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  Prologue: A Fresh Start

To Harry, the moment seemed to last an eternity.

Sirius was falling backwards, as though in slow motion. Bellatrix's curse had struck him directly in the chest, and his eyes were wide, looking at Harry with horror. Harry watched in disbelief as his godfather fell directly through the Veil of Death and disappeared from sight.

For several agonizing seconds, Harry waited, half-expecting Sirius to reappear on the other side. This couldn't be what it looked like, could it? Never mind Bellatrix's triumphant shouts of glee, or the collective gasps of the gathered Order members who witnessed the event. Sirius could not be dead.

"Sirius?" Harry called out weakly. There was no response.

"Harry…" a soothing voice spoke in his ear. Remus Lupin had hurried over to him, grabbing him lightly across the shoulders. "There's nothing you can do. He's gone."

"No, he's not!" Harry denied. "He's just there, on the other side of the archway. He'll reappear any second."

"It doesn't work that way, Harry—" Remus tried to console him, but Harry tuned him out. He couldn't lose Sirius. He'd already lost so much: his parents, Cedric, his childhood, his innocence. He couldn't lose the closest thing he had left to a parental figure. He wouldn't.

"Let me GO!" Harry roared, wrenching himself free of Remus' grasp. He charged forward after Sirius, determined to find him, to bring him back to the land of the living. He would not let one more person die on his behalf. So, ignoring the screams and cries of fear from the Order members behind him, Harry plunged directly through the Veil after Sirius.

Harry felt a brief flash of cold, then darkness. He blinked rapidly, but could not clear away the oppressive blackness surrounding him on all sides. He could not tell where he was, if anywhere at all – the Veil, the Department of Mysteries had disappeared. Was this the end? Had he just died?

Far off in the distance, Harry saw a faint trace of light, as though he were standing at one end of a particularly long tunnel. He pressed forward, not conscious of feet moving underneath him or even his own heart beating. Did he still possess a body? Or was he just a floating spirit, deprived of a living host to occupy? He moved more quickly now, growing nervous, hoping to find some kind of answer at the other end of the tunnel.

He emerged quite suddenly in a wide, spacious room of light. It appeared like a cathedral, with its high vaulted ceilings and tall pillars stretching upwards to infinity. Harry looked around, noting that he was stood on some kind of platform, lined with stone benches and iron guardrails. It reminded him quite like Platform 9 , though surely he couldn't be there…

Soon Harry realized that he was not alone. He turned to his left and saw a figure approaching him, dressed in robes of deepest black. Harry could not discern the identity of the figure, though it looked vaguely familiar to him. He knew not how old the figure was, nor even what gender it was – it seemed to exist as all possible identities at once, as paradoxical as it sounded.

"Greetings, Harry Potter," the figure said with a wan smile. "I suppose you're wondering where you are?"

"Erm...yes," Harry admitted, looking around. "I was just thinking that it looked a lot like King's Cross Station."

The figure looked around the room along with him. "I suppose that makes sense," the figure said. "We are in a transitory space between life and death. Everybody's mind perceives it differently, but a train station is a perfectly reasonable interpretation."

"So I am dead, then?" Harry asked, crestfallen.

"You are neither alive nor dead," the figure smiled mysteriously. "People usually pass directly over to the plane of the dead, but your case is different, Harry Potter."

"How so?" Harry asked, frowning. Why could even dying be simple in his cursed life...?

"Normally, death is the crossing over of a single soul from one plane to another," the figure explained. "However, you possessed two souls within your body, and only one is required to complete the passage."

"Two souls?" Harry repeated, bewildered. "How can I have two souls?"

"You, Harry Potter, are but one soul," the figure explained patiently. "But the portion of Tom Riddle's soul within you was also just killed. The portion that resided within your scar."

"I had...part of Voldemort's soul living inside my head?" Harry asked, horrified. He wanted to vehemently deny such a possibility, but suddenly it all made perfect sense. His unexplained abilities such as Parseltongue…the Sorting Hat wanting him in Slytherin…his inexplicable connection to the Dark Lord's mind…

"Yes, you did," the figure nodded. "The man you knew as Voldemort performed a terrible bit of magic in his pursuit of immortality. He never intended to place one such part of his soul within you, but his plans backfired when his Killing Curse rebounded all those years ago."

"So you're saying...he'd done this before?" Harry asked, horrified. "He split his soul multiple times to keep himself alive? That's how he was able to come back?"

"An abomination, yes," the figure said sadly. "I must thank you for returning one such stray soul fragment to me. Tom Riddle may seek to run and hide, but he cannot evade me forever."

"Sorry...but who are you, exactly?" asked Harry.

"I am Death," the figure said calmly. "I do not often speak directly to human souls, but for you, I have made an exception. Because I have a proposition for you."

"You do?" Harry asked, perplexed.

"Yes," said Death. "Normally, I would give you a choice between passing on to the plane of death, or returning to your living body. Unfortunately, your body itself has crossed over through the Veil, so that second option does not exist for you any longer."

"So I'm forced to go on...to die?" Harry asked, once again crestfallen.

"Normally you would be," Death went on. "But to express my gratitude for returning part of Tom's soul to me, I can offer an alternative. A chance at a different life, one that you never had the opportunity to live before."

"What kind of life?" Harry asked, suspicious.

"You would still be Harry Potter," Death went on. "But in another reality, where you were never targeted by Voldemort. Your family would be alive, as would your godfather, and you would be able to grow up in the healthy, happy home you were denied in your previous life."

Harry may not have had a corporeal body at that moment, but he still felt his proverbial heart leap at this prospect. "That's...an option?" he asked. "I could see my parents alive again? And never have to live with the Dursleys ever again?"

"Keep in mind that everything else you experienced in your old life would change," Death warned him. "Your friends would not know you. Every relationship you've formed would be different from before, with no guarantee of returning them to the way it was before. For some, such a prospect would be maddening, and death would be preferable in the end."

Harry considered this. After all, he could see his parents and Sirius again, simply by crossing over to the plane of death. He would be at peace there, free to be with his loved ones once more, and when his friends eventually crossed over, he would be there to greet them with open arms. That didn't sound so bad, given everything he'd already been through.

But curiosity had gotten the best of him. What would his life have really been like, if James and Lily Potter had survived? Who would he have become? How would his time at Hogwarts change? It was a fantasy he often indulged in but never imagined to be attainable. Now here it was, offered to him on a silver platter.

"What will happen to my friends...in my old life?" Harry asked.

"They will mourn you," Death said simply. "That is inevitable. You will become a martyr, and others will take inspiration from your tragic life and death to finish what you started in destroying Tom Riddle."

Harry felt a twinge of regret and sadness at this stark reality, but also frustration. He didn't want to be a martyr. He never asked for the attention – he just wanted to live a normal life, unburdened by the weight of the war on his shoulders. Would that forever be his legacy? The Boy Who Lived, and then Died? He had hoped to escape that label and forge his own destiny, his own future.

And perhaps he still could. All he had to do was step away from one world, one that clearly had little use for him other than a symbol of token suffering, and into another, where he would be free of the limelight at last. A world where no one knew his name, and he could start afresh, with loving parents behind him and a wide-open future ahead of him. It was simply too enticing to pass up on.

"I'll do it," Harry announced. "I'll take your offer. I want to see my parents alive."

"You are sure?" asked Death, smiling coyly. "Once you've made your decision, there is no turning back."

"I'm sure."

Death nodded, as though already knowing precisely which option Harry would take. "Then let us go," said Death, beckoning to the end of the platform. A train was pulling into the station, a train of purest white light, its doors sliding open, beckoning him inside.

Harry stepped forward tentatively, knowing that stepping aboard would be the symbolic point of no return. He looked back briefly to see Death watching him, a knowing smile still plastered across its face. Waiting to see what Harry would choose.

Harry said a silent goodbye to his old life – his friends, whom he knew he would see again but perhaps never have the same connection with. Then, he stepped forward onto the train carriage, the doors closing behind him. He felt the train lurch into motion, whisking him away from King's Cross Station, and into a world of blinding white light….

Harry awoke with a start, thrashing about under the covers and gasping for air. He sat bolt upright in bed, panting, eyes adjusting to the low light level. At first he thought he was back in the Gryffindor dorms, and everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours was just a bad dream. Or perhaps he was back on Privet Drive, having recovered from whatever happened in the Department of Mysteries and returned to the Dursleys for the summer.

But when he grasped for his glasses on the bedside table and jammed them on, he did not recognize the room he was in at all. He lay in a twin bed adorned with blue sheets, with yellow knitted Snitches decorating the comforter. The walls were plastered with Quidditch posters, whose players were darting around between the frames in the dim sunlight filtering in through the window. Clothes and books were strewn all over the floor – whoever lived here didn't care much for cleanliness.

Do I live here? Harry wondered. He thought the encounter with Death had been a strange dream, but this new reality felt similarly foreign and dream-like to him. Harry heard creaking footsteps somewhere below him, and realized he was not alone in this house. He tentatively got to his feet, hoping against hope that he would find what he suspected may be waiting for him downstairs.

Harry exited the bedroom into a small hallway that exited onto a flight of stairs. He crept down to the first level, finding himself in a foreign living room. There were the usual amenities – a couch, a lamp, a coffee table – but no television, where any respectable Muggle household would have one. This had to be a wizarding household. Heart hammering, Harry turned to the kitchen, sensing movement nearby, and walked forward—

"Surprise!"

Harry flinched; two figures leapt out of their hiding places to greet him. At first Harry did not recognize them, but he quickly realized that he knew them both well – only in a younger form. The man was tall and slender like himself, with messy black hair, horn-rimmed glasses and a sloppy grin on his face. The woman was thin and radiantly beautiful, with flaming red hair and sparkling green eyes framed by a similar mirthful smile.

"Mum?" he said tentatively, his voice sounding considerably higher than it once was. "Dad?"

"Happy birthday, kiddo!" James said, slapping his son playfully on the shoulder. "Didn't think we'd forget, did you?"

"We were just preparing your favorite breakfast!" Lily beamed, ruffling Harry's hair affectionately. "It's almost ready; we didn't expect you up quite so early—"

Lily was interrupted by a stifling hug, as Harry launched himself at his mother and wrapped his arms around her. She smelled divine, like fresh rose petals, and she was as warm and inviting as he'd always imagined her to be. Lily chuckled in surprise, but returned the hug all the same.

"Goodness," she chuckled as she embraced her son. "James, you'd think we starve him for attention."

"Hey, don't look a gift hippogriff in the mouth, Lil," James teased. "I doubt he'll act so affectionate when his sister wakes up."

That remark made Harry pull away from his mother and stare at his father in astonishment. I have a sister?! he thought in amazement. He had so many questions running through his mind, bursting to know everything about the new life he'd just been gifted with. But before he could rattle off several dozen of them, there came a gentle rapping on glass, causing all three Potters to turn toward the window.

"Ah, I think I know what this means," Lily said, striding across the kitchen to open the window. "That's a Hogwarts owl if I've ever seen one." And she let in a majestic brown owl, which hooted softly and deposited a letter at Harry's feet before fluttering back outside. Harry bent down to pick up the envelope, which was sealed with a wax Hogwarts emblem and addressed to: "Harry James Potter, the Kitchen, Number Eighteen Church Lane, Godric's Hollow, England".

Harry looked up at his parents, who were watching him expectantly, urging him on with wide smiles. Harry tore open the letter, already knowing what was inside, but nonetheless feeling warmth spread across his chest as he unfolded it to read:

Dear Mr. Potter,

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

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

Yours sincerely,

Minerva McGonagall

Deputy Headmistress

So that explained at least one of Harry's questions: today was his eleventh birthday. He certainly felt smaller than he had in the Department of Mysteries, and he had wondered when he would be able to return to Hogwarts in his new reality. Apparently, the answer was in one month and one day's time.

"Of course we knew you'd get in; your name's been down since birth," James beamed at Harry as he took the letter from him. "Though it is nice to have confirmation you're not a Squib."

"James Potter!" Lily said in mock scandal, slapping her husband playfully on the shoulder. "Of course Harry's a wizard; he's been making things move and flying that blasted toy broom of his since before he could walk!"

"Damned right he has," James said, beaming with pride. "Gonna try out for the Gryffindor squad, you reckon, son? Think you can live up to your old man's legacy?"

"Oh, don't pressure him," Lily scoffed. "And who said he'll be in Gryffindor? I'm sure he'll fit in fine with whichever House accepts him."

"I'm gonna try out," Harry said eagerly to James. "For Seeker. As early as this year, if they'll let me."

"Atta boy!" James guffawed. "See, Lily? A born flyer! I don't think they let first-years play, but maybe I can write to ol' Minnie and twist her arm a little—"

"I'm sure 'Minnie' will be very receptive to seven more years of Potter hijinks," Lily said, rolling her eyes. "Come, let's eat before the food gets cold."

Harry walked over to the kitchen table in a daze and took a seat, still feeling like he was in a dream too good to be true. Lily transferred over several steaming plates of food, loaded up with fried eggs, bacon, sausages and waffles. Harry's mouth watered as he ogled the spread; the Dursleys never had such lavish breakfasts, and if they did, Harry only got the scraps that Dudley didn't want.

Harry's brief trance was interrupted by a sharp pain in the shin as something – or someone – kicked him hard. "Oi, stupid, you're sitting in my seat!" an annoyed voice growled at him. Harry turned towards the disturbance, eyes widening at a face he'd never seen before, even in dreams or memories. A girl, roughly the same age as him, with identical green eyes and a mop of raven-black hair pinned up in a bun. She tapped her foot expectantly, looking cross with him.

"Erm…" Harry said nervously, unsure of what to say.

"Be nice to your brother, sweetheart; it's his birthday after all," James chastised the girl lightly, planting a kiss atop her temple as he passed by (which she squirmed away from).

"But I always get the seat by the window!" the girl pouted.

"Merlin's sake, Dahlia, you can sit somewhere else for one meal!" Lily groaned tiredly as she placed the last of the meal plates on the table.

"It's okay," Harry said at once, scooting his chair back. "You can have this seat." And he stood up to shift over to the other side of the table, allowing the girl called Dahlia to claim her desired spot, smirking triumphantly.

"Well, I never thought I'd see the day," James remarked as he settled into his own chair. "If I didn't know any better, Lily, I'd say our children do love each other after all."

"As if," Dahlia scoffed, beginning to pile her plate high. "Harry just knows I would take revenge later if he didn't."

Harry sat in silence, gawking around the table at his three family members as they bantered back and forth while loading their plates. He was particularly entranced by Dahlia, never before imagining that his parents might have had another child if they'd survived. He found himself staring at his sister, studying her face, the way it lit up as she raised a subject she was interested in (in this case, Herbology). She noticed his gaze lingering on her and shot her tongue out at him mockingly, causing him to shake himself out of it and begin loading his own plate.

"Your brother got his Hogwarts letter this morning," Lily informed Dahlia. "He'll be starting in a month."

"Whoop dee do," Dahlia groaned. "Did mine come along with it? If not, I don't care."

"Yours will come in time," James said placatingly. "Just one more year, and you'll be able to—"

"Who cares if I'm eleven months younger?" Dahlia whined. "We all know I'm ten times smarter and more mature than Harry! All he cares about is stupid Quidditch!"

"Enough," Lily said sharply. "Keep this up and we won't bring you along to Diagon Alley."

That got Dahlia to quit whining immediately. In fact, her entire demeanor shifted at once to one of excitement and joy. "You're going today?" she squealed. "Please please please can I come?"

"I dunno," James sighed dramatically. "We were gonna go out for ice cream at Fortescue's after finishing Harry's school shopping, but if you're going to misbehave…"

"I'll be good, I swear it!" Dahlia insisted. "I'll even keep from calling Harry ugly all afternoon!"

"That'll be a new record," Lily remarked, bemused. "We leave at ten o' clock sharp, you two. I don't want to get caught in the afternoon shopping rush."

Dahlia spent the rest of the meal chattering non-stop about everything she hoped to do and see in Diagon Alley. Harry was growing excited himself, already thinking ahead to all he had to look forward to. A fresh start at Hogwarts...new supplies, new books, a new wand...would the holly-and-phoenix wand choose him again? Would Hedwig still be available to purchase as a pet? So many tiny decisions with rippling, long-lasting effects would be made today.

An hour later, once Harry had had his fill of breakfast (and then some, as Lily insisted he finish an extra plate), he joined the family in the living room to depart for their field trip. He and his parents wound up having to wait on Dahlia, who emerged from upstairs five minutes late, trying to look nonchalant, face obviously caked in poorly-applied makeup.

"Merlin's beard, Dolly, what have you done to yourself?" James guffawed at the sight.

"Did you raid my makeup cabinet again, young lady?" Lily groaned, whipping out her wand. "Scourgify." Dahlia scowled as the makeup vanished from her face, leaving her natural complexion behind.

"C'mon, Mum, we're going out!" Dahlia protested. "What if he is there?"

"Then you'll thank me later for not letting you strut about like a peacock," Lily huffed. Harry wondered who 'he' might be – did his little sister already have a boyfriend? But he didn't have time to ponder this long, as his father ushered him forward towards the fireplace.

Harry took a handful of green Floo Powder from the urn his mother proffered to him, and stepped over the hearth and into the chimney. "Diagon Alley!" he announced clearly, not wanting to repeat his misadventure from his alternate second year. He dropped the powder, and felt himself spinning through the fireplace network, finally being deposited into the Leaky Cauldron. He stepped out unsteadily, brushing himself off as his family soon followed close behind.

The bar was half-full, even at this early hour, but the barman seemed to recognize James as soon as he stepped through the fireplace. "Ah, Auror Potter!" he greeted him. "The usual?"

"Not today, Tom, but thank you," James said with a polite nod. "Taking my son Harry for school supplies today. He's starting at Hogwarts this year."

"Harry Potter, eh?" Tom said aloud, looking down upon the boy. Harry half-expected the room to hush and all eyes to turn towards him at the verbalized name, but nothing happened. "Good on you, lad. Enjoy the castle, and say hello to Peeves for me!"

"Will do," Harry said with a polite smile. James then guided Harry gently through the pub towards the back alley, where the familiar brick wall stood between them and their destination. James tapped his wand on the three required bricks, and the wall leapt aside for them, granting them access to Diagon Alley.

No matter how many times Harry came here, he would never stop marveling at its wondrous sights, sounds and smells. So many magical people in one place, sharing the latest gossip, buying the latest in wizarding technology, and simply enjoying one another's company. He found himself smiling in spite of himself as he gazed up at all the storefronts, thinking of all the fun products being peddled within.

"Quickly now, everyone," James muttered as he led the way through the half-crowded Alley. "I've got to make a withdrawal from Gringotts first, then we can start shopping."

They muscled their way through the crowds to the great wizard bank, Gringotts. It looked just as Harry last remembered it, with its ornate white marble pillars and vaulted ceiling topped with a glass dome. James strode confidently across the foyer and got in the back of the line. There weren't too many people in the bank at this hour, but the room still felt abnormally crowded – mostly due to the towering figure queuing just ahead of them.

"Dear me...is that Hagrid?" Lily asked aloud. At this, the large man in a brown trench coat turned to face them, his bearded face lighting up at the sight of the family of four behind him.

"Blimey, is tha' James an' Lily Potter?" Hagrid boomed excitedly. "Good ter see yeh!"

"You as well, Hagrid," James said, patting the half-giant appreciatively on the arm (for which he had to stand on tip-toes). "What brings you to Diagon Alley today?"

"Oh," said Hagrid, leaning in and lowering his voice to a coarse whisper. "Mission fer Dumbledore. Top secret, very hush hush."

