Harry any chance he would get, except for my eyeballs maybe.

      His tone sharpened, a quiet sneer curling the corner of his mouth. “Merlin help me, you truly are your father’s son—arrogant, presumptuous, convinced the world owes you an explanation for every shadow you stumble into.” That sentence hit harder than I wanted to admit. My breath froze somewhere between my lungs and my pride. My father’s son. I’d spent days hating the man for what he did with the Dursleys—years trying to make them hate magic less, to be tolerant, to see me as something other than a freak—only for him to undo it all in minutes. And then he’d had the gall to lecture me on what I should and shouldn’t do, as if fourteen years of absence gave him the right. But hearing those words—from this man, who’d built his entire existence around despising my father—turned them radioactive. It wasn’t just an insult; it was an accusation.

      I chuckled. I just couldn’t help myself. The absurdity of it all hit me at once. Okay then, mister Prince, let’s see if you can keep this cool and collected after getting caught red-handed.

      I turned on Ragebaiter after a week of deactivation, as I suddenly knew what to say. The air around me seemed to tense with it—pressure building in my chest, warmth crawling up my arms like static before a storm, begging for somewhere to go.

      “You know, Mister Prince,” I said softly, smiling like it was a joke we both understood, “for a man who claims not to care about my family, you spend an awful lot of time talking about them.”

      “What nonsense you’re flapping your gums for?” His eyes twitched.

      “You must think I was born yesterday. You really must think I was born yesterday,” I said, nodding as my laughter ceased abruptly. “You aren’t fooling me, buddy.” I stared him dead in the eye. It could be dangerous locking eyes with a wizard who could invade my mind, but I had immunity from the well Immunity perk. I was confident it would block out any Legilimency attempts.

      “I know who you are. I know what kind of man you are. What you do behind closed doors,” I pressed on, looking at the painting before turning back to him. There wasn’t a hint of nervousness on his face, which was almost impressive given the accusation.

      “Do I have proof? I don’t, not yet,” I admitted. “But I can tell exactly who you are.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and my patience is growing thin. Either we do business, or get yourself out of my establishment,” he said, glaring at me with barely controlled hostility. Thankfully, we weren’t shouting or using outdoor voices, so Rose, Susan, and Edgar didn’t look at us or notice the confrontation building.

      “Look at her eyes. Her nose, those lips. Look at how her voice perked up at seeing Rose and me. Why is she so similar to our mother? Why does she share our face, even if it’s a little different? Almost like it’s been beautified from the real thing, viewed from a higher pedestal,” I said, laying out the evidence piece by piece.

      “Interesting theory, and a big waste of my time,” he said, shaking his head with obvious disdain. ‘Typical Potter dunderheads, thinking the world revolves around you lot, don’t you?’ He sighed heavily. “I have not an ounce of feeling but immense dislike toward both of your parents, so you can discard any disgusting image you’ve conjured up. Comparing my best friend Eis to her? I don’t wish to insult a mother in front of her children, so I won’t speak further on the matter.”

      Eis. Is that what he was calling her? Or was this just the schoolgirl version of Lily Evans he’d conjured up in his mind, preserved in paint and magic? This was even worse than chatting with AI chatbots like real lovers or friends in my past life. At least those had the excuse of being code.

      He couldn’t get the girl, so he created a magical AI version of her instead. Trapped her younger, happier self in a painting where she’d stay with him forever, the one who wouldn’t leave him for James Potter.

      “Brother, you are not fooling anyone who knows you. And it’s not just me who knows this and thinks this. Everyone who comes through that door and knows Lily and her history with you knows this,” I said, letting the words hang in the air between us.

      I turned toward him fully. “They know, brother. They know. We know, collectively.” I looked at the painting once more before turning toward the counter, looking at Severus sideways with deliberate intent.

      I dialed down just below the point of level, which could instigate the violence. I’m Ragebaiter, not suicidal.

      “What was done in darkness will be brought to light. Mark my words, I’m onto you.”

      Before I dig my grave deeper, or the situation could escalate, I walked away, with one last smug look.

      …

      After the whole fiasco was done with, I followed Rose, who once again led us to that exact abandoned Floo station she’d brought me to on my first day in the Wizarding World. And for good reason, too, as this place was naturally deserted. It gave us the privacy we desperately needed for what we were about to do.

      Dust layered every surface, cobwebs clung to the corners, and the air had that faint, metallic stillness of forgotten places. But that’s exactly what made it perfect.

      Privacy. Silence. Anonymity.

      It was a good alternative to renting a room at the Leaky Cauldron or any other establishment and having the bartender or some other bloke sniffing around, wondering why a pack of teenagers had money for lodging, or even boys and girls getting inside together.

      People would have naturally gotten suspicious when a bunch of teenagers bought a room together, not to mention full-grown adults walking out the door afterward was another beast entirely. So this was the safest option available to us.

      “Wait, once we drink the potion, what about our clothes? We didn’t bring anything for larger sizes,” I said, remembering the practical problem that had somehow escaped everyone’s planning. I mean, the Aging Potion increased the age of the drinker, so I didn’t see how clothes would also get a boost. Even if they did somehow age along with us, clothes didn’t get bigger with their age. They just got worn out and threadbare.

      “Those aren’t Muggle clothes, right?” Edgar asked, looking my way with sudden concern.

      “No, they certainly aren’t. I bought them for him myself,” Rose said with unmistakable pride, while I shuddered at the memory. She’d made me change outfits so many times because she kept disliking the clothes she’d chosen after I put them on. It was like being a dress-up doll for three exhausting hours.

      And I’d also wanted new clothes that fit the Wizarding vibe, so I’d let her do it. But that didn’t mean I’d enjoyed the process.

      “Then it’s no problem,” Susan said, taking vials out of her bigger-on-the-inside pouch and beginning to set them on a makeshift table near one of the chimneys. “These days, every magical garment is enchanted. Size adjustment charms, temperature comfort, self-cleaning, the works. We’re not Muggles, you know.”

      So regular clothes are retro in the Wizarding World now?

      And Ouch. Was that subtle slander toward my fellow Muggles? Hah, who was I kidding? I’d never particularly liked the mundane world or mundane people, especially not from this world in the first place. Magic ruined you for normalcy.

      Not to say I’m going to be their overlord or see myself above humanity, I just don’t care or have any desire to be a hero of justice.

      I just want to learn magic.

      “Okay then,” I said, picking up one of the vials. I froze as a familiar sensation rushed back through my entire body, like ice water in my veins. I felt the world slow down around me, sounds becoming muffled and distant.

      The Gacha was stirring. I didn’t know why it was suddenly activating or what the trigger was this time. In fanfiction, it had been word count or some feats or moments that triggered the Gacha pulls, but this was real life now. There had to be some explanation for it, some pattern I wasn’t seeing yet. I mean, I wasn’t complaining about getting more power, but I wanted to understand how my abilities actually worked, dammit.

      *[Sword Birth]*

      *|Epic Item|*

      *DxD — A Sacred Gear created by God. It allows the user to conjure constructs of demonic swords with varying properties depending on the user’s capabilities and skill. Swords that absorb flame or ones that are exceptionally sharp are just a few of the many examples. The user cannot create a sword that does something they themselves cannot do.*

      I gasped as knowledge and power slammed into my very being, integrating itself as if it had always been meant to be there with me. Not something some random omnipotent being had shoved inside me like an unwelcome guest, but something that belonged. The information downloaded directly into my consciousness: every function, every limitation, every possibility of the Sacred Gear now residing in my soul.

      Sword Birth. I knew this Sacred Gear from the source material. The demonic version of what internet forums would dismissively call discount Shirou Emiya. But now that I actually had this power flowing through me, I realized it had equal potential to Emiya Shirou’s legendary abilities, maybe even more, depending on how I developed it.

      Now hear me out on this. Shirou had Unlimited Blade Works, and it was exactly what it sounded like: unlimited swords stored in his inner world, his Reality Marble. But he could only gain new swords when he saw or traced existing blades to create copies. Very good copies, nearly perfect reproductions, but copies nonetheless. His arsenal was limited by what he’d observed and analyzed.

      But with Sword Birth, I could create any kind of sword I could conceptualize. Of course, it had restrictions embedded in its nature. I could only create swords that performed functions I could already perform myself through other means. So my arsenal of blades would increase throughout my entire life as long as I kept learning new things, mastering new techniques, and understanding new concepts.

      Even right now, I could probably create fire or ice swords because I could manipulate fire and ice through Half-Cold Half-Hot. The Quirk gave me the fundamental understanding of those elements needed to forge weapons from them. Now, let’s add all the other magical abilities I could perform. Sword of Apparition for teleportation. Sword of Confusion for mental manipulation. Sword of Lumos that blazed with light. The sword of Hex carried curses in its edge. The Sword of Transfiguration could reshape whatever it cut.

      Hell, imagine a sword that could heal or even revive someone, like that sword in that anime I watched, Inuyasha, or something.

      The possibilities were genuinely endless. Every spell I learned, every ability I gained, every concept I mastered would translate into a new weapon I could forge from willpower alone, as Sacred Gear didn’t seem to cost any kind of magical energy like Mana or Power like Demonic or Holy.

      “Harry! Earth to Harry! You okay? Stop spacing out, come on,” Rose said, clicking her fingers across my face repeatedly until I jolted back to focus.

      “Ah, sorry, just got distracted,” I said, chuckling because I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of this gift from the Gacha. I think I was going to keep finding reasons to laugh because I wanted to cackle like a maniac so badly right now. The power singing in my veins demanded celebration.

      “Okay then, people, this is it,” Susan said, picking up her vial as we all followed her action in unison. “This is it. We’re probably breaking about a dozen rules right now and will probably get us into one hell of trouble.

      But—worth it. Here’s to one hell of an adventure before Hogwarts. “Her voice carried a mix of excitement and trepidation.

      “Same. I know this was my idea, but if we get into serious trouble, I don’t know any of you,” Edgar said shamelessly, grinning widely. Then he quickly added, “Just kidding,” though his tone suggested he was only half-joking.

      “Coward,” Rose said dryly.

      “I call it tactical disassociation,” he replied.

      “I had a similar experience to this a few years ago, and it did not end well,” Rose said, picking up her vial as well. Her expression turned briefly haunted before she shook it off. “Let’s just hope lightning doesn’t strike twice.”

      And you had to go and jinx it, didn’t you, Rose?

      “It’s been one rollercoaster of emotions ever since I got into the Wizarding World. Right now I just want to see two blokes beat the absolute shite out of each other,” I said with a slightly bloodthirsty smirk as I picked up my vial as well. The prospect of witnessing magical combat in person had a certain appeal that I wasn’t going to pretend didn’t exist.

      I remembered Susan’s instructions from earlier. Since this was a very good quality potion, one gulp would age us one year for one hour. Each additional gulp would add one more hour to the duration while aging us further. Multiple gulps stacked both the timer and the physical age progression.

      “Bottoms up,” Susan said, and we drank in synchronized motion.

      The potion tasted like liquid autumn—crisp and bittersweet, with an aftertaste of something I couldn’t quite place. Time, maybe, if time itself had a flavor. There was something nostalgic about it, like memories of seasons passing compressed into liquid form.

      Then the world lurched violently.

      My bones stretched, pulled, grew. Not painfully, but with an unsettling wrongness that made my stomach flip and twist. My shoulders broadened dramatically, my chest expanded, and I felt muscle knitting itself across my frame like I’d spent years training instead of mere seconds transforming. The sensation was deeply uncomfortable on an instinctive level, like my body was being rewritten in real-time. My clothes rippled and adjusted automatically, the enchanted fabric flowing like water to accommodate my new proportions without tearing or binding.

      When the sensation finally stopped, leaving me slightly dizzy, I looked down at hands that were decidedly no longer the hands of a fourteen-year-old boy. These were a man’s hands—larger, more defined, with prominent veins and a few faint scars I didn’t remember earning yet. The fingers were longer, more capable-looking. Hands that had seen work and experience.

      I glanced up at the others, curious to see how the transformation had affected them.

      Edgar had shot up like a weed, now standing a solid few inches taller than both Rose and Susan. He kept looking down at them with an expression of pure, vindicated glee, clearly thrilled beyond measure that his future self had height working in his favor. His features had sharpened considerably, his jaw more defined and angular, though he still retained that mischievous glint in his dark eyes that marked him as Sirius Black’s son.

      Rose had transformed into a poised young woman, her features more refined but still unmistakably her own. The cosmetic charm on her hair had apparently broken during the transformation, and those lovely red locks flowed freely once again, cascading past her shoulders. She was trying very hard not to laugh at all of our shocked expressions, her lips twitching with barely suppressed amusement at our reactions.

      This was definitely not her first experience with age-altering magic, and she was clearly having fun watching the rest of us adjust.

      And Susan—

      I quickly looked away, heat creeping up my neck and face. Susan had grown into an absolutely stunning young woman, and looking at her directly felt very tingly in a way my teenage brain couldn’t quite articulate, but my transformed body certainly understood on a visceral level. Her face had flushed pink, a delicate color spreading across her cheeks, and she seemed to be having the exact same problem looking at me without her gaze skittering away.

      Her figure had filled out spectacularly. Everything about her had matured in ways that made it very difficult to maintain eye contact without feeling like a complete creep. It was like Aphrodite herself had personally blessed the young woman with beauty.

      This potion is amazing. This idea was so bloody amazing. It feels like heaven to see such a beautiful transformation unfolding right before my eyes. I’ll not lie, by beauty alone, Rose was way further ahead, yet she’s my sister, so I was completely focused on Susan and happy with my decision to do so, especially when she’d gone from being cute to drop-dead gorgeous in the span of seconds.

      Judging by those rosy cheeks, I’m not half bad myself. Thank you, genetics and Aphrodite, you will always be on my golden list.

      I flexed my arms experimentally, feeling the coiled strength residing there. I was genuinely ripped. Not a massive bodybuilder with grotesque proportions, but lean and powerful in a way that made me feel like I could punch through a brick wall. Or at least give it a solid attempt without breaking my hand.

      As those Chinese webnovel protagonists would say: I have a swimmer build now instead of a bodybuilder.

      “Well,” Rose said, her voice still tinged with giggles. “This is awkward.”

      Don’t giggle like an old man while looking at my body like I was a fresh maiden, Rose. You’re scaring me. I mean, I’d been subtly checking out Susan in the exact same way, but I was a bloody hypocrite, so that was somehow different in my mind.

      “I’m tall!” Edgar announced with boyish enthusiasm, standing on his toes to maximize his newfound height advantage. “Look at me! I’m taller than both of you now!”

      “We can see that, Edgar,” Susan said, her voice slightly higher than normal. She was still very determinedly not looking in my direction, her eyes fixed on literally anything else in the abandoned Floo station.

      “Though my voice sounds so rough, like Dad’s flying motorbike’s rusted engine. Why do I sound like I swallowed a gravel pit? Where did my melodious voice go?” he asked with genuine sadness, clearly mourning his lost youth.

      “Welcome to adulthood, kid. Puberty will hit you like a freight train very soon,” I said, nodding sagely at him with the wisdom of someone who’d already experienced it once before in another life.

      And then, all of a sudden, something clicked in my mind.

      It was like someone had suddenly turned off a radio that had been playing static in the background of my consciousness for months. Years, even, if I counted my time before reincarnation. All those intrusive thoughts, those random emotional surges that came from nowhere, the constant mental noise that made me second-guess every feeling and impulse—

      Gone.

      Just… completely gone.

      My mind felt clear. Calm. Peaceful. Like a perfectly still pond instead of a churning, turbulent river constantly threatening to overflow its banks. I could actually distinguish between my own thoughts and my body’s hormonal reactions now. I could feel the clear difference between what I was rationally thinking and what my teenage physiology had been screaming at me to feel every waking moment.

      Adult software, teenage hardware, hell, it was Child hardware for years. That’s what it had been all along. The fundamental mismatch that had been driving me crazy.

      I’d been running a twenty-something-year-old consciousness with all its memories and experiences on a fourteen-year-old’s hormonal nightmare of a body. No wonder I’ve been so emotionally unstable these days.

      The emotional volatility, the random surges of anger over something I could have peacefully solved, the confusion about my own feelings and motivations—it hadn’t been just normal teenager problems. It had been a fundamental mismatch between mind and body, two different operating systems trying to run on incompatible hardware.

      But now? Now they were perfectly synced. Harmoniously aligned. A twenty-four-year-old brain operating in a twenty-four-year-old body with all the neurochemistry that implied.

      I laughed out loud, couldn’t help it. The sound came out deeper than I expected, rumbling from my chest, but it felt absolutely right. Natural.

      “What’s so funny?” Rose asked, finally risking a proper glance my way with curious concern.

      “Nothing important,” I said, waving them off dismissively. “Just figured something out about myself.”

      Finally, I thought with intense relief, the clarity almost intoxicating in its completeness. I can actually hear my own thoughts clearly. The constant voices in my head arguing with each other have finally shut the hell up.

      For the first time since waking up in this world as Harry Potter, my mind was genuinely quiet. Peaceful. Unified.

      And it was absolutely glorious.

      

    
  




    Chapter 10

    
       

      It was so much more surreal as we entered through the small camp tucked away into a corner of Diagon Alley, which, for all appearances, seemed to have been squeezed between buildings as an afterthought: the canvas walls flickering with preservation charms, a lone oil lamp swaying from a post that hadn’t been lit in decades.

      Two giant wizards in robes of dragon hide flanked the entrance, their faces hidden behind spelled masks that shifted between expressions: bored, alert, threatening, bored again. The one to the left took my ticket with fingers as thick as sausages, grunted, and passed me through without looking at my face. His partner did the same for Rose, Susan, and Edgar.

      Another wave of guards barely spared us a glance as we flashed our tickets with practiced confidence. The whole thing somehow felt weirdly gratifying, like walking through a restricted doorway with nothing but pure audacity.

      It fulfilled some fantasy I’d developed in my previous life, memories of watching Sam and Dean Winchester waltz into crime scenes and morgues with fake badges and absolute conviction. The parallel wasn’t lost on me, though I kept the thought to myself. Some references were better left unspoken.

      Rose stepped through ahead of me, and I heard her sharp intake of breath.

      The tent was bigger on the inside. Obviously, but ‘bigger’ didn’t begin to cover it.

      “Oh wow,” Rose breathed beside me, a note of awe escaping in her voice despite obvious attempts to suppress it. Aren’t I who’s supposed to be in awe? Than again its not like she had chance to learn and enjoy facilities of Wizarding world as she’d been in run and her knowledge mostly came from our parents than experience like Susan or Edgar.

      After getting out of my thoughts I followed her gaze, and even my mind stuttered for a moment.

      The entrance had been deceptive, though I’d expected some spatial manipulation; this was “bigger on the inside” taken to a wholly new level.

      Impressive was an understatement.

      The interior stretched out like someone had carved a colosseum from pure darkness and polished it until it gleamed. The walls rose in tiers, each level packed with masked spectators who blurred into shadows at the edges. Above us, instead of a ceiling, there was a dome of what looked like a solidified night sky; actual stars moved across its surface in patterns that definitely weren’t natural. The light came from floating orbs that drifted lazily through the air, casting everything in shades of amber and deep purple, with stars moving in patterns that definitely weren’t following any astronomical laws I knew. Either magical constellations or pure aesthetic choice. Probably both.

      The ambient noise was a low rumble, conversations, laughter, the clink of glasses-all underscored with an electric anticipation that made the hair on my arms stand up despite the warmth in the space.

      “Stay close,” I whispered, my mind already cataloguing exits, noting the positions of what appeared to be security personnel, analysing the flow of the crowd. The aging potion had given me the height and build of a twenty-four-year-old, but unlike Rose, Susan, and Edgar, I’d already adjusted to the change. With memories of an adult body, the transition was less jarring; muscle memory was a strange thing when it crossed between lives.

      Two main entrances at opposite ends; four smaller archways along the sides, for staff access, probably; one bigger gap up near the topmost tier, that seemed to lead into private boxes; security checkpoints, subtle but there: shimmer of detection wards on each entrance, robed figures at intervals, that moved too precisely to be ushers.

      Susan moved up on my other side, her temporary adult features settled into an expression of cool interest that would have done Amelia Bones proud. “The duelling platform is down there,” she said quietly, shoulders back, chin up, the bearing of someone who belonged in rooms like this even if every instinct was probably screaming at her to leave. Good. That would help us blend in.

      We made our way to the center of the arena, towards a raised, circular stage that gleamed under the focused light.

      It was enclosed in a cage of steel, identical to the one I had seen in the sorcerous newspaper. Runes flickered along the metal bars in rhythmic patterns, while arcs of what looked like electricity or its magical equivalent danced between connection points every few seconds. Containment and spectacle rolled into one.

      “They’ve got ward-work around it that’s supposed to contain anything short of Fiendfyre,” Susan added, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced.

      Edgar gave a low whistle. At eleven, even aged up to twenty-one, he was the youngest among us, and his excitement was harder to mask. “My dad told me about this place once. He said it’s where real duelling happens. Not the formal stuff with rules and regulations, but actual combat magic.”

      “Which is exactly why we need to blend in and not draw attention,” I said, keeping my voice level and low. My eyes tracked a group of wizards passing by, noting the way their robes fell, the confidence in their stride, the casual way they handled their wands like extensions of their own limbs. Details. Always details. “We’re here to observe, maybe place a few bets to look legitimate if an opportunity arises. Nothing more.”

      “Harry’s right,” Susan agreed, though I caught the slight tremor in her voice that betrayed her nerves. “We managed to get in. Let’s not ruin it by doing something stupid.”

      She was still very much against this plan, but it was too late to turn back now. I need to see how real magical combat works, not the sanitized duelling from the books or the one Rose and James showed me weeks ago, actual battle magic employed by people who knew what they were doing and genuinely trying to hurt each other, not a mock fight. And despite how nerve-wracking this place felt, we were relatively safe.

      After all, we were just audience members, not fighters. Saying that we were in danger here was like claiming that sitting in a WWE arena meant you’d have to step into the ring with Brock Lesnar or something. The logic didn’t track.

      In the corner, I noticed a sort of bar setup with people already clustering around it and sitting on stools, their hands full of mugs containing Butterbeer, Firewhisky, and various other wizarding beverages that I didn’t recognize yet. The amber and gold colours reflected in the light; I could hear low murmurs of transactions being made, coins changing hands.

      “Hey, let’s find our seat first,” Rose said, pulling at my hand and then Susan’s, clearly meaning that we had better get well-settled before the first match started.

      “Sure, just let me buy us some snacks first,” I said, already calculating the route to the bar that would keep us moving with the crowd rather than against it. “We’ll look more natural if we’ve got drinks. Besides, I want to see what they’re serving.”

      Even if I wasn’t going to touch anything alcoholic anytime soon.

      “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WITCHES AND WIZARDS, BEINGS OF MAGIC AND DISTINCTION!” The announcer spread his arms wide, and the crowd roared in response. “WELCOME TO THE MORGANA COLOSSEUM!

      The voice of the announcer exploded through the arena, his wand pressed to his throat like a makeshift microphone as the crowd erupted in response. The sound was deafening: a wall of noise that hit like physical force. Even I, with not a single clue as to who was fighting, felt something primal stirring in my chest. It was infectious.

      Edgar was already cheering, caught up in the energy. I grabbed his shoulder, pulling him back slightly. Stay focused.

      “Why are you shouting too?” Susan yelled at Edgar, almost covering her ears as the young Black heir threw his fists in the air, wild with enthusiasm.

      “Because I know what’s about to go down! I love this bloke, he’s been runner-up in the duelling tournament more than once!” Edgar’s grin was manic, completely caught up in the moment. “He’s the reason I stole these tickets for us!”

      He did what?!

      “Shh, he’s starting. Hush,” Rose said, pointing upward as the announcer rose into the air on what seemed to be a flying podium. The platform circled the ring like a moon circling the earth, giving him a commanding view of the entire arena.

      “TONIGHT,” said the announcer, continuing to turn in a slow circle to address all sides of the arena, “WE HAVE A MATCH THAT WILL SET YOUR BLOOD ON FIRE! A CONTEST BETWEEN TWO OF THE MOST DANGEROUS DUELLISTS IN THE UNDERGROUND CIRCUIT!”

      The announcer’s voice began, carrying that perfect mixture of showmanship and genuine excitement. “First, welcome our pride, our British superstar, our home turf fighter who will be defending our honour!

      He winked at the crowd, and the response was immediate: more cheers, more whistles.

      “Yoooooou know him! You love him! And you know he is tired of hearing the word ‘Runner-Up’!”

      The roar that followed was mixed with knowing laughter, the kind that spoke of shared history, of watching someone come close again and again.

      “He is the wizard whose focus is sharper than a newly forged blade of Goblin Silver! He is the only duellist brave enough to draw his family’s dark wisdom into the light of the arena! His knowledge of forbidden lore is so complete, he uses curses others haven’t dared to research!”

      The arena lights suddenly dimmed, and a sickly green glow focused on the competitor’s entrance arch. I felt a ripple of nervous energy pass through the crowd, a collective intake of breath.

      “He may walk the halls of the Ministry by day, but tonight, he returns to his roots! He is the curse-breaker who ensures that no dark magic ever truly dies!”

      And then the announcer’s voice dropped to a gravelly whisper, which somehow still filled every corner of the vast space intimately, conspiratorially.

      “Prepare yourselves for the Prince of Procurement! The Knockturn Nightmare! Give it up for the man who’s here to prove that a silver medal. It’s just a copper prize waiting to be transmuted into gold!”

      A pause for dramatic effect.

      “BARNABY—B-U-R-K-E!”

      Burke. Like that shop owner in Knockturn Alley from movies and a book? I didn’t remember the details, but I knew I’d heard that name before.

      Borgin and Burke’s. The shop in Knockturn Alley, the one that dealt in dark artifacts and questionable antiques. Family business, probably. Which meant this guy came from money and connections, the kind of wizard who could get away with duelling in illegal arenas because Daddy had friends in the right places.

      But was this even illegal? Kind of hard to say when an entire ministry works under pure blood rules and corruption.

      “And the opponent, do you guys know anything about him?” I asked, leaning in to my group. All I remembered from the newspaper yesterday was that the American challenger was bald, a meaner cousin of Dwayne Johnson in build, wore an eye patch, and was ironically called the One-Eyed Buster.

      “I’ve heard of him, alright.”

      The voice came from the right, and I jerked involuntarily, turning to come face-to-face with James freaking Potter as our eyes locked.

      My heart stopped.

      Luckily for me, the lighting all around was dim and atmospheric. Rose, Susan, and Edgar sat to my left, wholly entranced by the spectacle below. They hadn’t noticed.

      “Oh, you do?” I asked, controlling the slight tremor that wanted to creep into my voice. I coughed, forcing myself to sound casual.

      What were the fucking odds? What were the real chances that I’d run into him here, right after my tantrum, after not having spoken with him since yesterday?

      Now, with my mind clear, I couldn’t fathom my having exploded without any plan or backup. Just like when I was a child, all emotion, no strategy.

      “I’m James, you?” He extended his hand with an easy smile.

      I automatically shook it, my mind racing as I recalled the effect of the aging potion that I was still under. James didn’t recognize me.

      “Marston. John Marston,” I said, the first thing that came to mind, my voice slipping into a perfect American accent without conscious thought.

      It was strange; the British accent was what I had to manually inject into this new life, not the American one. Some part of my previous existence still lurked in muscle memory.

      “So… you were saying you know the American one?” I said, keeping the drawl casual. “I’m from there and haven’t got a clue who this guy is.”

      “You wouldn’t. This bloke’s been traveling around the world fighting, among. Many unkind things,” he said, mercifully keeping his attention on the arena and not on me.

      Beside me, Rose had gone completely rigid. Her hand clutched mine in a death grip as she pulled the hood of her robe lower over her face.

      “Sounds fun. Like what indie wrestlers do, right? What’s suspicious about that?” I asked, keeping the conversation going. If I suddenly bolted, it would draw more attention than just playing along.

      “Well, his rivals have a tendency to go missing after matches—”

      James was cut off as the announcer cleared his throat, commanding attention once more.

      “And now, for his opponent!” he bellowed in a heavier voice, almost reverent. “The current reigning champion from overseas! A force of nature who arrived on our shores like a hurricane and has swept all opposition before him!”

      Again, the cheering erupted, but this time distinctly from an international section of the audience that I hadn’t previously noticed.

      As the green lights faded out, a solitary, heavy gong boomed through the arena, silencing the lingering applause for Burke. The atmosphere inside the Colosseum changed-it grew colder, more expectant, almost predatory.

      Main spotlights snapped to the opposite entrance arch, bathing it in stark, blinding white light. A colossal figure began to emerge from it, his shadow stretching across half the arena floor like a dark prophecy. He moved with heavy, deliberate steps, his massive frame seeming to dwarf the entrance itself.

      He was as described: bald, heavily muscled, with an eye patch that somehow made his visible eye seem to bore into the very souls of the spectators. That single eye swept across the crowd with a casual contempt.

      “From the concrete jungles of the New World-from New York City itself! He has dueled in the bustling streets of Tokyo, the ancient ruins of Cairo, and the icy wastes of Siberia! He is a wizard whose opponents don’t just lose; they simply. Disappear from the circuit!”

      Oh, that’s not ominous at all.

      “That’s what I was talking about,” James said, looking my way with genuine concern. “You look like you can handle yourself, friend. But if you’re into the duelling business, just don’t cross this monster’s path.”

      “Thanks for the advice, mister,” I said, keeping my accent steady.

      Do I look powerful? The observation was oddly gratifying. Part of me wanted to drop the act right then and there, just to see James’s reaction when “John Marston” revealed himself as his son.

      “He looks down on all lesser magic! He revels in your fear! He demands your adoration! For he is not just a champion, he is an Annihilator!”

      The giant figure paused at the edge of the arena, one massive hand resting on his knee as he scanned the crowd with theatrical slowness. A cruel smirk twisted his lips, and his visible eye glinted with predatory hunger. He didn’t just walk into the arena; he owned it, claimed it, dared anyone to challenge his dominance.

      “The ONE-EYED—B-U-S-T-E-R!

      The roar that followed was deafening, and despite everything, despite the surreal situation of sitting next to my father while disguised, despite the moral ambiguity of this entire underground operation, I found myself leaning forward.

      This was going to be something.

      “Is it too late to leave?” Susan’s voice was hardly audible over the roar of the crowd.

      I looked at her. Her face was pale under her disguise form, fingers white-knuckled around her butterbeer. “You were against this from the start.”

      “And I stand by that assessment,” she said tightly. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      Edgar, on the other hand, was practically bouncing. “This is brilliant! Did you see the size of that guy? He’s huge!”

      “That’s not necessarily a good thing in a duel,” Rose pointed out, though her eyes never left the arena floor. “Bigger targets are easier to hit.”

      “Yeah, but—” Edgar made a vague gesture towards Buster’s figure. “Look at him! He looks like he could snap Burke in half!”

      “Duelling isn’t about physical strength,” Susan said, some of the lecturing tone of her Aunt Amelia creeping through. “It’s about precision, strategy, magical power—

      “And sometimes,” James said from my right, “it’s about being willing to do things your opponent won’t.”

      I jerked, turning sharply before I relaxed. Right, almost forgot you were here.

      The two duellists stood opposite each other in the center of the Morgana Colosseum, wands raised. Barnaby Burke was slight, clad in black, custom-tailored duelling robes which seemed to absorb the light around him. One-Eyed Buster was a mountain in simple heavy leather, his solitary eye gleaming under the bright magical lights like a predator sizing up prey.

      The air vibrated with thick, low tension-the kind that made your teeth ache.

      Beside me, James was obviously enjoying himself. He looked relaxed, almost content, as if he’d come here to unwind after everything that happened yesterday. And look how Fate worked; we were practically shoulder to shoulder, and I was on a constant edge that I’d be exposed.

      Rose had already ceased talking altogether, pulling her hood low and her stance taut. Only Susan and Edgar chattered and yelled without any care, entirely oblivious to James’s presence. I had no idea how to alert them without looking suspicious, either in the process or in the aftermath.

      The judge was a short, round wizard whose robes barely contained his bulk. He stood between Burke and Buster, his wand raised, looking entirely too cheerful for someone about to oversee what might be a murder.

      “Gentlemen!” His voice carried through the arena with a Sonorus charm. “You know the rules. No Unforgivables. No Fiendfyre. Everything else is fair game. Victory by submission, incapacitation, or—” A pause, dramatic and calculated. “—if your opponent can’t continue via permanent means.”

      Great, so death is on the table.

      Burke and Buster faced each other, separated by maybe thirty feet. Burke’s face was cool, controlled. Professional. Buster’s visible eye was fixed on Burke with an intensity that made my skin crawl.

      “Bow,” ordered the judge.

      They made shallow, perfunctory nods that carried no respect whatsoever.

      “Walk back ten paces.”

      They turned, walking in opposite directions. One, two, three. I counted along with them, watching their movements. Burke was measured, precise. Buster moved like a predator, each step deliberate, heavy.

      “That was risky,” I noted, sipping on the fizzing wizarding soda like it was wine as both duellists bowed before walking back ten steps and then turned to face their opponent with wands raised.

      “In actual combat, yes,” James agreed. “But they have to observe proper etiquette to duel or they’ll be disqualified.”

      *But in real battle,* I thought, *you’d have to hope your opponent or enemy was honorable enough not to attack you the moment your back was turned.*

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to trust anybody not to do that. I may not take the cheap shot myself, but trusting someone who meant you harm not to exploit an opening was like inviting a King Cobra to join you while bathing in milk, suicidal and stupid.

      The duelling judge, a severe-looking Ministry official in formal robes, snapped his wand upward. “BEGIN!”

      And with a crack of Apparition, he promptly disappeared, probably reappearing somewhere in the upper tiers where he’d be safe from stray curses.

      The crowd roared.

      Barnaby wasted no time. His lips barely moved, a clear display of non-verbal casting, and a thin, purple streak of light shot from his wand tip like a viper’s strike.

      “And Burke is immediately going for the technical!” the announcer shouted in barely contained excitement. “That was an Impediment Jinx, folks! A nasty piece of work designed to glue the target’s boots to the ground! Quick, clean, and totally non-verbal-classic Burke!”

      Impediment Jinx? I filed the name away, already thinking about pronunciation and wand movement. I was going to have a field day researching every spell I saw here tonight.

      Buster didn’t even flinch. The purple light hit him squarely on his heavy, leather-clad chest. For a regular wizard, that would mean complete immobility. For Buster, it merely staggered him for a fraction of a second, like he’d walked into a slight headwind. He stomped forward, and the enchantment snapped and peeled away from his boots with a sound like tearing parchment.

      Barnaby’s face tightened with cold frustration.

      “What the hell?” Edgar muttered.

      Burke’s face flickered, surprise, quickly masked. He fired another spell, this one a bolt of sickly yellow I thought might be a curse. Buster batted it aside with his bare hand.

      His bare hand.

      “That’s not normal,” Susan said, her voice tight with anxiety.

      “No kidding,” I agreed.

      “Slow, Burke! Your dainty little spells are too slow for a real man!” Buster bellowed. His voice carried across the noise of the crowd easily enough. “You call that a jinx, and you call yourself master of curses?! Where are your Magical balls, hmm?”

      Burke was moving now, circling, keeping distance between himself and Buster. Good strategy against a bigger opponent: stay mobile, keep range, wear them down with spells. Basic duelling theory, according to a book I read.

      Except Buster wasn’t following basic theory. He was just. Advancing. Not rushing, not charging. Just walking forward with the inevitability of a landslide, his eye fixed on Burke.

      “Come on then!” rumbled Buster’s voice, deep and gravelly. “That’s the best you got? Tickling charms? Put some magic behind it!

      His wand whipped horizontally in a precise arc, sending a ribbon of sparkling, razor-thin light directly at Buster’s exposed wrist. This was a Slicing Hex; hell, it looked like the wizarding version of Sukuna’s Dismantle and Cleave. Well, many times weaker, but the principle was similar.

      “Oh, beautiful casting! A modified Severing Charm, designed to inflict deep, painful lacerations! And he’s going for that wand arm, crippling the Champion’s ability to cast!”

      The hex struck. Instead of slicing through flesh and leather, the light splashed against Buster’s skin. For an instant, there was a fast, dull flash of something dark and oily that seemed to coat his arm before the curse glanced harmlessly off.

      “Ooooh, first blood!” Edgar exclaimed as people around us cheered.

      I looked at him, puzzled. “What blood? That’s just water.”

      Edgar turned to me, honestly perplexed. “Did you get something in your eye, mate?”

      I looked at Susan and Rose. Even they seemed to agree with Edgar as they nodded along to the reaction of the crowd.

      What’s going on? Why are they saying blood if it’s just water dripping off that bald guy?

      Something was itching at the back of my mind, that analytic part that noticed patterns, inconsistencies, things that didn’t add up.

      I focused harder on Buster, attempting to look past the distance and dramatic lighting. The cut on his arm was already closing, the blood — water? — evaporating or vanishing or something.

      And Buster hadn’t even reacted to it. No flinch, no acknowledgment of pain. Just kept walking.

      “He’s not human,” I muttered, too quietly for anyone else to hear over the crowd noise.

      “What?” James asked from my right.

      “Nothing. Just, he’s taking damage like it doesn’t matter.”

      “Giant blood, probably,” James said, shrugging. ‘Or giant-resistance charms. There are procedures in Scandinavia, illegal here, obviously, that can temporarily grant someone resistance to physical damage. Expensive as hell, but.’ He gestured at the arena. “Everything here is expensive.”

      Giant-resistance charms. That sounds like a convenient cover story if there was one, then. But the explanation that made sense to wizards who didn’t know about—

      Wait.

      I focused on Buster. Really focused, pushing past the surface observation, pushing aside my assumptions about what I should be seeing. There was something off about his proportions. His arms were too thick, his torso too broad, his head too—

      Something in my mind just snapped.

      It wasn’t painful, precisely. More like a rubber band that had been stretched to its limit, suddenly releasing. My vision doubled, then refocused, and—

      The eye patch disappeared.

      Not physically. I could still see it was there, but it was like looking at two images overlaid on each other. In one, Buster had an eye patch over his left eye. In the other, his left eye had moved, sliding upward and inward until it sat in the center of his forehead, right above where his nose should be.

      One. Single. Massive. Eye.

      That’s a freaking Cyclops.

      The realization hit me like a cricket ball to the gut.

      I could see it now, as clear as day. The illusion was still there, the appearance of a human, the eye patch, the explanation that made sense to normal people, but underneath it, when I focused, was the truth.

      Buster wasn’t human. He wasn’t even a wizard who’d gotten giant blood implanted or whatever the hell James had suggested.

      He was a monster. Quite literally, a Greek mythological creature standing in the midst of hundreds of wizards who could not see what he actually was.

      My vision sharpened, and I felt something warm spreading through me, a golden sensation that started behind my eyes and filtered down through my body. Not uncomfortable, but present. My Immune perk is activating, letting me see through illusions when I focus hard enough.

      (But Hecate’s work was too much for the Epic Rank perk.)

      When I let my concentration waver, the illusion snapped back into place. Buster was just a big bald guy with an eye patch. When I focused again—Cyclops. Holy shit. Holy actual shit. And if he was a Cyclops, then—

      “That’s a freaking Cyclops,” I said, in realization as the illusion snapped away completely. My immune perk is starting to win over the illusion, along with my own will and belief. But there was still doubt in my head. But for all that to make sense, the only problem was: why was there a Cyclops in the wizarding world, why were people saying it was an American wizard, and who the fuck was maintaining an illusion so powerful even experienced wizards here were fooled?

      “That’s a pretty rude thing to say, mate,” said James, evidently having heard me call out the monster on stage. “I mean, I don’t like the guy either, but no need to make fun of his injury or disability.”

      *No, I’m not, man.* I would never make fun of someone’s disabilities unless they were actively hostile to me, and even then, my Rage Baiter perk would probably amplify that sort of low blow if I wasn’t careful. Having been a victim of bullying in my past life myself, I knew very well how it felt.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “But be honest, does that man look right to you?” James studied the arena for a moment, his expression thoughtful but not concerned.

      “Sure, I mean, he looks jacked up, but nothing I haven’t seen before.” Sipping his drink, he relaxed, yet remained alert. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you about some of the people I’ve met around the world.”

      He spoke as if he and I were old buddies, not strangers who’d met at a semi-illegal underground arena. Not as if I were his son who had used an aging potion to get in.

      Why in the hell is he so cool with the situation we were in right now?

      Don’t tell me it was some asinine hormonal thing, where his subconscious mind or body recognized me, so that’s why he was so comfortable. Yeah, that sounded stupid, even for my overthinking brain.

      “So you see nothing alarming?” I pressed. “Well, I wouldn’t say anything. This guy is very much dangerous,” James said, wincing as Barnaby was caught by Buster’s shoulder tackle. The wizard flew backward but surprisingly rolled to his feet very quickly, already casting. A bad feeling about this was what I had. A really bad feeling.

      The duel had gone well enough, at least for the audience, as I leaned forward, watching Barnaby recover with practiced grace. But my attention kept being pulled back to Buster-or rather to what he actually was beneath the illusion.

      A Cyclops. An honest-to-goodness mythological monster standing in the middle of a sanctioned duelling arena, and no one could see it but me.

      Giant-resistance charms. That was the cover story the source of this illusion created, then. A convenient explanation for inhuman durability that wizards could accept without questioning their understanding of reality.

      I immediately remembered how something had turned into golden dust the moment I’d sprayed holy water on someone during my first trip to Diagon Alley, when someone had tried to touch Rose. At the time, I hadn’t thought much of it, just assumed it was probably the effect or aftermath of some spell that teleported someone out or made them vanish in surprise. But what if that holy water had actually exorcised something?

      Especially monsters, which at their death burst into golden dust, re-forming later in Tartarus.

      Holy fuck, I’m in the Percy Jackson universe. The thought hit me with a mixture of fear and resignation before I forced myself to calm down. The world had just gotten more dangerous than I’d thought. I should have realized this possibility when the gods started blessing me so openly after I began to pray, even if they never said, did, or intervened directly.

      Now I know why.

      And Buster wasn’t just some illegal duellist with giant-blood enhancements.

      He was a monster that had been killing people and eating them, or whatever it is that Cyclopes did with their victims, and everyone had just assumed that the opponents had disappeared from the circuit because once again: Mist.

      Fucking Mist. Why aren’t Wizards naturally immune to it? Isn’t the Magical world part of the supernatural world to be included in Mist protection and immunities?

      “Fuck,” I whispered.
Then, louder: “Fuck all kinds of ducks.”

      I stood up, the chair scraping loudly on the stone.

      James looked up at me, concerned. “You alright?

      “Just peachy,” I managed, but my mind was racing. All those opponents who’d “disappeared.” They hadn’t quit duelling. They’d died. Been eaten, maybe, or killed for sport. And no one knew because the Mist covered it up, made it look like they’d just moved on with their lives when really, they were corpses rotting somewhere or—

      Rose seized my wrist. “Harry—” She caught herself. “John. What’s wrong?

      I looked down at her, at the concern in her eyes. I wanted to explain, to tell her what I’d just realized, but how can I without sounding insane? James was right there, and Susan and Edgar, and everyone around us, and—

      Down in the arena, Buster let out a roar that rattled my bones. The duel still raged on. And it was going to get much worse.

      Now that I knew the Mist existed, my Immune perk immediately filtered it out completely as I took in the true form of the Cyclops: huge, brutish, its single eye centered in its forehead tracking Barnaby like prey.

      “Confringo!” Barnaby’s voice finally broke his silent streak, desperation creeping into his technique. A violent orange bolt erupted from his wand, a Blasting Curse, the kind that could crater stone.

      The explosion hit Buster square in the chest. The impact would have blown a normal wizard backward in smoking chunks. Instead, Buster staggered back two steps, his leather vest smoldering, and laughed. A deep, genuine sound of delight.

      “NOW we’re getting somewhere!” he roared. “Again! Hit me again, little man!”

      The crowd ate it up, cheering for the spectacle. But I could see what they couldn’t: the way Buster’s single eye tracked Barnaby with predatory precision, how his movements were too fluid for someone of his apparent bulk, the subtle wrongness in his proportions that the illusion struggled to hide.

      “This is insane,” I muttered more to myself than to anyone else.

      “That’s impossible,” Susan breathed. “That speed—”

      “Giant-resistance charms from Scandinavia,” James said beside me, and I realized he was explaining the same cover story he’d told me earlier. Making it make sense in wizard terms. “They also enhance physical capabilities temporarily. Strength, speed, and durability. It’s why they’re illegal, too easy to abuse.”

      That’s not what’s happening, I wanted to say. It’s a monster just using its natural abilities, and the Mist is making you think it’s illegal or dark magic.

      On the arena floor, Barnaby had switched tactics. He was moving now, really moving, his feet dancing across the stone as he sent spell after spell at Buster. None of them were heavy hitters, probably couldn’t afford the casting time, but he was clearly trying to build toward something.

      “Diffindo! Incendio! Petrificus!”

      The Severing Charm, Fire-Making Spell, and Full Body-Bind Curse followed in quick succession, each one perfectly placed. It was like watching a chess player set the pieces up, each spelling a move in a larger strategy.

      Buster batted the Severing Charm aside with his bare hand, which should have cost him several fingers, and walked through the flames like they were warm bathwater. The Body-Bind caught him for exactly half a second before whatever magic he possessed crushed through it.

      “Boring!” Buster bellowed. He raised his wand, and I had to suppress a laugh because it looked absolutely ridiculous in his massive hand, like a toothpick held by a gorilla, and slashed it downward.

      Immediately, my blessing sense tingled. I realized that was a fake motion. Better yet, that wasn’t wand casting at all-that was power from a blessing. I knew that because I’d been using the same thing for years.

      But whose blessing?

      The arena floor erupted.

      Stone tiles erupted upwards in a line straight at Barnaby, each one bursting into deadly shrapnel. It was crude, brutish magic. the kind that relied on overwhelming force rather than finesse.

      Barnaby’s wand moved in a tight spiral. “Protego Maxima!”

      Blessings that use earth and water? That could be from anything. But this was a Cyclops, so in Greek cosmology, only Gaia and Poseidon came to mind. Both gods I had no connection with. Mother Earth hadn’t answered my prayers, and I didn’t like Poseidon in either of my lives to pray to him.

      But Cyclops are literally son of Poseidon, so there is no point in guessing for too much.
A shimmering barrier appeared just in time, the flying debris shattering against it in a shower of sparks and dust. But I saw the strain on Barnaby’s face, the way his arm shook as he held the shield.

      “Smart move by Burke!” the announcer’s magically amplified voice cut through the noise. “A sustained Protego Maxima takes serious magical stamina, but it’s the only thing that’ll hold against Buster’s raw power approach!”

      Rose spoke finally, in a barely audible voice, though we sat in proximity to one another. “He can’t keep that up. The shield will drain him.”

      “That’s the plan,” Susan added, leaning forward with clinical interest despite the tension. “Tire him out, then move in when his magic’s exhausted.”

      “Classic big guy strategy,” Edgar chimed in excitedly. “Why be clever when you can just be unstoppable? I mean, I’d chuck my enemies around too if I were built like a troll.”

      I wanted to tell them that “unstoppable” might be literal in this case, that we weren’t watching a tough wizard, that we were watching something that probably had more in common with a mountain troll than a human being.

      But I kept my mouth shut. Partly because I had no idea how to explain what I was seeing without revealing too much about how I knew these things that apparently even experienced wizards didn’t know about. Do they even believe in gods or are they like muggles? Just like how a muggle would think normal humans are in top, gods and magic don’t exist, a wizard might think the same, believing themselves to be in top.

      And all because Mist is probably reinforcing this idea to keep the masquerade from wizards too.

      Why in the bloody hell are wizards also fooled by the Mist like Muggles? Are we not even comparable to normal demigods?

      Barnaby dropped his shield and fired back instantly-a sustained stream of purple energy, like lightning, though it moved like a liquid. Advanced magic, the sort that requires serious training.

      “Fulgur Vincula!”

      Lightning Bonds. I didn’t know the spell personally, but I could guess its function from the way it tried to wrap around Buster’s limbs. Binding magic combined with elemental damage.

      Buster flexed, and the energy shattered. Literally shattered, like breaking glass.

      “Impossible,” Barnaby gasped, loud enough for the magical audio pickups to catch. “That should have—”

      He didn’t get to finish. Buster closed the distance in one impossible leap, and I mean literally impossible for a human, the kind of jump that covered thirty feet and cleared fifteen in height, and brought both fists down in a hammer blow.

      Barnaby rolled aside at the last second. The stone floor where he’d been standing cratered, cracks spiderwebbing outward.

      The crowd went wild.

      It came about gradually, and then it came all at once.

      Barnaby was flagging. Anyone could see it: his movements slower, his spells weaker, more desperate. He’d thrown everything in his arsenal at Buster and might as well have been throwing pebbles at a mountain.

      “Stupefy! Stupefy! STUPEFY!” — three red bolts in quick succession, each one more ragged than the last.

      Buster didn’t bother dodging. He walked right through them, and I watched-really watched-as the stunning spells hit his chest and just. Dissipated. Like rain on a hot stone.

      But something else was happening. Something the crowd couldn’t see, but I could.

      Buster’s breathing had changed. Heavier. Faster. His single eye had dilated, the pupil blown wide with something that looked disturbingly like ecstasy. Gone was any playfulness in his movements now; they were becoming more aggressive, more violent.

      He was enjoying this too much.

      “Come on, Burke!” someone in the crowd shouted. “You can still win this!”

      They were wrong. So incredibly wrong.

      Barnaby tried one last gambit. He drew his wand in a complicated pattern, Latin words spilling from his lips in a desperate rush-some kind of advanced curse, probably something he’d been saving as a trump card.

      The spell manifested as a writhing black mass that shot toward Buster like a living thing.

      Buster caught it. Physically caught it in his bare hand, the dark magic writhing and hissing against his palm before it guttered out like a candle.

      “No,” Barnaby whispered, and even magically amplified, his voice sounded broken. “No, that’s not, that’s impossible—”

      “Weak.” Buster’s voice had changed, deeper now, almost a growl. “You’re all so weak, for something so delicious, you all are so weak.”

      He moved.

      Not with the measured aggression of before, but with predatory speed. His hand shot out and grabbed Barnaby by the throat, lifting the smaller wizard off his feet like he weighed nothing.

      “Winner!” the announcer’s voice cut through the suddenly nervous crowd. “Winner by submission! One-Eyed Buster retains his—”

      Buster’s other hand clamped around Barnaby’s head.

      “Wait,” James said beside me, his casualness disappearing in an instant. “Wait, he’s not—”

      The sickening crack echoed through the arena that was suddenly silent.

      But Buster didn’t stop. His fingers dug into Barnaby’s skull with terrible purpose, and I could see the inhuman strength behind it, the way his single eye had gone completely black with something that looked like pure, drugged euphoria.

      “STOP!” the announcer screamed. “THE MATCH IS OVER! STOP!”

      Buster didn’t stop.

      Barnaby’s screams were short-lived. Very short-lived.

      The wet pop that followed was worse than the crack. In front of our very eyes, the skull of the wizard was instantly caved in, blood and gore coming out like an explosion of a visceral layer of brain and liquid we Humans weren’t supposed to see.

      At least he didn’t suffer. I hope so.

      I’d seen violence before, hell, I’d inflicted it, but this was different. The violence I’d experienced had been accidental or reactive. But to inflict this on someone wittingly, with conscious choice?

      This was brutality for its own sake, a creature so lost in its bloodlust that victory and defeat counted for nothing against the act of destruction itself.

      Susan moved first, her hand shooting out to cover Edgar’s face. “Don’t look, don’t look, don’t—”

      But Edgar had already seen. We’d all seen.

      The crowd erupted into chaos. Not cheering, not excitement, pure, animal panic. People were screaming, shoving, and trampling each other in their rush to reach the exits.

      Rose had gone sheet white, her hood falling back to reveal a face hardened with grim determination rather than shock. Unlike Susan, she looked surprised but not fazed, her wand already in her hand.

      “We need to leave. We need to leave now,” she said, her voice cutting through the noise with surprising steadiness.

      “Come on!” I grasped her arm, already pulling her in the direction Susan and Edgar had started to back away. “Move! Everybody move!”

      The magical lights, which had been dimmed for the atmosphere, suddenly flared into full brightness, and I could see everything crystal clear.

      *Ah, shit,* I thought, my eyes locking with James’s stare as he stared back at me and Rose.

      I could see Buster still standing over Barnaby’s body, covered in—

      I could see the crowd pressing toward the exits in a seething mass of panic.

      And I could see the shimmer of magic settling over the arena like a dome. A barrier. Transparent but definitely there, cutting us off from escape.

      “Fuck,” I breathed, “we’re trapped.”

      “Harry!” Susan’s voice was shrill with panic. “Rose, what do we—”

      A sharp crack of Apparition cut her off.

      Two figures materialized near James’s seat. The first, I didn’t recognize right away, tall, with dark hair and an aristocratic bearing, despite his casual clothes. The second—

      “Edgar?!”

      Sirius Black appeared, looking every inch the concerned parent, his eyes immediately locking onto his son. More specifically, onto the teenage boy who had his son’s exact facial structure despite supposedly being several years older.

      “I don’t know what that is, mister,” Edgar said, trying to whistle nonchalantly. “My name is Steven, definitely twenty-one years old, bo… man.”

      “Really? You think I wouldn’t recognize my own son because of an aging potion?” Sirius’s voice was deadly calm, the kind of calm that came before explosions. “Really, Edgar? You thought this would fool your own father? At least give me a better excuse.”

      Immediately, Edgar gave up. I could see it in his eyes, the way his shoulders slumped in defeat.

      “Dad, I can explain—” Edgar began, but Sirius was already heading toward them.

      And James had gone very still. That relaxed, friendly manner was completely gone, replaced by something sharp and analytical.

      He turned slowly to look at me.

      Really look at me.

      Bright lights that were supposed to help people find their way out became my worst enemies. They illuminated everything, every detail that the previous atmospheric light had softened.

      I watched his eyes track across my face. The shape of my jaw. My nose. My eyes, green, like his wife’s and daughter’s, like my own.

      His own eyes widened fractionally.

      “Yup, we’re done,” Rose sighed beside me. “We’re caught, Harry.”

      We? I thought with mental indignation. You could have at least preserved my cover, traitor. Especially after seeing Rose’s unmistakable ‘if I’m going down, you’re going with me’ expression.

      “Rose?” James asked, his tone neutral.

      “Yes, Dad,” she replied, tossing her hood away completely. Her red hair tumbled free, catching the light.

      “Yo, John Marston here,” I said, with the straightest face possible.

      “Like hell you are!” James said, pinching the bridge of his nose in a gesture of pure secondhand embarrassment as he realized he’d been chatting up his own son, even complimenting me, less than twenty-four hours after our fight.

      “Get out of here, children. We can talk about this later,” Sirius said with a heavy sigh before turning toward the arena where Buster still stood. “James, the situation is worse than I imagined. I’m going to need your help.”

      “Sure,” James said, and then turned back to us. ‘Go. Rose, take your brother with you.’ He paused, then added the last part almost forcefully, “You’re not in any trouble.”

      *Yet,* his tone clearly implied.

      People ran as if their lives depended on it. But their eyes were already glazed with Mist, unfocused and panicked on a level beyond fear. So, I very much doubted anyone would go and bring backup here, especially when they weren’t even looking at what they were actually afraid of.

      This was the moment when the Cyclops killed Burke; some kind of fear aura was released, it seemed, because suddenly everyone scattered like a frightened herd of deer.

      “Wait.” I pulled Edgar and Susan to one side, pushing ourselves against the wall as we let people surge past us toward the exit. “The exit isn’t going anywhere. It’s not worth the risk of getting trampled.

      “Makes sense,” Susan said before coughing roughly, her composure cracking. “Oh, Merlin, he killed him. Right in front of our eyes.” She appeared to be going into a panic attack now that the adrenaline was leaving her system. The shock finally caught up.

      “Shh, it’s okay,” Rose said, patting the frightened girl’s back with surprising gentleness. “You’ll get used to it.”

      Susan flinched, face twisting in disbelief. “I don’t want to get used to it,” Susan snapped back, but at least she didn’t look like she was about to cry anymore.

      “Sorry for dragging you here. I knew this wasn’t part of your plan all along,” I told her remorsefully, as I began to take in the on-and-off shaking of her body and the pale color she’d adopted. I don’t want to become reason of someone’s trauma, specially when they are my friends. However short this friendship was, it was the only one I have right now.

      “Don’t,” Edgar said, firmly shaking his head. “It was my plan, remember? Besides, this was fun until that one-eyed freak crushed his head like a grape.”

      “Edgar!” Susan hollered, scandalized.

      “What? I know it was horrible, but all I want to do right now is go back there and fight that monster of a man.” He crossed his arms defensively. That wasn’t confidence or arrogance speaking; that was just the fight-or-flight instinct, the kind that would likely result in the boy’s death. But at least now we knew how he’d react in crisis situations.

      “That’s your fight-or-flight talking,” I muttered, “and right now, you’re choosing the wrong one.”

      He shrugged, but didn’t argue.

      “I guess the bright side is that we can see Thestrals now, guys,” I said, attempting to find some kind of positivity within this clusterfuck. “So, yay?

      Their deadpan stares could’ve curdled milk. Tough crowd.

      Within a few minutes, the arena was virtually empty except for a few stragglers: audience members, staff, still running around as we moved towards the exit.

      Just as we were about to burst out of the tent, I stopped abruptly, goosebumps erupting all over my body.

      “What happened?” Edgar asked, seeing me freeze as the others stopped too.

      “You see that barrier at the entrance?” I asked, staring at the faint orange shimmer. Upon initial observation, it wasn’t doing anything; people were crossing it without any apparent harm on their way to the exit. But why wasn’t anybody coming inside? Like Aurors or Ministry officials?

      “No, what barrier?” Susan asked, confused.

      “You’ll see,” I said lightly, pushing them toward the exit. “Can you please go outside and then look back inside?

      Susan and Edgar looked first at each other and then at us before nodding and running outside while we waited.

      “Maybe you should go check on them,” I said, turning to Rose.

      She just crossed her arms, a frown on her face. “I’m not an idiot. You said you saw a barrier, and the same with calling that monster a Cyclops. You can see through the illusion like me, too.”

      What the fuck?!

      “You could see from the very start?” I asked, really surprised. I knew for sure that Rose and I weren’t demigods, and without my Immune perk from the Gacha, I wouldn’t be able to see through the Mist. But how was she immune to it?

      Was it because she is a child of prophecy, or was she a clear-sighted mortal? So many questions!

      “I’ve always been able to see non-humans, but I never said anything, because, literally, they’re everywhere. The best thing is to act like everything is fine and leave, most of them are not even hostile.” she said, pushing me toward the exit. “But even the weakest among them is powerful enough for wizards, trust me Cyclops is way up in food chain than dangerous monsters we ran from in past. Definitely can’t survive if we stay.”

      “No, Rose, wait.” I pulled free from her grasp. “What about James and Sirius? They’re still inside.”

      “I know!” Rose said, looking truly concerned and just plain afraid. “But I know Dad well enough to know he’s good at running away if he can’t win. If we go back, we’ll only get in the way. Don’t even think about going back.”

      I wanted to agree. I knew I definitely wasn’t powerful enough to take on a Cyclops that had just killed a duelling championship runner-up. I had the Gacha, so I had power, but I lacked the experience, which could easily get me killed.

      Yet something inside was tugging, almost begging me to go back and fight. If I didn’t go back, I knew I’d regret it for the rest of my life.

      “We can’t just leave them,” I said.

      “We can, and we should.” Rose’s grip on my arm tightened. “Harry, going back only gets in the way. We’re kids with barely any training, using aging potions to pretend we’re adults. The best thing we can do is get out and let the actual adults handle this, we don’t have any powers or skills to make a difference.” She said.

      She was right. Logically, she was absolutely right, even if she’s not a Gryffindor material as I expected.

      But yet my soul itself urging me to go back.

      It wasn’t about fear for James’s life — I barely knew the man. Our relationship was complicated at best, strained and awkward, full of unspoken tension from a lifetime of distance and all the tantrum I threw yesterday. If I were being honest with myself, I didn’t have the emotional connection to him that would justify throwing myself into danger on his behalf.

      That was about something else.

      Something in my soul refused to run.

      It was not about heroism, wanting to save someone, or even slaying the monster itself.

      The only word I could use to explain what I was getting in reply was: Feats. Which, even if it was important, was unhelpful. What feats? Whose feats? What does it even means? Is it referring to some kind of achievement? Oh man, it feels like I’m forgetting something very important from my past life.

      “Rose, you have to trust me. I have to go back, or I will regret it for the rest of my life,” I said, staring directly into her eyes. It was like seeing two mirrors standing beside each other as our green eyes locked.

      “This is so stupid. We could die. We could get in the way, and somebody else could die because of us. We have to go,” she said, not budging.

      Yet the feeling in my chest, no, in my very soul, refused that option. If I ran now, I’d lose something very important, and it would be lost forever.

      Yet, she didn’t let me go, and going by that face, just like Lily and James, she’s assuming I’ll obey just because her voice is louder.

      “I wasn’t asking permission, Rose,” I said. I didn’t want to escalate the situation, but I had to trust my instincts on this one.

      “Don’t make me knock you out to drag you outside,” she said, raising her wand threateningly.

      Well, at least it wasn’t me who’d taken the threatening action first. I snapped my fingers. Swords erupted from the ground around Rose in an instant, normal steel (rubber) swords, but a dozen of them.

      She went rigid, frozen as the blades pointed at her vitals: throat, heart, major arteries. They stopped just short of touching her skin, hovering in the air with the perfect stillness of weapons waiting for the command to strike. Of course, I wouldn’t hurt my sister; I had grown attached to her quite quickly, so I very much doubted that I would ever harm her of my own accord anytime soon in this life.

      Of course, some may say that it was too quick for that kind of bond to form, but I begged to differ. If someone is your age, understands you, and is constantly near you, then it really doesn’t take much effort to become friends, especially if there is no other candidate anywhere in sight. Though I had hoped our connection ran a little deeper than just friendship. I was supposed to be her brother, after all.

      While she was still in shock, I ran back inside, commanding the swords to disappear, which they did in an instant.

      Some part of me died that first ever sword I created from Sacred Gear: Sword Birth, a artefact created from God of Bible himself was used to create those swords in this world. was rubber sword, not some steel to slay monster of the night like God intended. No, instead It was a prop sword that me and Dudley used in our brawl during our middle school days.

      “I’m not so helpless, Rose!” I shouted a little cheekily at her scared expression, squashing the guilt away. “Anyway, you go outside. I’ll be back soon, I promise.” And I ran back toward the arena, feeling that the most important moment of my life was about to unfold there. I’ll apologize to Rose later, I hope I didn’t scare her too much.

      She’s gotta be confused why I can suddenly conjure up swords now.

      I shook my head and followed my instincts rather than getting lost in thoughts for now.

      Even if I didn’t know what it was, the only thing my subconscious provided was that I needed to achieve something. Its coming from the same place where Gacha gives me a perk, meaning likely my soul or origins of the powers, so I have to do this, no matter the consequences.

      Besides this was just Cyclops, not the gods or the titans. With Chaos Gacha and perks it already gave me, what’s the worst that could happen?

      Besides I’m not letting James die to let this world set another dark lord with a tragic backstory trope on me. Nobody close to me dying if I can help it.

      If it goes against will of this fucked up universe or those three Fate sisters, they will have another thing coming their way.
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      In America, once, there existed a witch, and she had only one wish, a solitary want, a singular impulse, no bigger on its surface than any other, but burning within her with the ferocity of an eternal flame.

      What she wanted was to know everything about magic, to understand every spell ever conjured into existence, every incantation ever uttered to warp reality, every means whereby one could reshape the very essence of the universe using only her own willpower and energy.

      Ever since her magic had manifested for the very first time, a violent outpouring of power that had smashed every last window in the dormitory at the orphanage when she was no more than seven years old. The Matron had blamed her for it, saying that the Devil himself must certainly have reached out to wreak havoc on God’s own house through the child, but even as she became a pariah because of this, she felt only wonder at her own power.

      So as the years passed and she transitioned from a child to a young adolescent, her desire altered, and it became something much more desperate, much more consuming.

      The monsters came when she turned nine.

      To begin with, she sensed only glimpses out of the corner of her eyes, creatures that locomoted incorrectly, had too many joints or too many limbs that flexed in ways that nature never intended.

      Then they ventured forth in increasing numbers. Creatures that crawled up and down the walls of corridors in the orphanage, beings that wore human faces but articulated themselves with a predator’s fluid grace that kindled every warning in her blood. The other kids saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing.

      Even when these things played havoc with their lives, tripping them on the stairs or poisoning their dinners or shouting frights into their sleeping minds, the ordinary world blissfully, infuriatingly remained unaware.

      But the little witch saw everything.

      She was brave, for no other reason than necessity, and she was smart. Smart enough to know that talking about monsters would only bring her more punishment and attention. So she started to teach herself. Magic became her protection and her defense.

      The books sought her out, rather than vice versa. A volume of simple spells turned up underneath a loose floorboard in her attic. An album filled with castings by hand, hiding within a box of donated clothes. An ancient grimoire ruined by dampness but spotted behind the furnace in the orphanage, its pages still readable even though no one had apparently bothered to look at them in decades. It was as though God Himself was favoring her with His guidance.

      But that could not be right. It contradicted lessons preached every Sunday by the Matron on God’s disdain for magic and how, when her own time came, she and every other witch would suffer eternal torment in the fires of Hell.

      This conflicted idea rested within her young head, but not strongly enough to bring her practices to an end. Unlike the Matron’s preachings, magic promised her warmth and illumination.

      Despite the threat of damnation, her thirst for knowledge did not abate.

      It arrived on the morning of her fourteenth birthday, brought by an owl that swooped into her window and alighted on her cot with a commanding hoot. The creamy envelope featured a seal she’d never seen, a Gordian knot in deep blue wax, and its contents upended her entire existence.

      Dear Miss Ashcroft,

      It is our great pleasure to inform you that you have been accepted to attend Ilvermorny School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

      Her hands had shaken as she read it. Joy, bright and burning, poured through her blood. It was a real school, with actual teachers and actual magic that wasn’t just her patchwork backwards-scraping together of forgotten notions from secondhand books. This was everything she’d ever dreamed of since that image-bursting crash through the window.

      But alongside the joy, she felt a terrible realization hit her with the force of a physical blow: other people could perform magic too.

      This idea gnawed at her as she sat on the edge of her bed, her fists clenched around a crumpled letter. It wasn’t right. Magic was hers. It was her gift, her purpose, her identity. She had suffered for it, bled for it, defended herself against monsters in the dark while everyone else rested safely in blissful ignorance. She had earned her power after years of solitary fighting.

      And yet magic was only handed to others. Just like that?

      The unfairness of it seared her chest, bitter and acidic. But humans are adaptable, and she was no exception. By the time the term started and the sorting ceremony did too, she’d covered up her anger with a façade of cool calculation.

      The Horned Serpent carved into the stone above her seemed to glow as she stepped forward. It was the house of intellectuals, scholars, and philosophers. She certainly had her place within it. But as she took her part in line with her classmates, she couldn’t shake how feeble they seemed to her.

      This realization dawned on her during her first few months at Ilvermorny, to become an irrevocable truth about her ever after. First, her peers could not conjure up even a passable Shield Charm spell without their wands. They held those wooden handles to their bodies as desperate sailors would to driftwood, hopelessly lost and helpless without them. Their flesh was untrained, far from physically conditioned to handle the kind of primitive magical power she seemed to tap into so naturally.

      They called her a freak of nature. She called them weaklings. Mortals. Merely human.

      The difference was far more important than they could ever understand.

      The truth discovered her in the summer leading into her third year, when she was only sixteen and her ability had matured to the level that even the most accomplished professors observed her with a look that was equal parts amazement and trepidation.

      The satyr came to the orphanage, where she was still spending her breaks, as she lacked other places to go to, with news that destroyed and remade her whole concept of herself.

      Half-Blood Camps. Demigods. The Greek pantheon, living and breathing and on earth.

      And she, miracle and impossibility together, was the daughter of Hecate herself.

      Hecate: goddess of magic, of crossroads and decision, the three-faced goddess who ruled over the areas between worlds. It all made sense now, why she was pursued by those monsters, why her power was on such a different level than her peers, why she’d never felt as though she was bound by the same restrictions as other wizards and witches.

      However, the explanation came with complications that would spin a weaker mind into terror.

      Demigods born with magical power existed in very short supply, so much so that they seemed almost mythical. Both worlds functioned from entirely different codes.

      The power from the demigods was derived from immortal bloodlines, a faint shadow of the actual realms of power possessed by the gods themselves. What demigods called ‘magic’ basically entailed working with or playing tricks on ‘the Mist.’

      A Demigod could learn magic, but it would be different from wand weavers.

      This segregation was also imposed on them by the gods themselves. To possess a child born and raised in both No-Maj and Wizarding realms, as well as in the realms of myths and monsters, would make them too powerful, too hazardous to the balance that was sustained to ensure that all three did not crash into each other.

      But she existed nonetheless.

      A wild card. An accident. A Muggle-born witch who, by happenstance or perhaps cosmic irony, happened to be born as the daughter of magic’s own patron goddess. Even the Fates themselves, the Moirai, had failed to provide for her impossibility within their own tapestry.

      Then her growth became exponential. She absorbed all that she could from both worlds. She combined power from the gods with her spellcasting skills. This was something she shouldn’t have managed. This kind of thing happened nowhere else but at either Camp Half-Blood or Ilvermorny School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

      Unfortunately, her arrogance expanded directly in lockstep with her power.

      The Fates had always been a bother to her as long as she had known they existed. Three gnarled hags, weaving the threads of every life, deciding every important eventuality before the birth of every living spirit. The idea that she herself, her struggles and agonies, her victories, had all been predetermined by beings ancient even unto themselves remained abhorrent to her.

      She was the daughter of a goddess. She had power so great that demigods seemed like children playing with sparklers in front of her. She had learned magic by herself, even before she knew how to read, and had overcome monsters that would reduce heroes to rubble. But did the Fates think they knew better than her?

      No. She would seek her revenge on those beings for pulling her strings since prior to when her first cell had formed.

      The scheme took shape laboriously, deliberately, over countless months of preparation and calculation. She would upset their precious prophecy, most especially, the Great Prophecy that loomed over Olympus like the blade of a guillotine.

      The one that prophesied that eventually, a son of the Big Three, Zeus, Poseidon, or Hades, would come to possess the ability to save or destroy Olympus itself, and Western civilization along with it.

      It was the power that she wanted the most. Ultimate power. Decisive power. World-shaking power. If she could not herself be the Child of Prophecy, as she was tied to Hecate’s line, she would create one. She would seduce one of the Big Three, give birth to a child powerful enough, and raise that child to serve her. She would gain control of fate itself via her child.

      The target was obvious. Zeus was aloof, paranoid, and you do not seek Zeus out; that was his privilege, and his marriage to Hera was a powder keg waiting to blow on matters of divine jealousy. Hades resided in the Underworld and was rarely seen above ground, and when he was, he radiated death to discourage even the most brazen moves.

      As for Poseidon, though. The Lord of the Seas had matured with the ages, evolving to match the mortal culture that honored him. Whereas once mortals had dreaded the angry power of the sea, now they envisioned fun in the sun, sport on the shores, and vacation-time adventures. This change in mortal outlook had softened something within the god himself, far from a divine lobotomy, but near enough to her plan to work.