So the Philosopher's Stone is still coming to Hogwarts, Harry deduced. He'd wondered just how much his school years would differ from his old life, but so far, aside from his family being intact, things were progressing just as he remembered them the first time.

"Sounds important," Lily remarked. "Seems the Headmaster trusts you."

"Sure does," Hagrid said, bristling with pride at the compliment. He turned to see Harry and Dahlia standing behind their parents, the latter gawking unabashedly at the towering figure. "An' this must be young Harry an' Dahlia!" Hagrid beamed. "Las' time I saw yeh two, yeh were abou' the size of my thumb!"

"Harry here is starting at Hogwarts this fall!" James said proudly. "Harry, this is Rubeus Hagrid, the gamekeeper at Hogwarts."

"Nice to meet you," Harry said sincerely. He hoped he would have just as strong of a relationship with Hagrid as in his past life, and was glad to see that the man's opinion of his parents was just as high in life as in death.

"Likewise, Harry," said Hagrid, shaking the boy's hand (and nearly crushing it). "Come by me hut sometime fer a cuppa tea."

"I will," Harry nodded. "Can't wait to visit you and Fang."

"Aw, yeh even told him abou' Fang, bless yer hearts!" Hagrid beamed at James and Lily. Harry's parents exchanged curious looks – clearly they had not met the dog before. But the non sequitur went unnoticed, as Hagrid stepped up to the teller's counter and the Potters were called to a separate one.

The trip to the Potter vault was largely uneventful (though Dahlia got motion sickness on the mine cart and forced a mortified apology from Lily to the attending goblin as she Vanished the sickness from his face). The vault was even more full of gold than Harry remembered – he assumed an additional ten years of income from both his parents would have bolstered their funds significantly.

The family returned to the surface and walked out of the bank back to the street, where a significant disturbance was unfolding. People were jostling and shoving one another out of the way, chattering excitedly about something. "Is that him?" "He's really here?" "Does he have the scar?" Harry's stomach dropped, thinking that suddenly his secret was up and he was about to be mobbed, but the attention appeared to be focused elsewhere, towards the center of the street.

"Move aside, please," James said exasperatedly as he attempted to force his way through the crowd. But he was not the only person trying to get through. Everyone seemed to be crowding around a pair of people walking through the Alley, waving their hands, calling for their attention.

Suddenly, Dahlia squealed from behind Harry. "Mummy look, it's him, it's him!" she exclaimed. Harry followed her pointed finger towards a stooped older woman accompanying a boy, who looked to be about his age. The woman was attempting to clear the path forward for the two of them, growing more frustrated by the minute. Harry leaned around an older wizard for a better look at the boy's face, and was shocked to see that it was none other than Neville Longbottom.

But this was not the Neville Harry remembered. This Neville still had traces of baby fat on his face, but he was leaner and more fit than Harry ever remembered him being. His eyes, normally wide and frightened, were fixed straight ahead, doing his best to tune out the crowd around him. And just barely visible upon his forehead, partially concealed by a lock of brown hair, was a lightning-bolt scar.

"Neville, over here!" "The Boy Who Lived!" "Thank you, Neville!" The crowd's chants sounded familiar to Harry, because they had once been leveled at him during his first visit to Diagon Alley. At least Neville had the benefit of knowing who he was ahead of time, given his grandmother's presence; Harry hadn't known he was famous until he was mobbed in the streets. He felt a pang of guilt at the relief he felt at no longer being the object of attention, knowing that it must be a special kind of hell for Neville to endure.

"D'you think he'd sign my poster, Mum?" Dahlia asked Lily, tugging on her shirt.

"Oh, give the poor boy a rest; he's been through enough," Lily sighed sadly as she watched Neville and his gran disappear up the road, the crowd following behind them. "I'd forgotten he was Harry's age."

"Poor Augusta," James muttered. "Losing her son and daughter-in-law, forced to raise her grandson alone...a remarkably strong woman."

"She always was the best of us," Lily agreed. "C'mon, let's get shopping while the crowds are preoccupied."

They were fortunate to get in and out of Flourish and Blotts without too much fanfare, picking up all of Harry's textbooks in less than ten minutes. They popped into the pet shop after that, and Harry looked around excitedly in the rafters for Hedwig, but she was nowhere to be seen. Somewhat dejected, he settled on a tawny brown owl, which Dahlia insisted on naming Bandit, due to the black stripes lining the bird's eyes.

Next, Harry entered Madam Malkin's to get fitted for his school robes. He stood patiently on a step-stool as the magical tape measure began wrapping itself around him, taking down his numbers.

"Hogwarts, too?" a voice asked from beside him. Harry turned to see Draco Malfoy sizing him up, his face not curled in disdain as usual, merely observing him, judging him.

"Yes," said Harry, resisting the urge to say something snarky. Draco had yet to antagonize him in this reality, and he ought to give him the benefit of the doubt before making mortal enemies of the boy again.

"D'you know what House you'll be in yet?" asked Draco.

"Probably Gryffindor," Harry shrugged. "Both of my parents were in."

"Hmm," Draco hummed, clearly unimpressed. "Well, I'm going to be in Slytherin. Just like my father, and his father before him. Name's Malfoy, what's yours?"

"Potter," said Harry. "Harry Potter."

The trademark Malfoy scowl returned to the blond boy's face at this mention. "Potter, eh?" he repeated. "Like James Potter, the Auror?"

"That's my dad," Harry nodded.

"Didn't he marry a Mudblood?"

"Don't use that word in front of me," Harry said warningly. Draco only shrugged.

"Well, you could do worse than half-blood, I suppose," Draco sighed, as though pitying Harry's family history. "Could you imagine being raised by Muggles, and trying to keep up at Hogwarts?"

"Yes, I could," Harry said coldly. His patience was running thin, and he was quickly being reminded why he loathed Draco so much in his past life. Things were not looking much better in his new one, either. Draco didn't seem to pick up on Harry' s simmering anger, because he continued on as though he hadn't said anything offensive.

"I'm going to join the Quidditch team as Seeker, you know," he boasted. "I'll be the youngest in over a century, according to Father."

"They don't let first-years on the team," Harry pointed out.

"Father's on the Board of Governors," Draco shrugged, "and he knows Slytherin's Head of House personally. I bet they'll make an exception for me."

"Well, best of luck to you, then," Harry said sardonically, knowing that Draco would likely fail in his endeavor. It wasn't like he could really retort, though, since he'd been that exception in his old life, no doubt due to his minor celebrity status and McGonagall's light Gryffindor corruption.

Thankfully Draco's fitting ended soon after, and Harry enjoyed the rest of his session in relative peace and quiet. He wondered what kind of relationship James Potter and Lucius Malfoy had, but considering their respective statuses as Auror and former Death Eater – not to mention Draco's sour reaction to his name – it was probably not a cordial one.

Harry left the shop to find Lily and Dahlia waiting outside for him. "Your father was called into work," Lily said grimly. "Do you have everything you need?"

"Everything but my wand," said Harry.

"Shoot," Lily huffed. "Well, I was hoping to swing by the potions supply shop, but it's on the opposite end of the Alley from Ollivander's—"

"You go ahead, Mum!" Dahlia said, grabbing Harry's arm excitedly. "We can find our own way, right Harry?"

"Erm...right," Harry nodded. "I know where Ollivander's is."

Lily looked nervously between her two children. "You'll stick together no matter what?" she asked sternly. "And you'll watch out for your sister, Harry?"

"Oh please, I'll be watching out for him!" Dahlia grinned. But Lily continued to stare at Harry until he nodded his agreement.

"Very well," Lily sighed. "We'll meet at Fortescue's in an hour. And do not wander off into Knockturn Alley!" With that, she turned to hurry off towards her destination, while Dahlia guided Harry in the opposite direction.

"So what's got you so dumbstruck today?" Dahlia asked once they were out of earshot of their mother.

"Come again?" Harry asked, turning towards his sister.

"You've barely said three words since this morning," Dahlia remarked. "Usually Mum has to whack you upside the head to get you to stop blathering on about this or that Quidditch team."

"Erm...I dunno," Harry shrugged. (Was he normally more talkative in this universe?) He decided to throw a quip back in her face to test the waters: "It seems you can talk enough for the both of us."

"Only so you don't hog all of Mum and Dad's attention," Dahlia scoffed. "So what gives? Nervous about Hogwarts, or what?"

"A little, perhaps," Harry admitted. He was more excited than anything, though there was definitely an element of the unknown present in this universe that gave him a little trepidation.

"Don't you fret about it," Dahlia said in a singsong voice as she skipped down the cobblestone high street beside him. "I'm sure you'll only have a couple bullies. Besides, they'll be nothing compared to my bullying once I arrive."

"You'd really try to bully me, when I know all your deepest, darkest secrets?" Harry asked, raising an eyebrow with a smirk.

"You do not," Dahlia frowned, a note of uncertain challenge in her voice.

"Oh, Neville Longbottom," Harry said in a swooning falsetto, mimicking Dahlia outside Gringotts. "I'm madly in love with you...kiss me, Neville, I have all your posters on my wall…"

"Shut it, idiot, before someone hears!" Dahlia gasped in a mortified tone, leaping atop Harry's shoulders and attempting to cover his mouth. Harry laughed raucously as he grappled with her, trying to squirm free of her grasp. He'd had a sister for all of just a couple hours, and he'd already lay down his life for hers in a heartbeat. He never thought he'd have such companionship before, and it filled him with comforting warmth. It truly was a shame that she wouldn't be joining him at Hogwarts for another year…

They arrived at Ollivander's wand shop soon after, entering the dingy, dusty space cautiously. Even now Harry felt a sense of foreboding, as though this place held a secret, arcane knowledge that no other magic seemed to possess. Wandlore had always intimidated him, especially given the nefarious connection his last wand had given him to the Dark Lord.

Gerrick Ollivander came out of the back room to greet them. "New Hogwarts students?" he asked them.

"Just him," Dahlia sighed dramatically. "I have another year to go."

"I see," Ollivander nodded sympathetically to her. "Well, step right up, young man, and we'll try to find you a perfect match."

They went through a cycle of wands, most of which were snatched away by Ollivander before Harry could so much as wave it. A few caused minor magical fluctuations in the air – lightbulbs flickering, shelves rattling, boxes popping open. Ollivander patiently handed Harry one after the other, the process taking just as long as Harry's first time around. He found himself eyeing the brown box sitting atop a high shelf, knowing it contained the holly and phoenix feather wand, wandering if it would again choose him…

"Tricky customer, very tricky," Ollivander mused. But he didn't appear frustrated; if anything, he looked as though he relished the challenge. "You've got highly temperamental magic, far more attuned than most...a refined palate that only the right wand can satisfy…"

Dahlia began to grow bored as she slouched in the corner watching Harry try more and more wands. Harry found himself growing weary of the process himself, and was on the verge of straight-up asking directly to try the holly wand. But then Ollivander opened a new box, peering down at the wand within, and chuckling a bit to himself.

"An unusual combination, but worth a try," he mused, handing Harry a new wand. "Mahogany, twelve and three-quarter inches, with a Kneazle's whisker core." Harry suddenly had a vivid image of Hermione's old cat Crookshanks in his head, and, bemused, he took the wand from Ollivander.

Immediately he knew it was the one. The wand glowed with warmth in his palm, sending three puffs of white flame into the air before settling back to a dormant state.

"Aha!" Ollivander proclaimed, clapping his hands together in triumph. "A match! I should have tried it earlier, but that core is so rare, so very rare indeed...haven't sold a Kneazle core in years…"

"Why is it so rare?" Harry asked.

"Kneazles have a reputation as tricksters and troublemakers," Ollivander said with a wry smile. "You're a Potter, are you not, boy? I recognize your father James in you – I knew he was trouble from the moment he stepped into my shop. I imagine you have a similar reckless streak within you."

"You can say that again," Dahlia scoffed from the corner.

"I try to avoid trouble whenever I can," Harry said uneasily.

"But I imagine trouble seems to find you anyway, am I wrong?" Ollivander winked. Harry could not dispute this observation. "Paired with the mahogany wood, I think you'll enjoy plenty of speed and flexibility with that wand as well. A duelist's dream, if you choose to follow that path. But be warned! Kneazle cores are known to be finicky, and will demand your full attention to perform at its peak abilities. Are you up for the task, young man?"

"Yes, I think so," Harry said. As always, deep discussion of wandlore made him uncomfortable, as though Ollivander was somehow peering deep into his identity and gauging his inner self through his wand selection. Could he somehow tell that he had secrets and tricks of his own, having traveled back in time…?

"Then best of luck to you, Mr. Potter," Ollivander bowed to the two of them. "And I look forward to seeing you next year, Miss Potter!"

Harry paid for his wand and led the way back out into the Alley. They made their way towards Fortescue's, looking forward to some ice cream, but Lily was stood waiting for them outside the storefront, which was closed.

"They're shutting down the Alley early," she said grimly. "We should head home."

"Why? What's happened?" Harry asked, frowning.

"There was a break-in at Gringotts," Lily frowned. "Your father was called in to help figure out what happened."

"Is he gonna be okay?" Dahlia asked, frightened.

"I'm sure he will be," Harry reassured his sister. If things were indeed happening just as they had before, then Quirrell would be long gone from the bank before any Aurors could get in his way.

"No use fretting about it here," Lily said. "Let's hurry home so we can be there when your father returns."

They hustled back to the Leaky Cauldron and joined the queue of witches and wizards waiting to Floo away. They arrived back in Godric's Hollow safe and sound, where Lily insisted they all remain downstairs to keep her company while waiting for word from James. Harry instinctively knew he'd be fine – no way Death would screw with him by killing off his father less than a day into his new life – but acquiesced quietly.

Dahlia insisted on poring over Harry's new textbooks (which he didn't bother to leaf through, as he'd already learned all the material), as Bandit the owl zoomed happily overhead, finally free of his cage. Harry even let Dahlia wave his new wand around a little, but snatched it back when she accidentally set the curtains on fire, prompting a stern lecture from Lily after she extinguished the flames. Lily was incredibly on-edge, and outside distractions certainly didn't help, especially once she stepped in a pile of owl droppings and demanded Bandit be put outside.

Luckily, James returned before dusk, his wife engulfing him in a relieved kiss the second he stepped out of the fireplace. It was a tender, loving sight that filled Harry with warmth, despite Dahlia's gagging sounds beside him. "Strange situation," James muttered as he tiredly plopped down onto the couch. "Someone managed to break into a high-security vault, but it had already been emptied earlier in the day, according to the goblins."

"Well, that's good news, isn't it?" Lily reasoned.

"Thing is, they wouldn't tell us what was in the vault in the first place," James sighed. "I tried pulling rank and involving Fudge, but they just laughed in my face. I doubt the investigation will turn up much."

Harry badly wanted to jump in and share what he knew, as he could tell his father precisely what was in the vault and who was after it. But that would only draw suspicion about how he knew such information – and besides, he couldn't say for certain that things were playing out exactly as they had in his old life. After all, Neville was the Boy Who Lived in this universe, not him – who knew what other ripple effects that change could have on the world?

The rest of the evening was a muted affair, though Lily did bring out a cake for Harry, adorned with eleven sparkling candles that were charmed not to extinguish when he blew them out (causing James to giggle with mischievous glee). The family retired early that night, and Harry got in bed shortly after dark, feeling mentally and physically drained after such an up-and-down day of new revelations.

But he did not fall asleep straight away. He lie awake, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the new life he'd found himself in. He felt safer and more content than he ever had before, with a loving family by his side and the burden of Voldemort removed from his shoulders. He had a chance to re-do his Hogwarts years exactly how they always ought to have been, free to make his own decisions – his shared fate with Tom Riddle no longer pulling him towards destruction.

But something continued to nag at the back of his mind. A sense of duty; a feeling of unresolved purpose in his life. He had failed to fulfill his destiny in his past life, to defeat Voldemort with the tools at his disposal. He had put too much faith in other people, like Dumbledore, and they'd let him down. He should have been better prepared, more knowledgeable about what he was up against. If what Death told him was true, defeating Voldemort might not have been as simple as striking the man down.

Would Neville meet the same fate he had? Would Dumbledore fail to equip him with the knowledge he would need to win the coming war? Harry could help him avoid making the same mistakes he had. Sure, he had the freedom to walk away, to have nothing to do with Voldemort...but would his conscience allow him to? Knowing what he knew? Knowing what a formidable threat Tom Riddle truly was, unbeknownst to anybody but himself?

Harry thought again to what Ollivander said to him in the wand shop: "I imagine trouble seems to find you anyway." Could Harry really avoid meddling in affairs if he tried? Surely not. He knew too much about the Dark Lord, had done too much to prepare for his destiny, to simply walk away. He may not be the Boy Who Lived, but he still felt he owed the wizarding world something. He had been gifted with a fresh start, and it would be a poor repayment to let the world fall to Voldemort in his selfish desire for normalcy.

He would have to prepare harder this time. Study more, hone his skills. Learn to rely on himself rather than others around him. He would have to delve into Tom Riddle's past to try and determine just how he had achieved his immortality, and how he could help break whatever links kept him tethered to the world of the living. And if he could help Neville stay alive along the way, all the better for everybody.

Harry heard the sounds of his father's gentle snores drifting down the hall towards him, and it brought him a fresh sense of peace as he began to drift to sleep. Things would be different this time: he would have a family to rely on, a support system to get him through the dark moments. He would live his new life to its fullest, but he would not shirk his duty to help defeat the Dark Lord. Harry didn't need to be the one to deliver the killing blow, but he would be damned if he sat on the sidelines and waited for someone else to fight the war that was coming for him one way or another.
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August was a month of both joy and grief for Harry.

For once in his life, he did not want the summer to end. Summers were usually spent with the Dursleys, being abused and belittled every waking moment of the day. Now, in his new life, Harry was surrounded by loving parents and a rambunctious sister, who may have been a handful but nonetheless cared for him. Even when they weren't spoiling him with attention he felt safe, he felt loved...a feeling he'd never had before. Suddenly the start of school term didn't feel like an escape, but an interruption to the new peace he'd found.

At the same time, he found himself mourning for the life he'd left behind. He wondered what Ron and Hermione might be going through, grieving the loss of their best friend. How the Order of the Phoenix would cope with Harry's loss – poor Remus had lost his best friend and the closest thing to a son in the span of a few seconds. He knew thanks to Death that they would eventually pick up the pieces and move on without him to defeat Voldemort, perhaps rallying behind Dumbledore to finish the job.

Dumbledore. The more Harry replayed the events of that evening in his mind, the more frustrated he became with the Headmaster. If he hadn't kept Sirius so confined within Grimmauld Place, he might not have rushed off headlong to the Ministry for a taste of adventure. And if he had only told Harry what was going on, he never would have been lured into danger in the first place. Did he know about the soul fragment in Harry's head? Did he plan on Harry dying to weaken Voldemort? The very thought made Harry's blood boil.

He wouldn't be quite so trusting of the kindly old man this time around. He could no longer count on the adults in his life to do the right thing – he had to rely on himself above anyone else. And he would have to keep an eye on Neville as well – if he was indeed marked for death as Harry had been in his previous timeline, Dumbledore might be similarly negligent in keeping the boy safe. Harry saw himself in the boy and couldn't help but feel obligated to help him in any way he could.

And yet, he had his own life to look forward to now! Hogwarts beckoned to him, a world of vast opportunities and potential to craft whatever future he wanted. Harry was free to make his own choices, carve his own path. He would help out with the war efforts in any way he could, of course, but he now faced a blank slate for truly the first time. No prophecies dictating his fate, no puppet masters pulling his strings...he was in control of his own life now. That was as liberating a thought as it was a terrifying one.