      The seduction was surprisingly effortless. She was young, lovely, and most importantly, she had power in ways that did not go unnoticed by the divine. The World of Wizards was a representation of mortals with power, and naturally, the gods took special interest in them, though indirectly. Alongside her power as a demigod in her own right, it was only a question of opportunity and brazenness to bring herself to Poseidon’s level.

      She had both qualities in plenty.

      It was nine months later that she learned the meaning of hubris.

      The Moirai — Clotho, Lachesis, and finally Atropos — are the ultimate authority on all matters related to fate. They are above even Zeus, existing before the development of the Olympians themselves. It can safely be said that if any demigod sought to create other demigods using manipulation and ambition, and if she chose to try to force fate’s hand instead of accepting her lot, she would provide ample reason for the intervention of the Moirai themselves.

      Their punishment was as cruel as it was ironic. Instead of the hero she had imagined, a powerful demigod savior she could shape and control, she birthed a monster. It was deadly to her kind. To labor, to give life to that misshapen, one-eyed creature that had so brutally forced its way out of her body, to see her lifeblood flowing out from between her legs and know for certain that no spell she knew how to cast could possibly save her now — yes, it was deadly to her kind. It was always how this was going to end; this was her destiny, a thread she thought couldn’t control her.

      Her last coherent thought, prior to the blackness engulfing her, was a bitter laugh at her own expense.

      The creature that survived her, the thing that replaced her, had inherited strange and terrible powers. Her humanity, warped and distorted. Her blood, powerful and pure. Her magic, great and terrible. What it did not inherit, however, was her intellect, her cunning, her ability to plan and scheme and shape the world to her will.

      And so One-Eyed Buster, a cyclops unlike any other in the long and bloody history of cyclops, came into existence. It was to be a monster. One that would live for many centuries, sustained only on the blood of wizards and witches, sensing their magical power as naturally as sharks sensed blood in the water. Created for battle from start to finish, forged out of his mother’s failing ambitions into something that existed solely to kill. It had never known defeat. It had never been cast into Tartarus, as smaller monsters often were when heroes slew them. Because One-Eyed Buster was preferable to other monsters.

      More intelligent, in a coarse kind of way. More powerful. Faster. And possessed of an unconscious understanding of magic that also made him terrifying to the same community to which his own mother had once belonged.

      Now, in the Morgana Coliseum, deep within Diagon Alley’s dark reaches, he let out his challenge to the gathered wizards. It was a primitive conqueror’s yell, one that was born of predators and did not know what it was to fear becoming prey.

      ………………………………………………………………………………….

      I felt a little bad about scaring Rose like that, but she’d gotten a little too comfortable ordering me around and expecting me to just go along with whatever she wanted. Which was fine, really. It was their sisterly job to make their brothers do their shit. It was nothing compared to how much they did for us in return, unconditionally. I could say that comfortably from experience in both my lives, the insight of an adult soul trapped in a new body, a new life, gave me certain perspectives on sibling dynamics that most teenagers lacked.

      But this was a different situation. Something was screaming inside my head, demanding that I go back and fight that cyclops. The compulsion was so strong, so overwhelming, that I was starting to genuinely fear I’d been placed under some form of magical compulsion or brainwashing. It wasn’t a natural feeling-this urgent, clawing need to throw myself into danger. My Volition should have protected me from mental manipulation, shouldn’t it? Unless whatever divine bullshit protected these creatures operated on a level that transcended typical magical interference.

      No time to ponder that particular existential crisis. I violently shook my head, forcing the thoughts away as the arena snapped back into sharp focus. One-Eyed Buster was standing in the middle of the destroyed space, laughing with pure ecstasy— the kind of manic joy that spoke of a predator who’d been denied a proper hunt for far too long. He weaved between the spells being thrown by James and Sirius with contemptuous ease, barely acknowledging the other Ministry officials who’d accompanied them.

      Several bodies already littered the ground, unmoving. The sight sent ice through my veins. The wizards still standing shook visibly, their boots practically rattling against the floor. Their spells came out wild and unfocused when they managed to cast at all. Half the incantations fizzled before fully forming, and those that did make it out of their wands flew wide, missing the cyclops by meters.

      Seriously, why were they acting like they’d never been in combat before? Like they’d never faced a life-threatening situation? These were supposed to be trained Aurors, weren’t they? Or at least Ministry enforcement. Had the wizarding world become so comfortable in peacetime that they’d forgotten how to fight for their lives?

      “Harry?! Why are you coming back? Run!” James’s voice cut through the chaos, sharp with panic. His wand whipped through the air in a practiced motion, and a white shield materialized just in time to stop a large wooden table, thick and heavy enough to crush a man’s skull into paste, dead in its tracks. The furniture clattered to the ground with a sound like breaking bones.

      “Why do you think so?” I didn’t wait for an answer. My hands came up, fingers splayed toward the monster who wasn’t even bothering to look my way. He was too busy toying with the Aurors, treating this like some kind of sadistic game.

      Heat built in my left palm, old and ready. A long wave of fire burst from my hand, streamers of flame that contorted and curled like living vipers. Half Hot Half Cold functioned just fine, obeying my whim as instinctively as breathing. The fire boomed toward the monster, tinting the ruined arena shades of orange and gold.

      “Holy shit, is that wandless Incendio?” One of the wizards fighting, one who’d come with Sirius, judging by his proximity, shouted in amazement, his voice cracking slightly. His eyes were wide, shock momentarily overriding his fear.

      There went that secret. Not that I’d been trying particularly hard to cover it up, anyway. Subtlety had just never been my strong suit, not in either life.

      “Yes, it is. I’ve heard about it from James, but this is truly impressive,” Sirius muttered softly, followed by the loud statement, “I mean, that’s impressive! I wonder who this young man is?! What are they feeding these American wizards? First this one-eyed freak and now this!”

      He said, a little loudly, as if trying to sound convincing, suddenly appearing at my side. His own wand came up in a sharp movement then, and he shouted the incantation— “Incendio!”-his fire joining mine. The two streams combined, forming one great jet of flame which set the air shimmering and hot.

      “But as impressive as it is, you shouldn’t have come back,” Sirius went on, his voice taking on a harder edge but soft enough so that only I could hear him. “This is an incredibly dangerous situation, son. I can handle it from here. Go back to where it’s safe.”

      “Hahahaha!” The monster’s laughter filled the arena, drowning out whatever response I might have given. He strolled right through our combined fire like it was no worse than a sweet summer breeze. His wand, held delicately in his massive hand like a toothpick, absurdly small against his bulk, was nevertheless casting real magic. A blue aura surrounded him, meeting the flames and producing nothing but steam. Not even a scorch mark on his skin.

      So he had Earth as offense while Water as defense. Similar to my own Half Cold Half Hot?

      “Now I’m warm and toasty before the meal,” he said, and despite being a monster, his vocabulary and voice held a distinctly human tone. Human condescension and arrogance, layered over something far more primal, monstrous bloodlust that made every instinct I had scream danger.

      “Look at all that nothing our fire did,” Sirius muttered, taking a deep breath. He shifted, deliberately placing his body between me and the cyclops in what was probably meant to be a protective gesture. “Come on, lads! Is this what your Aurors training taught you? Coordinate your attacks!”

      His words seemed to have little effect. The five men, four women, all distinctly younger than James and Sirius, which was odd considering the slower aging of wizardkind. They barely looked past twenty-five, roughly the same age I appeared to be with the aging potion still active in my system, and scrambled into some semblance of a formation. Their wands came up, held like flintlock pistols from some historical reenactment.

      “Yes, sir!” they shouted in ragged unison, and then they fired. Various incantations tumbled from their lips, curses flying in a rainbow of colors — red, purple, sickly green, electric blue.

      For the first time, the cyclops actually looked cautious. His laughter cut off abruptly, that single massive eye narrowing as he assessed the coordinated barrage. His own wand came up to meet some of the curses with counters of his own, but most of the attacks he simply dodged, moving with a fluid grace that shouldn’t have been possible for something his size.

      “Now this is what I’m talking about!” he cackled, clearly enjoying himself despite—or perhaps because of—the increased challenge. “This is way more fun than fighting demigods or dealing with their parents’ bullshit!”

      His wand sliced the air in a vicious arc, and a jet of water shot out like a battering ram. It caught one of the Aurors square in the chest, and the man was sent flying backward with brutal force, slamming into the arena wall with a sickening crunch. He did not get back up.

      “Demigods? What’s he even talking about?” James asked, moving to stand beside Sirius. His entire body was tense, alert, and wand at the ready.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” I said, frustration bleeding into my voice. “That’s not some American wizard with Scandinavian giant ancestry. That’s literally a Cyclops, enemy and predator of demigods.”

      I was hoping it’d make them see through the Mist, that divine obfuscation, making them perceive a human where a monster stood. For they were seeing a human, hesitating, fighting with the restraint you’d use against another wizard rather than the ruthlessness you’d need against a literal man-eating monster. But alas, Hecate had done her due diligence with the Mist.

      “What demigods, like Heracles?” James said, side-eying me, confusion clear on his face. “Are they real?”

      “Of course they are real, you dunderhead, and everywhere.” I snapped back.

      “Everywhere?” he again asked, this time in wonder, his eyes wide.

      I took a deep breath. Getting emotional here is not wise.

      “I’m glad to see you’re not outright denying my words or demanding proof,” I said, as I was finally drawing my wand. We watched Sirius’s men try to hold their pattern, but it was already breaking down. Too many hurt, too much fear. Bad for morale, worse for their chances of survival.

      “I don’t think we have time for that conversation,” James said, shaking his head sharply.

      “Harry, you really should get out of here. This is an extremely dangerous situation for a young wizard, even with your bags of tricks.”

      “It is dangerous for all humans, young or adult,” I replied. “You can’t even see his real form. If I leave, you’ll all eventually die.”

      “You should listen to the kid. Real prophet, this one.” The voice of the cyclops drew our attention back to him. That huge eye settled on me, and he sniffed deep, his nostrils flaring. “A demigod? No. A blessed mortal. You’ll make an excellent appetizer.”

      His words made everyone who could hear him cringe; the look of anticipatory hunger that crossed his face was unmistakable.

      “He isn’t serious, is he?” Sirius asked, but his voice conveyed that he knew the answer.

      “I think he is, Padfoot,” James replied, looking utterly pissed off now.

      “So he’s a cannibal, too? Great. Why do I always get the crazy ones?” Sirius muttered.

      “That’s a literally man-eating monster, a Cyclops!” I yelled, again trying to break through whatever perception filter the Mist was creating. “Stop pretending it’s human!”

      But my words didn’t appear to make much difference. The fight continued, James and Sirius tossing around most of the curses and spells in a stunning show of different colored lights flying around the air, while the rest were working on defense and attempting not to die.

      “Hahahaha! It will not work, brat!” The cyclops was mocking now. “The Mist will always protect my true nature from wizards. And even if we both shout it from the rooftops, it will not make a bit of difference!”

      “And why the fuck not?” I demanded, my anger overriding caution. “We’ve domesticated Dragons, put Fairies and Pixies in cages, documented and tamed Phoenixes, Thunderbirds, Basilisks-what makes a Cyclops any different?”

      “Because we select few are protected by the Mist!” he roared back, real anger coloring his voice now. “However much vermin you monkeys are, you’re too many and too stubborn! So much so that you people will destroy the world before admitting defeat! And you wizards are the worst of all-you mortals have already broken so many monsters’ spirits, turning them into pets, into servants! Unacceptable!”

      With his huge hand, he grabbed a random row of chairs and flung them in my direction in his anger.

      I threw my right hand up before James and Sirius could even raise their wands. Ice erupted from my palm, forming a solid wall that intercepted the projectile furniture. The chairs shattered against it, and then my ice wall began melting away, water pooling at our feet.

      So the Mist only protected monsters involved in the divine pantheons? Or was there more to it? Something else entirely is going on here, some other variable I wasn’t accounting for?

      “Don’t act as if you have a moral high ground here, One-Eyed Buster,” I said, already focusing my will. “You don’t get to play the victim.”

      I haven’t forgotten little bits of details like his victims or opponents going missing soon after. If Rose and I had run outside, James and Sirius would have also mysteriously been killed or gone missing.

      I reached deep into that place where my Gacha abilities resided, calling on Sword Birth. Energy thrummed through me, and suddenly swords burst into existence all around us, dozens of them, sticking up from the ground like a graveyard of short swords. The wizards around me startled, several jumping back in shock.

      “James, grab one of those swords and focus on One-Eye,” I instructed.

      “What? How did you, Transfiguration of this level at fourteen—”

      “Really don’t care about the questions right now,” I cut him off. “Just do it. You too, Sirius.”

      These swords didn’t have any special offensive abilities— no enhanced sharpness, no elemental properties, no curse-breaking edges. They had one purpose, one trait imbued into their very essence-a mixture of my Immune perk and my own understanding of the Mist.

      Because of my willpower, my knowledge of how the Mist functioned, and the mental protection granted by Immune, I was immune to the Mist’s perception-altering effects. I was hoping all of those traits had been successfully mixed into my new creation through Sword Birth.

      I had mentally labeled them the Swords of Revealing Light. Yes, I copied the name from Yu-Gi-Oh. But who was going to sue me? It felt oddly appropriate-magic items that revealed truth, that cut through illusion. The swords shone in the firelight, waiting for my theory to reveal whether it would work.

      “What in Merlin’s name?!” Sirius’s voice cracked with real alarm, his usual confidence shattered. His subordinates mirrored his shock, frozen in place as if someone had cast a full-body bind on them. James just stood there, staring with wide eyes no longer clouded by the divine obfuscation of the Mist.

      They could finally see it: the real monster standing before them.

      “That’s the thing you’ve all been fighting,” I said, keeping my voice level despite the adrenaline burning through my veins. “Not some wizard on steroids or enhancement charms. It’s literally a monster. And if you don’t fight it like one, you’re all going to die.”

      The words hung in the air like a death sentence, but they achieved the desired effect. The whole atmosphere was different now, crystallized into something harder and more desperate. There was still fear-you could practically taste it— but it was mixed with grim determination now. Even the monster seemed to notice the shift, his single huge eye narrowing with what may have been respect.

      “You broke through the Mist.” The voice of the cyclops was full of surprise, dark amusement. “Oh, you are in so much trouble, boy. The gods don’t appreciate it when puny mortals like you challenge their rules. Hahaha!”

      His laughter was cut short as he suddenly jerked his head to the side, dodging a streaking sickly yellow curse with inhuman reflexes. The spell continued past him and struck the arena wall, immediately beginning to melt the stone like acid through butter.

      “It’s you who approached the Wizarding world,” I shot back, joining the renewed assault. I launched fireballs at him in quick succession-nothing fancy, just raw elemental force, since I didn’t know any curses that could actually harm something like him. Besides, I doubt my wand can even cast a curse unless I make more effort than normal wizards due to incompatibility. “So it’s your fault, not ours.”

      “Not quite.” The cyclops grinned, showing teeth that were far too sharp, far too eager. “I’m a monster-I don’t deny it. Monsters, especially those from the divine world, are supposed to be separated from the Wizarding world by ancient compact and divine decree.”

      He paused, his grin widening into something truly disturbing.

      “But who said I am only a Cyclops?

      Before anyone could process that ominous statement, his wand came up, pointing directly at me. The words that left his mouth sent ice through my veins.

      “AVADA KEDAVRA!”

      Time seemed to slow to a crawl, the way it sometimes did when my mind kicked into overdrive. The green curse erupted from his wand like a lance of pure death, streaking straight toward me. More accurately, it was aimed straight at James and Sirius, who’d placed themselves protectively in front of me.

      There was no time to retaliate, no chance to counter or shield. It was like watching a bullet after it had already left the barrel, final, unstoppable, inevitable.

      Yet in that stretched moment of slow-motion horror, something white flashed through the air. A mask, simple, generic, with a crude stick-figure face drawn on it, flew into the curse’s trajectory.

      The Killing Curse struck the mask dead centre, and instead of destroying it, instead of punching through to claim its victims, the green light bounced. Deflected like a tennis ball off a racket, the curse shot upwards, tearing through the tent roof and disappearing into the sky beyond.

      The mask spun from the impact like a frisbee, sailing through the air until it landed perfectly in Rose’s outstretched hand. My sister, still wearing her adult form from the aging potion, glared at the monster with an intensity that would have made a dragon think twice. Then she charged, wand raised high.

      “Petra-Jacto!” she shouted, her wand movement sharp and aggressive—a simple flick that mimicked throwing a stone, the kind of motion you’d use in a schoolyard fight.

      A blast of concentrated magical force, pure kinetic energy equivalent to a hurled brick, smacked directly into the cyclops’s face. The impact made his massive head snap back, and he actually took a step backward, more from surprise than pain.

      “The hell?! Did she just deflect the killing curse?” One of the Aurors shouted in an incomprehensible tone.

      “Where do these monsters come from and break so many magical rules?” Another shouted, ducking away as a redheaded woman charged at the monster, finally getting some time for themselves.

      “Argh! You puny witch, I’ll swallow you whole!” he roared, his voice now coloured with genuine anger. The huge fist came up, threatening to fall upon Rose like a hammer upon an anvil.

      “Now this is our chance! Fire everything you have!” Sirius yelled, his voice cutting through the chaos and commanding an authority only a man who had led others through combat would bear.

      A rain of curses descended on the cyclops from every direction, a light show of destructive magic which would have atomized any normal wizard. Rose threw herself backward, rolling to safety near our position.

      “Confringo!” ‘Columna Cadere!’ “Adreo Corpus!” “Bombarda Maxima!”

      The curses struck home, but instead of blood, the monster shed patches of water from his wounds-translucent, shimmering liquid that splashed to the ground and evaporated almost immediately. He roared, and this time it was truly inhuman-a sound which resonated in your bones and made your teeth ache.

      “Damn,” I muttered, watching the barrage with a sinking feeling. “This is just like when he fought with Burke earlier. The curses aren’t working right on him.”

      I grasped Rose’s arm, tugging her back behind our group as they kept up the attack.

      “I remember you saying water instead of blood,” James said, his eyes never leaving the monster as he flicked his wand in an intricate pattern. A massive stone wall burst out of the ground behind us, sheltering us. “Now it makes sense.”

      I guided Rose away from the immediate danger zone, putting distance between us and the cyclops. Staying in one place during a battle sounded like one of the dumbest ways to die, right up there with splitting up in a horror movie.

      “You stupid, stupid Harry!” Rose’s voice cracked with both fear and anger as we moved to better cover. “Why did you run toward the danger like an absolute idiot?”

      “I don’t know, Rose.” The words came out more defensive than I intended. “It feels like something catastrophically bad will happen if I don’t face this thing. Maybe it was a warning from the gods?”

      And it was a real possibility, too, since this had turned out to be the Percy Jackson universe layered on top of the Harry Potter world. Apparently, the Wizarding World wasn’t complicated enough on its own; now we had to add the drama of Greek gods into the mix. Oh, and other pantheons existed, too, right? Egyptian, Norse, probably more. Fantastic.

      “At least I didn’t charge at the monster while screaming heroically,” I added dryly.

      “How are you not panicking right now?!” Rose said, an octave higher, nearly breaking into a shriek. “We could die right now!”

      “What’s wrong with you?! I thought you were a powerful witch for our age and already a veteran in life-and-death situations?!” I shouted back, grabbing her shoulders. She looked me directly in the eye. “I only survived so many life-threatening situations because I know when to run! This isn’t a fight against someone our age or some incompetent adult we can beat with clever thinking or powerful magic or quick wand work! This is literally a monster, a man-eating monster that our father, who’s the strongest wizard I know in my life, has been struggling with! What chances do you think we have?” She shouted back.

      As if to punctuate her point, one of the Aurors flew past us, blood splattering in an arc. He hit the ground hard and didn’t move.

      “Did you defeat Voldemort as a baby by running away, too?” I asked.

      “Don’t you dare…” Rose glared before taking a deep breath. “Look, you don’t even know how to fight besides going burr! Magic goes boom! You will eventually freeze and get yourself killed.”

      “I grew up on London streets and went to public school,” I said, the explanation coming easier than I expected. “I’ve been around fights before. So believe me, freezing in a fight is only one of the last things I’ll do.”

      I was remembering the times Dudley and I had snuck out during visits last year. Apparently, getting shanked in London alleyways wasn’t just an urban myth-it was practically a nightly occurrence in certain neighborhoods. We’d been young and stupid, and I’d always been ready to teleport us away at the first sign of real danger, so we’d never been victims ourselves. But we’d seen more than enough from a distance.

      Like that weekly knife fight tournament the homeless guys had put on behind the abandoned factory. Yeah, one of the fighters had actually been Dudley’s Taekwondo instructor, which had been a pretty surreal revelation. So even if not on this scale of magical monster combat, I’d at least seen some violence before. That was the only reason I wasn’t flinching or freezing up at the chaos unfolding around us.

      “Anyway, how did you deflect that killing curse? And what’s that mask? Is that one of your ‘The Girl Who Lived’ superpowers?” I asked as Rose put on the stickman face mask on her Mokeskin pouch hanging by her hips.

      “I can explain that, when there isn’t a man-eating monster trying to kill us!” she shouted, dragging me toward cover as stones fell where we stood.

      Good point.

      “Well then, let’s think,” I said, forcing my mind back to the problem at hand. “I’ve been thinking: if curses aren’t working on him, why is he dodging some spells? And how did your curse work on him in the first place?”

      Rose looked as confused as I felt, her brow furrowing. “I don’t know. It’s just a basic spell, not even technically a curse. Petra-Jacto is equivalent to throwing a stone at someone-it works on physical aspects more than magical effects.”

      So, he’s dodging some and letting some hit. Why?

      But why would a monster do that? What was the tactical advantage?

      Oh, Athena, give me some insight.

      As had happened so many times before when I called on that mental gift, the world seemed to slow down around me. My brain kicked into overdrive, and information started to process at a speed that felt almost supernatural. I could feel my memories replaying, analyzing, cross-referencing every detail I’d observed of the way the cyclops fought.

      And then I had it.

      The pieces clicked into place, like tumblers in a lock, as I realized that he, too, had immunity only from curses, much like my Immune Perk from the Gacha system. That’s why he was dodging certain spells while purposely letting others hit him.

      “The cyclops is resistant to the magical effects of curses,” I said, the realization bursting forth, “but not to the physical aspects of the spells.”

      I whipped my wand out and cast the spell I’d been practicing all week, pouring my will into it.

      After all, why would he let the Aurors’ vicious curses land without being significantly affected when a simple spell from Rose, a spell that wasn’t even lethal, managed to damage him? It had been minimal damage, yes, but even to a monster, getting hit in the face by the magical equivalent of a rock couldn’t be pleasant.

      That’s why he was selectively dodging. He must know enough about the spells to know the ones to avoid and which ones he could endure, letting his enemies think he was completely immune to magic to demoralize them.

      “Wingardium Leviosa!”

      I put everything I had into the levitation charm, and suddenly the entire debris field, fallen tables, smashed chairs, chunks of stone and wood, rose into the air under my magical grip. With a sharp wave of my wand, I sent the whole tornado of debris surrounding the monster like an avalanche of solid objects.

      The cyclops roared, his massive hands batting aside the projectiles, but there were too many coming from too many angles. It bought us precious seconds.

      “Nice casting,” said James, popping up beside us along with Sirius. “That bought us some time.”

      “Bad news,” said Sirius, showing the sword in his hand, which broke down and started disintegrating as if Thanos snapped his fingers. “We are beginning to see it as human. It’s getting hard to remember it as a monster.”

      Woops. I am still a pretty newbie at using Sword Birth, I guess.

      “Then don’t try to remember Cyclops. Even if he were human, look at how many people he killed? He’s worse than Death Eater, and would you let a Death Eater go on a murder spree without fighting back?” I asked.

      “You bring a lot of sense, young man.” Sirius said, “You heard of him, lads, hold nothing back. The one eye is getting out any second now, be ready!”

      Although I couldn’t see much, I could already see things flying everywhere, as the monster worked through my improvised barrage. The shielding charms thrown up by the Aurors around us formed a protective dome that deflected the debris that was flying around.

      “Rose, I need your help with something,” I said, reaching into my expanded pocket and summoning the Holy Water thermos-my very first gift from the Gacha system, given to me what felt like a lifetime ago.

      I didn’t know if a cyclops qualified as demonic enough for consecrated water to work on it, but I was willing to take the chance. Desperate times and all that.

      “What? What is that?” Rose asked, confusion evident in her voice, but I didn’t have time for lengthy explanations.

      I focused on Half Hot Half Cold, activating both aspects simultaneously, something I haven’t tried yet, but knowledge from Gacha gave me confidence, and I rarely tried in combat. Fire and ice, heat and cold, opposing forces held in perfect balance.

      Then I turned on Sword Birth, channeling the creative energy into a specific form.

      A double-edged sword began materializing in my hands, one side tinted red with barely contained flame, the other blue with frost condensing along its edge. Each edge was capable of channeling its respective elements, a weapon that embodied duality.

      “Now, pour the water from the thermos onto the blade,” I instructed, holding the sword steady.

      Rose, to her credit, didn’t waste time with more questions. She unscrewed the cap and began to pour, and immediately something changed.

      “Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Let this weapon, though fashioned by man, have the divine power to demolish strongholds. Amen.” I didn’t waste time and hoped God would definitely be on my side, considering I was essentially fighting against an enemy of humanity.

      The Holy Water didn’t drip down towards the ground, as it should have. Instead, the liquid appeared to be absorbed directly into the blade itself, even after Rose stopped the tilt of the thermos. The liquid just kept flowing as if defying gravity and all logic.

      “Merlin’s beard,” Rose gasped as the sword started to glow with an inner light, completely unrelated to my magical flames.

      “Jesus’s, to be honest,” I quipped, unable to resist the terrible joke even in the middle of a life-or-death situation. Then I grinned at her shocked expression.

      “What makes you think this sword will actually work, when we just established that cyclops is immune to magical effects?” she asked, though she kept pouring the Holy Water.

      Well, this sword was forged through Sword Birth, a Sacred Gear that was literally designed by the God of the Bible to fight against supernatural threats on behalf of humanity. Secondly, I was banking on the unique interaction between Holy Water and what was essentially a demonic sword.

      Yes, demonic as the swords created through Sword Birth had inherent demonic attributes, which meant this weapon was now a paradox of holy and unholy energies. The possibility was pretty real that it could explode in my face because of the opposing forces inside it, but that was a risk I would have to take. I aimed to launch it into the face of the cyclops before that happened.

      I mean, this world doesn’t have DxD God’s system, which made the fusion of holy and unholy impossible, but it became possible after God’s death. So it wasn’t a fundamental rule of reality, just something that was added manually. So, there is a big chance my sword will work rather than exploding.

      “Believe me,” I said, feeling the sword pulse with unstable power in my grip. “I think it will work.”

      I just hoped I was right, since if I wasn’t, this was going to be a very short and embarrassing final stand.

      The sword in my hand was positively breathtaking-a double-edged blade with red and blue hues glinting along each respective edge, while golden lightning occasionally ran through the steel like living veins. Each discharge gave me minor static shocks that made my fingers tingle, but I couldn’t help grinning as I caught my own reflection in the shining metal. The craftsmanship was flawless; the power within, palpable.

      “Well, it’s impressive and all,” Rose said, casting a Protego around the two of us to deflect the rogue debris still flying about, “but how exactly are you planning to use it? Don’t tell me you’re secretly a master swordsman too?”

      “No, I’m not. That’s where I think I’m going to need help,” I admitted, reaching out to grab Rose’s hand. Rose looked confused, but didn’t pull away. “Hermes’ Leap,” I chanted, focusing intently rather than out of strict necessity. With this much chaos and such a short-range target, I needed to be absolutely precise with the teleportation.

      Then Rose and I were just gone, our exit marked only by the sound of flapping wings beating the air. We reappeared over another part of the arena in complete silence, getting a bird’s-eye view of the fight for a moment.

      What I saw sent cold water through my veins. James was on his knees, the shards of his broken wand scattered at his feet, clutched in the massive fist of the one-eyed giant like so many twigs. The monster grinned with bestial pleasure, apparently enjoying this. A stone spear was bursting from the ground now, arcing with deadly accuracy toward James’s exposed throat.

      “Nooo!” Rose screamed, her voice raw with desperation as her impossibly wide eyes watched the horror of her father’s near-death scene unfold right in front of her. In that crystallized moment, I knew with perfect clarity that, unless I acted straight away, the universe was going to impose another worn-out cliché on my life, as an orphan with a traumatized sister. And even though I didn’t know James well enough to be personally devastated, Rose was a whole other story. This would break her more completely than anything else I’d witnessed. I could see it in her eyes, the rigid terror gripping her whole body.

      “Not today, universe,” I growled through gritted teeth. I grabbed James by the shoulder and teleported him out just before the stone spear could complete its fatal trajectory. The tip passed through the space where his throat had been a fraction of a second earlier. This was very much a close call—the kind measured in heartbeats and inches.

      “Dad!” Rose launched herself at James the instant we appeared in our new location, clutching desperately at him. She’d just watched him almost die right in front of our eyes. Life and death had literally been a matter of seconds.

      “I’m alive, I’m alive,” James whispered in a shaking voice, hugging Rose back hard. His eyes met mine over her shoulder, wide with shock and perhaps a little gratitude.

      “You should have run away, Apparated outside the wards. Unlike us, you can cross through them, can’t you?” I probably could, to be honest. For some reason that I didn’t quite understand, I hadn’t had any issues with my teleportation yet, no ward had stopped me, no anti-Apparition jinx had so much as delayed me back in our home.

      It might be because Hermes was literally favoring me after I’d offered the spell to him while learning it, in return for those ‘accidental’ Apparition incidents years ago. Alternatively, it might just be that I’d been teleporting around so often that, like any other spell I practiced obsessively, I’d simply leveled up the ability beyond all normal constraints.

      “Don’t know, and I don’t particularly want to test that theory, seeing as no reinforcements are coming through from outside,” I said, shaking my head firmly.

      Then I pulled out my wand and extended it to James. “Here, take it.” “What? Absolutely not—”

      I cut off his protest by showing him the very much sparking and unstable sword still clutched in my other hand.

      “Listen to me,” I said more harshly than I had intended, then forced myself to take a deep breath. “That wand is practically useless to me. All of my significant spells come from outside traditional wand magic. The only things I can actually cast with a wand are the beginner-level spells Rose taught me this week, which are honestly worse than what I can do wandlessly. So take it.”

      While James and I were never on the best of terms, my wand was truly good-natured, not one of those wands with a difficult, selective personality, as some did. The only real drawback was its weak aptitude for Curses, but I really did think almost anyone could use it well. Or at least it wasn’t going to actively sabotage their spellwork.

      “I have a plan,” I continued, “and I need you to use this wand since yours got destroyed. How did that even happen, anyway?”

      James looked both annoyed and somewhat embarrassed, a flush creeping up his neck. “The bastard just charged straight at me like a rampaging bull. I only had a chance to throw myself out of the way, and even that nearly took my arms off at the shoulder.”

      Rose finally collected herself, pushing away from James to eye him up and down with a clinically appraising look that reminded me she was studying healing magic.

      “Don’t worry, I can handle this much,” Rose said, pointing her wand at James with steady hands. To his credit, he didn’t flinch or protest, trusting his daughter completely, even with a wand aimed at him. “Episkey! Relevaris!”

      She cast both spells with a practiced efficiency. Episkey was iconic from my past life; every single fanfiction I’d ever read had someone spamming that minor healing spell. And Relevaris was one of the spells Rose had shown me during our crash-course week of magical education, though it was one I hadn’t quite managed to master yet. It was a specialized charm for treating sore, fatigued muscles, relieving cramps, and restoring energy after strenuous physical activity, perfect for someone who’d just barely escaped being impaled.

      “You good, James?” Sirius asked, rolling a few times across the ground before crouching beside us, firing off covering spells every few seconds without even looking. “We have to do something. We can’t lose more of my people than we already have, or Amelia will personally flay me alive for this mess.”

      “I have a plan,” I said, turning to Sirius directly. “Will you trust me?”

      “Trust a kid who only ever received one week’s worth of formal magical education from his sister, period?” Sirius replied, turning to me with an expression that was as incredulous as it was desperate. “What do you think?”

      “Hey, last time I checked, I’m the one holding this Wizarding Excalibur that can actually kill that monster,” I shot back, gesturing with the still-sparking sword. “I’m also the only one who can see the monster’s true form properly in the first place.”

      Well, it wasn’t actually Excalibur, obviously, but this sword did bear a striking resemblance to the Sword of Promised Victory from the Nasuverse, well, ignoring the fire and Ice pattern. Besides, Excalibur was basically every shining sword for us British, just like how every sword was automatically a katana for the Japanese. Cultural shorthand and all that.

      “And what exactly are you planning to do?” James asked, looking properly fixed up from Rose’s healing charms, though his expression remained skeptical. “Challenge the monster to an honorable duel?”

      “Of course not,” I said flatly, “I’m confident in my abilities, not arrogantly stupid. Well, most of the time anyway.”

      I took a breath, marshaling my thoughts into something approximating a coherent game plan.

      “Okay, here’s the plan…”

      …

      I didn’t give myself time to second-guess. One moment, I was crouched behind rubble with my family; the next, I was thirty feet away, standing directly in the Cyclops’s line of sight like an idiot with a death wish.

      “OI! ONE-EYE!”

      The creature turned. Gods above, it was even uglier up close than I’d thought-a mass of muscle and malice crammed into a vaguely humanoid shape, that single enormous eye burning with something uncomfortably close to genuine intelligence. This wasn’t some mindless beast operating on pure instinct; this was a predator who had been doing this for a very, very long time, who had survived and thrived by being smarter and crueler than his prey.

      Good, something whispered in the back of my mind, dark and eager. That means there’s more to hurt.

      “That’s it?” I called out, spreading my arms wide in a gesture of theatrical disappointment.

      “Centuries of existence, and this is the best you can manage? Hunting wizards because actual demigods would gut you like a fish?”

      The Cyclops, Buster snarled, his massive face twisting with contempt. “Little wizard thinks he’s clever.”

      “Wizard? I thought I was a ‘blessed mortal’, as you so eloquently called me earlier,” I said, trying to keep my voice light and mocking even though my stomach churned with fear.

      “So what?” He sniffed, much too loudly for comfort, his nostril flaring as he sampled the air around me. “There are just so many mortals who catch a god’s fancy for some time before they inevitably do something to piss them off. You’re no different than the rest.”

      Another deep, deliberate sniff.

      “I see, I see. Is that the Traveler god’s scent I smell on you? Or perhaps Wisdom?” His lips curled back from those too-sharp teeth. “Probably not Wisdom, seeing as you’re standing right in front of me, preparing to die!”

      He roared the last words, his wand snapping up as another unknown curse shot toward me in a streak of sickly light.

      This time I was ready. Throwing myself to the side in a roll that would have made my past life’s Dark Souls experience proud, the curse scorched the air where I’d been standing a heartbeat before.

      “Stay still and die, you dumb little wizard!” Buster bellowed, genuine frustration coloring his rage.

      “Little wizard knows he’s clever,” I shot back, already moving again. “You’re just big among us humans, not your own kind.”

      I was gone, replaced by a boulder the size of a small car smashing through where I’d been standing, and reappeared on his left flank in the span of a heartbeat.

      “What’s wrong? Never got that father-son fishing trip you always dreamed about?” The words came easily, almost too easily, guided by Ragebaiter. “I bet Poseidon has actual children out there, you know. Heroes doing hero stuff. Real heroes. Legends. Theseus. Bellerophon. Hell, Polyphemus is a true Cyclops worthy of the name. Cycnus was a great warrior killed by Achilles during the Trojan War. Neleus and Pelias are far more renowned children of Poseidon than whatever the fuck you are.”

      Another roar of fury. Another attack, this time a spear of stone erupting from the ground with killing speed. I blinked away before it could impale me, reappearing on a broken pillar above him.

      “What’s wrong, One-Eye? Daddy never visits?” The words came out before I could think them through, sharp and cruel in a way that didn’t feel entirely mine. “Never even acknowledged you exist? Must be hard, knowing you’re just another monster to him. Not even worth a postcard from Atlantis.”

      Something shifted in Buster’s expression. That calculating intelligence I’d seen before flickered and dimmed, replaced by something rawer. Older. A wound that had never properly healed.

      There it is, that whisper of Ragebaiter, my perk, confirmed with dark satisfaction. Keep pushing.

      And pushing on, I shall.

      One-Eyed Buster snarled and lunged, terrifyingly fast. I blinked away, reappearing on his left once more. I feel Ragebaiter influencing some part of my brain, while the control itself was not lost from me.

      “Yo mama so ugly, Medusa took one look and turned herself to stone just to avoid seeing her again!”

      Considering Medusa in Percy Jackson lore was actually Poseidon’s lover rather than a victim, this may even have some basis in divine truth.

      A car-sized boulder smashed through where I’d been standing. I was already gone, appearing on another broken pillar above him.

      “Yo mama so stupid, she thought Poseidon was a type of pasta! No wonder you came out looking like somebody tried to make a person and gave up halfway through the process!”

      “LITTLE WIZARD—”

      “Yo mama so fat, when she jumped in the ocean, your daddy thought it was a tsunami!” I was on a roll now, the words flowing without conscious thought. “Actually, that explains a lot. Was that how she got his attention in the first place? Just flopped into the Mediterranean and he came running thinking it was some kind of maritime emergency?”

      Buster roared with unintelligible rage, swiping at the pillar with enough force to pulverize stone. I vanished before his fist connected, appearing behind him.

      “Seriously, though, what’s with the one eye? Budget cuts? Your mama couldn’t afford the full set? ’Sorry, sweetheart, we can only give you the economy model. Times are tough in the monster-making business.”

      The Cyclops spun faster than something that massive had any right to move. A spear of stone erupted from the ground where I’d been standing, but I was already across the arena, watching and analyzing.

      So far, the attack patterns he knew consisted of a few spells from his wand, earth manipulation like those stone spears, and some kind of healing factor tied to the water that shed from his wounds instead of blood. He had a limited repertoire, but it was devastating when it connected.

      Thank the gods I was an experienced Dark Souls player in my previous life; rolling through boss attacks was practically muscle memory at this point.

      “Yo mama so ugly, when she gave birth, the doctor slapped her!” I said, unrelenting. “Actually, no, wait, yo mama so ugly, when you came out, even Hades sent you back with a refund request!”

      The Ragebaiter was completely guiding my words now. I didn’t question it or anything; I just let it flow through me like water finding its path of least resistance.

      Buster’s attacks were growing sloppier by the moment. Angrier. Less precise. Good.

      “Did your mama even want you? Or were you just a. What’s the word? a mistake?” I said the words sharper than I’d intended, carrying weight I didn’t quite understand. “Bet she took one look at what popped out and thought, ‘Well, this isn’t what I ordered.’ Must be rough, knowing you were a disappointment before you even opened your eyes. Eye. Singular. Because again-budget cuts.”

      The Cyclops froze mid-swing, something cracking behind that massive eye.

      But something in me knew just where to twist the knife deeper. I didn’t know who his mother was, or why insulting her was having such a profound effect, and I was seriously praying she wasn’t some minor goddess who was going to haunt me to the ends of the earth like that one episode where Spider-Man tormented Shocker into a nervous breakdown.

      “Yo mama spent her whole life trying to be special and ended up with you,” I continued, the words flowing without conscious thought. “That’s gotta sting, right? All that ambition, all that divine power she probably bragged about, and her big legacy is a one-eyed freak who spends his immortal existence beating up people who can’t see him coming because it’s easy. Really impressive. Bet she’s so proud wherever she ended up. She wanted a hero but got a monster in return.”

      “YOU KNOW NOTHING OF MY MOTHER!”

      The ground heaved beneath my feet. I felt it before I saw it-Poseidon’s gift awakening in his monstrous son, the earth itself responding to centuries of suppressed rage, finally breaking free from whatever chains had bound it. Buster’s eye had gone wild, rational thought completely overwhelmed by fury so pure it was almost elemental.

      “SIRIUS! NOW!”

      I blinked away, the earthquake rippling outward as I appeared beside Rose, chaos erupting behind me. But this time, the Aurors were ready. They’d been waiting for my signal.

      “INCARCEROUS!” Multiple voices shouted in perfect unison.

      Ropes materialized. Chains. Conjured steel cables. Transfigured stone bands. They wrapped around Buster’s arms, his legs, his torso, not trying to affect him magically, just holding him physically. The Cyclops thrashed with terrible strength, snapping some bindings immediately, but more came to replace them. And more. And more.

      “It won’t hold!” one of the Aurors shouted, panic edging into his voice.

      “It doesn’t need to hold long!” I was moving already, my sword high above my head. “JAMES!”

      I threw the blade.

      It wasn’t a good throw. I wasn’t trained in any form of combat, wasn’t skilled with weapons, wasn’t anything resembling a warrior. The sword tumbled end over end through the air, more luck than technique….

      “ENGORGIO!”

      And it grew.

      The elegant double-edged blade, red and blue with golden lightning dancing through the steel, expanded midflight like something out of a fever dream. Two feet became four, four became eight, eight became something that looked less like a sword and more like divine judgment given metal form.

      Buster’s single eye went impossibly wide.

      The blade caught him centre mass, the momentum of its growth adding impossible force to the impact. It didn’t just pierce him-it launched him backward with devastating force, pinning him to the coliseum floor like a butterfly in a collector’s display case. The golden lightning crackled through his massive body, and for the first time since this nightmare had begun, the Cyclops screamed.

      Not in rage.

      Afraid.

      “No,” Buster gasped, his huge hands clawing desperately at the blade impaling him through the chest. Golden ichor leaked from the wound, sizzling and hissing where it touched the enchanted steel. “No, not Tartarus. Not-I’ve never-I can’t—”

      I walked toward him; my footsteps echoed in the sudden silence. The battle sounds had faded to nothing. The Aurors regrouped behind me, healing their wounded, securing the perimeter, but I could feel their eyes on my back, watching, wondering who the hell I was and what they’d just witnessed.

      I picked up Buster’s fallen wand, my souvenir, the spoils of war.

      “You’re scared?” I asked, stopping at the edge of the spreading pool of golden ichor. “Of Tartarus?”

      “You don’t understand,” Buster wheezed, his voice smaller than I’d ever heard it, stripped of all that arrogance and cruelty. “Centuries. Centuries and I’ve never had to-never fallen—”

      “How many did you kill tonight?”

      The Cyclops’s mouth worked silently, with no answer forthcoming.

      “They don’t come back,” I said quietly, and the words were weighted with a truth he might never have considered. “Wizards. Humans. When they die, that’s it. No reforming in some pit. No second chances. No eventual return to the mortal world. Just. Nothing. And you’ve been doing this for centuries.”

      “I am a monster.” His voice was barely a whisper now. “It is my nature—”

      Bullshit. I could feel it from the very start, had sensed it in every calculated move he’d made. He himself had admitted he wasn’t fully Cyclops. He could use that wand and cast proper spells. This monster was an abomination in the purest sense of the word. For some reason, he was a wizard just as much as he was a Cyclops.

      “You’ve got a human mind in that ugly head of yours. I can feel it clearly. You think, you plan, you choose to hunt people who couldn’t see you coming because it was easy.” I crouched down, meeting that terrified single eye at something closer to its level.

      “You are not a predator, you are a bully. And bullies are just cowards who found someone weaker to hit.”

      “Please—”

      “Yo mama would be so disappointed.” I didn’t know why I said it—one last twist of the knife guided by that strange instinct that just wouldn’t stop pushing.

      Though at this point, I really wished Ragebaiter would stop making me say yo mama jokes. It was becoming ridiculous.

      “All that potential, and you wasted every moment of your immortal existence being afraid of anything that could actually fight back. No wonder she died. Probably couldn’t stand to see what a complete waste you turned out to be.”

      Buster’s eye widened with something I couldn’t quite place. Recognition? Memory? Understanding of something I’d accidentally stumbled upon?

      It didn’t matter anymore. The golden light was already spreading through his body, consuming him from the inside.

      I stood, tilting my head back to look up at the night sky through the ruined tent roof.

      “Oh gods of Olympus, who rule the West,” I said, my voice rising to carry beyond the mortal world. “To the Aesir and Vanir of the Northern realms. To the Devas of the eternal Dharma. And to the Lord God Almighty-Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”

      I took a breath.

      “I claim this victory in your names. I offer this cowardly monster who preyed on the defenseless as a sacrifice. Take what value you can from his existence, because he certainly never found any himself.”

      I didn’t know if this would actually work, or if I should have waited for the monster to fully die and sacrificed whatever drop item remained instead. But I was too pissed off at the Cyclops and his pathetic attempts at justification, especially as he wasn’t even going to die permanently. He’d just reform in Tartarus eventually, ready to do this all over again.

      And so, by offering him directly to the gods, I hoped they would merely consume his soul entirely-no reformation, no second chances.

      The golden light flared with blinding intensity.

      Buster screamed once more as the dissolution accelerated past anything natural, his huge form breaking apart not into drifting golden dust but into streaming light that shot upward, toward something I couldn’t see but somehow felt watching from beyond the veil. The sword clattered to the blood-soaked ground, returned to its normal size, as the last traces of One-Eyed Buster vanished from existence.

      Silence fell over the ruined arena like a burial shroud.

      Then, so faint I might have imagined it, a distant rumble rolled across the sky. Thunder on a perfectly clear night.

      Or perhaps something completely different.

      I knelt and retrieved the sword, but I vanished from my hands, its red and blue hues dancing along the blade in hypnotic patterns one last time. My hands were shaking hard. In fact, my whole body was shaking, an adrenaline crash now that the immediate danger was over.

      “Harry?” Rose’s voice was quiet and thick with relief.

      I turned towards her—

      And found a dozen wands pointed directly at us.

      The Aurors had formed a loose semicircle around our position, their faces hard and deeply suspicious. James and Sirius stood among them, their faces carefully, professionally blank in a way that made my stomach drop straight through the floor.

      Right.

      Aging potion. We looked like adults. Nobody here knew who we really were, just two strangers who had appeared out of nowhere in the middle of an unprecedented disaster. Two strangers who had demonstrated abilities that didn’t make any logical sense.

      Wandless magic on a scale most adult wizards couldn’t match. A sword that cut straight through the Mist and killed a monster that had shrugged off their best curses. Rose’s mysterious mask that had somehow deflected a Killing Curse.

      To them, we were either extremely powerful potential allies or extremely dangerous unknowns. And Aurors did not survive their careers by assuming the best about mysterious strangers with unexplained powers.

      “You two,” one of them said, a hard-faced woman with blood spattered across her robes and steel in her eyes, “are going to come with us. Slowly. No sudden movements.”

      Rose’s hand found mine, her grip painfully tight. I could feel her magic coiling beneath her skin, ready to fight if that’s what it came to. “Harry,” she whispered, barely audible. “What do we—”

      “Both of you, wands on the ground. Now.”

      I almost laughed at the absurdity of it all. I almost pointed out that I didn’t actually have a wand on me right now, that Rose’s wand was probably the least threatening thing about her at this moment. But that kind of observation wouldn’t help our situation in the slightest.

      James stepped forward; his expression was professionally stern and completely unreadable. “The sword, too. Whatever that thing was, it’s evidence in an ongoing investigation.”

      Sirius moved to flank him with smooth ease, and if I hadn’t known better, I absolutely would have believed the cold suspicion burning in his grey eyes. “You heard the man. Drop it, or we drop you.”

      Ah. They were trying to protect us. The thought fitted into place with sudden clarity. If James or Sirius publicly came forward as character witnesses for two suspicious strangers, right after a monster attack. That would raise all sorts of uncomfortable questions. Questions that, if pursued relentlessly enough, could lead to certain identities being discovered.

      Better to just play along with the arrest, let the system work the way it was supposed to, sort everything out afterwards through proper channels.  Except we didn’t have time for proper channels. And I really, really did not want to spend the next several hours explaining to the DMLE why two teenagers had aged themselves up specifically to crash a semi-legal, only adult-oriented event and fight creatures from Greek mythology that nobody else could see.

      Rose was trembling beside me now, a little frightened but coiled and ready. Ready to fight her way out if she had to, even against Aurors, even against people who were basically magical police and military that can harm us legally.

      So I laughed. It came out rough, exhausted, and maybe a little unhinged. Every wand in the circle tensed at the sound. “Well, folks,” I said, letting my accent shift dramatically — rougher, drawling, like American cowboy movies like I did with James earlier.

      “It’s been a genuine pleasure. Real rootin’ tootin’ good time. But I’m afraid this is where we must part ways.”

      “Don’t you dare move—”

      I tipped an imaginary cowboy hat with my free hand, grinning at James and Sirius with a look I desperately hoped conveyed, ‘I’ll explain everything later, please don’t actually curse me.’

      “The name’s John Marston, by the way. In case y’all wanted to put that in your official reports.”

      I clutched Rose’s hand tighter. “Now if you’ll kindly excuse us—”

      “STOP RIGHT—”

      “We’ve got a train to catch.”

      “Hermes’ Leap.” We disappeared into silence, leaving behind only confused shouts, a scorch mark where a monster used to exist, and a whole lot of paperwork for someone else to deal with.

    
    

    
      [Explosion!]

      [Elite Ability]

      Konosuba: Allows one to bring down an extremely powerful explosion from the heavens like the wrath of a god or a thermonuclear warhead. The longer one charges the explosion and the more energy they expend, the more power the explosion becomes.

      I let out a heavy sigh, staring at the screen that hovered before my eyes. Well, it wasn’t really a screen, more of a highly detailed hallucination that only I could see. The point remained. Why did I get this after everything I’d been through yesterday, where I’d nearly died so many times I’d lost count?

      Goddammit. This was just pissing me off more than anything else. Maybe I should practice Explosion on everything I saw, just to vent my frustrations?

      Volition: You felt guilty as you imagined people getting hurt; you remembered all those wounded Aurors fighting against the cyclops. “You should not act cruelly when you don’t dare to be so. Don’t desperately fight against your own nature.”

      “Where the fuck have you been?” I said out loud, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. “You’ve been completely radio silent on me this whole time.”

      Volition: You spoke as if to a different entity, not an awakened part of your subconscious, representing willpower, self-control, and moral compass. “Your own brain chemistry has been in a mess for a while now. Do not worry; everything will be fine. You are not alone.”

      Urgh. I didn’t know my subconscious was sappy enough to say that without making me cringe.

      I shook my head and focused instead on the hallucination I’d been trying to ignore for some time. It had been stuck in the corner of my vision, like some sort of notification bar, since teleporting Rose and me out last night and dropping us directly into the kitchen of our house.

      Poor Lily had nearly had a heart attack when we’d just popped into existence in front of her, covered head to toe in dust and soot and blood, thankfully none of it ours, and most definitely still wearing our adult forms.

      We’d nearly gotten cursed on the spot if not for Rose getting emotional and throwing herself into Lily’s arms, her face like a kicked puppy’s. She’d recognized us instantly after that.

      After all the chaos of explanations and reassurances, I’d taken a quick shower and fallen asleep the moment my head hit the pillow. And here I was now, discovering that the Gacha had apparently pulled automatically while I slept. Or maybe I’d unknowingly triggered it myself in my exhaustion? Who knew how this system actually worked?

      Anyway, it seemed that the potion’s aging effects had worn off completely, because I was once again smaller and decidedly deflated in comparison to yesterday. Well, most of me was deflated.

      Except for my raging morning wood.

      Damn it, hormones. Give me a break already.

      I focused on the hallucination and tapped the notification mentally.

      Feat Achieved: Defeated the Cyclops.

      Slay a mistake from the past.

      Rewards: +7 GC

      Feat Achieved: Consecrated Thermosblade

      A mortal weapon, baptized in endlessly replenishing holy water.

      Rewards: +1 GC

      Costume Chaos Gacha Rolls are available. Active slots are completely filled. You have unlocked the Ability tab, in which you can select any of your abilities, which can be selected 5 at a time.

      Rules: From this point on, the user can pull Gacha anytime they want. Once Gacha has been pulled, the system enters the cooldown mode for a random duration.

      (AN: While Cool down period is random for Harry, but cool down is only applied outside of the chapter so Gacha would only roll when chapter is being written, not off screen)

      From this point onwards, the User will have to spend GC to pull Gacha since these five were tutorial-free rolls.

      1 GC = Bronze tier. 2 GC = Silver tier. 8 GC = Divine tier. The amount of GC unlocks the chance of pulling a roll of equivalent rarity, but it isn’t guaranteed. Happy Gambling.

      Ah, shit. I knew there had to be some catch somewhere in all of this. Why would I get free abilities with no rules or strings attached? So, all this time I’d only been in the tutorial phase? Not comforting at all.

      If this was just the tutorial, what the hell was the main event going to be like?

      I was also disappointed that I hadn’t unlocked a new ability slot after maxing out my five. Was that intentional? Was five slots the permanent maximum? Could I upgrade it somehow?

      Hello? System? Anything at all?

      Damn it, there were serious downsides to having a non-sentient system!

      After another quick shower to wash away the grogginess, I went on my way to the gym. I didn’t feel the pang of hunger grumbling in my stomach and was optimistic I’d find someone there I’d been wanting to speak with.

      The Wizarding approach to gyms was apparently very different from what I was used to, at least according to James. He’d built this one in the Muggle style specifically for me when I’d moved in. Apparently, only Quidditch players tended to frequent proper gyms in the Wizarding World. Everyone else was content using old-fashioned methods or just light exercise on their own, relying on magic to handle any physical shortcomings.

      Much to my surprise, there he was: exactly the person I was looking for. “Morning. Who drinks tea at the gym? Aren’t you taking the whole ‘Brits loving tea anywhere’ stereotype a little too far?”

      “Says who? John Marston?” James replied while sipping his tea with an impressively straight face. If I were a normal teenager, I’d be sweating bullets right now from sheer nervousness.

      Volition: You used Half Cold subtly to cool yourself down before your body could get hot from stress. “You are a normal teenager who happened to be spoiled by divine gifts and fate. There could be worse alternatives.”

      Not listening to you right now.

      “It seemed like a good name at the time,” I said, settling onto a bar meant for pull-ups without putting any real effort into the exercise. “Besides, I fooled you, didn’t I?”

      James let out a deep sigh, reaching into his robe and drawing out a wand, my wand, which he tossed in my direction. It slowed significantly in midair without falling, and I drew it close to my face, feeling it hum with approval at being reunited with me.

      “What you did was clear recklessness. Life-threatening for both you and your sister. You realize that, right?” he asked, his tone measured but heavy with concern.

      “First of all, it wasn’t actually my idea,” I said, locking eyes with him. “Second, we didn’t know there was going to be a freaking cyclops there. And third, are you seriously going to blame me for every bad thing that happens?”

      Volition: You strongly feel like snapping back verbally or averting your eyes, yet you hold on quietly, letting him speak.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” James’s shoulders sagged slightly. “I’ve only been projecting how I felt seeing you two in so much danger. I guess I’m worried a little too much, now that I’m actually thinking about it.” He paused, something vulnerable flickering across his features.

      “And you saved my life, too. Thank you, son.”

      This time, I looked away so that I could hide my embarrassed face before forcing myself to meet his eyes again.

      “You’re welcome. And I’m sorry I snapped at you. Or got angry at Lily like that,” I said, my eyes falling to my lap.

      “It’s not like I like you two like I like Rose because you’re adults, and adults haven’t been good role models in my life. But I certainly don’t hate you. You already gave me an explanation for why you left me at the Dursleys.”

      Even if it was a dumb explanation, it was an explanation nonetheless. And it’s not like you three were enjoying life without me; hell, I was probably safer than anyone else in our family, now that I think about it.

      James rubbed the back of his neck and took on a serious expression. He swirled what was left of the tea in his cup, staring into the dark liquid as if searching for answers that refused to surface.

      “No, you were right to snap,” James said quietly. “Lily and I have been treating this whole reunion like some sort of fairy tale. We dove right into being ‘parents’ without realizing we hadn’t earned that title yet. We’ve been treating you like we treat Rose, as if we raised you.”

      He looked up, meeting my eyes with a pained smile that didn’t quite reach his hazel irises.

      “But the truth is, we’re strangers to you, Harry. And we ignored that.”

      Slowly, I nodded. It was so refreshing to finally hear it said out loud.

      “I am grateful. And a little angry,” I said, my voice as steady as I could manage. “I really am. Grateful to be taken in, angry that you essentially took me away from what had been my family from the moment I could remember. I was trying so hard to make them see magic as a blessing, too. Dudley at least believed me.”

      I shook my head, forcing myself out of the what-if scenarios threatening to spiral in my mind.

      “But it’s not like I can just hit some kind of reset button on my brain. I can’t kill my own personality just to play the role of the ‘Good Obedient Son’ with people I’ve only just met.”

      Volition: Honesty. It burns like an antiseptic, but it cleans the wound. You are establishing boundaries, not building walls.

      James sighed and laid a hand on my shoulder. It was warm, heavy, and hesitant-a touch from a man longing to be a father who wasn’t quite sure how to bridge the gap.

      “We aren’t going to force it anymore. We’re going to go slow. Small steps. No more expecting you to be someone you aren’t.”

      “Small steps,” I agreed, feeling something tight in my chest loosen just slightly. “Like. Learning what flavor of ice cream doesn’t make me want to throw up. Or what books I actually read.”

      “Deal.” James grinned, and I watched the tension bleed out of his shoulders, like water draining from a sink.

      Then he pointed one finger at the wand I was still holding. In an instant, the mood changed; the fatherly warmth was replaced by the sharp curiosity of an experienced wizard who had seen something that didn’t quite add up.

      “Now, about that,” James began, his eyes narrowing slightly. “We need to talk about last night. How did you know about the Cyclops? Or the illusion hiding it? And you were practically pulling miracles out of your arse. Ice spells, fire, conjuring a sword out of thin air without any summoning charm, I recognized. That wasn’t accidental magic. I knew you could cast wandlessly, but that was on a completely different scale, Harry.”

      I leaned back against the gym equipment, twirling my wand absently between my fingers. I didn’t want to reveal the existence of the Gacha or the reincarnation. Those were taboo secrets on a spiritual level, literally.

      “I was born with it. Call it a perk of happenstance.”

      James scowled heavily. “Coincidence?”

      “Sometimes things just click. Or I try to replicate my accidental magic and. Well, let’s just say I have help. Higher help.” I gestured vaguely upward toward the ceiling. “Gods help me if I sacrifice something properly.”

      James blanched visibly. “Gods? Sacrifice?”

      “Relax,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m not talking about human or animal sacrifice. I’m not a dark wizard. I burn food. Maybe a nice weapon or an item of value. Why do you think I’ve been so religious since the day you met me? Researching multiple conflicting cosmologies?”

      James blinked, his face twisting up in a look of utter confusion bordering on existential distress. “You. Burn ‘food’? To get ice magic? From… conflicting cosmologies?”

      Volition: Look at his eyes, glazing over. The conceptual weight of your reality is sliding right off his wizarding brain. Unlike Rose, he is neither clear-sighted nor a demigod.

      “It’s the Mist, dang it. Do I have to summon the Sword of Revealing Light again?” I muttered under my breath, more for myself than him. “Damn thing makes it impossible to explain anything properly.”

      “I. I’m not understanding a single word you’re saying,” James confessed, rubbing his temples as if warding off a migraine. “It sounds like you’re speaking English, but the meaning is just. slips away.”

      Maybe this conversation could wait for another time.

      “I figured,” I said with a sigh. “Look, just trust me on this. When I’m powerful enough to break the Mist completely, I’ll sit you and Lily down and explain everything. Until then, just know that I have… let’s call them ‘patrons.’ And they like barbecue.”

      “Oh, and the monsters are real too,” I said as if it were an afterthought. “I hope you already know about vampires and werewolves. Well, just add every monster from every mythology onto that list.

      James stared at me for a long, searching moment, then shook his head, clearly deciding to let it go for now. “Just. Be careful with that gift, Harry. Whatever it is. It draws attention.”

      “Speaking of attention,” I asked, leaning forward slightly, “what about the incident? The Aurors? Rose and I nearly getting arrested?”

      “Dealt with,” James said with a weary sigh. ‘Susan and Edgar are grounded too, but according to Sirius, the kids are saying it was worth it with a grin.’ He shook his head with something between exasperation and reluctant amusement. “Sirius and I managed to spin a story. We told the Aurors that ‘John Marston’, your disguise, was a fugitive on the run. We claimed he had no connection to the Potter family besides happening to sit near me at the Coliseum before all the chaos broke out.”

      “So… I’m a wanted man now?” I said with a snicker, truly amused at the irony of it all. Wow, was I really getting the same treatment as the actual John Marston? I probably should have said my name was Rip Van Winkle instead.

      “John Marston is,” James corrected pointedly. “Harry Potter is just a boy who was safely at home with his mum and sister during the whole incident.” He got to his feet and dusted off his gym gear, his eyes serious.

      “Which brings me to the last point. Hogwarts is coming up fast.” He looked pointedly at the wand still clutched in my hand. “You have incredible power, Harry. I’ve seen you nearly burn a monster to ash with wandless magic. But your actual wand work?” He grimaced sympathetically, the expression of someone delivering news they knew wouldn’t be well-received.

      “As you yourself admitted during the fight, it’s terrible. You hold that thing like a drumstick, and you didn’t have any proper spells to use in that dangerous situation.”

      “Hey,” I protested weakly, though I knew he was right.

      “No offense, son, but if you walk into Charms class like that, you’ll blow your eyebrows off.” James chuckled, moving into what I recognised as a proper dueling stance. “Come on. Let’s use this time productively. I want to teach you some spells personally. If you’re going to be facing Cyclopes and whatever else is out there, you might as well know how to cast a proper Bombarda and an advanced form of Protego.”

      …

      

    
  




    Chapter 12

    
       

      While the fight raged between Wizards and the Cyclops, Barnaby Burke existed in that terrible liminal space between life and death. A space where wizardkind’s enhanced durability compared to their muggle counterpart became less blessing and more curse.

      If he’d been a Muggle, shock would have granted him the mercy of unconsciousness within seconds. But magical blood ran thick with stubbornness, clinging to awareness even when the body had long since given up any pretense of survival.

      Every cell in a wizard’s body fights to keep them alive, no matter the struggle or pain.

      The Cyclops had planted him headfirst into the earth with the casual brutality of a child shoving a stick into mud. The impact had driven him down nearly three meters, his body compressed into the narrow tunnel of disturbed soil and fractured stone. Retrieval would require careful Vanishing charms, Levitation spells, maybe even a Bone-Growing draught if they could extract him without leaving half his skeleton behind in the compacted earth.

      Unfortunately, every wizard capable of casting such spells was currently preoccupied with not dying themselves.

      Barnaby’s consciousness or whatever fragment of self remained tethered to his ruined meat looked upward. Not physically. His broken body remained firmly wedged in its earthen grave. But something else, some essential piece of himself, floated free like oil separating from water. He could still feel the agony radiating from below, a tether of pure nerve-fire preventing him from fully letting go, but the pain had become distant. Observable. Like watching someone else burn.

      From this detached vantage point, he became aware of a presence at the surface. A black-hooded figure stood at the edge of the hole, looking down at where Barnaby’s legs jutted from the ground at an angle no living spine should manage.

      Ah. So this is it then. Death’s come calling.

      The thought carried less fear than he’d expected. Mostly relief, tinged with a bitter amusement that even the end of his life would be undignified. A Burke, reduced to a pair of legs sticking out of the dirt like some macabre garden decoration.

      “I’ve been stuck here for five minutes in constant pain,” Barnaby heard himself say, though his physical mouth remained full of soil and blood. The words came from wherever souls spoke from, raw and desperate. Shame evaporated alongside dignity, both luxuries he could no longer afford. “I don’t think I’ll make it out of here alive.”

      The hooded figure tilted its head, considering the statement with what seemed like genuine contemplation.

      “Fuck, you might not even make it out of there dead.”

      The voice that came from beneath that hood carried none of the sepulchral gravitas Barnaby had expected from Death personified. Instead, it sounded… smarmy. Inconvenienced. Like a tradesman who’d arrived at a job site only to discover the client had severely understated the scope of work required.

      The figure crouched at the hole’s edge, peering down with what might have been professional assessment. “I can’t fit through there.”

      “What?” The word burst from Barnaby in sheer disbelief, shattering whatever remaining reverence he’d harbored for the cosmic being. “Then find another grim reaper who can.”

      His voice had gone shrill and petulant, but who the fuck cared? He was dying in a hole while Death Himself complained about tight spaces.

      “You want me to call Slim Reaper—” The figure caught itself, straightening with an air of offended dignity. “There is only one Grim Reaper,”

      “Fuck you,” Barnaby spat.

      “Go die in a hole,” the Reaper shot back without missing a beat.

      “I’m trying.”

      A pause. The Reaper seemed to consider this fair point. “Fuck it, I’ve got my schedule full anyway. Don’t worry though, some other guys will probably took you in. Worst case scenario, you turn into a ghost.”

      The figure began to fade, dissolving into the smoke-heavy air like morning mist under the sun.

      “Wait—”

      But the Reaper had already vanished, leaving Barnaby alone with the grinding agony still radiating from his compressed body and a dawning horror that was somehow worse than the physical pain.

      This is how it ends? Even Death doesn’t want me?

      The thought carried echoes of a lifetime’s worth of similar rejections. His father’s cold dismissal when Barnaby had refused the Dark Mark. His family’s disgusted withdrawal when he’d chosen Ministry service over the traditional Burke legacy of artifact trafficking and strategic political marriages. Twenty years of swimming against the current, trying to prove that a name synonymous with dark dealings could produce something decent, something good.

      And for what? To die in a hole, alone, with even the cosmic forces of existence too busy to collect him?

      Is this my reward for trying to be better?

      The bitterness of it threatened to choke him worse than the dirt in his actual lungs—

      Everything detonated into white.

      Not light. Not exactly. More like the absence of everything else, accompanied by a high-pitched ringing that seemed to originate from inside his skull. His spirit-self convulsed, and he became distantly aware of someone grabbing his shoulders. Pulling. The sensation of movement, of displacement, though whether his soul or body moved he couldn’t say—

      Suddenly he was on the surface.

      The chaos of the underground chamber crashed over him in a disorienting wave. Wizards were shouting, spells flashing in the smoke-thick air as they attempted to corral or contain or at least survive the rampaging monster. And there, was that a kid? Some young man was actually charging toward the monster, which was either incredibly brave or catastrophically stupid. Probably both.

      But Barnaby couldn’t focus properly. Everything swam in and out of clarity, sounds muffled like he was underwater, vision blurred at the edges.

      “Oh, you don’t look so hot there, buddy.”

      The voice came from directly beside him, cheerful, concerned in the way someone might sound discovering a puppy with a scraped paw. Barnaby’s unfocused gaze found the source: a man crouched next to him, one hand still resting on Barnaby’s shoulder.

      The stranger had the appearance of someone caught between professions. He could have been a conductor for the Knight Bus with that slightly rumpled uniform quality, or perhaps a delivery driver, one of those eternally chipper blokes who showed up at your door with packages and unsolicited life advice. The association felt oddly specific, yet Barnaby couldn’t shake the impression. Something about the man simply radiated that energy of someone always in transit, always en route to the next stop.

      The stranger rummaged through a worn canvas messenger bag at his side, producing a small white bottle with the practiced efficiency of a street medic. “How about some Ibuprofen? It helps with the…”

      He gestured vaguely toward Barnaby’s head.

      Which was, Barnaby realized with detached clinical horror, still bleeding. He could feel it now, the wrongness of his skull, crushed on one side where the Cyclops’s fist had connected before planting him in the earth. The injury existed in his spirit as surely as it had existed in his flesh, phantom pain radiating from damage that crossed the threshold between life and death.

      Barnaby groaned but accepted the pills with trembling fingers, swallowing them dry. He closed his eyes against the vertigo, against the impossibility of taking Muggle pain medication while possibly being dead—

      When he opened them again, the world had snapped into focus.

      Colors regained their saturation. Sounds separated into distinct sources instead of a muddled roar. The blurring at the edges of his vision had cleared, leaving everything preternaturally sharp.

      “Oh… oh, what happened?” Barnaby’s voice emerged stronger now, confusion replacing the earlier agony as his mind cleared. The last thing he remembered with any clarity was the monster, the One-Eyed Buster bringing that massive fist down like a hammer onto an anvil.

      “Avada Kadavra.”

      The shout came from somewhere in the chaos behind him. Barnaby flinched instinctively, but the sickly green light of the Killing Curse passed through his torso without resistance, without pain, without effect. He felt nothing, less than nothing. The curse was simply irrelevant to his current state of being.

      The bolt of green energy continued its trajectory, speeding toward two wizards who’d positioned themselves protectively in front of a younger man. Death should have claimed all three in the next heartbeat.

      Instead, the curse struck something, a ridiculous-looking mask that redheaded woman had conjured or was wearing, Barnaby couldn’t quite tell, and deflected.

      The Killing Curse, which every magical child learned was unblockable, impossible to defend against, ricocheted away like a first-year’s Knockback Jinx hitting a Shield Charm.

      Under normal circumstances, Barnaby would have felt his mind explode with questions. The implications alone could revolutionize defensive magic, potentially save thousands of lives. But what did any of that matter now?

      He was already dead.

      The realization settled over him with surprising gentleness, like a blanket being drawn up to his chin.

      “Yeah… sorry about that.”

      The stranger patted Barnaby’s shoulder with genuine sympathy, then gestured downward.

      Barnaby followed the indicated direction and saw himself, his actual body, crumpled on the blood-soaked hole. His robes were torn, face pale as parchment, eyes staring at nothing. Properly dead. No magical constitution in the world could argue with that much damage.

      “Good news is you’re surprisingly taking this well,” the stranger continued conversationally, as though discussing Barnaby’s reaction to a Quidditch match result rather than his own death. “No existential crisis, crisis of faith, or broken worldview. You’d be surprised how many people completely lose their shit at this point.”

      Barnaby tore his gaze from his corpse, studying the stranger with new understanding. “You’re like that Grim Reaper from before… right?”

      The man made an offended noise, pressing a hand to his chest in mock affront. “Now that’s just rude, especially when I went out of my jurisdiction to extract your soul from down there.” He gestured toward where Barnaby’s body had been buried, then patted his own cheeks with both hands. “Besides, I put a lot of effort into my skincare routine to be called the Grim Reaper. That guy looks like jerky left in the sun.”

      Despite everything, or perhaps because of it, Barnaby felt a laugh bubble up in his chest. “Who are you then? An Angel?”

      “I like the sound of that better,” the stranger said with an approving grin, offering his hand palm-up in invitation.

      The world shook again. Not metaphorically, the actual ground trembled as the battle behind them intensified. Barnaby glanced back and saw the same young man from before, the one who’d been charging the Cyclops, now fighting alongside a redheaded woman. Both moved with a fluid grace that made their magic look effortless. Spells manifested without incantations, shaped without wands, pulled from pure will and intent like water from a spring.

      They were forces of nature given human form, and Barnaby felt a pang of something like pride that humanity could produce such magnificence.

      “Just take my fucking hand, bro.”

      The stranger’s voice had gone louder, more insistent, cutting through Barnaby’s awed distraction. He flinched at the sudden volume and quickly complied, clasping the offered hand.

      “I think this place isn’t good for you,” the stranger said more gently.

      Barnaby blinked—

      —and they were somewhere else entirely.

      Forest surrounded them, but sunlight filtered through the canopy in warm golden shafts that spoke of late morning or early afternoon. Birds sang in the branches. A breeze carried the scent of pine and earth and growing things. All traces of the fight, the underground chamber, the death and chaos had simply… vanished. The world had returned to peace as though violence had never touched it.