In the meantime, he slowly put the pieces together of his parents' lives over the past ten years, the lives in which they were not murdered by Lord Voldemort. James was a respected Auror, using his connections within the old Order of the Phoenix to ascend to a position of power within the Ministry. Lily was a freelance potioneer, working part-time on her mastery in the field while taking occasional time away from her family to attend conferences and apprenticeships all over the world.

Then there was Dahlia. Harry had never had a sibling before – the closest thing he had was his cousin Dudley, who belittled and abused him while receiving special treatment from his parents. Dahlia was a tornado of chaotic energy, constantly pestering and teasing him throughout the long summer days. But underneath it all he sensed a deep respect, a kinship he'd never felt with anyone besides Ron and Hermione. She was curious and generous, always coming to him first when she had some big question or revelation about magic, schooling, or life itself. She loved him, even if she would never admit it out loud, and Harry loved her back...leaving her would be the most difficult part of going to Hogwarts.

Harry also got an unexpected glimpse into the life of another ex-Marauder late that August, when Lily answered the door to a beaming Remus Lupin. He looked far more youthful and less shabby than Harry had ever seen him in his past life...he may still be a werewolf, but he no longer bore the burden of losing all of his friends to the war.

"Harry!" he beamed, bending down to give the boy a hug. "I hear you're off to Hogwarts next month. Getting excited yet?"

"Yeah, I can't wait," Harry nodded. "How have you been, Professor?"

The title slipped out before Harry could catch himself. Remus' eyebrows raised, peering curiously down at a mortified Harry for a moment, then he guffawed with laughter.

"Having a laugh at my appearance, are you?" he winked, indicating his sharp attire and groomed features. "I'll have you know I just had a job interview this morning, and I didn't get tossed out within the first five minutes for once!"

"Harry, don't tease your Uncle Remus like that!" Lily chastised her son.

"It's quite alright, Lily," Remus grinned. "Glad to see young Harry is starting to develop his father's trademark wit."

"Yes, we're just thrilled," Lily said sarcastically. "Come, Remus, I've just finished the brew last night."

Remus followed her into the kitchen, and Harry quietly peered in after them. Lily reached into a cupboard and pulled out several small vials of murky blue liquid, which she handed to Remus, who gratefully accepted them.

"You're a lifesaver, Lil," Remus sighed, giving her a hug. "You don't know how much this has helped me stay sane. Most employers won't even grant an interview to my kind without access to Wolfsbane…"

"You know we're happy to help," Lily said, patting Remus gently on the shoulder.

"And tell James I intend to repay every Knut when I'm able—" Remus continued.

"He won't hear of such a thing," Lily interrupted him. "It's the least we can do." Remus nodded sheepishly at this sentiment.

So my parents are brewing him Wolfsbane Potion every month? Harry thought to himself. He knew the potion was prohibitively expensive, but clearly the Potters could afford the cost. Was that all it took to keep Remus functional in regular society? Could Harry have helped him in his past life, if he'd known the man was struggling so much without it? The Remus he'd known would have never asked a child for such financial assistance, but Harry would have given it in a heartbeat.

"Hey, little troublemaker!" Remus greeted Dahlia, who had just bounded down the stairs to see who had arrived. "Still giving your brother a hard time?"

"Always!" Dahlia beamed, accepting Remus' hug. "He won't let me touch his wand anymore, after I almost blew up the living room."

"Nobody will be touching that wand until Harry is off to school," Lily said sternly. She had confiscated the wand from Harry after he nearly blinded Dahlia with a Lumos charm that wound up being more powerful than anticipated. The Kneazle wand was indeed finicky, as Ollivander predicted, making the power level of his spells hard to regulate if he wasn't focusing hard enough.

"Well, that's for the best, anyway," Remus reasoned. "Technically you shouldn't be performing magic outside of school, even though the Ministry won't be able to tell it's you in this household."

"Seems unfair, doesn't it?" Harry piped in, verbalizing a nagging thought he'd had for years now. "Muggle-borns don't have that same advantage at home, while we can get away with it."

"You're right; it was extremely unfair for me to return home every summer and not be able to use magic," Lily agreed. "Which is why you will not be allowed to use your wand during the summers either."

"What?! Why not?" Harry protested. "Like Uncle Remus said, the Ministry will never know!"

"It'll be good for you to get used to doing things the Muggle way every now and then," said Lily. "And speaking of which, I'm visiting my sister and her family for dinner tonight in Surrey. Want to come spend time with your relatives?"

"Eww, no way!" Dahlia blanched at once. "Dudley gives me the creeps!"

Part of Harry was morbidly curious what the Dursley family would look like if they hadn't spent the last ten years raising a magical nephew they never wanted. But based on Dahlia's reaction, the sickening feeling in his gut was worth listening to. "Absolutely not," he said.

"Can't blame you," Remus said with a grin. "Never did like that Vernon fellow. Petunia could have done so much better for herself—"

"Oh, hush, you three," Lily tutted. "They aren't that bad. You just don't understand Muggles like I do."

If only you knew, Harry thought bitterly. But he did not belabor the point, and was grateful when Lily did not force him to attend dinner that evening.

August passed far too quickly for Harry's liking, as he yearned to spend every free moment possible with his family. He awoke earlier than usual on September 1st, feeling apprehensive but excited about the term to come. But that wasn't the only reason for his lack of sleep, as a distant rumbling slowly grew to a deafening roar as something very loud approached their home and stopped directly in front of it. Harry leapt out of bed and ran downstairs, excited, as he had a pretty good idea of what it might be…

"For god's sake, did you have to bring that infernal thing here?" Lily was shrieking from the front door as Harry reached the landing. Peering around her, he could see a man with a wild mane of black hair standing out front, dressed in a Muggle leather jacket and jeans.

"Of course I didn't have to, but today's a special occasion!" Sirius laughed. He leaned in to plant a kiss on Lily's cheek, which she squirmed away from, looking unamused. "Ah, and there's the man of the hour!"

"Uncle Sirius!" Harry exclaimed, running up to give his godfather a hug. This was not the same Sirius he'd seen fall through the Veil – this version looked far younger and less wasted, having not spent a decade in Azkaban for a crime he didn't commit. He was handsome and care-free, looking every bit the troublemaker Harry knew he had been in school.

"Brought you a little surprise," Sirius grinned, beckoning towards the street where a large, enchanted black motorbike was parked. "Thought you might like a lift to King's Cross for your big send-off!"

"James has already secured a Portkey for us to get to the station," Lily said crossly. "There was no need for you to bring that awful machine all the way up here!"

"It's only an hour to London by air!" Sirius insisted. "He can wear a helmet. Far safer than a broomstick, I'd reckon!"

"Thought I recognized that sound!" a voice boomed from inside the house; James had come down to join the conversation. "Hey, Padfoot, thought you were gonna meet us there!"

"Change of plans, Prongs," Sirius grinned, giving his best friend a bear hug. "Figured young Harry here might enjoy a little airtime before his train ride."

"Ahhh," James said thoughtfully, a smirk creeping onto his face. "What do you think, Harry?"

"Absolutely not!" Lily protested before Harry could enthusiastically say yes. "We agreed that Harry would not ride on that stupid thing until he was older!"

"He is older, isn't he?" Sirius laughed. "C'mon, don't be such a…"

"Such a what, Sirius Black?" Lily demanded when he faltered. "Finish your thought!"

"I'd like to go, Mum," Harry said softly. "Please can I? We'll be safe, promise!"

Lily looked down at her son worriedly, then sighed and rolled her eyes. "You two are horrible influences, you know," she said to James and Sirius before turning back towards the kitchen. The two men looked contrite as she walked away, but quickly shared devious grins once she was out of sight.

Minutes later, Harry was nestled in the side car of the motorbike, wedged in between his shrunken luggage. Lily was fussing over his helmet, tightening the straps far tighter than they needed to be. "If he tries any dangerous stunts, you ask him to slow down, you hear?" she instructed her son.

"Honestly, Lil, you act like I'd purposely endanger my favorite godson!" Sirius laughed. "We'll be perfectly safe."

Harry knew his godfather well enough to suspect otherwise. And sure enough, a few minutes later they were rocketing up into the sky, doing flips and barrel rolls with wild abandon. "Better than a Portkey, eh, Harry?" Sirius cackled like a madman.

"Loads better!" Harry laughed. Sirius chucked off his own helmet and Harry did the same, allowing the wind to flow freely through his hair. It wasn't quite the same as zooming around on his Firebolt, but he felt a similar rush of euphoria. He hoped that Sirius would be around for a long, long time to share such thrills with.

"You didn't have work today, Uncle Sirius?" Harry inquired as they began the descent into downtown London. He'd long been curious what Sirius was up to in his new life, and was eager to learn more about him.

"Work?" Sirius guffawed. "As if I would let any job tether me down! I'm living the bachelor life, my boy, and enjoying every minute of it!"

"Never gonna settle down and start a family, then?" Harry asked lightly.

"I'd like to see the woman who tried to pin me down," Sirius chuckled. "Poor James was too smitten with Lily to realize how restricted he'd be with her."

"He seems happy enough," Harry shrugged.

"Yeah, well, to each their own I suppose," Sirius scoffed.

They touched down moments later in the King's Cross parking lot, swerving in and out among Muggle pedestrians who gave them no more than a passing glance and disapproving look at the noise. They rejoined James, Lily and Dahlia inside the station, Lily impatiently tapping her feet as Harry and Sirius approached.

"I'm sure those helmets stayed on for the whole ride?" she asked suspiciously.

"Of course!" Sirius chuckled, hastily attempting to straighten his windswept hair as Harry did the same. Lily just rolled her eyes and turned to lead the way towards Platform 9 as her husband surreptitiously high-fived his best friend and his son.

After checking that the coast was clear, the family passed through the barrier between Platforms 9 and 10, emerging on the station platform housing the Hogwarts Express. Harry smiled in spite of himself at the sight of the iconic red locomotive, spouting steam and preparing for its long voyage north.

"Ah, there's Dale!" James said jovially, waving and approaching a balding man across the way. Harry watched as his father shook the man's hand and spoke animatedly with him for a while, not recognizing him at all.

"Mum, who is that?" Harry wondered aloud.

"Hmm? Oh, that's Dale Greengrass," Lily replied. "He's a well-regarded member of the Wizengamot. He's helped your father with some political battles over the years." Harry spied Dale's two daughters, Daphne and Astoria, skulking behind him; the former was already dressed in her school robes, prepared to board the train for her own first year.

Harry marveled at the way James glided regally across the platform, greeting fellow Ministry employees and engaging them in conversation. It was clear that James was well-liked and respected by all, with only a few exceptions – Harry spied Lucius Malfoy with his wife and son, frowning in James' direction. Harry wondered how much of a foothold Lucius had managed to make in the Wizengamot with the likes of James Potter running interference on his schemes…

A whistle sounded overhead, and Lily swore under her breath. "Harry, it's time to go!" she said, pulling her son in for a tight hug. "Don't forget to write. I'll miss you."

"I'll miss you too," Harry muttered into her arm, and he meant it. Lily had been every bit the doting, loving mother he'd always dreamed of, and it would hurt to be apart from her for several months.

"See you soon, kiddo," James said, returning to give his son a firm slap on the back. "Try not to get into too much trouble."

"And if you do, make sure you don't get caught," Sirius winked, ruffling Harry's hair. "Send the caretaker our warmest regards; he's an old friend."

Harry turned at last to Dahlia, who sat atop the luggage cart, regarding him curiously. "Any parting insults for the road?" he asked her sarcastically.

But she surprised him by engulfing him in a tight hug, nearly knocking him over. "You'd better write," Dahlia sniffled, the reality of her brother leaving her finally setting in.

"I will," said Harry. And with his trunk in one hand and Bandit's cage in the other, he boarded the train, watching with a pang of sadness as his waving family disappeared out of sight. Another year at Hogwarts awaited him, but this time he was actually leaving something behind – a bittersweet feeling he'd never experienced before.

Harry trudged through the narrow corridors of the train, searching for an empty compartment. He passed by Malfoy, who was already surrounded by older Slytherins, and quickly moved on, not wanting to get into a fight before even arriving at the castle. He nearly asked to join a group of first-year girls, including Lavender Brown, Susan Bones and Tracey Davis, but decided not to after they giggled at him.

Harry was about to give up and ask to join a group of older students, when he came upon a compartment with only three first-years inside. He froze at the sight of Neville Longbottom, Ron Weasley, and Hermione Granger, already making their introductions to one another.

"Looking for somewhere to sit?" Ron asked, spotting Harry. "We have some room."

"Erm…" Harry stammered. Part of him wanted to back out, to leave them be. He didn't want to disrupt the harmony of their trio, knowing how important Ron and Hermione had been to him in his first timeline and not wishing to take that away from Neville, who would also be in need of close friends. But curiosity got the better of him – not to mention wistful longing at the prospect of seeing his old friends again. "Sure, thanks."

Harry stowed his trunk in the overhead compartment, and set Bandit's cage down next to another beside Neville – a cage, he realized, that contained a very familiar, snowy-white owl. "Is this your owl?" Harry asked, bewildered, as his old friend Hedwig blinked up at him.

"Sure is," Neville said proudly. "This is Snowball. She flew down and landed on my head at the apothecary in Diagon Alley."

"She's beautiful," Harry said honestly. He felt a pang of jealousy that Hedwig had chosen another mate in this timeline, but perhaps it was for the best. She'd been a valuable companion for him when he was an orphan and felt terribly alone, and perhaps she could sense that same feeling in Neville, eager to fill that void for him. Harry hoped she would serve Neville as well as for him.

"I'm Ron Weasley, by the way," said Ron, extending his hand to Harry. "This is Hermione Granger, and he is none other than Neville Longbottom." Neville blushed slightly at the grand introduction, but Harry shook his hand the same as the other two.

"I'm Harry Potter. Nice to meet you three," Harry said politely, taking the empty seat.

"That's your only reaction?" Ron asked, bewildered. "Don't you know who he is?"

"Yes," said Harry simply. "My parents spoke very highly of yours, Neville. Pleasure to meet you."

Neville nodded appreciatively at this. Harry knew from experience that Neville would just want to be treated as normal, not like a celebrity to be gawked at. Ron, who had yet to realize this, merely shrugged.

"Your dad's James Potter, the Auror, right?" he asked Harry. "My dad always says he's the only person keeping things together at the Ministry. It must be mental to be his son!"

"He's just like any other dad, really," Harry said sheepishly. But deep down, it did feel good to hear that his parents were so well-regarded in the wizarding community. "Your dad's Arthur, right? My dad has said kind things about yours as well." Ron beamed delightedly at this.

Conversation quickly shifted elsewhere as the train whisked them across the British Isles. "D'you know what House you're going to be Sorted into, Neville?" asked Ron.

"Dunno," Neville shrugged. "My dad was a Gryffindor, and my mum was a Hufflepuff. So probably one of those."

"I'm gonna be in Gryffindor," Ron said proudly, puffing out his chest. "All my family before me was."

"Not all," Harry pointed out. "Your uncles Gideon and Fabian were Hufflepuffs."

"Yeah, but they're Prewetts," Ron said, rolling his eyes. "Us Weasleys are more the Gryffindor type. Besides, how did you know that about my uncles?"

"My dad told me," Harry replied. "He said he knew them before, during the first war." Indeed, Harry had spent much time over the past month asking James about his experiences as an Auror and Order of the Phoenix member. Things had apparently played out much the same as in his original timeline, though of course this time, the war ended with Voldemort going after the Longbottoms rather than the Potters.

"Ah, yeah, makes sense," Ron said, suddenly looking downcast at the reminder of his uncles' murders. But he quickly recomposed himself and turned to Hermione. "What about you, Granger?"

"Well, my family didn't go to Hogwarts, but I've read all about the four Houses in Hogwarts, A History," Hermione said. "I think Ravenclaw sounds the best-suited for me. What?" she asked in response to Ron's snort of derision.

"Ravenclaw are a bunch of nerds," Ron guffawed. "You don't want to go there. Not unless you plan on burying your head in books for the next seven years?"

Hermione shrunk in her seat a little at this comment, but Harry jumped in on her behalf. "There's nothing wrong with being studious," he said practically. "She shouldn't be made to feel badly for wanting to challenge herself academically." Harry felt Hermione visibly relax a little beside him, which made him glad he spoke up – he remembered how much Hermione had been hurt by Ron's teasing in their original first year, and didn't want to idly sit by and watch it happen again.

"I guess," Ron grumbled. "How about you then, Potter? Got a preference?"

"Not really," Harry shrugged. "I'm sure all four have their pros and cons, and I'll accept whatever the Sorting Hat chooses for me."

"Even Slytherin?" Neville piped up, nose crinkling a little at the thought.

"Yeah, no way I'd go there!" Ron muttered. "Not a dark witch or wizard in history that didn't come from Slytherin."

"Actually," said Hermione matter-of-factly, "there have been dark wizards from all four Houses, in fact. Slytherins may be ambitious, yes, but Ravenclaws can prove too curious in their studies of dark magic, Gryffindors too reckless in their pursuit of greatness, Hufflepuffs too loyal to their friends who went dark. It's all about excess."

"Exactly," Harry nodded. "It's all about what you take away from your House's values. Besides, Merlin was a Slytherin, and no one would dare say a bad word against him, would they?"

"Still, my brothers say the Slytherins can be a nasty bunch," Ron shrugged. "I'll pass." Neville nodded slowly, but he looked more pensive at Harry's comments.

No matter, Harry thought to himself. In a few hours' time, they would all be Gryffindors and this conversation would be moot. But one thing he hoped to rectify this time around was his inter-House relationships, which he'd neglected in his previous timeline. Dumbledore's Army had comprised nearly as many Ravenclaws and Hufflepuffs as Gryffindors, after all, and there were even a few Slytherins he didn't think were all that bad. Perhaps he ought to connect with Daphne Greengrass, especially if their fathers were political allies in the Wizengamot…

The train arrived at Hogsmeade Station shortly after dusk, and the students quickly dressed into their school robes before disembarking. "Firs' years, over here!" boomed the familiar voice of Hagrid, holding a lit lantern aloft. Harry, Neville, Ron and Hermione joined the throng of first-years to follow Hagrid down the dirt path towards the lake.

They reached the shore of the lapping waters to find a fleet of enchanted rowboats waiting for them to enter. The students clambered aboard, jostling to get in with their friends they'd made on the train. "Looks like this one only has room for three more," Ron remarked as they shuffled towards the nearest boat.

"You lot go ahead," said Harry quickly. "I'll find another one." Neville, Ron and Hermione thanked him as they joined Dean Thomas in the boat. Harry knew that he had to give the trio time to develop their own friendship, independent of his presence.

Harry instead found himself in a boat with the Patil twins and Sally-Anne Perks, who all oohed and aahed as they glided across the still waters towards the towering castle ahead. They arrived at the boathouse and followed Hagrid up the winding steps to the main entrance, where the half-giant instructed them to stop just outside the Great Hall.

"Wait 'ere for Professor McGonagall to come and collect yeh," Hagrid told the first-years. "Best o' luck with the Sorting." And he lumbered off down the hallway, leaving them to fidget nervously.

Harry stood patiently waiting beside his anxious classmates, oddly at ease. He listened with some amusement as a few students nervously whispered their theories about what the Sorting Ceremony might entail, only for Hermione to set the record straight for them. Harry's eyes wandered across the spacious corridor and landed upon a man slinking through the shadows. A man he recognized at once, and was shocked to see.

"Pettigrew!" Harry shouted in surprise. Several heads turned in Peter Pettigrew's direction as the man froze, about to enter the Great Hall through a side door. Peter's eyes landed on Harry, and he broke out into a smile.

"Is that little Harry?" said Peter, approaching the group of first-years. "Blimey, I hadn't realized you were starting school this year! Surely you remember your Uncle Peter?"

"Erm...yes, of course," Harry said awkwardly. He took in Peter's appearance, dressed in a simple brown uniform, and realized that he must be the Hogwarts caretaker instead of Filch. Why had his parents not mentioned this earlier…?

"My oh my, it's been years since I last saw you!" Peter sighed wistfully. "You look so much like James...but with Lily's eyes...do tell them I said hello, won't you?"

"Sure," Harry nodded stiltedly. Peter gave him a small nod and awkward little bow before turning and entering the Hall, leaving them alone again.

"Making friends with the janitor, are we, Potter?" sneered Draco Malfoy, eliciting a few laughs from the other students.

"Shut it, Malfoy," Harry muttered. He was a bit shaken by the encounter, still remembering what a monster Wormtail had been in his past life. Was he still on good terms with the Potters in this timeline? Did he have no cause to betray them to Voldemort when they weren't being targeted by the Dark Lord? It would be difficult to separate his past feelings from the truth, but by all appearances, 'Uncle Peter' seemed to be far less of a threat in this timeline.

McGonagall came to collect the first-years soon after, and they filed into the Great Hall, marveling at the glorious space and enchanted ceiling. Harry eyed the older students, noticing their hushed whispers – not at him as before, but at Neville, who strode confidently at the head of the group behind McGonagall.

The first-years spread out at the head of the Hall as McGonagall set out a wooden stool and held the Sorting Hat aloft. "When I call your name, come forward and sit," the professor instructed them. She looked down at the scroll in her hands and began to read off the names: "Abbott, Hannah."

The first few Sortings went just as Harry remembered them. Hannah and Susan went to Hufflepuff; Lavender and Seamus went to Gryffindor; Terry, Michael and Anthony went to Ravenclaw; Crabbe and Goyle went to Slytherin.

Harry was starting to tune things out until "Granger, Hermione!" was called. Hermione nervously sat atop the stool as the Sorting Hat deliberated over her, the seconds trickling away into minutes: a near-Hatstall. Students began nervously muttering to one another at the prolonged Sorting, but Harry just patiently waited for the lion's den to inevitably claim Hermione.

Which is why he was shocked to hear the Hat declare, "RAVENCLAW!"

The blue-and-bronze-clad students cheered their approval as Hermione happily skipped off to her new House. Nobody seemed perturbed by the result – "Makes sense," Ron muttered under his breath to Neville, earning a chuckle – but Harry felt as though he'd just witnessed a significant departure from reality.

It wasn't long after that until "Longbottom, Neville!" was called, and the Hall erupted in whispered gossip as the boy nervously stepped forward and took his seat. Harry recalled Neville's first Sorting to be a long affair, as Neville had desperately fought with the Hat to go to Hufflepuff. He wondered if perhaps fate would shift again, and Neville would get his desired placement this time.

And once again, Harry was shocked when the Hat quickly declared, "SLYTHERIN!" Three of the House tables gasped in shock, while the students in green-and-silver roared in triumph for claiming the Boy Who Lived.

Harry glanced up at the High Table to gauge the staff's reaction. Dumbledore merely watched on impassively, while Hagrid looked troubled and Snape merely sneered at the passing Longbottom on his way to his new House.

Malfoy quickly joined Neville at the Slytherin table, and Harry's stomach churned a little watching Draco sit beside the boy and sling a welcoming arm around his shoulders. Harry hoped that Neville would fare alright in the snake pit, knowing most of the boys in his year had Death Eater parents. Neville looked shell-shocked by all the attention, but relaxed infinitesimally as Draco continued to chatter away happily beside him. Hopefully the dynamic would remain friendly for as long as possible…

Harry was so busy watching Neville that he nearly missed it when "Potter, Harry!" was called. Ron nudged Harry to get his attention so that he could take his seat on the stool. There was no audible reaction to his name from the students, or even the High Table – his sudden lack of fame would take some getting used to, but he wouldn't complain. McGonagall placed the Hat atop his head, and he waited patiently for it to speak to him.

Oho, but you are not what you seem to be at all, are you, young man? said the Hat.

No, not exactly, Harry admitted. But I'm not here to cause any trouble.

Oh, I don't think you could avoid trouble if you tried, Mr. Potter, the Hat pointed out sagely. No, it seems to find you one way or another.

Either way, I'd like to keep my head down, Harry reasoned. I'll take Gryffindor if you like, or maybe Slytherin this time around, like you always wanted.

I can see in your mind that I considered you for Slytherin the first time, the hat mused, but for the life of me, I cannot see why. You haven't a trace of Salazar's cunning or ambition. And while it is noble of you to seek protection for your friend, I cannot make character judgments based on such wishes.

So the Hat did see through his bald-faced attempt to go to Slytherin just to keep an eye on Neville. But did he truly not belong in the House after all? Was Tom Riddle's soul fragment really the only tie he had to the House?

As for Gryffindor, the Hat continued, I can see that its values failed you the first time around. Your nobility and bravery manifested as reckless disregard for your own safety, leading to your demise. A pity, but such is the foolhardy nature of Godric's more zealous descendants.

Blame Dumbledore for giving me a martyr complex, Harry groaned internally.

Perhaps, perhaps, the Hat said thoughtfully. Meanwhile, I can see you are much more willing to learn this time around. To arm yourself with knowledge, to soak it in and rectify past mistakes with informed decision-making. Such are the qualities Rowena held so dear.

Ravenclaw are a bunch of swots, though, Harry groaned. I won't fit in there.

You'd be surprised, the Hat chuckled. Perhaps you would benefit from being among others gifted in the art of obtaining and wielding knowledge. And others there would benefit from your leadership abilities and learn to break out of their introverted shells. I thrive on finding such mutually-beneficial pairings.

Whatever you think is best, Harry sighed. I argued with you once, and it clearly didn't work out well for me.

A wise decision, the hat agreed. Such wisdom can only place you in— "RAVENCLAW!"

The Ravenclaw table cheered once more as Harry quietly made his way to his new table, which felt foreign and strange on the opposite side of the Hall. Hermione waved eagerly for him, and he took the seat beside her, accepting her congratulations. At least that's one member of the trio I can keep in easy contact with, he thought.

The rest of the Sorting flew by, until "Weasley, Ronald" took his place on the stool. At this point, Harry was prepared for any outcome. Originally, Ron was placed in Gryffindor within seconds, but this time the Hat took its time pilfering through the redhead's mind. Harry glanced over at the Gryffindor table, where the twins and Percy sat eagerly watching their brother, anticipating his arrival. Harry had a gut feeling that they were about to be disappointed.

Sure enough, after another near-Hatstall, the Sorting Hat declared, "HUFFLEPUFF!", to the other Weasleys' dismay. Ron also looked glum as he trudged down towards the yellow-and-black table, which cheered appreciatively for him. And Harry thought he knew why, as Ron glanced solemnly not towards his brothers, but to Neville, who looked quite alone sitting among the other pure-bloods in Slytherin.

Did I cause all of this? Harry thought, slightly dismayed. Had he subtly influenced the others on the train to drive them away from Gryffindor? Or were they truly so different in this timeline, that they wound up in their secondary House?

But as Harry thought about it, the Sortings still made a lot of sense, based on what he knew of all three. Hermione was driven by an unquenchable thirst for knowledge – he'd encouraged her for that very trait on the Hogwarts Express. Ron was fiercely loyal and clearly dedicated to his friends, and the Hat must have recognized that – perhaps he'd even requested Slytherin in order to protect the Boy Who Lived. And Neville? Well, thanks to his encounter with Death, Harry knew that the Hat must have sensed Tom Riddle's presence in his head and reacted accordingly. And Neville apparently hadn't had the forethought to ask it otherwise.

Then again, perhaps Slytherin would be a good fit for Neville. He'd always struggled with self-confidence and yearned to prove himself in D.A. sessions. Perhaps being the Boy Who Lived had given him an additional chip on his shoulder, eager to prove to his family – and himself – that he was a worthy wizard, that he could live up to his lofty reputation. Harry sure hoped he would succeed, or at the very least survive, which might prove trickier once people realized Voldemort was still alive.

I'll just have to make sure he doesn't come back this time around, Harry thought determinedly.

After Blaise Zabini went to Gryffindor in a final surprise Sorting twist, Dumbledore stood to address the Great Hall. "Welcome one and all to another year at Hogwarts!" he announced. "I'd like to remind our younger students that the Forbidden Forest is out of bounds and not to be entered alone. Our caretaker, Mr. Pettigrew, has also asked me to remind you that the third floor corridor is off-limits for anyone who wishes to avoid a most painful death." Off to one side of the Hall, Peter nodded sagely in agreement.

"Reckon they're keeping a dragon up there?" Terry Boot whispered nearby with a grin.

"Or a three-headed dog," Harry shot back, earning appreciative chuckles from the other Ravenclaws who clearly did not realize he was entirely serious.

"I'd also like to welcome Professor Charity Burbage, who will be taking over as Muggle Studies professor this term," Dumbledore went on, eliciting a polite smattering of applause for the young witch at the end of the staff table. "Meanwhile, we welcome back Professor Quirrell from his sabbatical to Albania, as he will be taking over the post of Defense Against the Dark Arts professor." More applause, mostly from the older students who recognized him, greeted the turbaned man.

Harry watched Quirrell carefully as Dumbledore went on with his opening remarks. The man looked as twitchy and nervous as he had the first time – Harry had to imagine that having Lord Voldemort on the back of one's head would cause anyone to develop the shakes. He would have to find a way to tip off the staff about Quirrell's plans to steal the Philosopher's Stone without drawing undue attention to himself – but he should have plenty of time to work that out.

"But enough talk," Dumbledore concluded. "Dig in!"

And the tables erupted with plates full of food, which students began eagerly tearing into. Harry never got tired of the Hogwarts feasts, even in his new life where he wasn't starved half to death every summer. The endless supply of delicious confections filled him with indescribable joy. He was grateful that his dorms would once again be in a tower, because he would need to walk off all the food he planned on stuffing his face with tonight.

Harry stole glances towards the other House tables to see how Ron and Neville were faring. The former seemed to be doing just fine, chatting animatedly with Ernie Macmillan and Justin Finch-Fletchley at the Hufflepuff table. Neville, on the other hand, looked intimidated as several older students walked over to formally introduce themselves to him. Harry knew how intense the family politics could be in Slytherin House, and could only hope Neville managed to find a few allies – if not genuine friends – within the snake pit.

After the dessert plates had cleared, students began filing out of the Hall towards their dormitories. "First years, follow me!" called out Penelope Clearwater from the head of the House table. Harry, Hermione and the rest of the newly-minted Ravenclaws followed their new prefect to their new home.

When they arrived at the base of Ravenclaw Tower, a group of students were stuck outside the entrance, standing below the bronze eagle statue over the door. "We can't solve the password," a third-year girl groaned. Harry and Hermione pressed forward as another student asked the statue to repeat the riddle.

"I am the harbinger of Death," the eagle announced regally. "The forerunner of doom, the encompassment of dread, and the end of the end. What am I?"

"That's rather morbid," Harry thought aloud. He thought back to his own meeting with Death a month prior, hoping that perhaps it would provide some insight that the others lacked. But it turned out that he, like everyone else, was overthinking it.

"I've got it!" Hermione squeaked excitedly. "It's the letter 'D'!"

"Well done," the eagle appraised her, and the door swung open to the relief of the other students. Harry patted Hermione on the back, along with a number of older students, causing her to glow with pride. Hopefully she won't be bullied so much in her new House, Harry hoped.

Harry was stricken with the beauty of the Ravenclaw common room, which he'd never entered before. Unlike Gryffindor's, which was cozy and warm in its close confines, Ravenclaw's was wide-open and spacious, adorned with generous natural lighting and regal architecture. A white marble statue of Rowena herself stood watch over the space, adorned in elegant robes and a regal tiara atop her head. Harry could see this being a place of quiet inspiration, feeling more like a library than the rough-and-tumble quarters of his old House.

He bade goodnight to Hermione and made his way up to the first-year dorms to meet his new roommates. He recognized Terry Boot, Anthony Goldstein, and Michael Corner from Dumbledore's Army, and they seemed friendly enough, even if Ron had detested Michael for dating Ginny in his original fifth year. Harry knew less about Kevin Entwhistle, who struck him as the silent, studious type, but he foresaw no issues with the boy.

Soon after, Harry found himself lying in an unfamiliar four-poster, listening to the quiet sounds of his new dorm mates slowly drifting off to sleep. It had been an eventful day, one that felt both warmly familiar and yet disturbingly different. He worried that he had already altered the course of things irrevocably, had ruined whatever plans were in motion to prevent Voldemort's rise to power.

But what does it matter if I have? Harry thought stubbornly. Not like it did me much good the first time. His first timeline had been a disaster – he'd been unable to stop Voldemort's return, and lost his own life in the process. Perhaps he should be meddling with things more – acting proactively to prevent things from occurring as they had before.

But he had to be smart about things. The Hat placed him in Ravenclaw for a reason – he could not go charging blindly into battle again like before. He had to prepare himself for what was to come – give himself the tools and skills to survive that Dumbledore failed to provide for him the first time. While his classmates undoubtedly had their first lessons on their mind for the coming weeks, Harry knew he had to think much, much farther ahead.

He may not be the Chosen One anymore, but he'd be damned if he let Voldemort win on his watch. He had a family now, and he would do anything in his power to protect them from what was to come.
Year 1-02: Puppet Strings

A/N: Revised as of 10/30/24.

Harry was not accustomed to receiving mail in the mornings. No one outside the castle ever had reason to contact him in the last timeline, aside from the occasional coded message from Sirius. Which is why he was so perplexed at breakfast the next morning, when no fewer than three owls swooped down towards him and deposited letters and packages in his lap. Ignoring the light teasing from his housemates, Harry started with the largest package, which was from his parents:

Dearest Harry,

We were surprised but thrilled to learn that you had been Sorted into Ravenclaw. We always knew you were a bright student and know you will thrive in such an environment. We now expect straight-O's from your next report card! Just kidding (but only a little).

Inside this care package you will find enough sweets to last you until Christmas (or, if your father's appetite is any indication, the end of the week). It took a bit of charm work to change the frosting from red to blue, as we expected Gryffindor, but it should taste just as delicious.

We miss you terribly already. Dahlia has asked us to send along her love. Well, that and a few other choice words, but we will leave those for her to deliver in person on your next break.

Much love,

Mum and Dad xx

Harry tore open the package to find a row of perfectly-preserved cupcakes, each topped with delicious-looking silver and blue frosting. He immediately grabbed one and took a bite, relishing in the sweetness and surprising warmth. "Oi, you sharing, Potter?" demanded Michael Corner once he saw what Harry had received.

"In your dreams, Corner," Harry smirked, taking another luxurious bite of the pastry. Michael muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like mama's boy, but Harry didn't mind one bit. After a lifetime of being an orphan, he would take no shame in being spoiled by two loving parents.

Harry set aside the package to open the next letter, which was written in Sirius' trademark scrawl:

Harry,

Well done on making Ravenclaw. Your dad and I might call them a bunch of swots, but that's just because we were jealous that the teachers liked them more. Besides, it's better than Hufflepuff, eh?

Some of my favorite girlfriends were from Ravenclaw, you know. The smart girls are the ones you have to look out for. They may seem prim and proper on the surface, but I'm convinced them all have a Gryffindor inside them, roaring to get out. If you need any help wooing the ladies, you know who to write to.

And if you're worried about disappointing your parents for not being in Gryffindor: don't. I was the first of my family in generations not to be in Slytherin, and it was the best thing that ever could have happened to me. Your grandmother Dorea was also a Slytherin, so if James tries to pull any kind of family-heritage guilt card nonsense on you, make sure to set him straight, you hear?

Have a great term. Study hard, but party harder!

-Uncle Sirius

Harry smiled in spite of himself at his godfather's words. He hadn't had time to mourn the old Sirius, the one he'd just lost at the end of his old timeline, but was thrilled to see that his spirit lived on in this alternate version of himself. Harry hoped to do better by him this time around, and vowed to make sure he lived through the end of the coming war – if there indeed was one.

He finally tore open the final letter, which was written in neat cursive that he immediately recognized from his original third year DADA lessons:

Dear Harry,

Congratulations on beginning your Hogwarts journey. Ravenclaw is a fine House to belong to, and you should be proud to be counted among them. The Sorting Hat nearly placed me there before settling on Gryffindor, and I always had a strong admiration for their values and work ethic. You'll make a fine addition to their ranks.

I'm sure you will work hard in your studies, and your peers will no doubt help you along the way. Just don't forget to loosen up once in a while and enjoy yourself! The next seven years will be full of adventure and opportunity – don't squander it! You will look back on your time at Hogwarts fondly, so be sure to make memories and surround yourself with people you enjoy spending time with. Just don't get into TOO much trouble!

Don't hesitate to write if you need anything at all.

Sincerely,

Uncle Remus

P.S. - Do say hello to your Uncle Peter every once in a while. I know it isn't 'cool' to make friends with the school caretaker, but he really is a kind soul who can listen to your problems and help you with anything you might need.

Harry folded all three letters and tucked them away inside his robes. He was filled with a sense of warmth at all the well-wishes, redundant though they might be. Just knowing that he had so many people caring about him and rooting him on from afar was enough to give him the energy to press on. It was also nice to receive reassurance that Pettigrew was not a traitor in this timeline – perhaps he could get over his trepidations and befriend the man as well.

Ravenclaw's first lesson of the day was Transfiguration, and they filed dutifully into McGonagall's classroom along with the Gryffindors. "My mum says McGonagall's a real hard-ass," said Terry Boot loudly from his seat beside Harry. "Best not to get on her bad side."

"Be quiet," Harry hushed the boy urgently.

"Why? The old bint isn't even here yet," Terry chuckled. Harry merely sighed and settled into his chair for the show, as the tabby cat perched on the desk leapt into the air and transformed into their professor, earning gasps of surprise and fear from his classmates.

"That will be three points from Ravenclaw for being crass, Mr. Boot," McGonagall reprimanded the horrified boy. "Now, who here can tell me what the subject of Transfiguration is about?"

Hermione's hand immediately shot into the air, and after a few seconds of waiting for anyone else to volunteer, McGonagall called on her. "Transfiguration is the field of magical study regarding the transformation of an object from one state to another," Hermione recited – no doubt memorized from one of their beginner-level textbooks.

"Take two points for Ravenclaw, Miss Granger," McGonagall nodded. "Now, can anyone rephrase that in their own words?"

The class sat silently for a moment. When no one else volunteered, Harry reluctantly raised his hand. "It's changing an object's properties to affect its behavior," he said. "Changing things from solid to liquid, living to non-living, existent to non-existent."

"Very well-put, Mr. Potter; take another two points," McGonagall nodded. "Your father was quite adept in the field of Transfiguration. Perhaps you'd like to join me for a demonstration?"

"Erm...okay," Harry said awkwardly, standing to join the professor at the head of the class.

"Transfiguration is all about intent," McGonagall explained. She waved her wand, causing a small toothpick to appear on the desk beside Harry. "You must visualize the object in the state you desire it to achieve. Mr. Potter, could I have you attempt to transfigure this toothpick into a metal pin?"

"Alright," Harry nodded, drawing his wand and leveling it at the toothpick. He knew this was the most basic level of transfiguration they would be studying; this ought to be a piece of cake. He imagined the small wooden object as one of metal instead, focusing all his willpower on the change. Then he waved his wand and channeled his magic into the object.

The toothpick did transform into metal, but it also spouted off several sharp spikes in all directions. Seamus Finnigan howled in pain as one lodged itself into his cheek; several other students dove for cover from the projectiles. Horrified, Harry lowered his wand.