      “So…” The stranger rubbed his hands together with the energy of a particularly sleazy salesman about to pitch an extended warranty. “You got anything valuable on you?”

      “Huh?” Barnaby’s brain struggled to catch up with the whiplash change, of topic, of scenery, of life and death itself. How many changes can one man experience before breaking?

      “Anything valuable?” the stranger repeated patiently. “There’s an entrance fee up ahead. You’ll need something to pay with.”

      The casual mention of payment for passage into the afterlife struck Barnaby as simultaneously absurd and perfectly reasonable. “What if I don’t pay?”

      “That’s not an option, buddy. Everyone has to pay something.” The stranger’s tone remained light, but carried an undercurrent of absolute certainty. “Unless you want to wander the world forever as one of those lost souls? Trust me, it’s not as romantic as the stories make it sound.”

      No, that didn’t sound pleasant at all. As a wizard, Barnaby knew exactly what happened to ghosts, those half-alive echoes who clung to the mortal world through sheer stubborn refusal to move on. He’d seen them at the Ministry, translucent and repetitive, trapped in loops of memory and regret. The thought of joining their ranks sent something like panic skittering across his spectral nerves.

      He quickly patted down his ruined robes, hands passing through pockets full of dirt and dried blood. His wand was gone, probably still buried in that hole. His money pouch had vanished somewhere in the chaos. His fingers finally closed on something in his inner breast pocket—his identification card, the one issued by the Ministry of Magic with his photo and credentials embossed in silver.

      “Looks like I don’t need this anymore…”

      The words emerged quieter than intended, carrying a pang of sadness he hadn’t anticipated. The card represented twenty years of service, of choosing the right path over the easy one, of building something decent from a name synonymous with darkness.

      He handed it to the stranger, who accepted it and turned it over in his fingers, examining both sides with an appraising eye.

      “Hey, this could work.” The man’s grin widened with genuine pleasure as he slipped the card into his pocket, then draped an arm around Barnaby’s shoulders in an easy, companionable gesture. ‘Come on, let’s go. I don’t have all day.’ He began guiding Barnaby forward along a path that seemed to emerge from the forest floor as they walked. “You’re lucky I was nearby. I was watching over that kid back there, the one fighting the Cyclops. Just couldn’t let a soul suffer like yours was suffering, you know? Professional courtesy.”

      They walked together through the forest, and time became strange. It felt simultaneously like hours passed and mere seconds, the journey both endless and instantaneous. Barnaby’s ruined robes gradually transformed, dirt and blood evaporating like morning dew until he wore a crisp white suit he’d never owned in life. The pain that had followed him from his death faded to nothing. His stride became smooth and effortless, as though his body, or whatever passed for a body in this state, had forgotten it was ever damaged.

      “Comfy?” The stranger looked him over with the critical eye of a tailor assessing a fitting.

      Barnaby nodded, surprised to find it true. The world around them had shifted as well, he noticed. Colors had drained away until everything existed in shades of black, white, and gray, like an old photograph brought to life. Yet instead of feeling cold or lifeless, the monochrome palette brought an unexpected comfort. A simplicity. A quiet that soothed something deep in his chest that had been screaming since the moment that fist connected with his skull.

      They stopped.

      Ahead, the forest opened onto a narrow path leading downhill. In the distance, through a gap in the trees, Barnaby could see water, a vast lake stretching to a horizon he couldn’t quite make out, its surface perfectly still like dark glass.

      “Now.” The stranger patted his shoulder with the air of someone delivering final instructions. “All you have to do is go down there. You’ll see a crusty ferryman waiting.” He pointed casually toward the distant shore.

      “A ferryman?”

      “Yeah. Uh…” The stranger considered how to make this identification foolproof. “He smells like expired milk. Can’t miss him.”

      Barnaby didn’t respond immediately. The silence stretched between them, comfortable but weighted with things unsaid.

      “What?” The stranger’s tone turned playfully wounded. “Sad I can’t come with you? The ferryman keeps good company once you get used to him. I mean, you’ll definitely get used to that expired milk smell. Eventually. Probably.”

      But that wasn’t what occupied Barnaby’s thoughts at all. A different question had taken root in his mind, the same question that had haunted him in those final moments wedged in the earth, waiting for death to claim him.

      “Did I… live a good life?”

      The words emerged smaller than he’d intended, vulnerable in a way he hadn’t allowed himself to be since he was a child. He looked at the stranger, no, at this agent of Death, this psychopomp, this trickster or whatever-he-was who guided souls to their final rest.

      “Was I a good man? Did it matter, trying to be good instead of becoming a dark wizard like my family wanted?”

      The stranger’s expression shifted. The salesmanlike energy drained away, replaced by something warmer. Kinder. His eyes held a gentleness that made Barnaby’s throat tighten.

      “You lived a very fulfilling and eventful life,” the stranger said with such sincerity that Barnaby felt a weight lift from his chest, a weight he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. “And everybody who was important to you loved you.”

      “Really?” The word came out smaller still, almost childlike in its desperate hope.

      The stranger’s expression cracked into a grin. “I have no fucking clue. I just met you, mate.”

      Barnaby stared at him for a heartbeat, then burst out laughing.

      It was absurd. Ridiculous. He should have felt crushed by the admission. But somehow, inexplicably, all that warmth and comfort the stranger’s words had generated remained lodged in his chest, undimmed by the revelation of their complete fabrication.

      The stranger chuckled along with him, shaking his head. “Don’t worry though.” His smile softened into something genuine, no longer performing but simply present. “I bet you did good.”

      And that was enough.

      All the validation Barnaby had sought his entire life, all the approval he’d craved from his father, from his family, from the universe itself, it condensed into those five simple words delivered by a stranger in the gray space between life and death.

      I bet you did good.

      Tears welled in his eyes, not from pain or fear or regret, but from relief. From gratitude. From the profound peace of finally, finally being able to let go.

      Both men smiled at each other with genuine warmth, then embraced. The stranger patted Barnaby’s back with the casual affection of an old friend, and when they separated, Barnaby felt ready.

      He looked at the stranger one final time, committing the man’s face to whatever memory souls carried with them, then turned toward the downward path. Each step felt lighter than the last. In the distance, he could make out the wooden boat now, ancient and weathered, bobbing gently at a dock that seemed to exist in a fluctuating state between reality and illusion.

      And yes, even from this distance, he could smell it. Expired milk. Sour and thick.

      Merlin’s saggy left bollock, the stranger hadn’t been exaggerating.

      “One foot after the other, my friend!” the stranger called from behind him, voice warm with encouragement.

      Barnaby raised a hand in acknowledgment without turning back, focused on the path ahead. One foot, then the other. Simple as that. No different than any other journey he’d taken in life.

      Behind him, the stranger….no Hermes smiled as another soul found its way to rest. The god of travelers and transitions, of boundaries crossed and messages delivered (and more domains to count), watched until Barnaby reached the dock.

      The world was a better place than a moment before, even if only in small ways. One more soul guided home. One more burden eased.

      Hermes adjusted his messenger bag, checked his non-existent watch, and disappeared with the faint scent of ozone and road dust, already en route to his next delivery.

      …

      Thank you for reading! Full chapter update coming next week’s Saturday. I was planning to post this week but got hit with a nasty fever and cold, so here’s an omake to tide you over.

      I’ve been wanting to explore the world beyond Harry’s POV for a while now, and Barnaby seemed like the perfect opportunity. Poor guy showed up for one scene just to get absolutely wrecked by a Cyclops, felt like he deserved a proper send-off.

      Anyway, that’s all for now. Stay safe and healthy out there.

      (Unlike me. Fuck this viral cold.)

      

    
  




    Chapter 13

    
       

      Gacha mechanism updated.

      Bronze: 10

      Silver: 20

      Gold:  25

      Platinum: 30

      Diamond: 40

      Legendary: 55

      Mythical: 70

      Divine: 90

      System online.

      +4 GC for Pissing off Poseidon, the lord of the Sea.

      +5 GC Shrug off Poseidon curses without knowing.

      Total: 17 GC

      Happy Gambling.

      I barely looked up at the window that popped into my mind, appearing like some invasive advertisement you couldn’t close, the very first thing in the morning. Who the hell starts a conversation like that? I just woke up. The mental interface hovered there with all the cheerful insistence of an annoying notification, complete with a smug punctuation.

      Oh, and Poseidon. Yeah, I’d killed his son, hadn’t I? The Cyclops in that underground fighting ring, I’d put down the monster with a combination of panic, adrenaline, and big fuck-off-Giant sword that I can summon whenever I want.

      So why had I only received this message now, not a week ago? Because my system had only just come online at this very moment? As much as I wanted to believe that convenient explanation, I didn’t think a godly curse would have politely waited a whole week to activate if it had actually worked on me. No, I just had one absolutely crappy notification system with worse timing than a broken alarm clock.

      For one entire week, this bloody system had been too silent. Radio silence, complete dead air, not a single ping or prompt despite me having accumulated a few Gambling Coins. When the system had cheerfully informed me it would “randomly come online,” I truly hadn’t expected it to make me wait this long. Seven days. A full week of wondering if the whole thing had buggered off permanently, leaving me with nothing but my wandless magic and whatever scraps of divine favor I’d managed to accumulate through sheer stubborn faith and sacrifices.

      I mean food sacrifices are still sacrifices, you know. For instance, if I throw some extra food from my plate, it’s not really a sacrifice, is it? The definition of a sacrifice is giving up something that was specifically personal to what is being sacrificed.

      This frustrating system at least taught me an important lesson: to avoid relying on luck and gacha mechanics. Instead, I learned real, proper magic myself, which was surprising. James proved to be a genuinely skilled teacher, making lessons engaging instead of dull. He broke down complex wand movements and spell pronunciation into simple, manageable steps with a patience I hadn’t expected from his prankster reputation. He even managed to make Transfiguration theory interesting—something that probably deserves a teaching award.

      Because it was mostly physics cracked up to eleven that broke its own rules in fifteen places. Theoretically, it shouldn’t work, but it does. That’s basically what magic is.

      I’m not calling him Dad, though. Or Lily “Mum.” At least not from my heart, even if the words occasionally slipped out from my mouth when social situations demanded it. The distinction mattered to me, a small rebellion of identity preservation. I couldn’t deny they’d treated me fairly, better than the Dursleys by several country miles, but there was a difference between good guardians and parents. The Potters were trying, genuinely trying, but you couldn’t simply rewind fourteen years of separation and expect instant familial bonds to form like some kind of emotional superglue.

      Damn it. I began comparing these two families again, and it was getting hard for me to stay angry or find anything negative compared to living with the Dursleys.

      Though I miss Dudley, I should write letters for him. I keep forgetting to do that. And probably should sacrifice a little more to the Greek gods since he’s on their territory. I don’t want him to get murked by some random monster.

      “Deep breath, Harry. Deep breath.” I said aloud, pushing myself out of bed with perhaps more force than necessary. The mattress protested with a soft creak as I swung my legs over the edge, bare feet meeting the cool carpet floor of my room in the Potter manor. Cardiff mornings carried a chill, even in late summer that made you grateful for thick socks and thicker carpets.

      Living in a wizarding household warded and hidden among muggle suburbia, Cardiff remained an amazing city. All the conveniences of modern technology existed just a few kilometers’ walking distance away. Proper shops, actual restaurants that weren’t just fish and chips, bookstores with selections beyond assigned school reading, coffee shops where people lingered over laptops instead of just tea and gossip. The wizarding world might have its charms (literal and figurative), but I’d genuinely missed reliable internet access, central heating that didn’t require magical maintenance, and the simple pleasure of grabbing a kebab at two in the morning when insomnia struck.

      And yes, I’ve been sneaking out at night. What’s the point of teleportation if I didn’t do it? I shook my head, trying to calm down before I get lost in my thoughts again.

      I needed to tidy up. Today was special, after all. Monumentally, life-changingly, book-one-officially-beginning special.

      After dressing in my Hogwarts-bound clothes (carefully selected last night to avoid morning decision paralysis), I really don’t understand why people would change in a train when Hogwarts is approaching. Wizarding fashion is just robes, the same as a uniform.And due to spells, we don’t even have to worry about getting our clothes wrinkly or dirty.

      I tackled my rebellious hair. It insisted on sticking up in every direction except down, as if the strands had collectively decided to go super Saiyan. A few muttered prayers to Aphrodite while sacrificing some genuinely good chocolate (the expensive kind I’d been saving) finally did the trick. The hair smoothed down into something presentable.

      Specifically, I’d offered chocolate I actually loved, because when praying to a Love goddess, the sacrifice needed emotional weight behind it. It wasn’t just about the material value; faith required sincerity, genuine offering, not just tossing random sweets and hoping for divine intervention.

      Though I still hadn’t received any direct response from the gods despite discovering their hundred-percent confirmed existence, not being mere expressions of my own magic as Rose had theorized when we first and I demonstrated my way of casting.

      “Morning.” Rose greeted me the moment I stepped out of my room. We’d both emerged from our respective doors at exactly the same instant, like some sort of choreographed twin routine. Her timing was impeccable as always, making me wonder if this was some sort of cosmic sign that as twins we were destined to do most things together, whether we liked it or not. The universe did seem to have a sense of humor about these things.

      “Today is THE day!” I said, unable to contain the excitement bubbling through my voice. My wands thrummed in response to my emotions, the wood warm against my arms in holsters as if sharing my anticipation. The connection between wizard and wand was supposedly deepening with each use, according to Ollivander’s lengthy explanation that had sent my eyes rolling around.

      “Today’s the day?” Rose asked back, her confusion evident in the slight tilt of her head. Her own hair (considerably more manageable than mine had been pre-sacrifice) was already perfectly arranged. Her long hair was bright and thick.

      “Today’s the day we finally go to magic school!” I said, practically vibrating with enthusiasm. A place filled with moving staircases, talking portraits, an entire library dedicated to magical knowledge, spells that could do literally anything, adventures around every corner, dangers lurking in forbidden corridors, and a cast of interesting characters I’d only read about in my previous life! How could anyone not be excited? This was the stuff dreams were made of, assuming your dreams involved a concerning amount of mortal peril and institutional incompetence.

      “You’re weird, you know that,” Rose said, her face scrunching up in an expression caught somewhere between bewilderment and fond exasperation. “Why are you getting this excited for going to school? It’s going to be so boring. Classes, homework, teachers droning on about wand movements and proper pronunciation… probably. I mean, they wouldn’t stuck us with grammar anymore, right?” Her tone suggested she was already mentally calculating how many library books she could hide in to avoid particularly tedious lessons.

      Oh right, she’d mentioned attending several different schools across various countries during the Potters’ exile years. Multiple educational systems, different languages, various curricula, the whole international experience. She actually had a proper basis for comparison, unlike my limited sample size of grotty British state schools where the most exciting thing that happened was someone setting off the fire alarm to get out of maths.

      My schooling from past life was no better too.

      “This will probably not be nearly as boring as muggle school, trust me,” I said confidently, my mind already painting elaborate pictures of everything Hogwarts represented. A massive library with books that literally flew around the room, their pages containing magical knowledge about everything from basic levitation to advanced ritual magic. Ancient grimoires bound in dragon hide. Restricted sections with knowledge deemed too dangerous for students. Professors who were actual experts in their fields rather than exhausted public servants counting down to pension. And that wasn’t even touching on the mysteries, the Room of Requirement, the Chamber of Secrets (probably best to avoid that one), the possibilities for experimental magic.

      “At least one of us is enthusiastic,” Rose muttered, though I caught the smallest hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “I just hope we get sorted into the same house as Susan.” She glanced at me sideways, gauging my reaction.

      To be honest, I shared that thought. Besides Susan Bones, I didn’t actually know any other kids our age in the magical world. My social circle consisted of Dudley (currently across an ocean pursuing his American high school adventure, I keep imagining school from that Rockstar game called Bully, which will be probably released in few years), Susan, Edgar (though he’s little young to be my friend, maybe minion?) and Rose.

      Despite my previous life’s adult experiences and my current analytical tendencies, I was still fundamentally a social creature. Humans needed connection, community, and relationships.

      That was precisely why I’d invested effort into befriending Dudley and tolerating the Dursleys’ more irritating quirks instead of going full “Dark Lord Harry” and starting to blast everything left and right at the first sign of mistreatment after our little early conflicts.

      “You didn’t forget anything, right?” Rose asked, her eyes scanning my trunk with the thoroughness of a airport security officer. “We’re probably not returning home for a whole year. Make sure you’re actually ready.”

      Why was she suddenly acting like a tutorial NPC in a video game, the kind that appears right before a major story checkpoint to helpfully remind players this is their last chance to collect all items, complete side quests, and save their progress before the point of no return?

      “Nah, I’ve got everything sorted,” I assured her, mentally running through my carefully organized inventory. “Clothes for all seasons, including those absolutely ridiculous dress robes that make me look like I’m cosplaying a Victorian gentleman. Textbooks, including the ones not on the official list because knowledge is power and also because Flourish and Blotts had an excellent used section. A few magical toys and gadgets I picked up from various shops. My statues and idols for the daily prayers. Maybe a few extra offerings, just in case. Chocolate reserves for emergencies.” The essentials, basically.

      “I still can’t believe how much of an occultist you’ve become,” Rose said, snorting in a way that suggested she found my religious practices simultaneously amusing and slightly concerning. “You’ve got more shrines than some temples.”

      “And I can’t believe you still aren’t taking this seriously after witnessing me cast all that wandless magic and spells operating completely outside the standard British magical system,” I fired back, genuinely baffled by her continued skepticism. She’d seen me teleport using Hermes’s gifts. She’d watched me see through the Mist at that underground arena. She knew about the Cyclops, and she is really a clear-sighted mortal, so if anyone should believe me, it’s her.

      “I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole,” she said firmly, holding up both hands in surrender. “I’m a firm believer in free will and evolution, thank you very much. I don’t fancy the idea that my choices and development are being influenced by divine entities with their own agendas.”

      “Rose, you’re a witch,” I said flatly, deadpan delivery perfected through months of similar conversations.

      “I’m a scientifically intrigued witch,” she corrected, as if that distinction made all the difference. “Besides, I want to master what I already know before I start experimenting with an entirely new magic system. It’s not like you’re going somewhere away from me, right? So I can ask you to teach me whenever I’m ready. No rush.” Her logic was sound, annoyingly so, even if I disagreed with the premise.

      I looked at Rose, our identical green eyes locking as an uncomfortable unease suddenly twisted in my chest. That sounded suspiciously like a death flag. The kind of statement characters made right before they were dramatically separated by fate, prophecy, or conveniently timed plot developments. The sort of line that gets quoted back tearfully during emotional reunion scenes after years of separation or flashback after death.

      I crushed that uneasiness swiftly, refusing to let anxiety take root.

      Volition: You can’t let your own mind create catastrophic scenarios and become paralyzed by imagined dread. You’re resourceful, intelligent, and capable. So walk ahead with a proud yet careful gait, eyes open to dangers but not imprisoned by fear of them.

      The mental voice was right. Sitting around worrying about potential threats like Voldemort, angry Olympian gods, demons, dark wizards, or any of the numerous dangers that inhabited this merged universe wasn’t productive when I could be thinking strategically about how to counter them. Preparation trumped paranoia.

      “Of course, Rose. Whenever you want,” I said, managing a sincere smile for my sister as we descended the stairs together toward the living room. Whatever challenges lay ahead, at least I wouldn’t be facing them entirely alone.

    
    

    
      “I’m going to miss you, you know,” Lily said suddenly, her voice cutting through the ambient noise of King’s Cross Station like a hot knife through butter.

      We were sitting on a weathered wooden bench near the station’s main concourse, positioned in liminal space where the muggle and magical worlds brushed against each other without quite touching. Around us flowed a constant stream of people, harried businessmen checking watches, tourists wrestling with oversized luggage, families herding children toward various platforms. Mixed among them, barely distinguishable to the untrained eye, were witches and wizards in their traveling clothes.

      Beside us, a witch in robes the color of a bruised plum adjusted her pointed hat with one hand while consulting what appeared to be a self-updating departure board with the other. Yet the businessman checking his watch three feet away didn’t so much as blink in her direction, his eyes sliding past her elaborately embroidered hem as if it were the most mundane thing in the world.

      The muggles didn’t even bat an eye at us either. We were hardly inconspicuous. Lily wore traveling robes that, while tasteful, were clearly not standard British fashion. James had his dragonhide boots on full display. I’d spotted at least three wands poorly concealed in the last five minutes.

      Yet the non-magical crowd simply shrugged us off, their gazes skating across our presence like water off oiled cloth before returning to their phones (Nokia), their newspapers, their carefully constructed mundane lives.

      There was no way this was purely the work of muggle-repelling charms. For one thing, we were still technically on the muggle side of the magical boundary. The barrier to Platform 9¾ waited somewhere deeper in the station, hidden between the perfectly ordinary platforms nine and ten. For another, we weren’t invisible to muggles, they did notice us, they did react to our presence by stepping around us or occasionally making brief eye contact. But instead of showing alarm or confusion at our decidedly unusual appearance, they just processed the information, filed it under “not my problem,” and got on with their lives like nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.

      My mind turned the problem over, examining it from multiple angles. Standard Notice-Me-Not charms created a zone of active disinterest, making people want to look away. Muggle-repelling wards generated a mild sense of unease that encouraged non-magical folk to choose a different path. But this? This was something more sophisticated, more insidious. The muggles weren’t avoiding us or failing to see us; they were seeing us and then immediately rationalizing our presence to fit their worldview.

      There was no way some form of Mist wasn’t involved here. I’d seen it work at the underground Colosseum, watched it transform a Cyclops into something the crowd’s collective consciousness could accept. This felt similar, if not identical. A passive, background enchantment that smoothed over the rough edges where magic intersected with the mundane, making the impossible merely improbable, turning the extraordinary into the forgettable.

      At least that’s what I was assuming as I’m not omniscient either but I had very good guesses in my head.

      Which raised fascinating questions about the relationship between the wider Supernatural world and British wizarding secrecy protocols, but those would have to wait for later contemplation.

      “Half the time we fought, and the other times we studiously ignored each other’s existence,” I said, turning to face Lily properly, genuinely confused by her sudden declaration. My anger and teenage angst had evaporated almost overnight after my initial freakout the night before I fought the Cyclops.

      I wasn’t one to nurse grudges for extended periods, life was too short and too interesting to waste energy on sustained resentment. “Why in the bloody hell would you miss me?”

      The words came out harsher than intended, but I couldn’t quite modulate my tone. Emotional conversations had never been my strong suit, not in either life.

      Yet that didn’t mean I couldn’t feel the awkwardness that had characterized most of our interactions, or that I hadn’t done everything in my power to avoid situations exactly like this one. Too bad I couldn’t avoid this conversation, because James and Rose had wandered off to some shop near the station ( “Just grabbing some last-minute supplies,” Rose had said with suspicious vagueness), leaving Lily and me alone to guard the trunks containing both Rose’s and my possessions for the school year ahead.

      It would be infinitely more awkward if I attempted to flee now, especially given the circumstances. Abandoning the luggage to stage a tactical retreat would require explanations I didn’t want to provide.

      “Exactly that, I suppose,” Lily said softly, her green eyes—the same shade as mine, as Rose’s, fixed on something in the middle distance. “We didn’t get to spend time together the way I thought we would. The way I’d hoped we would, when we finally reunited.”

      The admission hung between us, vulnerable and honest in a way that made my chest tighten uncomfortably.

      “Maybe let’s try next year,” I offered, attempting diplomacy despite my natural inclination toward bluntness. “I think we both need time to sort through whatever complicated feelings we’re carrying before we try to be like family. I know I’m not the easiest kid to raise or love.” And you’re not the parents I wanted to have in this life compared to my first parents, left unsaid. The words tasted like truth, bitter but necessary.

      It was an observation based on careful self-reflection drawn from my childhood in my first life and the strange, compressed adolescence of this one. Maturity, ironically, had caused me far more interpersonal trouble than when I’d actually been a child without adult memories complicating everything.

      To me, my choices seemed perfectly logical, rational decisions made with the benefit of experience and knowledge that my apparent age shouldn’t possess. When someone disagreed with my reasoning, I naturally felt offended, defensive, because it was significantly harder to admit fault as an adult (or someone with an adult’s mind) than it was as a child. Pride got tangled up with identity, and conceding error felt like admitting fundamental inadequacy.

      On the other hand, from the perspective of other adults like James and Lily or Dursleys or my teachers back in school, I probably came across as an arrogant little shit playing at being grown-up, a child with delusions of competence making declarations about subjects he couldn’t possibly understand. The disconnect was inevitable, really. I existed in a strange middle ground between childhood and adulthood, belonging fully to neither category.

      I have experience as an adult but not the full abilities or maturity of one, as the aging potion proved. Both physically and mentally.

      I wasn’t oblivious enough to ignore this conflict in how I was perceived versus how I perceived myself. Self-awareness didn’t make it easier to navigate, but at least I understood the source of the friction.

      “It’s not your fault, Harry,” Lily said firmly, and something in her voice made me actually look at her rather than maintaining my careful emotional distance. ‘You don’t have to offer explanations or justifications or anything like that. It was circumstances beyond anyone’s control, and it was James’s and my own choices that led us to where we are now. None of that is your fault.’ She paused, gathering herself before continuing. “I was pretending everything was fine since you came back into our lives. I ignored how the situation must have felt from your perspective, what you must have been thinking and feeling. I’m sorry, Harry. Please forgive me for that.”

      Oh fuck.

      Why now? Why this moment, minutes before I was supposed to board a train that would carry me away from this exact kind of emotional minefield? She couldn’t have had this conversation during any point in the week we’d spent together in the house?

      To be fair, I had done my absolute best to avoid any and all situations where we might be alone together long enough for serious discussions. I’d deployed every evasion tactic I possessed, including secretly teleporting around the house when I sensed an emotional conversation brewing, though nobody had caught me in the act.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, processing her words and the genuine emotion behind them. “I forgive you. But why the sudden confession? Did you have some sort of burst of clarity, some revelation that made this the right moment?”

      “No, nothing quite so dramatic,” Lily admitted, and now she was the one not meeting my eyes. “I just realized that if I didn’t say this now, I wouldn’t get another chance to get this off my chest for a very long time. You’ll be at Hogwarts, caught up in your own life, your own adventures. By the time Christmas holiday comes around, the moment will have passed, the words will feel stale. It needed to be said now.”

      Wow. That must have taken considerable emotional courage to say directly to my face, especially given our track record of awkward non-communication. You wouldn’t catch me delivering those kinds of words to someone I mentally categorized as having the comprehension level of a loaf of bread. Which, let’s be honest, was how most adults viewed children, even those who demonstrated unusual maturity or intelligence.

      “It’s okay, Mum,” I said, and watched her eyes widen as the word registered, her lips twitching with suppressed emotion at hearing me if I’d just made her entire day with one syllable. “I’m not the type to hold resentments for long. There’s no point in crying about spilled milk or complaining about circumstances we can’t retroactively change. Let’s just start fresh when we meet again, yeah? Maybe at Christmas, or after the school year is finished.”

      Not because I wanted to spend time with her, no, it’s just that it will end this pointless tension and awkwardness. So this was me solving conflicts, if nothing else.

      Volition: Rome wasn’t build on a day, neither will connections or bonds if you don’t commit for long terms.

      Shush, that’s simplifying too much because you only see good sides of things, not all of them.

      After our conversation reached its conclusion, we didn’t speak further, but we didn’t need to. Unlike before, the silence didn’t feel awkward or forced. We simply sat together on that worn bench, soaking in the morning sun that streamed through King’s Cross’s high windows, watching the flow of humanity around us. magical and mundane, separate but intermingled.

      This wasn’t some grand declaration that everything was perfectly all right now, that we’d magically transformed into a normal, functional family through the power of one honest conversation. But it was a starting point, an agreement to stop being unnecessarily difficult with each other and move forward with our lives with less friction. At least from my perspective. I couldn’t speak to what Lily was thinking or feeling beyond what she’d explicitly stated.

      +3 GC for mending relationships with both of your parents. Hestia is very interested.

      Fuck! That startled me.

      Oh, that’s what she was thinking. Or feeling. Or, actually, that notification raised more questions than it answered, especially scaring me when it just popped into my mind.

      I managed to suppress the outward reaction, not wanting to explain why I’d just flinched like someone had jabbed me with a cattle prod.

      My Gacha system. I’d been ignoring it long enough, putting off the inevitable gamble because some part of me dreaded the disappointment of a poor roll or the complications of a powerful one.

      How am I gonna explain to anyone if I rolled some perk that turned me into a godlike being or summoned something similar?

      I closed my eyes, not because it was strictly necessary but because it helped with concentration. The system interface existed purely in my mind’s eye.

      It just hung there in my mental space, and now that I actually took the time to examine it properly (mentally, not literally, there was nothing physical to observe), I could see its status had changed. The toggle indicated “online,” meaning active and accessible, unlike the previous week when it had stubbornly displayed “offline” and refused all interaction.

      Maybe I should actually use this before it decides to go radio silent on me again for another arbitrary period.

      Current balance: 20 GC—Gambling Coins, I could obtain more by performing Feats, capital-F achievements that met whatever mysterious criteria the system deemed worthy of reward. Not necessarily combat ones as I just got three for being a bigger person and stop bitching and moaning.

      Also now I remember why my instincts had been screaming at me during the Colosseum incident, that deep intuition that fighting the Cyclops would unlock something important, that it was the final test required to activate the system’s full functionality.

      I didn’t want to think too hard about what would have happened if I’d made the rational, sensible choice to run away with Susan and Edgar instead of returning to that underground arena. For one thing, James and Sirius would very likely be dead, killed by a monster they couldn’t properly perceive through the Mist’s distortion. For another, my Gacha would probably remain forever stuck with just the five initial perks I’d been granted, because I had no delusions about the Chaos Gacha’s generosity. Nothing in my experience suggested it would continue giving me free power-ups without extracting some form of price, whether that price was courage, risk, entertainment for higher existence or just chaos for sake of chaos.

      I turned away from those scenarios, refocusing on the present moment and the decision at hand.

      Time to pull the slot machine lever, metaphorically speaking.

      I mentally tapped the gamble button, visualizing it as a big red target that I smashed with a satisfyingly oversized hammer inside my head. The imagery helped, made the abstract action feel more concrete and intentional.

      The response was immediate. I felt the drain as my 20 GC balance dropped to 0 with a satisfying click that I experienced more as sensation than sound. I held my breath in anticipation building as the system processed my wager.

      It was genuinely sad to watch all those hard-earned Coins evaporate back to zero, the result of effort and actions reduced to nothing in an instant.

      The notification materialized:

      [Mental Image Blocking]

      |Common Skill|

      Batman — You have learned a technique to block out mind readers and telepaths by masking your real thoughts with conjured mental images, taught to you by the ever-elusive Tibetan Monks.

      I held back my tears for getting not even a rare reward, and tried to console myself that at least I’m immune to any mind reading bullshit if I wasn’t already due to Immune perk.

      Of course. Tibetan monks.

      I didn’t realize their mystical influence had reached so far that even chaos gacha referenced them as the canonical source of mental disciplines. The DC Universe’s explanation for how Batman, a non-powered human, managed to keep psychic supervillains and telepathic allies out of his head had apparently become universal truth.

      The information flooded into my mind with the comfortable ease of muscle memory, as if I’d spent years practicing the technique rather than getting it through a lottery. The mental discipline was surprisingly elegant in its simplicity: when facing telepathic intrusion, flood your surface thoughts with vivid, distracting imagery, preferably something embarrassing, absurd, or completely unrelated to your actual mental processes. Baseball statistics. Complex mathematical equations. Detailed memories of terrible movies. The aggressive mediocrity of the images themselves became a defense, a smoke screen that concealed genuine thoughts beneath layers of mental white noise.

      Not as comprehensive as proper Occlumency, which I’d been practicing with limited success, and I mean very basic concepts and meditation which isn’t going anywhere, but faster to deploy and less mentally exhausting to maintain. A useful addition to my growing arsenal of defensive techniques.

      “Have you ever met Tibetan monks in all your travels around the world?” I asked, turning toward Lily with genuine curiosity.

      She paused, her expression shifting into thoughtful consideration as she mentally reviewed years of international wandering during the Potters’ exile. “No, I don’t think we did,” she finally answered, her face reflecting my own confusion. “Though Rose keeps mentioning them, now that you bring it up. Is that some inside joke?”

      I shook my head in mingled disappointment and amusement. As a muggleborn witch who’d grown up immersed in non-magical culture before discovering her magical heritage, I’d been certain Lily would immediately recognize the Batman reference. Apparently not. Either she’d never been much of a comics reader, or the specific cultural touchstones of American superhero media hadn’t penetrated deeply into British back in her days.

      “Nah, they definitely taught her somehow,” I replied. “They taught me Occlumency too, in a manner of speaking.”

      I mentally toggled the new skill into an active slot, replacing Rage Baiter in my current loadout. I was getting increasingly proficient at switching between abilities on the fly, treating my Perks like a video game character’s quick-access ability bar. The sensation was becoming more intuitive with practice, less conscious thought required to swap configurations.

      “Not you too,” Lily sighed, her expression caught between exasperation and genuine concern. Then her eyes widened as she turned to face me with neck-breaking speed that would have made a Quidditch Seeker envious. “Wait, how do you know about Occlumency? That’s incredibly advanced magic, Harry. Most adult wizards never learn it properly. Where did you even hear that term?”

      “Tibetan monks,” I repeated, maintaining perfect deadpan delivery.

      She was not amused, but before she could reply, cavalry arrived.

      “What about Tibetan Monks?! Are you talking about Batman comics?” Rose’s voice cut through our conversation as she arrived, her face flushed with the excitement that came from a successful morning of retail therapy. Her arms were laden with several shopping bags bearing muggle brand logos, and her grin suggested she’d thoroughly enjoyed spending James’s money on whatever constituted “last-minute supplies.”

      That’s what he gets for promising her last-minute shopping. I must be looking like a complete saint to him when it comes to finances.

      Behind her, James looked considerably less enthusiastic about the shopping expedition. He resembled a pack mule more than a legendary Auror, buried under a precarious stack of boxes that threatened to topple with each step. His expression suggested he’d learned an important lesson about not underestimating his daughter’s shopping trips compared to his wife’s.

      “Oh, she made you her shopping victim too?” I observed, not bothering to hide my amusement at James’s predicament. Instead of feeling kinship towards the victim of the same situation as Rose had dragged me into shopping, all I felt toward the man was sadistic glee.

      “Are we talking about taking comics to Hogwarts?” Rose continued, apparently having caught only the tail end of our conversation. “I reckon most of our schoolmates won’t know anything about Batman or Superman or any of that unless they’re muggleborn. Could be a good conversation starter, something to bond over with other kids from non-magical backgrounds.”

      “Not a good idea,” James interjected, finally setting down the boxes near Rose’s trunk with an audible grunt of relief. He began the process of trying to fit everything inside using her trunk which was charmed with undetectable extension charms like mine.

      “You don’t know what kind of classmates you’ll have yet, so it’s better to wait out the first year. Get to know the people around you, understand the social dynamics, figure out who shares your interests before showing off hobbies that might mark you as too different. Trust me on this, not everyone in a castle full of six hundred children will have the best intentions in mind.”

      That was unexpectedly mature advice, realistic and measured instead of the typical parental “go wild, make friends, everyone you meet will be wonderful” optimism that ignored the actual complexity of school life. I think adulthood killed all of his gung-ho Gryffindor attitude.

      “We’ll keep that in—” Rose’s acknowledgment was suddenly interrupted by the sound of rapid footsteps racing toward our position.

      “Rose!” A familiar ginger-haired girl crashed into my sister with the force of a small cannonball, nearly knocking her off balance. Susan Bones had apparently spotted us from across the platform and decided the appropriate greeting required maximum velocity and zero regard for personal space. “I missed you so much! Are you okay? I couldn’t even send you letters because Edgar and I were grounded, and I was so worried, and I kept imagining you guys being hurt or captured or—”

      “Susan, breathe,” Rose said, gently extracting herself from the enthusiastic bear hug before Susan could squeeze the air from her lungs. “You’re going to hyperventilate.”

      I was glad I hadn’t been the target of that greeting, or I would have reacted like a startled cat, probably teleported away on pure instinct before my conscious mind could override the fight-or-flight response. I knew my own nature well enough to predict that outcome with certainty.

      I was actually surprised Rose hadn’t responded similarly, given her own paranoia about physical contact and sudden movements. She’d literally kicked my shin hard enough to leave a bruise when I’d teleported behind her for a surprise hug a few days ago, teaching me a valuable lesson about respecting personal space.

      “As you can clearly see, we’re perfectly fine,” Rose assured her friend, gesturing at herself and then at me to demonstrate our continued structural integrity. “And I’m sorry for making you worry. Sorry for tricking you into leaving the Colosseum that night, too. I know you wanted to help.”

      “You shouldn’t apologize for saving them,” a new voice joined the conversation, smooth and carrying just a hint of drawl. Sirius Black stepped forward from behind James, his leather jacket looking deliberately out of place among the more conservative wizarding families visible across the platform. He caught my eye and offered a cheeky grin that suggested he was about to say something designed to get a reaction. “Though ideally, you should have followed your own excellent advice and run away with Susan instead of returning to fight the Cyclops like a pair of undersized heroes.”

      He threw the words out casually, but I noted the deliberate lack of specificity. Even if someone was eavesdropping on our conversation, without proper context or knowledge of the Mist’s existence, “Cyclops” would just sound like some kind of code word or nickname.

      I’d confirmed his status as my or our godfather in this universe fairly quickly after arriving after our first meeting, and it didn’t win him any brownie points from me considering I’d never met the man until I was fourteen years old.

      A decade and a half of complete absence didn’t inspire immediate filial trust, regardless of whatever magical godparent bonds might exist. He could have at least visited even if he couldn’t take me in when my parents were busy.

      But I could admit, grudgingly, that I’d enjoyed fighting beside him in the Colosseum. He’d proven reliable under pressure, competent in combat, and had outright thrown himself in front of a Killing Curse meant for me without a moment’s hesitation. That counted for something significant in my mental ledger.

      Volition: No stranger or person with genuinely bad intentions would ever do that. There are many suspicious people in our life requiring careful observation, but this idiotic man is not among them. He’s reckless, yes. Impulsive, certainly. But trustworthy when it matters.

      Good call, brain. I appreciated when my own mental faculties backed up my conscious assessments.

      “You would have been literally dead without my intervention,” I pointed out, crossing my arms in what I hoped was a sufficiently judgmental posture. “Bite me. I don’t recall hearing much in the way of ‘thank you’ before I was locked down for another round of house arrest as punishment for saving your life.”

      “Oh really?” Sirius’s grin widened, suggesting he was thoroughly enjoying this banter. “Because I distinctly recall hearing that someone ignored his grounding and snuck out again just a few days later, despite nearly dying the few days before. Bold strategy, that. Also, I seem to remember being helped by a very capable fellow named John Marston during that fight. Quite the impressive wizard, that Marston fellow. Excellent shot with a wand, tactical mind, brave under pressure. He’s still missing, by the way, in case you were wondering. Disappeared without a trace. You haven’t seen him recently, have you?”

      His tone was deliberately cheeky, making it abundantly clear he knew exactly who “John Marston” actually was since my cover was already blown.

      Another brownie point for not ratting me out to the Ministry, I guess. It’s good to know the ACP equivalent of Aurora is covering my arse.

      “Ha ha. Very funny, dog father,” I deadpanned, refusing to give him the satisfaction of an embarrassed reaction. “Where’s Edgar? I was certain he’d be here to see Susan off. I was looking forward to witnessing his emotional breakdown. Also wanted to see the kid off too.”

      I gestured toward the side of the platform where a small girl was currently sobbing about how unfair it was that she couldn’t go to Hogwarts with her big sister, her parents trying unsuccessfully to console her with promises of “just a few more years, sweetheart.”

      “Oh, you missed that waterwork show,” Susan said, her expression caught between amusement and genuine sadness at the memory. “Edgar did his crying back at home this morning. Didn’t want to make a scene at the station, he said, which I think actually meant he didn’t trust himself to hold it together in public. Aunt was dabbing at her eyes too, though she tried to hide it.”

      Is this really that emotional for parents? Though if it’s their first time, their child leaving after years of spending time together would make them emotional, wouldn’t it? Especially if it’s for long periods of time.

      James and Sirius took control of our trunks, hauling them onto the provided trolleys with the practiced efficiency of men who’d done this before, probably when they’d attended Hogwarts themselves, back in what must feel like ancient history to them now.

      As we began the procession toward the barrier of Platform 9¾, I noticed the air gradually changing. It grew thicker, more saturated, carrying the increasingly strong scent of coal smoke mixed with static-rich ozone that indicated high concentrations of active magic.

      The density of wizarding folk in the crowd increased proportionally as we approached, I counted three self-cleaning cloaks, a cage containing what appeared to be extremely rare tropical birds that definitely shouldn’t exist in Britain, and at least two animated pieces of luggage in the span of thirty seconds.

      Suddenly I perked up, my attention drawn to the wall between platforms nine and ten where children kept casually disappearing like stage magicians performing the world’s most low-key trick. The legendary barrier, the gateway I’d read about in my previous life, seen in movies.

      But it was more than just a magical doorway. I could feel it thrumming against my senses.

      This was a boundary between worlds, well, technically the same physical world, but the separation felt profound enough to qualify as different realities existing in parallel.

      They called it the Wizarding World rather than just the wizarding community or magical civilization for a reason. It wasn’t just semantics or cultural affectation. The magical portions of Britain existed in a state of partial separation from mundane reality, overlapping but distinct, occupying the same geographical space while remaining fundamentally apart.

      The barrier wasn’t just concealing Platform 9¾, it was maintaining the border between those two states of existence. Just like the entrance of Diagon Alley at Leakey Cauldron.

      “Now, this is the most important part, children,” James announced, sliding the trolleys into our hands with encouraging pats on our backs. His expression had shifted into what I recognized as Teaching Mode, which I was very familiar with since I was with him all week, learning Wizarding World spells, the proper ones.

      “Don’t hesitate, and don’t doubt. I know it sounds stupid, Rose, don’t give me that look, but you need to rush at the wall like it personally owes you money and you’re here to collect.”

      Rose looked at me, opening her mouth to suggest I should demonstrate first presumably, but I beat her to it.

      “Ladies first,” I said with exaggerated chivalry, even offering a slight bow like a perfect Victorian gentleman. There was absolutely no way I was going through that barrier first, not until I’d seen someone else prove it was functioning correctly. I didn’t know if Dobby was still planning his misguided rescue attempt in what would be our second year, or if the plot point even would exist in this merged universe.

      Better to let Rose test whether the wall was currently solid or permeable. My face was too pretty to risk damage, especially when I was currently under the effects of Aphrodite’s blessings.

      I like being flawless thank you. Especially when I was so chopped in my last life.

      “I hate you,” Rose declared, but she was already moving forward, building up speed for the approach.

      “No you don’t,” I called after her, watching as Susan followed immediately in Rose’s wake, not wanting to be separated from her friend.

      Rose’s figure hit the barrier and simply vanished, absorbed by the brick as if the wall had decided to become liquid for a fraction of a second before resolving back into apparent solidity. Susan disappeared the same way, her ginger hair the last thing visible before the boundary swallowed her whole.

      No dramatic collision, no bounce-back, no concerning sounds of impact. The wall was definitely functioning as intended.

      Phew, my sister still has her pretty teeth.

      I followed at a more measured pace, maintaining steady momentum rather than sprinting. My mind was already analyzing the mechanics of a building that could accommodate such a large-scale, permanent spatial fold without collapsing in on itself. The mathematics of dimensional overlap were fascinating, the magical engineering required to maintain something like this for decades without degradation or reality-warping side effects—

      Volition: You don’t know the half of those concepts or meanings of the words. Techno-babbling in monologue does not make you smart. Now take the first step towards greatness with a cool head. You can do it.

      The sensation was brief but distinct. A momentary chill, a feeling like passing through a veil of heavy silk that tried to cling to my skin, and then the pressure released and the world expanded around me in a sudden rush of sensory input.

      The air on the other side was different. Thicker, more substantial, saturated with the overwhelming smell of coal smoke and ancient industrial grease combined with a faint, electric tang that I felt on Diagon Alley. The background radiation of decades of witches and wizards must be very concentrated here, that’s the only explanation I can give.

      Before me stood the Hogwarts Express in all its scarlet glory.

      It was magnificent, a beast of Victorian engineering transformed into something more than merely mechanical. The steam engine seemed to pulse with a life of its own, something vital and aware humming beneath the gleaming brass fixtures and pristine paint. My mind went into overdrive, cataloging details: the precise placement of rivets, the way the metalwork had been reinforced beyond standard specifications, the shimmer of preservation charms layered over weatherproofing enchantments, the sheer impossible presence of a fully functional steam locomotive existing in the heart of modern London without any muggle authority noticing or questioning its operation.

      This thing shouldn’t exist, regular trains had been phased out decades ago in favor of more modern alternatives, yet here it stood, maintained in perfect condition through some combination of magic and stubborn refusal to acknowledge the passage of time.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” Sirius asked, his voice low and warm with what might have been nostalgia. He was clearly enjoying the wonder visible on my face, the way I couldn’t quite hide my genuine appreciation, seeing this for real with my own eyes, not dream.

      “It genuinely is,” I admitted without reservation. I hadn’t boarded trains frequently in either of my lives, cars, buses and bikes had been the primary transportation methods in my previous life, and this life had been mostly confined to the Dursleys’ neighborhood until recently. But this locomotive was something special, a genuine achievement of magical infrastructure that deserved acknowledgment.

      +2GC for arriving at a legendary location. Gotta visit them all.

      +2 GC for visiting Diagon Alley (Late reward)

      +2 GC for visiting Gringrots.

      Apparently my system thought the same. I wasn’t even in the mood to get angry at it for delivering those GC so late. At least that’s what I told myself as I looked around.

      The platform itself was absolute chaos in the best possible way, a living tapestry of movement and sound. Owls hooted indignantly from cages stacked on luggage trolleys. Parents fussed over their children’s cloaks, making last-minute adjustments and offering final pieces of advice that would definitely be forgotten within hours. The constant, rhythmic hiss of steam provided an underlying soundtrack to hundreds of simultaneous conversations, creating a wall of ambient noise that somehow felt overwhelming after a few moments.

      I almost forgot I’m not good with crowds.

      It didn’t take long for the crowd’s attention to shift toward our little group. I watched the ripple effect spread outward like a stone dropped in still water—heads turning, conversations pausing mid-sentence, hushed whispers following our path like a wake trailing behind a ship cutting through calm seas.

      “It’s James Potter….” ‘Sirius Black.’ “Girl Who Lived?”

      The chaos was already brewing.

      James, Lily, and Sirius weren’t just parents here. They were icons, living relics of a conflict that still haunted the collective memory of British magical society. The Potters Who Survived. The family that had faced Voldemort directly and lived to tell about it. Walking legends made flesh, and all the complicated reverence and curiosity that status entailed.

      And fanatics. Can’t forget about the fanatics.

      Among the crowd of gathering onlookers, a flash of vibrant red caught my analytical eye. A family had gathered near the center of the platform, their hair a defiant blaze of ginger that stood out against the drab soot-stained stone of the station. Most of the children had already disappeared onto the train’s various compartments, but a woman with a kind face that radiated warmth remained visible.

      Her hand rested on the shoulder of a girl who looked our age, maybe one year younger,  who looked like she was valiantly fighting back tears, her parents offering quiet words of comfort about “just one more year” and “before you know it, you’ll be old enough too.”

      The Weasleys, almost certainly. The family matched the description from the books, right down to the slightly overwhelmed expression of parents managing to get multiple children off to school simultaneously.

      And my vision was blocked as more people gathered around.

      People were literally dropping whatever they’d been doing to stare at my family, at my parents, at Rose, and by unfortunate proximity, at me standing right beside her looking presumably very much like a younger version of James.

      “Damn,” I muttered under my breath, feeling the weight of dozens of gazes settling on us like physical pressure. “I completely forgot about the whole Girl-Who-Lived celebrity nonsense. Here we go again, I guess.”

      I wasn’t a stranger to being watched, both lives had included their share of unwanted attention for various reasons. But there was a significant difference between a hundred people watching you with mild, passing interest and a hundred people watching you with the kind of fanatical intensity that bordered on religious fervor. The former was uncomfortable. The latter was genuinely unnerving, triggering instincts that screamed about potential danger.

      “I think we should say our goodbyes now, before we lose our chance to do so privately,” Sirius suggested, his hand ruffling Susan’s hair with obvious affection despite his casual tone. The crowd was pressing closer, and if we waited much longer we’d be completely surrounded. “Take care of yourself, yeah? Don’t hesitate to owl us back home if you need anything at all. Anything, Susan. We mean that.”

      “Right then,” James said, his hand landing on my shoulder with a weight that felt less like control and more like an anchor. grounding, steadying, meant to convey support rather than restraint.

      Had he changed his approach, or had I simply begun to interpret his gestures differently in the relatively short time we’d spent together? The distinction mattered, though I wasn’t sure which explanation I preferred.

      “Study hard, don’t blow up the castle, and if you do manage to blow something up, make absolutely sure Sirius gets the blame,” James continued, his tone perfectly balanced between serious advice and teasing.

      Sirius barked a laugh, clapping me on the back with enough force to make me stumble forward a step. “A sound strategy, Harry. That exact approach has worked beautifully for me for twenty years. The key is plausible deniability and a reputation that precedes you.”

      I was formulating a dry retort about the difference between blame assignment and simply being the obvious suspect in every incident when Lily moved with the kind of speed that bypassed my instincts.

      Before I could understand her intent, she had closed the distance and captured both Rose and me in her arms simultaneously. The sudden warmth of her embrace overwhelmed my other senses, the pressure of her arms wrapping around us, the scent of her perfume cutting through the ambient coal smoke. Something floral, lavender perhaps.

      “Be safe,” Lily whispered directly into my ear, her voice thick with emotion she was barely keeping controlled. “Please, both of you, just be safe. Look after yourselves, look after each other. Don’t fight with each other over stupid things. And owl us without any hesitation if you need help, if anything goes wrong, if you’re scared or hurt or just need to talk. Promise me.”

      I stood there somewhat limply, my arms hanging at my sides while my brain processed what was happening. Rose, I noticed peripherally, had no such difficulty. She hugged back immediately, her eyes suspiciously bright with gathering tears she was trying not to shed in public.

      Rose, despite her paranoia in other contexts, had no trouble accepting Lily and James as her parents. Me? I was still working through layers of complicated feelings and whether I could ever truly see them as more than well-meaning guardians who happened to share my genetics.

      I didn’t want to cause unnecessary conflict, but I didn’t want to force an act of a happy family either, as I was trying to say that Lily earlier.

      The horn sounded again, more urgent this time. The steam was billowing in great white clouds that obscured the far end of the platform, the visual signal that departure was imminent. No more time for prolonged goodbyes or emotional processing.

      Rose and I climbed the steps of the carriage, our trunks dragging behind us with the awkward weight of overpacked luggage that definitely exceeded recommended limits. The metal steps rang with hollow sounds under our feet, the noise swallowed almost immediately by the ambient chaos of the platform.

      I offered my hand to Susan with deliberate gentlemanly courtesy, the gesture automatic despite my general discomfort with physical contact. She accepted with a grateful smile, using my support to navigate the awkward step up while managing her own trunk.

      As I stood in the doorway for one last look back, the scene arranged itself into something almost cinematic. James was waving with broad, enthusiastic gestures that bordered on comedic. Sirius had struck a pose with one hand on his hip, his cocky grin firmly in place as if this were all some grand adventure rather than a year-long separation. And Lily stood between them, her expression caught between pride and barely suppressed worry, looking like she was trying to memorize every detail of Rose and me for future reference when we were gone.

      They were also being steadily surrounded by the growing mob of curious onlookers, admirers, and people who apparently had nothing better to do than gawk at minor celebrities. Parents were pushing forward with questions, young witches were staring with stars in their eyes, and at least three people appeared to be attempting to take photographs.

      That’s their problem now, I thought with perhaps slightly less sympathy than was strictly charitable.

      “Come on,” Rose said, tugging at my sleeve to pull me fully inside the train. “Let’s find a compartment before they’re all taken. Knowing our luck, we’ll end up sitting in the hallway for eleven hours if we wait too long.”

      The interior of the Hogwarts Express was exactly as I’d imagined from descriptions, narrow corridors with windows on one side overlooking the platform, and a series of compartment doors on the other. The décor was decidedly vintage, all dark wood paneling and brass fixtures that had been polished to gleaming perfection. Preservation charms kept everything in pristine condition despite decades of use by hundreds of students who definitely hadn’t always treated the furnishings with appropriate respect.

      Students were already claiming territory, their voices carrying through the thin compartment walls. Excited first-years compared wands and discussed house preferences. Older students called greetings to friends they hadn’t seen since last term. A group of what looked like fifth— or sixth-year students was already deep in conversation about O.W.L. results and N.E.W.T. course selections.

      We passed several full compartments before Rose found one that was still empty, tucked toward the middle of the train. She slid the door open and immediately claimed the window seat, her trunk shoved unceremoniously into the overhead storage with a grunt of effort.

      “Finally,” Susan said, collapsing onto the opposite bench with obvious relief. “I thought we’d never escape that crowd. Does it ever get less weird, being stared at like that?”

      “You get used to it,” Rose said, though her tone suggested the statement was aspirational rather than factual. “Or at least, you develop coping mechanisms. Selective attention, strategic avoidance, that sort of thing.”

      I hauled my own trunk up into storage using a levitation spell wandlessly.

      The compartment was small but functional, seating six comfortably or eight in mild discomfort. Red velvet seats showed slight wear at the edges despite the preservation charms. The window provided an excellent view of the platform, where the crowd around our parents had grown even larger. I could see James gesticulating animatedly, probably telling some story about his Hogwarts days. Lily appeared to be trying to disappear, dragging James much to the distress of fans as they tried to rush toward Floo service in the corner.

      “So,” Susan said, breaking the brief silence that had fallen. “Are you two excited? Nervous? Having second thoughts on the whole ‘going away to boarding school’ situation?”

      “Excited,” I said immediately, settling into the seat beside the window opposite Rose. “Genuinely, unironically excited. Do you have any idea of the sheer volume of magical knowledge we’ll have access to?”

      “You’re such a nerd,” Rose observed, but her tone was affectionate rather than mocking. “A complete and total nerd who gets excited about magic this, book that.”

      “I just want to learn magic sis.” I replied from my heart.

      “Sure, sure. How much is your greed, brother? You’re still not satisfied even after being able to do the things you do.”

      Susan watched our banter with obvious amusement, her earlier worry about our wellbeing apparently satisfied now that we were actually here, alive and intact. “I’m nervous,” she admitted. “Not about the magic or the classes, but about… everything else. Making friends, not embarrassing myself in front of hundreds of people.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Rose assured her with the confidence of someone who’d attended multiple schools across different countries. “Teachers will give you attention for a few weeks, then only if you’re in trouble. Half of the people will hate your guts, and all if you get more attention but have no group to stay with.”

      “Oh, that’s so much more comforting,” Susan said dryly. “Thank you for that reassuring description.”

      The train whistle blew, a long sustained note that signaled imminent departure. I felt the slight lurch as the engine engaged, the train beginning its slow acceleration away from Platform 9¾. Through the window, I watched our parents and the crowd gradually shrink into the distance, the platform falling away as we picked up speed.

      Ideally I’d want to be here without the looming threat of Voldemort, potential conflicts with all the gods and pantheons I got myself involved with, prophecies about chosen ones, and whatever other nonsense this merged universe had in store. But you couldn’t have everything.

      “Right,” Rose said, producing a deck of Exploding Snap cards from her pocket with a mischievous grin. “We’ve got eleven hours to kill before we reach Hogwarts. Anyone up for cards? Fair warning, I’m the grandmaster at this game, so prepare to lose.”

      “You’re on,” Susan said immediately, her competitive nature showing up.

      I leaned back against the velvet seat, watching the British countryside begin to blur past the window as the train gained speed. London’s outskirts gave way to more rural landscapes, rolling hills, scattered farms, patches of forest that looked ancient and undisturbed.

      “Harry, are you playing or just going to sit there brooding dramatically?” Rose asked, pulling me from my internal monologue.

      “I don’t brood,” I protested. “I think about the meaning of life, why the universe exists, and why I exist. There’s a difference.”

      No there wasn’t, but it sounded better in my head.

      We were about forty minutes into our journey north, when our compartment door slid open with a hesitant scraping sound.

      “Hello, excuse me.”

      A lanky boy with flaming red hair and a face full of freckles stood in the doorway, looking distinctly uncomfortable. He wore robes that had clearly seen better days, the cuffs were frayed, the fabric showed signs of repeated repairs, and the overall fit suggested they’d been handed down through multiple previous owners. In his arms, he clutched a rather battered rat that was missing part of an ear, the creature looking about as thrilled with the situation as its owner appeared to be.

      “Er, sorry to bother you,” the boy said, his ears turning pink with embarrassment. “But would you mind if I sat here? Most of the other compartments are packed full, and the ones that aren’t…” He trailed off, his expression souring slightly. “Well, let’s just say I didn’t like the attitude of some of the people offering me seats.”

      The way he said “attitude” suggested he’d encountered someone unpleasant. Given what I knew about this world history and canon, I could make an educated guess.

      Oh Gods, I have to deal with teenage politicians, don’t I?

      “Why am I meeting people with red hair again and again ever since I entered the wizarding world?” I said aloud, genuinely confused by the statistical improbability. “Seriously, what are the odds? Is ginger hair somehow genetically correlated with magical ability in Britain?”

      Susan snorted with laughter, nearly dropping her cards in the process. “Get used to it, Your whole life is going to be surrounded by redheads until you eventually become a soul-less ginger yourself through some kind of prolonged exposure effect or curse. It’s basically inevitable at this point.” She said, clearing her throat.

      “The redhead assimilation has already begun.” She said robotically before bursting into giggle with Rose.

      I looked at the boy with an expression of ‘See what I have to deal with,’ which he met with a face as if he’d experienced this a thousand times over. I gestured for the newcomer to enter. “Come on in, there’s plenty of room.” We don’t bite, despite what it looks like with crazy redheads.

      “Thanks,” the boy said with visible relief, hauling his trunk into the compartment and shoving it up into the overhead storage with a grunt. His rat squeaked indignantly at the jostling before settling into what appeared to be its preferred position draped across the boy’s shoulder. “I’m Ron, by the way. Ron Weasley.”

      “Harry,” I said, extending my hand for a casual handshake. His grip was firm, his palm slightly callused, someone who did manual work or spent time outdoors, not the soft hands of someone raised in pure luxury.

      Does he also lift? I tilted my head looking at his rat. Why does this thing exist? Is Pettigrew still a traitor even with my parents being alive? How does this work? I need to learn proper history before dealing with the rat.

      Ron’s expression remained friendly and relatively relaxed as he shook my hand, but the moment his gaze shifted to Rose sitting by the window, he froze completely. His eyes went wide, his mouth falling slightly open as recognition crashed over him with visible force.

      “Wait,” he said slowly, his voice climbing slightly in pitch with excitement. “Are you Rose Potter? Like, the Rose Potter?”

      Oh no. I recognized this pattern, and had seen it play out multiple times, the most recent one being nearly an hour ago. This was the beginning of the awkward celebrity worship routine that made all of us uncomfortable every single time.

      “Yes?” Rose said cautiously, her posture already shifting into more defensive, her shoulders tensing. Her tone made it abundantly clear she knew exactly where this conversation was heading and wasn’t thrilled about it.

      But Ron, bless his heart, was apparently too excited to pick up on the social cues that screamed “please don’t.”

      “Blimey! I’ve heard so much about you!” he gushed, leaning forward with the kind of unfiltered enthusiasm. “You defeated You-Know-Who when you were just a baby! Is it true?”

      He was building momentum now, his words tumbling over each other in his excitement to share everything he apparently knew (or thought he knew).

      “Can I see your scar?” Ron asked suddenly, leaning even closer to Rose, close enough that he was definitely invading her personal space. His eyes were fixed on her forehead, searching for the lightning-bolt shaped mark.

      Too bad for him, Rose uses cosmetic charms to hide it whenever she’s out in public.

      “Is it true it still hurts sometimes? Do you get visions or prophetic dreams? Can you sense dark magic nearby because of your connection to You-Know-Who?”

      Rose was getting visibly more uncomfortable with each passing second, pressing herself back against the window as if she could phase through the glass and escape this conversation entirely. Her jaw was tight, her hands clenched in her lap, and her eyes had taken on a flat quality that meant she was seconds away from either hexing someone or kicking them.

      Susan looked torn between amusement and concern, clearly wanting to intervene but not quite sure how to redirect Ron’s enthusiasm without being rude.

      Don’t worry Susan, I got this.

      I reached forward and tapped Ron firmly on the shoulder, my expression carefully neutral. “Hey, Ron. Quick question for you.”

      He turned to face me, confusion evident on his freckled face as my interruption derailed his rapid-fire interrogation. “Yeah?”

      “Do you have a sister?” I asked conversationally.

      Ron blinked, his confusion deepening. “I… yes? I have a younger sister, Ginny. She’s starting Hogwarts next year. Why are you asking about—”

      “Excellent. Follow-up question,” I continued, maintaining the same pleasant, casual tone. “What would you do if some random boy, someone neither you nor your sister had ever met before, came up to her and started getting uncomfortably close, touching her, getting right up in her face, How would you react to that situation?”

      “I’d deck that guy in the nose without hesitation,” he said immediately, “No one gets to treat Ginny like that. I don’t care who they are or what they think gives them the right—”

      “Like people say,” I interrupted, my smile widening into something with considerably more teeth than warmth, “great minds think alike.”

      And then I punched him in the face.

    
    

    
      Total Gambling Coin = 9

      Perks So far.

      Active Slots: 5/5 (Can be unlocked after special thresholds are crossed)

      1: Ragebaiter (Active)

      Origin: Agatha All Along

      You possess an exceptional talent for pushing people’s emotional buttons and provoking intense anger. Whether through carefully chosen words or calculated actions, you excel at getting under others’ skin, often sparking heated reactions or even outright violence. Your ability to incite fury is virtually unmatched, but beware—provoked individuals rarely hesitate to act on their rage. Ensure you’re prepared to handle the consequences, as the wrath of your targets can be swift and utterly unforgiving.

      2: Holy Water (Item)

      Origin: Good Omens

      The very last thing a demon should have, since it tends to melt demon-kind rather effectively. You now possess a bottomless thermos of genuine holy water. Do try to be careful with it. It looks rather ordinary, simple black metal except for the white Cross of Christ etched near the cap.

      You have the ability to summon the thermos of holy water and have an inventory-like system that can only store this one thermos and nothing else.

      3: Immune (Active)

      [Epic Ability]

      Complete immunity to all negative status effects. While active, the user cannot be poisoned, cursed, diseased, or subjected to any form of debuffing magic or mundane affliction.

      4: Volition (Passive)

      Elite Trait

      Origin: Disco Elysium

      You are unnaturally connected to your own inner morale. The voice that pushes you to move forward, your determination, and your will to keep going. Honing this sense can allow you not to lose your will even against extreme adversity and pull off feats of tremendous willpower with ease. But losing control over your volition can also lead to overconfidence.

      5: The Beastmaster (Passive)

      Origin: Harry Potter Movie Series

      You have a way with nature so great that you can form deep and lasting friendships with animals both magical and mundane. Through this you can pacify violent animals, making them more friendly to you, even those that might normally see humans as nothing more than a snack.

      6: Half Hot, Half Cold (Active)

      Epic Ability

      Origin: My Hero Academia

      Allows the user to create and emit both ice and fire from either side of their body, also granting elemental resistance. With training, the two aspects may be combined into Frostflare.

      7: [Sword Birth] (Item)

      |Epic Item|

      DxD — A Sacred Gear created by God. It allows the user to conjure constructs of demonic swords with varying properties depending on the user’s capabilities and skill. Swords that absorb flame or ones that are exceptionally sharp are just a few of the many examples. The user cannot create a sword that does something they themselves cannot do.

      8: [Explosion!] (Active)

      [Elite Ability]

      Konosuba: Allows one to bring down an extremely powerful explosion from the heavens like the wrath of a god or a thermonuclear warhead. The longer one charges the explosion and the more energy they expend, the more power the explosion becomes.

      9: Mental Image Blocking |Common Skill| (Active)

      Batman — You have learned a technique to block out mind readers and telepaths by masking your real thoughts with conjured mental images, taught to you by the ever-elusive Tibetan Monks.

    
    

    
      

    
  




    Chapter 11.5 (Interlude)

    
       

      Hogwarts start next chapter, enjoy the Interlude in meanwhile.

    
    

    
      The air in the briefing room of the Department of Mysteries didn’t circulate properly, it hung heavy and stagnant, tasting of ozone and old terror. It was a room buried so deep beneath London that the concept of sunlight was a theoretical rumor, a place where the laws of physics were more suggestions than rules.

      But right now, the most dangerous thing in the room wasn’t the contained paradoxes humming behind reinforced doors, or the jars of bottled time sitting in their carefully warded cabinets, or even the cursed artifacts sealed in lead-lined cases.

      It was Professor Saul Croaker.

      The Head Unspeakable, a man whose reputation was etched in the nightmares of Dark Lords and foreign dignitaries alike, paced the length of the obsidian conference table like a caged predator. His boots slammed against the stone floor with rhythmic, thundering violence that made the three Unspeakables seated there flinch in perfect unison with each footfall.

      The man was built like a boxer gone grey, broad shoulders, scarred knuckles, and a face that looked like it had been carved from granite with a dull chisel. His salt-and-pepper beard was trimmed military-short, and his dark eyes burned with an intensity that could melt steel. He wore the standard grey robes of the Department, but on him, they looked less like scholarly attire and more like combat fatigues.

      “I want,” Croaker began, his voice starting as a low, dangerous rumble that seemed to vibrate through the very stone of the room, “someone to explain to me, in plain, fucking English—”

      The temperature dropped several degrees.

      “—how a fuckmothering Cyclops managed to waltz its way onto the British Isles!”

      The last word detonated like a grenade. He slammed a fist onto the table, and the obsidian surface cracked like ice under his blow, spiderweb fractures racing across its polished surface. The three agents jerked back as if physically struck.

      “Not just the Isles,” Croaker hissed, leaning over the table toward the cowering agent nearest to him. His voice dropped to something quiet and infinitely more dangerous. “No, that would be too simple. This creature apparently had a lovely holiday touring our most secure magical locations. Diagon Alley? Check. Gringotts? Check! Ministry of Magic to register his match at Morgana Coliseum? Oh yes, why not! Perhaps we should have given it a bloody guided tour of Azkaban while we were at it!”

      He straightened, spreading his arms wide in a gesture of theatrical disbelief.

      The silence that followed was oppressive. The youngest agent, Jenkins, a pale, skeletal man with nervous hands, cleared his throat as he shifted in his seat. His grey hood trembled as he cleared his throat.

      “S-Sir,” he stammered, his voice cracking slightly. “Perhaps… perhaps the mist was too thick? The perception filter might have been stronger than we anticipated. If the creature had divine protection—”

      Clatter.

      THWAK!

      The sound of wood hitting bone echoed sharply through the chamber. Croaker hadn’t cast a spell. He hadn’t even reached for his magic. He had simply ripped his wand from its holster. The wand hit Jenkins square in the face before he could finish the sentence.

      Croaker had simply thrown his wand at the man with the precision of a knife-thrower at a circus. The eleven-inch piece of blackthorn bounced off Jenkins’s forehead with a satisfying thwack, leaving a red mark that would definitely bruise. The wand clattered onto the table, rolling to a stop in front of its mortified target.

      The agent yelped, clutching his nose as blood began to seep between his fingers. His chair tipped backward, and he barely caught himself before crashing to the floor.

      “The Mist?” Croaker’s voice could have frozen fire. He strode forward, planting both hands on the table and leaning over it until his face was inches from Jenkins’s. “Did you just suggest, in this room, in the Department of Mysteries, that the Mist fooled us?”

      “I… I thought—”

      “No. You didn’t think. Because if you had engaged that walnut you called a brain for even a second, you would have remembered one very important fact.” Croaker straightened, his eyes scanning the room. “What happens when you join the Department of Mysteries, gentlemen?”

      Silence.

      “WHAT. HAPPENS?” Croaker roared.

      “The Initiation Ritual removes our susceptibility to divine perception filters,” mumbled Thornwick, a stocky wizard with graying red hair who sat at the far end of the table.

      “EXACTLY!” Croaker spun toward him, jabbing a finger in his direction. “The Ritual of Unseeing! Three days of meditation in the Veil Chamber. The ritual scarification. The blood sacrifice to the Triple headed Goddess herself. We go through all of that specifically so we are NOT fooled by divine parlor tricks like the Mist! That’s the entire bloody point of being an Unspeakable! We see what others cannot! We are the ones who deal with the monsters, the gods, the things that go bump in the night while everyone else sleeps soundly in their beds!”

      He stalked around the table, each step deliberate, predatory.

      “You forget who you are? What you are?” His voice dropped to a growl. “You are an Unspeakable. You are the Department of Mysteries. We are the fucking Black Ops of Magical Britain!”

      He jabbed a finger at the bleeding agent, who was trying very hard to make himself invisible.

      “So no, Jenkins. The Mist did not fool us. Which means one of two things: either our detection wards failed spectacularly, or this creature was clever enough to avoid triggering them. Neither option fills me with confidence.”

      Croaker wheeled, drill-sergeant fashion, and marched back to the head of the table.

      “So tell me.” His voice was now ice-cold.

      “Why my elite agents, who have sacrificed their sanity and their souls to see past every illusion the gods can throw at us, were functionally blind to a twelve-foot Cyclops waltzing through our streets?”

      Marchbanks, an older wizard with a permanently concern-etched face and a large scar running down his left cheek, tentatively raised his hand. Unlike Jenkins, he had the sense to wait for acknowledgement before speaking.

      Croaker gestured to him impatiently.

      “Yes, Marchbanks. Do go on. Whatever you have to say is sure to be riveting.”

      If Marchbanks caught the sarcasm, he ignored it. “Sir, we’ve been going over the timeline. Our alert systems are set to make sure that if hostile mythological creatures take violent action or demonstrate overt predatory intent towards the magical inhabitants of Wizarding Britain, we become aware of it. On our records, this creature did nothing to trigger such an alert until the incident at the Coliseum itself.”

      Croaker’s face changed from anger to something closer to confusion. “What’ you sayin’?”

      “I am saying, sir, that this monster kept up a human disguise and pattern of behavior for more than a week. It moved through Diagon Alley, it attended local festivities, it interacted with wizards. and at no time showed the sort of hostile intent which would have set off our detectors. For all intents and purposes, it was acting like a normal wizard.”

      The room fell silent, the implications of this sinking in.

      “That’s…” Croaker’s voice trailed off. He moved to the chair at the head of the table and slowly lowered himself into it, suddenly looking every one of his seventy-three years.

      “That’s unprecedented.”

      “Yes, sir.” Marchbanks nodded gravely.

      “Monsters don’t do that. They can’t do that. Their nature is predatory. They might hide, might ambush, but they don’t integrate. They don’t wait. The longest recorded instance of a mythological creature maintaining a peaceful guise was the Lamia incident of 1847, and even then it only lasted three days before it started hunting.”

      “Over a week, and for relying on natural skills rather than depending on mist the whole way like most of the monsters.”