McGonagall quickly Vanished the toothpick as well as all the projectiles, leaving Seamus wincing with a small pinprick of blood on his face. "I didn't expect you to get it right the first time, Potter," said McGonagall diplomatically. "Though you must be careful with your intent, or accidents like that can happen. Take your seat, please."

Harry did so shamefully, mouthing sorry to a fuming Seamus as he passed by his seat. His Kneazle wand continued to fluctuate wildly in power, at times providing only minimal effect or drastically overpowering his spells. Why was this happening? Why must he endure the snickers of his peers when he knew he ought to be light-years ahead of them in terms of skill?

Don't be arrogant, Harry told himself as he stewed in his seat for the rest of the lesson. You just have to learn how to control it. Your magic is still growing and has to catch up with what you already know.

Next on the schedule was Astronomy, held high up in the tallest tower of the castle. Harry quickly remembered why it was one of his least-favorite subjects (besides History of Magic), as Professor Sinistra went on and on about various planets and celestial bodies that Harry couldn't care less about. Worse yet, she assigned them all a foot and a half of homework for their very first day – no amount of prior knowledge would help Harry avoid the busy-work of his classes he so loathed.

After a quick lunch, Harry arrived early for their first Defense Against the Dark Arts lesson, waiting for the previous class to let out. He sat idly in the corridor chatting with Terry Boot, who was prattling on about how attractive Professor Sinistra was, pretending to listen and occasionally saying "uh huh" to placate him.

His ears perked up at the sound of a disturbance nearby: scuffling of shoes, muted sounds of conflict. Harry leapt to his feet and rushed around the corner, where he encountered an odd sight: three Slytherin upper-year boys, surrounding a cowering Peter Pettigrew in the corner.

"What's the matter, sir?" one of the boys asked the caretaker mockingly, brandishing a broom that they'd clearly just stolen from him. "Can't take a broom back from a teenager?"

"G-g-give that back, n-now," Peter stammered, reaching for the broom only for it to be pulled out of reach, as the other two boys pressed in closer.

"You didn't say please," the Slytherin boy said nastily, as the other two chuckled.

"Oi! Leave him alone!" Harry bellowed from down the hall, wand clutched firmly in his hand. All three boys looked up at him, looking temporarily caught, but they snickered when they saw who had addressed them.

"Mind your own, firstie," one of the boys sneered. "If you know what's good for you." He fired a Stinging Hex at Harry, who wordlessly swiped it aside, eyes narrowed, veins pumping with anger.

"Ooh, the firstie wants to play!" another boy laughed. They turned their attention towards Harry, leaving Peter to cower in the corner behind them. "Want to dance, boy? Tarantallegra!"

"Protego!" Harry bellowed; a golden shield burst into existence before him, deflecting the spell and sending it careening into another boy, whose legs began to dance uncontrollably beneath him. The boy who fired the hex gawked at the perfect, shimmering shield, far more advanced than any first-year should have been capable of casting. But the other's face contorted into anger.

"You'll pay for that one, firstie," he snarled, brandishing his wand. "Lacera—"

"Petrificus Totalus!" Harry shouted; his Body-Bind Curse hit the boy squarely in the chest, interrupting his own spell and sending him toppling over like a frozen statue.

Harry wasted no time, making use of the element of surprise by firing a Disarming Charm at the third boy, whose wand clattered away out of reach. But he didn't look up to fighting anymore; he simply gawked at Harry, as though unable to process how this boy had so cleanly dispatched three much older boys.

"What is the meaning of this?" a familiar voice sneered; Harry's stomach dropped as Snape came rushing around the corner, looking furious. With a mighty swipe of his wand, he canceled all of the spells in effect, freeing the limbs of one of the boys and ceasing the leg movements of another, while Harry's shield dissipated into thin air.

"That boy attacked us!" one of the Slytherins protested, pointing a finger at Harry. Snape raised an eyebrow at him.

"They attacked me first," Harry said simply. "And they were harassing Peter."

Snape rounded on Peter, who continued to watch on in silent fright. "Well, Pettigrew?" he demanded. "What transpired here?"

"P-Potter was d-defending himself," Peter managed. "Th-the others were t-trying to hex him."

Snape stared at Peter with clear disdain. "Perhaps, if the proper parties had asserted their authority, there would be no need for such foolish fighting," he drawled malevolently. "Wouldn't you agree, Peter?"

"C-certainly, Severus," Peter nodded, looking ashamed. Snape looked again at Harry, clearly looking for a reason to give him detention for the rest of his life. Harry just stood there, awaiting his judgment. But Snape instead turned to the three Slytherins, who looked up at their Head of House sheepishly.

"Off to class, Flint," Snape sneered at the ringleader. "You too, Avery. Bode." The three boys threw one last malicious look at Harry before gathering their things and leaving the hall, Snape sweeping away behind them.

"You alright, Uncle Peter?" Harry asked, approaching the caretaker once they were alone.

"What? Oh, yes, I'm fine," Peter said, bewildered. "Harry, how did you learn to duel like that?"

"I just got lucky," Harry shrugged. "They didn't expect me to fight back, and I caught them off-guard, that's all."

"That was some advanced defensive magic you used," Peter remarked. "I doubt even Flint could have produced a Shield Charm that strong."

"I like to read ahead," Harry shrugged. "Guess that's why I'm in Ravenclaw, eh?"

Peter chuckled awkwardly at this sentiment. "Listen, I'd better go," he said, eyeing the rush of oncoming students; Quirrell's last class had just let out. "Come by my office Friday night, will you? We should talk."

"Erm...yes, alright," Harry agreed. It's not a trap, he reminded himself. This isn't the Peter Pettigrew you knew in your timeline. Peter gave him a nervous smile, then hustled off down the corridor.

Harry turned back towards the classroom, where the Slytherin and Hufflepuff first-years were filing out. He spied Ron and Neville amidst the group; the latter was rubbing his scar with a pained expression on his face. "Alright there, Neville?" Harry called out.

"Huh? Oh, hello, Harry," Neville said in pained greeting. "'M fine. Just a headache, is all."

"Can't blame you," Ron said sympathetically, patting Neville on the back. "That Quirrell bloke is a nutter. Got all kinds of weird herbs and fragrances in there...maybe you're allergic to something."

"Yeah, maybe," Neville muttered. Harry bade them farewell as he entered the classroom for his own lesson with the Gryffindors. Hopefully putting some distance between himself and Quirrell would help ease Neville's suffering – in hindsight, that had helped Harry tremendously in his own first year.

Harry spent much of his DADA lesson staring at Quirrell's turban, imagining what an odd sensation it must be to have a disembodied spirit residing in the back of your head. He glared openly at the back of the turban whenever Quirrell turned his back to them, wondering if Voldemort could see him through the fabric. He almost invited it. I'm not afraid of you, Harry silently mocked the spirit. I'll find an excuse to expose you, and you'll be done for.

Now that Harry was free to listen to Quirrell's lectures without the constant scar pain, he was surprised to find that the man really knew his stuff. His knowledge of obscure defensive magic from around the globe was apparent – he had clearly made good use of his travels abroad to learn more than what the standard British curriculum could teach. Shame you had to fall into Voldemort's clutches, Harry lamented. I might have enjoyed learning upper-year Defense from you.

Harry spent the remainder of the day on-edge, expecting a reprisal from the Slytherin boys, but none ever came. Perhaps they'd decided he wasn't worth it. Maybe Snape had chewed some common sense into them (unlikely). Or, Harry realized, they might have learned who he was, and that his father was the famed Auror James Potter. It was odd getting used to the feeling of his father being more famous than he was, but he supposed it had its perks. He even started to understand why Draco so relished in holding the threat of his own father over people…

Later that week, Harry had his first Potions lesson with Snape, which he had been dreading. He may not be the Chosen One anymore, but Snape's hatred for his father certainly couldn't be much different in this timeline, if not worse given that he was still alive and present in society. Sure enough, he felt Snape's eyes narrow upon him as he stood before the frightened class, waiting for the lesson to begin.

"Potter!" snapped Snape after several seconds of awkward silence. "What would I get if I added powdered root of asphodel to an infusion of wormwood?"

"The Draught of Living Death," Harry said confidently. He had anticipated this ambush coming, and prepared by carefully studying his first-year potions book ahead of time to ensure he knew its contents.

"Hmph," said Snape. "And where would you look if I told you to find me a bezoar?"

"In the stomach of a goat," said Harry. "It's a stone that can reverse the effects of most poisons."

"I did not ask you what it did," Snape snapped at him. "Now tell me, what is the difference between monkshood and wolfsbane?"

"There is none," Harry said simply. He knew that it also went more commonly by the name aconite, but did not wish to volunteer more information than asked for, lest he invoke Snape's wrath once more. Snape was peering at Harry with his deep black eyes, sneering; Harry stared right back, unblinking.

Eventually, Snape's lip curled up into a thin smile. "Very good, Potter," he said. "Perhaps you take after your mother after all."

Don't you bring up my mother, Harry thought furiously. I know what you called her in your fifth year. But he said nothing, merely looking back up at the professor impassively, praying for him to move on.

"Longbottom!" Snape suddenly said, rounding on a frightened Neville across the room. "Can you recite for me the primary ingredients of a Polyjuice Potion?"

That isn't covered until our O.W.L. year! Harry thought indignantly. He also saw Hermione's face scrunched up at this question; clearly she hadn't encountered it in the textbook yet either. Neville's eyes went wide at the unfair question.

"I-I don't know, sir," he muttered.

"Hmph," Snape said, glaring down at the poor boy. "Clearly fame isn't everything, Mr. Longbottom. You'll have to try harder than that to succeed in my class." And Snape continued on with his lesson, with Neville staring glumly down at his feet. The injustice caused Harry to remember just how much he'd hated the man before – clearly things wouldn't be much different in this new timeline.

The other notable event of the week came during Charms lesson, in which Professor Flitwick introduced them to the Levitation Charm. "The incantation is Wingardium Leviosa," he instructed them. "Swish and flick, as so. Now, please break up into pairs and take turns practicing on the feathers provided for you."

Harry pointed his wand at the feather, enunciating clearly and performing the wand movement exactly as described. It shot up to the ceiling like a cannonball, its point sticking into the rafters and remaining stuck there, causing his classmates to giggle at his expense. This is getting ridiculous, Harry thought in frustration as he could only shrug at Professor Flitwick's raised eyebrow.

Flitwick asked Harry to stay behind after this lesson. "I hear from my fellow professors that you have been having troubles with your casting," he said.

"Yes, sir," Harry said glumly. "I'm having difficulty with controlling the power level of my spells."

"May I ask what kind of wand it is?" asked Flitwick curiously.

"It's mahogany, with a Kneazle whisker core," said Harry.

"Ah, quite a finicky combination," Flitwick mused. "I taught a student decades ago with a similar core, and it took her years of practice to overpower the chaotic nature of the wand."

"Wonderful," Harry muttered. He didn't have years to spare; he had to be ready for Voldemort as soon as possible.

"I also heard an interesting rumor from Professor Snape," Flitwick said thoughtfully. "He claims that you produced a perfect Shield Charm during a scuffle in between classes. Is this true?"

"Erm...yes, sir," Harry said sheepishly.

"I imagine your father must have taught you that one?" Flitwick said. "Dead useful, that spell is. Also extremely difficult to cast; even my N.E.W.T. level students have difficulties with maintaining shields. Very impressive, Mr. Potter."

"Thank you, sir."

"You're quite welcome," Flitwick beamed. "Could you do me a favor and pick up that chair for me?"

Harry followed the professor's gaze to the corner of the room, where a student had carelessly left their seat upturned on the ground after a hasty exit from the classroom. He strode across the room and set it upright, turning back towards Flitwick; to his surprise, the miniature man had drawn his wand.

"Expelliarmus!" Flitwick bellowed.

"Protego!" Harry said instinctively. A golden shield erupted before him, blocking the jet of red light from Flitwick's wand and sending it back towards him, causing the man's wand to clatter to the ground.

"Oh, how splendid!" Flitwick said with glee, stepping forward to examine the shield. "It's exactly as I suspected."

"What did you suspect, Professor?" asked Harry.

"Your wand seems perfectly capable of regulating power levels," said Flitwick. "But it only does so in moments of danger, when your need is most great. Perhaps that is when your will is strongest, or perhaps the wand is issuing you a challenge."

"A challenge, sir?"

"I suspect the wand wants you to prove yourself," Flitwick said. "Kneazles are clever creatures and aren't easily tamed. As I instructed my last student, you must demonstrate that you're worthy of being listened to, of being obeyed. So my advice to you, Mr. Potter, is to keep pushing yourself and practicing with the wand. Prove your allegiance to it, and it may just give theirs in return."

Harry always hated the way people like Ollivander and Flitwick talked about wands like they were sentient beings. It still just felt like a stupid piece of wood in his palm. But he couldn't deny the point: the wand had clearly chosen him and had proven capable of powerful magic. He would just have to work harder than he had with his old holly and phoenix wand to master its potential.

"Thank you, sir," he said before exiting the classroom. He would just have to add this to the growing list of questions he was pondering in his new life. Even though his life was much the same as his first timeline had been, he felt twice as unprepared and ignorant as he had been before. He hadn't even had time to devote attention towards Voldemort – he'd intended to begin studying right away to prepare for his return. He even had a mental checklist of questions he wanted to answer for himself as soon as possible:

1. How did Voldemort split his soul?

2. How can you destroy soul fragments?

3. How do prophecies work?

4. What does the prophecy about Voldemort say and mean?

5. How do resurrection rituals work, and can they be disrupted?

Most of these questions, of course, would be difficult to answer without access to the Restricted Section. Harry doubted he would find much of interest about soul magic in his first-year texts. He also didn't want to draw attention to himself so early by checking out books on such salacious topics. He would have to bide his time and slowly build up his knowledge on Voldemort's secrets.

Meanwhile, Harry decided to focus on his relationships with his fellow students. It was odd interacting with kids five years younger than he felt, but he knew most of them well enough already, and was able to build up a natural rapport with most of them. He liked his fellow Ravenclaws well enough, though he doubted he would form a lasting bond with any of them like he had with Ron and Hermione in his past life. He wanted to extend his circle beyond his House and see what others had to offer him.

He also kept an eye on Neville from afar, and to his dismay, the boy did not seem to be faring so well in Slytherin. Malfoy was hanging around him rather often, but Harry could tell that Neville was not fond of the boy, and seemed miserable during meals as the likes of Crabbe and Goyle talked about whatever they found interesting (probably nothing pleasant). He and Ron seemed to be forming a bond at least, but Hermione was almost entirely absent from their social circles.

And Harry quickly realized that he was to blame for that. Being in Ravenclaw with her, he had settled into a comfortable routing with her, leaning on his previous relationship to form a fast friendship with the girl. Hermione was all too eager to have a friend, being an outsider as she was, but Harry didn't feel right about secluding himself with her as he had in his previous timeline. He didn't want a close-knit group of loyals around him – that had gotten him into trouble before. He needed a more fluid social situation, one that let him interact with more people without any one of them influencing his decisions too heavily.

Harry didn't want to manipulate Neville's social life too much, but he was beginning to believe the Golden Trio needed to be reformed. Only this time, with Neville at its center instead of himself. Ron and Hermione had been an invaluable resource for him last time – a balanced friend group he could always rely on. Sure, they might not have been able to dissuade him from some of his more stupid ideas, but this time Harry would be able to watch from afar and hopefully prevent such mishaps himself.

Harry had an idea for how to reform the trio, but wasn't sure if it would work – or if it was even wise. Halloween was right around the corner, and if things progressed as they had before, a troll would be let into the castle. Harry could sit back and let things play out naturally. Would Hermione once again be threatened in the bathroom? Would Neville and Ron rush to her rescue, and would they succeed?

But what if something went wrong? What if he miscalculated and Hermione got badly injured, if not worse? Could he live with that on his conscience? That was the question he had to answer for himself within the next couple weeks.

He attempted to assuage his guilt on the matter during one of his meetings with Peter Pettigrew in his office. He'd taken to visiting the caretaker on Fridays after lessons, at first reluctantly, but soon looked forward to the sessions. Peter was quiet and skittish at first blush, but had a good sense of humor and a kind heart. Once Harry got over his irrational hatred of the man's betrayal that had never happened in this timeline, he came to trust Peter and seek his guidance on important matters.

"I've been worried about something," Harry admitted one Friday as he and Peter shared a pumpkin pie that Harry had lifted from the kitchens. "I wonder if you could help me through it."

"Certainly, Harry," said Peter, giving the boy his full attention. "What's on your mind?"

"Well…" Harry sighed, trying to find a way to express his dilemma without giving away his secret. "I'm worried about something that could happen to some friends of mine. They're getting into something dangerous, and I don't want to see them get hurt."

"Harry, I promise they won't get in trouble if you tell me now," Peter said warningly. "I can't be seen to allow such a thing to happen—"

"As if you never got into dangerous situations in school," Harry scoffed. "Right, 'Wormtail'?"

Peter reddened a bit at this; clearly he hadn't known that Harry knew his Animagus status. "That's...besides the point!" Peter spluttered. "If you truly fear for their well-being—"

"It's nothing against school rules, if that's what you're on about," said Harry.

"Fine," Peter grumbled. "What's your question, then?"

"Part of me wants to intervene and stop it from happening," said Harry. "But I think it could be beneficial in the long run, if it all goes smoothly. Do you see what I mean?"

"Not really," Peter frowned.

"Ugh," Harry sighed. "I guess what I'm getting at is: how much am I willing to risk to see my friends happy? If I interfered and ruined a friendship, does that make me a worse person than if I let them deal with it by themselves?"

Peter contemplated this vague statement for a bit. "You know, in my sixth year, I nearly ratted out your father and Sirius during one of their late-night excursions," he admitted. "Professor McGonagall needed proof of them sneaking out, and she offered me prefect status if I turned them in. I strongly considered it...boy, it would have made my father so proud…"

"Why didn't you?" Harry asked, surprised. He'd long been curious about the seemingly frayed relationship between Peter and the other Marauders.

"Because I wanted to be included," Peter sighed. "I never felt like your father considered me a close friend. He and Sirius were extremely tight, and they kept Remus close to help them with schoolwork, but I was always the odd one out. They invited me along to things, but I think it was mostly out of convenience than anything. I thought maybe they would see my loyalty and reward me for it."

Harry thought about this for a long while. "And do you regret it?" he asked. "Not saying anything?"

"Sometimes," Peter shrugged. "We had good times at Hogwarts, but we drifted apart after graduation. I suppose that happens when you get older, though – people don't always stay in touch. I wonder at times if it would be better that they hated me for betraying them, versus pretending that I no longer exist."

A dark demeanor had come over Peter, and Harry couldn't help but feel a twinge of pity for the man. Peter struck him as a lonely individual, one who just wanted to be accepted and loved. Harry didn't know why the other Marauders kept him at arm's length, but it was clear they saw him as the least important of the four. It was suddenly no surprise to Harry why Peter had chosen to do what he did in the prior timeline…

"Oh, what am I saying?" Peter said, shaking his head and looking surprised at himself. "Harry, I hope you don't think less of your father for this; that wasn't my intention. My point was that I chose not to interfere, and I stand by that decision."

"So you think I should let the dangerous thing happen, then?" Harry asked.

"I didn't say that," Peter added hastily. "But you have to ask yourself if you're willing to face the consequences of your inaction. I can only imagine how I would have felt if someone had been injured, or worse, during one of our full-moon romps. That's something you must answer for yourself."

"I see," Harry said contemplatively. "Thanks, Uncle Peter." He stood to gather his things, then impulsively decided to wrap his arms around the man in a hug. Peter flinched instinctively at this, but awkwardly accepted the gesture, patting Harry gently on the back.

"Harry?" asked Peter tentatively as Harry turned to go. "This doesn't have anything to do with the third floor corridor, does it?"

"No, nothing like that," Harry said quickly. Though in a way, it did, since the troll was Quirrell's diversion to grant him access to the Stone. But he needn't reveal that information. "What d'you know about that corridor, anyway?" Harry added as an afterthought.

"Not nearly enough," Peter said glumly. "Dumbledore's being very tight-lipped about it. Says I'm to keep all students away from the area, but not why."

"How odd," Harry shrugged. And he took his leave of the office before he could say anything that gave away what he knew.

He didn't feel a whole lot better about the situation when October 31st rolled around. He kept a close eye on Hermione during lessons, but to his surprise, she seemed to be in a cheery mood as the Halloween Feast approached. She wasn't bullied quite as badly in this timeline – perhaps being a Ravenclaw made others accept her bookish nature more. Harry realized that she was unlikely to be isolated from the rest of the school when the troll attacked.

Was the whole plan a bust? Should Harry just find another way to get the three together another time? Still, he felt that he had a golden opportunity to manufacture something positive with his foreknowledge of events. So he concocted a new plan, one that he hoped would be far safer and more foolproof.

Harry feigned surprise along with the other students when Professor Quirrell burst into the hall during dessert, white as a sheet. "TROLL!" he bellowed. "T-troll in the dungeons!" And he promptly fainted, falling flat on his face, causing the room to descend into chaos.

"How frightening!" Hermione remarked, turning to Harry as the prefects began to shout instructions. "Shall we head back to the common room?"

"I'm gonna go find the troll," Harry said firmly. "I bet I can stop it myself."

"What?!" Hermione exclaimed. "B-but it could be dangerous!"

"I'll be fine," Harry shrugged, standing to leave. "See you later."

Hermione grabbed his arm as Harry moved to leave. "You can't!" she said firmly. "You'll get in trouble! What if a teacher saw you—?"

"Don't you dare tell any teachers," Harry snapped at her. "Or I'll never forgive you." And he wrenched his arm free, slipping away through the crowd and out of the Great Hall.

Harry felt that he knew Hermione well enough to predict what she'd do next. She wouldn't go to a teacher, with such a friendship-ending threat looming over her head. She would go to the person she was closest to next for help. And with her failing to make any other friends this term besides Harry, that would be the two boys she met on the train – Neville and Ron.

Meanwhile, Harry headed down to the dungeons to find the troll. It wasn't difficult – he found it lumbering down a corridor near the Potions classroom. He'd done a bit of research over the past week and found that trolls were exceedingly stupid and easy to control if you knew what you were doing. As long as you didn't get close enough to get hit by its club, they posed virtually no threat.

Still, Harry kept his distance, following the troll from a distance while concealed beneath a Disillusionment Charm. He'd been practicing the spell in his free time – it wasn't perfect, but he was hidden enough to avoid detection if nobody was looking too closely. He'd meant to ask his father about the Invisibility Cloak, unsure if it even existed in this timeline, but that was a question for another day.

Harry's hunch proved correct, as minutes later, Hermione, Ron and Neville skidded into view, freezing at the sight of the troll. Hermione gave an involuntary scream, which unfortunately drew the attention of the troll, who turned and began to lumber after them.

"Watch out!" Neville exclaimed, pulling Hermione behind him. He pointed his wand at the massive beast. "Flipendo!"

Neville's Knockback Jinx bounced harmlessly off the troll's thick skin. However, Harry silently cast a Leg-Locker Hex on the troll from behind, aiming precisely at the back of its knees where he knew the skin wasn't as thick. The troll groaned as it stumbled and fell flat on its stomach, its head bouncing comically off the stone floor. The troll began to snore, knocked out cold from the blow.

"Y-you got it!" Hermione gasped, throwing her arms around a dumbfounded Neville. "Thank you! And you, Ronald, for helping!"

"Er...my pleasure," said Ron, accepting Hermione's hug.

A clatter of footsteps heralded the arrival of several staff members, Professor McGonagall at the head. "My goodness!" she gasped when she saw the massive troll on the ground. "Explain yourself, you three!"

Neville and Ron looked at each other, but it was Hermione who answered. "It's my fault, Professor," she said, feigning contrition. "I went looking for the troll, and Neville and Ron tried to stop me. They saved me when the troll charged at us." The two boys once again shared an incredulous look, but remained silent.

"That was incredibly foolish, Miss Granger!" McGonagall said, looking flustered. "Ten points from Ravenclaw for putting yourself at such risk. As for you two, take five points each for your Houses for saving her, but don't ever try something so foolhardy again!"

"Yes, Professor," said Neville and Ron glumly.

"Let's get you back to your common rooms, then," McGonagall sighed. She herded the three students down the hall as the other staff members secured the troll. Harry watched from a secret alcove behind a tapestry, as Neville and Ron supporting a shaking Hermione on either side. The sight filled Harry with warmth as he realized his gambit had paid off.

The golden trio, together as they ought to be, thought Harry. He knew such a harrowing experience would bond them together for life, and was glad he hadn't inserted himself into the equation. Neville needed that strong core to rely on, to draw strength and inspiration from – Harry would just be one too many cooks in the kitchen. No, Harry would keep his distance, allow the trio to grow and learn to trust one another, without expecting someone else to swoop in and save the day for them.

Is this how Dumbledore feels all the time? Harry wondered as he crept out from behind the tapestry and stole back towards Ravenclaw Tower. Pulling the puppet strings from afar and watching his risks pay off? Something about it felt wrong, and yet immensely satisfying. If Harry could use his foreknowledge of certain events to his advantage more often, he might just be able to craft a better world not just for Neville, but for everyone around him as well.

"Potter!" a voice shouted, breaking him from his reverie. Harry froze and turned to see Professor Snape stalking towards him, looking furious. "What are you doing out alone? You were instructed to follow your prefects back to the common room!"

"Sorry, Professor, I...got lost," Harry said lamely.

"Ten points from Ravenclaw for your carelessness," Snape spat. "I expected better of you, Potter. I had hoped you would take after your mother, but you still have far too much of your father in you." And Snape turned to leave, striding off in the opposite direction. Harry couldn't help but notice he was favoring his left side, limping slightly – he must have been successful in his efforts to head off Quirrell from the trapdoor, just as before.

Harry returned to Ravenclaw Tower soon after, where he endured a dressing-down from Penelope Clearwater for arriving late, and retired to bed early. Snape's parting words bothered him, but not for the reason he expected. In his original timeline he had fiercely defended his father's honor, unwilling to hear slander against his character. But now, having seen Snape's memory of the bullying he endured, and hearing Uncle Peter's account of feeling left out of James' inner circle, he felt uneasy about the comparison to his father.

But I'm not a bully, am I? Harry wondered. I defended Peter from those Slytherins after all! Though maybe that too was rather more like his father, seeking out a fight rather than taking the diplomatic approach. What would his mother have done? Defended Peter but stayed out of the fight? Perhaps he ought to write her and ask her opinion. He often forgot that was an option in his new timeline.

I'm not alone in this, he reminded himself. I have people who care about me, and want to help. He slowly drifted off to sleep, comforted by the knowledge that he had a support system he could rely upon.
Year 1-03: Friends and Allies

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 1, 2024.

To Harry's delight, the newly-formed trio of Neville, Ron and Hermione seemed inseparable from that day on. Despite all three belonging to separate Houses in this timeline, Harry often saw them huddled together near the end of the Hufflepuff table during meals, or in the library in between classes. His gamble with the troll had paid off, and he was happy to watch the fledgling friendship blossom between the three students. Neville deserved a core friendship that was loyal to him over anyone else.

Besides, Harry was determined to branch outside his comfort zone in this timeline and make friends beyond Ron and Hermione. Terry Boot was surprisingly good company; while he was still rather immature, he had a sharp wit and never failed to make Harry laugh. Michael Corner and Anthony Goldstein were a bit high-class for Harry's tastes, but he got on with them well enough.

He also made sure to befriend some of the girls in his class, like Padma Patil and Sue Li, who often giggled whenever he walked by. Harry briefly remembered Sirius' comments about Ravenclaw girls, but pushed such thoughts aside. There will be time for that in a few years, Harry told himself. Mentally he still felt fifteen and couldn't look at his classmates like that yet.

Harry finally made his first move outside of Ravenclaw during the next History of Magic lesson, which they shared with the Slytherins. Hermione joined Neville at his desk, while Harry paused when he saw Daphne Greengrass sitting by herself near the back of the classroom. Normally she sat with her best friend, Tracey Davis, but Tracey was out sick that week. So rather than join Terry Boot as he usually did, he took the empty seat beside Daphne.

"Mind if I join you?" he asked her.

Daphne gave him a questioning look, but eventually shrugged. "If you wish."

Professor Binns floated through the blackboard soon after and began droning on about some goblin rebellion that happened centuries ago. Immediately half the class was put to sleep, while the other half (minus Hermione, who actually took notes) conversed quietly with their neighbors. Harry glanced at Daphne and saw that she too had little interest in Binns' lecture, absent-mindedly twiddling her quill in her hands.

"I saw our dads talking at King's Cross," Harry whispered to her. "I guess they know each other."

"Of course they do," said Daphne, sounding surprised by his ignorance. "They have been trading favors for years."

"What kind of favors?" Harry asked, intrigued.

"Well," Daphne said, "like last year, your father supported a measure to allow werewolves to apply for jobs if they provide proof of taking Wolfsbane Potion. But he needed votes, so my father used his connections to help the measure pass."

"Huh," said Harry thoughtfully. "And what did your father get in return?"

"Oh, little things here and there," Daphne shrugged. "Like getting the Aurors off his back for some Dark artifacts we have in our basement."

Harry's eyes went wide. "Like...illegal artifacts?" he whispered.

"Oh, spare me," Daphne scoffed with an eye roll. "They're family heirlooms, centuries old. It's not like we intend to use them on anyone, even if the Ministry is convinced otherwise."

"I see," Harry nodded. He remembered helping Sirius clear out 12 Grimmauld Place in his prior timeline, and wondered just how many of the old Black heirlooms would be considered contraband by an over-zealous Ministry.

"You interested in playing politics, Potter?" Daphne asked curiously. "We're a bit young for that kind of talk."

"You seem quite knowledgeable about what happens in the Ministry for eleven," Harry retorted.

"I have to be," Daphne sniffed. "I'm heir to the Greengrass estate. Once I take over for my father one day, I'll have to know all about his allegiances and political deals to continue our legacy."

"Sounds like a heavy burden," Harry remarked.

"For some," Daphne shrugged nonchalantly. "And you? Fancy a spin in the Wizengamot one day?"

"Not really," Harry muttered. "I just thought, if our dads are friends, maybe we ought to be too."

Daphne narrowed her eyes at him. "You want to be my friend?" she asked. "Why?"

"Do I need a reason?" Harry shrugged.

"It would help."

Harry sighed; he'd known Daphne to be rather standoffish in his original timeline, and clearly that was no different here. He would have to appeal to her more pragmatic sensibilities.

"I could see myself needing favors in the future," he remarked casually.

Daphne arched an eyebrow at him. "Such as?"

"Such as keeping an eye on Neville Longbottom," said Harry.

"What do you care about the Boy Who Lived?" Daphne asked. "Your parents put you up to this?"

"Nope," Harry shrugged. "Purely personal reasons. He's a friend, and I worry about him in Slytherin."

"That's just prejudiced," Daphne snapped angrily. "We aren't all children of Death Eaters, you know."

"His dorm mates are," Harry pointed out. Daphne's eyes wandered across the room, to where Malfoy, Crabbe, Goyle, and Theo Nott were snickering in the corner.

"There's something to that," she muttered. "Trust me, Longbottom has many eyes on him at all times. Some good, some bad, most just curious. If anyone tried to harm him in the common room or elsewhere, there would be repercussions. But if you're really worried about him, I can let you know if anything changes."

"Thanks," said Harry. "Friends, then?"

"Alright, Potter," Daphne said, extending a hand to shake his. "But understand that this is not a political alliance between our families. The Greengrasses are neutral and wish to stay that way."

"I don't care about alliances," said Harry. "We can just be normal friends."

"These things matter, Harry," said Daphne. "You're heir to your family too. Half-blood or not, you'll have a lot of influence one day, especially with who your father is."

"If you say so," Harry muttered. He walked away from the lesson feeling unsure if he'd actually made a new friend, or just signed himself up for owing somebody favors for no reason.

If there was anybody he would gladly trade favors with, it would be Professor Flitwick, as Harry desperately pleaded with his Head of House to allow him to try out for the Ravenclaw Quidditch team. "Sorry, Potter, but rules are rules," Flitwick chuckled. "I'm sure you've had some flying practice already, but first years aren't allowed to play. It's far too dangerous."

"I can handle it," Harry said eagerly. "Seekers are trained to avoid contact anyway."

"You wish to play Seeker?" Flitwick chuckled. "I'm afraid you wouldn't stand a chance anyway, son. Aidan Lynch is an excellent Seeker, and team captain to boot. I hear he's being scouted by several pro teams this year."

Harry deflated at this news. He hadn't realized Aidan Lynch was still at Hogwarts; he recognized the name from his original fourth year, as the youngster had played Seeker for Ireland against Krum in the Quidditch World Cup final. I'd like the chance to test him in tryouts anyway, the competitive side of him thought. But he doubted they would even entertain him on the pitch against a pro-level athlete six years his elder. He would just have to wait his turn.

But Harry's enthusiasm for the sport would not be deterred, as he awoke excitedly on a chilly November morning for Ravenclaw's first match of the season. Terry, Michael, and Anthony were also giddy with excitement for their first in-person taste of the sport, while Kevin opted to spend the day studying in peace. To each their own, Harry thought as he filed into the stadium seats along with most of the rest of Ravenclaw House.

He and the rest of the blue-and-bronze faithful cheered as the Ravenclaw squad took to the air. It still felt odd for Harry to root for a team other than his red-and-gold Gryffindors, but that instinct was slowly fading as he reveled in the collective excitement of the match.

"The Ravenclaw squad is ready!" Lee Jordan announced excitedly. "At Chaser: Davies, Stretton, and Burrow! At Beater: Inglebee and Samuels! At Keeper is Page, and at Seeker, team captain Aidan Lynch!" The crowd roared as the seventh-year boy did a few somersaults to warm up. Harry had never played against Lynch before, and only knew of him from his less-than-stellar outing against Viktor Krum, so he looked forward to seeing what he could do in his element.

"I plan on trying out for the team next year," a female voice rang out from nearby. Harry craned his neck to see Cho Chang chatting excitedly with a group of her friends. "I've been training since I was seven."

"I bet you'll be brilliant," Harry remarked. Cho looked surprised by his comment, but gave him a polite smile in response. Harry turned back towards the pitch, feeling warmed by the gesture, only to realize with horror that she would be his direct competition when he, too, tried out for Seeker next year.

"And here come the Hufflepuffs!" Lee Jordan said, interrupting his thoughts. The yellow-and-black team was pouring out of the tunnel and soaring to the sky at that moment. "At Chaser: McAvoy, Preece, and team captain Drew Sommers! At Beater: O'Flaherty and Rickett! At Keeper is Fleet, and at Seeker, new recruit Cedric Diggory!"

The other side of the stands roared in approval for Cedric, making his debut for Hufflepuff. Harry felt an odd sensation as he watched his once-rival smile and acknowledge the crowd's adulation. The boy who was never meant to die. The boy with a heart of gold who always stood up for what was right. Harry knew that no matter what happened in his new timeline, he would make sure Cedric did not suffer the same unjust fate as before.

The match began, and Harry was quickly sucked into the action. The crowd oohed and aahed appropriately as the Chasers began their delicate dance with the Quaffle up and down the pitch. But Harry had eyes only for the two Seekers, hovering high above the action, searching for the elusive Golden Snitch.

"Lynch has spotted it!" Cho shrieked, pointing wildly as the Ravenclaw Seeker entered a sudden sharp dive. Cedric rocketed after him, closing the distance within seconds.

"No, he hasn't," Harry muttered.

"Course he has!" Terry Boot exclaimed. "Why else would he be diving?"

But that question was answered almost immediately, as Lynch yanked upwards on his broom to cancel his dive while Cedric was forced into an awkward roll to avoid a well-placed Bludger. It had all been a ruse.

"An excellent feint by Lynch!" Lee Jordan appraised the boy. "A clever tactic to test Diggory's instincts. Better luck next time, Cedric!"

Harry could see even from afar that Cedric wasn't nearly as coordinated on a broom now as he would be in a few years, when Harry first played against him. He was a fair bit scrawnier as well, allowing Lynch to bump and bully him as they raced around the pitch together, forcing the Hufflepuff to play more passive. Harry knew Cedric would grow to be a remarkable Quidditch player, which only made him more impressed with Lynch's play.

Hufflepuff looked rather outmatched in general. Harry knew they'd finished last or near to it for several years up to this point, and he could see why. The team was uncoordinated and lazy, with their captain not doing a very good job of rallying them together. Cedric alone seemed to be trying, zooming close past his teammates to hype them up after a successful play or to pick themselves up from a setback. No wonder he becomes team captain in a few years, Harry thought.

Only minutes later, Lynch once again entered a dive, but this was no feint. Cedric did an admirable job of catching up, but Lynch had better position and successfully boxed out the opposing Seeker as he closed in on the darting golden ball. With an elegant swipe in the air, the Ravenclaw closed his fingers around the Snitch, and Harry and the rest of the crowd exploded in cheers.

"And Lynch has the first Snitch!" Lee Jordan exclaimed. "That's fifty points to Ravenclaw!"

Perplexed, Harry's head whipped around to face the magically-amplified scoreboard to his right. Ravenclaw's score was updated from 80 to 130, versus Hufflepuff's 10. Only fifty points? Harry thought. That can't be right…

Stranger still, the players did not appear to be exiting the pitch. Instead, they were convening around the center line, as though for another face-off. "What's happening?" Harry wondered aloud. "Isn't the match over?"

A few of his classmates gave him odd looks at this remark. "There's two Snitches to go, Potter," scoffed Terry. "What, you expect Hufflepuff to forfeit early?"

"They probably should," muttered Anthony Goldstein. "Not like Diggory is gonna get them back into it at this rate."

Harry swallowed his questions and watched silently as the Quaffle was released anew and play resumed. He quickly surmised that Quidditch rules were different in this timeline than in his last: instead of one Golden Snitch worth 150 points and ending the game, there were now three, worth 50 apiece, with the match ending once the third was caught. Clever, he thought to himself. Makes the matches less lopsided and gives both Seekers more opportunities to impact the game.

Lynch caught the second Snitch soon after, resetting play once more and tacking another 50 points onto Ravenclaw's lead (plus 20 more from the Chasers). It was clear that the Hufflepuffs had all but given up; the Chasers flew around half-heartedly attempting to score and defend, but they were just too outclassed.

There was one silver lining, however: Cedric managed to track down and snatch the third Snitch out of the air before Lynch could react in time. Harry wondered if the older boy was even trying, with his team up by 200 points by that point with zero possibility of losing. Still, the yellow-and-black supporters in the stands roared their appreciation for their Seeker, the lone bright spot of an otherwise disastrous showing.

"And Diggory snatches the third Snitch away from Lynch!" Lee Jordan appraised the boy. "Ravenclaw wins 220 to 70, but bravo to the Hufflepuff newcomer for ending things on his own terms."

Harry was still buzzing as he filed out of the stadium with the rest of the crowd. "So, what next?" Harry asked aloud. "Party in the common room?"

He drew a few odd looks from his house mates at this innocuous question. "Are you mental?" asked a fourth-year girl. "Flitwick would have us all in detention within minutes! Besides, some of us have studying to do."