      Croaker muttered, more to himself than anyone else. “What kind of monster has that kind of control? That kind of… intelligence?”

      “The kind that’s been alive for centuries,” Thornwick said quietly. “The Aurors’ report said it mentioned fighting demigods in the plural. It knew what it was doing. It was experienced.”

      Croaker’s jaw clenched. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath through his nose, then exhaled slowly. When he opened them again, the fury was still there, but cold and focused now.

      “I don’t care about the reasons,” he said in his deadly calm voice. “I don’t care if this creature was the most patient, most intelligent monster to ever crawl out of Tartarus. What I care about is results. What I care about is the fact that this thing killed three of our people.”

      He stood, starting to pace again, but this time more slowly.

      “That motherfucker killed Burke! Banarby Burke was one of our best, a prodigy in both Ministry protocol and practical combat magic! He could duel blindfolded and win! He was being groomed for my position!”

      His voice cracked slightly, just for a second, before the rage consumed it again. “Gone. Turned to paste, skull and brain matter on the floor because a fucking Cyclops got the drop on us.”

      He grasped the edge of the table, knuckles white.

      “Aurors Thompson and Wu. Both killed in the initial assault. Good men. Experienced fighters. And that is not even counting the six others lying in St. Mungo’s, three of whom may never fully recover from their injuries. The Healers are talking about permanent nerve damage. Curse scarring. One of them, Dawson, may never hold a wand again.”

      With each name, the weight in the already heavy room was being added to.

      “The paperwork alone will drown me, but it’s not that keeps me awake at night.”

      He looked up, meeting each of their eyes in turn.

      “What keeps me up is knowing we failed, that the families are getting the owls right now telling them their loved ones aren’t coming home. That’s on us.”

      The room was quiet, save the faint hum of warding stones and the drip of something far off.

      Croaker took a deep breath, forced his shoulders back, and reasserted control. His voice was cold and precise and professional when he spoke again.

      Well, professional, as he could be.

      “And finally, to really top it all off,” Croaker shouted again, his voice rising once more, “WHO IN DAMNATION IS JOHN MARSTON?!”

      It sounded as if the name rattled in the chamber, from wall to wall, and clung in mid-air, an accusation.

      “We need him. Here. Now. That man-whoever he is-took down a creature that killed three trained wizards and injured six more. He and that redheaded woman did what our Aurors couldn’t. They won. And then they vanished into thin air like smoke.”

      “Sir,” said Walsh, a tall wizard with glasses that made his eyes look huge, “we can’t find anyone by that name. No John Marston in the Ministry database. No birth records. No Gringotts accounts. No property ownership. It’s as if he doesn’t exist.”

      “What about physical descriptions? Witnesses?”

      “We have those, sir.” Walsh stood, moved to the far wall where a complex array of runic circles had been carved into the stone. He withdrew a small vial from his robes-a Pensieve memory, enhanced and modified for Department of Mysteries use-and carefully poured three drops onto the primary circle.

      The runes flared to life with brilliant blue light. The wall itself seemed to ripple and shift, like a stone surface suddenly become water that had been frozen in the midst of ripples. Then pictures started to form, pulled from the augmented memory and projected with a clarity that far outdid any standard Pensieve.

      The wall in front of the conference room became a window to the past.

      The scene depicted the chaos of the stands at the Coliseum, crumbling stone, screaming onlookers, and the smell of ozone and burned flesh that somehow came across with the enhancement spell. And then, amidst all this chaos, two figures stood out like beacons.

      A man and a woman.

      The man was young, no more than mid-twenties, with a harsh but attractive face, untidy black hair, and eyes that burned with an inner flame, a deep, rich jade green. He had the movement of a fighter, all controlled ferocity and violence. His hands danced intricate patterns in mid-air, and the magic responded without wand, without incantation, as if it were an extension of himself.

      Fire ribbons. Ice walls. Levitation on massive chunks of debris. And then, most impressively, the fabrication of magical swords out of thin air, blades aglow with unholy crimson light, fire and ice.

      And then there was the most magnificent one that slayed the beast at last.

      The magic itself was simple, First or Second Year spells, mostly, but he was flawless. He spoke and cast constantly, rapidly. He changed spells and subjects without rest. It was as if he were directing an orchestra of chaos.

      The woman on his side was no less impressive. Red hair that seemed to burn with an inner fire in the light, emerald-green eyes that matched the man’s own jade eyes, and a fierce, watchful energy that seemed to shimmer from her like sparks from a flame.

      She had athletic ease, her own magic flashing from her wand, physical spells and transfiguration, and at one point, a white mask that had turned aside the Killing Curse itself.

      “We can’t locate him, sir,” said the female agent, operating the projection with controlled wand gestures. “We’ve scanned his picture against all the databases from here to MACUSA, matched it with Interpol records, and searched birth certificates for the past fifty years. We’ve even pulled some strings with the goblins at Gringotts.”

      Again, the moving image repeated itself.

      Croaker took a step forward, examining the projection and the male figure. There was something about this man, the way he carried himself, the skill he displayed with every movement. It was no mere civilian who had luck on his side. It was a man who knew what he was doing.

      Or he was just a buffoon who was very lucky with divine support from Gods or Fate and being guided from them.

      And then came the image change, with the end scene from the battle. The improbably large sword, forged from nothing, with unholy and yet holy light, flying through the air. The resourcefulness of James Potter with the Engorgement Charm.

      The moment of impact with the Cyclops’ chest. Golden ichor, monster’s blood… no divine blood, splattering on the floor of the Coliseum.

      “Freeze there,” Croaker ordered

      The image froze on a moment just after the death of the creature. The man who was John Marston stood with his wand still upraised, saying words that were incomprehensible in the silent memory.

      And then…

      Thunder. A clear sky. The sky itself reacting to what the man had spoken.

      All Unspeakable members within the room shivered at the implications. All knew what that meant. All had seen it before among documented historical accounts, within classified readings that would make even an average wizard’s hair stand on end.

      Divine recognition.

      “Merlin’s slouching left—” Jenkins began, then bit it back at Croaker’s gimlet glare.

      “Sir, it’s… it’s an answer from on high order. A sacrifice. We don’t know which deity, but—”

      “I know what it bloody well is,” Croaker snapped. He stepped nearer to the image, his eyes on the woman. She had her mask, that white thing that had turned aside a Killing Curse, and was about to make a run for it.

      The angle shifted ever so slightly as the memory shifted perspectives, and for an instant, profile sight of the woman’s face appeared.

      Croaker froze.

      It was a familiar face. Older, yes. But he knew it.

      The set of her jaw. Strong. Determined.

      The eyes. Bright emerald green, like polished gemstones. He had met her personally after her arrival on British soil.

      He may have tailed her whole family secretly once before as a form of protection, so if anything, he knows that girl.

      The girl he thought personally to be among the most vital witches of the modern era.

      That unique red hair color. Not auburn, not orange, but a rich and fiery red. It shimmered with a light that seemed almost like flames.

      Oh no.

      It clicked. A chilling, heavy realization fell like a stone into his belly.

      That was a mere older Rose Potter. That was The Girl Who Lived.

      Crack!

      The room listed sickeningly on its side. A bolt of agony shot through his brain as if a railroad spike had been driven through his forehead. Croaker stumbled and clutched at his forehead as he gasped.

      “SIR!” Several voices cried out together. Hands reached out to hold him, to lead him back to his chair.

      “Are you okay?! Should we get a Healer?!”

      “Get back!” Croaker growled, thrusting aside hands reaching to assist. The pain receded as swiftly as it had arisen. It left nothing in its wake.. There had been something important, something he’d almost remembered, but it slid beyond his grasp like sand running through his fingers.

      What he had been viewing?

      He looked again at the projection. The woman’s face. He knew he should be able to place it. Knew there was something important about it. But as soon as he tried to focus on that fact, on zeroing in on it, his mind went elsewhere, like dispersing birds.

      The Mist.

      It dawned on him with a physical impact. He was affected. Him. An Unspeakable. Someone who should be immune against it.

      That meant either the Ritual of Unseeing had failed, and that was an impossibility, as he had done it himself almost half a century before, and it never failed him or anyone else or that the divine energy safeguarding these people’s identities had been so powerful that it would override any earthly wards.

      Neither option was promising.

      But he could do nothing about it at the moment. Even as he stood there, he could sense the knowledge draining from him, his mind ever so kindly turning itself away from destructive thoughts. It was subtle. Elegant. MADDENING.

      It’s a good thing that he always keeps a memory-recording warded into his Occlumency discipline. No matter how much time he forgets, the backup imprint overwrites the degraded recall every five minutes, keeping it safe.

      “It’s nothing,” he finally replied, smoothing his robes with as much dignity as he could summon. “Only a headache. A momentary headache. Too much stress. Not enough sleep.”

      But he wasn’t fine. His skull was literally exploding. But he’d been hurt before.

      The look passed among the rest of the Unspeakables, but no word was spoken. All recognized it as a lie, and all realized that their director would get no further.

      Suddenly his eyes snapped open as memories flooded back in. He knew it was going to be drained too, but five minutes later it would come back. It would be a constant loop of delete and recover, probably harmful to his human brain, but the price he was willing to pay.

      He looked back at the picture of the woman, Rose Potter, it had to be, but older, mature, in her mid-twenties when she should be fourteen. Unless.

      Aging potion. Had to be. It made sense.

      But his own specialty was Time Magic. It took thirty years to learn about chronomancy and causality loops.

      A bias within himself would have liked it better if it were Rose Potter, a girl traveling back from the future. A stable time loop. A predestination paradox.

      And then there was she who was the Girl Who Lived, a punchbag for Fate herself if the Prophecy tucked away on the equivalent of the top floor was anything to go by. A person about whom things would intuitively go awry so time travel for that girl wouldn’t be impossible too.

      No.

      He jammed the idea into a mental box and slammed it shut with every Occlumency trick he’d ever learned. Not yet. Not now. Far too dangerous even to entertain as an idea.

      Croaker turned his back on the projection and swung round to return to his chair. He sank down heavily on it as if burdened with all his years.

      “Forget about them,” he said, and even he could detect the resignation dripping from his voice.

      “John Marston and his accomplice. I’m sure they have half a brain between them. They’ve already gone to ground.” And eventually they will resurface because people just don’t know how to hide.

      “Sir?” Thornwick asked tactfully.

      “This mess has too many loose ends, and every single one of them is a thread that could unravel everything if pulled wrong.”

      And he muttered these words to himself as he stared at the ceiling before he sharply turned his head forward.

      “Damage control,” Croaker repeated, rubbing his temples. “This situation cannot be allowed to get out of control. The people are aware that something went wrong at the Morgana Coliseum during the match. That there were victims. But they don’t know what really happened. That a monster, something from Greek mythology, was at work. And they can’t. Not ever. That’s our… our only reason for existing. The world outside isn’t ready for it. We have knowledge so that they might live at peace with ignorance.”

      But he looked up, his eyes scanning across the gathered Unspeakables.

      He pointed out at the female agent.

      “Memory modification protocols. I want every wizard who was in that Coliseum. pure-blood, half-blood, Muggleborn, I don’t care. their memories scrubbed clean and replaced with something plausible. Focus on anyone who got a clear look at the Cyclops’s true form.”

      “Yes, sir. Standard obliviation?”

      “Precision work,” Croaker corrected sharply. “Don’t just blast their memories away. That leaves psychological damage and attracts attention. Weave in a false narrative. Gas leak from experimental wards. Rogue bludger spell gone catastrophically wrong. Something that fits the chaos but doesn’t require mythological explanations.”

      He turned to the male agent with the bloody nose.

      “And you, check the Mist integrity. Run a full diagnostic on the ley line network feeding the perception filters over Britain. If there’s a weak point, a gap, anywhere a creature of that size could slip through unnoticed, I want it found and sealed within twenty-four hours.”

      “And if we find a breach?”

      Croaker’s expression went cold. “You know what to do.”

      Croaker racked his brain, though his body was old, his brain was not as he created possible narrative for this clusterfuck.

      “The official story is that there was a Dark Wizard attack. One eyed Buster who was using dark magic, Scandinavian giant blood went insane. Burke and the others died fighting valiantly. The Aurors successfully neutralized the threat. This John Marston person was a concerned citizen who assisted and then left before he could be properly thanked. That’s the story we’re going with.”

      “What about the other witnesses?” Marchbanks asked. “There were hundreds of people in that Coliseum. Surely some of them saw—”

      “The Mist will handle most of them,”

      Croaker interrupted. “The ones it doesn’t… well, that’s what I said you lots have to do. Selective memory modification. We make sure no one remembers seeing a Cyclops. They remember a Dark Wizard. A threat that was dealt with. Nothing more.”

      “And the Aurors who were there? The ones who know the truth?”

      “We read them in,” Croaker said simply.

      “Not fully. Just enough. They get briefed on the existence of mythological threats, sign the appropriate non-disclosure agreements, and are given the choice to either join the Department or have their memories of the specific details modified. Most will choose the former. Aurors don’t become Aurors by running from danger.”

      He stood again, moving toward the door.

      “Walsh, I want a full report on my desk by morning. Timeline of events, analysis of how this creature evaded our detection systems, and recommendations for upgrading our monitoring protocols. Marchbanks, coordinate with the Obliviators. I want that Coliseum sanitized. Every witness interviewed and processed. Jenkins….” He paused, giving the younger wizard a pointed look. “..try to think before you speak from now on. The Mist excuse will not fly again. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal, sir,” Jenkins mumbled, still rubbing his forehead and nose where the wand had struck.

      “Feed the press the story I just made,” he continued, addressing all of them now.

      “Coordinate with the Ministry’s Public Relations office, Merlin help us, and make sure they parrot our line exactly. Frame it as an unfortunate but contained incident. Emphasize the Auror response, play up their heroism, downplay the casualties. Make sure the fallout isn’t too great.”

      He paused, jaw tight.

      “We cannot afford a panic. Not now. Not with Hogwarts opening in a week. If parents start pulling their children from school because they think monsters are infiltrating Britain, we’ll have a societal collapse on our hands.”

      “Understood, sir!”

      The three agents snapped to attention, relief evident in their postures. They had orders. Orders meant structure, and structure meant they could stop worrying about being the next target of Croaker’s wrath.

      Croaker pulled open the heavy door, then paused in the threshold. Beyond lay a corridor carved from the same dark stone, lit by the same cold blue torches. But at the far end, just visible in the dancing shadows, stood a statue.

      It was massive, easily twenty feet tall, depicting a woman with three faces. Maiden, Mother, and Crone. The Triple Goddess, the ancient deity that the Unspeakables served, the entity that granted them protection from divine interference and the ability to see through the Mist.

      Hecate. Goddess of magic, crossroads, and thresholds. Patroness of the lost and the seeking.

      As Croaker watched, the statue’s eyes, all six of them, carved from some luminescent stone that glowed with an inner light, slowly swiveled to track his movement.

      The old Unspeakable suppressed a shiver. In his fifty years with the Department, he’d never quite gotten used to that. The statue wasn’t alive, not exactly, but it wasn’t entirely inanimate either. It was something in between, a conduit for power that predated the Ministry, predated even Hogwarts itself.

      Croaker didn’t look up. He never looked up. But he felt the gaze, heavy and knowing, like the universe itself was watching through those carved eyes and finding him wanting.

      He inclined his head respectfully toward it before continuing down the corridor. Behind him, he could hear the other Unspeakables beginning to file out, their voices low as they discussed assignments and theories.

      “Bloody gods and their games,” he muttered under his breath, rubbing his temples where the phantom pain still pulsed. “Always watching. Always judging. Never actually helping.”

      He reached the lift, an ornate cage of brass and iron that looked Victorian but was actually far older, enchanted to move between levels that didn’t technically exist in three-dimensional space.

      The grille opened with a rusty groan.

      As he stepped inside, alone in the small space, he allowed himself a moment of weakness. His shoulders sagged, and he braced one hand against the wall, suddenly feeling every one of his seventy-three years.

      Croaker paid no mind to anything else for now. His thoughts were already moving ahead, cataloging the dozen different fires he would need to put out in the coming days.

      First would be Amelia Bones. The Director of Magical Law Enforcement would need to be briefed, an abridged version, of course. Just enough to keep her in the loop without revealing the full extent of the Department’s knowledge. Bones was sharp, perhaps too sharp, and Croaker had been trying to recruit her for years. But she had a son and niece that might as well be her daughter, so Bones had always been reluctant to take on work that might put her remaining family at risk.

      A shame. She would have made an excellent Unspeakable.

      Ah, and speaking of her family, her husband Sirius was the one leading the team, wasn’t it? So there is a chance she already had sensed what had happened as her husband would have no doubt informed her.

      Or that would be the case if the fucking Mist wasn’t involved once again.

      “Damn shame about the Mist,” he whispered to the empty lift, his voice barely audible over the grinding of gears. “Amelia has the teeth for this department. Sharp enough to see the truth and strong enough to act on it. If she wasn’t so… blind to the other side of things…”

      He trailed off, shaking his head.

      She was Clear-Sighted only in the mundane sense. The Mist still worked on her, kept her from perceiving the divine machinery that turned beneath the surface of reality. And you couldn’t recruit someone into the Department of Mysteries if they couldn’t even see half of what they’d be working with.

      The ritual wasn’t perfect as he remembered what Jenkins suggested earlier. But nevermind that was Jenkins being dumbarse like usual.

      The lift began to rise with a cheerful ding that sounded entirely out of place given everything that had just happened.

      “And then,” Croaker sighed, pressing the rune for the upper levels where the regular Ministry operated, “I hope to every god listening that I don’t have to deal with that absolute fool, Cornelius Fudge.”

      Then there was Fudge. Cornelius bloody Fudge, the Minister of Magic, a man so utterly concerned with his own image and political career that he made Croaker’s teeth ache. The man would want answers, would want reassurance that this wouldn’t affect his approval ratings. Croaker would have to feed him comfortable lies, make him feel important and in control, all while ensuring he stayed as far away from the actual truth as possible.

      Damn oaths of Unspeakable.

      The last thing they needed was for Fudge to do something catastrophically stupid out of fear or ego.

      “Merlin’s balls,” Croaker muttered to himself as he walked. “I’m too old for this shite.”

      The lift continued upward, carrying him from the deep places where truth lived into the bright, false world above where politicians played their games and pretended the monsters weren’t real..

      …

      The morning sun had barely crested over the London skyline when Professor Saul Croaker found himself standing outside the office of Amelia Bones, Director of Magical Law Enforcement. He’d arrived early, deliberately so, hoping to catch her before the full chaos of the Ministry’s day began.

      The door was already open.

      Of course it was. Amelia Bones didn’t sleep much these days, not since the first war. Not since losing so many family members to Death Eaters. The woman ran on coffee, stubbornness, and what Croaker suspected was a barely-suppressed rage at the injustice of the world.

      Not even motherhood and the duties of marriage got in the way of her job and responsibilities to the wider world.

      He could respect that.

      “Are you going to lurk in my doorway like a first-year who’s lost their way to Transfiguration, or are you actually going to come in, Professor Saul?” Amelia’s voice called from within, dry and tired.

      Croaker stepped inside, closing the door behind him with a gentle wave of his wand that activated privacy wards. The click of the lock engaging was followed by a soft shimmer as sound-dampening charms took effect.

      Amelia Bones sat behind her desk, looking every bit as exhausted as Croaker felt. Her raven hair was pulled back in its usual severe bun, though several strands had escaped to frame her face. Her monocle glinted in the morning light streaming through her window. Even while looking thirty, she actually looked thirty, which didn’t happen to any normal witch unless she was very tired, stressed, or both.

      Before her lay a stack of reports that appeared to be breeding, somehow, the pile looked larger than it had been just seconds ago.

      She was reading one now, her jaw set in that particular way that meant someone was about to have a very bad day.

      “I assume,” she said without looking up, “that you’re here about the clusterfuck at the Morgana Coliseum? There goes Britain’s chance to host Europe Dueling championship for a decade. Just our fucking luck.”

      “Your way with words never ceases to amaze me, Amelia.” He said, feeling hypocritical, ignoring his own vocabulary at the moment.

      “Spare me the pleasantries, Professor. I’ve been up for thirty-six hours. Three of my Aurors are dead. Six more are in St. Mungo’s, and the Healers are telling me that Dawson might never hold a wand again.” She finally looked up, and Croaker saw the red rims around her eyes, the tightness in her expression. “So yes. I’m calling it a clusterfuck. If you have a more diplomatic term, feel free to share it.”

      Croaker moved to one of the chairs facing her desk and sat down slowly, his joints protesting the early hour. “I prefer ‘an unprecedented incident requiring immediate departmental coordination,’ but yours is more succinct.”

      That earned him the ghost of a smile. Fleeting, but there.

      “Edgar was there,” Amelia said quietly, turning her attention back to the report. “My son and Susan, my niece… sneaked inside apparently. No laws were broken as it was suggested rather than regulations of over 18 rules in that Coliseum. Thankfully they managed to get outside safely. They both nearly died, Saul. If not for…” She trailed off, her finger tapping against a specific line in the report.

      Croaker leaned forward slightly. “If not for?”

      “My husband’s report mentions two individuals who engaged the attacker directly. A man and a woman, both appearing to be in their mid-twenties. They fought alongside the Aurors. The woman, he says she saved his life. Threw some kind of mask that deflected a Killing Curse meant for him and James Potter who was at the scene.” Amelia looked up again, her sharp eyes fixing on Croaker. “In the end, they gave false names and disappeared before they could be properly questioned.”

      She set down the report, folding her hands on top of it.

      “Now, normally, I would accept that at face value. Sirius, my husband is many things, but he’s not a liar. However” She pulled out another report, this one marked with the seal of the Department of Mysteries. “I also received this from your department this morning. A sanitized version of events that somehow manages to tell me absolutely nothing useful while using a great many words to do so.”

      Croaker kept his expression neutral. “I’m not sure what you’re implying.”

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m stating, outright, that your department knows more than you’re telling me. Which is fine, that’s how the Unspeakables operate, I understand that. But Saul?” Her voice hardened. “My family was in danger, all of them. My son, husband, and niece could have died all together. So I’m asking you, as someone who has worked alongside you for twenty years, as someone who has kept your secrets and covered your operations when needed, what actually happened at that Coliseum?”

      The silence stretched between them.

      Croaker weighed his options. Amelia Bones was, without question, one of the most capable witches in the Ministry. Sharp as a curse-breaker’s knife and twice as dangerous when motivated. She’d turned down his recruitment offers three times over the years, but not because she lacked the skill or the nerve. She’d turned him down because of her family, a new family that she was blessed with after her old one died in conflict, because she refused to take on work that might make her niece an orphan.

      But she was also bound by the same limitations as every other wizard. The Ritual of Unseeing was not something that could be partially performed. Either you underwent the full ceremony, or you remained susceptible to the Mist. There was no middle ground.

      The old Unspeakable considered his response carefully. He could lie outright, but Amelia would know. He could tell her the full truth, but that would require either bringing her into the Department, which she’d refuse, or performing a memory modification, which he’d refuse. That left him with the third option: a careful middle ground that gave her enough to satisfy her immediate concerns without revealing the full scope of the situation.

      “Off the record?” he asked.

      “Off the record,” she agreed.

      “The attacker was not entirely human. The Department has been tracking an increase in… unusual entities entering Britain over the past several months. Creatures that don’t fit our standard classifications. Some appear to be remnants of old magic, things that predate the Statute of Secrecy. Others are harder to categorize.”

      “You’re being deliberately vague.”

      “Yes.”

      Amelia’s jaw tightened, but she nodded. “Fine. And these two civilians?”

      “We don’t know who they are. The names they gave and their appearance were false, likely Polyjuice. We’ve confirmed that much. But based on their demonstrated abilities and tactical awareness, we believe they may have some kind of specialized training. Possibly foreign operatives, though we have no confirmation of that.”

      “Are they a threat?”

      “Unknown. They saved lives at the Coliseum, including your son’s, husband’s, and your niece’s. That suggests they’re not hostile to Britain or the Ministry. But their willingness to use false identities and their apparent knowledge of these unusual entities makes them persons of interest.”

      “You’re looking for them.”

      “We’re always looking for people who demonstrate unusual abilities, Amelia. You know that.”

      She held his gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “This is one of those situations where you’re going to tell me that I’m better off not knowing the full details, isn’t it?”

      “It’s one of those situations where the full details would require bringing you into the Department of Mysteries proper. Which would mean—”

      “Which would mean the Ritual,” Amelia finished. “Which would mean putting my family at even greater risk if something happened to me. I know the drill, Saul. You’ve given me this speech before.”

      “And yet you keep asking questions.”

      “Because it’s my job to ask questions. And because my family was involved this time.” She picked up husband’s report again, her thumb tracing the edge of the parchment.

      The headache started again, sharp and immediate. Croaker’s hand moved to his temple before he could stop himself.

      “Saul?” Amelia was standing now, moving around her desk. “Are you alright?”

      “Fine,” he managed through gritted teeth. “Just a headache. Haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “You’re getting too old for this work,” Amelia said, though her tone was concerned rather than mocking. “When was the last time you took a day off?”

      “I’ll take a day off when Fudge stops being an idiot. So, never.”

      That earned him a short, barking laugh. “Speaking of our illustrious Minister, have you briefed him yet?”

      “That’s my next stop.” Croaker carefully stood, waiting for the headache to recede. It did, slowly, leaving behind the same frustrating sense of missing something important. “Which I’m looking forward to about as much as a Crucio to the bollocks.”

      “Well, when you’re done with that particular form of torture, stop by my office again. I’ll want a follow-up on whatever nonsense he demands.” Amelia moved back to her desk, already reaching for the next report in her never-ending pile. “And Professor? Thank you. For whatever it is your department did to stop that thing. Edgar might not understand the full picture, but I know you and your Unspeakables were involved. So… thank you.”

      Croaker nodded, moving toward the door. He paused with his hand on the handle. “For what it’s worth, Amelia, the offer still stands. You’d make an exceptional Unspeakable.”

      “And Edgar would make an exceptional orphan. You know how Sirius will follow right up to my grave. Pass.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Don’t go back to that Mysterious Department mysteriously and do whatever you do with mystery,” she said, as the old man huffed, his mood somehow lifted than the state he entered earlier.

      He deactivated the privacy wards and stepped out into the corridor, letting the door close behind him. The Ministry was starting to wake up now, early-shift workers beginning to trickle in through the Atrium. Somewhere above him, the Fountain of Magical Brethren burbled cheerfully, blissfully ignorant of the conversation that had just taken place.

      Croaker checked his pocket watch. Seven-thirty in the morning. Fudge typically arrived around eight, always making a show of being early to work while actually being one of the last senior officials to arrive.

      That gave Croaker thirty minutes to prepare himself for what would undoubtedly be an exercise in frustration.

      He made his way through the Ministry corridors, nodding to the occasional familiar face but not stopping to chat. His reputation as the stern, humorless director of the Department of Mysteries was well-earned and carefully maintained. It kept people from asking too many questions.

      The Minister’s office was on Level One, as far from the Department of Mysteries as one could get while still technically being in the same building. Croaker had always found that symbolically appropriate.

      Cornelius Fudge’s outer office was decorated in what could only be described as “aggressively bureaucratic.” Plaques and certificates covered every available wall space, each one proclaiming some achievement or award that Fudge had received during his political career. The desk where his secretary normally sat was empty this early in the morning, which suited Croaker just fine.

      He settled into one of the uncomfortable chairs that Fudge kept for visitors, deliberately uncomfortable, Croaker suspected, to discourage people from taking up too much of the Minister’s valuable time, and waited.

      Twenty minutes later, Cornelius Fudge swept into his outer office with all the self-importance of a peacock entering a henhouse. The Minister of Magic was a portly man with a shock of lime-green bowler hat that he wore like a crown. His pinstriped robes were immaculate, his shoes polished to a mirror shine. Everything about him screamed “I am very important and you should be impressed.”

      Croaker was not impressed.

      “Ah, Croaker!” Fudge exclaimed, his jovial tone not quite hiding the nervousness underneath. “Didn’t expect to see you here so early. Come in, come in!”

      The Minister’s inner office was even more ostentatiously decorated than the outer one. More plaques. More certificates. A portrait of Fudge himself hung prominently behind his desk, showing the Minister shaking hands with various important figures. The painted Fudge was currently asleep, snoring softly in his frame.

      Fudge settled into his chair, significantly more comfortable than the ones he provided for visitors, and steepled his fingers. “I assume this is about the incident at the Diagon Alley a week ago?”

      “Yes, Minister.”

      “Terrible business. Terrible! Three dead, you know. Aurors! And Burke, I liked him you know, also bet my fortune on him, poor Burke, one of our finest duelists. The papers are going to have a field day with this. I’ve already had three owls from the Daily Prophet demanding a statement.” Fudge shook his head mournfully. “Very bad for approval ratings. Very bad indeed.”

      Croaker resisted the urge to throw his wand at the Minister’s face. Barely.

      “Minister, I’m here to provide you with a briefing on the situation and to discuss how we’re going to manage the public response.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. Very important, managing the response. Can’t have panic, can we? People might start questioning whether the Ministry is keeping them safe. Bad for morale. Bad for—”

      “Bad for approval ratings, yes, Minister, you’ve mentioned.” Croaker pulled a thin folder from his robes and placed it on Fudge’s desk. “This is a sanitized summary of events. The official position is that a dark wizard, affiliation unknown, attacked the Morgana Coliseum, in the guise of being one of the competitors from America. Our Aurors engaged and ultimately neutralized the threat, though not without casualties.”

      Fudge opened the folder, squinting at the text. “Dark wizard, eh? Not a Death Eater?”

      “No evidence to support that conclusion. The attacker’s methods and spell-work don’t match known Death Eater patterns. This one was pure muscle and barbaric like a muggle instead of impressive curse work.”

      “Well, that’s something, at least. Don’t want people thinking the Death Eaters are coming back. That would be very bad for—”

      “Approval ratings. Quite.” Croaker folded his hands in his lap, maintaining a neutral expression through sheer force of will. “There is, however, a complication.”

      Fudge looked up sharply. “What kind of complication?”

      “Two civilians engaged the attacker directly and played a significant role in his defeat. They gave false names and left the scene before they could be properly interviewed.”

      “False names?” Fudge’s face went through several interesting color changes. “You mean we have vigilantes running around Britain?”

      “We have two individuals who demonstrated combat training and magical ability beyond what we’d expect from random civilians, yes. The Department of Mysteries is working to identify them.”

      “Well, find them! We need to… to…” Fudge floundered for a moment. “What do we need to do with them?”

      “That depends on who they turn out to be and what their intentions are, Minister. They saved lives at the Coliseum. That suggests they’re not hostile to the Ministry. However, their use of false identities is concerning.”

      “Very concerning! Can’t have unknown wizards with combat training running around. People might ask why the Ministry doesn’t know who they are. Makes us look incompetent!” Fudge paused. “Are they dangerous?”

      “Potentially. But again, they saved lives. This isn’t a situation that calls for an immediate heavy-handed response.”

      “Hmm.” Fudge leaned back in his chair, which creaked alarmingly under his weight. “The papers are going to ask about them. The witnesses will have seen them. We need a story.”

      “The story is that they were concerned citizens who happened to have some combat training and helped the Aurors during the crisis. They left before they could be properly thanked. We’re attempting to locate them to offer our gratitude.”

      “Yes, yes, that’s good. Very good.” Fudge nodded enthusiastically. “Makes the Ministry look grateful rather than incompetent. I like it. What about Burke and the others?”

      “Heroes. They died fighting bravely against a dangerous dark wizard. Their sacrifice will be honored. Full Ministry funerals, posthumous awards, the works.”

      “Excellent. Nothing boosts approval ratings like a good funeral. Very solemn. Very respectful.” Fudge was already making notes on a piece of parchment. “We’ll need to coordinate with the Prophet. Get Rita Skeeter on this—she knows how to write a good tragedy piece.”

      Croaker felt something die inside him. “Minister, with all due respect, Rita Skeeter is—”

      “A brilliant journalist! Very supportive of the Ministry. We need her on this, Croaker. Trust me, I know how to handle the press.”

      That was debatable at best, but Croaker knew better than to argue. Fudge had his mind made up, and once that happened, changing it required either blackmail or actual dark magic.

      “As you say, Minister. Is there anything else you need from the Department of Mysteries regarding this incident?”

      “Just keep me informed. Regular updates. And for Merlin’s sake, find those two civilians before they become a bigger story than the attack itself. I don’t need mysterious vigilantes complicating things.”

      “Of course, Minister.”

      Croaker stood, relieved to be escaping the office. He was almost to the door when Fudge called out again.

      “Oh, and Croaker? This attacker. You’re certain he’s dead? We’re not going to have him popping up again in a few months to embarrass us?”

      “I’m certain, Minister. The body was recovered and properly disposed of. He won’t be a problem again.”

      What Croaker didn’t mention was that “properly disposed of” meant the creature’s remains had been sealed in a lead-lined coffin, bound with enough wards to make a tomb raider weep, and buried in a location that existed partially outside of normal space. The Department took no chances with creatures that could potentially reform in Tartarus.

      “Good, good. Wouldn’t do to have him come back. Very bad for—”

      “Approval ratings. Indeed.” Croaker escaped before Fudge could continue.

      As he walked back through the Ministry corridors, Croaker found himself wondering, not for the first time, how exactly Cornelius Fudge had managed to become Minister of Magic. The man was a political animal through and through, skilled at navigation of bureaucracy and public opinion, but utterly lacking in any real understanding of the magical world’s deeper complexities.

      Then again, perhaps that was exactly why he’d been elected. The wizarding public didn’t want a Minister who told them hard truths about monsters and gods. They wanted someone who reassured them, who made them feel safe, who told them everything was under control.

      Even when it wasn’t.

      Croaker made his way back down to the Department of Mysteries, descending through layers of the Ministry until he reached the corridor with the plain wooden door. The Triple Goddess statue watched him pass, her six eyes glowing softly in the dimness.

      He nodded to her respectfully, as always.

      Inside his office, Croaker settled behind his desk and pulled out a piece of parchment. He had reports to write, operations to coordinate, a dozen fires to put out.

      But first, he took a moment to pour himself a generous measure of Firewhisky from the bottle he kept in his bottom drawer. It was barely eight in the morning, but after dealing with both Amelia Bones’s justified concerns and Cornelius Fudge’s incompetence, he felt he’d earned it.

      He raised the glass in a silent toast to the two mysterious individuals who’d saved lives at the Coliseum and then vanished into the night. Whoever they were, whatever they were hiding, Croaker found himself hoping they’d stay hidden a while longer.

      The Ministry didn’t need more complications right now.

      The Department of Mysteries would keep looking, of course. That was their job. But if John Marston and his red-headed companion happened to stay one step ahead of them for a while?

      Well, Croaker wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.

      He had enough actual monsters to worry about.

      …

      The Aegean Sea churned.

      From the bottom of the Mediterranean to the storm-tossed waters of the North Atlantic, every ocean, every sea, every river that had any connection to the realm of the Earth-Shaker, Storm-Bringer, Lord of the Seas, knew his wrath.

      Sailors in a hundred ports looked up nervously at skies that had been clear moments before, now darkening with unnatural speed. Fishermen pulled in their nets early, muttering prayers to gods they half-believed in. Coastal villages battened down hatches and lit candles in windows as old instincts awakened in mortal blood.

      The palace of Poseidon, from which the light of the sun had never reached into and where the pressure would compress steel as easily as parchment, eternally stood in the darkest depths of the Atlantic trench. Millennial growths of living coral for walls, towers of pearl that shone with an inner radiance, gardens of kelp and anemone that flowed in currents no earthly law controlled.

      The throne room was large enough to swallow a cathedral; its ceiling vanished into darkness which even the eye of a god could hardly pierce.

      And at the center of it all, the throne — a single block of black volcanic stone, worn smooth by ten thousand years of ocean currents — occupied by the king himself, Poseidon.

      He was not the kindly, avuncular god that modern mortals envisioned. This was Poseidon in his genuine form: seven feet of taut muscle and tightly leashed violence, his flesh a deep blue-green, the colour of water several fathoms down, his hair and beard milk-white as foaming waves.

      His eyes were the colour of the hurricane season, grey and green and enraged.

      The trident in his hand hummed with power as its three prongs crackled with energy that could split the continents.

      He was pissed.

      He wasn’t at the “I’ll drown you, your cat, and your neighbour” level of pissed that mortals sometimes inspired whenever they forgot to give the proper offerings or tossed their refuse into his domain in the good old days.

      Not the apocalyptic fury that once shook Athens so hard the buildings fell and the temples cracked. But pissed nonetheless, in a slow simmering of anger that made the water surrounding his palace several degrees warmer than it should be.

      His son had died.

      Normally this would not have been a big deal. Over the millennia, Poseidon had fathered hundreds of children: gods and demigods, monsters and heroes, beauties and beasts. He had loved some of them. Others he had tolerated. Most he had forgotten the instant the words ‘You’re on your own, kid’ were uttered.

      When mortals killed his monstrous offspring, Poseidon took it in stride. It was the natural order of things. Heroes proved themselves by slaying monsters. Monsters provided challenges for heroes to overcome. Round and round it went, the great wheel of myth and legend turning as it always had.

      Besides, monster death wasn’t permanent. That was the beauty of it. Kill a Cyclops, a Hydra, a Chimera, didn’t matter. Their essence would sink down, down, down through layers of reality until it reached Tartarus, that primordial pit where monsters went to reform.

      A few weeks, a few months, sometimes a few years depending on how thoroughly they’d been killed, and they’d crawl back out, ready for round two. Resurrection wasn’t just possible for monsters; it was expected. Built into the very fabric of how they existed.

      Except when some clever little bastard decided to sacrifice that essence to the gods themselves. As a spiritual being, it was possible to consume spiritual essence for good.

      Poseidon’s grasp on his trident hardened; the weapon began to hum with restrained power. Several small fish that had swum in close proximity to the throne scattered in a panic.

      This whelp, this Harry Potter, this child who should have been nothing more than a footnote in the mortal world, had performed something unforgivable.

      He hadn’t just killed One-Eyed Buster. He hadn’t just impaled him with that ridiculous holy-demonic sword and left him to bleed out golden ichor on the floor of some mortal arena, not even for a real audience of gods like in the old days. He was just killed in some ditch, forgotten.

      He’d given the Cyclops’s most fundamental spark as an offering to whatever god would take it. Said the words, did the magic, made it so. And the gods, numerous gods, from numerous pantheons, because apparently the brat didn’t comprehend the basic tenet of exclusivity, had accepted.

      Poseidon had felt it the moment it happened. That sudden awareness of divine tribute being offered, the automatic pull of power-for-offering that governed how gods interacted with mortals.

      If it were a normal offering of the gods, they wouldn’t have batted an eye. If it were a normal offering, the gods would have eyes only on those that came from their children or their devotees. But this sacrifice was huge.

      The rules of reciprocity were absolute: humans give offerings, gods respond. It’s the foundation for any pantheon — the social contract that has existed since the first caveman burned meat on a fire and looked up at the sky with wonder.

      Not only because the cyclops was powerful, but his son was defeated by a human in combat, not by the demi-gods, but by humans; that alone was a rare event that attracted attention.

      All these concepts and events leading up to it made the essence more rare and potent, as a pelt of a tiger you hunted was very much rare against a pelt of a sick or dead tiger you found in a ditch.

      The problem was that once the offering was accepted, it was consumed. Gone. Forever.

      The monster essence that was supposed to go to Tartarus instead got divided up among the divine like some sort of cosmic potluck. The Greek pantheon had gotten their share; Poseidon could still taste it, that familiar flavor of his son’s power now dispersed among Olympus like morning mist.

      The Norse had taken their piece, too — Odin’s ravens probably cackled with glee as they’d carried it off to Asgard or Valhalla or whatever frozen hellscape the All-Father was calling home these days.

      It was insulting, but Hindus had just looked over and ignored it, nothing new from those pricks.

      And then, and this was the part that had Poseidon’s eye twitching with barely-suppressed rage, the Christian God had decided to get involved.

      The Big Man himself. The tyrant who’d spent the last two thousand years pretending that gods like Poseidon didn’t exist, who’d convinced billions of mortals that he was the only divine game in town, who’d built entire religions on the foundation of “there are no other gods before me.” That asshole had sent his doves, his fucking doves, like he was too good to collect offerings himself, to snatch up a portion of the essence.

      Not steal. That would imply shame, some acknowledgment that he was taking something that wasn’t his. No, the capital G-man had boldly taken what he wanted, as if the essence of a Greek monster was just lying around for anyone to claim. As if centuries of divine territorial agreements meant nothing.

      Poseidon wanted to march up to Heaven and ram his trident so far up God’s celestial ass that the Big Man would be coughing up pearls for the next millennium.

      But he wouldn’t. Couldn’t, really. The rules that governed divine interaction were complicated, and starting a war with the Big Man carrying a Cross over one dead Cyclops would have… consequences. The kind of consequences that involved Fates showing up to have pointed conversations about cosmic balance and the importance of not destroying reality because you’re having a tantrum.

      And there were ancient laws too, and he didn’t want to find out who enforced them either.

      So Poseidon stayed on his throne, seething, while his son’s essence was digested by gods across multiple pantheons.

      Gone. Forever.

      It was almost funny, in a cosmically ironic sort of way. Poseidon had tried to pull the essence back the moment he’d felt it being offered. Had reached out with his power, attempting to reclaim what was his by right of fatherhood. But the Norse had already laid claim to their portion, and trying to take an offering back after it had been properly invoked? That was against the rules. The old rules.

      This was Odysseus all over again. That thought kept circling through Poseidon’s mind like a shark scenting blood. Some mortal upstart, blessed by gods who should have known better, hurting his Cyclops son and then having the audacity to survive the consequences. History repeating itself like some kind of cosmic joke at his expense.

      Polyphemus had been different, of course. That son had been… simple. Powerful, yes, incredibly so, but simple in the way that most Cyclopes were. He’d herded sheep, eaten sailors, and lived in a cave. Exactly what you’d expect from a monster son.

      One-Eyed Buster, though. That son had been special.

      Poseidon wouldn’t admit it out loud, gods forbid the other Olympians found out he’d had feelings about one of his monster children, but Buster had been one of his favorites.

      The product of a union with a witch who’d thought she could manipulate gods the way she manipulated her fellow mortals, who’d played games of power and seduction and had been genuinely surprised when those games had consequences.

      The witch was gone now, of course. Long dead, her soul probably suffering in some appropriate afterlife. But her son… their son… had inherited the best of both parents. A Cyclops’s strength and resilience, combined with a wizard’s intelligence and magical ability. Buster had been smart. Cunning. He’d survived for centuries by being careful, by learning how mortals thought, by adapting.

      And he’d always been respectful to Poseidon. Never demanding, never entitled, just… grateful. Acknowledging his father when they occasionally interacted, offering tribute when appropriate, living his life without causing the kind of drama that made the other gods complain.

      Poseidon had appreciated that. Had maybe even been proud.

      And now he was gone. Permanently. Sacrificed like some common animal at a mortal altar, his essence consumed by gods who had no right to it.

      The sea god’s eyes blazed with light that would have blinded any mortal foolish enough to look directly at them. Around his palace, the water began to swirl, forming a vortex that pulled in fish and debris and anything else unfortunate enough to be nearby.

      With a gesture of his trident, Poseidon called up his scrying powers. The water before his throne shimmered and reformed, creating a viewing window into the mortal world. He’d been keeping tabs on the brat ever since the sacrifice, watching, waiting for the right moment.

      The window showed a house. Mortal construction, nothing special, somewhere in England, Cardiff, that strange place. Inside, moving through rooms with the casual grace of someone who had no idea they were being watched by an angry god, was Harry Potter.

      Fourteen years old. Barely more than a child by mortal standards. Dark hair that stuck up at odd angles. Green eyes that occasionally flashed with power when he used his unusual powers that normal wizards didn’t possess.

      And to make matter worse, he was hero in making just like all those heroes, Odysseus, Achilles, Karna, Siegfried, Heracles, Genghis Khan, Napoleon, Hitler, countless mortals that were blessed and cursed by fate who would make very big impact to the world.

      Until they did, they were protected from outside interference.

      The Child of Prophecy, as they are called in each generation, are born to fulfill some prophecy.

      Not that it mattered. Prophecies were tricky things, prone to interpretation and reinterpretation. The mortals would figure it out eventually. Or they wouldn’t. Either way, it wasn’t Poseidon’s concern.

      What was his concern were the chains.

      Gods, there were so many chains.

      Poseidon leaned forward on his throne, his divine sight piercing through layers of reality that mortals couldn’t perceive.

      Wrapped around Harry Potter’s soul, woven through his very essence like parasitic vines, were chains of fate, destiny, divine blessing, and cosmic manipulation. They glowed in colors that had no names in mortal languages, pulsing with power from a dozen different sources.

      Some were blessings from gods. Poseidon could see Athena, Hestia, and Hermes’s mark clearly, along with signatures from the Norse and Hindu pantheons. The brat had been busy collecting divine favor like some kind of Pokémon as mortals would call it.

      The brat was a mess. A walking contradiction of power and vulnerability, blessing and curse, destiny and free will all tangled together in ways that would have driven a mortal seer insane just trying to unpack.

      He tried to curse him multiple times like he did with Odysseus, but the curse just didn’t stick. Admittedly his curse work wasn’t that great as it wasn’t his domain but it was infuriating to see brat having immunity to his works.

      So that’s why Poseidon was just watching, observing.

      The boy was being guided, not controlled, nothing so crude as that, but definitely guided, toward chaos.

      Poseidon could see the threads of it, the way certain decisions would lead to certain outcomes, the way the universe itself seemed to be conspiring to put Harry Potter in situations where everything would go spectacularly wrong. It wasn’t malicious, exactly. More like… cosmic probability weighted heavily toward disaster.

      The sea god sat back, a slow smile spreading across his face. It wasn’t a kind smile. It was the smile of a predator who’d just spotted wounded prey.

      The Fates wouldn’t let Poseidon kill the brat directly. That much was obvious from the tangle of destiny wrapped around him. Harry Potter was important to whatever grand design the Fates were weaving, which meant direct divine intervention was off the table. Poseidon couldn’t curse him, couldn’t make his life difficult either.

      But there were other ways to make someone suffer. Subtler ways. Ways that didn’t technically violate the rules against direct divine interference but would absolutely make the brat’s life a living hell.

      Poseidon was patient. He’d been a god for thousands of years. He could wait. Could watch. Could be there at exactly the right moment to make things worse.

      He would be the monster that always drew near. The threat lurking just beneath the surface, ready to pull you down into darkness when you least expected it. Harry Potter might survive his immediate future, the Fates would probably see to that, but survival and happiness were very different things.

      The sea god touched his trident to the water, sending his will rippling out through his domain. In the Mediterranean, a storm began to form. In the North Sea, currents shifted in ways that would confuse ships and delay travel. In rivers throughout England, the water level began to slowly rise, nothing catastrophic, nothing that would draw attention, just enough to make things… difficult.

      For wizards traveling by Portkey or Apparition, water wouldn’t matter much. But Harry Potter had shown a fondness for mortal methods of transportation. And mortals needed roads. Roads that might flood. Trains that might be delayed. Boats that might encounter unexpected difficulties.

      Small inconveniences. Tiny obstacles. Nothing that could be traced back to divine intervention, but enough to make the brat’s life just a little bit harder.

      It was petty, yes. Poseidon was fully aware of how petty this was. But pettiness was a god’s prerogative, and he’d been denied his proper revenge. He was entitled to some petty vengeance.

      Besides, this was just the beginning. Poseidon had time. Years, decades, potentially centuries depending on how long the brat managed to survive. And the sea was patient. The sea was everywhere. The sea remembered grudges long after mortals had forgotten the reasons for them.

      Harry Potter had killed his son. Had stolen that son’s essence and divided it among gods like party favors. Had walked away from that sacrifice with divine blessings and new power, completely unpunished for what he’d done.

      That, Poseidon decided, would change.

      The viewing window collapsed back into regular seawater, the image of Harry Potter fading away. But the sea god’s eyes continued to glow with cold fury, casting shadows across his throne room that writhed and twisted like living things.

      The sea was vast and deep and full of monsters. And the god who ruled it had just decided to take a personal interest in one particular mortal’s fate.

      Harry Potter’s life was about to get significantly more complicated. And Poseidon was going to enjoy every minute of it.

      The rage was still simmering, a living thing coiled in Poseidon’s chest like a serpent made of storm water and ancient grudges, when he heard it.

      A voice. Small, mortal, utterly mundane, and yet it cut through his fury like sunlight through ocean depths.

      “Come on, Percy, we need to get going or we’ll miss the bus!”

      Poseidon’s hand, which had been gripping his trident hard enough to make the weapon hum with dangerous energy, slowly relaxed.

      Sally.

      Sally Jackson. The best of mortal women. And the mother of his son.

      His son.

      Perseus.

      Poseidon’s scrying shifted almost involuntarily, the water before his throne rippling and reforming to show a different scene entirely. Now it showed a small apartment in New York City, Upper East Side of Manhattan, early morning light streaming through windows that overlooked a city that never quite slept.

      The apartment was tiny by any standard, a living room that doubled as a dining room, a kitchen barely large enough for one person to move around in, two bedrooms that were more like closets with delusions of grandeur.

      The furniture was old but well-maintained, the kind of pieces that got passed down through families or picked up at thrift stores. There were books everywhere—on shelves, stacked on tables, piled in corners. Sally’s romance novels mixed with mythology texts mixed with what looked like Percy’s schoolwork.

      It was cramped. Modest. Nothing that would impress anyone.

      Poseidon thought it was perfect.

      Sally Jackson stood in the kitchen, efficiently making breakfast despite the limited counter space. She was in her mid-thirties now, though she still had that timeless quality that had first caught Poseidon’s attention years ago. Dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. Worn jeans and a faded blue t-shirt. Feet bare against the linoleum floor. No makeup, no jewelry except for a simple watch on her wrist.

      She was trying to finish her degree. Poseidon knew that. Had been watching, occasionally. Sally worked two jobs, raising the kid who would drive normal women insane, lived with the man who didn’t have the best intentions for her or her child, just for the sake of her child.

      She never complained. Never cursed the gods for her lot in life. Never demanded that Poseidon show up and make things easier.

      She just… persevered. Like the ocean itself, constant, enduring, stronger than she appeared.

      “Percy!” Sally called again, her voice carrying that particular tone that mothers throughout history had perfected. The ‘I’m being patient but my patience has limits’ tone. “If you don’t get out here in the next two minutes, you’re going to school without breakfast!”

      There was a crash from one of the bedrooms, followed by muffled cursing that Sally pretended not to hear.

      Then the door burst open and Perseus Jackson stumbled into the living room, looking like a hurricane had dressed him in the dark.

      Poseidon felt something in his chest unclench at the sight of his son.

      Twelve years old. Almost thirteen, if Poseidon’s memory of mortal aging was correct. Tall for his age, with the kind of gangly build that promised he’d grow into his frame eventually. Black hair that stuck up at odd angles no matter what Sally did to tame it, Poseidon recognized that trait, had seen it in the mirror often enough when he bothered to check his reflection. Tanned skin from spending every possible moment near water. Sea-green eyes that were currently still half-closed with sleep.

      He wore the uniform of Yancy Academy—a private school in upstate New York that specialized in “troubled” kids, though Poseidon knew the only thing troubling about Perseus was that he could see through the Mist and was constantly being hunted by monsters that he couldn’t fully understand. The uniform was already rumpled despite having been put on thirty seconds ago, the tie hanging loose around his neck, one shoe untied.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” Percy mumbled, stumbling toward the kitchen table and collapsing into a chair. “Why do schools have to start so early? It’s inhumane.”

      “It’s seven-thirty, Percy. Most people have been awake for hours.”

      “Most people are crazy.” Percy’s head hit the table with a soft thunk. “Can I go back to bed?”

      “No.” But Sally was smiling as she said it, that fond exasperation. She set a plate of blue pancakes in front of him, blue because it was their private joke, their small rebellion against a stepfather who’d once insisted that there was no such thing as blue food.

      Gabe Ugliano. Poseidon’s jaw clenched slightly at the thought of that mortal waste of space. The man Sally had married for protection, because his scent was so utterly mundane and repulsive that it masked Percy’s demigod aura from the monsters that would otherwise never stop hunting him. A noble sacrifice on Sally’s part. A necessary evil.

      It didn’t mean Poseidon had to like it. Didn’t mean he didn’t occasionally fantasize about drowning the man in his own beer. Just a little bit. Just enough to make him uncomfortable.

      But that wasn’t his call to make. Sally had chosen this path to protect their son, and Poseidon respected her choices even when they made him want to summon a tidal wave.

      Percy lifted his head enough to stare at the pancakes. Despite his protests about being tired, Poseidon could see the small smile that crossed his son’s face at the sight of the blue food. It was their thing. Sally’s way of reminding him that she loved him, that they were a team, that some things were just for them.

      “You’re the best mom ever,” Percy said, already shoving a forkful into his mouth.

      “I know. Now eat quickly. The bus comes in twenty minutes and you still need to brush your teeth. And tie your shoe. And actually button your shirt properly….Percy, how did you even manage to get the buttons that wrong?”

      Percy looked down at his shirt, which was indeed buttoned incorrectly, giving him a lopsided appearance. “It’s a talent?”

      “It’s a problem.” But Sally was laughing now, moving around the table to help him fix it, her fingers quick and efficient as she rebuttoned his shirt properly. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Let me sleep for 30 minutes more?”

      “Not in a million years.”

      “Pray that I somehow survive middle school?”

      Sally’s laughter faded slightly, her hands stilling on the last button. For just a moment, Poseidon saw the worry in her eyes, the fear that every mother of a demigod carried. The knowledge that her son was different, special, and that being special in the world of Greek gods usually meant dying young and tragically.

      But then she shook it off, squeezing Percy’s shoulder and moving back to the kitchen. “You’ll be fine. Just… try not to get expelled this time, okay? Yancy is a good school. Mr. Brunner likes you. If you can just make it to the end of the year—”

      “I know, Mom. I’m trying. It’s just…” Percy trailed off, staring at his pancakes. “Weird stuff keeps happening. And I know you don’t believe me, but I swear I’m not making it up. The things I see, the—”

      “I believe you,” Sally said quietly, and Poseidon could hear the weight of truth in those words. She knew exactly what Percy was seeing. Knew about the monsters and the myths made real. She just couldn’t tell him. Not yet. Not until he was ready. “I believe that you see things other people don’t. But Percy, you need to be careful. You need to try to ignore the weird stuff and just… be a normal kid for as long as you can.”

      Percy nodded, though Poseidon could see the frustration on his son’s face. The confusion of knowing that something was different about him but not understanding what or why. The isolation of seeing things that no one else acknowledged existed.

      Poseidon felt the rage that had been consuming him—the fury over his other son’s death, the desire for revenge against Harry Potter, slowly settling. Not disappearing. Gods didn’t forget grudges that easily. But… repositioning. Moving from the forefront of his mind to somewhere deeper. Somewhere he could access it when needed but that wouldn’t consume him.

      His son was alive. Safe. Loved. Growing up mortal and normal, well, as normal as a demigod could be, with a mother who would die before letting anything hurt him.

      Slowly, Poseidon took his mortal form, the same man Sally met him, tanned with a Hawaiian shirt, curly black hair and sea green eyes. Perfectly normal, chill fisherman.

      Poseidon’s grip on his trident relaxed completely.

      “Go on,” Sally was saying, pushing a paper bag into Percy’s hands. “Lunch. And there’s extra blue cookies in there because I know you’ve been having a rough week.”

      “You really are the best mom ever.”

      “I know. Now go, before you miss the bus. And Percy?” Sally caught his face in her hands, making him look at her. “Be safe. Be smart. And remember, you’re stronger than you think you are.”

      Percy nodded, though Poseidon could see he didn’t really understand what his mother meant. Not yet. But he would. Soon enough, he would.

      The boy grabbed his backpack—which looked like it weighed more than he did, and headed for the door. He paused at the threshold, turning back. “Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you too, baby. Always.”

      Then Percy was gone, the door closing behind him, and Sally was alone in the apartment. She stood there for a moment, staring at the closed door, and Poseidon saw her shoulders slump slightly. Saw the weight of worry that she carried settle back onto her like a familiar cloak.

      She knew what was coming. Knew that Percy’s childhood was almost over. Knew that soon he’d learn the truth about his father, about himself, about the dangerous world he’d been born into.

      It was time for Half Blood camp and it was approaching fast.

      And there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      Sally Jackson turned back to the kitchen, beginning to clean up the breakfast dishes, and Poseidon saw her wipe at her eyes briefly before squaring her shoulders and continuing with her day.

      Gods, she was strong. Stronger than most immortals Poseidon knew. Stronger than she had any right to be.

      The scrying dissolved, the water returning to its normal state, leaving Poseidon alone on his throne with his thoughts.

      Revenge, grudges, anger could wait.

      The sea was patient.

      And Poseidon had finally remembered why.
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    Chapter 15

    
       

      Happy Valentine’s Day, everyone!

      I hope you all have a wonderful time with your partners, or maybe find someone special, or heal from past wounds and move forward. Overall, I wish you all a good love life this year—you have all my best wishes.

      As for me? It looks like I’m dying alone though

    
    

    
      Few days ago…

      “We are going to die.”

      The words left my mouth with the flat certainty of someone observing an inevitable natural law, much like gravity. Rose just yanked the broom into a sharp upward pivot, the bristles screaming in protest as we pulled out of a suicidal dive. My stomach continues its enthusiastic journey toward the ground.

      Five seconds. We’d had maybe five seconds before impact. I’d counted them, because my brain had decided that in the face of imminent death, what I really needed was precise temporal awareness of my doom.

      My grave needed to be written ‘Died at 6:37 PM, not a minute late’.

      “We are really going to die,” I continued, my voice climbing to a pitch I was not proud of. It cracked slightly on ‘really,’ which would have been mortifying under normal circumstances. Still, given that I was currently clinging to my sister’s shoulders like a desperate limpet. At the same time, she flew us around the Potter estate at speeds that would make a muggle motorbike weep with envy, I figured I could be forgiven for the lapse in vocal control. “What possessed me to accept to be your test passenger?!”

      The evening air whipped past us, carrying the scent of the roses near the eastern border of the property. Those same wards I could feel humming at the edges of my awareness, a gentle pressure that marked the boundaries Rose, unlike my reckless arse, had the good sense not to cross. The sun hung low on the horizon, painting everything in shades of amber and gold that would have been quite lovely if I wasn’t convinced I was about to become a Potter-shaped crater.

      “My fearless battle-hardened brother is scared of a little height?” Rose asked, and I could hear the grin in her voice without even seeing her face. The teasing lilt was pure mischief, the tone that made me wonder if being an only child for fourteen years might have had some serious advantages.

      Why are these creatures called ‘sisters’ following me across reincarnations?

      At least she was sitting properly on the bloody broom this time. Properly. Like a normal person who valued the continued functionality of their skeleton. Not like the last session of aura-farming and she doesn’t even know what that is.

      I’m very cautious about bringing brain rot from my last life here too early.

      “I’m not scared of height, nor speed,” I corrected, loosening my death grip on her shoulders by approximately half a percent. My fingers had gone white at the knuckles, I noticed distantly. “What I’m terrified of, is the impact. One splat, and it’s game over faster than you can cuss.”

      The honesty surprised me slightly as the words left my mouth, but it was true. This phobia chased me from my previous life like an unwanted pet you found in the woods, transferring over with all my memories and none of the therapy I probably should have gotten for it. Heights? Fine. Speed? Brilliant, actually. The sudden stop at the end? Absolutely fucking not, thank you very much.

      Inertia and impact are works of Satan I tell you.

      Now, people might reasonably ask how in the bloody hell I’d ended up in this situation.

      Rose had asked me to help with her broom flight practice, specifically carrying a passenger. She said it would help if she tried something new and increased her broom-riding level for future Quidditch if she wanted to play. A reasonable request, really. She needed to build up her stamina and adjust to the different weight distribution. And since I was the lightest person in our family, aside from Rose herself, I was the ideal candidate.

      How bad could it be?

      The answer, as it turned out, was significantly worse than anticipated.

      Flying solo was one thing. I’d done it plenty of times, and it was genuinely enjoyable. There was a certain meditative quality to it, just you and the wind and the distant ground that stayed distant because you were the one controlling every variable. Speed, direction, altitude, all of it responding to your slightest shift in weight or intention.

      But being a passenger was an entirely different circle of hell.

      It was like riding a bicycle, in a way. When you’re the one pedaling, you’re fine. Perfectly comfortable, even, no matter how fast you’re going, because your brain understands that you’re in control. You’re the one making the decisions, processing the environment, adjusting course. But the moment you’re relegated to the handlebars while someone else pedals? Suddenly every wobble is a potential disaster, every turn too sharp, every acceleration too aggressive.

      And when that someone else is your sister, who has a danger sense calibrated exclusively for combat situations and treats mundane life and its safety with all the reverence of a caffeinated squirrel? Well, then you start reconsidering your life choices.

      Rose’s danger sense was genuinely impressive when it came to fighting. I’d seen her dodge curses she couldn’t possibly have seen coming, react to threats before they’d fully materialized. It was the sort of combat instinct that sure wasn’t brave or honorable in the traditional sense but was not pure tricks and stealth either.

      Outside of combat, though? She had all the risk assessment capabilities of a troll with a head injury.

      Case in point: she’d nearly gotten us killed approximately seven times in the last fifteen minutes, and we weren’t even doing anything complex. Just flying around the property. Standard stuff. Completely routine.

      Except Rose’s definition of “routine” included emergency stops, barrel rolls at angles that defied several laws of physics that I was certain still applied to brooms, and that dive bomb maneuver that had inspired my earlier certainty regarding our impending doom.

      “I’m seriously going to haunt you if you drop me to the ground,” I promised, exhaling slowly as my heart rate began its gradual descent from “hummingbird on cocaine” back toward something approaching normal human parameters. My hands relaxed slightly, though I maintained enough grip to avoid being flung off if Rose decided to test gravity’s patience again.

      The adjustment period was finally kicking in, my body remembering that Rose, for all her recklessness, is actually a bloody brilliant flyer. She hadn’t dropped me yet. Probably wouldn’t. The key word being ‘probably,’ which was doing absolutely nothing for my nerves but at least represented progress from ‘definitely going to die.’

      “You won’t be the only one haunting,” Rose replied, laughing with carefree joy that made me want to hug her and push her off the broom myself simultaneously.

      She executed a series of sharp turns, each one flowing into the next with a grace.

      We carved through the air above the home, the grounds spreading out below us in the golden light of early evening. The manor house sat squat and comfortable in the center of it all, smoke rising from one of the chimneys where Lily was probably making dinner.

      It was peaceful, in a way. When I could forget about the whole ‘plummeting to my death’ possibility.

      “By the way,” I said, seizing on conversation as a distraction, ‘I never got around to asking about that mask back in the arena. What’s its deal? Despite that simple, ridiculous design, it bounced a Killing Curse off, which is supposed to be impossible.’ I paused, considering. “But you’re the Girl Who Lived, so maybe not so much for you.”

      Rose slowed the broom, our breakneck pace easing into something more conversational. We were still at a decent altitude, high enough that the details of the ground below blurred into impressionist smudges of color and shape. She shifted her position on the broom, moving with the kind of casual confidence that came from hundreds of hours of practice.

      In one fluid motion, she’d transformed our riding position into something that looked distinctly unsafe. She sat sideways now, like the broom was a barstool at some ethereal pub in the sky, both feet dangling down and to the right. She’d turned to face me, and the fact that she maintained perfect balance while doing so was either a testament to her skill or proof that she’d finally gone completely mental.

      I was leaning toward the latter.

      “Oh no, that wasn’t me,” Rose said, and there was something in her expression that I couldn’t quite read. “Purely that mask in my closet. It’s obviously enchanted, but I can’t decipher it for the life of me.”

      I studied her face, noting the slight furrow between her brows, the way her lips pressed together in expression of frustration she got when a problem refused to yield to her usual methods.

      Rose was brilliant, genuinely brilliant, from the time I spent time with her, but she approached magic the way a Gryffindor would: head-on, with power and instinct rather than a scholar’s side.

      I was the nerdy twin, weirdly enough.

      “Have you considered the possibility that it’s not anything enchanted but just a stickman drawing?” I deadpanned.

      Because really, the mask was absurd. I’d seen it in the arena, that simple white surface with its crude black lines forming what could generously be described as a face. Two dots for eyes, a curved line for a mouth, all rendered with the artistic sophistication of a particularly untalented kindergartener.

      And yet it had stopped a Killing Curse. Just bounced it off and flung it to the sky like Goku and would slap away ki blasts.

      “Shut up,” Rose said, elbowing me lightly in the ribs.

      The impact was gentle, more affectionate than aggressive, but it still made the broom wobble slightly. My stomach lurched, hands tightening on her shoulders again as my brain screamed reminders about our altitude and the relative fragility of human bodies when introduced to solid ground at high velocity.

      I mean, I could always save myself by flying, or floating more like, or teleporting to break the impact, but it is still having a healthy amount of fear that could kill me.

      Rose either didn’t notice or didn’t care, which was probably for the best. If she’d realized how much the wobble had affected me, she absolutely would have done it again.

      “This was given to me by a man who’s very special to me,” she continued, and her voice had changed. Gone soft around the edges, taking on a quality I wasn’t used to hearing from her.

      This was different.

      “Many years ago, Mum, Dad, and I were all nearly done for, back in Greece. I have foggy memories of it, but some kind of crazy cult kidnaped me.”

      Her eyes had gone distant, focused on something I couldn’t see. Some memory was playing out behind her gaze, fragments of trauma from a childhood that had been anything but normal. I knew the basics, of course, she mentioned it vaguely before, if I remember correctly.

      The whole family knew about Greece, about the kidnapping, though the details were sparse. Rose had been young, maybe seven or eight. The memories were understandably hazy.

      “Then he came, wearing this same mask,” Rose finished, and her expression had transformed into something I could only describe as dreamy. Wistful. The look of someone remembering their personal hero, their knight in ridiculous armor.

      She sighed, long and longing, and I felt my face do something complicated as I felt this strange unknown emotions…

      Awkward. I felt intensely, profoundly awkward about this entire situation as I watched her exhibit what could only be described as a teenage crush.

      Oh bloody hell, who had she encountered? Who could have saved the Potter family from a cult in Greece, of all places? The timeline was interesting, now that I thought about it. Years ago would have been around the time I started actively worshipping the Olympians, trying to build that connection to improve my magical abilities.

      Had it been one of the gods? They could certainly manage the kind of power necessary to pull off a rescue against what I assumed were probably some fairly nasty cultists. Zeus’s lightning could definitely ruin a cult’s day. Or maybe Ares, if he was feeling heroic. Athena, too, as she didn’t waste time allowing my mind to sharpen after a few sacrifices at the start.

      But would a god wear a mask? Particularly one that looked like it had been designed by someone who’d failed art class in the first five minutes?

      My thoughts shifted tracks, pulling up what I knew about Greece in the Percy Jackson lore. The place was supposed to be dangerous, properly dangerous in ways that made even the gods nervous going back to their home turf. When the Olympians had migrated west, following Western civilization to America and setting their Pantheon at the Empire State Building, they’d essentially abandoned their ancestral home.

      So what the hell had the Potter family been doing in Greece in the first place? And what kind of cult operated in a region even gods wouldn’t touch without some serious work?

      “You know anything else about this mystery sweetheart of yours?” I asked, keeping my tone light despite the strange emotion twisting in my chest.

      I couldn’t quite identify it. Curiosity, definitely. Concern for Rose, absolutely. But there was something else there too, something that made my voice come out slightly tighter than I’d intended. I pushed it aside, focusing instead on gathering information, piecing together the puzzle the way I always did.

      Rose didn’t deny the ‘sweetheart’ comment, I noted. That was telling. She just smiled. That comment didn’t bother her, but it bothered me that she wasn’t bothered.

      “He said his name was Winter,”

    
    

    
      Now.

      “Ouch, what’s wrong with you? Want some?!” Ron replied, first cradling his nose protectively, but almost instantly raising his fist in response, his wand still holstered at his side like some forgotten afterthought.

      Interesting. I would’ve thought wands were the universal go-to here in magical Britain. Even if you don’t know proper spells, the bloody thing’s made of wood and could poke a man’s eyes out just fine. Yet here was Ron Weasley, pure-blood wizard, defaulting to his fists like any Muggle street brawler. Mental note: magical education doesn’t eliminate base human instincts. Good to know.

      “Hey, you gave explicit permission to do that,” I said, not backing down an inch as I raised my own fist to match his stance. My knuckles were already starting to ache, Ron’s face was surprisingly solid. “You did say you would punch whoever bothers your sister, no? Well… that’s my sister you’re getting a little too close with.”

      The logic was sound, at least to my brain, currently flooded with adrenaline and the satisfaction of actually landing a hit. Could I have just taken out my wand? Absolutely. Could I have flung some of my natural magic at him, fire, ice, even just a kinetic blast or swords to send him sprawling? Certainly would’ve been easier.

      But if I did that, it felt like I would lose something fundamental. An unspoken rule about confrontation between men that transcended magical and Muggle boundaries. This was personal, not a magical duel. There’s a difference.

      “Whoa, we are NOT getting into fights when it’s not even our first day at school!” Rose quickly inserted herself between us, her hands raised like a referee at a boxing match. Her green eyes flashed with exasperation that only siblings can truly master. “Calm down, brother. You don’t need to defend my honor or something.”

      Who said anything about honor? The thought flickered through my mind with almost amusing clarity. I just wanted to punch him because he was acting like an arse. Not intentionally, mind you, I’m not dense enough to miss that his fanboy enthusiasm was genuine rather than malicious, but I still felt an overwhelming need to do something about it. Call it boundaries. Call it establishing dominance. Call it being a protective git. Whatever the label, my fist had already made the executive decision.

      After all, despite all my choices to be a better person and not let hormonal changes in my brain make decisions for me, I can’t always rely on aging potions to make me think like an adult like I used to in my past life. So, I have learned them here much faster.

      “You have a brother?” Ron said, slowly lowering his fist and bringing his hand up to his chin with a genuinely thoughtful expression. His blue eyes narrowed slightly, like he was mentally flipping through reference material. “Ginny’s book never mentioned that.”

      Ah yes, the infamous biography. I could practically feel my eye twitch. Isn’t this the same book where it says she lived in a castle and wrestled a dragon to submission in her prime age of five? I’m going to meet the person who wrote this nonsense one of these days.

      “Well, now you know you can’t trust books for everything,” Susan interjected with a forced chuckle that sounded slightly too high-pitched. She was clearly trying to defuse the situation. “But you boys, PLEASE stop fighting and don’t get us all into trouble… please?”

      The pleading note in her voice was almost enough to make me feel guilty. Almost.

      “Oh, fine,” Ron conceded, though his jaw was set in that stubborn way that suggested this wasn’t quite over. “But I’ll respond to that punch one day, mate. Count on it.”

      Despite not sensing the hostility and malicious intent from him that I’d felt from other people I’d encountered in the past, bullies at primary school, that cyclops we killed, this felt like a genuine promise. Not a threat. A promise. There’s a distinction there that mattered.

      “I’ll look forward to it,” I offered the same hand that had punched him, palm open in a gesture of temporary truce. “So until then… truce?”

      “Sure…” He took my hand and squeezed with a smile that was equal parts friendly and challenging. His grip was firm, callused, this was someone who did manual work, not just wand-waving. His face was still a little red from the impact, a slight swelling already forming around his nose, but everything else looked relatively normal.

      It’s probably helping that we wizards healed in no time if it wasn’t a serious injury.

      Still, I had the distinct feeling he wanted to retaliate right then and there. But I also got the impression he could read the room better than I’d initially given him credit for. So what happened before? Excitement causing a lapse in judgment? Teenage hormones overriding common sense? Both seemed plausible explanations.

      “Now that we’ve all calmed down,” Rose spoke with an exaggerated sigh of relief, backing toward her seat with Susan, who looked genuinely happy with how the situation had resolved, “please sit with us, Ron. Tell us about yourself too. You’re from a Wizarding family, right?”

      “Yeah, same as you three, right?” He settled into the seat across from us, rubbing his nose gingerly. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being Muggle-born or anything.”

      Well, at least he’s not a bigot. That’s something. And honestly, it would be drastically different from the canonical version if he were.

      Ron from my meta-knowledge was many things: annoying, jealous, angry, but helpful, protective, loyal to a fault, strategically brilliant when he bothered to apply himself, insecure about his place in his family due to having many brothers who had already accomplished everything and one younger sister who his parents doted on, but bigoted and racist were definitely not among his character flaws.

      Though fanfiction always tried to give him some ridiculous traits in exchange for… what? Drama? Character bashing for shipping purposes? The psychology of fandom was fascinating and occasionally disturbing.

      But here just now, I was the only instigator. Me. I’d thrown the punch in retaliation for him being a little too enthusiastic a fanboy. Great start to Hogwarts, Harry. Really stellar first impression.

      “Well, I’m glad you feel that way,” I said with deliberate sarcasm, gesturing vaguely at myself. “As you can see from that punch, I was raised by Muggle savages.”

      “Hah!” Ron actually laughed at that, the tension dissolving further. “You don’t think wizards don’t punch or anything? We’re not that different, mate.”

      “Not that I’ve ever seen one, no,” I replied, thinking back to various magical confrontations I’d witnessed. “They tend to fire off really nasty curses most of the time.”

      “That’s because they’ve got wands in their hands,” Ron explained, leaning back with the confidence of someone explaining something obvious. “Just take those away and they’re fighting just as much as a Muggle would with their fists. The only ones denying that are those pompous nobles who think they’re too good to get their hands dirty.”

      He spoke like someone who knew exactly what he was talking about. Personal experience, maybe? I found myself genuinely curious.

      This Ron was different from what I’d been expecting. Probably because we were all fourteen years old instead of eleven. Those three years shouldn’t matter much in the grand scheme of things, but fourteen-year-old boys and girls were significantly more experienced and mature, not just physically, but in their social awareness and behavioral patterns. The difference between a child and a teenager, however slight it might seem, was actually a chasm of development.

      So he’d probably seen some shit. Bar brawls at the Leaky Cauldron? Altercations at Quidditch matches? Family disputes with brothers that got physical? I didn’t know, and I reminded myself not to make too many assumptions based on limited data. Sherlock Holmes might leap to conclusions from a speck of mud, but even he verified his deductions.

      “But aren’t we all the pompous nobles?” Susan replied with a very girlish gasp that was clearly theatrical. She was starting to enjoy herself, I could tell. Her eyes sparkled with mischief as Ron stuttered, genuinely caught off-guard. “Sacred Twenty-Eight Houses of Britain and all that?”

      “Talk for yourselves, you two,” Rose said, draping her left arm around my shoulder in a casual half-hug. “We’re half-breeds.”

      “Yup, best of both worlds,” I added with a grin that I knew was probably insufferably smug.

      The ride continued with considerably less violence. Our attention was quickly drawn to the trolley lady when she came by, her cart laden with an absolutely absurd variety of magical sweets that made my inner child weep with joy.

      As Rose and I were both very much blessed or cursed—depending on your dentist’s perspective—with a serious sweet tooth, we bought many treats for the entire group before anyone could protest or offer to pay.

      “You really didn’t have to—” Susan began.

      “Already done,” Rose cut her off cheerfully, arms full of Chocolate Frogs, Cauldron Cakes, Pumpkin Pasties, and various other treats whose names I was still learning.

      Now let me tell you something: British magical treats are absolutely something else. Their muggle foods may not be that great, especially if they weren’t migrated from somewhere else, but wizarding foods and sweets were something else. Something out of this world.

      The textures were impossible by Muggle standards, flavors that shifted and evolved as you ate them, and yes, even the moving frog cards had a certain appeal once you got past the slightly disturbing aspect of your food attempting escape.

      “Wait—” Ron’s hand shot out with surprising urgency as I was about to toss a handful of colorful beans into my mouth. “Those are Bertie Bott’s Every Flavour Beans.”

      Interesting choice of name. Who the hell was Bertie Bott, anyway? Sounded like a sweet fellow. Heh. I mentally congratulated myself on the pun that no one else would appreciate.

      “Hey, don’t ruin the surprise!” Susan smacked Ron’s hand lightly, her eyes alight with barely suppressed glee. “I wanted to see what his luck is like.”

      “Ah, a randomizer for taste,” Rose observed, already grabbing a handful herself with the calculating look of someone preparing for battle. “I’ve never tried these before.”

      “It’s all good and fun,” Ron explained with the weary tone of experience, “but try them one at a time. If you get a horrible one, you can spit it out. But if you try multiple at once, they all blend together into one flavor, so either you get a mouthful of marshmallow heaven or…” he grimaced, “concentrated dirt.”

      “Don’t forget the vomit,” Susan added, her voice gone distant and haunted. “Never forget the vomit flavor.”

      Her eyes had taken on a thousand-yard stare, expression of someone reliving a traumatic experience, yet somehow her smile remained plastered on her face.

      I didn’t know she could make that face. Filed away for future reference: Susan Bones has hidden depths of horror.

      Rose’s eyes met mine in what was clearly an unspoken challenge. Oh, I knew that look.

      “You may want to put those down, brother,” she said in an exaggeratedly haughty tone that reminded me uncomfortably of how Draco Malfoy was described in the books. “Be a good boy and eat them one at a time. Risk-taking doesn’t suit you.”

      The audacity. The absolute GALL.

      “It’s like you haven’t even met me, sister,” I replied, feeling somewhat silly since I was being completely literal here. “I’m the biggest gambler in the universe.”

      And I wasn’t exaggerating. The Chaos Gacha was literally cosmic gambling where the rewards could range from utterly game-breaking to completely useless. Compared to spinning for abilities that could rewrite reality, what was a little potential vomit flavor?

      I threw the entire handful into my mouth.

      The taste of honey, rich, golden, pure honey with hints of wildflower and summer sunshine exploded across my tongue. It was glorious. Absolutely divine. I couldn’t help the expression of pure pleasure that crossed my face as I savored the unexpected victory.

      1 GC for successful gambling.

      (Note: Repeating the same actions will not result in rewards. User is advised to perform feats, explore legendary locations and gamble in different ways to earn GC in the future.)

      The notification was almost apologetic in its clarification, but I’d take the point. Free money for eating candy? I’d call that a win.

      “You certainly look pleased with yourself,” Ron observed, leaning forward with curiosity. “What did you get?”

      “Honey,” I replied simply, then turned my attention to my dear sister.

      Rose’s face had gone spectacularly red. Like, tomato red. Her breathing had become heavier, more labored, and her ears were practically glowing crimson, looking ready to burst out steam like a cartoon character. Whatever she’d gotten, it clearly wasn’t honey.

      “Tasted something foul? Need some water?” I asked with the sweetest, most innocent smile I could muster, offering her a bottle. “What happened?”

      “What happened?” She refused the bottle with perhaps more force than necessary, crossing her arms defensively and relaxing back into her seat with exaggerated casualness. “Nothing happened.”

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. That response… wait I know that reference. Has One Piece even reached those chapters yet? This was 2004, and the manga started in… 1997? So it probably started, probably has not reached that chapter yet.

      Damn, now I want some manga instead of comic books.

      “You should really drink some water,” Susan insisted, physically shoving the bottle toward she turned her attention to Ron and me, her expression shifting to something far more stern. “And YOU two, don’t provoke her into this. Boys.”

      The last word was delivered with the disdain that only teenage girls could truly master.

      Hey, how’s that fair? It was Rose who challenged me, and you who wanted to know what my luck is like. But arguing is pointless right now, I learned that a lifetime ago. It’s a lose-lose situation.

      “What did I do?” Ron asked, genuinely confused, looking between the three of us like we were speaking a different language.

      Nobody answered him.

      That’s the question, Ron, I thought with a mix of sympathy and amusement. That’s the question men have been asking for generations, and they still haven’t gotten a satisfactory answer. Welcome to one of life’s great mysteries.

    
    

    
      The rest of the journey was spent messing around with our wands, showing off the spells we could manage and teaching each other what we knew. It was surprisingly productive; the casual learning environment was more effective than the rigid classroom I experienced back in muggle school.

      Susan taught us Flipendo (perk of being raised by an auror), the Knockback Jinx, which, as the name implied, was the magical equivalent of a punch to the nose. A very useful spell for establishing personal space without crossing into actually harmful territory. Thankfully, it didn’t have the narrowed mass and concentrated force of an actual fist, so while it packed the kinetic energy of a solid punch, it didn’t hurt nearly as much. The force was distributed across a wider area, making it more of a shove than a strike.

      Rose didn’t need the lesson, she’d picked up Flipendo ages ago from Mum, but Ron and I were able to grasp it relatively quickly. It was a first-year jinx and very common too.

      Ron had good instincts for combat magic, I noticed. His wand movements were a bit rough around the edges, lacking the precision of formal instruction, but there was an underlying competence that suggested natural talent.

      While Ron had nothing specific to teach us because he was deliberately waiting for Hogwarts to start his magical education properly, despite having older brothers who could’ve taught him plenty, I attempted to pass on Protego, the Shield Charm. The same spell James had drilled into me after the whole Morgana Coliseum incident.

      Key word:attempted.

      Despite how easily the spell had come to me, like my magic had been waiting for exactly that incantation and wand movement, Protego was genuinely complex. Advanced magic that most students didn’t learn until their fourth or fifth year, if the curriculum I’d researched was accurate.

      It had taken Rose months of dedicated practice when she’d first learned it, and I knew it had to sting at least a little when I’d reached approximately her level in just over a week.

      Still, at least Ron and Susan now knew the incantation and the wand’s movements. They could practice it in their own time, build up the muscle memory and magical intent required. Knowledge was the first step, even if mastery would take considerably longer.

      The train ride was very productive as far as I’m concerned, though it’s going a little too smoothly. In my life, that’s suspicious more than anything.

    
    

    
      “Damn, getting kicked out of our own cabin,” I said to Ron as we walked across the train corridor somewhat aimlessly, our feet carrying us forward without any particular destination in mind. “Look at us now.”

      “Right? Least they could do was wait until later to change into their school uniforms since they didn’t get on school uniform from start, unlike us,” he replied, though he didn’t actually look bothered despite his words.

      “Anyway, where are we going?” I asked, glancing at Ron. “I’m just following you at this point, if you didn’t know.”

      “To find my brothers,” Ron explained, his face brightening at the prospect. “You’re going to like the twins… maybe not Percy, but who cares about Percy?” He paused mid-stride, looking around with sudden alertness as I stopped as well.

      “Hey, what’s the holdup?” I asked, my own senses prickling. Something had changed in the atmosphere, though I couldn’t immediately identify what.

      “Shh. Listen,” Ron hissed, tilting his head toward the cabin ahead of us.

      I focused, filtering out the ambient noise of the train, the rhythmic clacking of wheels on tracks, the distant chatter from other compartments, the occasional whistle of wind past the windows.

      “Give it back, Malfoy! It’s not yours to keep!” A female voice yelled from a car or two away, sharp with anger and frustration. The words were followed immediately by the laughter of several boys, cruel, mocking laughter.

      Trouble and looking like bullying on the first day of the first year compartment? Sounds like a certain blonde ferret to me.

      I was wondering when I was going to meet the infamous Draco Malfoy, I thought with heavy sarcasm. Didn’t know my wish was going to come true quite so soon. Fantastic.

      Volition:To be fair, I thought this journey was going a little too well. Smooth sailing never lasts in situations like ours. But fret not, I smell the opportunity to rescue a fair lady in distress. How very heroic of us.

      Speaking of fair ladies, that voice was oddly familiar, though I couldn’t place it for the life of me. Someone from my past life, maybe? It was getting harder and harder to keep all the details straight, the memories of my previous existence slowly blurring around the edges.

      “Oh no, not this bloke,” Ron groaned, genuine displeasure crossing his features.

      “You know these laughing hyenas?” I asked, already taking out my wands in advance, just in case it was needed. The fig and unknown wood felt warm and ready in my palms, almost eager.

      My wandless abilities were far too dangerous for my squishy classmates in such a claustrophobic, narrow space. The last thing I wanted was to accidentally blow up the train or set the corridor on fire because I’d reflexively thrown elemental magic around.

      I liked this train. It was charming, old-fashioned, and hadn’t done anything to deserve destruction.

      “No, but I know of his father,” Ron said, his voice taking on an edge I hadn’t heard before. His good mood was visibly deteriorating, replaced by something harder and more bitter. “Lucius Malfoy. No good family that’s a little too obsessed with the Dark Arts and You-Know-Who. The only reason they’re not rotting up in Azkaban is because Malfoy Senior claimed he was under the effect of the Imperius Curse during the war. Sure doesn’t try to prove that claim by constantly bothering everyone and creating problems at the Ministry of Magic.”

      There was real heat in Ron’s voice, genuine anger born from… what? Personal experience? Family politics? The Weasleys worked at the Ministry, I recalled. Arthur Weasley was in some department dealing with Muggle artifacts. There was probably history there, conflicts and confrontations that went back years.

      “Blaming the son for the father’s sins?” I asked, though I kept my tone neutral rather than judgmental. It was a genuine question. I wanted to know if Ron was being fair or if this was pure prejudice.

      “Don’t believe me,” Ron said simply, meeting my eyes with complete confidence. “Just follow along and see for yourself.”

      Fair enough. Evidence-based judgment. I could respect that.

      We approached the door to the cabin, pressing our ears against the wooden surface like a pair of amateur spies. Not exactly subtle, but effective enough for eavesdropping.

      “Come on, guys… return Trevor to me, please. He’s scared,” another voice pleaded from inside. This one was softer, almost timid, a boy’s voice, younger-sounding despite probably being our age. There was a quality to it that spoke of someone unused to confrontation, someone who’d probably been pushed around before.

      “C’mon guys… Trevor is sooo scaaared,” a mocking voice replied in a cruel parody of the pleading tone, drawing out the words dramatically. The laughter continued, sharp and derisive. “You hearing this, Crabbe? Goyle? The little froggie is scared. What do you think we should do about it?”

      “You could throw it out the window,” one voice suggested with casual cruelty. “Let the poor thing enjoy the wildlife it was meant to live in, not stuck with a toad in human form.”

      The insult was delivered so matter-of-factly that it took a second to register. They were calling the kid a toad. Bullying 101: dehumanize your target.

      “No, please don’t!” the soft-spoken voice cried out, desperation bleeding through every syllable.

      “Or we could just eat it,” another voice added with absolutely no hesitation, like he was genuinely considering it as a viable option. “I heard it’s cuisine somewhere.”

      “Ew, that’s disgusting, Crabbe,” the first voice, Malfoy presumably replied with exaggerated revulsion. “My ancestors were French, not me. I have standards.”

      That was… an oddly specific cultural insult? Were the French known for eating frogs in the magical world too, or was that just a Muggle stereotype that had crossed over?

      “That’s enough!” A new voice cut through the bullying, female, sharp, carrying an authority that belied what was probably our age. “You three don’t have anything better to do than torment your classmate on day one? Return Neville’s pet at once!”

      I could hear the distinctive sound of wands being drawn, wood scraping against holsters or pockets. The temperature of the situation had just escalated from verbal harassment to potential magical violence.

      “Oh, look at that,” Malfoy’s voice dripped with condescension. “The Muggle-born witch has some bite in her. But it’s three wands versus one, and your so-called friend is even too afraid to use his wand in defense. Not great odds, are they?”

      The cockiness in his tone was infuriating, made worse by the fact that he was probably right about the tactical situation. Three against one, with one of the victims too frightened or inexperienced to even draw their wand.

      “That’s it. I’ve heard enough,” Ron declared, his jaw set with determination. Then, without further warning, he brought his foot up and kicked the door open with surprising force.

      The door didn’t just swing open, it practically flew off its hinges, the wood cracking around the lock mechanism as it slammed against the interior wall with a thunderous bang that echoed down the corridor.

      It was either significantly weaker than it looked, or Ron packed considerably more physical strength than his lanky frame suggested. Possibly both. I made a mental note not to arm-wrestle him anytime soon.

      “Sorry to intrude, boys and girls,” I said, sauntering in behind Ron with practiced casualness, completely relaxed despite the obviously tense situation. My wands hung loosely in my hands, ready but not threatening. Yet. “Cavalry has arrived.”

      The tableau before us was exactly what I’d expected from the audio: textbook bullying scenario, magical edition.

      The first boy, obviously Draco Malfoy was platinum blonde with pale skin and cold grey eyes that reminded me uncomfortably of winter ice. He had sharp, aristocratic features that would probably be considered handsome in a few years, though right now they just made him look like a particularly smug ferret. His robes were expensive, perfectly tailored, probably custom-made rather than bought off the rack.

      His goons flanked him like bodyguards. Crabbe and Goyle, I presumed, average height but solidly built boys with black hair and dark eyes, lacking any real distinguishing features beyond their bulk. They looked more like bruisers than students, the kind of people who did the physical intimidation while their boss did the talking.

      Behind them, cowering slightly but standing her ground, was a girl with the wildest, bushiest brown hair I’d ever seen. Her front teeth were notably large, not comically so, but enough to be distinctive, and her brown eyes blazed with righteous fury despite the fear I could see underneath.

      Holy fuck, is that Emma Watson with big teeth? No, not her. This is obviously Hermione Granger. That’s why I recognized her voice, it was almost identical to the movies.

      Though in appearance, her hair was genuinely wild and untamable rather than the neat curls they’d given the actress in later films. The realism here was very spot-on, unlike the Hollywood prettification. This was a fourteen-year-old girl who probably hadn’t figured out hair-care charms yet, dealing it with muggle style for now.

      Behind her, barely visible, was a round-faced boy clutching what looked like an empty box, presumably where Trevor the Toad had been kept before his abduction.

      “Red hair and a face full of freckles,” Malfoy said instantly, not waiting even a second before sneering at Ron with practiced disdain. “Of course it’s a Weasley. Didn’t know you were as barbaric as you are poor.”

      The insult was delivered with the kind of casual cruelty that spoke of long practice. This wasn’t improvised, this was rehearsed, probably heard from his father a hundred times at the dinner table. The Weasleys were clearly an acceptable target in the Malfoy household.

      “Oh, look who’s talking,” Ron shot back without any stutter or hesitation, his response flowing like it was factual truth rather than personal opinion. “You’re the one hurting a poor animal and terrorizing kids, and I’m the barbarian? At least wait until we’re actually at school before starting this nonsense… or let me guess, are you also under the influence of the Imperius Curse like your daddy? Is that your excuse for being a pain in the arse?”

      Oh. Oh, that was brutal. Ron had gone straight for the throat, weaponizing the sore loser excuse that Malfoys had probably spent their whole lives spreading around the world.

      The Imperius defense was clearly a sore spot, and Ron had jabbed it viciously.

      “Don’t you DARE bring my father into this!” Malfoy snarled, his pale face flushing red with genuine anger. The aristocratic mask cracked, revealing the insecure teenager underneath.

      As if sensing their master’s emotional state, or maybe just reading the room, Crabbe and Goyle stepped forward menacingly, cracking their knuckles in a display of physical intimidation that would’ve been more effective if we weren’t all armed with magical weapons equivalent to guns.

      Okay, this was escalating fast. The situation was spiraling from verbal confrontation to actual violence, and Ron looked like he was absolutely ready to throw hands again. Twice in one day.

      Didn’t Rose tell us not to fight? She’d had a point when she’d said that getting into altercations on the first day would probably ruin the teachers’ and school’s first impression of us, regardless of who started it and why. First impressions mattered, especially in a place like Hogwarts where your reputation could follow you for seven years.

      And I definitely couldn’t have that if I wanted to learn magic as much as I wanted, without unnecessary restrictions or negative attention from the faculty. Being labeled a troublemaker on day one would not serve my long-term goals.

      Time for a different approach.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I said firmly, pointing my left wand with deliberate precision. “Expelliarmus!”

      The red jet of light shot from my wand with satisfying speed and accuracy. Crabbe and Goyle, who had been advancing on us with menacing intent, immediately threw themselves to the sides in a defensive dodge—

      Only to watch helplessly as the Disarming Charm sailed past where they’d been standing and struck Draco’s wand hand directly.

      “Argh!” Draco yelped, more from surprise than pain. His wand flew out of his grip in a graceful arc, spinning through the air before landing directly in the inviting palm of Hermione, who happened to be closest to him and had the presence of mind to catch it.

      Perfect. Absolutely perfect. Sometimes tactics worked exactly as planned.

      “Everyone just calm the hell down,” I said evenly, now pointing both of my wands at the two goons who had frozen mid-dodge, suddenly finding themselves facing dual wand points. “We are NOT fighting on our first day.”

      “Are you seriously saying that after firing spells and pointing two wands at the same time?” Ron asked incredulously, staring at me like I’d grown a second head. “Why do you even HAVE two wands?!”

      Valid questions, honestly. To be honest, my Fig Wand is not good with curses, so I just stole One-Eyed Buster’s wand as a spoil of war. Sure, it was harder to control, but it could fire some powerful curses that my Fig Wand couldn’t.

      “What he said!” Draco shouted dramatically, clutching the hand where the spell had struck as if it were broken, his face contorted in exaggerated agony. “How dare you curse me! Wait till my father hears about this!”

      And there it was. The classic Malfoy threat. ‘Wait till my father hears about this.’ I wondered how many times he’d used that before even coming to Hogwarts today.

      “Oh, shut up,” Hermione snapped, her fear apparently overridden by sheer irritation. She pointed Draco’s own wand at him with admirable confidence for someone who’d been outnumbered seconds ago. “That was a Disarming Charm, not even a curse. Standard defensive magic. Now I’ll offer you a trade: give us back Trevor, and you get your wand back.”

      The negotiation was delivered with remarkable composure. I found myself impressed despite the situation.

      Draco grumbled something unintelligible under his breath, dropping all the dramatic theatrics in an instant as he reached into his robes and pulled out a rather confused-looking toad. He tossed it carelessly behind him, and the amphibian immediately took the opportunity to hop away toward the next car.

      “Nooo! Trevor, come back!” The round-faced boy, Neville, I presumed, immediately chased after his escaping pet, leaving us six people in a very tense atmosphere.

      “Wow. Not even a thank you,” I said bluntly, staring after Neville’s retreating form. “What a rude and cowardly boy.”

      Both Hermione and Ron shot me looks of absolute horror, as if I’d just kicked a puppy in front of them.

      What? I mean, he didn’t even pick up his wand the entire time, even when it was three on one. He’d just stood there waiting to be rescued like a damsel in distress, and when the rescue actually happened, he’d immediately chased after his pet without so much as a word of gratitude. That was objectively poor behavior, regardless of how frightened he’d been.

      “And you picked a fight for such a coward,” Draco hissed, snatching his wand back from Hermione with perhaps more force than necessary. He took a deep breath, visibly composing himself and rebuilding that aristocratic facade. “Who even are you? I don’t remember ever seeing your face before.”

      “Harry. Just Harry,” I replied, deliberately keeping my surname to myself. Let him wonder. My hands still hadn’t left their dual-wand position. I looked like a Wild West cowboy with two pistols, which was a pretty cool image.

      Wizarding John Marston was still here.

      “Now then, ladies and gentlemen, should we break things off before this escalates any further?” I added an ascent for extra effort.

      “Well, ‘Just Harry,’” Draco said with exaggerated emphasis, stepping close enough that I could smell the expensive cologne or whatever he was wearing. He looked me directly in the eyes, close enough that it was clearly meant as an intimidation tactic. “Watch your back around the castle. You’ll learn that pissing off the wrong person can have really painful consequences.”

      The threat was delivered in a low, intense tone, probably meant to sound dangerous and adult. Instead, it just sounded like a teenager trying very hard to be menacing.

      Damn. AO3 shippers would have absolutely orgasmed if they’d seen that shit. The close proximity, the intense eye contact, the threatening whisper, that was textbook enemies-to-lovers setup right there. I could practically see the tags: Enemies to Lovers, Slow Burn, Mutual Pining, Dark Harry, Redeemed Draco…

      Then he stormed out, his followers trailing behind him like loyal dogs.

      There was stunned silence in the cabin as we, the canonical Golden Trio of Hogwarts, though this will probably not be happening in this timeline, looked at each other awkwardly.

      1 GC awarded. Started a group of friends despite the terrible beginning.

      Apparently, Chaos Gacha disagreed.

      The notification flickered across my mental interface, and I had to suppress the urge to react visibly. I’ll take it. Honestly, it was surprising that even after that rocky start, the system considered Ron part of my friend group. Either he was letting the punch slide because I was the brother of the ‘Girl-Who-Lived’, bootlicking behavior that would severely disappoint me, or he was genuinely not that offended, especially considering he’d literally said he would punch anyone who bothered his sister.

      As for Hermione standing up to Malfoy, all it took to be on her good side? But my thoughts did come back to Ron. The boy was more complex. One moment he feels like a dumbass, and another moment a mastermind.

      So either a social climber or a man of his word. I would be very disappointed if it turned out to be the former. Don’t disappoint me, Ron. I had a feeling we would get along spectacularly or clash terribly, with no middle ground.

      “That spell you used,” Hermione blurted out suddenly, her eyes bright with curiosity thet overrode social niceties. “The Disarming ’s not a first-year spell. How did you learn it?”

      Who the hell starts a conversation like that?!

      2 GC for Ending (starting) the first conflict of your Hogwarts life.

      1 GC for making an unforgettable impression and rescuing a damsel in distress.

      The notifications flickered across my mental interface, and I immediately wiped them away with a thought, resisting the powerful urge to immediately spend my newly acquired points. The gambler’s itch was strong.

      But no. Discipline. If I spent it all here, I’d probably just get something Uncommon or maybe Rare at maximum. Not even Epic or Legendary tier. The probabilities didn’t favor small investments, and I’d learned from enough gacha games in my previous life that saving up for the big pulls was always the smarter strategy, even if it was significantly less satisfying in the moment.

      Better to grind some more before gambling. Delayed gratification for potentially game-breaking rewards.

    
    

    
      “You never told me why you have two wands,” Ron said suddenly, his voice pulling me from my thoughts. He’d relaxed back into his seat, looking considerably more comfortable now that we were back in our own cabin. “I’m only noticing the two wand holsters just now. That’s pretty unusual, mate.”

      We’d returned to our compartment after the confrontation. Malfoy had retreated to the second-years’ cabin toward the back of the train, apparently, he had older friends or perhaps just preferred to lord over younger students. Hermione had also departed rather quickly after that awkward conversation, muttering something about helping Neville find his toad and looking distinctly uncomfortable with the whole social situation.

      “That was spoils of war,” I began, settling into explanation mode. “I took it after—”

      A pumpkin pastry was unceremoniously shoved into my mouth, cutting off my words mid-sentence. I struggled for a few seconds, flailing slightly at the unexpected assault, before my taste buds registered the sweet, spiced flavor and I gave up resisting with a resigned sigh of pleasure.

      Damn, these were good.

      “Ah, ah, that’s some highly confidential stuff we can’t just blurt out,” Rose said with exaggerated seriousness, though her eyes sparkled with mischief. “It’s a secret. No offense, Ron.”

      “None taken,” Ron replied easily, helping himself to a few pastries as well. He didn’t seem bothered by being shut out of the story, which spoke well of his character. Some people would’ve gotten offended or pushy. “Anyway, I think we’ll reach the castle soon. Where’d Susan go, by the way?”

      “She wanted to meet her friend too,” Rose explained, brushing pastry crumbs from her robes. “Hannah, I think her name was. I didn’t want her to ignore her other friends, so I basically kicked her out to go find her friend. We’ll see her again soon enough.”

      The conversation drifted to more mundane topics after that, speculation about house sorting, discussion of which classes we were most looking forward to, Ron’s stories about his brothers’ various exploits at Hogwarts. The time passed surprisingly quickly, comfortable now that we were calmed down from nearly starting a brawl.

      After about half an hour, the train began to gradually slow down, letting out a loud, whistling blast that seemed to vibrate through the entire structure. Thankfully, there was no intercom blaring announcements inside the compartments, but the whole train felt like it had been put on vibration mode as it decelerated with noisy enthusiasm. The wheels screeched against the tracks, the brakes hissed, and students began gathering their belongings with excited chatter.

      This was finally it. Hogwarts was here.

      No pressure or anything.

    
    

    
      “Welcome to Hogwarts! Come ’ere, come here!” A very jolly, booming voice shouted the moment we exited the train onto the platform.

      It was properly dark outside now, the sun having set completely during our journey. The station was dimly lit by scattered lanterns, casting long shadows across the platform. So understandably, several girls and at least one boy let out startled yelps when this absolutely massive figure loomed toward us through the darkness.

      Easily eight to ten feet tall, he loomed over us. The lantern in his enormous hand swung with each step, its flickering light making his full, bushy beard and wild tangle of hair look even more chaotic. His eyes, barely visible beneath thick eyebrows, gleamed with genuine warmth and enthusiasm.

      At first glance, he looked like something out of a nightmare. At second glance, he looked like the friendliest nightmare you will ever meet.

      That must be Hagrid. Shame I didn’t meet him unlike canon Harry.

      “Don’t be shy now!” he said cheerfully, his voice carrying easily over the nervous chatter of students. “I’ll lead you all to Hogwarts. Follow me, first years!”

      And follow we did, albeit with varying degrees of hesitation.

      The older students separated from our group almost immediately, heading off in different directions with the confident ease of people who knew where they were going. Right now, it was Rose, Ron, and I leading the first-year pack, walking just a few paces behind the giant man. Our proximity to Hagrid seemed to give other students courage, and they began following more confidently along the narrow, dark path.

      The ground was uneven beneath our feet, packed dirt and exposed roots that would’ve been treacherous without the lantern light to guide us. Trees pressed close on either side, their branches forming a canopy overhead that blocked out even the stars. I could hear the rustling of leaves, the occasional crack of a twig, and in the distance, the distinctive sound of water lapping against a shore.

      “You know this is how horror movies start, right?” Rose whispered next to me, her voice barely audible over the crunch of footsteps and nervous student chatter.

      In the darkness, I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely nervous or just teasing. Probably both, knowing her.

      “We defeated a freaking Cyclops,” I whispered back, keeping my voice equally low. “Besides, I have a strong feeling this man would protect us with his life if an actual monster attacked. He’s got that energy.”

      This was Hagrid, alright. Just like I remembered from what I know. The protective way he kept looking back to make sure we were all following, the gentle tone he used despite his intimidating appearance. This man was a giant teddy bear.

      “What’s a movie?” Ron asked cluelessly from my other side.

      Rose groaned audibly at his question, the sound full of theatrical despair. “Oh no. We’re surrounded by 19th-century peasants who don’t even know about cinema. This is my life now. This is what I’ve been reduced to.”

      “Oi! I’m not a peasant,” Ron protested, though he didn’t sound particularly offended. “I just don’t know what a ‘movie’ is. Is it some kind of Muggle thing?”

      “It’s definitely a Muggle thing, like wizarding newspaper but without news more story and plays.” I confirmed, grinning despite the darkness. “We’ll explain later. Trust me, you’re missing out on a lot.”

      The path began to widen, and suddenly we broke free of the oppressive tree cover. The world seemed to brighten dramatically, not because there were more lights, but because we’d emerged beside a body of water that reflected the full moon hanging overhead like a giant silver coin.

      The lake was enormous, stretching out before us in crystal-clear darkness. The surface was almost perfectly still, creating a mirror image of the night sky that was breathtaking in its clarity. Stars sparkled both above and below, creating the disorienting sensation of standing between two infinite expanses.

      “Now then, children, get on the boats!” the giant called out, gesturing toward a small fleet of wooden vessels tied up at a rickety-looking dock. “We’re taking this fleet across to the castle. Four students per boat. I repeat, four students per boat!”

      Can we really call a collection of wooden rowboats a ‘fleet’? The word seemed far too grand for what were essentially oversized dinghies. I felt my inner Odysseus die a little inside as I approached one and prepared to climb aboard.

      I stepped carefully into the nearest boat, bracing myself for the expected rocking motion that came with boarding any watercraft. Except… it didn’t rock. At all. The boat remained perfectly stable, as if it were resting on solid ground rather than floating on water.

      Huh. What do you know? You learn new things about the Wizarding World every day. Enchanted boats that didn’t capsize easily and rowed automatically.

      Rose and Ron quickly climbed in after me, and I was genuinely surprised when Hermione appeared at the edge of our boat, looking slightly uncertain.

      “May I…?” she asked, gesturing at the empty fourth seat.

      “Course,” Ron said with a shrug, while Rose nodded welcomingly.

      Hermione climbed in with careful precision, settling herself on the wooden bench and smoothing her robes. “Nice to see you again, Harry and… Weasley, was it?”

      Oh, right. The introductions during our earlier encounter had been somewhat incomplete. She’d learned my first name but not my surname, while she’d heard Ron’s family name but not his given name.

      “It’s Ron, Mr. Weasley is my dad.” Ron replied, though he wasn’t really paying full attention. His gaze had turned back toward the dock, watching as dozens of other students boarded their respective boats with varying degrees of grace.

      I followed his gaze, scanning the crowds. I could spot Susan sitting with a blonde girl who must be Hannah, accompanied by two brunettes I didn’t recognize. Draco Malfoy was in a boat with his usual goons, Crabbe and Goyle, plus one sharp-looking tanned boy who carried himself with more intelligence than the other two combined.

      There were dozens more students, creating a cacophony of excited chatter as they boarded and settled in. The noise echoed across the water, mixing with the gentle lap of waves and the creaking of wood.

      “Right then!” the giant’s voice boomed across the lake. “Everyone in? Good! Forward!”

      The boats began moving simultaneously, gliding across the water without any visible means of propulsion. No oars, no motors, no one rowing, just smooth, enchanted movement that carried us steadily forward.

      The ride itself was genuinely enjoyable. Not quite as thrilling as broomstick flying, nothing really compared to the freedom of actual flight, but there was something peaceful about skimming across the dark water with the cool night air on my face. The atmosphere was chilly enough to raise goosebumps on my arms, but not uncomfortably so.

      Rose and Hermione had struck up a conversation, their voices mixing with the general chatter around us. I caught fragments, something about recommended reading lists and which subjects they were most excited about. Hermione hadn’t made any particularly loud or obnoxious noises yet, so I assumed the girls hadn’t gotten to proper introductions.

      But despite the pleasant atmosphere, I felt increasingly uncomfortable. A prickling sensation at the base of my skull, a tightness in my chest that made me restless and hyperaware. Something was wrong, though I couldn’t immediately identify what.

      Unlike Rose and Hermione, who were chatting animatedly, or Ron, who was staring ahead in the distance with undisguised interest, I found myself scanning the water around us with growing unease.

      “Get down, everyone!” Hagrid suddenly shouted from the front boat, about twenty feet ahead of us. We were approaching some kind of narrow, cave-like opening in the cliff face. “Duck your heads!”

      We didn’t actually need to duck, we weren’t freaking giants, but several students instinctively hunched down anyway as our boats passed through the low-hanging rock formation.

      And then we emerged on the other side, and the entire world seemed to open up before us.

      “Wow,” Rose and Hermione gasped simultaneously, their previous conversation forgotten.

      Ron and I just stared in silence, though for very different reasons.

      There it was. Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

      It was a sprawling, utterly impossible fortress of stone and light, perched dramatically on the edge of a mountain that rose from the lake like something out of a fantasy painting. The castle seemed to defy basic architectural principles—towers jutted out at improbable angles, bridges connected buildings that had no business being connected, and the whole structure climbed vertically in a way that would’ve made any Muggle engineer weep with despair.

      Hundreds of windows glowed with warm, golden light against the ink-black sky, creating the impression of a constellation that had descended to earth. The sheer height of the turrets made my neck ache just from looking up at them. Flags and banners fluttered from various towers, though I couldn’t make out their designs in the darkness.

      Around me, the reaction was universal and overwhelming. Ron’s jaw had literally dropped open, his eyes wide with wonder. Rose was beaming, her face lit up with pure joy and excitement. Hermione looked like she’d just discovered El Dorado.

      All across the lake, I could hear the other first-years gasping, whispering, some even crying from the emotional impact of the moment. It was the kind of sight that was supposed to change your life, to mark the clear division between ‘before Hogwarts’ and ‘after Hogwarts.’

      And it was impressive, genuinely. The castle was magnificent, beautiful, everything the books had promised and more.

      Hagrid turned around in the lead boat, his massive face split by a grin that looked like a crescent moon through the wild tangle of his beard. “Welcome to Hogwarts!” he announced, and you could tell he meant every single word of it. There was pride there, genuine love for the castle and what it represented.

      Then the water decided to join the conversation.

      Huge, rubbery, grey-brown limbs, each one easily thicker than a tree trunk, burst through the surface of the lake with explosive force. Water sprayed everywhere in massive arcs, catching the moonlight and creating temporary rainbows. High-pitched shrieks and screams instantly shattered the peaceful silence.

      Hermione let out a strangled yelp and nearly knocked Ron clean out of the boat as she lunged sideways, scrambling for safety.

      “Don’t you worry none!” Hagrid shouted over the screaming, waving one hand the size of a dinner platter in a calming gesture. “That’s just the Giant Squid! He’s a friendly sort, really! Just comin’ up to say hello to the new lot!”

      The uncomfortable feeling in my chest intensified dramatically, transforming from vague unease to active alarm. I stood up carefully, the boat remaining perfectly stable despite my movement, and scanned the water with sharp focus.

      I watched as the massive tentacles drifted lazily past the first few boats. The squid did seem relatively harmless. It glided past Malfoy’s boat, and I noted with some satisfaction that Draco looked like he was about to faint, his pale face gone even whiter and slipped under several others without causing more than ripples.

      Other students were laughing now, the fear transforming into excited chatter. Someone was trying to touch one of the tentacles. The atmosphere had shifted from terror to delight remarkably quickly.

      But as our boat approached the area where the squid had surfaced, the “friendly” vibe vanished completely.

      Four massive tentacles suddenly shot out of the water with violent purpose and slammed down directly in front of our bow, creating a wall of slimy, suction-cupped flesh that blocked our path entirely. Our enchanted boat lurched to a halt, bumping against the rubbery barrier with a dull, wet thud that sent vibrations through the wooden hull.

      Water sloshed over the sides, soaking our shoes and the bottom of our robes.

      “Uh, Harry?” Ron’s voice had climbed a full octave higher than usual, cracking slightly with stress. “Hagrid said it was friendly. That doesn’t look particularly friendly, mate.”

      “It’s… it’s highly irregular behavior,” Hermione stammered, her know-it-all persona cracking under genuine fear. She was clutching the sides of the boat so tightly her knuckles had turned bone white. “It behaved perfectly fine near the other boats. This doesn’t make sense. Why are we the exception?”

      “Harry?” Rose’s voice cut through Hermione’s nervous rambling. My sister was staring at me with that particular expression that meant she’d already connected the dots. “What’s happening? What did you do?”

      She automatically assumed this was connected to me. Which was correct, but honestly, could she at least TRY to have a little faith in her brother? Not everything weird that happened around me was necessarily my fault.

      Okay, most things were. But not ALL things.

      I didn’t answer immediately. I could feel it before I actually heard it, a low, rhythmic thrumming that started in the soles of my feet and worked its way up through my entire body until it resonated in my skull. The sensation was familiar in the worst possible way, like something I’d felt before but couldn’t quite place.

      The water around our boat began to churn violently, transforming from calm darkness into a frothing white mess. Small waves became larger ones, rocking our previously stable vessel. The temperature dropped several degrees in the span of seconds.

      Then a roar erupted from the depths below us.

      It was a sound so loud and guttural that it felt like the lake itself was screaming in rage. The noise seemed to vibrate through water, air, and bone simultaneously, resonating at a frequency that made my teeth ache. It was ancient, powerful, and absolutely furious.

      Everyone else in the boat was cowering, pressing themselves low and clutching whatever they could for stability. Ron had gone pale, Hermione was muttering what might’ve been prayers or spell incantations, and even Rose looked genuinely frightened.

      Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      I stood up fully, the boat rocking dangerously beneath me as I adjusted my balance. I didn’t look at the magnificent castle anymore. I didn’t look at the terrified students around me or the concerned shouts from Hagrid. I looked straight down into the black, churning abyss of the lake and slammed my palm into my forehead, dragging it down my face in a slow, exhausted gesture of pure exasperation.

      I suddenly remembered what I’d read on the Gacha interface this morning during my routine check. One of my recent immunity perks had been updated with additional information: “Immunity to curses from a certain God of the Sea.” At the time, I’d thought it was just protection against the god, preventing him from drowning me or controlling water around me, that sort of thing.

      Apparently, I’d dramatically underestimated what “immunity to curses” actually meant.

      And to retaliatiate, God of the Sea was approaching my general vicinity with some very direct divine intervention. Possibly to test the limits of that immunity. Possibly just to be a dick.

      Especially from a god I didn’t particularly like, nor had I ever worshiped.

      “Fuck you, Poseidon,” I muttered under my breath, though the words carried more weight than they should have.

      The roar grew exponentially louder, transforming from background noise to overwhelming cacophony. The water began glowing with an eerie, phosphorescent blue-green light. Students across all the boats were screaming now, genuine terror replacing the earlier excitement.

      And somewhere in the depths, something ancient and powerful was rising to the surface specifically to deal with me.

      This was going to be a fantastic first impression at Hogwarts. Absolutely stellar.

      

    
  




    Chapter 16

    
       

      AN: So, you all remember all those Gen Z protests in Nepal? If not, you can check out that BBC documentary I shared about it In my discord (or you can just look it up in YT BBC).

      My point is: we finally have a conclusion to that conflict—the election finally happened! With all that noise and tension, this update was delayed. And the next one will also be a little late because my exams start this Monday through Friday.

      So it’ll be one extra week late. Hope you all can be patient with me!

      Thanks for understanding.

    
    

    
      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh-mph!”

      Hermione’s scream died in an undignified, muffled squeak as Rose’s hand closed firmly over her mouth, the sound cutting off like someone had yanked the cord from a speaker. Ron and I were still standing, which, in retrospect,was either brave or stupid, and the line between the two felt very thin — thinner the longer we spent time together.

      Imagine us in a few years.

      The monster was taking its time revealing itself, as if it understood the dramatic value of a slow entrance.

      The tentacles came up first, which honestly would have been enough on their own. Each one was the diameter of a mature oak tree, slick with lake water that cascaded off them in sheets, catching the lantern light from the scattered fleet and turning every droplet briefly gold before it fell back into the black surface. They rose in different directions simultaneously, like the fingers of something enormous stretching after a very long sleep, and the displacement of water alone sent half the boats rocking hard enough that you could hear the yelping and scrambling from the ones behind us.

      Then the body followed. Or at least part of it.

      The portion that crested the waterline was fleshy and pale in the shade of white that has never seen sunlight and doesn’t miss it. It was tapering, elongated, pulsing with a slow internal rhythm that I found deeply unsettling, rising in a column that caught the lantern light and gleamed with a wet, organic shine. The head was column-like and, unfortunately, gloriously phallic, like a mushroom.

      The eyes still watched us from beneath the surface. Ocean blue, glowing faintly, rimmed with fury even from this distance.

      Like all cephalopods, its face was structurally below the dome of its head, tentacles radiating outward from a mouth we couldn’t see yet, and that was probably a mercy.

      “Why is its head…” Ron started, and then stopped, and then started again. “It’s like… it looks like a…”

      His bravado had evacuated the premises entirely. His sense of humour, apparently, had decided to stay and see what happened.

      “A dick,” I said, conversationally, the same way you might say ‘a cloud’ or “a tree.” “Yeah. Squids don’t usually look like that, but scale changes things. Something about the proportions. When you get big enough….”

      “Are you two seriously standing there talking about that?” Rose’s voice had the pitch it took when she was genuinely frightened, and she converted all that fear directly into anger as a coping mechanism.

      She released Hermione from her improvised silencing hold, though not without a pointed look. “In case it escaped your notice, we are about to die. Again! That is twice in one month! And you,” she turned on Hermione, who was taking rapid, shallow breaths, “stop screaming, it is not helping anyone including yourself.”

      Hermione’s mouth opened and then closed.

      Then Hagrid’s boat nosed between us and the wall of approaching tentacles, and I watched, with the feeling of watching a car accident in extremely slow motion, as the largest man I had ever personally met stood up in his tiny wooden boat and faced down something the size of a small office building with the body language of a man greeting a mildly overexcited Labrador.

      “Now, now, children!” he boomed, swinging his lantern in a wide, welcoming arc as if he were flagging down a friendly carriage. “Don’t you go gettin’ ‘im riled up! He’s just excited, aren’t ya, Bubbles? Yeh great softy, come ’ere, just lookin’ for a bit o’ greetin’, aren’t ya!”

      The name landed in my brain with a small, helpless thud.

      Bubbles.

      The eyes beneath the water did not look like the eyes of something that belongs to ‘Bubbles’. They looked like the eyes of a galaxy-destroyer, Cthulhu, or Davy Jones.

      Beastmaster, the passive perk, was helping me feel the shape of what was radiating off the creature in waves, that low, pressurized frequency that my brain was translating it as distress.

      “I don’t think that’s going to go the way he expects,” I said.

      Then the tentacle hit.

      The sound it made was not a splash. It was a concussion, a shockwave expressed as noise, a sonic boom that arrived slightly before the visual information of Hagrid being struck and for just a fraction of a second my brain processed the sound without the context, and then the context arrived all at once.

      The giant sailed. There is no other word for it. He sailed, clearing the fleet in a single horizontal arc, the shockwave from his passage dividing the lake surface in a clean parting on either side of his trajectory like water remembering that it’s supposed to get out of the way of large fast things. He cleared the entire length of the lake and hit the dock at the far end with an impact we could feel through the boats as a low vibration in the wood beneath our feet.

      The silence that followed was immediate and total. Even the squid seemed to pause, as if it too needed a moment to process what had just happened. Even the crying had stopped, which suggested that the human capacity for shock was, in its own way, more powerful than the human capacity for grief.

      Collateral Regret +0 GC (Poor Hagrid)

      I really hope that Hagrid will show some of that Giant’s endurance and walk it off somehow. And you really didn’t need to remind me just for that system, I already feel bad about it as it is, no need to bring 0 GC in it.

      Then, from somewhere in the back of the fleet, a voice cracked the silence like a stone through glass.

      “We are going to get eaten!”

      That was all it took. Every boat in the fleet began rocking simultaneously as ninety-odd first years dissolved into full panic, grabbing each other and the sides of their boats and the air, the whole fleet turning into a chaotic, oscillating mass that was rapidly becoming more dangerous than the squid because at least the squid was only one threat whereas capsizing boats in a freezing lake in October was another.

      Hypothermia. Drowning. Being struck by a capsizing boat. Being struck by a tentacled monster while in the water. Swallowed. The pneumonia that would finish off anyone lucky enough to survive the first five options.

      I watched the next wave of tentacles rising toward us. Even if Ron and I both dropped flat, the strike would destroy the boat entirely. The force that had launched Hagrid would reduce four fourteen-year-olds and a boat to scattered kindling and a red mist.

      “Come out,” I said, extending my hand, feeling the familiar warm pressure of the Sacred Gear responding. “Pyro Rings.”

      Sword Birth answered, ten blades materialising in a ring around our boat, each one trailing fire that moved like liquid.

      The fire didn’t flicker the way ordinary fire does. It dripped. Slow, heavy drops of light falling off each blade and hitting the water with brief hisses before going dark, and the blades themselves pulsed with the same slow rhythm as a heartbeat.

      The process of creating a sword is different from what Little High School DXD told me. Kiba’s Sword Birth could create swords with elemental properties through its demonic nature, resulting in different demonic elemental swords.

      Mine did something different. While I couldn’t spam any sword I wish on the fly, I can’t add random abilities or powers to swords, but I can add attributes to swords that I understand conceptually, or I can already do it myself.

      Since I could already wield fire very easily due to Half Cold Half Hot, and my own Wandless magic through prayers, I could easily create a sword possessing the same ability. This could be because it’s a different variant of the same Sacred Gear like a subspecies, who knows?

      Either way, the swords worked. All ten launched simultaneously toward the wall of approaching tentacles, and I was honest with myself that I was not a swordsman yet in any real sense, so I pointed them at the thing and released it.

      The tips struck and the flesh hissed and the smell of cooked cephalopod hit the night air in a wave that was appealing on a purely olfactory level, before the burned sections retracted and fresh tentacles moved to replace them.

      “How did you do that?” Hermione’s voice had an entirely different quality now. The panic was still there, but it had been reorganised, pushed to a back room, replaced in the foreground by something that sounded very much like a compulsive need to understand something she had just witnessed. “Is that transfiguration? Did you teach yourself transfiguration? We haven’t even started school yet and you’ve already taught yourself—”

      “Is this genuinely the moment you want to have this conversation?” I replied, without looking at her.

      “Ron.” Rose’s voice cut clean and direct, no wasted words, her wand already moving, aimed not at the squid but at the water beside our boat.

      Ron followed without hesitation.

      “Depulso!!”

      The charm hit the water and Hermione grabbed my arm and I grabbed her back as our boat lurched hard and accelerated in reverse, rejoining the fleet in a single lurching rush, the other boats parting reluctantly to let us back in.

      The fleet was fully chaotic now. There were children crying. Not the tentative, embarrassed crying of someone trying to hide it, but full, open, undisguised weeping.

      I watched it for about three seconds and felt something go tight in my chest, pity and frustration, both at once.

      They were fourteen. That was the thing I kept bumping into. Not eleven like canon, not children in the way that the word children implies helplessness by default.

      Fourteen. Old enough to have formed opinions, old enough to have read things and argued about things and cared about things. Old enough to be carrying power in their hands that most adults in the non-magical world could not dream of.

      Especially when I know Wizarding parents tend to teach their children basic spells and how to handle a wand even before sending them to school.

      “Stop crying!” I called out, and heard my own voice disappear into the noise like a stone thrown into a river. It barely made a dent. “I said shut the hell up!”

      The fireball left my hand before I had fully consciously decided to throw it, a large one, aimed straight up, and it went off overhead like a flare, bright enough to cast moving shadows across the water and turn every face briefly orange, and the sheer unexpected brightness of it cracked through the panic that shouting alone hadn’t managed.

      Heads came up. Crying hiccupped and stalled. I threw another, then three more in quick succession,

      What I wanted was a hovering ball of fire above my head constantly. But there is a problem.

      I couldn’t hold fire once it left my body.

      Once it wasn’t connected to me the fire was its own thing and I had no further say in where it went or what it did. So the best I could do was manufacture temporary light sources and buy time. Each fireball takes 5 seconds to go away, so I’m buying us 25 seconds of fireballs about our heads, and twenty-five seconds was enough to get their attention and enough for anyone looking from the shore to see exactly where we were.

      Two objectives addressed, simultaneously, with one action. I felt mildly pleased with myself despite everything.

      “Done?” I asked the fleet, into the temporary, flare-lit quiet. “Or do you want a few more minutes until the monster drowns us all? Because I am genuinely flexible on this.”

      The eyes that found me were wide and varied in their expression. Fear, confusion, surprise, the startled indignation that comes from being shouted at when you were already having the worst evening of your life.

      “And what exactly do you suggest we do?” The voice came from somewhere in the middle of the fleet, a girl’s voice, sharp and already armoured against the possibility of being dismissed. “We just got here. We just found out magic exists last month. You lot have been in this world your whole lives, you’ve been going on about how being born to wizarding families makes you naturally stronger, naturally better at this, so go on then. Show us.”

      She was looking, not at me, but at the cluster of Wizarding world-raised students in the boats nearest to her. Several of them had the look of people who had probably bragging about Pure blood and mocking the muggleborn students.

      The response came from the opposite side of the fleet, one of the boys, and it was not helpful.

      “This is our first year too, you stupid mudblood!”

      The air changed. Not temperature. Just… weight. The way it does right before lightning.

      “Oh, that’s right, how convenient,” another boy said, voice dropping to something low and deadly sweet. “More like shitbloods. Inbred cousin-fuckers who think the rest of the world owes them a curtsy.”

      “Filthy mudbloods belong in the dirt—”

      “Make me, you inbred twat.”

      And just like that the giant squid stopped being the biggest problem on the lake.

      The fleet, which sixty seconds ago had been a collection of crying, frightened children unified by a common threat, had reorganised itself.

      I watched it happen with the helpless clarity of someone seeing an argument ignite that they cannot stop.

      Half-bloods fanning each side too while Muggleborn and Pure blood clashed, I noticed. Not all of them consciously. Some of them are probably just reacting. But the escalation wasn’t stopping.

      Hermione and Ron had gone very still beside me, watching the same thing I was watching but thankfully not joining.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” I said quietly to Rose, keeping my eyes on my remaining swords, which were still holding the squid back, just barely, the creature pressing forward with slow, methodical patience now, adapting to the pattern of the strikes, angling around them.

      Half the blades were already burned out from repeated impacts, and I was creating replacements at a rate that would become a problem. “I’m already replacing swords faster than I want to be. If I push past the comfortable threshold, I don’t know how the backlash is going to be.”

      As much as I liked the phrasing ‘first time for everything,’ this was not the time to experience that.

      “Can’t you teleport them?” Rose asked, her voice low and direct. “Just drop them at the edge of the lake.”

      “Twenty-three boats. Ninety-two students including us. I don’t know if I can make that many jumps without side effects or running out of usable time. The risk calculus doesn’t work in our favour.”

      “Then we do what we did with the cyclops.” She kept her voice very even. “I’ll run interference, flashy spells, distract it, you bring out the big sword and we finish it.”

      I didn’t answer immediately. I was looking at the squid, or more specifically, at its eyes, which were the only part of it fully visible and the only part that mattered—the eyes of something intelligent enough to communicate distress.

      My Beastmaster perk had been receiving it since the tentacles first surfaced. The signal was old and constant and pressured.

      What the squid was transmitting was not hunger. It was not aggression in the sense of something that wants to do damage. It was the opposite of that, actually.

      It was the sound of something being made to move against the grain of every instinct it possessed. The protective instinct fighting back with aggression with every fiber of its being, even if it was a losing battle.

      He wanted to die before he caused damage that he would never forgive himself.

      I didn’t answer, just locked eyes with the ancient beast. Its eyes were clouded, but eyes are windows to the soul. And what its soul was saying was apologies. Constant, primal apologies as it was doing something against its nature, against its will. My Beastmaster perk thinks so, at least.

      It was asking for death before it could bring death upon the little humans it liked and played with for centuries.

      “Killing would be much easier, believe me, it would. But are we really choosing an easier method, even if it means killing innocent creatures?”

      Abandon our morality for convenience? Sure we fought cyclops because it was out for our and our friends and family’s lives. But the cyclops came for us with it’s own choices, following his own nature but with intent. But giant squid was many things but never harmful to students. At least, from what I know from stories about this world and from my past life.

      The cyclops had been following its nature toward ends it had chosen.

      This creature was not choosing anything. It was being used.

      The poor creature was mind controlled by the Sea god because he was a dick. Poseidon probably thinks he will forgive me if I defeat and kill it, proving myself worthy of being a human, or he might just double down and send more trouble my way.

      I’ll not go down to his level. I’ll do my own thing.

      “So what’s the plan?” Rose asked.

      “Stall until a teacher or better Dumbledore arrives,” I said. “Or we run like hell toward the shore and get everyone out of the water, and nobody gets left behind.”

      I glanced at the fleet around us. The argument had escalated. Two boys had stood up in their respective boats and were shouting across open water at each other while their boats rocked dangerously.

      Three or four other students were crying again, different students this time, ones who probably hadn’t cried before but had found the blood-status argument more frightening than the squid, which honestly told you everything you needed to know about what kind of world I had just enrolled in.

      I looked at the glowing overhead fireballs, burning down to their last few seconds. Looked at my remaining swords, fewer now, the squid pushing through them by simple patient persistence. Looked at Ron and Hermione’s, who were white-knuckled on their wands and watching the argument in the fleet.

      The plan, such as it was, was not a good plan. Stalling and running were both deeply imperfect responses to a situation like this.

      But they were honest plans, which meant they could be executed, and they required no deaths and no surrenders of principle, which were the two lines I had decided to hold tonight.

      I just don’t want to kill a mind-controlled victim, especially when I know his creature’s history. It simply makes things difficult. If I kill him now, I won’t ever be able to look in the mirror and say I’m a good person.

      Somewhere in the distance, through the orange-lit chaos, I thought I could see the lights of the castle beginning to move toward us.

      I hoped I was right about that.

      The giant squid roared.

      Not with the chest and the throat and the expulsion of breath, because squids don’t have chests or throats in any conventional sense. A sound that was more pressure than noise, more sensation than sound.

      The water around it displaced in a ring, concentric waves radiating outward and rocking every boat in the fleet simultaneously, and the effect on the shouting match was immediate and total.

      Silence. Because every argument in every human brain got temporarily overwritten by the older and more fundamental program that says large thing nearby, assess threat, do not move.

      Fear as crowd control. It’s not elegant or sustainable, but I’ll take what I can get and call it a victory.

      I looked at the creature. It had pulled back slightly from my remaining fire swords, not in retreat but in the patient, unhurried way of something that is recalibrating rather than giving up, testing the perimeter, looking for a gap.

      The apology was still radiating off it in waves. My Beastmaster perk translated into something adjacent to grief. It was buying me time the same way I was buying it time, neither of us wanting to reach the conclusion this situation seemed to be building toward.

      If I couldn’t read that signal, if I were operating purely on the visible information of tentacles and rage and the ruined dock where Hagrid had landed, killing it would have been an obvious call. Clean. Defensible. The kind of thing you write up in a report afterward and everyone nods and says you did what you had to do.

      I was grateful in a way for the perk. Grateful and slightly unnerved by how much easier it would be to be without it.

      ‘Oh, Lady Aphrodite,’ I thought, tilting the request toward the goddess who grants miracles the most, as her blessings usually help in mundane life.

      ‘If you’re listening, I could use your charmspeak for about four minutes. In exchange I will sacrifice my first love letter in this life and my first Valentine’s chocolates, the whole box, unopened. I am serious about this.’

      No dramatic shift. No warmth spreading through my chest, no golden light, no voice in my head confirming receipt. That wasn’t how divine favour worked.

      You asked, you had faith, you moved forward, and later found out whether anything had been listening. The uncertainty was the cost of the transaction.

      “Guys,” I said, raising my voice to carry across the fleet, keeping it level rather than urgent because urgency was already in abundant supply tonight and adding more would just raise the noise floor. “Guys, come on. This is exactly what whoever sent this monster wants from us.”

      And there it was. The effect I’d been hoping  and believing would arrive. Heads turned. Not all at once, not immediately, but progressively, like a slow tide of attention rolling in my direction, and the turning of each head took the argument with it as individuals disengaged from their shouting matches to see who was talking and why and whether it was worth their time.

      Rose had her wand out and was casting Lumos to my left, positioned just far enough back that the light fell on me rather than on her, which was both practically useful and a quietly considerate piece of staging. She caught my eye briefly and I gave her the small nod that meant good thinking and she gave me the slight lift of one eyebrow that meant you’re welcome, don’t waste it.

      “Don’t you see what’s happening here?” I continued, and the remaining conversation died the way conversation dies when the ambient noise drops below a certain threshold and it becomes socially awkward to be the only voice still going. Every set of eyes in the fleet was on me now, or close enough that the exceptions didn’t matter.

      Their expressions hadn’t shifted much. The fear was still there, the anger hadn’t evaporated, nobody had been magically transformed into a cooperative team player by a sentence and a half of rhetoric. But they were listening, and listening was enough to work with.

      “They’re making us panic. Making us afraid. And more than that they’re making us fight each other instead of working together to survive.” I kept moving, pacing the small available length of our boat, which wasn’t much, barely three steps in either direction, but the motion mattered. People watch something that moves. “We are all wizards and witches here. Every single one of us in these boats is carrying the power to change the world with a flick of our stick and a few mangled Latin words. We haven’t even started classes yet and we are already carrying that. The only way we lose tonight is if we spend the time we have left arguing with each other about things that will absolutely still be there to argue about once we’re dry and warm and behind walls that a giant squid cannot reach.”

      Hermione’s hand landed on my shoulder, brief and firm, the way you pat someone when you’re proud of them and also slightly surprised that it worked. I filed that away and kept going.

      “We have to get on the same page, all of us. It’s that simple and it’s that urgent.” I looked across the fleet, making the eye contact count where I could, hitting the ones who still looked like they might tip back into panic. “Any questions?”

      The silence that followed was different from the silence the squid had produced. That one had been imposed from outside. This one had a quality of consideration to it, people actually running the logic, checking it against their own state of mind, and the fire swords burning against the advancing tentacles and the creature’s low, rolling grunts were the only sounds filling it.

      Students looked at each other. Not the way they’d been looking at each other a minute ago, hot and looking for purchase, something to push back against. This was more tentative. A little uncertain. The re-evaluation that happens when you’ve been operating on one set of assumptions and someone points out other options.

      I allowed myself a small sense of satisfaction. Talk no jutsu really worked. I was always sceptical of the idea that heartfelt speech could suspend conflict, but standing here, look at me. Naruto would be proud.

      Charming boy!

      +2 GC for calming down a fleet of terrified ninety teenagers.

      “Hold on.”

      Draco Malfoy was standing in his boat, which put him at about the same height as me across the water between us, his boat close enough that I could read his expression clearly. He didn’t looked cooperative.

      His eyes hadn’t moved from me since I started talking.

      “Hold on a second,” he said again, with the deliberate quality of someone who has decided they are going to be heard regardless of whether this is a convenient moment for it. “I have a question. Actually more of a problem.”

      The fleet waited. Even the squid seemed to wait, which I suspected was coincidence but couldn’t entirely rule out.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be a Muggle-born?” Draco asked. Not accusatory, not performatively contemptuous the way I might have expected. Genuinely asking.

      “Or half-blood at minimum. So why are you throwing fireballs without a wand, without enunciation, without anything?” His gaze moved briefly to the ring of swords surrounding our boat, still intercepting tentacles, still burning. “That’s not anything I’ve seen a grown adult wizard do.”

      That’s the thing getting to you? Not the giant squid that’s under Poseidon influence who very much will eat us given opportunity?

      Yeah… guess I wasn’t as discreet as I wanted to be. Chaos Gacha is something I’m planning to hide for a very long time, same with past life, but now that I’ve been caught red-handed, I can twist the truth.

      I opened my mouth to answer, and honestly I’m still not entirely sure what I was going to say.

      “You know what, wait.”

      A different voice. The blonde girl, the one who had been the original target of the blood-status opening shot, now standing in her own boat with the slightly precarious balance of someone not entirely experienced with boat balance. She looked at me with the same quality of attention Draco had, assessing rather than being hostile, and then she made a sound in her teeth, a small decisive click, and turned to face him.

      “’Just Harry,’as Draco described him in his fuming earlier, is right.” She said, and the name landed with deliberate flatness. Am I going to be known as Just Harry for the rest of my year in Slytherin now?

      “We can fight, make friends, have rows, even snog each other if we all make it out of here. Look at what happened to that giant caretaker.” A brief pause, a glance toward the distant dock where Hagrid had presumedly landed. “All of this can wait until we are safe.”

      “Daphne’s right,” the girl beside her said immediately, then turned her full attention to me, and there was something earnest in her expression that was distinct from fear, a genuine searching quality, someone looking for something real to hold onto. “So you know some of these things. You must have ideas.”

      I looked down at the water for a moment, just long enough to be honest with myself about what I was actually working with, which was a stalling strategy, a slowly diminishing arsenal, and a group of teenagers who needed something more sustainable than my personal fire juggling swords to anchor their confidence to.

      “I don’t,” I said, meeting her eyes. ‘Not enough on my own. But I know someone who does.’ I let a beat pass, just one, for the timing to land properly. “I haven’t had the chance for proper introductions tonight, but I’m not just Harry. I’m Harry Potter, and the person standing next to me right now is someone you are not going to believe is here.”

      I reached over and pulled Rose in beside me. Not roughly, but without asking, because asking would have given her time to refuse and refusing was not going to serve either of us right now.

      She planted her feet with automatic balance and looked out at the fleet with the expression of someone who has just been handed a responsibility.

      Pure deer-in-highlight expression.

      “What in the actual hell are you doing?” she said, very quietly, very precisely, pitched for my ears only. “We do not have time for this nonsense right now.”

      “I know,” I said, equally quiet. “But I can’t give them the kind of hope they need right now. Not by myself. You can. And we need them functional, not just calm.”

      She didn’t answer that immediately, thinking deeply about what I was trying to say.

      The fleet had already begun to respond. I could hear it, the shift in texture from the background noise, whispers accelerating into murmured exchanges and a few outright shouts of surprise,

      Some of the students in the back of the fleet, the ones who had been shaking, who’d been crying quietly and not making eye contact, those were the ones whose posture visibly changed first. Shoulders that had been drawn up and inward began to lower. Breathing that had been fast and shallow found a different rhythm. The irrational but deeply human calculus of she’s here, things might be alright doing what no amount of practical problem-solving had quite managed.

      Draco’s composure had cracked, not dramatically, just the slight widening of the eyes with genuine surprise breaking through ego. Daphne had gone still in shock.  Several of the students further back had simply grabbed each other’s arms.

      +2GC for using the Girl Who Lived title to give hope.

      “Big false hope,” Rose said, her voice gone low and a little rough around the edges. She wasn’t looking at the fleet now. She was looking at the water. ‘Biggest false hope you could have chosen. Bigger the hope, harder the despair. I can’t fight that thing on my own, Harry. I can’t do what you do. I can’t do half of what you do.’ A brief pause. “Some saviour.”

      Behind us, I heard Ron and Hermione go very quiet in the way that you go quiet when you’ve accidentally overheard something that was never meant for you.

      Yeah, sorry for showing your Canon event called ‘Never meet your heroes’, Ron.

      “Who said anything about false hope,” I said, and reached for the Sword Birth with the intention I’d been building while she was talking, because the best time to prepare a solution is before you announce you have one.

      This time I chose ice.

      The Pyro swords operated through the Hot aspect of Half Cold Half Hot, and I was comfortable with them, familiar with the feeling of pulling heat into a shape and letting it hold.

      The same underlying mechanism, the same creative pressure of Sword Birth responding to intent and knowledge of the attribute.

      And a sword appeared in my hand.

      The sword that materialised in my hand was not built for combat in any conventional sense. Any swordsman worth their training would have identified that in about three seconds. The hilt was too decorative, too precisely balanced for aesthetics over function, the kind of craftsmanship that understands what a weapon is supposed to look like when its purpose isn’t violence.

      The blade was steel underneath, the structural logic of a sword present and accounted for, but the steel was sheathed in ice that didn’t melt or drip, formed very slowly under pressure, with no bubbles, almost like glass.

      Every edge caught the light of the remaining fireballs and returned it differently, scattering it over the cold lake.

      Sword Birth didn’t care what a sword was meant for. It cared what it was. If the thing in my hands had the structure and intent of a sword, and I had the attribute to give it, the sword would be what I asked it to be, regardless of whether what I asked for made tactical sense to anyone watching.

      “Take it,” I said, holding it out to Rose. “And trust me.”

      She looked at the sword for a moment. Then she took it.

      “Alright,” she said quietly. Just that. The nervousness had settled into determination.

      “So here is the plan,” I said.

      Rose let go of her wand.

      Gravity decided it was someone else’s problem. The wand simply declined to fall, hovering upward, spinning once on its own axis in a slow, deliberate rotation before locking into position just above her right shoulder.

      The Lumos flared. It painted Rose in soft white-gold against the black of the lake behind her, and the contrast was not subtle. The ice sword in her hand caught the light and returned it in pieces, scattered it across the water’s surface in moving fragments.

      Every pair of eyes in the fleet found her. It was not a choice anyone made consciously.

      “Everyone.” She didn’t shout. She didn’t need to. “I know this has been terrifying. I know you’ve got no real reason to trust some random first-year who’s asking you to believe she’s some heroine of whatever the storybooks said all your life. You have no reason to believe me even if I’m the Girl Who Lived.” She trailed off, letting the silence linger before continuing.

      “That’s exactly why I’m giving you one.” A pause, brief and deliberate. “I’m getting every single one of you to safety. Away from this lake. I promise.”

      She wasn’t a trained speaker. Rose’s relationship with words was functional rather than elegant, that she communicated in direct lines and got impatient with anything that took too long to arrive at its point. She didn’t have the instinct for rhetoric, didn’t naturally reach for the turn of phrase that lands in the chest rather than the ear. On any ordinary evening she would have been the worst possible person to deliver a rallying speech.

      She didn’t have any fancy speech. No overwhelming charisma stat. But the lightning effect of the Girl Who Lived standing there with glowing wands and my ice sword in her hand? It tilted the scales anyway. Faith did the rest.

      Almost.

      “And how,” Draco Malfoy said, his voice carrying the tone he wasn’t impressed in slightest, “are you planning to do that?”

      He hadn’t sat back down. Arms folded, feet planted. His gaze moved between Rose and me with the nervousness covered with composure from outside.

      “In case it escaped your attention, that thing is circling under our feet right now. It’ll cut off any direction we try to move. You can’t outmanoeuvre something that’s already underneath you.” He let that sit for a moment, precise and unhurried. “Please tell me your grand plan is not to swim.”

      Rose’s expression shifted. The composure she’d assembled for the speech developed a small crack in it.

      “Don’t worry, princess,” she said, and the sarcasm was warm rather than sharp, almost fond in its exasperation, “I’ll make sure not to ruin your makeup by dipping you in the lake.”

      Draco bristled visibly. Daphne, still standing in her own boat, made a sound that was technically a cough.

      Rose coughed once herself, quick and performative, and then stepped off the boat.

      “Instead,” she said, stepping clean out of the boat, “we’re walking across it.”

      The fleet held its breath.

      Her foot met the surface of the Black Lake and stopped. Not plunged through, not skidded, stopped, met the water and found it solid and stayed there. The ice formed under her sole in a perfect disc, not large, not dramatic, exactly the diameter required for one foot to stand on with confidence, and it bloomed outward until entire bridge of invisible ice formed, starting from her first step to other side of dock, where Hagrid was launched, her destination.

      That was the power of Pathfinder Wave, it only froze natural bodies of water — lakes, rivers, ponds, oceans. One single concept locked in. It wouldn’t touch a glass of water, blood, rain, nothing. But right now the entire Black Lake was a solid sheet of ice under her feet, glowing faintly blue-white wherever the sword’s influence reached.

      It will make sure she or her group will reach their destination, no matter where the destination is across the water.

      The floating wand tracked her, keeping the light on her face, which meant everyone in the fleet could see exactly what was happening and exactly what her expression was, which was the concentrated but confident and trusting in her ability.

      The first gasp came from the boat nearest to her. Then it spread outward through the fleet like a ripple, gasp to gasp to gasp, and then the gasp became something louder and less dignified and several people were simply yelling.

      “She’s walking on water! Like Jesus!”

      “She’s performing a miracle!”