A few chuckled appreciatively at the jab as Harry watched on, confused. Gryffindor always took every opportunity to party in the common room after a big win. Even with the strictest Head of House in the school – McGonagall – it became an expected ritual of the House that only made Harry's Quidditch victories that much sweeter.

Things will be different when I'm on the team, Harry thought proudly to himself. I'll bring out the fun side of these stuck-up bookworms if it's the last thing I do.

Instead of joining his house mates in returning to Ravenclaw Tower, Harry headed off to the second floor towards the caretaker's office. Peter had replaced Hagrid as Harry's sounding-board on campus – the trio of Neville, Ron and Hermione had taken to visiting the half-giant often, and Harry wanted to give them a wide berth to strengthen their own internal bond. He would stay on the fringes of their friendship as much as possible, content with being a fourth wheel.

"Harry!" Peter beamed when he saw the first-year enter his office. "How was the Quidditch match?"

"Brilliant!" Harry grinned, plopping himself down on the wooden stool opposite Peter's desk. "We crushed Hufflepuff. They have a new Seeker, Diggory, who's pretty good, but Lynch was just better."

Peter listened politely as Harry excitedly relayed the details of the match. Harry didn't even realize how much he'd been rambling until he noticed Peter stifling a yawn when he thought Harry wasn't looking. "Do you like Quidditch?" Harry asked, deciding to include Peter more in the conversation.

"Oh, sure," Peter said, not too convincingly. "Your father was very good, you know, and Sirius was a fair Beater himself."

"Did you ever consider playing yourself?" Harry asked.

"Oh...I dunno," Peter muttered sheepishly. "Me and broomsticks don't mix too well. I did consider going out for Keeper one year, but...well, never mind."

"You did?" Harry asked, surprised. "Did the tryout go okay?"

"I, erm...didn't go," Peter chuckled nervously. "James and Sirius talked me out of it. They didn't think I'd be able to handle it."

"But...hang on," Harry said, frowning. "You didn't even try out? Why not at least test your strengths to see if they were right? You just believed them?"

"It was probably for the best," Peter shrugged. "I'm such a klutz, I only would have embarrassed myself. More tea, Harry?"

Harry accepted the proffered teacup, biting back his next retort and taking a sip of the sweet drink. It was obvious that Peter didn't want to talk about this subject. Harry knew from Snape's memories in the prior timeline that his father could be a bit of a bully...but to his own close friend? That seemed excessive. He resolved to ask James about this the next time he saw his father.

There was suddenly a distant crashing sound, as though a large chandelier had just fallen violently to the ground. "Peeves," Peter grumbled, getting to his feet. "You can see yourself out, yeah, Harry?"

"Yeah, no worries," Harry grinned easily. Peter winked before rushing out of the office to chase down the poltergeist and head him off from whatever mischief he was up to.

Harry too got to his feet, though he lingered for a moment, listening to Peter's retreating footsteps. Once he was sure he was out of earshot, he drew his wand. "Accio Map," Harry whispered, holding his wand aloft in the center of the room. Nothing happened.

"Accio Marauder's Map," Harry tried again, making sure to enunciate clearly and focus hard as Flitwick and McGonagall instructed him. "Accio James Potter's Map." No matter what combination he tried, nothing sprang forth from any of the cabinets or drawers lining the space. Harry stowed his wand, frustrated, then left the office.

Where the bloody hell is that map? Harry wondered as he trudged back up to Ravenclaw Tower. He'd spent weeks trying to track it down, hoping to use it to expose Quirrell for harboring Tom Riddle's spirit within his turban. He'd trailed the Weasley twins for weeks, attempting to summon the Map from them from afar, only to deduce that they must not have it in this timeline. Searching Peter's office had been a stroke of inspiration, but that appeared to be a dead-end as well.

Could his wand be malfunctioning again? Could the Map be resisting his attempts to claim it for himself against the will of its current owner? Or was it simply not in the castle after all? All four of the Marauders were alive and free in this timeline, so perhaps one of them had kept the map for themselves. He considered asking Peter directly, but he was still a member of the staff, and Harry didn't want him knowing his sneaky plans – Marauder or not.

Harry would just have to keep an eye on Quirrell the old-fashioned way. He surreptitiously followed the timid professor through the castle during off-hours, looking for any odd behavior. He sure seemed to hover around the third-floor corridor more often than seemed appropriate. He even witnessed Quirrell and Snape having a hushed conversation in a secluded corner one afternoon – clearly Snape was onto the trail as he had been in the other timeline, giving Harry some small solace.

But Quirrell would have to wait until the following term, as December passed in a blur of essays and homework assignments. Although he knew all the material, he did find himself busier in this timeline as he could no longer rely on Hermione to keep him on task. He even missed a few homework assignments due to simply forgetting the deadline, earning him disapproving looks from his teachers who clearly knew he was better than his grade reflected.

The next thing Harry knew, he was back on the Hogwarts Express en route to London for Christmas break. Neville and Ron were staying behind at the castle, so Harry sat in a compartment with Daphne Greengrass, Tracey Davis, and Tracey's cousin, a second-year Slytherin boy named Mark Davis. The latter two were far more amiable and easy to talk to than Daphne, who offered little to the conversation.

Harry disembarked the train at Platform 9 ¾, usually a somber affair, but this time his face broke into a smile as he saw his parents beaming and waving to him. He ran forward to embrace them, marveling at how much he had missed them despite only a few months apart. Clearly the feeling was mutual.

"Oh, dear, it's been so long," Lily fussed over her son. "You need a haircut. And are you outgrowing your jacket size already?"

"Leave him be, Lil," James chuckled, looking over Harry's head towards his compartment mates he'd gotten off the train with. "Making friends with Slytherins, are we, son?"

"They aren't all bad," Harry said, rolling his eyes.

"That's absolutely right, Harry," Lily said, playfully swatting her husband on the arm. "We ought to encourage such inter-House relations."

"You haven't made any deals with Miss Greengrass, have you, Harry?" James asked, looking troubled.

"No," Harry denied. "We're just friends."

"Good, that's good," James said, sighing a little at the news. Harry didn't know what kind of ramifications this could have for him in the Ministry, but the last thing he wanted was to jeopardize anything for his father by striking alliances behind his back.

"Let's get you home," Lily said, guiding them towards the exit. "Your sister is eager to see you."

One uncomfortable Portkey ride later, Harry's feet touched down in the living room of the Potter family cottage in Godric's Hollow. He'd only called the place home for a month prior to leaving for Hogwarts, but he still felt a sense of familiar warmth at the place.

Hurried footsteps heralded the arrival of Dahlia from up the stairs. "Hey, sis—" Harry said, moments before Dahlia crashed into him, engulfing him in a needy hug.

"You didn't write to me," Dahlia pouted, crossing her arms as she pulled away from him. "You promised you'd write!"

"Sorry, I forgot," Harry admitted. He had been rather busy, juggling all his school work with developing his budding friendships and fretting over the trio from afar. "But you didn't write me either!"

"You're the older brother!" Dahlia retorted. "That's your job! You don't care about what I've been up to at all?"

"Course I do, Dahl," Harry grinned. "I just waited until you could tell me all about it in person. And I couldn't possibly do justice to Hogwarts in a simple letter."

"Is it really as grand as Mum and Dad say?" Dahlia asked, searching his face with hungry eyes. "What's it really like?"

"It's everything they say and more," Harry grinned. And he spent the remainder of the evening regaling her with stories of his adventures in the castle. Some were fabricated or exaggerated, while others were taken directly from his past experiences in another timeline. Dahlia was a rapt audience, drinking in his descriptions with awe and gleefully giggling at his hijinks.

"For your mother's sake, I hope half of those stories weren't true," James remarked later that night as he ushered Harry up to bed.

"For her sake, I hope half of Uncle Peter's stories about you weren't true, either," Harry fired back. James could only grumble under his breath about this for a few seconds before bidding his son good-night.

Harry had never paid much mind to the Christmas holiday before. It was always the time of year that all his friends went home to their families, while he was stuck in the castle alone. But waking up on Christmas morning in Godric's Hollow was a magical experience. Harry was shaken awake early by Dahlia, who insisted that he get dressed and come downstairs, practically dragging him down the steps.

His bleary eyes widened when he reached the landing and saw the Christmas tree in the corner, holding dozens of wrapped gifts beneath its folds. Enchanted snowflakes were falling from the ceiling, disappearing when they reached the floor, and festive lights were strung up all around the room, bathing the space in vibrant color. James and Lily were snuggled in an armchair by the fireplace, looking exhausted but nonetheless pleased as their children marveled at the sight.

Usually Harry was pleased enough with just a Weasley jumper and perhaps some sweets from Ron for Christmas. But he felt a bit like Dudley in his excess that morning, tearing open gift after gift from his parents. A wireless radio. A new wool jacket for the winter. A scarf and beanie, emblazoned with the blue-and-bronze emblem of Ravenclaw. And from his father, box seats to watch Puddlemere United play against their league rivals, the Tutshill Tornados, during his next spring break.

Dahlia herself was quite pleased with her haul, including a brand-new winter wardrobe, a starter makeup kit (from a reluctant Lily), and a book on magical plants called Flesh-Eating Flora of the British Isles. Harry had never met anyone besides Neville who cared so much about plants, but as always, Dahlia's own interest in the subject took a rather more chaotic undertone.

After a lazy afternoon consisting of napping and messing with the thousands of stations on his new radio, Harry was pleased when Uncle Sirius and Remus arrived for family dinner. "Wouldn't spend it with anyone else!" Sirius laughed as he pulled Harry in for a hug. "If you'd met my mother, you'd understand why." Harry had in fact met Sirius' mother, in a sense, and if her portrait at Grimmauld Place was any indication, she was not worth getting to know in the flesh either.

The six of them settled around the dinner table, where Lily had set out a delicious-looking spread of baked ham, mashed potatoes, steamed vegetables, and a candied yam. Harry had never known home-cooked meals to be quite so satisfying – in his prior life, the Hogwarts feasts were far preferable to whatever scraps Aunt Petunia left for him after giving Vernon and Dudley the lion's share of her cooking. He ate to his heart's content, eventually left in a pleasant stupor once he could not stomach another bite.

Meanwhile, the three former Marauders were drinking heartily and sharing uproarious tales of their past adventures. They laughed about their late-night excursions at Hogwarts, only stopping once Lily chastised James and suggested that he oughtn't give his children any bright ideas. Sirius shared a few sordid tales from his brief stint in the Auror training program with James after the war, including a brief fling with a fellow female trainee that got them both kicked out of the force. (Not that Sirius seemed too torn up about the lost job opportunity.)

Remus seemed more subdued than the other two – he laughed along with their stories that he was involved with, but seemed only to humor their hijinks mildly. Harry watched the three of them carefully, trying to gauge their dynamic – it was apparent that James and Sirius were as tight as brothers, inseparable, while Remus was more of a third wheel, always on the periphery of their adventures. What did that make Peter, then? The wobbly fourth wheel barely clinging to the vehicle?

"So Harry, tell us all about Hogwarts," said Lily, steering the subject elsewhere after yet another Sirius tale that probably shouldn't have been shared in the presence of children. "How are you enjoying yourself?"

"It's going pretty well," Harry shrugged. "I'm second in all my classes, only behind Hermione Granger, who's brilliant."

"Yes, we were very proud of your report card," Lily beamed. "Though your Charms professor, Flitwick, mentioned something about your wandwork needing refinement?"

"It's not always obeying me," Harry lamented. "I know what I want it to do, but it doesn't always do it right."

"Well, practice makes perfect," James reasoned. "Professor McGonagall always stressed the importance of intent when casting magic. Wands can have minds of their own, and you have to be very clear with what you want them to do."

"They're a lot like witches in that way," Sirius winked. "You just gotta bend 'em to your will every once in a while." That quip earned him a snicker from James and a reproachful glare from Lily.

"Are you making many friends, Harry?" Remus asked. "Who you spend your time with can be just as important as your studies."

"A few," Harry shrugged. "My dorm mates are nice enough, even if they're a bit uptight. Hermione sits in lessons with me sometimes, though she has new friends now after the troll incident."

"The what incident?" James asked, eyes narrowing.

"Someone let a troll into the castle during Halloween," Harry said casually. "It attacked a group of first-years in the dungeons."

There was a loud clatter as Lily dropped her fork to her plate and stared at her son, aghast. "What?" she gasped. "A mountain troll, in Hogwarts?"

"Yeah," Harry shrugged. "But no one got hurt, thankfully. Hardly the most dangerous thing that's happened in the castle, right?"

But no one at the table seemed to think so. Even James and Sirius looked appalled by this revelation.

"Dumbledore didn't report any such incident to the Ministry," James muttered darkly. "This is highly disturbing to hear, Harry."

"Why didn't you mention it in any of your letters?" Lily asked worriedly.

"Didn't think to," Harry admitted. It was far from the most perilous situation he'd been in at Hogwarts, and he hadn't expected such a strong reaction to the news. He could only imagine how they'd react to tales of his original second year, including Petrified students and a basilisk bite to the arm…

"I'll be writing to Dumbledore in the morning about this," James groaned. "I ought to report this to Amelia Bones…"

"Dumbledore often has his reasons for such things," Lily said diplomatically. "He took charge of protecting the Longbottoms during the war—"

"And look how that turned out!"

"He couldn't have foreseen them being betrayed!" Lily said adamantly. "He's a brilliant man, but he can't account for everything."

"He also can't account for a stupid cloak," muttered James, taking another deep swig of Firewhiskey.

Harry's ears perked up at this. "What cloak?" he asked eagerly.

"Oh, don't start about this again—" Lily groaned, but her husband was undeterred.

"It was meant to be your birthright, Harry," James said forlornly. "Passed on through generations of Potters for centuries. An impenetrable Invisibility Cloak. And Dumbledore lost it!"

"Lost it?" Harry asked, frowning.

"He borrowed it during the war," said James. "Asked to study it, just for a few days. Then the Longbottoms were killed, and many things were happening at once, and the next time I remembered to ask about it, Dumbledore said he'd 'misplaced' it!"

"Like you said, many things were happening," Lily said, attempting to calm James down. "He's a very busy man, and he made an honest mistake. He even offered us compensation for it—"

"It's not about the gold!" James spat, slamming his fist on the table. "It was a priceless family heirloom! He should have known better than to be so careless...and now he's letting trolls attack his students? His mind is going, I swear it!"

"Easy, Prongs, I'm sure there's an explanation," Sirius chuckled nervously, clapping his best friend on the shoulder. "Dumbledore's a good man. He wouldn't let these things happen on purpose."

James seemed to take Sirius' words to heart more than even Lily's, and he took a steadying breath. "Course not, he wouldn't do that," he agreed.

"He was a great help in passing your werewolf legislation last year," Remus pointed out helpfully. "I owe him a great deal for that."

"Certainly," James nodded, looking marginally calmer than before. The tension in the room was palpable, as everyone seemed braced for another outburst. Harry wondered if this was a common occurrence when he and Dahlia weren't around; Lily certainly looked more stressed than he had ever seen her before.

"So, Harry, how's the Gryffindor Quidditch team looking this year?" Sirius asked loudly to clear the air.

"Haven't seen them play yet," Harry shrugged. "But they got thrashed pretty badly by Slytherin last month." He hadn't attended the match himself, but he heard through the grapevine that Angelina Johnson was forced to play Seeker due to lack of better options, and she hadn't even come close to catching a Snitch.

"Ah, shame," Sirius lamented. "I thought we had a chance last decade with that Charlie Weasley fellow, but I don't think they've won a Cup since we graduated."

"'Course, it was a different game back then," James cut in unexpectedly, an edge of humor creeping back into his tone. "A better one, if I daresay so myself—"

"Oh, enough of that already!" Sirius chuckled. "You're just mad Seekers can't monopolize an entire match and end it in seconds anymore!"

"And you're just mad you didn't get enough chances to knock people off their brooms," James fired back playfully. "You just had to get your revenge on me with the rule book…"

"Wait, that was you?" Harry asked, turning to Sirius in surprise.

"Changing the Seeker rules? Sure was," Sirius said with a note of pride. "During my brief stint working in the Department of Magical Games and Sports after the war. Course, I had to twist a few arms and pull some strings in the Wizengamot to get the changes through—"

"Such a waste," Lily muttered, shaking her head in disbelief. "The head of an Ancient and Most Noble House, using his influence to change the rules of a stupid children's sport."

Both James and Sirius took offense to this:

"It is not a children's sport!"

"Since when did you care about pure-blood politics, Evans?"

Fortunately, this succeeded in defusing the tension, as everyone seemed to relax enough to enjoy the rest of their dinner in peace. Soon James and Sirius were back to their usual boisterous ways, trading jabs and anecdotes as though they were still schoolkids. Harry had always pictured his father as a mature, responsible adult, much like Arthur Weasley had been, but he still behaved much like a teenager, full of energy and mischief. Sure, he was a good father and husband, but he was far from the model adult Harry had once pictured him to be.

"Say, Harry, have you had a chance to say hello to your Uncle Peter at school?" asked Remus during a lull in the conversation.

"Yeah, I have," Harry said eagerly. "I visit him every Friday in his office."

"Really? That's great!" Remus beamed. "Peter really is a good person once you get to know him."

"How is old Wormy doing?" asked Sirius with a twinkle in his eyes. "He following you around like a lost puppy dog yet?"

"Oh, stop it—" Lily sighed, but James had already jumped on Sirius' lead.

"He hasn't guilted you into spending time with him, has he?" James asked. "You're free to have other friends, you know, Harry."

"I like hanging out with him!" Harry protested. "He's a good person, and he listens to my problems and gives good advice."

"Yes, he's a lovely bloke," James agreed, throwing up his hands in feigned resignation. "I'm just saying, don't feel like you need to be held down by him."

"He was never the most ambitious type," Sirius agreed. "He's reliable, sure, but you have the potential to be much more in life."

"Maybe he never had the proper support system to encourage him to try," Harry retorted. "Maybe he needed better friends to push him."

James looked surprised by this comment. "You mean us?" he chuckled. "Look, Harry, he was our dorm mate, and we always treated him with kindness. But we weren't obliged to be lifelong friends with him."

"Not for lack of trying on Peter's part," Remus muttered into his plate. "He was far more eager to spend time with you than the other way around."

"Oh, c'mon, not you too, Moony!" James groaned. "I know you had a soft spot for the kid, but let's be honest, he was dead weight! He was always destined to wind up exactly where he did in life."

"Why did you discourage him from trying out for the Quidditch team?" Harry blurted out, his anger starting to get the better of him. "Why work so hard to destroy what little ambition he had?"

"Whoa, don't get it twisted now," James protested, pointing an accusing finger at Harry. "Peter decided out of the blue that he wanted to play in his fifth year, after never touching a broomstick beforehand. The game was rougher back then – he would have ended up badly hurt. I was doing him a favor."

"But now he'll never know if he could have done it!" said Harry. "He'll always wonder if he could have been something more. Even if he failed, he could have learned something."

"This is what I've been trying to tell you all these years, James—" Remus said tiredly, but James wasn't having it.

"Oh, come off it!" James said with an exaggerated wave of his arms. "Listen Harry, I'm sure Peter paints a very flattering picture of himself, but he was always a bit of an under-achiever. I could have been nicer to him, sure. But he's deluding himself if he thinks I was the one holding him back."

"He always had self-esteem issues," Sirius added. "We tried early on to help him get over that, but gave up once we realized it was no use. In fact, we should have put our foot down earlier when he went after Alice—"

"No, no, that is precisely Harry's point!" Remus interrupted. "Peter had every right to go after the girl he fancied. It got him hurt, but that was his lesson to learn, not yours to teach him."