      “Even Wizards’ can’t walk in water.”

      “She’s the chosen one!”

      “Oh my god, she’s literally a Messiah! Of course she’s the chosen one!”

      Somewhere in the back, with the wholehearted enthusiasm of someone who had decided to commit fully to this interpretation, a single pair of hands began to clap. Others joined. Within about four seconds it was approximately a third of the fleet.

      Rose’s head snapped toward the voice. “Didn’t mean to insult any Christians in the fleet with this stunt,” she shouted back, “but I am not the Messiah!”

      This was, as statements of clarification go, exactly the wrong thing to say. I knew it the moment it left her mouth.

      This sword was a toy compared to any divine miracle, but I didn’t have time to explain to them exactly what was happening.

      Another boy stood up, eyes wide. “But you’re the Girl Who Lived! You saved the wizarding world as a baby and now you’re walking on water like Jesus. You are the Messiah!”

      Rose’s face went from determined to visibly agitated in half a second. Stage fright, I realised too late. My calm, snarky sister apparently hated crowds more than giant squids.

      “i can tolerate the chosen one but I’m not the Messiah, will you please just listen —”

      “Only the true Messiah denies her divinity!” a girl yelled, pointing. “Look how humble she is!”

      Hermione, beside me, had her hand pressed over her mouth. Her eyes were doing what eyes do when someone is trying not to laugh and failing.

      Ron simply said, quietly and reverently, totally buying it, “Brilliant.”

      Rose’s left eye developed a twitch. I could see it from here.

      “I am not the Messiah. I am a fourteen-year-old girl just like you all—”

      “Only the true Messiah denies being the Messiah!” a different voice called from the opposite end of the fleet, with the tone of someone reciting an irrefutable axiom.

      Rose’s hands went up. Both of them. The ice sword caught the light as it rose and sent another scatter of silver across the water, which probably did not help her argument but looked extraordinary.

      “FINE!” she shouted, and there was something magnificent and helpless and entirely genuine in it. “I’M THE MESSIAH! NOW GET YOUR ARSES OUT OF THE BOATS AND RUN!”

      The first-years ran.

      That did it.

      Kids started jumping. Some didn’t even wait to see the ice path,  they just trusted. A couple slipped immediately, but others grabbed arms, formed little human chains, laughing and shouting as they realised the surface held. The Lumos on Rose’s floating wands was the only real light, so most of them were basically running on faith and adrenaline.

      Is this how cults start? I thought, keeping half my attention on the circling squid. Because I can see a lot of potential here. Shift all the messiah nonsense onto her and maybe I can actually learn magic in peace…

      I found Draco’s face in the chaos. What I found was not contempt and not conversion. It was something more interesting than either. Ego and pride tossed aside for survival like it wasn’t even there.

      Same with more aristocratic faces amongst the students.

      I moved up alongside Rose as the crowd surged past us, keeping my voice low, keeping my eyes on the squid, which was still focused on the remaining fire swords rather than the fleeing students. The creature’s attention hadn’t shifted. Every iridescent eye was tracking me specifically, not the escaping crowd, not the open water, me.

      There is no doubt about it. This is the handiwork of someone with clear vendetta against me. So glad I didn’t mouthed off to Poseidon for nothing.

      “Charge ahead of them,” I said quietly. “Keep the path forming and get them to the shore. It’s focused on me, not the group.”

      The squid roared again, deeper this time, furious. Ice cracked somewhere in the distance, but the path near Rose stayed rock-solid. The closer the sword, the stronger the freeze.

      “First the cyclops,” she said, with the tone of someone who is done with this shit. “Now this. Explain to me how you are a bigger trouble magnet than me. I’m the one with the prophecy.”

      “Talent,” I said.

      She exhaled through her nose. “I will get them out. You teleport the second you can. I mean it.”

      “I know.”

      “Harry.”

      “I know, Rose.”

      She held my gaze for one more second, checking something, then turned and ran, the ice path blazing ahead of her with each step, and first-years followed the Girl Who Lived across the surface of the Black Lake toward the distant lights of Hogwarts, like it was a gate of heaven.

      I watched her go. Then I turned back to the squid.

      And then I registered something that rearranged the immediate situation considerably.

      The creature wasn’t moving toward the fleeing students. It was still. The tentacles had pulled back from the burning swords, not in defeat but in strategy. And its eyes, the whole time, had never left me. Not the group, not Rose running ahead of them, not even the fire. Me. Watching me with an expression that, through the filter of the Beastmaster perk, translated into something close to waiting.

      “Ron,” I said, not looking away from those eyes.

      “Blimey,” Ron panted from somewhere beside me. “She’s really the Girl Who Lived, isn’t she? Look how fast they’re trusting her with their lives. Just like that.”

      I didn’t answer. I’d seen this before, in my old life, this morning at King’s Cross, every celebrity worship video ever. Sixty percent genuinely believed the Girl Who Lived legend. The rest? They just didn’t want to be the only idiot left behind while everyone else followed. Democracy at its finest: fear makes sheep, and sheep move together.

      “Ron, run.”

      “Look at them go. It’s actually kind of—”

      “I said run.”

      “Yeah, mate, I heard you,” Ron said, not running. “Weird how I’m still here.”

    
    

    
      The roar hit like a physical slap. My vision swam. Every fire sword orbiting the squid froze, stopped moving at once. Exhaustion crashed down, the telekinetic control, the constant creation, the stamina burn from Sword Birth finally catching up.

      My fire swords shattered. All of them, at once, not knocked aside but destroyed, the fire snuffed and the steel scattering away in the wind.

      Five cycles. I’d run five complete cycles of ten swords each, maintaining telekinetic control throughout, and I’d known the cost was accumulating.

      Legs that decided they’d fulfilled their contractual obligations and were officially done, vision that developed sudden opinions about what was and wasn’t worth focusing on, a deep and pervasive ringing in my skull that was either tinnitus or my body filing a formal complaint.

      I went down to one knee before I’d consciously decided to.

      “Harry!” Hermione was there immediately, dropping beside me with no hesitation. It’s no wonder she ended up in Gryffindor despite being the nerd, even in canon.

      “Harry, are you alright? What happened?”

      “Up you get, mate.” Ron’s arm came under mine from the other side, hauling me back to my feet. He made it look easy as someone who has grown up with six siblings and regards injury as a causal problem, not life-threatening.

      “On your feet. That thing is not patient.”

      “Run,” I said, and my voice came out less commanding than I’d intended. “Both of you. Go. I can disappear in seconds but you can’t and the squid is right—”

      “Shut up and drink this.”

      Ron’s hand shoved a vial into mine. Small, glowing green, warm to the touch.

      “Wiggenweld,” he said, “Mum makes a good one. Bottoms up.”

      He didn’t wait for me to decide. He tipped it into my mouth with efficiency of someone administering medicine to a stubborn patient.

      The potion hit like someone had replaced my blood with warm light. The exhaustion didn’t disappear so much as it got shown to a side room and told to wait, stamina flooding back in a rush that made my hands tingle and my vision sharpen and the world reassemble itself into something I was capable of responding to again. I straightened fully. Flexed my fingers. Reached for Sword Birth and felt it respond without hesitation.

      “Good potion,” I said.

      “Don’t tell Mum I gave it to a stranger,” Ron replied.

      “I’m hurt, Ron. I thought we were best of friends now.”

      Then we all begin to sprint, chasing the fleeing students.

      “Look, Squid is gone too. How lucky for us.” Hermione said, not spotting the giant squid.

      Really? Did you really have to say it like that? I get that Jinxes literally exist here not just arbitrary but come on.

      CRASH!

      The squid burst up through the ice right in front of us, shattering the path. Chunks flew. Water sprayed. We were cut off from the fleeing students and the castle lights.

      Messiah Business!

      +4 GC for Successfully mobilising ~90 students to escape the lake using Rose as the anchor.

      Fucking called it.

      We watched in horror as ice beneath our feet shattered, preparing to fall into the cold water.

      Then the lake turned green.

      Not gradually, not as a trick of the light. It simply became green, a deep, poisonous, and internally lit green.

      Every inch of ice that Pathfinder Wave had laid down across the lake’s surface vanished in the same instant, cleanly and completely. The ice didn’t melt. It simply stopped existing.

      We were standing in the Black Lake. Cold lapping at our ankles, our feet finding the shallow bed beneath the surface, the water making its displeasure at our presence known in the most straightforwardly physical way available to water.

      “We’re in the water,” Hermione said in disbelief. “We are actually standing in the water. Not on it. In it.”

      I mean, we are standing in ankle-deep water, so technically, we are standing in it. Good point.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Why are we standing in the water?”

      “Excellent question.”

      Caw! Caw! Caw!

      The crows… no, ravens arrived before I had anything better to offer.

      The sound came first. Then the shapes against the moonlit sky, filling in from the edges of the frame until the moon itself was partially obscured, more than fifty of them, moving in the coordinated patterns of birds that are operating with an awareness of formation and purpose that goes beyond the ordinary logic of a flock.

      Their calls were not the casual exchanges of ravens going about their business. They were something more rhythmic than that, almost structured, and they circled us with the fixed attention of something that has been sent.

      “That is,” Ron said, looking up, “a lot of crows.”

      “They are ravens, a flock of them,” I corrected him.

      “It’s called a murder,” Hermione corrected me back, automatically.

      “Yeah,” Ron agreed. “Yeah, that tracks.”

      Three of them broke from the formation simultaneously, and dove. Not at random, not exploratory. Directly at us as they shot toward us like feathered missiles.

      I threw up Protego on instinct, the shield snapping into existence between me and the first raven, and the bird bounced off it with a sound that was equal parts impact and outrage, a furious squawk of indignation that turned into something much worse as a squid tentacle, moving with a speed I hadn’t known the creature had available, shot upward and snatched the raven clean out of the air with the casual precision of a frog’s tongue collecting a fly. The sound it made going down was one sharp, cut-off cry and then nothing.

      The other two ravens were already past my shield. Ron and Hermione weren’t as lucky.

      They hit Ron and Hermione with a certainty of grip, talons finding purchase with surgical specificity, and then with a wingbeat that seemed physically impossible for the size of the birds relative to their cargo, they lifted. Ron yelped. Hermione made a sound that started as a scream that trailed off in the sky.

      I had both wands out before the second beat of wings. Had targeting on both birds ready to bring down friends snatching feathered rats.

      Then I saw where they were going.

      The ravens were heading toward the castle. Not erratically, not circling, not ascending into the darkness above the lake. They were flying a deliberate, purposeful line toward the lights of Hogwarts, toward safety, toward dry ground and walls and warmth, carrying two screaming and extremely surprised fourteen-year-olds with the unhurried confidence of a delivery service that has never lost a package.

      I lowered my wands slowly.

      “Sorry!” I called upward, to the ravens still circling above me, feeling guilty for causing death of bird that was trying to save me.

      “I didn’t mean that! I genuinely didn’t mean that at all!”

      The ravens that remained looked at me. Ravens always look like they’re judging you, the structure of the face doesn’t give them a lot of other options, but these ravens looked like they were judging me extra hard.

      “Poor birdie,” I said quietly, to the one that hadn’t made it. The one that my Protego had knocked into the squid’s reach. “I’m sorry. In another life we could have been friends.”

      The squid had not been idle during any of this.

      It surged up in front of me with the finality of something that has been patient for long enough. The tentacles hit the water around me in a ring, not a single strike but a surrounding motion, boxing off escape routes with the intelligence of something that has ability to calculate basic geometry.

      The eyes found me and stayed there, and the emotion radiating off them through the Beastmaster perk had shifted. The apology was still underneath it, old and constant. But on top of it now was something new, something that felt, if I was translating it accurately, like relief.

      It had been waiting for the others to leave. It had been holding back until the people it didn’t want to hurt were out of reach. It had been managing its own compulsion, fighting the thing controlling it with every tool available, waiting for a moment when the damage it was being driven to cause could be contained.

      I was the only target, so it was glad there were no collateral damage.

      Which was almost touching if I was also included in that list.

      “Alright,” I said, rolling my shoulders, feeling the Wiggenweld’s warmth still moving through me, and reached for Half Hot in my left hand and Sword Birth in my right. In the back of my mind, very quiet, very patient, the Gacha perk registered the availability of a new pull. I noted it the way you note an unopened message when you’re in the middle of something. Later.

      The water around me was already beginning to freeze again, slower this time, more deliberate, moving outward from my feet in expanding rings with a different intent behind them than the path I’d made for Rose. Not a road. A perimeter.

      “You and me,” I told the squid.

      The monster looked at me with ancient, resentful, relieved eyes.

      The ice spread outward.

      And somewhere above us, against the night sky, I could hear the distant and indignant shouting of Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger being carried to safety against their will, getting smaller, and then gone.

      I wanted to know a dozen things right then.

      How the hell was I running around on water like it was solid ground? What was this bright green glow pulsing through the lake that made it possible? And why were these flocks of ravens circling overhead like they’d bought front-row seats to the world’s weirdest gladiator match?

      None of it mattered.

      Two titanic tentacles slammed toward me from front and back at the same time. The air screamed with the speed of it — same raw force the squid had used to launch Hagrid like a cannonball earlier. If they connected, I’d be crushed between them like a soda can.

      had stopped reacting and started planning.

      I teleported.

      VOOOM!

      The tentacles collided with a wet, organic crack that sent a shockwave rippling across the lake. I landed sideways in mid-air, lost balance, and face-planted. But the surface was still water, so instead of breaking my nose I just bounced like I’d hit a trampoline. Weirdly cushy. I came up spluttering, found my feet on the lake bed in the shallows, and the squid reminded me it had several more tentacles available and he knew how to use them all.

      The squid didn’t give me a second to celebrate. A dozen more tentacles speared straight up.

      One found my ankle and the grip was absolute.

      “Whoooooo—” I screamed, half terror, half thrilled, as one wrapped my ankle and whipped me around like a yo-yo as the world inverted as it hauled me upward once again, swinging me in a wide arc that turned the lake and the sky and the distant castle lights into a single spinning blur, the centrifugal force pressing my stomach into my ribs and pulling my arms outward as it flung me towards its mouth just like the Raven from before.

      “Not so easily!” I pointed both wands. “Agni’s Wrath!”

      I pulled one of my oldest spells, thankfully using a wand didn’t hinder me in any way as the twin cylinders of fire roared out like industrial flamethrowers. I poured extra Half-Hot power into my right hand, turning the right jet white-hot and drilling. It should’ve been enough to melt steel.

      RRRRHHHHH!

      Then the squid did something I should have anticipated and genuinely hadn’t.

      It was in a lake. It was, in every meaningful sense, made of the same substance as the lake. It lived in water, had lived in water for what the Beastmaster perk translated as a very, very long time, and water and fire have a relationship that is both ancient and entirely one-sided.

      Water beats fire.

      Always.

      The monster roared back and the lake answered. A wall of water rose and slammed into my flames like they were cheap birthday candles.

      The flames went out. Not suppressed, not diminished, not pushed back. Extinguished, instantly and completely, like they had never existed, and the wave kept going past where the fire had been as if to make a point about the permanence of the outcome.

    
    

    
      I hit the surface again, managed to get my feet under me this time, stood there dripping and reassessing everything I thought I knew about this fight.

      “Son of a bitch,” I gasped, gasping for air. “You were holding back the whole time, weren’t you? All of it. The fire swords, my spells, all of that. You let it slow you down when you could have just done that.”

      All my earlier fire swords? Jack shit. The squid had just been playing with its food. Stalling. Testing me.

      The squid didn’t answer in words. But through the Beastmaster perk the signal was clear enough. Yes. He had been. The compulsion had been pushing him forward and he had been pushing back with everything available to him, slowing himself, pulling his strikes, letting my fire swords matter more than they should have because the alternative was ending this quickly and ending it quickly meant people died.

      He had been stalling for time just like me

      He had been fighting his own compulsion with his whole self, the entire time, losing ground slowly and deliberately, managing his own violence.

      The respect I felt for the creature was sudden and genuine and extremely poorly timed.

      “Right,” I said quietly. “Okay. I hear you.”

      And then I made the decision I should probably have made several minutes ago, which was to stop pretending that winning this fight solo was a reasonable outcome and start behaving like someone who understood the difference between courage and arrogance.

      Teachers could be arriving at any moment. The commotion at the dock, Hagrid’s involuntary flight, the fireballs I’d launched as signals, the ninety-odd first years who had followed Rose across the lake toward the castle, any one of those things should have alerted someone by now. The cavalry was either on its way or it wasn’t, and either way staying in this lake for some Gacha points while a god’s compulsion drove an ancient magical creature toward me was not an outcome that ended well for me.

      Yeah. Fuck this shit. I’m out.

      I’m confident, not suicidal. No point dying for a few Gacha points.

      I pictured Hogwarts clearly, locked onto the lights, and teleported.

      I opened my eyes.

      Still on the lake. Tentacles already swinging…

      I stood there for a moment, processing this information.

      The lake was still green. The tentacles were still present. The squid’s eyes were still on me. Nothing about my situation had improved in any way, and I had apparently teleported sideways.

      Hogwarts, I thought, with greater focus and urgency, the castle. The entrance. Dry ground. I have seen it clearly, I know what it looks like, I am going there now.

      I disappeared. I appeared in the lake. Why? Because I haven’t seen Hogwarts clearly enough to lock onto it…?

      “What the fuck?” I yelped seeing Tentacles coming for my head, throwing up a Protego that shattered on impact. I barely leaped clear. “Fine — Diagon Alley it is!”

      Pop.

      Same lake. Same angry squid. Same glowing green water.

      “You can’t run, little mortal,” the voice rolled out from everywhere, deep, amused, coming from under my feet like the lake itself was speaking. “Face retribution with honour.”

      The water began to shake. Not the turbulence of the squid’s movement but something underneath that, a deeper vibration, the lake itself responding to something that was moving through it the way sound moves through a solid object rather than around it.

      The ravens above me went very loud and very still at the same time, their calls shifting in pitch and intensity until they weren’t individual cries anymore but a single continuous sound, and the sound was not directed at me.

      Something was rising.

      The water came up in the shape of a man. The shape it assembled itself into stood twelve feet tall and continued rising, the outline broad-shouldered and unhurried, and the detail that filled in as it rose was not the blank smoothness of a water statue but something that carried genuine presence, weight, and intention.

      A face that had been old before Scotland existed. A hand holding a trident assembled from the same water it stood in.

      The Hawaiian shirt and shorts, though. Those were very solid. Very specific. The pattern was tropical and cheerful which did not fit the situation I was in.

      The eyes in that watery face found me and assessed me with the complete absence of any mercy or positive emotion.

      “So,” Poseidon said. “This is the mortal that killed my son… how pathetic.”

      “And yet it died by my hand,” I shot back before my brain could stop me, “and you came personally anyway. Your actions don’t match your mouth, Lord of the Sea.”

      The silence that followed had texture to it. I used the half-second it bought me to note that I should, at some point, develop a filter between the thoughts and my mouth when I am talking to beings capable of ending me without any effort.

      Poseidon didn’t smile. “Arrogant mortal. You took my son’s life. In return, I’ll take yours. It sounds fair. My honour demands it.”

      “Your son was killing people,” I said. “For centuries. Eating them. Humans, specifically wizard kind. When I finally fought back in defence of my own continued existence, you’re framing my survival as a crime. It’s your son who’s in fault.”

      The sea god actually laughed, sitting casually on the squid’s head like it was a throne. “He’s been eating mortals for centuries? So what?”

      I stared. “So… serial killer? Self-defence! Your son was a serial killer by any reasonable definition of the term. I killed him in defence of myself and dozens of other people. How is that my fault??”

      “This is not about fault,” Poseidon said, and something in his voice shifted into something older and more absolute. “This is not about righteousness or justice or whose side has the morality. Do you think I spend time accounting for how many mortals die on any given day? Do you think the number is something I find significant? Or care which mortal killed which one?”

      “Your crime is not that you killed a monster in self defence or battle for glory. Your crime is that you killed my son and offered his soul to other divine beings. Ensured that I will never see him again. That is what sits between us. And for that, I will have your head.”

      The ravens above stopped cawing.

      All at once, the entire murder dropping into stillness mid-circle, fifty-odd birds holding position in the air above us with a uniformity that was not natural and not pretending to be.

      Then they dove, merged mid-air in a storm of black feathers and green light, each bird finding the one beside it and merging with it rather than colliding, feather into feather and wing into wing, the mass of them assembling into a single shape that descended as it formed, landing on the surface of the lake in a column of green light and black feathers and then becoming something else entirely.

      She stood where the ravens had been. Tall, straight-backed, wrapped in a cloak the exact deep green of the lake’s glow, the armour beneath it catching the light in planes of dark metal.

      A woman in a flowing green cloak over ancient armour. Glowing emerald eyes.

      The rage in them was not hot. It was old and cold and entirely certain of itself.

      “You dare speak of honour?” she hissed, rage crackling around her. “Ignoring your own failures as a father and upbringing like all you Olympians and make matters worse when a monster is put down, you are blaming mortal children? Children of my land? Don’t forget your place, Olympian.”

      “Morrigan.” Poseidon’s voice went cold. “I will have my revenge. Even if I have to go through you.”

      “Go through me?” She laughed once, sharp and dangerous. “With your little projection and my own Crann-mhara? The beast I placed here to protect the seedlings of magic? A sea-beast of the Mist, placed here by me, bound to this lake by me, for purposes to protect children from your subjects like Mer-people and Grindylows and put them in check. And you have been using it as a weapon against the children it was placed here to protect.”

      Poseidon just smirked. “To me it is simply another subject under my waters. A living thing in my waters is my subject,” he said, and there was genuine amusement in it.

      “Whatever bindings you placed on it, whatever purpose you assigned it, the sea does not answer to the Morrigan. It answers to me. And this creature seems to prefer its king over the mother who abandoned it centuries ago.”

      “Provoke me further and witness what shall happen, Olympian.” she said quietly, “We have become weak over time but not cowards. We cannot win a war with Olympus. I know this. But we will make absolutely certain that Olympus loses too.”

      The squid roared in confusion and pain, tentacles lashing at both of us now.

      Morrigan grabbed my shoulder and shot upward, carrying me clear of the water.

      “Hello… sorry about your raven,” I said awkwardly, dangling.

      She ignored the apology. “Can you do it again?”

      “Pardon?”

      “The sword you used on the Cyclops. Do it again. Now.”

      “But I don’t want to kill Bubbles,” I protested. Hagrid’s name for the squid flashed in my head. The poor thing had been begging for help the whole fight. “I could’ve ended it earlier if I wanted to.”

      “You won’t kill it even if you wanted to,” she snapped. “Do it or do I need to hold your hand and give you little words of encouragement?”

      Rude. But also fair. I was not about to piss off another god today.

      Poseidon’s projection laughed from below. “Give me your best shot, brat. Even as a projection I am more than enough. Unlike my son, you won’t even scratch me.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the same sword that ended Life of One Eyed Buster as I reached for the data Sword Birth had already saved.

      I reached for it and felt it respond immediately, assembling itself from the stored pattern rather than building fresh, and it came into my hand the way something comes home..

      Double-edged, the blade running cold blue on one edge and warm red on the other, the colours not quite stable. The golden lightning that ran through it like living veins discharged in small arcs against my fingers as I gripped it, static shocks that stung and then faded, and I found myself grinning at my own reflection in the flat of the blade because the grin was a reflex,

      remembering what happened last time I used this sword.

      Yup, the sword does bring my memories back.

      “Fire and ice,” Morrigan said beside me, studying the blade with something in her expression of curiosity, the look of someone who has encountered the theory and is now seeing the practice. “Elements that contradict each other, married in a demonic blade consecrated with holy water.” Her voice carried the old knowledge

      “Sword of Contradiction. Fatal against all those considered pagan by the Lord of Heaven.” She finished, dissecting all the sword’s capabilities in one glance.

      A pause. The distaste in it was quiet and precise. “But it will do,” she said.

      I’m stealing that name. Way cooler than the Holy Demonic Fire Ice Sword, which I’ve been calling it.

      I took that as my cue. I threw the sword down.

      The throw was telekinetic from the first moment, Sword Birth’s built-in function extending my reach, the blade angling into a descent that curved as I guided it, honing in on Poseidon’s watery form.

      The god looked up and I watched the confidence cross his expression, watched him looking boredly at the incoming blade.

      The sword shot forward, growing massive mid-air as Morrigan poured her power into it, the same trick James had used earlier in the fight against Cyclops. Maybe the goddess was watching that too?

      Poseidon met it with his trident, stopping the giant blade with a thunderous clang. All the water in the lake rippled out alongside a gust of wind.

      “Amusing,” Poseidon said, holding the blade with his trident, his expression carrying pleasure of someone being entertained against their expectations.

      “What else do you have, child? What other tricks are hiding in those sleeves of yours?”

      “Just one question,” I said.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” I grinned. “What are you going to do about the second one?”

      Poseidon’s eyes widened for half a second.

      Five more Swords of Contradiction dropped from positions I had placed them in while he was focused on the first, falling in the same moment, and the god had no answer to that because the god had not known the question was coming.

      The second blade reached him a fraction before the others, and I watched as the second sword sliced clean through his projection, it came apart the way water comes apart when it has been cut through any object, dissolving back into the lake with a hiss.

      +7 GC for Surviving direct confrontation with Poseidon’s lesser vessel/projection without dying.

      Projection Popped!

      +5 GC for Destroying Poseidon’s projection (not his true body).

      The remaining four swords found the squid in a chain of golden explosions.

      Morrigan and I stood in the air watching it settle, neither of us moving, the lake going quiet around us.

      Finally the smoke cleared.

      The squid was still there. Battered well beyond surface damage, covered in wounds and cuts that had already begun the slow aquatic sealing of something that has been healing from things for a very long time. One tentacle was at an angle it shouldn’t have been. Several others were pulled in close to the body rather than extended.

      But it was alive. And the sound it was making was not the roar of something in combat. It was lower than that, softer, and through the Beastmaster perk it arrived as mixed pain and exhaustion and relief.

      It was crying, like a child in front of his mother, looking up at the goddess.

      “It is done,” Morrigan said. Her voice had lost its battle lust, returning to something quieter and more level, almost soft. ‘He is gone. He will return, the sea does not forgive or forget, but know that as long as you are in our land, you are protected from the sea.’ A pause, brief and weighted. “Take care of yourself, child. You are more useful than you know.”

      It was the closest thing to a compliment I suspected she offered, and I was filing it carefully when the world lurched sideways…

      She flicked her wrist. She flung me. I went flying downward.

      The green light vanished from the lake simultaneously, Morrigan dissolving back into fifty Ravens as they flew away cawing.

      I was airborne for just long enough to register that the lake surface was rising toward me and that the squid was directly below.

      I landed on the squid’s massive head with a wet thump.

      Baptism by Tentacle!

      +3 GC for Surviving the Black Lake incident alongside Rose, Ron, and Hermione and your classmates.

      Under the Morrígan’s Wing!

      +10 GC for Receiving explicit protection/recognition from the Morrígan (Celtic pantheon) on her territory.

      Mercy for the Lake Guardian!

      +6 GC for Refusing to kill Bubbles/Crann-mhara despite having the means and pressure to do so.

      For a second we just stayed there — me panting, the squid trembling beneath me, both of us exhausted.

      The Gacha notification pinged, quiet and patient in the back of my mind. The castle lights were still there in the distance, warm and fixed and very dry.

      I soaked in all the feats I’ve achieved and for this time it felt like a real accomplishment. In this hour I probably accomplished more achievements than all my past combined as I laughed in joy and relief.

      I looked up in the sky; the clouds had disappeared, giving way to a full moon. Lake water dripping from my hair, exhaustion coming back in all its misery..

      I patted the slick, rubbery skin awkwardly.

      “Yeah… I kinda doubt you want to eat me anymore, huh, Bubbles?”

      The giant squid made a low, rumbling sound that might have been the underwater version of a sigh.

      The lake settled around us, ordinary and dark and cold, and somewhere in the distance I could hear, faint but growing, the sounds of adults moving, shouting, and yelling toward the water.

      Finally, The Cavalry, fashionably late too.

      “Best. First. Day. Ever.”

      …

      The Gacha rolls will be in next chapter, I swear.

      Total Gambling Coin = 53

      Perks So far.

      Active Slots: $/5 (Can be unlocked after special thresholds are crossed)

      1: Ragebaiter (Active)

      Origin: Agatha All Along

      You possess an exceptional talent for pushing people’s emotional buttons and provoking intense anger. Whether through carefully chosen words or calculated actions, you excel at getting under others’ skin, often sparking heated reactions or even outright violence. Your ability to incite fury is virtually unmatched, but beware—provoked individuals rarely hesitate to act on their rage. Ensure you’re prepared to handle the consequences, as the wrath of your targets can be swift and utterly unforgiving.

      2: Holy Water (Item)

      Origin: Good Omens

      The very last thing a demon should have, since it tends to melt demon-kind rather effectively. You now possess a bottomless thermos of genuine holy water. Do try to be careful with it. It looks rather ordinary, simple black metal except for the white Cross of Christ etched near the cap.

      You have the ability to summon the thermos of holy water and have an inventory-like system that can only store this one thermos and nothing else.

      3: Immune (Active)

      [Epic Ability]

      Complete immunity to all negative status effects. While active, the user cannot be poisoned, cursed, diseased, or subjected to any form of debuffing magic or mundane affliction.

      4: Volition (Passive)

      Elite Trait

      Origin: Disco Elysium

      You are unnaturally connected to your own inner morale. The voice that pushes you to move forward, your determination, and your will to keep going. Honing this sense can allow you not to lose your will even against extreme adversity and pull off feats of tremendous willpower with ease. But losing control over your volition can also lead to overconfidence.

      5: The Beastmaster (Passive)

      Origin: Harry Potter Movie Series

      You have a way with nature so great that you can form deep and lasting friendships with animals both magical and mundane. Through this you can pacify violent animals, making them more friendly to you, even those that might normally see humans as nothing more than a snack.

      6: Half Hot, Half Cold (Active)

      Epic Ability

      Origin: My Hero Academia

      Allows the user to create and emit both ice and fire from either side of their body, also granting elemental resistance. With training, the two aspects may be combined into Frostflare.

      7: [Sword Birth] (Item)

      |Epic Item|

      DxD — A Sacred Gear created by God. It allows the user to conjure constructs of demonic swords with varying properties depending on the user’s capabilities and skill. Swords that absorb flame or ones that are exceptionally sharp are just a few of the many examples. The user cannot create a sword that does something they themselves cannot do.

      8: [Explosion!] (Active)

      [Elite Ability]

      Konosuba: Allows one to bring down an extremely powerful explosion from the heavens like the wrath of a god or a thermonuclear warhead. The longer one charges the explosion and the more energy they expend, the more power the explosion becomes.

      9: Mental Image Blocking |Common Skill| (Passive)

      Batman — You have learned a technique to block out mind readers and telepaths by masking your real thoughts with conjured mental images, taught to you by the ever-elusive Tibetan Monks.

      If I mess something up, don’t hesitate to comment and let me know. Likes and comments fuel my motivation—greedy as that may sound!

      If I mess something up, don’t hesitate to comment and let me know. Likes and comments fuel my motivation—greedy as that may sound!

      Want to read early? Join my P-word! Nothing’s locked behind a paywall except for one week early access to new chapters.

      Want to hang out or chat? Visit my profile Heliel43 dot carrd dot co you can find all my links there, including Discord and Patron.

      Thank you all so much for your support, especially my patrons who mean the world to me.

      Deli Li,Fireblade,justin kuhn,Meruem Astro,Anthony Sanchez,John Denny,chris clark,Hell13,Rampant_Radish,Made-Wan,Coty Malan,ilovebullets,JustAGuy,Eric Pope,Lucas White,speed,Glader,Nickname0k,omer boz,Tyric Gaias,Denn Mael,Hunter Johnson,Icy Hot,Austin,Deep sea enjoyer,Hydrarazer,thegreton 21213,Max,luis andrès villegas romero,Affen,Baron_Dio,Sujin George,Arcturus,Drain,Jackal Zirson,νικος μανιος,Evilhippy,Eskeal Efrem,Mazrem,Doleful,Tjking177,Alex k,Blahmeh,Raisin,Blue Fishcake,Calvert K Hose,SpoopyTom,Alkole,Damien Jones,alex gibson,Nicholas Fiend,SotoriUhska,Jake zak,Manfred281,allen yanovsky,Rogue21,Killjoy2003!,blueredmore,Luc Janssen,Luke Skywalker,XOL,scott herland,SleepyKamo,Andreyebidu

      

    
  




    Chapter 17

    
       

      This was not how Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore had expected his night to go. He had lived a long life, longer than most men had any right to claim, and in that time he had developed a reasonably reliable sense for when an evening was going to deviate from expectations.

      Tonight was meant to be very special, with so many delicate events converging at once in the ancient halls of Hogwarts: the Sorting, the feast, the subtle threads of prophecy, plans in motion and protection he had spent years weaving into place. The return of children to these ancient walls and all the potential that arrived with them every single year without fail, never once managing to feel routine despite the repetition. And on top of all of that, the particulars of this year’s first year class, which he had taken care to study more closely than he usually allowed himself as so much was at stake.

      Tonight was meant to be something worth watching.

      Yet this was not how it was supposed to unfold at all.

      Instead of welcoming the first years with the usual warm glow of floating candles and the gentle hum of excited chatter, the Great Hall had received only a wave of terrified children who had nearly had their first Hogwarts memory be an early meeting with Lady Death herself.

      The shock of it still lingered in the air like a chill that refused to lift, felt by every teacher seated at the high table. Poor Hagrid had burst through the great doors far earlier than planned, startling Professor McGonagall mid-ritual and shattering the careful yearly rhythm they had followed for decades without fail.

      The giant was relieved when all students were led into the castle by running across the water, a miracle if there was one, but there was one problem. A single student was missing. The brother of the savior who had saved all of her classmates, as far as Dumbledore could tell.

      Hagrid had wanted to rush right back out the moment the students were inside and accounted for. He had been practically vibrating with it, the large man’s distress and almost physical presence in the room. But despite how he may look, Hagrid was smart enough to know that going alone into whatever had the Black Lake in such a state would be a greater risk than the alternative.

      You did not grow up raising creatures most people categorized as dangers to public safety without developing a pragmatic understanding of your own limitations.

      So here they were.

      So here they were: Dumbledore himself, Hagrid, Professor McGonagall, and Professor Flitwick, each standing steady in one of the small boats as they soared smoothly across the glassy surface of the Black Lake beneath a generous moonlight. The water reflected the distant lights of the castle like scattered stars, and the cool night breeze carried the faint scent of pine from the Forbidden Forest on the far shore.

      “I must insist once again, Miss Potter.” Professor McGonagall’s voice carried clear and precise across the water despite the wind, the practiced projection of a woman who had spent decades making herself heard over the noise of full classrooms.

      “We promise you that we will bring your brother back to you. Your place is behind us, not ahead.”

      She was attempting, for what Albus counted as the fourth time in the past several minutes, to convince the red-haired girl who was running across the surface of the water to turn around and go back to the castle.

      Running. Across the surface of the water. With a sword in one hand and a wand in the other. The young lady had not even waited for them to head back to the lake, much less going inside the castle with the rest of her classmates. It was a miracle itself that they had been able to catch up to the young girl at all, their enchanted boats skimming the waves while she sprinted ahead as though the water itself were solid ground beneath her boots.

      That sword in her hand looked peculiar, so it’s possible it was a magical flotation enchantment. Maybe it was blessed to some knight in ancient times? Dumbledore would love to ask how she came to possess that sword when time was appropriate.

      Miss Potter just looked at Professor McGonagall like a hissing cat, ironically enough, but did not say anything besides continuing her desperate run, not even accepting their offer to come aboard one of the boats.

      Normally they would stop a student from placing themselves in danger. Physically, if it came to that. The safety of the children under their care was not a guideline, it was a mandate, and there were protocols in place for exactly this kind of situation. But nobody present wanted to test their luck against this miniature version of Lily Evans on the warpath with a sword gleaming in her hand.

      Especially not when she had single-handedly saved her entire class on her very first day at Hogwarts. She at least deserved confidence and trust from them unless they were proven wrong. In moments like this, they may trigger her accidental magic if they continue to impede her when it wasn’t needed.

      Besides, they were here to protect her and to save her brother. Those two objectives were not in conflict with each other simply because she had decided to assist in the second one herself and truth be told Dumbledore was curious, deeply, quietly curious, how the girl would handle situations like these. James and Lily had seemed so furious at whatever results he had caused for Miss Potter that he simply had to know the full measure of her spirit.

      “Just what happened to the Giant Squid?” Filius asked from the boat to his left, his small frame leaning slightly forward as his eyes tracked the disturbances still moving beneath the surface. The charms professor had lived at Hogwarts long enough to have a comprehensive relationship with the strangeness it contained, and the genuine puzzlement in his voice was notable precisely because of that history. “Not in my life have I witnessed anything like this. Not in any history book of Hogwarts that I’ve read, either. Bubbles has always been our friend. More than that, our protector, when the need arose.”

      “It is a beast,” Minerva said briskly, in the tone of someone providing a complete explanation. “An old one, at that. Who can say what happens to a mind like that with enough time. Age corrodes. It has corroded greater things than a squid.”

      “Sorry, Professor!” Hagrid said quickly from his boat, the panic in his voice making his already-considerable presence seem to expand outward, and the boat beneath him rocked in protest as he shifted his weight.

      “But Bubbles isn’t like that at all, I swear it! Not Lil’ Bubbles. There’s something wrong, something happened to it, but it’s not gone wrong in itself, it wouldn’t—”

      “It is a beast like any other, Hagrid!”

      Minerva replied, sharp and swift the way she always was when she was worried and had nowhere to put it. She was not wrong in principle, Albus knew. She was simply applying a general truth to a specific situation she had not had time to fully examine, which was understandable given the circumstances even if it was not entirely fair.

      Magical creatures were simply not her area. She was one of the finest transfiguration minds the country had produced in the last century, and she was already a master, possibly surpassing him in a few more years, and she knew it, which generally served her well, but the areas beyond her expertise had a habit of catching her mid-stride.

      “Now, now.” Albus let his voice settle over the conversation the way it needed to, gentle but with enough weight underneath it to end the exchange cleanly. ‘Professor Kettleburn is not present tonight, nor is he likely to be for the next several days, and in his absence we should trust Hagrid’s judgment in matters like this. He knows Bubbles far better than any of us.’ He paused, then added, because it was true and because Hagrid needed to hear someone say it clearly right now: “But our first priority is our student. We observe, we assess, and we bring the boy home. Everything else comes after.”

      “Thank you, Professor Dumbledore…” Hagrid said, moved yet determined, his voice thick with gratitude as he gripped the side of the boat tighter.

      Hagrid’s voice came out a little thick, moved in a way he often did when someone treated his knowledge as worth trusting, but the determination underneath it was solid.

      Whatever Bubbles had become tonight in everyone else’s eyes, Hagrid was not going to abandon it.

      Good man, Albus thought. Good, loyal man.

      Meanwhile Rose did not say anything; she just sprinted ahead, her eyes wide in worry as the big outline of the shaking giant squid came into view and the still body of a boy lay atop it.

      Well… that looked bad.

      ………………………………………,…

      Normal POV

      “Harry!” Rose screamed, snapping me out of my nap. The sound cut through the dark like something thrown hard. My eyes opened before the rest of me caught up.

      I didn’t even know I was falling asleep to be honest. Was I really that exhausted from the battle? The kind of bone-deep weariness that came from burning through whatever magic I had kept me upright only minutes ago, the sort that left your thoughts fuzzy around the edges until something loud and familiar yanked you back.

      The sky above me was vast and moonlit and very, very cold. Something large moved beneath me in slow, rhythmic swells.

      Oh right. I was on the Giant Squid.

      I didn’t even know I had been falling asleep, to be honest. One moment I had been processing the tail end of what had been a genuinely eventful first twenty minutes of my Hogwarts career, feeling drowsy. Is that why my sister sounded so panicked? I mean, I am laying on top of a beast that was trying to kill us just a moment ago.

      That was a fair reason to panic, actually.

      I sat up slowly, the motion easier than I expected, and realized that I felt reasonably good. Not great. I looked around to take stock of what I was waking up to.

      The lake was calm. That was the first thing. The violent churning from before had settled into something gentler, the surface broken only by the slow movement of Bubbles beneath me and the four boats cutting toward us from across the water. Torchlight caught the ripples. The castle loomed somewhere behind me, still enormous, still waiting.

      Rose was standing on the surface of the Black Lake approximately fifteen meters away, and she was still holding Pathfinder Wave. My sword.

      She was soaked from the knee down and her hair was doing something chaotic, and she had the expression of someone who had been running toward a problem at full speed and had now arrived to find the problem sitting up and looking around with mild interest.

      The fact that it had not vanished was something I was very much grateful for, because without it Rose would have not been standing on the surface of November lake water, taking sudden deep dive, which would have made for a significantly worse evening than the one we were currently having.

      Behind her were the boats, and in the boats were the adults who had apparently come to the rescue. Three men and a woman stood in the nearest boat: the tallest one was unmistakably Hagrid, broad as a house and wrapped in his moleskin coat; one was clearly Professor McGonagall, the shortest one looked like a dignified small goblin with a precise little beard and sharp eyes; and the third… some Gandalf-looking motherfucker with flowing silver robes and that legendary beard trailing almost to his waist. Oh, that must be Dumbledore.

      He was watching me with the patient, settled attention of someone who had been watching things carefully for a very long time and had learned not to let it show.

      I filed that away.

      “Miss Potter, behind me! Behind me! I say!” Professor McGonagall said, seeing Bubbles moving slowly.

      Rose was not going behind her.

      The squid shifted under me, one long arm rising and curling in a way that was probably meant to be reassuring. It wasn’t, from the outside. McGonagall’s wand hand tightened. Flitwick, the small precise one, I was now fairly sure, adjusted his footing in the boat.

      “Mister Potter.” The old man’s voice was measured and warm, carrying across the water without needing to be raised, as he began to approach with careful deliberateness. Both he and the shorter professor had their wands out, aimed at Bubbles with the kind of professional readiness that meant they would use them if necessary but very much hoped it would not become necessary. “Are you alright?”

      I looked at Hagrid, who was looking at me with an expression that sat somewhere between relief and — he looked at Bubbles with anguish, and something in my chest ached seeing that.

      He knew this creature. Actually knew it, like animal you’ve fed scraps to for years, something that had learned the sound of your footsteps, more than a dog or a cat, it was no longer just a pet, it was family.

      “Hagrid… you’re alive? Thank the gods. It would have sucked otherwise.” I said without much thinking. Shit. He hasn’t even introduced himself.

      Hagrid blinked. Shit, please don’t pick that up.

      “I should be the one asking that, seeing as you are a fragile boy unlike me… Bubbles didn’t hurt you, right? Did you, Bubbles? What’s it gotten into you, old boy?!” He said softly at first, but that turned into an angry tone at the end towards the squid.

      It wasn’t even pure anger, either; it was mixed with sadness, fear, and despair that you could hear in every rumble.

      Bubbles let out sounds — rumbling, groaning, sounding like millions of underwater bubbles being created and popped for a straight five to ten seconds.

      Oh, that’s why he was called Bubbles.

      My Beastmaster perk immediately translated that as apologies and a massive wave of sadness and guilt. Poor thing blamed himself completely, not even trying to shift blame onto Poseidon even though it had every right to. The emotions hit me like a tide, clear as spoken words in my head.

      It did not mention Poseidon at all. Did not name what had actually been done to it, did not lay out the chain of accusations or blames even if it was deserved. Poseidon was still its king and it accepted that.

      It accepted everything as its own failure, completely, and sat inside that acceptance like something very old and something very kind.

      Poor thing.

      I reached out and put my hand on its head, the surface of it strange and cool under my palm, and I kept my hand there. The creature stilled slightly. Just slightly.

      “Ignoring the fragile comment… I’m perfectly fine. So is Bubble… relatively speaking. You see, we were never in any dangerous situation. It was Bubbles’ mating season, so it got territorial and nearly lost its marbles for a few moments.”

      Silence.

      The kind of silence that meant everyone had heard exactly what I said and was individually deciding how to respond to it.

      As they processed what I had just said. The only sounds were the protests, denial, and embarrassment rolling off the squid in waves that only I could pick up — my bullshit clearly not fooling the creature itself, but who was going to translate him?

      Bubbles let out a sound that I translated as deeply offended mortification. I patted its head once.

      “Mating season… are you serious?” Rose said, her eyes wide, still clutching the sword like she might need it again any second.

      “Of course,” I said, with the confidence of someone who has made the strategic decision to commit fully to the way of bullshit. “Bubble boy himself told me. Just like he told me about his friend Hagrid, Headmaster Dumbledore, Professor McGonagall, Flitwick, and the others inside too.” I kept adding random bullshit. But there was reason in my bullshit. Even if it was confusing everyone present, it kept the focus off the real source of my knowledge and bought me time to figure out how much I wanted to reveal to what extent.

      “Everyone is in Bubbles’s Hogwarts files.”

      The boats had drifted close enough now that I could see Dumbledore’s face clearly. He was still doing that thing. The watching thing. A small smile had appeared somewhere in the general vicinity of his beard. It was the smile of a man hearing a story he didn’t entirely believe and finding that enormously interesting.

      “Are you saying… you understand what Bubbles is saying?” Dumbledore asked, rubbing his gloriously long beard with one thoughtful hand while his eyes studied me like I was a particularly interesting art showcase.

      “Of course I do. Don’t you all?” I asked, acting confused, damn well knowing I was only understanding it because of my Beastmaster perk.

      McGonagall’s expression did something very complicated with her stoic face.

      “That’s genuinely remarkable,” the shorter professor said, and there was real appreciation in it, the instinctive warmth of encountering something that confirms his belief that the world is wider than he currently knows, ‘but I don’t think this is the time to marvel about it as much as the current circumstances deserve.’ His wand was still out, but the angle of it had changed, lowering incrementally, his guard adjusting as he moved his boat closer to where Bubbles and I were situated. “Let’s get you back to the castle. Can you come down?”

      “Of course,” I said, tapping Bubbles’ head two times as a signal and a thank you before jumping straight into the boat. Before the impact the gravity halted for a few seconds as I landed softly, far more gently than I had intended.

      I stood up properly and processed what had just happened.

      He probably cast that spell in under a second, so fast, without sound or wand, just like I could manage. I guess he’s not a professor for nothing.

      Flitwick said nothing. Just tucked his wand back and looked quietly pleased with himself, like felines do when they’ve done something precise and understated and someone noticed.

      “Harry!” Rose also jumped into the boat, finally dropping the sword to the floorboards as she tackled me with a hug that had a crushing grip. “I thought you got hurt when you didn’t come.” She said softly, nearly crying, her voice muffled against my soaked shoulder.

      For a second I didn’t say anything. There wasn’t really anything to say. She’d run across the lake. With a sword. For me. First day.

      “Sorry about that… but as you can see, fine as a fiddle. But a little soaked — look, your clothes are getting wet too.” I said, trying to break up the hug, but she didn’t let me.

      Well, at least both of us would be cold until someone cast some magic on us. So there was that.

      “Well… this has gone way more smoothly than expected, but we can take a miracle when we can. Let’s go back.” Professor McGonagall said as our boat did a smooth U-turn, the water rippling silver under the oars.

      “Hhhhh-shoooooo.” The Giant Squid let out sounds, but it wasn’t a roar or cries. This one was soft but by no means small. The sound felt ambient, coming from everywhere as it slowly sank back into the Black Lake.

      The sound rolled across the water like a tide going out. Low. Settled. Something with a great deal of patience in it.

      “Really… are you sure?” I asked, surprised by the proposal.

      “Shooooooo.”

      The professors just looked at me and Bubbles as its tentacles patted my back gently before sliding away slowly.

      The tentacle was the size of a large tree branch and it patted me like I was something breakable and worth being careful with. I did not examine that feeling too closely.

      “Why don’t you let me think about this for some time?” I answered. It didn’t move, but I felt acknowledged as it slipped back completely, vanishing beneath the dark surface.

      Gone. No splash. Just gone, the way old things go when they want to.

      “What did our tentacled friend say, my boy?” Dumbledore asked.

      We are not that close for so much familiarity, old man. But this was not the time to argue.

      “He wanted to be my servant-friend, but formal? It was weird.” I said, very much confused. It was a miracle I was understanding it instinctively, but it was still hard to decipher the exact meaning. Shame my perk doesn’t translate straight to English.

      Familiar business!

      +5 GC for getting a divine beast familiar offer on your own.

      Oh, so basically Familiar like Phoenix to Dumbledore? So why is it more complicated like Servant-friend than? Or Bubbles simply didn’t know the terms?

      But Gacha answered what Bubbles had meant and it was right to list that as achievements. I am eventually going to accept that anyway.

      “Well,” I said, finally making a second attempt at separating from Rose’s grip, this one more successful as she loosened slightly, “that was slightly terrifying. What a first day.”

      “Safest school in all of Europe,” she said sharply, shooting stink eyes at the adults.

      Some of the adults had the grace to look away. Professor McGonagall found something requiring attention to her left. Flitwick examined the handle of his wand. Even Hagrid, enormous and earnest, managed to look at us fully responsible.

      Dumbledore, for his part, simply looked at us with his twinkling blue eyes and said nothing.

      I stared back.

      Blink motherfucker, I thought, looking into those twinkling eyes. He did not blink.

      The lake carried the sound of oars. Somewhere above us an owl crossed the moon.

      “Hey,” I said, turning to Rose and moving the conversation along for everyone’s benefit, “it could be worse. Nobody died. And it was not really a monster out for our lives. Just a horny beast.”

      “Language, Mister Potter,” Professor McGonagall said, with the instinctive precision of a woman for whom the professional response to that particular phrasing had been rehearsed into reflex over decades of teaching.

      “It is true, though,” I said, completely reasonably. “That was definitely the reason. He told me so.”

      “Phoooooooo!”

      Whatever you say, Bubbles. Should have learned to speak English then. I’m going to frame you as the Tentacles monster from the Japanese version, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.

      “See,” I said, gesturing vaguely toward the water. “He agrees.”

      “Sigh.” Rose did not actually sigh, she said the word, then she slumped slightly against the side of the boat with the body language of someone who has reached the limit of their available processing capacity for the evening. ‘Please let’s just get back to the castle. I am done for this day.’ A pause. “Scratch that. I’m done for this whole year.”

      None of the professors offered a rebuttal to that. It was the kind of statement that the evening had earned for her.

      The boats accelerated without ceremony, catching whatever charm moved them and leaning into it, and the Black Lake fell away behind us and Hogwarts came into view ahead.

      Stone towers. Lit windows. Warmth behind every one of them. The whole impossible, enormous, magnificent thing.

      “Yes!” I said, pointing at the castle, putting my arm out fully with the energy of a man who has decided to simply feel this. “Now onto Hogwarts.”

      Legendary Location (again)!

      +4 GC rewarded for successfully reaching Hogwarts despite the trouble.

      I swiped the notification with a grin in my mind as I watched another number increase on the gambling coins. My patience will be finally rewarded. All I have to do is hope for the best. This is based on pure luck after all.

      The boat rocked gently as Hogwarts grew larger through the spray. Stone and light and impossible scale. I watched it and kept doing the math.

      This encounter with Poseidon and Morrigan had proved that Gods can make contact with mortals and I’m not as protected as I thought I was.

      I mean they can’t literally come to beat me up — that would be just divine bullying — but they can indirectly use other beings to look for excuses to exact their vengeance. Poor Bubbles was the example.

      So I need some backup fast, especially when Poseidon could choose to ramp up his aggression. What if I’m caught off guard in his next scheme and died because I was waiting for more coins to be collected first?

      Besides, once I get comfortable enough I can think of a way to farm it to get more higher ranked perks from Chaos Gacha.

      But I shouldn’t do that right now. After all, it’s completely random, and suddenly an item appearing out of nowhere or other magical bullshit will cause drama, especially in front of the whole school where my new professors and Rose are constantly watching.

      I can wait until I’m alone.

      …………………………………,…

      The Great Hall was warm. That hit first — the sheer wall of warmth after the lake. Then the candles, hundreds of them, suspended at impossible heights. Then the ceiling, which was doing the full enchanted sky performance, stars and cloud and deep November dark, and I stood in the doorway for exactly two seconds just looking at it.

      Then I clocked the state of my fellow first years.

      Surprisingly enough it was the ghosts who were comforting the first years. Especially the mascot ghost of each house, if I was guessing. Nearly Headless Nick and Fat Friar were trying to take their minds off things by showing tricks, which only startled them instead, much to their horror.

      Nick had apparently misjudged the room. His nearly-detached head flopping at a dramatic angle did not produce the intended effect of delighted wonder. It produced three children taking a large step backward simultaneously.

      Though this ghost lady was awkwardly trying to help by patting a girl’s head, only to realise she was a ghost and she couldn’t touch, so she went away in a sulking tone. She drifted through a pillar with the energy of someone who wanted to be somewhere else now.

      “Welcome, welcome.” Suddenly a booming soft voice startled me. Booming because it was coming from all around but soft as if I was hearing it just as nearby, not a few meters away at the podium where Dumbledore stood. The wonder of magic. Imagine the pranks you could pull in public places.

      How did teachers manage to run up to the stage so fast? They were just behind me.

      “As you may all have heard and guessed… there was a problem, which has been taken care of, no need for concerns.” He said, snapping his hand and shooting a random spell from his wand at the ceiling as it began to rain some fairy dust shit. I mean it was golden and sparkly.

      “There was an incident with the first years, which made our Resident Giant Squid unrest. But through the bravery of one Rose Potter, all students were rescued.” Dumbledore said. “+100 points to whichever house she gets sorted too.”

      The Great Hall erupted.

      It started in the middle tables — the older years, the ones who’d been sitting here waiting for their annual entertainment — and radiated outward in waves of overlapping whispers that weren’t really whispers at all.

      And house points were the last of their worries.

      “Girl Who Lived is here? Actually here, in the castle? The rumours were true.”

      “She didn’t waste time, did she? First night and she’s already —”

      “I heard she was running on the water. On top of it. Just running.”

      “That’s not possible, the lake is —”

      “I’m telling you what I heard from Cedric who heard it from —”

      “Is she magical Jesus? Can she do loaves and fishes too?”

      “She’s fourteen.”

      “She was three when she survived the Killing Curse as well, so.”

      I looked at a very aloof-looking Rose who didn’t seem to be bothered by being the lips of every whisperer in the hall.

      “Show off.” I tried to say in a grumpy tone because it was me who saved the day, but I couldn’t help but smile. Unnaturally so.

      Immediately everything started to look shiny and an inexplicable excitement shot through my chest. I immediately pieced together that it was the spell’s effect.

      “Oh, not this spell…” Susan’s exhausted groan turned cheery with a big smile on her face as she vibrated in front of me in the row of students. I wondered where she’d been. But I had another concern for the moment.

      “Did the crazy wizard with the crazy beard just brainwash us?” I whispered to Ron, who was standing near me in a little sulking mode with some other boys I hadn’t introduced myself to yet.

      “No. That’s a Cheering Charm… or at least a different version of it… that makes you cheerful.” Hermione said behind me, looking relieved to see me standing, apparently. She and Ron had been terrified — scared that they’d been kidnapped by birds, scared that I’d been left behind — but they’d calmed down once they saw me entering the Great Hall with the professors, until I and Rose had joined the first year group, yet to be sorted.

      “Still, it makes us cheerful without our consent, so it’s brainwashing.” I said, before looking up. “Ohhhh. I’m enjoying it too. Pretty candles above our heads.” I said, not really serious about it. Sure, it had influenced me, but seeing how easy it was to resist its effect and how commonly this spell was used in this world, it wasn’t really something to get worked up over.

      And it did make everything more colorful and vibrant, going way ahead of a petty illusion or mere sensation. All these colors were just results of being in a cheerful mood as side effects. The hall did look genuinely beautiful. Objectively.

      Older students were curious, so it was naturally very noisy, but a few words and looks from various teachers put an end to that.

      “Shh, he’s talking.” Rose warned.

      “Since our first year students had such an eventful start, we will see that the Sorting ceremony is dealt with as swiftly as possible. After that, tomorrow I would like to request all first years to see our Medical Wing’s head: Madam Poppy Pomfrey. Even if you’re all physically fine… I’m sure it has taken a mental toll on you as well, but having a conversation with her is something that will put all our worries to rest. Thank you.”

      There was no applause, but Dumbledore gracefully left the stage, so to speak, as the Sorting Hat was brought out on a stool. Weirdly enough it didn’t sing anything, perhaps sensing something was off with the first years and not wanting to drag this all night.

      Considerate hat. I respected that.

      “When your name is called please come forward.” Professor McGonagall said, holding a piece of paper in her hands. “Abbott Hannah!” She called out.

      And it started.

      I began to watch everything like a hawk. I didn’t exactly remember the canon book, but there were more students here than what was in the movie. We first years alone were 92 as I’d counted earlier, which raised the question of how many total students were there?

      Seven hundred, give or take.

      “What’s with you all of a sudden… you look intense.” Ron said, whispering.

      “I’m trying to remember names and faces of our future classmates. Which house do you think we’ll be in?” I asked, as another student, Seamus Finnigan went to Gryffindor, Daphne Greengrass to Slytherin, and Justin Finch-Fletchley to Hufflepuff.

      “Of course it’s going to be Gryffindor. We’re all going to be there for sure.” Ron said confidently, but I wasn’t sure either way. Despite all my influence, Susan had still sorted into Hufflepuff, so I didn’t know how any of it was going to go.

      “Don’t be so sure, mate.” I said.

      “Gryffindor.” The Hat shouted as Neville Longbottom quickly made his way toward the Gryffindor table. Neville looked like he’d been holding his breath for the entire walk and had only just remembered he could exhale.

      “Now I know for sure,” Ron smirked back. Did he just mock Neville after looking shocked when I did it back on the train?

      Don’t look so smug. Just because the Hat sorted someone doesn’t mean it’s reading their personalities, their inner self, or any crap like that. If so, explain why Peter Pettigrew was sorted into Gryffindor.

      My best guess is the Hat is choosing the best fit based on a very limited set of criteria. Bravery, Hardworking-Loyalty, Wisdom, and Cunning-Ambition are a very small sample of what’s actually inside a person’s mind. A pathetic coward can still be Gryffindor if they lack Cunning, Loyalty, and Wisdom in equal measure. Same logic applies to every house. But that was speculation for now.

      “Granger Hermione.” Professor McGonagall said.

      “Good luck. Thank your God that my brothers were messing around when they said we had to wrestle a troll for the Sorting ceremony.” Ron said, as Hermione walked off in a mix of excitement and nerves. She sat on the stool before the professor put the Hat on her head. She had the posture of someone who had prepared extensively for an exam and was now slightly alarmed to find out it was an oral one.

      “Your brothers sound like a fun bunch.” I said. Wrestling a troll couldn’t possibly be harder than fighting a Cyclops or his asshole of a dad. Then again, I couldn’t exactly claim I’d defeated the Sea God. It was his water clone at best, so I had to get good.

      “I have a feeling you’ll get along with them. Too much, actually.” He said.

      “Gryffindor!” The Hat shouted.

      Well. Look at that. Please don’t let Fate literally be forcing us all to fulfill canon events. Even ignoring all the AU business from the moment I woke up as Harry Potter, or Harry Potter gained my memories, canon was already thoroughly broken. I didn’t see any point in preserving it for some false sense of foreknowledge.

      We watched as Draco Malfoy was sorted into Slytherin along with a few students I vaguely remembered from my past life memories. He walked to the Slytherin table like he’d been expecting the carpet to be there and was mildly disappointed by its quality.

      “Potter Harry.” Professor McGonagall said, her voice carrying a note that hadn’t been there for the others. Ah. Probably because of earlier. She had, after all, found me on top of Bubbles, even if I’d spun the tale in my favor.

      The hall shifted.

      “Harry Potter? Who’s that?”

      “The Girl Who Lived has a brother?”

      “He could be a cousin too.”

      “There is no other Potter besides her family, you sod.”

      They didn’t even try to conceal their whispering, especially the older students eyeing me like they were seeing an exotic animal. I met eyes with a few first years who’d already been sorted, especially from the Slytherin table. They looked calculating in a way that eleven-year-olds shouldn’t quite manage yet and absolutely did.

      So much for ‘Just Harry’, huh.

      “Please take a seat, Mr. Potter.”

      I obliged, feeling my heartbeat quicken. To me, from my past life, his was basically a dream come true. Who wouldn’t want to escape a boring and mundane life and land in a fantasy world, attending Hogwarts, learning magic, being sorted into a house? I’d read fics about this. I’d wanted exactly this.

      The Hat dropped over my eyes and the hall vanished.

      Something immediately began probing my mind with the careful, deliberate pressure of someone trying a locked door to see if it would give.

      Volition: Ah, Howdy stranger, what brought you to my neighborhood?

      I nearly jerked in surprise, hearing Volition, who usually sounded like Alfred Pennywise or Jarvis, speaking in a thick southern Texas accent.

      “Oh my.” The Hat said, its mouth not moving, ensuring it was only for me. “Are you alright, dear boy… your mind seems to have fractured… let me look… why am I seeing so many naked women… I’m afraid I don’t see the appeal… being made out of clothes does that to people.”

      Yeah. Not my brightest moment. But the moment I’d felt something probing my mind, my Mental Image Blocking had instantly done its thing. It wasn’t an entirely automatic process, but somehow it hadn’t cost that much time either. These Tibetan Monks were on another level, casually developing techniques like this.

      “Well, I could also show you other hats in my memories too. Would you like to see some? Adidas, Nike, or Stüssy, or Supreme, those carry that weight. Here is peak Luxury lane, Borsalino.” I bombarded it with every fancy hat I could remember, a parade of beautiful hats marching through my mental projection. Fedoras. Top hats. Vintage cloches. The finest millinery humanity had ever produced.

      The sorting hat went completely silent before bursting out in laughter, thankfully still inside my head.

      “Hahahahaha. You are very amusing, lad, I must admit. But reproduction is something I’m not equipped for. Even if these hats are rather pretty… ohh, look at that one… so soft and silky, that glamorous design… ahem.” The Hat stopped itself before it could go on.

      So much for not being equipped for reproduction. At least it proved you don’t need a horn to be horny.

      “Hey, that’s libel and slander. Ahem. Enough fooling around. As delightful as this has been, in many centuries, I should say, please lower your Occlumency shields, Mr. Potter. I’ll promise to keep your secrets.”

      Sorry. No can do. The secrets inside my head are not meant to be shared. Things like reincarnation, an entire world living between fiction and reality, all of it, not meant to be shared. This is one thing I’ll take to my grave, no exceptions, unless absolutely necessary. And I didn’t see any necessity to share them with a hat.

      “Sorry, can’t do. It’s automatic, like most of the accidental magic I learned as a child.” I said, slipping a few carefully chosen memories into my mental image blocking as a decoy layer. Who said I could only create fake memories as a barrier? I could show it exactly what I wanted it to see.

      The Hat sighed. “I can see you won’t be budging on this. But without seeing your memories, I can’t determine what house you’ll thrive in. I’ll just have to base it on your personality and second-hand memories from Miss Granger and Miss Bones.”

      So be it. My memories were non-negotiable.

      “Fine… I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way. You are many things, lad. Hufflepuff you are not, you have selective loyalty, and you’re lazy. You tend to solve your problems by hitting them until they go away. No real cunning, and you have too vague an ambition to be Slytherin. While you are brave… and arrogant to a degree… it’s nothing compared to your thirst for knowledge and magic.”

      That was some real psychoanalysis. Genuinely impressive. I’d known it had other methods besides memory scanning.

      “Of course I do, lad. I’ve been doing this for more than a millennium, you tend to pick these kinds of things up. Enough about me though… better be *RAVENCLAW!*”

      The Hat shouted it like a verdict it was proud of.

      Instantly applause rang out as I stood from the stool. A wave from Professor McGonagall turned my black robes into blue and bronze as I walked forward, giving a single-finger salute to a shocked Ron in the distance.

      He mouthed something. I didn’t need Beastmaster to translate that one.

      I was pleasantly surprised when I was welcomed with genuine cheer and applause. Being the brother of the Girl Who Lived was probably doing its work. Though the first years had their own reasons to welcome me warmly after what had happened earlier too.

      “We got a Potter too. Yes!” One of the boys,  likely from my year said, pumping his fist.

      “Not the Girl Who Lived, but we’ll take it.” One of the older boys said, patting my back as I sat beside my fellow first years. Terry Boot, Mandy Brocklehurst, Michael Corner, Anthony Goldstein, Padma Patil, and me. At least the people I’d bothered to memorize faces and names for earlier.

      “Potter Rose.” Professor McGonagall said, and our chatter instantly ceased.

      The whole hall did it. Not just Ravenclaw. Every table, the hype already dying fast as everyone began to shut up or whisper in something closer to reverence than excitement.

      Damn. Good luck, Rose. You’ll need it.

      ………,…

      Rose’s POV

      Rose felt nervous. Way too nervous than she let her face express as she walked through the rows of students, her eyes flying to all the teachers in front, her brother who she just walked by as he gave her a thumbs up. She exhaled in a long breath.

      Truth be told she was exhausted. The whole thing with the Giant Squid had clearly left some mark on her. If not for her brother and his ridiculous abilities, she and the others would likely have died.

      Yet if it wasn’t for her brother, the Giant Squid wouldn’t have attacked in the first place. She didn’t mean to blame him. But she knew he was at fault somehow. Especially when it came to anything involving monsters that hid behind the Mist. The Mist hadn’t been hiding anything in the Great Lake, its mere presence told her all she needed to know.

      But miraculously, all of them survived. Yet when only Ron and Hermione had returned after fleeing from the Giant Squid, she’d feared the worst.

      So she hadn’t listened to the teachers trying to calm down panicked students with their comforting spells or treats or anything. She’d just grabbed the sword her brother had given her and ran.

      She couldn’t lose her brother. Ever. He wasn’t like how she’d imagined him to be,  but he didn’t need to be. In just a few weeks she’d loved him as much as she loved her parents. Maybe more.

      Thankfully he was saved.

      Rose pulled herself out of her thoughts as she sat on the stool, crossing her arms, her face settling into a small frown.

      “Ahh… Girl Who Lived… quite the title you were handed too.” The Hat said, nearly startling her before she steadied herself.

      “I would throw it away if I could.” She said, and she meant it. She wasn’t blind to the benefits, the fame, the connections, but the drawbacks were a little too much. She’d learned that ever since returning to Britain this year.

      The way everyone was looking at her right now was testament enough.

      “Except we can’t. Every student I sorted today has a great deal of thoughts towards the Girl Who Lived,  different versions of you in their minds. Even your own brother, vague as it was… but they don’t have a single clue, do they?” The Hat chuckled, and she felt it vibrating faintly on her head.

      “Just do your job, Hat.” She said, closing the conversation.

      “Of course. You’re brave,  no question about that. You’re hardworking since childhood. You have a wisdom that prevails in the heat of the moment, and you can be cunning whenever you need to be… technically you could belong in whichever house you preferred.” The Hat said.

      “So put me in Ravenclaw with my brother or Gryffindor like my parents.” She said.

      “Is that really what you want…? Slytherin can give you what you really want. While your cunningness is good, the ambition… ohoho, ambition. Your goals, your dreams, your aspirations, your strength… all of these can be found in Slytherin.”

      Rose wanted to disagree. But why?

      She was sure Harry wouldn’t care if she was in a different house. The only people who would care were her parents, and strangers, and everyone in this hall was currently waiting to see where the Girl Who Lived ended up.

      So should she refuse an opportunity for strength and ambition because it would displease her parents, or Uncle Sirius, or all these people expecting her to be Gryffindor?

      If she had been strong enough, fast enough, smart enough, she wouldn’t have felt fear facing the Cyclops. Wouldn’t have felt fear seeing all those monsters hidden behind the Mist. And she sure as hell wouldn’t have felt that specific cold terror when she thought her brother had died.

      He would have died if he wasn’t such an anomaly.

      Fuck it. Everything she’d done since she was a child had been listening to people. So when it was finally her turn to make a choice, why did anyone else’s opinion matter?

      “Ahaha. I see. I really like to see what you achieve in your years to come in SLYTHERIN!”

      And shocked silence descended into the Great Hall.

      It lasted about three full seconds. Then it shattered.

      “Slytherin?”

      “She can’t! did it just say —”

      “The Girl Who Lived. In Slytherin. The GIRL WHO LIVED —”

      From the Gryffindor table, someone actually stood up before their neighbor pulled them back down by the sleeve. A fifth year had both hands pressed over his mouth. A girl two seats down had gone the specific shade of pale that suggested her entire understanding of how the universe worked had just been altered without her consent.

      At the staff table, Dumbledore had raised his goblet approximately one second before the Hat shouted its verdict. He lowered it without drinking, very slowly, avoiding embarrassment from spitting out not so gracefully.

      His eyebrows had done something.

      Professor Sprout leaned over and said something to Professor Sinistra. Professor Sinistra said something back. Neither of them looked like they were disagreeing.

      Normal POV

      “Yay!” I said, clapping and breaking the silence, and others followed after a few seconds of awkward hesitation.

      That had been genuinely unexpected. The crestfallen, heartbroken, and stunned expressions across the student body, half the teacher’s table, and everything in between painted a picture I was going to be thinking about for a while. But the Slytherin table had erupted hardest, some cheering loudly, others applauding with the composed satisfaction of people who had just won something they hadn’t known was on the table. Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff followed. Gryffindor sat as though the concept of applause had temporarily escaped them.

      After that, the rest of the Sorting followed in a kind of collective numbness that had settled over the Great Hall like a second enchantment. Student after student. House after house. The hall went through the motions while half of it was still quietly processing. More students joined each table, I couldn’t keep track of all ninety of our classmates, but I paid attention to familiar names. Pansy Parkinson, Theodore Nott, Ron Weasley, who dropped into the seat into Gryffindor not before nodding my way with the expression of someone who had just watched their reality fall off a shelf, Blaise Zabini, Lisa Turpin, and many more being sorted into their respective house.

      After the Sorting ended, food appeared on the tables. Like it was being conjured from magic itself.

      It was practically a feast. This made the walk across a monster-infested lake feel almost worth it. I poured myself some pumpkin juice and took a sip. After sipping pumpkin juice, I didn’t know why it had gotten such hate in the fandom in my last life. It tasted excellent.

      “Hey, how did you make it out alive?” A girl beside me asked, looking my way. “I remember you and those two Gryffindors being left behind when running from the Great Lake. Those two were with us, but I heard the teachers had to rush back.”

      I turned to see a blonde girl looking at me. Her slightly grey eyes gave me goosebumps for some reason I didn’t immediately have a theory for. Filed away for later.

      “Well… I was captured by the Giant Squid. But it didn’t do anything — never really dangerous in the first place. We just panicked for nothing.” I lied, and I would do it again. I didn’t want some officious Ministry official or butthurt pureblood coming after Bubbles the way they’d come after Buckbeak.

      “It was so terrifying. I thought we were goners for sure.” The boy on my other side said. “Harry Potter, right? I’m Terry Boot.”

      “Nice to meet you, Boot.” I replied, making conversation. The blonde ignored us, focused on her meal.

      Her name was Lisa Turpin, if I remembered correctly from the Sorting. I didn’t remember her from my past life, which probably meant she was an average witch.

      Not to say I was deciding she was a background character or an NPC. I understood perfectly well that this was real life, and each person had their own history, goals, and significance. But I didn’t remember any notable achievements or accomplishments from the original timeline, so I was working with an average witch as a baseline for now.

      I should stop analyzing other people and finish my food before the feast ends.

      Volition: Yes. And it is a good thing that you stop cataloging other people as something tasteless such as ‘background characters’. Or ‘NPCs’. How would you feel if someone in your past life told you that to your face?

      …shut up, Volition.

      “Ahem.” Headmaster Dumbledore coughed at the podium, drawing the attention of the whole Great Hall. “Now that we are fed and watered, I’d like to have a few words before we end the ceremony with haste and let our first years rest.”

      Did he just rhyme? Multiple snickers around me confirmed I wasn’t alone in noticing.

      “First, I would like to address all students that the west section of the third floor corridor is sealed for the rest of the year, and I would very much advise students not to go there unless they wish a very violent deat—”

      “Ahem.” Professor McGonagall turned a look on the man that could have stripped paint. If looks could kill, Headmaster Dumbledore would have died four movies earlier. Perhaps talking about death in front of traumatized students who nearly had a near-death experience a few hours ago is a good idea, old man?

      “Ah. It is very dangerous, and you should not go there. The same applies to the Forbidden Forest and the Great Lake until further notice. It is literally called Forbidden, so please heed my words.” Dumbledore said, his eye-twinkle intensifying in a way that felt almost involuntary, like a tell he couldn’t quite suppress. “Thank you.”

      He stepped back, and Professor McGonagall took the stage.

      “I and all of my fellow staff and professors welcome our old and new students to Hogwarts. All of us will be introducing ourselves in your first class tomorrow. So please follow your Prefects to your assigned dormitory and rest well.”

      And just like that, the ceremony was over.

      I stood with the row of students and immediately tried to catch Rose before the crowd swallowed her, but two older students stepped smoothly into my path. A boy and a girl, both with Prefect badges, both with the practiced efficiency of people who had done this before.

      “Not now, Potter. You’ll see your sister tomorrow.” The boy said, his hand landing on my shoulder.

      “But she’s going to Slytherin.” I said, pointing at my sister, who was already falling into line with her own Prefect, green aesthetic and all, not looking back. I want to say proper goodbye before sending her to the den of snakes.

      What if she had to duel Slytherin Prefect on her first day? Though I don’t see Snape as a professor, it’s probably not that bad, but still.

      “And you’re going to Ravenclaw. Don’t think you can last without your sister, Potter.” He said, smirking with a smug look on his face.

      Are you looking for a fight? I felt my hand close.

      Volition: Are you really going to ruin your first night because of the words of a man you don’t even know? Stay calm. An owl shouldn’t be offended by the buzzing of mosquitoes.

      That was actually wise. Owl metaphor, house of Wisdom, all very thematically consistent. This prefect, however, did not look wise at all.

      “Come on, Robert, don’t pick on our innocent little new students.” The blonde Prefect drove her elbow into his ribs with surgical precision and he stepped back, face wincing. That’s what you get.

      “But Penelope—”

      “Nothing. Don’t worry, you’ll all get to see your friends from other houses in the morning. We’re not taking you to Azkaban for years or anything.” She giggled at the sudden pallor on a few first year faces. “Come on, Firsties, follow us.”

      And follow we did.

      It was certainly an experience, walking through hallways full of living portraits that greeted and waved, ghosts who were overly curious about new arrivals, and staircases that moved with the casual arrogance of architecture that knew you needed it more than it needed you. I genuinely hoped I had no future misfortune involving falling from one.

      “You are all in the house of Wisdom, intelligence, and knowledge.” Robert the Prefect started. He certainly liked his own voice. “And we expect them to be used in equal measure. Memorize the path and hallways now. Tomorrow you’ll be on your own.”

      “As harsh as it may seem, he’s correct.” Penelope said, stopping in front of a large eagle statue that felt, genuinely, like it was looking into the specific part of my soul I kept things in.

      After climbing another staircase we reached the destination. Another door — but there was no doorknob or handle. Just another eagle statue watching us with the patient judgment of something that had seen a thousand students stand exactly where we were standing.

      “As you can see, as Ravenclaws you can’t afford to be dimwits as long as you live in the castle, if you want to sleep in your bed. At every entry you need to solve the riddle, or wait for someone else to solve it, or sleep on the floor over there.” Robert said, pointing at an ancient-looking mattress propped against the wall.

      Arrgh. Not in my life. And by the sound of murmuring moving through my classmates — already exhausted, possibly traumatized, definitely not in the mood for abstract puzzles before bed — I was not alone.

      “Lucky for you all, tonight you get a freebie.” Penelope said, turning to face the door.

      The statue’s eyes lit up. “I am the beginning of everything, the end of everywhere. I am the beginning of eternity, the end of time. What am I?”

      Ohh.

      Is this the moment to mention I’m bad with riddles? The complexity of wordplay confused me. What could it be? Time? God? Apocalypse? Some conceptually dense problem that was exclusive to the wizarding world and therefore invisible to someone with a muggle-adjacent education?

      “Letter E.” Penelope replied. The door swung open.

      I’ll shut up now.

      ……………………….,…

      I looked up at the ceiling, soft candlelight giving brightness enough to see and comfortably sleep at the same time.

      Someone had thought about that. Designed it specifically so the light did both jobs without doing either too aggressively. I appreciated the consideration more than I expected to. After the lake, after the boats, after the Hat, after Dumbledore nearly announcing his own death trap with the enthusiasm of a man describing a holiday destination, the ceiling was just. Nice. Still. Exactly what it was.

      Us ten boys were sharing a room, which kind of worked like the bigger-on-the-inside bullshit, as there were still more first year boys in another room somewhere.

      Terry Boot had taken the bed two down from mine and was already arranging his things with the quiet efficiency of someone who’d packed specifically for this. Anthony Goldstein was reading something. Michael Corner had been asleep approximately four minutes after hitting the mattress, no preamble, no ceremony, out like a light. I respected that deeply.

      As the Prefects had said earlier, we could explore the common room and the school to our heart’s content. Apparently most of the first weeks were introductory, so there was no rush.

      The dormitory settled into the particular quiet of ten people all pretending to be more asleep than they were.

      Then my system chimed.

      Sharpen those minds and claws!

      +5 GC for being Sorted into Ravenclaw.

      Girl Who Lived!

      +5 GC (pity) for being in the path of Dark Lord (Lady) Potter Path. Good luck. You’re going to need it.

      Pity GC. Rose was getting pity GC on my behalf.

      Damn. But how was this my fault? I didn’t think I’d done anything to push Rose into Slytherin. That had been entirely her own decision, arrived at in approximately ninety seconds on a stool, and I respected it completely. I just hadn’t seen it coming.

      Ah, but our parents were going to lose their shit. I could feel it. If it had been me there was a reasonable excuse, they didn’t really know me the way they thought they did, which wasn’t that surprising given everything. But their daughter? The one who’d been with them her whole life? In Slytherin?

      Oh, I could taste the incoming drama the way you can smell rain before it arrives.

      But I’d deal with that later. Right now my eyes kept returning to the system interface.

      Total GC: 72

      I looked at the coin count. Then I looked at that innocent little roll button. It had even manifested as a big red button inside my head, just sitting there. Inviting. Completely aware of what it was doing.

      Don’t get tempted, Harry. Think of the Divine Gacha pull. Save for something mythical.

      Or, alternatively, think about another supernatural attack catching you flat-footed because you were busy hoarding GC like a dragon sitting on coins that couldn’t help you when the hero showed up.

      Fuck it. I was not getting sleepy staring at 72 coins in my head. Was this how gambling addiction started? Because if so I was beginning to have genuine concerns about my sanity.

      So multiple Gold or Platinum pulls, spread the odds and cast wide? Or one Mythical, all in, high risk, potentially enormous reward?

      I wanted to say one Mythical. But if it turned out to be a dud, it would waste every achievement and every coin I’d scraped together since waking up in this universe. If I went multiple pulls, each individual result would be weaker — but there’d be more chances. More surfaces for luck to land on.

      What to do. What to do.

      Fuck it. What was the point of being a gambler if you hid behind strategy and refused to actually gamble? How would Fate favour me if I refused to face it?

      Yet relying on luck completely was an act of surrender. Surrender to something that wasn’t me, which came with its own specific discomfort I couldn’t quite ignore.

      So I did this;

      Ding! 30 GC used for a Platinum Ticket

      Ding! 40 GC used for a Diamond Ticket.

      The familiar feeling settled in, the world slowing, details bleeding out of the edges, colours softening as the sound of rolling drums built somewhere behind my thoughts.

      Oh. I’d missed that sound.

      Rolling… Platinum Ticket

      Rolling…

      You Rolled: [Bio Armor]

      |Elite Ability|

      Allows you to manifest and don a bio armour that can freely shapeshift and autonomously adapt to your body, creating blades, spikes, shields, etc.

      I felt the ability slot into place, something settling behind my sternum like a key finding a lock that had been waiting for it. New. Mine.

      But the Gacha wasn’t done.

      Rolling… Diamond Ticket

      Rolling…

      You Rolled: [Old Blood]

      |Legendary Trait|

      Bloodborne — You have the blood of the Great Ones running through your veins. You have greater vitality and energy thanks to the Old Blood, which also grants you resistance against Esoteric effects. The concentration of mystery in your blood increases your energy reserves and makes it easier for you to learn, understand and train Magic and Esoteric Arts. Finally, your blood has healing properties that scale with your vitality, but those who ingest too much may be affected by your corruptive presence. If you want, you can exert greater influence over those who consume your blood. (You are not an actual Great One)

      I stared at that notification for a long moment.

      Ahh shit… I think I got my wish… and an additional problem.

      The Old Blood settled differently than the Bio Armor had. Lot more deeper, like injection to the vein so to speak. Less like a key and more like something that had always been there and had simply been waiting to be activated. I was fairly certain that wasn’t supposed to be reassuring and yet it was.

      Hogwarts is not surviving this year, is it?

      That was it. That was the thought that finally let everything go. All the stress accumulated since waking up on Privet Drive in a child’s body, the divine contact, the lake, the Sorting, the ceiling, all of it catching up in one long exhale as something behind my eyes went very, very heavy.

      I really hoped I didn’t grow tentacles when I woke up tomorrow.

      What is Bloodborne anyway? I’d never gotten around to it. Must be something like Elden Ring. Couldn’t be that much worse, right?

      The candlelight did its job. The ceiling held still. My mind kept imagining that somewhere across the castle, in a dormitory decorated in green and silver, my sister is fighting some arrogant pureblood dude… like those edgy fanfiction……

      I was asleep before I finished the thought.

      …

      The Gacha rolls will be in next chapter, I swear.

      Total Gambling Coin = 5

      Perks So far.

      Active Slots: 5/5 (Can be unlocked after special thresholds are crossed)

      1: Ragebaiter (Active)

      Origin: Agatha All Along

      You possess an exceptional talent for pushing people’s emotional buttons and provoking intense anger. Whether through carefully chosen words or calculated actions, you excel at getting under others’ skin, often sparking heated reactions or even outright violence. Your ability to incite fury is virtually unmatched, but beware—provoked individuals rarely hesitate to act on their rage. Ensure you’re prepared to handle the consequences, as the wrath of your targets can be swift and utterly unforgiving.

      2: Holy Water (Item)

      Origin: Good Omens

      The very last thing a demon should have, since it tends to melt demon-kind rather effectively. You now possess a bottomless thermos of genuine holy water. Do try to be careful with it. It looks rather ordinary, simple black metal except for the white Cross of Christ etched near the cap.

      You have the ability to summon the thermos of holy water and have an inventory-like system that can only store this one thermos and nothing else.

      3: Immune (Active)

      [Epic Ability]

      Complete immunity to all negative status effects. While active, the user cannot be poisoned, cursed, diseased, or subjected to any form of debuffing magic or mundane affliction.

      4: Volition (Passive)

      Elite Trait

      Origin: Disco Elysium

      You are unnaturally connected to your own inner morale. The voice that pushes you to move forward, your determination, and your will to keep going. Honing this sense can allow you not to lose your will even against extreme adversity and pull off feats of tremendous willpower with ease. But losing control over your volition can also lead to overconfidence.

      5: The Beastmaster (Passive)

      Origin: Harry Potter Movie Series

      You have a way with nature so great that you can form deep and lasting friendships with animals both magical and mundane. Through this you can pacify violent animals, making them more friendly to you, even those that might normally see humans as nothing more than a snack.

      6: Half Hot, Half Cold (Active)

      Epic Ability

      Origin: My Hero Academia

      Allows the user to create and emit both ice and fire from either side of their body, also granting elemental resistance. With training, the two aspects may be combined into Frostflare.

      7: [Sword Birth] (Item)

      |Epic Item|

      DxD — A Sacred Gear created by God. It allows the user to conjure constructs of demonic swords with varying properties depending on the user’s capabilities and skill. Swords that absorb flame or ones that are exceptionally sharp are just a few of the many examples. The user cannot create a sword that does something they themselves cannot do.

      8: [Explosion!] (Active)

      [Elite Ability]

      Konosuba: Allows one to bring down an extremely powerful explosion from the heavens like the wrath of a god or a thermonuclear warhead. The longer one charges the explosion and the more energy they expend, the more power the explosion becomes.

      9: Mental Image Blocking |Common Skill| (Passive)

      Batman — You have learned a technique to block out mind readers and telepaths by masking your real thoughts with conjured mental images, taught to you by the ever-elusive Tibetan Monks.

      10: Bio Armor [Elite Ability| (Active)

      Allows you to manifest and don a bio armour that can freely shapeshift and autonomously adapt to your body, creating blades, spikes, shields, etc.

      11: You Rolled: [Old Blood] (Passive)

      |Legendary Trait|

      Bloodborne — You have the blood of the Great Ones running through your veins. You have greater vitality and energy thanks to the Old Blood, which also grants you resistance against Esoteric effects. The concentration of mystery in your blood increases your energy reserves and makes it easier for you to learn, understand and train Magic and Esoteric Arts. Finally, your blood has healing properties that scale with your vitality, but those who ingest too much may be affected by your corruptive presence. If you want, you can exert greater influence over those who consume your blood. (You are not an actual Great One)

      ​
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    Chapter 18

    
       

      …

      It was surreal for Rose Potter to follow the prefects down to the dungeon alongside her classmates — or dormmates, more like.

      The air thickened the further down they went, colder, damper, carrying scents of old stone that’d been underwater for centuries. She could taste it on her tongue.

      Luminous blue-green light from the windows was doing wonders for the otherwise dreary-looking basement in her opinion. The lake pressed right up against the glass, casting rippling patterns across the flagstones that made the whole corridor feel like it was breathing. She’d give them that much; the Slytherins knew how to make an entrance, and how to make a place feel worthy of one.

      Sure there were mermaid statues on the fountains, snake motifs carved into the walls, a big chandelier with candles hanging overhead but it wasn’t her style. A bit too… she didn’t know the word. Gothic? The mermaid statue had a crack running through its tail that someone had tried to patch with something that didn’t match.

      Hopefully she would come to like it; otherwise, it would be a miserable stay for her entire school experience.

      “Welcome, everyone.” A voice suddenly called out as they stopped just after entering a large room connected to various rooms and stairways: the common room of the House of Slytherin.

      The common room sprawled before them, all deep greens and silver, with leather couches arranged in clusters like little conspiracies waiting to happen, and a fireplace massive enough to roast a boar and crackling with flames that reflected off the lake-windows in an unsettling but beautiful way. Older students were already draped across furniture or huddled in corners, their conversations dropping to murmurs the second the first-years filed in.

      And the short, round man was happily welcoming them with a bright smile.

      He practically radiated bonhomie. The type of man who’d clap you on the shoulder and offer you crystallized pineapple before you’d even learned his name.

      The man was in an exceptionally expensive-looking wizarding suit, robes and all, yet he still looked like a sphere. He was short and stout, so round that he took up most of the space in a doorway or a small room if Rose had to describe him without being mean to his face. A walrus in velvet. She immediately filed that description under ‘thoughts never to voice aloud.’

      “Professor Slughorn.” The prefect leading them, Terence Higgs and Gemma Farley quickly stood next to the professor with arms crossed.

      Some older-year students separated from the group and straight-up left the common room to their dorms, taking the stairs while some sat around the sides or stood menacingly, leaning on the wall. The ‘menacing lean’ seemed to be a Slytherin specialty, she noted. Practiced casualness with an undercurrent of threat.

      She could use this to creep Harry out for a change.

      Only the first-years were reacting to this, so Rose naturally assumed it was normal.

      “Everyone, welcome to the most noble, cunning and ambitious house of all Hogwarts. While all Hogwarts students are equally entitled to the best education, magical knowledge that will prepare them well for the harsh world outside, good memories that will last your whole life… but being in the House of Slytherin… you will have certain privileges because you all deserve it,” he said cheerfully, as Harry would say it, hyping them up.

      Harry would’ve been eating this up. She could practically see it. Her brother was easily affected by praise if it seemed genuine.

      The round professor spoke, his face giddy with joy, but the calculating way his eyes looked at them made Rose distrust him. They flicked from face to face with the precision of someone tallying assets. Malfoy, recognition, family wealth. Nott, old blood, political ties. Zabini, continental connections, mysterious and therefore valuable even if his famous mother was hazardous to men’s health in the wizarding world.

      She could practically see the mental ledger being updated in real time. While normal people wouldn’t know any better, Rose liked to think she knew a thing or two about being a good judge of character, nearly dying a couple of times at unexpected hands.

      While the man didn’t look malicious, his joy wasn’t coming from a pure heart.

      Wait. What did he mean by privileges?

      “What do you mean by privileges, Professor?” One of the girls, Millicent Bulstrode asked.

      Bulstrode had her arms crossed, not worried, exactly, but not buying the sales pitch wholesale either.

      “Can’t you tell? It’s so obvious,” Draco said, finally recovered from near-death experience and back to his prickly self as most of pure-blood wizards tended to be. He’d found his footing again, shoulders squared, chin lifted. The lake incident might as well have been a hundred years ago for all the swagger he’d recovered. “We are all of noble blood, and so obviously we are not treated the same as mudbloods—”

      “Ahem!” Professor Slughorn coughed, cutting Malfoy off, glaring right at the blonde ferret, all joviality rapidly falling apart. The shift was almost violent, like a door slamming shut mid-welcome. The warm twinkle in his eye went cold and flat, and Rose revised her assessment from ‘walrus’ to ‘a hippo with sharper teeth.’

      “I really hope I don’t ever have to listen to that kind of talk again, Mister Malfoy, or we are going to have to talk to your father about why I’m sending his son back home.”

      Stunned silence fell over the common room.

      A few first-year boys from noble houses were going pale, while the rest of the students flinched subtly. The older students had gone perfectly still. Not surprised, though. Watchful, still. Like they were memorizing each first-year’s reaction.

      “Ahem. Now that the unpleasantness is out of the way,” the professor continued as if nothing ever happened, his voice and body language returning to joviality once again. The mask snapped back so smoothly.

      “As I was saying, Slytherin has certain privileges… that is making friends with many influential people, which is abundant in Hogwarts like nowhere in the magical world, and if you manage to impress me… you’re invited to the one and only Slug Club,” he shouted at the very end.

      The name landed with a wet thud. Slug Club. It sounded like something you’d find under a rock. She pictured cocktail weenies and garden pests and immediately wished she hadn’t.

      But she had to admit she hadn’t heard a better advertisement in her life; her only complaint was that she had to hear it from her teacher, Head of her House, Slytherin, promoting himself in front of his new students before even learning their names.

      “Oh, and I see you there, Miss Potter,” the professor said, turning toward her with the delight of a man who’d just spotted dessert on the menu.

      “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you saving your entire class, earning 100 points, which is not nearly as important as the deeds you’ve already done, I’m sure.” the professor said more excitedly than Harry had been this morning about Hogwarts. “Boys and girls, applause for Rose Potter, Girl Who Lived, Savior of the Wizarding World, and your hides and arses an hour ago!”

      Rose flinched.

      The sound hit her before she could brace. Everyone’s hands were moving. Everyone’s eyes on her. She could feel her mouth arranging itself into what she hoped was gracious acknowledgment rather than the trapped-animal expression she suspected it actually was.

      Some of the older students clapped with genuine interest. Others were just doing it because they were told not to be left out. A few pureblood kids wore expressions like they’d just bitten into something sour and were trying very hard to pretend they hadn’t. Damn you, Slughorn, damn you.

      “You are invited, Miss Potter! To the one and only Slug Club!”

      She’d been at the castle for less than a day. Less than an hour, and she’d already been sorted into the house everyone distrusted, publicly humiliated by a walrus in expensive robes, and conscripted into a networking club named after a garden pest.

      Fuck.

      — Harry —

      I still could not believe this was not all just a dream. I mean, just in a short span of time since I came into the wizarding world, it’s been one thing after another. First of all, I’m not in the canonical version of the world because my parents are alive, I have a freaking twin sister, and the gods I prayed to aren’t just an extension of magic or a higher existence in another dimension.

      They are as fleshy as they can possibly get. Not fully, mind you, but gods from Percy Jackson always felt fleshy to me. How are you going to make demigods without flesh, am I right?

      And to top it all off, I fought a freaking Cyclops that nearly killed James and Sirius. Despite everything between us I have to admit that if I were politically attacked by some rando pureblood, however unlikely as that was, I was socially protected because of them and their influence.

      And peace didn’t last too long either because we nearly died because of Bubbles, because freaking Poseidon showed up, or at least his water clone or something.

      And all this happened more or less in a month. So this could be one diabolical lucid dreaming. Hell, I do remember that fan theory about the magical world and Hogwarts being inside Harry Potter, or in this case, inside my head, because the Dursleys made him insane inside the cupboard.

      I’d read that one on Reddit at three in the morning, where you start questioning reality and end up questioning your own questioning. What if the whole thing was just the elaborate fantasy of a traumatized kid in a dark, enclosed space, building worlds because the real one had failed him? What if I was still in there, curled up under the stairs too, and all this adventure was just some last neurons firing?

      “Ooh.” I shivered, feeling pretty real as the cold bit into my face as I stood on the balcony atop the West Tower, just outside the common room of Ravenclaw.

      The wind had teeth as it found every gap in my robes and went for the kill, raking across my cheeks and making my eyes water. Below, the grounds sprawled in shades of grey and muted green, the Forbidden Forest a dark smudge on the horizon, the lake a sheet of beaten silver under the cloud-heavy sky. Dawn was still struggling, reluctant, half-hearted, to come out, and the sun a pale smear behind layers of cloud that promised rain before noon.

      “Potter, you’re coming down or not?” A head popped out, a boy my age, Michael Corner.

      His voice had that early-morning rasp. Dark hair, sharp features. Ravenclaw through and through.

      “Don’t worry, Michael, you can go. I’ll be there. I think I can manage to find the Great Hall on my own,” I replied, looking at the dim sunrise in the cloudy sky. Sometimes I hate the climate of our country.

      England. Grey and damp and allergic to proper sunlight. The sky looked like someone had stretched old dishwater across it and called it a day.

      Breakfast did sound lovely, to be honest, eggs, toast, and whatever special dish Hogwarts’ kitchen was cooking up.

      Hopefully Hogwarts Legacy is lore-accurate enough for me to navigate cleanly around the castle. I pocketed Apollo’s idol and stood up, my body feeling fresh as I walked. My legs didn’t protest when I straightened, no stiffness, no crackling joints, none of the thousand tiny betrayals a body was supposed to offer after standing still in the freezing wind. Just easy movement.

      Something was very, very wrong. The reason I’m half convinced about lucid dreaming is because in reality, the human body was never in one-hundred-percent good condition. Something was always up, unlike in a dream.

      But I guess I can’t forget about my own power, which was the reason why I’m feeling so weird.

      The Old Blood trait is likely the culprit. People will never know how glad I’m to wake up without any tentacles. To be fair, the description is literally saying I’m not an actual Great One, and I’m not even sure if Bloodborne Great Ones are the same as Lovecraft in the first place.

      I may not know about Bloodborne but I know enough about SCP and Cthulhu or Lovecraft to know about cosmic horrors that are associated with Great One.

      No limbs where limbs shouldn’t be, eyes on the inside, the whole cosmic horror starter pack. I’d checked. Multiple times. In mirrors, in reflections off the lake, in the back of a polished spoon at breakfast. Two arms. Two legs. No extra parts. Still just me.

      It’s good old me. Definitely powerful.

      But what I can tell is I’m not a god, not a Great One. Just a human carrying diluted, alien-divine essence in blood, somewhere between ancient bloodline magic + Horcrux-adjacent weirdness (but internal, not split soul). I’m a carrier, not the source. I was just… contaminated. In the most useful possible way.

      But its effect is already showing up. All the little aches from bad posture, that minor feeling of pain or discomfort that never truly went away had finally vanished. I was experiencing it for the first time across both lives.

      My first body had been a collection of complaints, the lower back that twinged because of bad posture being glued to screens, the neck that punished me for sudden movement, the knee that predicted rain. My second is younger, but still subject to the same mundane problems, random stomachache, toothaches, and other random pains. Until now. Waking up without background pain was like suddenly realizing you’d been hearing a buzzing noise your whole life, and it had just stopped. The silence was almost unnerving.

      Looking at the perk, health is not the only thing it gave me.

      As the description said: “Greater vitality and energy,” this perk made me better than baseline humans. More stamina, higher magic pool, and faster recovery. It’s like a baseline stat-upgrade foundation. Resistance against esoteric effects. I don’t know what esoteric arts are, so I’m going to have to research and experiment on that one.

      Esoteric. The word itself was esoteric. A tautology dressed up as a category. I’d need to find out what qualified, what didn’t.

      “The concentration of mystery in blood” part is interesting too. In Fate, magic and magecraft are entirely dependent on concepts of Mystery.

      So, assuming the same thing will happen here as well since magic is fundamentally mysterious in nature, that’s why it could give increased energy reserves and make it easier to learn, understand, and train magic and esoteric arts.

      Not to mention the whole Bio armour thing which I haven’t tested yet but it does remind me of that game called Prototype.

      I kept walking even with random ideas circulating in my mind.

      The corridor I walked through was empty, stone floors gleaming from an early-morning polish by house-elves, not that I’d seen one yet.

      My footsteps echoed around the hallway. Portraits stirred as I passed, some grumbling, one old wizard in a nightcap muttering something about “bloody early risers.”

      “The heck you mean early? You’re the late riser, old fart,” I said, earning more grumbling from portraits around me.

      Thankfully, my Hogwarts Legacy knowledge didn’t fail me as I navigated around the castle, reaching the ground floor quite easily. The staircases cooperated with me surprisingly easily, no sudden shifts, no trick steps trying to swallow my ankle. Either the castle was in a good mood, or it was saving up the trouble for later.

      Did that statue flip a bird at me?

      I stopped mid-stride. Blinked. I looked back.

      The stone figure, some medieval knight with a permanently disapproving expression and a halberd, stood perfectly still. Regal. Dignified. Absolutely not making any rude gesture at all.

      I stared at it. It stared past me.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m watching you.”

      The statue remained a statue. Smug, somehow.

      Freaking Hogwarts man.

    
    

    
      The Great Hall was just like it was last night except more chipper, now with a proper roof instead of a candlelight dinner under the sky, and our first-year batch was noticeably more refreshed and talkative. Kinda impressed they managed to digest a near-death experience so easily.

      Kids were resilient like that, I supposed. Or maybe magical kids especially when your everyday life involved cauldrons that could melt your face off and staircases that actively tried to kill you, a giant squid attack was just Tuesday.

      The enchanted ceiling above showed a pale, washed-out sky, clouds scudding across it in fast-forward. Below, the four long house tables were already packed, the air thick with the smell of eggs and bacon and something that might’ve been kippers, might’ve been a potion gone wrong. Hard to tell in this castle.

      A hundred conversations bounced off the stone walls, a comfortable chaos of clattering cutlery and morning groans of teenagers and young adults of the student body.

      “What’s up, R man?” I said, clapping the familiar redhead on the shoulder as I sat beside him, gaining a few glances from the people around me, looking at me like I’d walked in with my pajamas. “What? Never seen a wizard before?”

      A few first-year students were openly staring. An older student with a Prefect badge looked like she was doing mental math on whether ejecting me was worth the trouble in the very first hour of the morning.

      “I think you’re on the wrong table, mate,” Ron said, pleasantly surprised but his mood didn’t look great.

      His shoulders were hunched, and he was pushing eggs around his plate like they’d personally offended him. The famous Weasley appetite seemed to be on strike this morning.

      “Nah, you’re fine,” the older redhead beside Ron replied, ‘as long as it’s not formal.’ “Or it’s an official announcement or something important concerning the Houses,” the other twin replied, their speech perfectly aligning, not wasting a gap of silence without cutting each other off.

      Seamless. Like one brain split between two bodies. They swapped the sentence between them without a flicker of hesitation, the words picking up exactly where the other left off. I’d seen twins before, had one myself, obviously, but this was performance art.

      Rose and I can’t even do the same work together at home without breaking something since we met.

      “Damn. How long did it take Master to master this skill?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing much.” “Just our whole life.” The twins replied, their grins matching mine. Identical expressions on identical faces.

      “I’m Gred.” “And I’m Feorge.”

      What the hell am I hearing?

      “Fred and George,” Ron replied, or corrected. “I’m really not in the mood to listen to your nonsense this morning.”

      The correction was automatic. But his heart wasn’t in it. His fork remained idle, his shoulders still rounded. Something was chewing at him.

      “Too bad,” “Because you are going to have to listen unless you want to skip breakfast.”

      Ron shut up fast, his head on the table as he gave in to his drowsiness or he just didn’t want to talk anymore.

      His forehead met the wood with a soft thunk. A few Gryffindors glanced over, then away. One of the twins, Fred, maybe, or George reached over and ruffled his hair without looking, the gesture so practiced it was practically instinct.

      George turned to me again. “I heard you have a twin yourself, Girl who lived no less,” Fred continued. “Our baby brother couldn’t stop talking about you two last night.”

      “And here I thought Ron was the quiet type,” I said. “Only good things, I hope. Speaking of twins, I’d love to learn that trick, if nothing else than using it on my sister’s fanboys and fangirls. She’s too stiff and serious.”

      This skill has great ragebaiting potential without being obvious. Especially for our parents in the next meeting, as they would likely have some words, especially to Rose.

      “Oh-ho!” The twins’ eyes lit up in perfect synchronization. ‘Now that’s a worthy cause.’ “Corrupting the Girl Who Lived.” “We’d be honoured to contribute.”

      “Delinquency lessons, Marauder-style.” They said both at the same time with thumbs up before Fred and George exchanged a look of co-conspirators who’d just found a third.

      “Dress the same.”

      “Commit to psychological warfare early.”

      “The key is timing,” one of them said, leaning in.

      “The pause is everything,” the other added.

      “Too fast and you sound like you’re interrupting yourself.”

      “Too slow and they see the handoff coming.”

      “You gotta feel it, mate. In the gut.”

      “The gut?”

      “The gut.”

      +3 GC for impressing Weasley twins and being their honorary mentee.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to soak up all the wisdom from the Weasley twins like I had hoped, as teachers began to file inside. The side door near the head table swung open and they came in a procession: McGonagall with her tartan robes and sharp stride, tiny Flitwick practically bouncing, Sprout with dirt still under her fingernails, and Quirrell, twitching his way toward his seat like the furniture had personally threatened him.

      While I didn’t really care about sitting on any house’s table as long as I was sitting with people I liked, apparently, schedules for the curriculum would be handed out after breakfast, so it’s an official meeting for today.

      I caught Ron’s eye as I stood. “Later, R man. Save me a seat sometime.”

      He grunted something that might’ve been an agreement, might’ve been a request for more sleep.

      So I’m once again at the Ravenclaw table. The blue and bronze decor felt quieter than the Gryffindor table had. Less shouting, more intense murmuring. Conversations here were lower, more contained.

      I slid into the bench and I subtly moved away from the blonde-haired girl from yesterday. I still don’t know why I’m feeling discomfort from her. It wasn’t rational; she hadn’t done anything, hadn’t even spoken to me beyond a few words at Sorting but my skin prickled whenever she was in my peripheral vision.

      I’ll investigate later.

      “Potter, you’re here. Thought you were gonna sit with your mates,” he said as I sat beside him.

      Terry Boot. Brown hair, open face, the only Ravenclaw first-year who seemed to have remembered how human conversation worked. He was already halfway through a plate of toast, crumbs scattered around him like a tiny warzone.

      “You thought right, all Ravens can be automatic friends. Ron and Hermione over there are friends I made on the train. Can’t really abandon a friendship because of different houses, can I?” I said.

      And immediately, the people around me cringed, as if I broke some secret rule. The blonde girl’s eyebrows went up a fraction of a millimeter. A boy paused with his fork in mid-air. A girl with dark plaits and a Ravenclaw tie that looked like it had been ironed three times actually recoiled.

      Come on guys, you’ve been in Ravenclaw for a day, if you act like that I can’t imagine how I’m going to spend time with you all for a whole year.

      “Good point… I guess you really are a social butterfly, huh?” He said, with a little envious tone in his voice.

      “Not as much as I’d like.” I shook my head. I thought I was the introvert and nerd in the family, but no, not even close.

      These guys are the definition of nerds. I’m not joking. With Ron, I was able to talk freely, even in our first meeting after I punched him in the face.

      I thought he deserved it, but now I don’t think the same. Yesterday. When shit hit the fan, he didn’t abandon us or run.

      But every time I try to talk to fellow Ravens, it feels like eggshells. Every conversation needs to have a reason or information when I’m talking to these guys. Nothing was ever just chat. No casual observations, no random jokes. Everything had to be a thesis statement with supporting evidence. And if not, things get awkward.

      I mean, this is House of Wisdom and shit, but that doesn’t mean everyone has to be a freaking introvert. I thought I was an introvert, but in comparison, as Terry just said: Social butterfly.

      After that conversation grew a little too lackluster for my taste, I focused on food right away.

      The spread was impressive, I’d give the house elves that. It was meaty, veggies mixed in there for show, and some rice-like curry, but as a former Nepalese person in my last life, I immediately recognized Indian food desperately trying to be British.

      The rice was too dry. The sauce had been defanged, all the spices reduced to a soggy feel rather than the full-throated declaration of tongue pain that it normally was. It was like curry that’d been sent to finishing school and told to mind its manners.

      Damn. Was magical India colonized too, or did this dish come from the Muggle world to the magical world inside Britain?

      A thought for another time. Maybe I’d corner Professor Binns and ask about magical colonialism. If he promised not to haunt me as a ghost.

      Rude thoughts aside, after breakfast, the plates immediately vanished, along with any need to clean our hands or the table because it was an automatic system. How convenient.

      I’ll not miss that sad curry.

      We need to have this kind of dinner table at home. No washing up. Just vanish the evidence and move on with your evening.

      Though I need to brush my teeth regardless. Maybe there’s a dental hygiene charm for that convenience too?

      My thoughts came to a halt when I observed older-year students looking at us in warning to stay put to those who were about to leave.

      A fifth-year caught my eye and gave a small, subtle shake of her head — the universal signal for “don’t be the idiot who stands up right now.” Across the table, a few first-years who’d already half-risen sank back down, looking confused.

      “Good morning, children, it’s a good thing I found you all here.” I perked at seeing a tiny professor jogging to our table.

      He moved like an enthusiastic garden gnome, all energy and momentum, robes flapping behind him. “Sorry for not welcoming you all properly last night, hope your prefects handled it wonderfully?”

      “Of course, Professor…?” The boy in front of me said.

      “Oh my, how rude of me. I’m Filius Flitwick, your Head of Ravenclaw House, and your Charms professor in this school.” He introduced himself, looking very jolly this morning. Man was looking more excited than we students.

      Which was saying something, given that we were fourteen-year-olds on our first day of school. His eyes crinkled at the corners, and he kept rocking forward onto his toes.

      “Nice to meet you again, Professor. Thank you for the rescue last night,” I said, even though I didn’t need a rescue; the action and willingness were still appreciated.

      “Oh, nothing to thank me for, lad. It was lady luck who kept you safe until we came along.” He said, waving his hand and showing a few small pages of parchment. The papers rustled with the motion, threatening escape. “Anyway, that’s the reason I’m here. Here you go, children, pick one for each.” he said, handing out slips of paper. I took mine, looking curiously.

      The parchment was thick, slightly textured, with my name already written at the top in elegant script that definitely hadn’t been done by hand. Hogwarts administration magic, or I like to say Hogwarts GPT. It’s efficient, slightly creepy, and completely uninterested in privacy laws.

      Monday

      09:00 — 10:30: History of Magic (Binns)

      11:00 — 12:30: Transfiguration (McGonagall)

      13:30 — 15:00: Defense Against the Dark Arts (Quirrell)

      Tuesday

      09:00 — 10:30: Charms (Flitwick)

      13:00 — 16:00: Double Herbology (Sprout)

      Wednesday

      10:00 — 11:30: Potions (Slughorn)

      13:00 — 14:30: Transfiguration (McGonagall)

      00:00 (Midnight): Astronomy (Sinistra)

      Thursday

      09:00 — 10:30: Defense Against the Dark Arts (Quirrell)

      11:00 — 12:30: Charms (Flitwick)

      14:00 — 15:30: Flying w/ Hufflepuff (Hooch)

      Friday

      09:00 — 10:30: History of Magic (Binns)

      13:00 — 16:00: Double Potions (Slughorn)

      “Weekly schedule. It’s heavenly compared to Muggle school schedules.” The boy further ahead said. Only other kid who was somewhat of a social bird and behaved like a normal Muggle kid.

      He wasn’t wrong. Muggle school had been a gauntlet. Seven or eight subjects a day, homework piled to the ceiling, teachers who looked at you like you were a factory product. This was almost… civilized. Gaps between classes. Actual breathing room.

      Though the midnight Astronomy slot was going to take some adjustment.

      “Oh, looks like we already missed our class on the first day,” I said, spinning the paper in my fingers. The parchment caught the light: Monday, 9: 00 AM, History of Magic. Twenty minutes have already passed.

      “Not to worry, it’s tradition to let Professor Binns lecture in an empty classroom on the first day,” Professor said in a jovial tone as he headed back to the teacher’s table after bidding farewell.

      I think there’s something deeply unsettling about letting a ghost professor lecture in an empty classroom, but whatever.

      But the image was hard to shake: Binns, translucent and droning, reading from notes he’d been using since before anyone in this castle was born, while thirty empty desks faced him.

      I bet even furniture is bored after hearing nothing but Goblin rebellions at this point.

      Did he notice? Did he care? Did he just… keep going, lecture after lecture, year after year, until someone happened to be in the room to hear him? As long as I’m not walking inside during that, it’s not my business.

      Suddenly I could hear a familiar voice as I spotted a certain redhead with another redhead, walking inside the Great Hall together, no less.

      I immediately headed towards them, leaving my housemates. The schedule got folded, shoved in my pocket, promptly forgotten. I needed a memorable first day, not the awkward phase of anxiety and depression. My Ravenclaw housemates could figure out their conversational issues on their own time. I have a sibling to annoy.

      “Oh my, a poor innocent Hufflepuff is being led by a Slytherin snake. Are you in need of rescuing, fair lady?” I said, offering my hand. The dramatic bow was maybe a bit much. The exaggerated chivalry was definitely a bit much. Yet cringe was a trench I would lie in until the end.

      Both girls just looked at me. Half of the people in our hearing vicinity heard me and reacted with different degrees of intensity. A Hufflepuff boy nearby snorted into his pumpkin juice. A Slytherin girl rolled her eyes so hard I worried for her optic nerves.

      “Who are you?” Susan said.

      Susan Bones. Straightforward, unimpressed, not playing along. Her arms were crossed now, one eyebrow slightly raised in a way that suggested she’d dealt with dramatic boys before and had developed immunity.

      Ah, Edgar has taught her well on how to handle brotherhood, it seems.

      “We don’t know you,” Rose said, immediately power-walking to the table. Yeah, but Rose definitely looks more embarrassed, as I can see her ears are turning red. In the distance, red hair might camouflage it, but my eyes are sharper.

      “Oh, so that’s how it is, it didn’t take long to be conniving, did it, sister?” I said.

      “Sister, am I? I thought I was a Slytherin snake?” Rose said, sitting down with a pouty face, while Susan sat beside her. Since she was feeling so brave sitting at Slytherin’s table, I joined too.

      The bench was cold. The Slytherins nearest us shifted away by millimeters, not obvious enough to be openly rude, but clear enough to read. Message received. I wasn’t wanted here. I stayed anyway.

      “Why can’t it be both?” I said, snatching the glass of orange juice that appeared in front of Rose, annoying her.

      Her hand swiped at the empty air where the glass had been. The look she gave me could’ve curdled milk. I took a long, pointed sip. It tasted like victory and citrus.

      “Anyway, I have something to say to you.” I turned to Susan. “You disappeared on us last night. I mean, I didn’t want you to be with us in the lake with all that was going on with the giant squid, but not even goodnight since we left the train?”

      Susan looked down before looking at me apologetically. The shift was immediate — shoulders dropping, the defensive set of her jaw softening. “Sorry, Harry, I forgot to introduce my best friend to you both. She was really scared, and I couldn’t just leave her, you know.”

      Her voice was apologetic, genuinely so. And I had no reason to doubt her.

      “I do know,” Rose said, nodding.

      “Harry was just being dramatic.” Though I wouldn’t mind if you introduced your friends to us, unless they are… you know. “she said, her words ending with an uncomfortable face. Ah, she means fanboys and fangirls. They have been a constant source of inconvenience ever since I came to the wizarding world.

      “Hannah is a very excitable person, but I don’t think you being you is going to be the reason,” Susan said plainly and with a slightly offended tone towards her supposed best friend. The little snap in her voice was protective, defensive of Hannah, whoever Hannah was.

      And she called me dramatic. Now I have to be a good brother and change topics before she digs a bigger hole. How subtly should I do it? Fuck it. Subtlety was overrated.

      “Okay, changing the topic, I’ve got a Transfiguration class coming up in an hour now. I heard two houses are in a class at the same time, so who am I going with?” I asked.

      “That would be me,” Rose said, her face lighting up. The pout vanished. The embarrassment evaporated. This is the Rose I knew as she lit up at the mention of magic, the one who had spent the weeks before Hogwarts practicing wand movements in the mirror, the one who talked about various disciplines of magic the way other people talked about Quidditch. “This is going to be fun.”

      It was not just me. We just wanted to learn some magic.

      Transfiguration is an awesome piece of magic, and Rose and I wholeheartedly agreed. Just changing from one thing to another is the ultimate expression of magic to me. Not just transfiguration itself, but the whole process of changing that magic allows, throwing mundane rules of physics out of the window.

      The audacity of it, pointing a stick at a teacup and deciding, no, you’re a tortoise now. Reality didn’t get to decide what was real and what was not. That was the heart of magic, wasn’t it? The universe says “this is how things are” and a wizard says “I disagree.” Now that’s some magic.

      After Susan left after promising to introduce her Hufflepuff friends, I turned to Rose. “So,” I said, leaning my elbow on the table and propping my chin in my hand, “did you win?” I asked, ignoring my surroundings.

      The Slytherin table wasn’t exactly rolling out the welcome mat for me, but no one had hexed my orange juice yet, so I was calling it a win. Some guy was watching me from down the table with the patient intensity of a cat tracking a bird. I gave them a little wave too. He didn’t wave back. Tough crowd.

      Rose paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. A piece of sausage wobbled perilously. “Win what?”

      “I don’t know. The knife fight? The wand duel? Maybe just a spirited round of ‘which first-year is the mudblood’ bingo?” I waved my hand vaguely at the green-and-silver banners. The snakes embroidered on them seemed to glare down at me. Or maybe that was my imagination. Probably not. “I figured walking into Slytherin as the Girl Who Lived would involve at least one ambush. Mini Death Eaters, or something. Honestly, I’m a little disappointed. Where’s the drama?”

      Rose stared at me. “Are you done?”

      “I’m just saying, if you need me to have your back, give me a signal. Two blinks. A cough. Maybe throw your goblet at someone’s head.”

      The words were half-humour, half-serious. If somebody really pulled anything on her like all those tropes of this kind of world tend to do, a bloodbath would start here.

      +4GC for pissing off nearly the entire Slytherin House on your first day.

      What the hell did I do to piss them off? Oh.

      Ah. I’d forgotten that the Slytherin table wasn’t empty. A few older students within earshot had stopped their conversations. The ambient murmur around us dropped by several degrees.

      One boy with a heavy jaw and a prefect badge set down his fork very slowly, the click of silver on wood carrying in the sudden quiet. A girl with dark hair and an expression like she’d just smelled something foul was now staring directly at me.

      The girl beside him tilted her head. “Mini Death Eaters? Is that what the Ravenclaws are teaching you on day one?”

      Before I could answer, and oh yes I had several excellent answers ready, ranging from diplomatic to catastrophic. But Rose stood up so fast her robes nearly knocked over her newly summoned orange juice.

      “I am so sorry,” she said, loud enough that the whole end of the table could hear. Her voice had gone up half an octave. “My brother is an idiot. A complete, utter idiot. He hit his head. Recently. Multiple times. Please ignore him.”

      She grabbed my arm with a grip. “We’re leaving now,” she announced, dragging me out of the bench seat. “Goodbye, everyone. Lovely breakfast. The eggs were fantastic.”

      I let her pull me away, but not before catching the dirty looks following us like an unpleasant parting gift. Nobody was throwing curses around, so I call that a win.

      Rose power-walked me through the entrance hall and didn’t stop until we were in the courtyard, where the morning sun was doing its best to make everything look peaceful and normal while losing badly to clouds. The flagstones were still damp with dew, and the grass was so green it only existed in places where it rained constantly. The fountain was burbling. A few birds were doing bird things.

      Picture a perfect calming place.

      She finally released my arm and rounded on me. “Why,” she said, her voice tight, “are you picking fights with literally everyone ever since we met? First our parents, then freaking Cyclops, then a giant squid that is probably more ancient than the castle, now those Weasley twins before going to your table half the Slytherin table —”

      “I wasn’t picking a fight with the twins. I like the twins.” She totally misinterpreted what I was doing with Wesley Twins.

      “You like annoying people, baiting them with insults, being mean, and it’s the same thing.”

      “I was joking about the knife fight.” I can’t resist after being raised in England.

      She crossed her arms. “You weren’t just joking, Harry. You walked into their house table like you owned it. And then you basically called them all Death Eaters-in-training. To their faces. While sitting in their seats.”

      In my defense, Apple doesn’t fall far from the trees. At least most of them.

      “When you say it like that, it sounds bad.”

      “It is bad.”

      The thing was, she wasn’t wrong. I knew she wasn’t wrong. I sighed and dropped the joking tone. The shift felt like taking off a heavy coat.

      “I’m just… twitchy. After last night. The lake, the squid, the whole almost-dying thing.” I shoved my hands in my pockets. While I wasn’t frightened by Bubbles, I’m worried about the whole feud with Poseidon. Despite my bravado, that is God I’m picking a fight with. So far, until I get strong enough, I’m relying entirely on the goodwill of other gods if Poseidon takes a direct approach to my life.

      “I’ll be back to normal soon enough.”

      “Normal,” she muttered, looking away. “Right.”

      “Oi. What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She didn’t answer as she walked away. I followed her, still not done annoying her.

    
    

    
      Rose and I made it to the Transfiguration classroom without any further incidents. The room was already filling up when we arrived, a mix of blue-and-green robes that shouldn’t have looked as natural together as it did.

      The classroom itself was impressive. High windows let in slabs of morning light that caught the dust floating lazily in the air. Rows of wooden desks arranged with almost geometric precision. A blackboard covered in neat, spidery writing that looked like it had been there since before we were born. And at the front, the teacher’s desk was large, imposing, and currently occupied by a cat.

      Ravenclaws on one side. Slytherins on the other. And me, a Ravenclaw, sitting next to my Slytherin-bound sister because no one had told me to move yet. So it is a normal thing to do.

      I scanned the room while Rose claimed us a desk near the middle. Good positioning, close enough to see the board, far enough not to be in McGonagall’s immediate blast radius.

      Speaking of McGonagall, a memory from a past life keeps scratching at the back of my brain as I look at my desk once again.

      The tabby cat on the table. Spectacle markings around the eyes. Sitting perfectly still on the teacher’s desk like it owned the place, which, to be fair, it did. Not a twitch. Not a tail flick. Just… stillness.

      She gave a very different vibe than Sirius did in his Animagus form.

      Oh, right. That scene in the very first movie, the first movie. Ron and Harry, the canonical version of me, running late to their very first Transfiguration class and walking in on a cat that definitely wasn’t just a cat. Classic moment. Iconic, even.

      I wondered if that still happened here. Butterfly effect and all. If Gryffindor had Transfiguration first period with Hufflepuff, maybe Ron was out there somewhere, sprinting through the corridors and cursing his luck. Maybe he’d already embarrassed himself in front of McGonagall without me there to share the blame.

      Weird thought. Also if that did happen, why was Susan with us? Because History class was only empty for Ravenclaw and Slytherin if I’m right.

      Did Susan bunk her first class? A Hufflepuff, bunking? That seemed unlikely. I made a mental note to ask her later.

      The chatter around the room was… strange.

      I turned back in and watched a Slytherin boy with slicked-back hair leaned across the aisle toward a Ravenclaw girl, smiling wide and polished, asking about her summer in a tone that sounded friendly but somehow made my instincts prickle.

      Smooth. But not too smooth. It was like he was practicing something. The girl, Mandy Brocklehurst, I remembered from Sorting, was answering in short, clipped sentences, her quill gripped like a tiny spear.

      Next to him, another Slytherin was doing the same to Terry and Justin. Terry looked like he was being interviewed for a job he didn’t apply for. His shoulders were creeping up toward his ears, and he kept glancing toward the front of the room like he was hoping McGonagall would start class early and rescue him. While Justin seemed to have handled it. Experience with rich kids probably. He was nodding along, face pleasant and blank in that particular way that said I know exactly what you’re doing and I’m not giving you anything.

      The Ravenclaws closest to them were stiff. Not hostile, exactly, but guarded. Like rabbits who’d spotted something in the tall grass and hadn’t decided whether to run yet.

      She followed my gaze. The Slytherin boy had moved on to another target, a Ravenclaw boy who looked startled to be addressed at all. The slick smile never wavered. Then she sighed through her nose.

      “Whatever misconceptions you have about Slytherin, forget about it.” She kept her voice low, barely above a whisper. Her eyes were still tracking the room, cataloguing, the way she did when she was working something out. “House of Snakes isn’t the ‘might makes right’ bully den you predicted before we came to Hogwarts. They’re not stomping around throwing hexes at Muggle-borns like you accused earlier. That’s why I was so embarrassed.”

      “Okay…?” I do remember telling her some of the details from my foreknowledge as ‘guess’.

      “Instead,” she continued, her eyes tracking the same Slytherin boy as he smoothly pivoted from the Ravenclaw girl to Molag, another Raven. The transition was seamless, no awkward pause, no moment of readjustment. Just one conversation ending and another beginning like they were all part of the same performance.

      “Most of them are lying, slimy, and shady. Businessmen and politicians in the making. Every single conversation is a transaction.” She glanced at me, expression flat. “Only a few of us first-year students are normal. And I don’t know for how long.”

      I leaned back, processing. The wood of the chair pressed against my spine.

      Huh.

      That did make sense. Because here’s the thing: Snape wasn’t Head of Slytherin in this timeline. He’d never been. And while I had my doubts that Slytherin’s reputation in canon was entirely his fault, you don’t get that many dark wizards from one house just because the Head teacher was a git, there was still truth to the idea that a team reflects its leader. Culture came from the top. Always had, always would.

      A house led by Severus Snape, bitter ex-Death Eater who played favourites so openly it was practically a sport, would naturally breed a certain kind of student. Aggressive. Territorial. The sort of people who thought “my father will hear about this” was a valid legal argument. When the authority figure in your life consistently demonstrated that cruelty was acceptable as long as it was aimed at the right targets, you learned to either join in or keep your head down.

      I mean a teacher who didn’t punish your bad behaviour is the same as encouraging it so you can understand how it escalated pretty quickly. The whole What goes on in Slytherin stays in Slytherin and to the outside world we are united front does put that hostility in mind if young teenagers from start. Us versus them, reinforced every day by a Head of House who probably gave points for creative insults aimed at Gryffindors. So the reason Slytherin was as it was in canon was undeniably Snape’s fault.

      But Slughorn was a different creature entirely.

      Unless old Horace was secretly running some Diddy-style operation or had a private island full of people like certain American billionaires, and I really, really hoped not, his canon portrayal was clear: Horace Slughorn was a master of soft power. He didn’t want to rule the world. He wanted to be the guy who knew the guy who ruled the world. And maybe get invited to the parties. The nice ones, with the good canapés and the expensive firewhisky.

      His currency wasn’t fear. It was a favor.

      I let my mind wander through the mental profile I’d built from fragmented memories and fanon reconstruction. Slughorn was motivated by two things: creature comforts, fine wine, expensive sweets, armchairs you could sink into, and what he’d probably call “reflected glory.”

      He didn’t care about blood purity. Not really. Oh, he’d say the right things in the right company, make the appropriate sympathetic noises when someone complained about the Ministry’s latest pro-Muggle-born legislation, but when push came to shove, Slughorn cared about potential. Were you talented? Famous? Did you have powerful relatives or some unique skill he could name-drop at his next dinner party? Then congratulations, you’ve earned an invite to the Slug Club.

      If you were Ron Weasley (canon), someone he saw as having “no prospects”, he genuinely wouldn’t bother remembering your name. Not out of malice. Just… indifference. You weren’t rich. You weren’t useful. You weren’t connected. You weren’t worth the mental real estate.

      Sorry, Ron, I thought, a genuine twinge of guilt flickering through me. You’re catching strays even in my internal monologue.

      The thing about Slughorn was this: he wasn’t a mentor or teacher out of the goodness of his heart if he did take you up as an apprentice. His heart was fine, probably, if a little overworked from all the crystallized pineapple. But he was a mentor because he expected a return on investment. He’d help you, guide you, connect you with the right people, and then one day, once you were successful, you’d send him a box of oak-matured mead or tickets to the Quidditch World Cup, and he’d sit back in his armchair and tell whoever would listen, “Ah yes, I taught them everything they know.” And he’d believe it, too. That was the thing. He’d genuinely believe he’d been instrumental.

      And the weird part? He’d actually be helpful. Genuinely helpful. If a student showed real aptitude, a genius and probably didn’t let him see signs of an upcoming dark lord, Slughorn would open doors. Introduce you to the right people. Point you toward opportunities. Not because he was a saint but because he wanted to be able to say he’d discovered the next great Archmage, Quidditch genius, potion master and many more roles. His collection needed new acquisitions, and talented students were the rarest trophies of all.

      The perfect morally gray character. Fanon loved to slap that label on Daphne Greengrass and her family, the “neutral” purebloods, the politicians who played both sides but Slughorn was the real deal in my opinion.

      And here he was. Still at Hogwarts. Still teaching. Not hiding in some muggle house, transfigured into an armchair to avoid being recruited by either side of a war.

      I didn’t know why he’d stayed. In canon, he’d fled when things got hot. The second Voldemort started gathering real power, Horace had packed his bags and vanished into the muggle world like a portly ghost. Maybe things weren’t hot yet. Maybe the timeline was different. Or maybe, and this was the thought I kept circling back to, my read on his character wasn’t too far off, and he’d decided that being positioned at Hogwarts was the best seat in the house for someone who collected rising stars.

      The next generation of powerful witches and wizards all passed through these halls. Why flee when you could cultivate?

      From what I understand from canon was he was still a “good” man in the sense that he wasn’t a Death Eater. He actually found them vulgar and embarrassing, all that crude violence, no finesse. But he was also deeply cowardly. When the pressure came, his first instinct wasn’t to fight or to fix his mistakes; it was to hide them. Bury them. The Horcrux secret sat on his conscience for decades, and he never once tried to undo the damage. Just… pretended it wasn’t there. A stain covered by a rug. Out of sight, out of mind, and if the house burned down because of it, well, he’d be somewhere else by then.

      Hypotheticals. I was running on hypotheticals and half-remembered canon. I’d need to meet the man for a direct opinion. See how he operated in this version of the world. Observe him in his natural habitat. Potions class was Wednesday, double Potions on Friday too, the schedule had said, so I’d have plenty of opportunities to study the specimen up close.

      A sudden movement on the desk yanked me out of my thoughts.

      The cat leapt.

      And in the space between one blink and the next, it wasn’t a cat anymore. The transformation was so fast my brain struggled to track it. Fur becoming fabric, paws elongating into hands, the tabby stripes bleeding into black robes. Professor McGonagall stood before us, tall and severe, her robes settling around her like they’d been waiting for this exact moment.

      This entrance practically said; I have been doing this since before your parents were born and still got it. It’s some WWE level entrance.

      Half the class gasped. A Slytherin boy actually flinched backward, his elbow knocking into his desk with a hollow thunk. A Muggle-born boy made a noise that was somewhere between shock and delight, a half-strangled “Did you SEE that” directed at no one in particular. The Ravenclaw girl in front of me had her hand pressed to her chest like she was checking her heart was still there.

      I just watched, a grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. I want that.

      Now that I wasn’t running on fumes and adrenaline like last night, I could actually take in her appearance properly. McGonagall was sharp in every sense of the word, sharp eyes behind square spectacles, sharp cheekbones, sharp posture that suggested she’d never slouched a day in her life. Her black hair was pulled back tight, silver streaking through it like she’d earned every single one.

      No nonsense Scottish lady who looked ready to kick some arse.

      She surveyed the room with the calm authority of someone who had taught for decades, her eyes moved — slow, deliberate, catching every fidget and whisper, suggesting she’d already memorised which students were paying attention and which ones were already planning their career as cauldron-bottom scrapers.

      “Welcome to Hogwarts, school of witchcraft and wizardry,” she said. Her voice carried without effort, crisp and Scottish-accented, every consonant landing with surgical precision. No wasted syllables. No warm fuzzies. Just facts, delivered with the expectation that you’d keep up. “I am Professor McGonagall. Before we begin, I wish to address those of you who come from non-magical families.”

      “Hogwarts will seem wondrous. And it is. But do not mistake wonder for safety. The magical world contains dangers that your previous education has not prepared you for. Transfiguration, in particular, is some of the most complex and hazardous magic you will learn in this castle.” Her expression didn’t soften, but her tone did, the barest dip from lecture to something almost like concern. “I expect all of you to treat these lessons with the respect they deserve. One misstep in my classroom and you will be out the door faster than you can say ‘Gamp’s Law.’”

      She let that sit for a moment. The silence was thick. Someone behind me swallowed audibly.

      Then she raised her wand.

      “Transfiguration is the art of changing the form and nature of an object. It is precise. It is exacting. It is not like Charms, where you ask an object to behave differently — in Transfiguration, you fundamentally alter what something is.”

      With a flick, she directed her wand at the teapot on her desk. The motion was smooth, no flourish, no wasted movement. Just the wand tip cutting through air with the confidence of someone who’d done this ten thousand times.

      A shimmer. A twist of light that bent in ways light shouldn’t bend. And suddenly there was a piglet standing where the teapot had been, pink and squeaking and entirely too pleased with itself. It took a few wobbling steps on the desk, its tiny hooves clicking against the wood, and then sat down with a grunt that seemed to say well, that was fuckin unexpected in Scottish accent too.

      The class reacted exactly as you’d expect. Gasps. Excited whispers. Someone behind me breathed “brilliant” in the reverent tone usually reserved for religious experiences.

      And I agreed with them. Witnessing with eyes was something else.

      Rose was wearing the same expression I probably was. That hunger. That finally. Her fingers were curled around her wand like she was holding herself back from trying it right then and there, consequences be damned.

      Too bad we didn’t know the spell to do that or how it worked at a fundamental level. Can we eat that, or will it revert to a teapot in our stomach?

      “Today,” McGonagall said, vanishing the piglet with a wave and replacing it with a box of matchsticks, “we begin small. You will each receive a matchstick. Your task is to transform it into a needle.”

      Matchsticks floated through the air, drifting to each desk with the lazy precision of falling leaves. One landed in front of every student. Mine sat innocently on the desk, small and wooden and decidedly un-needle-like. The red tip was slightly off-centre. A minor imperfection, or maybe that was part of the test, working with materials that weren’t ideal.

      “The incantation is Mutatio Acus,” McGonagall continued. Her wand traced the movement in the air, a tap, then a twist, the motion leaving a faint silver trail that hung for a second before fading. “The wand movement is a precise tap-and-twist, like so. You will find that focus is paramount. Visualize the needle. Its weight. It shines. Its point. A sloppy mind will produce sloppy results.”

      Rose caught my eye from beside me.

      No words needed.

      We turned to our matchsticks together.

      “Mutatio Acus.”

      Two voices. Two wands. One synchronized movement. The tap-and-twist came as naturally as breathing like our bodies had been waiting for the words to catch up.

      My matchstick shimmered. The wood rippled, colour bleeding from brown to silver like water washing away mud, the round edges sharpening, the shape elongating and thinning and finding a point. The warmth of the magic travelled up my wand arm.

      When the magic settled, two perfect needles sat on the desk before us.

      I picked mine up. It was cool to the touch. Solid. The eye at the top was perfectly formed, and the point was sharp enough that I didn’t test it with my thumb. A real needle. Fully metal. Fully functional. We’d done that.

      The chatter around us died.

      +5GC for casting a near perfect spell in your first class.

      +3GC for impressing First year students.

      Well, “she said, after a pause that felt longer than it probably was. Three seconds, maybe four. Long enough for me to hear my own heartbeat.” That is not something I see every year.”

      She walked over, her shoes clicking against the stone floor with the measured pace of someone who didn’t rush for anything. When she reached our desk, she picked up my needle first, held it to the light, turned it over in her fingers with the practiced eyes. Then Rose’s. Same examination. Same meticulous attention.

      +4GC for impressing Professor McGonagall.

      “Clean transformations, Full transubstantiation. No residual wood. No warping.” She set them back down, and when she looked at us, I could have sworn the corner of her mouth twitched, a suppressed smile with a proud look in her eyes. “Ten points to Ravenclaw. And ten points to Slytherin. For Miss and Mister Potter’s efforts.”

      Rose looked like she was trying very hard not to grin. Her lips were pressed together, her eyes bright. I didn’t bother trying. The grin spread across my face without permission as we shared a high five.

      “Since you two seem to have grasped the basics,” McGonagall continued, her voice returning to its usual briskness, the Scottish burr sharpening on the consonants, “I expect you to assist your classmates. Quietly. Without disrupting the lesson. Not everyone will find this as intuitive as you have.”

      The last sentence was directed at the room as much as at us. Likely a reminder that we were the exception, not the rule, and that no one should feel discouraged. Or maybe it was a warning. Don’t get cocky. Whatever natural aptitude you had, it meant nothing without discipline.

      At least that’s how I’m seeing it.

      She swept back toward the front of the room, already correcting a Slytherin boy whose matchstick had sprouted fur. His face was a study in frustration, his wand jabbing at the fuzzy wooden thing like it had personally insulted his bloodline. “Stop poking it, Mr. Harper. Transfiguration requires precision, not violence.”

      I turned to Rose. She turned to me. The matching grins finally broke free.

      “Not bad,” I said, keeping my voice low enough that only she could hear.

      “Not bad yourself.”

      After the initial buzz of our successful needle transformations died down, McGonagall set us loose on our classmates like overqualified teaching assistants.

      Rose drifted toward a cluster of struggling Ravenclaws, her voice dropping into that patient, methodical tone she used when explaining things, while I found myself claimed by a group of Slytherins I hadn’t invited.

      “This way, Potter,” Blaise Zabini said, his tone smooth enough to spread on toast. He gestured to the bench where he sat with Draco Malfoy, Theodore Nott, and a couple of others whose names I hadn’t caught yet. Dark-skinned boy with sardonic eyes on the end there, a girl whose expression suggested she’d been trained whole life to always be gloomy and never smile. The whole tableau had the energy of a hiring committee that had already decided not to employ you. “Since you’re apparently a prodigy now, you can help us poor snakes.”

      It was very clearly not about the matchsticks.

      The way Blaise said “prodigy” made it sound like bullshit. His smile was all show, teeth and charm and absolutely nothing behind the eyes. I’d seen warmer expressions on mannequins.

      I sat down anyway, resting my elbows on the desk in a way McGonagall would definitely frown at if she were looking. The wood was cool through my robes. “Alright. Show me what you’ve got so far.”

      Blaise’s matchstick had gone vaguely metallic, which was probably decent for a first lesson. Draco’s had sprouted what looked like thorns, sharp and woody and slightly longer than the matchstick itself, suggesting he’d been thinking more about weapons than sewing implements. Theodore’s was smoking gently. A thin grey curl rose from the tip like a tiny distress signal.

      “Not bad, not bad.” I picked up Draco’s thorny disaster, examined it, turned it over to check if the transformation was at least symmetrical (it wasn’t), and set it back down. The thorns caught the light, small and wickedly sharp. “You’re pushing too much intent and not enough precision. Think about the needle’s shape, not just change, is this your first time? Come on, you can do better than lose your magical v card here with this.” I said, waving around a small stick.

      Students snickered around before shushing away as the professor glared at the noisy ones. The shushing was half-hearted.

      Draco’s jaw tightened. The muscles at the corner of his temples bunched. He was off his game today. Sour about something, probably Rose or me showing him up, probably the general state of the universe not revolving around him.

      “So,” Blaise said, entirely abandoning his matchstick. It clattered to the desk with a sound of finality. He wasn’t even pretending anymore. “You’re the Girl Who Lived’s brother.”

      “Astute observation. Ravenclaw’s clearly rubbing off on you.” I leaned back in my chair, balancing on the rear legs in a way that could earn me detention if I’m not careful.

      “What was it like growing up with her? Must have been… interesting.”

      Here we go. This was reconnaissance. Information gathering. And Blaise was good at it, I’d give him that. Most fourteen-year-olds couldn’t interview you without sounding like they were interviewing you.

      “I was raised in the muggle world,” I said, casually, like I was discussing the weather. “Didn’t know magic existed until Hogwarts letters. I spent decades thinking I’d just have to get a normal job and pay taxes like everyone else, I even met my twin a month ago.”

      Silence.

      And I answered.

      Not because I had to. Not because they were intimidating. Theodore Nott had the physical presence of an intense librarian, a racist one sure but still scrawny, and Blaise’s smoothness was the kind of thing that only worked on people who cared about social standing. I didn’t.

      And because I knew that my answers were going to ruin their expectations and confuse the hell outta them, I wanted to watch it happen in real time.

      Blaise’s composure cracked first, his eyes widened, somehow detecting I was being truthful, which surprised him. Theodore actually stopped writing whatever notes he’d been pretending to take. Draco’s expression went blank with disbelief, not angry-blank, not sneering-blank, but genuinely processing-blank, like a blue screen PC.

      You’re lying, “Draco said.

      “Nope.”

      “Then how — last night, at the lake —” Blaise’s voice had lost some of its polish. The smoothness had rubbed off at the edges, revealing something sharper underneath. Frustration, maybe. Or the beginning of a headache. “You cast wandless fireballs. We saw you. That’s not beginner magic. That’s not even accidental magic.”

      Ah. Right. That.

      In their heads, the math wasn’t mathing. They’d come in with a clean equation: famous sister + magical upbringing + secret family training = prodigy twins. But I’d just introduced an unlikely idea they couldn’t confirm. The Girl Who Lived’s brother, supposedly a first-year, supposedly muggle-raised, had just performed magic that should have taken years to master. The numbers didn’t add up. The equation was spitting out errors.

      Unless, of course, the Girl Who Lived had taught him.

      Because Rose was the reason for everything. At least, that’s what this version of wizarding world seems to think.

      I could clear up confusion, show off my magic and ability, and prove myself, but why should I?

      The funny thing was, I didn’t feel the need to brag. I wasn’t standing on the table declaring my greatness. The impulse simply wasn’t there.

      Let them come to their own conclusions, in my opinion. Watching them struggle was entertainment enough. But I also wasn’t backing down, or stammering, or acting like their confusion was my problem. I answered their questions with calm confidence, not chasing validation from these clowns of all people.

      It was, apparently, unbearable.

      But they were not done. Their faces had gone from blank to something else, a sort of scanning, eyes jumping from my face to my robes to my hands, looking for the thing they could use. The angle. The crack in the armor. The typical higher society tactics: find the weakness, apply pressure, watch them fold.

      “Where did you get those?” Draco asked abruptly, pointing. His eyes landed on my hips. I glanced down. Right holster, left holster. Two wands. The wands themselves were visible, right one pale and familiar, left one darker and slightly longer.

      “Right one’s genuine Ollivander,” I said, tapping the holster. “Wood is from the Fig Tree of Jerusalem. One from the Bible. As for the core… hold on, did I forget to ask Ollivander?” I genuinely only just realized this.

      The thought hit me like a wet fish to the face. I’d walked out of Ollivander’s shop because I was in a hurry and worried that he would give me some Dark Lord narrative wands or equally wacky ones, so I didn’t even ask about my current wand as soon as I found it acceptable.

      Please, don’t let the core of this wand be the left ball of Satan or equally stupid.

      “And the left?” Blaise prompted, his eyes still fixed on the darker wand.

      “Souvenir.”

      Technically true. The word landed with a weight that was entirely disproportionate to its syllable count. I’d taken it off One-Eyed Buster after our fight at the Morgana Coliseum.

      Draco’s eyes narrowed. The grey of his irises seemed to sharpen, focusing on me with an intensity that was almost impressive. He knew I was leaving something out. He could smell it, the way sharks smelled blood in the water. He just couldn’t prove it. It was the same expression that Sergeant James Doakes used to give to Dexter in that show.

      Shame that the show doesn’t exist in this world.

      And that was the thing about Draco Malfoy, he was used to being the one with the upper hand. Name, money, pureblood status, a father who could make problems disappear with a single letter to the right person. These were the currencies he’d been raised to trade in, and they’d probably never failed him before.

      He’d walked into Hogwarts expecting to be top of the food chain, the purest blood, the oldest name, the biggest fortune and instead he was watching some muggle-raised twin of the Girl Who Lived effortlessly show him up in front of his whole house, people he wanted under his thumb. The universe had broken a contract. Someone had rewritten the rules without sending him the memo.

      I should have let it go.

      [Ragebaiting — Success: 87%]

      The thought flickered through my mind, unbidden. My Perk. Ragebaiting. It lit up every time I got under someone’s skin, feeding me dopamine like a rat in a lab experiment every time I made someone lose their cool.

      I mean it doesn’t give a percentage like a system but it’s better to actualize my thoughts into a number while dealing with conceptual things that I can’t explain exactly with words. The percentages were my own translation, a way of quantifying something slippery and internal, turning the vague sensation of “yeah, he’s pissed” into something I could read. Eighty-seven percent success. Draco was very annoyed. Not furious yet. But close.

      It wanted me to push.

      Volition: Don’t. Don’t do it. We were doing so well, not a single bit of trouble in sight but I know what you are thinking, and the answer is no.

      Volition, Where have you been, my steady companion of sanity and boring life? I hadn’t heard from you since the Sorting Ceremony.

      Volition: You’re already in trouble with the Slytherin table. McGonagall is right there. Do not ruin your day because Malfoy annoyed you.

      Volition was right. Volition was always right. That was its job. That was its entire purpose, to be the sensible one, the one who reminded me of the consequences for actions I was about to commit, the one who kept the Ragebaiting Perk from turning me into a complete social disaster.

      But Draco chose that exact moment to sneer and say, “You know what I think, Potter? I think you’re a braggart, charlatan, and glory hound, riding on your sister’s coattails. The Girl Who Lived learned magic from proper tutors, and you just copied her notes like a good little follower. Without her, you’d be nothing.”

      Ragebaiting: Success, double critical.

      Draco’s voice carried loudly. He’d pitched it so the bench behind us could hear, so the Ravenclaws across the aisle could hear, so Rose could hear if she was listening. Public humiliation was the Malfoy specialty. Destroy their reputation before they could build one.

      I don’t think ragebaiting was supposed to make me angry too but fuck it. The warmth at the back of my mind had turned sharp, spiky, a crackle of static that wasn’t complete rage but was definitely climbing up.

      I laughed. Genuinely laughed, the sound bouncing off the stone walls and drawing a few curious glances from the desks around us.

      Professor McGonagall shushed from another corner. She didn’t hear what Malfoy said, but she did hear me laughing so openly.

      I slightly lowered my volume.

      “That’s a weak excuse, Malfoy. You’re just spouting nonsense because things aren’t going your way, I can see it. Instead of questioning my credibility, why not look at yourself? I bet you’ve never cast magic before in your life, like a squib.”

      The S-word landed like a slap. I watched it hit the micro-flinch, Draco’s nostrils flared. Squib was probably the worst thing you could call a pureblood. Worse than mudblood because at least mudblood implied you had magic, even if they thought you shouldn’t. Squib meant you had nothing. Squib meant you were a dud in a family of fireworks.

      “Shut your mouth Pottah!” Draco hissed. His accent slipped on my name, the polished Malfoy veneer cracking to reveal the sharp, defensive boy underneath. Spittle flew from his lips, and he didn’t seem to notice or care. “I know plenty of spells. All taught to me from best tutor available in the country. Who do you take me for?! I’m Malfoy. The most Ancient and Noble house of Sacred Twenty-Eight.”

      The Sacred Twenty-Eight. He said it like it was a shield. Like the mere mention of that pureblood directory would remind me of my place and send me scurrying back to whatever mudhole he imagined I’d crawled out of.

      “Sure, sure. Very impressive.” I waved my hand unimpressed. The gesture was lazy, dismissive, the physical equivalent of a shrug. “Just by your defensive answer and compensating with family name instead of talent. I bet a Muggle child knows a better spell than you.” I smiled, committing to the ragebaiting. The Perk was howling at the back of my mind like a wolf that had spotted a limping deer. I leaned into it. Let it carry me.

      The silence that followed was deafening.

      Blaise blinked: a slow, deliberate blink, like his brain was rebooting. Theodore’s quill actually snapped. The sound was sharp and final, a dry crack that seemed to echo. A splatter of ink landed on his notes, spreading like a bruise.

      “That’s insane,” he said. His voice had gone hoarse at the edges. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Is it?” I tilted my head. Let the question hang there. Let him see the challenge.

      “Prove it.”

      Two words. Simple. Direct. The gauntlet thrown.

      Volition: He’s baiting you back.

      The voice was desperate now, a phantom hand grabbing at my sleeve.

      “Alright,” I said, cutting off the voice of reason with the mental equivalent of shoving it into a closet and wedging a chair under the doorknob. “Demonstration it is.”

      I pointed at him with my finger. Slowly. Like I was about to cast something world-ending.

      I closed my eyes for half a second, just long enough to think: Oh, Loki, God of Mischief, this moment and its consequences I fully accept in your name.

      After the prayer was done my eyes snapped open.

      “Abracadabra!”

      The reaction was instantaneous.

      Every pureblood in earshot, and several who weren’t, lost their minds. It was like I’d shouted the first two syllables of the Killing Curse in a room full of war orphans, like I’d invoked something so taboo that the response bypassed their brains entirely and went straight to their spinal cords.

      Theodore Nott threw himself sideways off the bench. His body hit the back of his chair with a wet smack of robes and limbs, and he kept scrambling backward on his elbows, his carefully composed face transforming into a mask of raw terror. Blaise Zabini, composed, unflappable Blaise, scrambled backward so fast he knocked over his inkwell. The ink spread across the desk in a black wave, dripping onto the floor, and he didn’t even glance at it.

      Chairs scraped against stone with a shriek. Someone screamed, a girl’s voice, high and sharp. The word triggered something primal in the magical-raised students, some deep generational PTSD that bypassed logic completely and went straight to oh God, not again. Abracadabra. Avada Kedavra.

      The Muggle-borns just stared, baffled. “What?” I heard Terry whisper from two rows over. “It’s just a stage magic word —” Michael was looking around like he’d missed a memo. Mandy Brocklehurst had her hand over her mouth, but she looked more confused than scared.

      But no one was listening to them, because Draco Malfoy had just been engulfed in a cloud of coloured smoke.

      When it cleared, Draco was still standing. Chest heaving. Eyes wide. Physically unharmed. But his face….

      His face was plastered in full clown makeup. White base, so thick and perfect it looked like porcelain. Red nose, round and shiny, catching the light from the windows. Exaggerated smile painted ear to ear, bright red lips curling up toward his cheekbones in a grin he definitely wasn’t feeling. Bright blue triangles over his eyes, perfectly symmetrical, like a professional circus performer had spent an hour getting it just right. It looked like it had always been there. Like he’d been born a circus performer and we’d somehow never noticed until this exact moment.

      Draco didn’t see it.

      He was too busy fainting.

      The Slytherin boy toppled sideways off his bench, and there was something almost graceful about it, the slow tilt of a tree that had finally decided to fall, and hit the floor with a thud that would definitely bruise his dignity if nothing else. His robes pooled around him. His wand rolled under the desk. For a moment he just lay there, a clown-faced heap on the cold stone floor.

      Pandemonium.

      “POTTER!”

      McGonagall’s voice cut through the noise like a blade through silk. Clean. Sharp. Absolute. I turned. She was already in motion, fury etched into every line of her face, her spectacles practically glinting with righteous wrath. Her robes billowed behind her as she crossed the room, and her wand was already extended. The tip was aimed directly at my chest.

      “Expelliarmus!”

      Both my wands ripped from my holsters, with a force that made my hips sting. They soared through the air in twin arcs, spinning end over end, and landed in her waiting grip with two precise smacks. She caught them with practiced ease. The woman’s reflexes were terrifying.

      All the goodwill I’d accumulated, the pride she had felt for me burned to cinders as I looked in her eyes.

      “To the Headmaster’s office,” she said, her voice tight with fury as she sighed after examining Draco just for a second. “Now!”

      I looked at Draco, unconscious on the floor in clown makeup. The red nose was still gleaming. The painted smile was starting to smudge at one corner where his cheek had hit the stone. Theodore Nott was still on the floor, breathing hard, his notes scattered around him like confetti. Blaise was staring at Draco’s painted face with a profound, almost philosophical expression, like he had experienced a life-and-death situation once again.

      I looked at the Slytherins, still scrambling to regain their composure. I looked at Rose, who had her face in her hands and was muttering what looked like why are you like this into her palms.

      Then I looked at Professor McGonagall, who was clearly not in the mood for any of my usual responses. Her grip on my wands was white-knuckled. Her lips had disappeared into a line so thin it was barely there. The air around her practically crackled with disappointed Scottish fury.

      I gave her a small nod. The smallest nod I could manage without looking like being disrespectful or resisting.

      “Alright.”

      And as I walked toward the door, past the staring students — the Ravenclaws with their mouths open, the Slytherins with their expressions caught somewhere between horror and bafflement and the still-smoking matchsticks that had been completely forgotten in the chaos, I waved dramatically at my classmates in my full glory before following the professor outside.

      Draco was floating beside me too, courtesy of Professor McGonagall.

      Maybe keeping Ragebaiting active while treating Volition like background music wasn’t a great idea after all.

      Well. I was always planning to visit Dumbledore’s office. In fact, the first phase of the plan was in the process.

      So… success?

      + 10 For accumulating this much chaos in your first day of the school and being sent to the Principal’s office.

    
    

    
      Total Gambling Coin = 34

      Perks So far.

      Active Slots: 5/5 (Can be unlocked after special thresholds are crossed)

      1: Ragebaiter (Active)

      Origin: Agatha All Along

      You possess an exceptional talent for pushing people’s emotional buttons and provoking intense anger. Whether through carefully chosen words or calculated actions, you excel at getting under others’ skin, often sparking heated reactions or even outright violence. Your ability to incite fury is virtually unmatched, but beware—provoked individuals rarely hesitate to act on their rage. Ensure you’re prepared to handle the consequences, as the wrath of your targets can be swift and utterly unforgiving.

      2: Holy Water (Item)

      Origin: Good Omens

      The very last thing a demon should have, since it tends to melt demon-kind rather effectively. You now possess a bottomless thermos of genuine holy water. Do try to be careful with it. It looks rather ordinary, simple black metal except for the white Cross of Christ etched near the cap.

      You have the ability to summon the thermos of holy water and have an inventory-like system that can only store this one thermos and nothing else.

      3: Immune (Active)

      [Epic Ability]

      Complete immunity to all negative status effects. While active, the user cannot be poisoned, cursed, diseased, or subjected to any form of debuffing magic or mundane affliction.

      4: Volition (Passive)

      Elite Trait

      Origin: Disco Elysium

      You are unnaturally connected to your own inner morale. The voice that pushes you to move forward, your determination, and your will to keep going. Honing this sense can allow you not to lose your will even against extreme adversity and pull off feats of tremendous willpower with ease. But losing control over your volition can also lead to overconfidence.

      5: The Beastmaster (Passive)

      Origin: Harry Potter Movie Series

      You have a way with nature so great that you can form deep and lasting friendships with animals both magical and mundane. Through this you can pacify violent animals, making them more friendly to you, even those that might normally see humans as nothing more than a snack.

      6: Half Hot, Half Cold (Active)

      Epic Ability

      Origin: My Hero Academia

      Allows the user to create and emit both ice and fire from either side of their body, also granting elemental resistance. With training, the two aspects may be combined into Frostflare.

      7: [Sword Birth] (Item)

      |Epic Item|

      DxD — A Sacred Gear created by God. It allows the user to conjure constructs of demonic swords with varying properties depending on the user’s capabilities and skill. Swords that absorb flame or ones that are exceptionally sharp are just a few of the many examples. The user cannot create a sword that does something they themselves cannot do.

      8: [Explosion!] (Active)

      [Elite Ability]

      Konosuba: Allows one to bring down an extremely powerful explosion from the heavens like the wrath of a god or a thermonuclear warhead. The longer one charges the explosion and the more energy they expend, the more power the explosion becomes.

      9: Mental Image Blocking |Common Skill| (Passive)

      Batman — You have learned a technique to block out mind readers and telepaths by masking your real thoughts with conjured mental images, taught to you by the ever-elusive Tibetan Monks.

      10: Bio Armor [Elite Ability| (Active)

      Allows you to manifest and don a bio armour that can freely shapeshift and autonomously adapt to your body, creating blades, spikes, shields, etc.

      11: You Rolled: [Old Blood] (Passive)

      |Legendary Trait|

      Bloodborne — You have the blood of the Great Ones running through your veins. You have greater vitality and energy thanks to the Old Blood, which also grants you resistance against Esoteric effects. The concentration of mystery in your blood increases your energy reserves and makes it easier for you to learn, understand and train Magic and Esoteric Arts. Finally, your blood has healing properties that scale with your vitality, but those who ingest too much may be affected by your corruptive presence. If you want, you can exert greater influence over those who consume your blood. (You are not an actual Great One)

      Beta by: @LukeSkywalker

      Beta by: @Old man of the mountain
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    Chapter 19

    
       

      Hello everyone! Just turned 24, still kicking around with no idea what I’m doing — or was supposed to be doing — but here I am. Today’s a birthday special: no Patreon time lock today.

    
    

    
      The stone floor rushed beneath his boots, cold and slick with moisture. Albus was sprinting. His knees didn’t creak, his lungs didn’t burn, and he felt none of the dry, grinding weariness in his hips that more than a century of normal living had carved into his bones. The ease of it was terrifying. He didn’t pause to ask why he felt like an eighteen-year-old again, running through the green hills of Wales.

      He passed a massive woven wall hanging. The embroidered figures of ancient, forgotten kings blurred into flat, meaningless gray threads the moment his eyes tried to focus on them, sliding away like oil on water. A heavy, leather-bound tome soared past his ear, its thick pages flapping with the dry rattle of a dying bird, but the gold lettering on the spine remained a shifting, illegible smudge. Albus kept running. He had no time to look for names.

      Screams echoed off the stone blocks. High, sharp, frantic. The air had gone heavy, thick with the sharp tang of spent ozone and scorched wool. He rounded the final corner leading to the Great Hall just as the heavy oak doors splintered inward. A shape burst through the storm of splinters, thrown with sickening velocity. Albus caught her. The impact rattled his ribs, a hard, physical jolt, but he held fast, lowering her to the cold floor.

      “No! Minerva!”

      Her eyes were already glassing over, turning to pale, unfocused marble. The sharp, stern lines of her face slackened into something horribly fragile, a fragile mask of gray skin. Dark blood was already soaking into the tartan of her robes, turning the green and red wool to black. She had been with him since they were both young, the one constant anchor in a Great Hall that grew emptier with every passing decade. He could remember the day she first sat on the stool in front of him, a nervous girl in oversized robes in his transfiguration class, and the day she surpassed his own Transfiguration records only a few decades later.

      Now she was just dead weight in his arms. Another name for the ledger of people he had failed to shield. He squeezed her cold hand once, swallowed the iron taste of grief rising in his throat, and stood up. There was no time for a wake.

      He stepped into the Great Hall. It was a slaughterhouse. Dozens of students lay scattered across the stone floor, wedged between overturned benches and shattered silver chalices. Albus moved past the bodies, his eyes freezing on the horrific markings etched into their pale, still faces. Dark, weeping bruises that looked like lightning but burned with the unmistakable, jagged rot of an internal eruption.

      An Obscurus.

      His chest tightened until breathing became a physical effort. In his school. Under his direct watch. Had his vigilance rotted away so completely?

      Above the carnage, the thing writhed. It was an invisible, violent wind made visible only by the churning storm of black, ash-like smoke and ragged soot that dragged behind it. It tore through the enchanted ceiling, ripping away the artificial stars. Students were still running, screaming, dodging around the tables, but strangely, none of them ran toward him. None of them looked at his face.

      Even when he threw up wide-spectrum shielding charms to redirect the panic, they slid past his magic like ghosts, their faces completely blank, features blurred into smooth, featureless clay. The panic was no doubt clouding his vision and mind. But there was a deeper, greasy wrongness to it, a feeling that the stage had been set specifically for him to watch, while the audience remained blind.

      “Calm down!” Albus roared.

      He did not waste his breath on the faceless children. He directed his voice straight into the heart of the storm, where red and black tendrils whipped through the air like severed veins.

      For a fraction of a second, a face coalesced in the smoke, sharp, glowing green eyes, furious, but it dissolved before he could pin down the features. Why did those eyes feel like a weight on his chest?

      “I know you feel angry and hurt, but you need to trust me. Calm down and let us talk.”

      He kept his tone level, projecting the calm of a grandfather while his fingers worked with frantic precision behind his back. His wand twirled. Transfiguration. Broken splinters of the Gryffindor table shifted into massive, silent wolves; heavy iron sconces turned into great hounds.

      They dived through the smoke, their jaws clamping onto the robes of the remaining, featureless students, dragging the living out through the shattered side doors. Priority went to the breathing students.

      The Obscurus screeched a sound like tearing metal and dove straight for him. Albus whipped his hand out. He was not holding the Elder Wand. The familiar, bumpy elder wood was gone, replaced by the smooth, polished ash of his original wand. He did not question the swap. He simply drove his feet into the stone and threw his magic forward.

      “Protego!”

      The silver barrier erupted from the tip, expanding into a massive, shimmering wall. The dark wind slammed into it, the impact vibrating through his boots, but the shield held. It bounced the entity backward into the air, the dark ash scattering against the magic. He did not need the Deluminator this time.

      Perhaps he had grown in strength, if not wiser and more capable, but this situation was quickly strangling any sense of pride in his mind.

      Before the entity could rally, Albus flicked his wrist, casting a second shield charm. He inverted the runic sequence in his mind, turning the protective barrier inward, morphing it from a wall into a sphere. The silver light wrapped around the churning mass of smoke, locking it in a tight, spherical cage.

      Gellert had seen these things as weapons. Tools of conquest to be pointed at ministries and kings. But Albus knew better. An Obscurus was a tragedy born of suppression, a young soul turning its own magic into a cage because the world told them their existence was a sin. This child was not an enemy. They were a victim.

      What had happened with his dear sister Ariana, Merlin rest her soul, had taught him that more than anything. Not to mention other Obscuruses he had met, like his own nephew Aurelius.

      “Calm yourself, child,” Albus said, his voice dropping to a gentle, resonant rumble. “This is a school for learning magic. Nobody is going to forbid you from learning here or harm you. You are inside the most protected school in the whole of Britain; you are safe.”

      The entity slammed against the silver walls of the cage, a feral beast testing its bars. Then, slowly, the black smoke began to peel away. The ash settled. The writhing mass dissolved back into the host, leaving a single boy standing in the center of the shield. His eyes shone with a brilliant, blinding white before the light receded, leaving behind a striking, familiar green.

      The face belonged to James Potter, but those eyes were Lily’s.

      Harry.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve saying that,” Harry spat. He lunged forward, throwing his forehead violently against the inside of the shield. Thunk. “A lot of nerve.”

      “We can still fix this,” Albus pleaded, taking a small step forward, his hand extended. “Let me help you, Harry.”

      “No!” Harry screamed, slamming his head against the barrier again. “I just wanted to learn magic! That’s all I wanted! Then you had to meddle. You meddled in everything! You made sure I was raised by those hateful Muggles! You made sure I would never have a family bond with my parents, or my twin! You are the reason everything is wrong in my life!”

      The words hit like physical blows. Albus froze. The internal calculations roared through his mind, but for once, the grand strategist had no script. There was no argument that would soothe a child whose life had been systematically dismantled for the greater good. But the boy was contained. The school, or what remained of it, was safe for the moment.

      “I am sorry, my boy,” Albus murmured, his voice cracking under the weight of a century’s worth of compromises. “I have failed you… but I cannot fail all of my students. Forgive me.”

      He reached deep into his mind, bypassing his own reserves and locking onto the ancient, pulsing ley lines of Hogwarts itself. The castle’s wards groaned, feeding a monstrous tide of raw power down his arm and into his original ash wand. He could feel the wood splintering under the pressure. The spell would be magnified a hundred times over. He aimed for a total magical shutdown, complete incapacitation, but looking at the boy’s fractured state, death was the far more probable outcome. He would carry the guilt to his grave. But the headmaster could not choose one life over the collective.

      He had to contain this child so he could drag him to his inverted mirror dimension as he had done with Aurelius, otherwise the collateral damage would be far too great.

      “Maxi—”

      “The Sword of Contradiction!”

      Harry’s voice did not sound like a child’s; it carried a strange, absolute authority.

      Before Albus could finish his incantation, a massive, double-edged blade forged from pure, crackling golden lightning materialized in the air. It did not travel; it simply existed, piercing straight through Albus’s chest and burying itself deep into the stone floor behind him.

      Albus coughed, hot copper filling his mouth. His fingers trembled on his ash wand. He had been too slow. His original wand lacked the instantaneous, lethal reflex of the Death Stick, and the wandless, silent shield he had tried to throw up as a reflex had been sheared through like wet parchment. He stared down at the weapon impaling him—a design he had never seen, radiating an ancient, holy wrath that didn’t belong to any wizarding lore. How could a child…?

      The silver cage shattered into glittering dust. Harry rose into the air, his robes billowing around him as if caught in an updraft. He raised a hand, and with a silent command, the enchanted ceiling tore open completely. Thousands of swords materialized in the darkness above—heavy, jagged, terrifying blades coated in roaring fire and crackling ice, wrapped in arcs of blue lightning. Even more appeared outside, their tips pointing downward, a mechanical army of executioners waiting for the signal.

      “No, no, no,” Albus gasped, blood spilling over his silver beard.

      Harry dropped his hand.

      The sky fell. A torrential rain of steel and elements tore through the Great Hall with absolute, terrifying precision. Each blade found its target. One came straight for his skull, the blinding light of lightning filling his vision.

      Thus Albus Dumbledore died—

      Albus gasped, his eyes flying open as he bolted upright in his bed. His sheets were soaked in cold sweat, his heart hammering against his ribs.

      A soft, warm trill echoed through the darkness of his office. Fawkes shifted on his perch, his golden and scarlet feathers gleaming softly in the moonlight. The phoenix began to sing, a low, soothing melody that wrapped around Albus’s frayed nerves, forcing the adrenaline out of his veins.

      “It was a bad dream,” Albus mumbled, rubbing his trembling hands over his face, feeling the familiar, gnarled texture of his old skin. “A nightmare.”

      He stared at the shadows on the wall, the phantom taste of copper still lingering on his tongue. Perhaps he ought to ask Horace for a vial of the Draught of Living Death. Just for a few nights.

      “Sorry to startle you, my friend, but you know my dreams are often more prophetic than I would like,” Albus murmured, shaking off the last sticky remnants of the dream.

      He reached for the small silver bowl on his nightstand, popping two lemon drops into his mouth. The sharp citrus bit his tongue, grounding him. A flick of his ash wand sent his robes floating off their pegs, smoothing themselves over his shoulders with a crisp rustle. Outside, the early morning light filtered through the high tower windows. If he listened closely, past the ambient hum of the castle’s ancient masonry, he could hear the distant, ragged crowing of a rooster near Hagrid’s hut.

      Fawkes gave a soft, reassuring trill, the plumage around his neck flaring with a warm, amber luminescence that chased away the lingering shadows.

      “Of course. Just a dream.” Albus managed a faint, self-deprecating smile. “Not every night’s terror is a prophecy.”

      The phoenix clicked his beak—a dry, knowing sound. Albus conceded the point with a small bow of his head, and the bird settled back into his feathers, satisfied.

      But precaution was a cheap commodity Albus rarely wasted. James and Lily had been exceptionally clear, their letters practically vibrating with ferocity when they warned him away from suggesting anything to their daughter. But their son? They hadn’t said a word about Harry. The boy was an unknown variable in a very delicate equation. He needed to get the young Potter into the office under the guise of a routine welcome, just to see what kind of eyes looked back at him.

      He really hoped they were not like Tom’s, or like the jaded eyes that would host an Obscurus, as his dream suggested.

      He left his quarters, the heavy oak door clicking shut behind him, and took his seat upon the high-backed, cushioned throne in the center of the headmaster’s office.

      “Up so early, Albus?” Phineas Nigellus Black drawled from his gilded frame, adjusting his painted velvet cap with a look of profound, aristocratic disgust. “Or did the giant pond-leech keep you awake with its amorous singing? Honestly, to let the first-years run rampant on the lake like common holidaymakers…”

      “Quiet, Phineas,” Armando Dippet muttered, barely opening one sleepy, half-painted eye from his canvas. He let out a dry cough, pulling his nightcap lower over his brow. “My head is splitting. Albus, please tell me the Board has not already started sending howlers about last night’s… little splash.”

      Albus returned the grumblings with an easy, practiced wave, his gaze lingering on the delicate silver instruments spinning on the side tables. “No howlers yet, Armando. Only the usual morning quiet.”

      The sun was clearing the horizon now, bathing the room in a serene, golden wash. It was a beautiful morning. The nightmare felt distant.

      The morning was a very good sign; nothing could ruin this day, not even that nightmare.

      Hopefully, this day would an unremarkable one.

      Then the grate erupted.

      Emerald flames roared into the hearth, spitting hot sparks onto the stone rug.

      “Professor Dumbledore!” Cornelius Fudge’s voice came through the roaring fire, high-pitched, vibrating with an artificial urgency that lacked any real heat. “This is the Minister for Magic! I demand—I request to be granted immediate entry!”

      Albus let his shoulders drop for a fraction of a second, feeling every single one of his years settle into his bones. Never jinx a sunrise.

      “You may enter, Minister,” Albus said, his tone dry. He straightened his spine, pulling the dignified mantle of the Chief Warlock over his features before the green fire could clear.

      Cornelius Fudge stepped out of the hearth, frantically brushing soot from his pinstriped cloak. His chest was puffed out, his round face flushed with an anger that looked entirely rehearsed. Right on his heels stepped Lucius Malfoy, entirely untouched by the ash, his silver-headed cane clicking sharply against the floorboards. He leaned slightly toward Fudge, his pale lips moving in a low, rhythmic murmur, whispering sweet-nothings in the Minister’s ear that would probably make poor Narcissa green with envy.

      Behind them both loomed Walden Macnair. The man was a mountain of muscle and soiled leather, a massive, double-bitted executioner’s axe slung casually across his broad shoulder. He belonged to the Committee for the Disposal of Dangerous Creatures, but Albus suspected that a certain dark ink tatoo stained the man’s left forearm; he just didn’t have proof. Macnair looked around the office with a slow, heavy relish, his tongue darting out to wet his dry lips. He enjoyed his job entirely too much.

      “Albus, this is an absolute outrage!” Fudge blustered, slamming his lime-green bowler hat onto the edge of the desk. “Reckless endangerment on the very first day of term! First-year students exposed to mortal peril before they’ve even unpacked their trunks! The Daily Prophet will have my head if this gets out!”

      “The castle is entirely safe, Cornelius,” Albus said, keeping his voice level. “If you are referring to the incident at the lake last night, the Giant Squid has inhabited those waters for centuries. It has never harmed a single child; last night did not change this fact.”

      Fudge wavered, his eyes darting toward the window as if weighing the logic. But Malfoy leaned in. A short, sharp whisper left his lips, too quiet for the portraits to catch, but the effect was instantaneous. Fudge’s jaw set into a hard line.

      “Unacceptable!” Fudge barked, his voice cracking slightly. “We received a dozen frantic reports from first-year students to their parents before breakfast! The Ministry cannot ignore such an uproar! The public demands decisive, strong leadership, Albus!”

      “Then surely, Minister, the fact that the children were lucid enough to draft letters to their families is proof enough that they are unharmed and in perfectly sound mind?”

      Fudge’s face turned a dangerous shade of plum. “Be that as it may, my word is law! I have already come to a decision on this matter, and your complacency will not undermine the Ministry!”

      “If I may, Minister,” Lucius Malfoy smoothly interjected, his voice carrying the oily, quiet cadence of a man who knew exactly which strings to pull. He stepped forward, his eyes gleaming with a cold, predatory calculation. “The safety of our children is paramount, of course. But there is also the matter of… public utility. A beast of that size, having demonstrated such volatile, aggressive tendencies, poses an ongoing threat to the school’s structural integrity. Its removal is not merely a safety precaution, Cornelius. It is a necessity.”

      Albus watched Lucius closely. He knew the Malfoy family’s ledgers. He knew the staggering price that rare, centuries-old aquatic ingredients commanded on the international black market. The thick, magically saturated skin of a giant squid was highly sought after for dragon-hide alternatives; its ink was a prized stabiliser for dark, volatile draughts; and the pure, ancient magical essence concentrated within its massive heart could fund several political campaigns. This was not a security measure. It was a harvest.

      “The Squid’s ink and skin hold immense value, do they not, Lucius?” Albus asked, his voice deceptively soft.

      Malfoy’s smile didn’t falter. “I am merely considering the broader wizarding economy, Albus. Waste not, want not. The Ministry’s coffers could certainly benefit from the disposal of such a… hazardous asset. And Walden here is exceptionally efficient with his work.”

      Macnair let out a low, guttural grunt, patting the thick leather strap of his axe. “Won’t take more than an hour, Headmaster. Clean cuts. No mess.”

      “That beast has proven its nature,” Fudge continued, his face flushed as he eagerly parroted Lucius’s whispering. “It nearly harmed children, heirs of the twenty-eight most noble and ancient families… and of course the rest of the students too. The beast will be put down here and now, before another morning comes, there is no negotiation!”

      Albus caught the slip—the hasty decision was clearly Fudge’s alone, lacking a unanimous vote from the broader Ministry, driven entirely by Lucius’s promises of political backing and lucrative material kickbacks. He opened his mouth to press the advantage, but Fudge cut him off, jabbing a thick finger through the air. “If you attempt to obstruct us, Dumbledore, I will see you removed from this school effective immediately!”

      Albus let his voice drop, the gentle grandfather vanishing, replaced by a cold, resonant weight that made the silver instruments on the tables hum. “I must remind you, gentlemen, that you hold no legal authority to enforce such a threat. The Ministry does not govern the headmaster’s chair.”

      Lucius Malfoy smiled. It was a sharp, humorless baring of teeth. He reached into the breast pocket of his traveling cloak and drew out a thick parchment scroll, unrolling it with a crisp snap.

      “We are well aware of the charter, Albus,” Malfoy said, his voice smooth as oil. “Which is why I bring this. An Order of Suspension, fully ratified by the Board of Governors.”

      He laid the document on the desk, his ringed finger tapping the gold seal at the bottom. Malfoy had spent the previous evening visiting eleven separate households, leaving a trail of quiet, terrifying threats against families to secure those twelve signatures, but the parchment itself was legally flawless.

      Albus stared at the names. The trap was laid. To fight it now would only cause a public circus that the school could ill afford. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, then looked up at the three men.

      “Very well. If you must carry out this unfortunate business, I request that you wait until nightfall. Spare the children the sight of such brutality.”

      Fudge preened, snatching up his hat, while Malfoy gave a mocking, courtly bow. Macnair merely grinned, his fingers tightening around the haft of his axe.

      “A wise concession, Dumbledore,” Fudge said pompously. “We shall remain on the grounds until the evening. Good day.”

      They turned and marched toward the exit, their postures thick with the smug satisfaction of an easy victory. They flung the heavy oak door open and strode out, entirely blind to the two figures waiting in the corridor.

      Minerva McGonagall stood there, her robes practically vibrating with an apocalyptic fury, her face twisted in absolute rage. Right behind her stood Harry Potter. The boy’s face was a picture of absolute, pristine innocence with the wide, shining eyes of an angel who had never known a single dark thought in his life.

      Harry’s POV

      Professor McGonagall’s hand was a vice on my shoulder, her fingers digging through my robes with enough force to bruise. She was radiating pure, unadulterated fury, breathing down my neck like a dragon. I kept my face smooth, dialed my expression to maximum innocence, and marched right into the lion’s den.

      “Oh, what a surprise,” Dumbledore said, looking up from his massive desk. He looked drained. His silver beard was slightly rumpled, and his eyes lacked their usual frustrating twinkle. “I didn’t expect both of you to be here quite this early.”

      “Me neither, Professor,” I said, offering a small, polite nod. “Thanks for saving me last night, by the way.”

      Politeness costs nothing, especially when you’re dealing with the guy who holds all the institutional power. Honestly, my issues with the old man were mostly theoretical. He hadn’t personally kicked me down a flight of stairs or locked me in a cellar. But he was the grand architect behind my tenure at the Dursleys. He was the sole reason my childhood had been a miserable grind and my family dynamic currently resembled a smoking train wreck. A little spite was healthy. It builds character.

      Volition: That wouldn’t be an issue if you didn’t ignore the sensible and responsible part of your psyche. But go ahead. Dig the hole. Let’s see how deep you get this time.

      Shut up. I had this handled. It was a calculated risk. Besides, the system notification had already confirmed the GC payout hit my inventory after Malfoy hit the floor. A win is a win.

      Volition: At the cost of a massive target on your back? On your sister’s back? Brilliant trade.

      “Mister Potter, are you listening?”

      Dumbledore’s blue eyes were blinking at me, full of heavy, grandfatherly concern.

      I snapped out of the internal debate and cleared my throat. “Sorry, sir. Got caught up looking at all these trophies on the shelves. They’re very shiny.”

      Dumbledore shifted his gaze to my escort, his posture stiffening. “What seems to be the problem, Professor McGonagall?”

      She didn’t mince words. She unloaded. The words “devious” and “diabolical” bounced off the ancient stone walls. She explained, with terrifying volume, that I had looked Draco Malfoy dead in the eye and dropped the incantation for the Killing Curse. The blonde brat had fainted on the spot, his pureblood heart temporarily quitting under the strain.

      Dumbledore actually flinched. The gears were grinding visibly behind his forehead. He had just spent ten minutes placating Lucius Malfoy over a giant squid; if Lucius found out the boy had psychologically terror-dropped his only heir on day one, the Ministry would be living in his pockets by noon.

      “Is young Draco unharmed?” Dumbledore asked quickly.

      “Poppy has him in the hospital wing,” McGonagall said, her lips pressed into a thin line. “She assures me it is nothing severe. Shock and exhaustion. He will recover just like waking from a heavy sleep.”

      Dumbledore rubbed his temples, letting out a long, slow breath. The nightmare, the Minister’s sudden ambush, and now this. The old man looked like he wanted a century-long nap. He leveled a heavy, disappointed gaze at me.

      “Harry… why would you perform such a horrific jest? Countless families have been ruined by that curse. Uttering its name lightly is no laughing matter.”

      McGonagall chimed in, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. “Even without a functional curse behind it, Mister Potter, the fact that you dared to cast magic while uttering those words is intolerable. Expulsion is the best-case scenario. Being locked up in Azkaban is on the table.”

      “An Unforgivable Curse, Mister Potter,” McGonagall said, her hand finally releasing my shoulder only to begin gesturing sharply through the air. “It is not a parlor trick. It is not some clever wordplay to use when you want to make a point.”

      “I was merely—”

      “You were uttering the words of execution!” she barked, cutting me off before the excuse could clear my teeth. “The dark arts are not a game. They leave rot behind. In the mind. In the soul.”

      Dumbledore leaned forward, his elbows heavy on the desk. “Minerva is correct, Harry. Words carry their own magic in our world. Some sounds have been saturated with so much malice over the centuries that the mere vibration of them in a quiet room is enough to leave a mark.”

      I watched a tiny silver telescope on his shelf puff out a single, perfectly square ring of purple smoke. It was far more interesting than the guilt-trip.

      “I expected better from Lily’s son,” McGonagall murmured, her voice dropping into a register that was supposed to make me feel small. “Your sister showed immense bravery last night. And you? You spend your morning playing at being a dark wizard in my classroom.”

      The comparison was cheap. I let it slide. There was no point in arguing with an angry Scottish woman when she was currently holding my wands.

      When they finally paused for breath, the silence in the office settling like dust, I tilted my head and let my face go completely blank.

      “What’s an Unforgivable Curse?”

      The silence that followed was heavy enough to drop through the floorboards. McGonagall choked on her own breath. Dumbledore just stared, the realization hitting him like a cold bucket of water. Right. The Muggle boy. The kid who just got into the magical world and didn’t know a wand from a walking stick until a month ago.

      At least from the point of view of everybody else.

      McGonagall found her voice first, though it was an octave higher than usual. “If you are ignorant of the dark arts, boy, why did you shout Avada Kedavra at a classmate?”

      “Oh,” I said, letting a bright, pristine smile split my face. “I said Abracadabra. It’s a magic spell meant to heal all impurities of body, mind, and soul, though mine does random things like clown makeup or something like that.”

      I let the word hang in the air for exactly two beats. To be truthful, that spell itself is a randomizer; I’m just unleashing my magic to do whatever it pleases, and if I invoke any gods in that, they get to choose, at least that’s what I’m assuming.

      “I told Draco it’s the spell every Muggle kid knows before they realize magic isn’t real outside of fantasy books. Sucks for them, obviously. But he just sort of… crumpled.”

      It was almost too stupid to be a lie, which made it brilliant. But Dumbledore wasn’t entirely buying the coincidence. Subconsciously, his morning nightmare was still whispering in his ear, making him paranoid.

      I felt it a second later, a subtle, greasy slide of foreign magic probing at the edges of my mind. Legilimency.

      My perk automatically activated: Mental Image Blocking. It was a skill rather than an active power, which meant I had full control over its use whenever I pleased.

      Tibetan Monks be praised.

      I clamped down on my actual thoughts, locking them away in the basement. On the surface layer of my brain, I tossed up a brightly colored memory loop: a cheap street magician in a tacky sequined vest pulling a moth-eaten rabbit out of a top hat, shouting Abracadabra! with a cheap smoke bomb.

      Dumbledore blinked, withdrawing his mental feelers. He looked over at McGonagall, his shoulders loosening significantly.

      “I believe we may have judged too hastily, Minerva.” He gave a small, weary sigh. “The boy is telling the truth. He did not lie. From his perspective, it was entirely harmless.”

      McGonagall’s furious facade cracked. For three seconds, she simply stared at me, her mouth parting slightly as her brain desperately tried to reconcile fifty years of rigorous defensive theory with the sheer, crushing anti-climax of a Muggle stage trick. A dark, blotchy flush of intense mortification rapidly climbed from her high collar, staining her neck and cheeks. Her hand went to her square spectacles, adjusting them twice with stiff, jerky fingers.

      “Mister Potter…” she began, her voice catching slightly before she forced it back into its usual, crisp register. “I—I must apologize. Most profoundly. It seems we… we jumped to an egregious, highly unfortunate conclusion.”

      “It’s fine, Professor. Simple mistake,” I said, dropping my shoulders and letting my head tilt with the soft, fragile compliance of an angel who had just forgiven his executioner. Pure, unadulterated victim energy. “I didn’t mean to scare anyone. Dudley and I just used to watch this guy on the telly, and I thought…”

      “Quite,” she cut in quickly, the word sharp with her desperate need to end this specific conversation before she died of sheer embarrassment. “Yes. Quite.”

      Dumbledore wasn’t completely relieved. He stayed leaning forward, his half-moon spectacles catching the amber light of the silver instruments on his desk. “Be that as it may, Minerva, the rumor mill is a fast, unguided thing. It will not care about a linguistic misunderstanding. By lunchtime, young Draco’s collapse will have been magnified into a dark ritual, and Harry’s reputation among his peers will be shaky at best, ruined at worst.”

      He turned back to McGonagall, his tone shifting from the weary grandfather into the quiet authority of the headmaster. “Minerva, go back to your classroom. Bring order to the first years in your class. Explain what actually happened. Have the Muggle-born students verify the term to the rest of the class before the Slytherin common room decides to draft a formal protest over a parlor trick. Meanwhile, I will have a brief, private conversation with Mr. Potter.”

      She offered one last, deeply pained look of apology, her tartan robes swishing frantically as she beat a hasty, stiff-backed retreat through the door. The heavy oak latch clicked into place with a definitive, solid thunk. And then there were two.

      The heavy oak door clicked shut behind McGonagall, leaving the office completely silent. I immediately let the rigid, holy-innocent posture drop, slumping back into the cushioned chair and throwing a leg over the armrest.

      Dumbledore watched me for a second, then slid a small silver dish across the desk. “Lemon drop, Harry?”

      I looked at the yellow candy. A bit cliché, honestly. I picked one up and popped it into my mouth anyway. The tart citrus hit my tongue, sharp and clean. Just in case the old man liked his sweets with a side of Veritaserum or tracking charms, a tiny internal ping echoed through my skull as I placed my Immune perk in an active slot. It was quite a bummer that this came as an active ability rather than a passive one, which would not have required my limited slots.

      Good to have safety nets.

      Dumbledore leaned back, interlacing his long, gnarled fingers over his stomach.

      “Are you adjusting well, my boy? The transition from the Muggle world to our society can be rather… jarring.”

      I lost the pleasant smirk. I let my eyebrows furrow, leaning forward until the chair squeaked. “Are you mocking me, Professor? Because if I remember the layout of my life correctly, you’re the literal mastermind who dumped me with those Muggles in the first place.”

      The old man flinched. The blue eyes widened behind his half-moon spectacles. To his credit, he didn’t offer a slick, politician’s denial. “How do you know of my involvement, Harry? Did your parents… did James and Lily speak to you of it?”

      I used my eyes to give him a flat look.

      “Who else? It’s not like the mailman dropped that particular bombshell.”

      Dumbledore let out a long, heavy sigh that seemed to rattle his ribs. He didn’t make excuses. He didn’t spin a grand tale about the Greater Good. He looked me dead in the eye. “My choices brought you immense hardship, Harry. For that, I am deeply, truly sorry.”

      I sat back, letting him talk.

      “Before your birth,” he began, his voice dropping into a low, campfire-story register, “our world was bleeding. Voldemort had us by the throat. Fear was a daily currency. Then, a prophecy was spoken to me: ‘The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord approaches… born to those who have thrice defied him, born as the seventh month dies… and the Dark Lord shall mark them as his equal.’”

      “My sister,” I interjected, my voice dry. “The Girl-Who-Lived. That’s why the crowds look like they want to turn her into an Edible Arrangement every time she walks down an alley.”

      I already knew the details, obviously, but playing the slightly informed, skeptical brother was a good mask. Might as well color inside the lines he was drawing. Adding details to lies makes them more believable.

      Dumbledore nodded slowly. “Yes. At the time, only three children met the criteria. Your sister, yourself, and young Neville Longbottom. Any one of you could have been the child destined to break the terror.”

      I snorted. “How incredibly cowardly. An entire society of adult wizards hiding behind the crib of an infant, hoping a baby does the heavy lifting for them.” It wasn’t standard edge; it was just basic logic.

      “A youthful perspective,” Dumbledore said, shaking his head gently. “But the reality was absolute desperation. Trust was dead. Then, the miracle happened. A toddler did what the Order, the Ministry, and I could not. The Dark Lord vanished, blown to ash while protecting her sleeping brother.”

      “Me and Rose,” I murmured. Then I leaned back, tapping a finger on the armrest. “But how do you actually know it was Rose who pulled off the miracle? Could’ve been me. I fit the same list. And, not to brag, but I’m leagues ahead of my sister when it comes to the actual mechanics of magic.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Abracadabra.”

      The word was an empty shell, no standard spell fired. Instead, I triggered my active ability: Half Hot, Half Cold.

      The moisture in the ambient office air condensed instantly, freezing into a jagged block of ice that rapidly sheared itself into shape. In three seconds, a flawless, translucent ice sculpture of Rose stood on Dumbledore’s desk. I poured every ounce of my memory into it, her face from our trip to Diagon Alley, down to the ridiculous, sharp precision of the makeup I’d applied using that Aphrodite blessing before we had to throw on cosmetic charms to avoid getting trampled by fans.

      The morning sun caught the ice, fracturing the light into a thousand brilliant gold and red needles across the stone walls.

      Fawkes gave a high, appreciative whistle from his perch. The sun-kissed technique never misses. Wherever that green Namekian was, I hoped he appreciated the artistry.

      Dumbledore actually stood up a fraction, his eyes fixed on the sculpture.

      “Marvelous… truly magnificent, wandless elemental manipulation. At your age, this is… extraordinary, Harry.”

      I soaked up the praise like a sponge, then tilted my chin. “So, you’re still entirely convinced Rose is the special one?”

      He ran a gnarled hand through his silver beard, his eyes drifting back to me. “You possess a talent I have rarely seen in a century of teaching, Harry. It is a beautiful gift. But it is still magic. What your sister did that night… it wasn’t a matter of skill or power. It was a miracle.”

      “Sheesh. Hard man to please, you are.” I shifted my weight, and the heavy desk chair unexpectedly pivoted. Oh. It spun. I gave myself a small kick against the floor, executing another full rotation just because I could.

      Dumbledore actually chuckled, though the gravity remained in his eyes. “Oh, I am immensely pleased, Harry. But miracles are different. They don’t follow the rules of art.”

      I stopped the chair with my heel, my smile vanishing. “Fine. Let’s say she’s a walking saint. Why was I exiled to the Dursleys? Mum and Dad were traveling the globe, because of your grand plans, so I heard, so why couldn’t I go? If it was about danger, they kept Rose. Did they just dump me because I wasn’t a miracle? I didn’t realize my parents shared the same elitist trash mindset as the Malfoys.”

      “Do not speak of James and Lily that way,” Dumbledore said, his voice losing all its softness, turning hard and heavy with ancient regret. “They love you. The fault lies entirely with me. On that night, after the blast, I examined you. I declared you a Squib because I genuinely thought you were one, since you did not react  to magic like your twin. I admittedly thought Miss Rose took your magic to perform that miracle, as twins you two are capable of performing many mysteries together.”

      The old man sighed, his face full of regret.

      “Harry. For your own survival, to shield you from the target on your sister’s back, I insisted you grow up away from our world. As a normal Muggle instead of a vulnerable Squib.”

      “A normal, safe Muggle?” I let out a sharp, nasty laugh. “You mean the people wizards treat like house pets or targets? Don’t play dumb, old man. Death Eaters are just the tip of the iceberg. Wizards look at Muggles the same way humans look at chimpanzees. Useful for a laugh, maybe a little tool-use, but ultimately expendable.”

      The old man looked like he’d taken a chill to his bones. There was no Dark Lord arrogance in the boy’s tone, no boiling hatred like Riddle’s. Just a cold, analytical detachment that made his grandfatherly narrative fall apart.

      “That is a tragic perspective, Harry. I cannot fathom what you must have endured to hold such a view at fourteen.”

      “Oh, the usual,” I said smoothly. “Like the fact that your little social experiment turned me into a murderer when I was six.”

      I thought back to Aunt Marge. Six years old, just realizing my internal magic was an unguided missile that answered only to pure emotion. When the systematic humiliation and physical pain from her and her damn bulldog broke my threshold, the magic didn’t just inflate her. It erupted. An apocalyptic burst of childhood spite. The Dursleys didn’t start treating me better out of sudden charity; they realized the freak in the cupboard could stop their hearts if they pushed him too far. Except Dudley. Dudley was too stupidly stubborn to be fake. My only actual friend in that house, My brother from whom I will never call mother.

      The witch here was purely metaphorical.

      Dumbledore’s teacup paused mid-air. The delicate steam rising from the porcelain seemed to freeze, curling into stiff, white ribbons in the narrow space between us. For a long, silent moment, the only sound in the office was the frantic, mechanical whirring of a silver instrument on the shelf behind his chair.

      “A murderer?” Dumbledore repeated. His voice dropped into a register that was dangerously soft, stripped of any warmth. “Harry… accidental magic can be volatile, yes. It can cause severe distress, or substantial property damage. But to call yourself—”

      “She died, Professor,” I interrupted, my voice flat. “Her and her favorite bulldog. Ripper, I think his name was. The dog was biting my leg, she was laughing, and my magic just inflated her like some silly balloon. And later she was found… in the ocean, the greatest mystery of the decades for muggles, I’m sure.”

      The dream turned out to have some merits after all… .Dumbledore thought in panic and sadness. Worst part was what Dumbledore chose for him had pushed him past the brink, it was not just prophetic dream this morning, it was a self fulfilling one if Dumbledore didn’t handled the situation delicately/

      Dumbledore leaned forward, his face pale. “That was still not your fault. Your magic simply defended its owner. Accidental magic is a wild, unguided thing, Harry. You cannot carry the weight of an accident. The blame belongs to me for placing you—”

      “Who said anything about guilt?” I asked, genuinely baffled by his assumption. I waved a hand, dismissing the heavy tone settling over the desk. “Seriously, old man. Don’t sweat it. It’s not like I spent my nights weeping into my pillow about my lost magical heritage. I was far too busy making sure the neighborhood knew who was in charge.”

      I took a slow breath, letting the tension drop out of my shoulders. The lemon drop had left a sour, metallic residue behind my teeth, but it was grounding.

      “The magic didn’t just happen one day because I got frightened,” I continued, leaning back. “It started because I wanted things. Simple things. Food Uncle Vernon didn’t want me to have, or Dudley’s old toys. I’d sit in that cupboard, staring at the dark underside of the stairs, focusing until the wood groaned and the latch clicked open on its own. It was a game at first. Dudley and I realized very quickly that the world was full of stupid rules made by stupid adults, and we had the perfect key to bypass them.”

      Dumbledore watched me, his blue eyes entirely still behind his spectacles. I don’t know why, but I continued to speak, almost as if I needed to release some burden.

      “We got into a lot of trouble,” I said, a grin tugging at my lips. “We stole the school principal’s computer. The man was running a neat little embezzlement scheme on the side, and we figured he wouldn’t dare complain to the police without exposing his own dirty laundry. We played GTA on that machine for three months before Petunia found it hidden under a pile of dirty laundry.”

      “And the accidental magic?” Dumbledore asked softly. He didn’t know what this ‘GTA’ was, but it must be a good thing if it could distract children from becoming dark lords. If this GTA thing had existed half a century ago, he dared say Lord Voldemort wouldn’t exist. Dumbledore thought.

      “It wasn’t always a game,” I said, my voice dropping. “When you’re a kid with that much pressure bottled up inside your chest, it vents unintentionally. There was a gang of older boys from the secondary school who cornered us behind the bins. They had cricket bats and looked ready to paint the brick with Dudley’s face. I just felt this violent, gut feeling, and then the air exploded. The pressure wave threw them through the wooden fence. Two of them ended up in the hospital with cracked ribs and collarbones. They never came near our street again.”

      I paused, let the memory settle, and moved on. It finally felt like venting after all these years of silence and secrets.

      “But some people earned it,” I said, my teeth catching on my lower lip. “A man down the road, a real piece of work who used to lock his dog in a tiny wire cage in his yard, letting it starve in the July heat while he was drinking gin on his porch. One afternoon, the animal’s whimpering stopped. I walked over, looked at the dog, and then looked at him. I didn’t feel guilty when his porch steps collapsed under his feet the next morning, or when the gin bottle shattered in his hand, leaving him with three severed tendons. I learned very early that people only respect what they’re afraid of. If you can make them angry first, they make mistakes. And when they make mistakes they are incredibly easy to predict.”

      Maybe that’s why the Ragebaiter perk is so compatible with me. It just fueled what was already there, turning a candle into a wildfire.

      I almost let out an evil laugh before I controlled myself. Damn. I really shouldn’t have said that. Was I that desperate to talk about this stuff so I spilled my guts so easily? It couldn’t be anything in the lemon drop as long as my perk is active. So all of this is me?

      Dumbledore let out a slow, heavy breath. “A dangerous philosophy, Harry. Fear is a fragile foundation for respect.”

      “It’s the only one that worked up until now. Maybe that’s how muggles worked?” I replied smoothly. “Besides, it’s been pretty entertaining so far, despite all the ups and downs. This is who I am, who I already was. I do not take pleasure in other people’s pain or in hurting them. But in retaliation, I tend to get too emotional I guess.” I said before looking at him. Finally realizing why I was spilling my guts.

      Volition: The same reason why the Joker tells his evil plan to Batman. Misery does love company, even in a different form.

      “You’re actually a really good listener and potentially a therapist for trauma dumping, you know that? Ever considered an occupational change down the line?”

      “I’m fully satisfied with my current occupation, thank you very much.” A ghost of a smile returned to his lips. “I have spent seventy years listening to children, Harry. It is an occupational hazard.”

      He tapped his desk, and two steaming porcelain cups of tea materialized out of thin air. He took a sip. I mimicked him, the warm bergamot cutting through the sweet taste of the lemon drop.

      I set my cup down with a sharp clink and leaned forward, a massive, unprincipled grin spreading across my face. “Alright, since we’ve established that this entire mess is legally and morally your fault… how are you going to make it up to me?”

      Dumbledore looked amused, though his eyes remained cautious. He nodded slowly. “An accurate assessment. What is it you require?”

      The First Domino

      You successfully manipulated the Headmaster of Hogwarts into an admission of failure and a partial confession of guilt. The cracks in the foundation are showing, Harry. Keep pulling.

      Reward: 5 GC

      “First, a bit of retroactive compensation for my tuition,” I said, tapping the edge of the porcelain cup. “Because while your other students were learning the proper way to hold a stick, I was sitting in a dark cupboard, try not to set the house on fire again. Do you have any idea how many times I accidentally set my mattress on fire before I learned that magic isn’t nearly cooperative when my life is not in danger?”

      Dumbledore’s spectacles caught the light as he watched me over his teacup. “Self-directed magic of that scale is… extraordinarily dangerous, Harry. Most children would have succumbed to the strain.”

      “I had Dudley,” I said, my voice warming slightly. “He was the shield, I was the spear. We ran our primary school like playing mafia without obviously evil stuff they would do. the playground racket and keeping the local bullies on our payroll or fear. So, one way or another, you’re the one who pushed me into that path. I will not say criminal or evil, more of a grey zone, and for no reason too. Squib my ass.”

      I leaned back, letting my leg swing over the armrest of the heavy chair.

      “So, yes. I have some very specific requests,” I said, ticking the points off in my head. “I want a signed pass for the entirely unrestricted section of the library. Absolute permission to skip any class I find boring. Private magic lessons from the head of every department. Total immunity to explore the Forbidden Forest whenever I want. And a blank check for whatever else I think of later.”

      The portraits around the room collectively gasped. Phineas Nigellus Black looked like he might faint from sheer appreciation of the audacity. Dumbledore just blinked, his spectacles sliding a millimeter down his nose.

      “No,” Dumbledore said flatly.

      Dang it. It never hurts to try, though.

      Absolute Audacity

      You walked into the Headmaster’s office, demanded total unrestricted access to the castle’s secrets, and asked for a blank check for your future expenses. Dumbledore said no, but he’s definitely going to lose sleep over the sheer gall of it.

      Reward: 5 GC (+ Dumbledore’s favor)

      ………………..

      I walked back down to the Great Hall in a mild sulk. Despite that entire beautiful speech about making up for his historical blunders, Dumbledore had flat-out rejected my demands. Ahem, requests. They were exceptionally reasonable requests, in my unbiased opinion. Unrestricted library access is basic intellectual freedom, really.

      “What’s got you in the dumps?” Ron asked, shoving a heavily buttered piece of toast into his mouth. His mood was noticeably better than it had been this morning. Maybe something actually good had happened to him, or maybe the baseline terror of being at Hogwarts had finally worn off.

      I slid into the bench beside him, pouring myself some pumpkin juice. “Nothing much. Just that the entire Slytherin table is looking at me like I personally cooked and ate their babies for breakfast.”

      “Don’t you dare play innocent with us, Harry. We know exactly what you did,” a stern voice dropped from above.

      I looked up. Fred and George were standing directly across from me, their usual mischievous grins entirely absent. Fred slid into the seat with a hard, unblinking glare, leaning over the table.

      “We know damn well when something goes down in this school,” George said, his palm slamming onto the wooden table with a sharp crack that rattled the plates. “Doesn’t matter if it’s the houses, the classrooms, or the deep ends of Hogsmeade!”

      Ron looked instantly startled, nearly choking on his toast. Around us, the few other Gryffindors who had been minding their own business froze, eyes wide. Nobody at the table had ever seen the Weasley twins looking this genuinely angry in their entire lives.

      I let out a slow, quiet sigh. Great. This was going to turn into a massive house conflict, wasn’t it? And the worst part was, I started to like these two. I really didn’t want the premier chaos-gods of Hogwarts turning into my bitter enemies over a Malfoy.

      “We are just… so incredibly proud of you,” Fred said.

      The hard glares vanished instantly, replaced by massive, identical, face-splitting grins.

      I blinked. “Bwuh?”

      Truly, the most dignified response I could have mustered.

      “It was absolute poetry, Harry!” George cheered, the entire Gryffindor table instantly relaxing as the twins began clapping me on the shoulders.

      “We are so fiercely jealous we missed it,” Fred added, looking genuinely mournful. “A Malfoy getting slapped with full cosmetic clown makeup and fainting from sheer pureblood shock? And we weren’t there to witness the birth of a legend?”

      “We’ve been planning a Malfoy-centered public display for three terms,” George grumbled, shaking his head. “Three separate, highly complex operations, completely ruined because you walked into Transfiguration and dropped a linguistic nuke.”

      “And on day one,” Fred pointed a finger at Ron’s face, who was currently staring at them like they’d both sprouted extra ears. “Our baby brother didn’t even have the decency to write us about the train cabin. We had to find out from Lee, who heard it from a third-year Slytherin who had been trying to sell Draco’s spare robes for double their worth because ‘they were near the blast radius’.”

      “Wait,” Ron spluttered, wiping butter from his chin with the back of his hand. “You two are proud of him? He almost got expelled! He literally used a fake Killing Curse!”

      “A linguistic trick,” I corrected, taking a slow sip of my juice. “There’s a distinction, Ron. If the Ministry can’t distinguish between Muggle stage-play and actual dark magic, that’s an institutional failure, not my problem.”

      “See?” George beamed, leaning in until his nose was nearly touching mine. “The raw, unprincipled audacity. The sheer legal maneuvering. It’s beautiful, Fred.”

      “Exquisite, George,” Fred agreed. “The Marauders would have thrown a festival in his honor. They spent five years trying to get that exact reaction out of Old Abraxas, and they had to resort to actual, illegal hair-raising potions and three tons of dragon dung.”

      “You did that through pure psychological warfare,” George said, his fingers drumming a manic, rapid rhythm against the table. “No spells. No curses. Just. Spoken language. You bypassed their magical shields and went straight for their generational trauma.”

      “I didn’t think he’d actually faint,” I admitted, though the smirk on my face probably told a different story. “I thought he’d start throwing a tantrum. Maybe reach for his wand. Or hide behind those two boulders he calls friends. The collapse was just… a very pleasant bonus.”

      “A bonus?!” Ron’s voice cracked. He looked around the Great Hall like he was checking for aurors. “The Slytherins are going to murder us in our sleep! Lee said Farley was already organizing a rota for dungeon defense!”

      “Let them try,” Fred scoffed, waving a hand dismissively. “They’re snakes, Ron. They don’t fight unless they have a six-to-one advantage and a dark corridor. The moment you look them in the eyes and smile, they start calculating the cost of their robes.”

      “He’s right,” I said. “Fear works. If you make them angry, they make mistakes. And when they make mistakes, you don’t even have to use magic to break them.”

      “Oh, we have such plans for you,” George whispered, his eyes gleaming with a manic, terrifying light. “We are going to teach you the true layout of this castle. The hidden passages. The short-cuts. The specific places where the acoustics are perfect for directional voice throwing.”

      “We cannot let our reputation be outpaced by a Ravenclaw first-year,” Fred said, standing up. “Even if he is an honorary Gryffindor in our hearts.”

      “Indeed, brother,” George agreed, vaulting over the bench with smooth, athletic ease. “The battle for supremacy begins today.”

      With that, they both bolted out of the Great Hall, their synchronized, maniacal giggling echoing back down the corridor.

      The remaining Gryffindors at the table—and even a few Hufflepuffs sitting a few yards away—slowly turned their heads to stare at me. Their faces were masks of absolute horror.

      “What have you unleashed?” one of the older Gryffindors whispered, his fork trembling.

      I rolled my eyes and took a sip of my juice. Please. You people are being entirely overdramatic.

      By five in the evening, an hour after our first Defense Against the Dark Arts class had ended, I was walking the stone corridors alone. Thankfully, our afternoon class had been shared with the Hufflepuffs, meaning there was exactly zero house drama like the explosive circus from this morning.

      Though the class with Quirrell had been exactly the agonizing experience I expected. The man was an absolute fake. The stuttering was so thick you could have pitched a tent on it, and he spent the entire hour blabbering about useless trivia. He didn’t teach a single real spell, and he didn’t provide anything remotely educational. It was a total wash.

      Right now, all I wanted to do was track down Rose, Ron, Hermione, Susan, and the twins just to hang out and decompress. Instead, I ran directly into a roadblock.

      Walking toward me was a figure that instantly drained the casual warmth from the hallway. Long, immaculate platinum-blonde hair caught the torchlight. He wore a tailored, high-end wizarding suit beneath fine traveling robes, and his hand rested firmly on a highly fashionable cane. My passive senses flared immediately—that cane wasn’t just an accessory. It was practically vibrating with hidden magical properties.

      Lucius Malfoy.

      He was the last person I expected to stumble across in a random Hogwarts corridor, especially after what I had done to his golden child this morning. Was he here for immediate, unrecorded revenge? I tensed my muscles, feeling the sudden, cold weight of consequences finally catching up to my reckless actions.

      “Harry Potter… are you not?” Lucius Malfoy said. His cold grey eyes locked onto mine, sharp as needles against my green. “Just the person I was hoping to encounter. You and I should have a brief chat.”

      Damn it. My eyes quickly scanned the corridor behind him. Completely deserted. Not a single portrait was looking our way, and no students were in sight. It wasn’t that I feared for my literal life—Dumbledore was still in the building, after all—but I desperately feared for my livelihood and peace of mind if this escalated into a violent magical duel in a hallway.

      “You must be Mr. Malfoy,” I said, keeping my voice carefully level. “If this is regarding your son, I can assure you I had no malicious intentions.”

      I felt a sudden, massive wave of relief when the man didn’t immediately reach for his cane. Instead, he casually reached out, turning the brass handle of an empty, disused classroom nearby. It was a dingy little room, filled with a few dusty chairs, a bench, and a scarred wooden table.

      He gestured with his chin, inviting me inside.

      Normally, an invitation like this would trigger every single red flag in my psychological playbook—getting trapped alone in an enclosed room with a dark wizard who likely wanted my head on a spike. But then I took a breath and grounded myself. Come on, Harry. If I could handle the literal mythological pressure of Poseidon and his sea-spawn, the Malfoy duo didn’t even register on the same scale of cosmic terror.

      I gave a casual shrug and followed him into the classroom.

      “I heard some rather… unsettling news today regarding how my son was cursed,” Senior Malfoy began, turning to face me. He kept his hands resting elegantly on his cane. “I wanted to hear the account directly from you, Mr. Potter, before I choose to say or do anything further.”

      I blinked. Okay. He was being surprisingly calm. Diplomatic, even. If he wanted to play ball with words instead of wands, I could absolutely work with that.

      “In our first class, Draco and I got into a bit of an academic argument,” I explained smoothly. “I suggested that there was a magic spell every single Muggle child knew, but he didn’t. He didn’t believe me, so I demonstrated. What I completely failed to expect was that the linguistic similarity would terrify him and the rest of my classmates that much.”

      “A bold claim,” Lucius said, his lips curling into a tiny, controlled sneer. I immediately spotted the underlying tone of disgust, even though he was trying his best to keep it masked behind aristocratic manners. “We all know Muggles are entirely incapable of performing any true magic.”

      “I completely agree,” I replied, leaning against the edge of a dusty desk. “But magic is a massive element of fantasy and myth in the outside world. And among them, the word ‘Abracadabra’ is the universal symbol for that make-believe magic. To a Muggle, that word means exactly what a wand means to a wizard.”

      Lucius let out a slow, controlled sigh, shaking his head. “What a dreadful, deeply unfortunate coincidence. Muggle children saying something so similar to  the most feared curse in our history. Now that is an image I did not need in my head.”

      “I won’t apologize for lacking the historical knowledge regarding the Unforgivable Curses,” I said, tilting my head. “But I do genuinely apologize for any psychological distress your son suffered from the misunderstanding.”

      Malfoy stared at me so intensely, his grey eyes searching my face, that I couldn’t predict a single thing the man was thinking.  My internal systems were one twitch away from triggering a full fight-or-flight instinct, expecting a sudden curse.

      Instead, the tension dissolved. Lucius smiled, a gentle, surprisingly warm expression that showed no signs of sarcasm or hidden malice. For all intents and purposes, he meant what he was about to say.

      “You are a rather polite and remarkably honest young man,” Malfoy said, stepping closer. “No real harm was done, so you have nothing to worry about from me. Though, if you would listen to the advice of a humble wizard, I strongly suggest you refrain from casting that particular word—or any spell that could be so easily misconstrued. You are in proper civilization now, lad. It is time you learn the true culture and customs of your people.”

      My people? A massive wave of confusion hit me. Why on earth was Lucius Malfoy, of all the blood-purist elite in Britain, being so incredibly nice to me?

      “What? You’re… you’re really not mad?” I asked, entirely thrown off my game.

      “I am disappointed in your parents, whom I consider friends, as we studied together in these very halls—even if I was already a senior when they first arrived,” Lucius said. He reached out, placing a firm, surprisingly reassuring hand on my shoulder. “But I cannot possibly blame a child after learning the unfortunate environment in which you were raised.”

      He gave a slow, self-satisfied nod. “Making mistakes is not a bad thing, so long as you possess the intelligence to learn from them.” His hand left my shoulder. “Furthermore, I am fully aware of how you and your sister saved your classmates from that aquatic beast last night, including my own son. Therefore, consider this little meeting a baseline of friendship between your family and mine.”

      So he knows about the lake incident too? That meant he had been snooping around the castle and gathering intelligence all day. What was he even doing here in the first place? Could the School Governors really just waltz into Hogwarts whenever they pleased?

      “That’s… good. I’m glad there’s no problem between us, then,” I said, trying to steady my thoughts.

      “Of course,” Lucius nodded smoothly, turning toward the door. “I apologize if my initial presence gave you the impression of malicious intent. In truth, I am primarily here today to finish what you started yesterday. To finally take care of that foul beast that has inhabited the Black Lake for entirely too long. No more students shall ever be endangered by its presence. Rest easy tonight, Mr. Potter. The monster that almost harmed you will be executed before dawn.”

      With a final, sharp click of his cane against the stone, Lucius Malfoy walked out of the classroom, leaving me standing completely frozen in the center of the dingy room.

      “Executing… Bubbles?” I whispered into the empty air.

      A sudden, hot spike of guilt and white-hot anger flared violently in my chest. The Giant Squid hadn’t attacked the boats out of malice. It had gone wild because of Poseidon’s lingering divine energy. And I hated to admit it, but it had targeted that specific area because I was the one sitting in the boat.

      If Bubbles died tonight, it wasn’t the Ministry’s fault. It wasn’t Malfoy’s fault. It was entirely on me. Nobody else.

      “There is no way in hell I am letting that happen,” I hissed under my breath.

      As the anger boiled over, my shadow along the floor stretched, twisting for a brief fraction of a second into an otherworldly, jagged, eldritch shape before snapping back into place, entirely unnoticed by my own racing mind.

      Slowly, I raised my right hand. My decision was made. No turning back.

      I brought up my system’s mental interface.

      With a sharp flick of my mind, I unequipped the Ragebaiter perk from my active slot and swapped it out, hammering the icon for Bio Armor.

      The effect was instantaneous and visceral.

      A dark, crimson liquid erupted directly from my skin, completely washing over my arms, my torso, and my legs. My face and hair were swallowed whole by a shifting, bubbling mass of black and red goo. In less than two seconds, the liquid hardened, shrinking down into a skin-tight, metallic suit that clung perfectly to my frame. A heavy, dark cape unfurled from my shoulders, snapping with a sharp rustle. A sleek black mask encased my head, styled with a striking white outline of a crimson wing across the visor, the exact same wing emblem that adorned the center of my chest plates and the sweep of my cape.

      I looked like a metallic, predatory crow or a raven.

      I lifted my hands, clenching my fists tightly as the suit adjusted to my movements. I could feel the immediate, intoxicating surge of newfound physical strength and supernatural flexibility humming through my muscles.

      I gave a single, firm nod to my reflection in the dark window pane. Then, with the sudden, echoing sound of heavy, flapping wings, I vanished from the room.

      Feats

       The First Domino

      You successfully manipulated the Headmaster of Hogwarts into an admission of failure and a partial confession of guilt. The cracks in the foundation are showing, Harry. Keep pulling.

      Reward: 5 GC

      Absolute Audacity

      You walked into the Headmaster’s office, demanded total unrestricted access to the castle’s secrets, and asked for a blank check for your future expenses. Dumbledore said no, but he’s definitely going to lose sleep over the sheer gall of it.

      Reward: 5 GC

      Rising Maestro of Chaos

      Within twenty-four hours of your arrival, you have: terrified a Malfoy, embarrassed a professor, manipulated the Headmaster, and accidentally triggered a school-wide rumor mill that is currently operating harder than your computer RAM ever did.

      Reward: 15 GC

      BETA’ed by: @Luke Sky 001
BETA’ed by: Old Man Of The Mountain
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      Total Gambling Coin = 59

      Perks So far.

      Active Slots: 5/5 (Can be unlocked after special thresholds are crossed)

      1: Ragebaiter (Active)

      Origin: Agatha All Along

      You possess an exceptional talent for pushing people’s emotional buttons and provoking intense anger. Whether through carefully chosen words or calculated actions, you excel at getting under others’ skin, often sparking heated reactions or even outright violence. Your ability to incite fury is virtually unmatched, but beware—provoked individuals rarely hesitate to act on their rage. Ensure you’re prepared to handle the consequences, as the wrath of your targets can be swift and utterly unforgiving.

      2: Holy Water (Item)

      Origin: Good Omens

      The very last thing a demon should have, since it tends to melt demon-kind rather effectively. You now possess a bottomless thermos of genuine holy water. Do try to be careful with it. It looks rather ordinary, simple black metal except for the white Cross of Christ etched near the cap.

      You have the ability to summon the thermos of holy water and have an inventory-like system that can only store this one thermos and nothing else.

      3: Immune (Active)

      [Epic Ability]

      Complete immunity to all negative status effects. While active, the user cannot be poisoned, cursed, diseased, or subjected to any form of debuffing magic or mundane affliction.

      4: Volition (Passive)

      Elite Trait

      Origin: Disco Elysium

      You are unnaturally connected to your own inner morale. The voice that pushes you to move forward, your determination, and your will to keep going. Honing this sense can allow you not to lose your will even against extreme adversity and pull off feats of tremendous willpower with ease. But losing control over your volition can also lead to overconfidence.

      5: The Beastmaster (Passive)

      Origin: Harry Potter Movie Series

      You have a way with nature so great that you can form deep and lasting friendships with animals both magical and mundane. Through this you can pacify violent animals, making them more friendly to you, even those that might normally see humans as nothing more than a snack.

      6: Half Hot, Half Cold (Active)

      Epic Ability

      Origin: My Hero Academia

      Allows the user to create and emit both ice and fire from either side of their body, also granting elemental resistance. With training, the two aspects may be combined into Frostflare.

      7: [Sword Birth] (Item)

      |Epic Item|

      DxD — A Sacred Gear created by God. It allows the user to conjure constructs of demonic swords with varying properties depending on the user’s capabilities and skill. Swords that absorb flame or ones that are exceptionally sharp are just a few of the many examples. The user cannot create a sword that does something they themselves cannot do.

      8: [Explosion!] (Active)

      [Elite Ability]

      Konosuba: Allows one to bring down an extremely powerful explosion from the heavens like the wrath of a god or a thermonuclear warhead. The longer one charges the explosion and the more energy they expend, the more power the explosion becomes.

      9: Mental Image Blocking |Common Skill| (Passive)

      Batman — You have learned a technique to block out mind readers and telepaths by masking your real thoughts with conjured mental images, taught to you by the ever-elusive Tibetan Monks.

      10: Bio Armor [Elite Ability| (Active)

      Allows you to manifest and don a bio armour that can freely shapeshift and autonomously adapt to your body, creating blades, spikes, shields, etc.

      11: You Rolled: [Old Blood] (Passive)

      |Legendary Trait|

      Bloodborne — You have the blood of the Great Ones running through your veins. You have greater vitality and energy thanks to the Old Blood, which also grants you resistance against Esoteric effects. The concentration of mystery in your blood increases your energy reserves and makes it easier for you to learn, understand and train Magic and Esoteric Arts. Finally, your blood has healing properties that scale with your vitality, but those who ingest too much may be affected by your corruptive presence. If you want, you can exert greater influence over those who consume your blood. (You are not an actual Great One)
​
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      If I mess something up, call it out in the comments. Likes and comments genuinely fuel me — greedy as that sounds.Want to hang out? My carrd (heliel43.carrd.co) has all my links — Discord, P word, all of it.
Thanks for reading. And a real thank you to my patrons, you guys mean a lot. My Discord and P word are there.
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