"It was a fantasy we fed into for far too long," James disagreed. "He never had a chance with her; even Lily would agree with that. She and Frank were destined to be together."

"Peter fancied Alice Longbottom?" Harry asked, surprised.

"She was Alice Fawley back then," sighed Lily. "And she was two years ahead of us, in Hufflepuff. She spent a lot of time at the Gryffindor table, with Frank, and she was always very kind to Peter."

"He misinterpreted her kindness for interest," James added. "And he was smitten. We tried to tell him, that she was just taking pity on a wounded bird, but the poor bloke was lovesick from the start."

"I even tried to set him up with some girls to distract him," Sirius lamented. "Mind, not the prettiest girls in our class, but he never had a chance with any of them—"

"Because you were keen on hogging them all for yourself," Lily huffed.

"All the same," Sirius shrugged. "It was just one of those no-win scenarios. He was doomed to have his heart broken."

"And I suppose I'm the bad guy for not wanting to wallow in self-pity with him for our last two years of school," James snorted. "Hell, if I tried to comfort him, he'd probably have fallen for me next—"

"That's quite enough," Lily snapped. "He lost someone dear to him, and you oughtn't tease him any further about it. Besides, this is not a conversation to be having around the kids."

"I don't mind!" Dahlia protested; she was clearly reveling in the drama. "I want to hear more about who you all dated in school."

"Wait 'til you hear who your mother was involved with before your father," Sirius winked at Dahlia. "It would make your brother's skin crawl…"

"We were not involved!" Lily protested, going slightly pink at the mention. "We were good friends, but I never—"

"You sure seem keen on seeing him twice a year for your potioneer conferences," James muttered, also looking displeased by the topic.

"Severus is an excellent potions master, and I've learned a lot from him!" Lily said indignantly. "I chose to marry you, if you've forgotten, and he'll never be more than an old friend to me—"

"You dated Professor Snape?!" Dahlia gasped, having heard several of Harry's unpleasant stories about the man. "Ewww!"

"I did no such thing!" said a red-faced Lily as Sirius cackled with glee at what he'd caused. "He was one of my first friends at Hogwarts, and unfortunately he chose the wrong crowd to hang out with. I would never, ever have considered him a romantic option."

James looked somewhat contented with this answer. But the mood in the room was still soured, and Harry still felt wound up by the charged discussion surrounding Uncle Peter. He wondered where Peter was at this very moment, and how he would feel if he knew the other three Marauders were sharing Christmas dinner together without him. Remus also looked troubled, briefly meeting Harry's eye with a discerning look.

"I'm tired," Harry announced, standing from his seat without further preamble. "I think I'd like to go to bed now." He feared saying something else he would regret, or stirring another argument that unearthed more ugly secrets from his parents' past.

"Good night, sweetheart," said Lily, kissing Harry on the head. James and Sirius toasted to him with their freshly-poured glasses of more Firewhiskey, while Remus merely nodded at him with a sad smile. And after dodging a kick under the table from Dahlia, Harry retired from the room and headed upstairs for bed.

He lay awake for some time, bothered by all that had been said throughout the dinner. Was Snape right all along in his last timeline? Was James just an unrepentant bully, unwilling to take responsibility for making the lives of others miserable in his youth? Could Peter have amounted to something more than a simple caretaker if he'd had better friends who encouraged him more? Or was James correct in his assessment that he oughtn't waste his time with someone who didn't want to help themselves?

Was Harry doing the same thing with all his incessant worrying and meddling in other people's affairs? Should he stop worrying about Neville and the Philosopher's Stone and just live his life unburdened by such matters out of his control? He was not the Boy Who Lived in this world – he could do whatever he wanted and let Neville bear the brunt of that responsibility himself. Harry could go on to do great things and have a bright future in whatever field he desired. Why involve himself in a fight that no longer concerned him?

As he contemplated this, he heard a soft knock on the door. James ambled into the room, stumbling slightly and still reeking of Firewhiskey. But he carefully found Harry's bed and sat at the foot of it. "Harry?" he whispered. "Still awake?"

"Yeah, Dad," said Harry. "What is it?"

"I'm sorry for earlier," he said with a slightly slurred voice. "I think you should be friends with whoever you want to be. Peter is a good person, and you're right, I should have been nicer to him."

"Okay," Harry said neutrally. He wondered if Lily had chewed him out after he and Dahlia departed the room, or if this was genuine self-reflection.

"I was a bloody idiot when I was a kid," James went on. "Still am sometimes. I hope you won't judge me too badly for who I used to be. I'm still learning how to be a better person."

"I know," said Harry. "Good night, Dad."

"Love you, kiddo," said James, patting his son's leg. "Happy Christmas." And with great effort, he got back to his feet and shuffled out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Harry wondered if James would even remember this exchange in the morning. But it gave him some small measure of comfort as he began to drift off to sleep. My father is still a great man, he told himself. He's made mistakes, but he's also done plenty of good. This was still the man who defied Voldemort three times during the war, became a widely-respected Auror, and used his influence to enact positive social change. That was the man Harry chose to think of as he fell asleep.

And perhaps Uncle Peter could still become something after all. Harry was determined to at least try.

A/N: I want to quickly reiterate that this is not a bashing fic – several characters (including James and Dumbledore) will be depicted as flawed, but they will not be one-dimensional negative caricatures throughout the whole story. I'm also taking this opportunity to fix one of my biggest pet peeves about the HP world: the Quidditch scoring system. The Snitch was always way too OP, and this change I think makes the game more interesting and strategic without drastically overhauling the rules.
Year 1-04: Unraveling Truths

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 1, 2024.

"I have some news that might interest you," announced Daphne Greengrass, plopping herself down across from Harry at the Ravenclaw table.

"Good morning to you too, Daphne," Harry chuckled, setting down his forkful of eggs. He hadn't spoken to her once since term resumed the week before. "How was your break?"

"It's about Longbottom," said Daphne without preamble. "You're interested in developments about him, are you not?"

Harry's ears perked up at this. "Yeah," he said. "Is he alright?"

"Beats me," Daphne shrugged. "Apparently he's been sneaking out of the common room late at night. No one's seen him leave, but Snape caught him out of bounds during a bed check last night."

"How odd," Harry muttered. "Any idea where he's going?"

"I was going to ask you that," Daphne said pointedly. "Since you consider yourself a friend of his."

"In a sense," Harry shrugged. Truthfully, he hadn't spoken much with Neville lately, choosing to give him, Ron and Hermione a wide berth for the past few months. He really ought to keep up with that relationship, though, lest he neglect the most important friendship of them all.

"Well, that's all," Daphne sighed. "He lost Slytherin thirty points, so we're all cross with him, but I doubt you care about that." And she stood to return to her own table.

"Wait!" Harry said, halting her. "How are you doing, Daphne?"

Daphne narrowed her eyes at him. "What kind of question is that?" she demanded.

"We're friends," Harry reminded her. "We can talk about things other than our 'deal', you know. Like classes. Or hobbies. Or boys."

"Ugh," Daphne scoffed at this last cheeky remark, and spun around to leave. Harry chuckled to himself; he was determined to crack Daphne's tough exterior and get to know her beyond her political ambitions. If Tracey Davis could do it, so could he.

This Neville news was intriguing, though. Where was he sneaking off to late at night? And how was he getting in and out of the Slytherin common room without anyone seeing – particularly if, as Daphne said, he has 'many eyes on him at all times'? Harry had a hunch about both questions, and decided to investigate that very evening.

After an uneventful day of classes, Harry slipped away from his classmates and headed to the seventh floor. He had some time to kill before nightfall, and he had a far more productive evening in mind than simply waiting around Ravenclaw Tower.

I need to visit my training room...I need to visit my training room...I need to visit my training room…

After his third pace back and forth before the blank stretch of wall, a door materialized, and Harry entered the Room of Requirement. He'd started coming here since the new term started, needing a private place to practice his spells without hurting anyone by accident. The room had provided him with a makeshift combat arena, complete with movable training dummies and absorbent walls that prevented errant spells from bouncing dangerously around the space.

Harry was quickly learning the many abilities – and shortcomings – the Room of Requirement possessed. When he got hungry after a particularly-long session, a door appeared that led directly into the kitchens to nourish himself. When he wished he had reading material to brush up on his spell vocabulary, a bookshelf materialized with a wide selection of books on hexes, curses and other combat tools. Notably, they were all library books, and none of them came from the Restricted Section...it seemed the room could only provide what Hogwarts already had to offer, and it knew that he did not have a pass to the more sinister books behind the locked door.

But no matter. He had seven years with which to expand his knowledge and grow to his full potential. Right now, he just needed to master basic spell casting and learn how to control his wand. So he launched himself into a furious attack on the training dummies, throwing everything he knew at them. He cast them as fast as possible, his wand a blur of movement as jets of light streamed out and pummeled their targets.

Harry had learned that his wand worked best when he operated on instinct – casting quickly and intuitively without thinking too hard about what he was doing. When he was forced to slow down and be more deliberate, the wand seemed impatient, often preferring to stir up trouble rather than do what he wanted. But these occurrences were lessening with time, as Harry slowly learned how to exert his will over the wand and force it to do his bidding.

As Flitwick had theorized, the wand seemed to respond best when Harry felt in danger. Harry realized that he could use this to his advantage by injecting a sense of desperate urgency into his intent, even with basic spells. I need to master the basics if I'm going to survive the war in a few years, Harry thought as he attempted a simple Levitation Charm. The wand initially resisted his will, but on the second attempt it finally relented, lifting the feather on the table in front of him up to the ceiling.

Will I have to act desperate at all times to get my wand to work? Harry thought glumly. But maybe that was exactly what the wand was demanding of him – a sense of urgency that he hadn't displayed thus far in his new timeline. He was enjoying the relative peace of having a loving family and not worrying about his future, but perhaps he needed to focus harder. It was as if the wand knew he had the power to prevent Voldemort's return, and that he was squandering that foreknowledge. Fair enough, he supposed.

A clock on the wall chimed midnight. Harry swore; he'd lost track of time in the windowless room. I need to get to the library, Harry thought intently, waiting as the Room processed his request. Soon a portrait-hole materialized on the wall, and Harry pushed through it, finding himself on the first floor, just down the hall from the school library. Harry carefully closed the portrait behind him and crept along the darkened hallway.

He felt quite naked and exposed without the Invisibility Cloak or the Marauder's Map to aid him. Even when he'd had said items he was always on-edge, worried that he might stumble across the path of Filch, Mrs. Norris, or worse, Snape. Now he had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide if someone came across him. Fortunately, he knew his destination was close, as he inched along the halls towards the empty classroom he had traveled to so often during his original timeline…

Harry located the room and entered, softly clicking the door shut behind him. Just as he'd remembered, the Mirror of Erised sat in the center of the room, glimmering softly in the moonlight. Now that he was familiar with the mirror's true nature, he felt the subtle pull of the Compulsion Charm drawing him towards its surface, beckoning him to peer within. But for the moment he resisted the impulse, standing stock-still in the empty room, waiting. Listening.

It was subtle, but he quickly deduced that he was not alone. He could hear quiet shuffling of feet, labored, panicked breathing nearby. "Neville," Harry whispered into the darkness. "It's Harry Potter. I'm not here to get you in trouble."

There was a moment's silence. Then, Neville Longbottom appeared, pulling off his Invisibility Cloak, looking ashamed. "How did you find me?" he asked glumly.

"Not important," said Harry. "You're going to get in trouble if you keep coming here, Neville. There's nothing good for you here, trust me."

"But...you don't understand!" Neville protested, beckoning to the Mirror behind him. "My parents are in there! This is...this is the only time I get to see them!"

Harry's heart broke a little bit at the look on Neville's face. He knew the emotion well, the desperate longing he himself had felt in this very room the first time around. "I know, mate," he said sympathetically. "But the Mirror is just a trick. It isn't real."

"No, it really is!" Neville insisted. "Look!" And he grabbed Harry's arm, urging him forward to look into the mirror's surface himself. "See? There's my mum and dad. They're smiling and waving at us, can't you see?"

Harry resisted looking for several moments. But curiosity got the best of him – he'd been wondering lately what he might see in the Mirror, now that he had all the things he'd lacked in his previous timeline. With a resigned sigh, he glanced up at his reflection as Neville stepped aside to let him see properly.

For a brief moment, only his eleven-year-old form stared back at him. But then, before his very eyes, he began to morph and shift, growing into an older, taller, more formidable-looking young man. He stood tall and confident, towering over a crumpled figure: Voldemort, broken and defeated at the feet of his vanquisher. And kneeling all around him were many prominent figures of the wizarding world – Dumbledore, Fudge, his parents, the Hogwarts staff, and even Neville himself, bowing reverently to their savior.

In his last timeline, Harry had never wanted such attention. But now, having been denied the spotlight, he suddenly craved it. And why shouldn't he? In this timeline, he would have earned it. He wasn't thrust into fame by tragedy and a fluke of a spell gone awry; he had to work for everything he had now. He gawked at his older self in the Mirror, daring to believe it was possible, that he could make it a reality. So what if he wasn't the Boy Who Lived? He could still become the Man Who Won.

"Well? Do you see them?" Neville asked eagerly. That shook Harry out of his reverie, and he forced himself to break eye contact with the Mirror, shattering the illusion at once.

"No, Neville," Harry said sadly. "That isn't how the Mirror works."

"But I saw them—" Neville protested.

"The Mirror of Erised shows you the deepest desire of your heart," Harry explained. "You would give anything to have your parents back, right? So you see yourself with them, alive and well. But it's not real, Neville. You can't let yourself become obsessed by your reflection, because it will never come to pass." He realized he was speaking to himself as much as to Neville – he needed to remind himself that his own reflection was a mirage as well, and he couldn't indulge in such delusions of grandeur.

"I see," Neville muttered. "I just thought...I had hoped...oh, well, never mind." And Neville moved to exit the room, but Harry stopped him.

"Actually, Neville," said Harry, "I'm going to need that cloak back."

"This?" Neville asked, suddenly alarmed as he clutched the Invisibility Cloak to his chest. "B-but it was a gift!"

"From who?" Harry asked pointedly.

"Erm...I'm not sure…" Neville stammered. "It came with a note that said it was a borrowed heirloom, but that I could borrow it for a while."

Harry had figured as much...it appeared the Headmaster had taken it upon himself to pass the Cloak on to Neville, rather than return it to the Potters.

"Dumbledore borrowed that cloak from my father," said Harry. "It has been in the Potter family for generations. I'm sorry, but I must insist."

Neville looked alarmed by this news. "But...but if it belongs to the Potters, then why was it given to me?"

"Maybe he felt your need was greater than mine," Harry shrugged.

"Why would my need be greater?" asked Neville. "What am I meant to use it for?"

"Listen, Neville," said Harry in a low tone. "I don't think Voldemort is truly dead. He's still out there somewhere, biding his time, and you might be in danger when he comes back."

Neville looked frightened by this news. "B-but he's dead," he said firmly. "Isn't he? He died after he tried to kill me."

"His body was destroyed, but his spirit lives on," Harry said cryptically. "Dumbledore meant well, I'm sure, by giving you something to protect yourself, but the Cloak wasn't his to give."

Neville looked wistfully down at the Cloak for a moment. Harry felt a twinge of guilt, seeing how much the gift had meant to him – but it wasn't truly his. Neville reluctantly handed the Cloak over, and Harry ran his fingers through the silky material, a familiar chill of excitement coursing through him.

"Sorry," Neville muttered. "I would never mean to steal from your family—"

"I know," Harry said quickly. "Wasn't your fault. I can let you use it on occasion, but it belongs to me."

"I get it," Neville sighed.

"I can at least walk you back to the common room," Harry offered. "So neither of us gets caught."

Harry and Neville traversed the empty halls, huddled together under the Cloak. They passed Professor Snape once, on patrol in the dungeons; he seemed briefly suspicious of a nearby presence before eventually moving on. Harry bid Neville good-night at the common room entrance and made his way back to Ravenclaw Tower, slipping into the dorms unnoticed.

He felt relieved to be reunited with his beloved Cloak once more. But he did feel badly for taking it from Neville, who didn't seem to have much going for him at the moment. He was sorely missing his parents and struggling to get along with his House mates, and now along comes the spoiled son of a famous Auror to take away the one valuable item of note in his possession. It may have been the right thing to do on paper, but Harry didn't feel great about the situation all the same.

The remaining winter months blurred into one another as Harry threw himself into his studies. Not only did he have to complete all his normal class work, he was also practicing his spell work in the Room of Requirement and dipping his toes into his studies of soul magic. He knew he was unlikely to find anything useful outside of the Restricted Section, but he was determined to solve the mystery of how Voldemort had split his own and achieved immortality. If he was lucky, he might even be able to find and eliminate some of them before the Dark Lord even attempted to resurrect himself.

Harry found that he had precious little time to socialize with everything on his plate. He continued to converse with Hermione during classes, check in with Daphne Greengrass every once in a while, and banter with his dorm mates during meals and late evenings before bed. He also made sure to send letters home every once in a while, keeping his family informed on goings-on at the castle. Dahlia was hungry for as much information as possible about Hogwarts, so Harry sent her pages and pages on a weekly basis detailing his explorations of the castle and his studies of magic.

On top of all this, Harry continued to watch Neville from afar, making sure he was still on track for success. He had recovered from his initial gloom in the days after the Mirror incident, and seemed to be thriving in his classes and enjoying time with Ron and Hermione. He also appeared to have soured on his relationship with Draco Malfoy, as Harry often saw the blonde boy throwing nasty looks at Neville and whispering maliciously with Crabbe and Goyle. Harry just had to trust Daphne's word that he was safe in the dormitories, despite sleeping within a few feet of three future enemies if/when the Dark Lord rose again.

Then there was the matter of the Philosopher's Stone to worry about. Part of Harry wanted to sit back and do absolutely nothing, letting things play out as they had in the first timeline with Neville and company saving the day from Quirrell. But the troll incident had soured him on the idea of assuming everything would play out perfectly once more. What if he'd triggered some kind of butterfly effect and prevented the right sequence of events from happening?

Still, things were progressing smoothly in that regard. He overheard the trio whispering about 'Fluffy' on more than one occasion, and had even been asked by Hermione if he knew who Nicholas Flamel was. Harry did not tell her immediately, but did gift Ron with a Chocolate Frog one afternoon after Herbology, knowing that he would discover the answer they sought on Dumbledore's trading card contained within.

Speaking of Ron, Harry had taken to challenging him at chess during meals. He was dismayed to learn that Neville had no interest in the game, and worried that Ron would not get the necessary practice in to beat McGonagall's chess set in the dungeons. Harry had spent five years playing against Ron in the last timeline, and while Ron was always better than him back then, Harry was more experienced this time and knew Ron's play style to a tee. He crushed Ron the first few times they played, but Ron persevered and found new angles of attack to thwart Harry's defenses. As long as he stops hanging his bishops, he should be fine, Harry told himself.

Harry also made time every Friday to spend time with Uncle Peter in his office. This was a relationship he was especially attached to now, after all he'd heard from the other three Marauders during Christmas dinner. He was determined not to continue his father's legacy of leaving people out in the cold, and made sure to make Peter feel welcomed and loved. In fact, he was beginning to think such treatment could have prevented his bitter betrayal in the original timeline…

"You know you don't have to waste every Friday evening with me, Harry," remarked Peter one day as they munched on pastries Harry had brought from the kitchen. "I'm sure you have friends your own age to hang out with."

"I guess," Harry shrugged. "But most of them are too immature for me. And I like spending time with you, Uncle Peter."

"Back at you," Peter smiled warmly. "But surely you've made some friends? I'd hate for you to go all seven years here without growing close to anybody."

"Sure, there are some," Harry nodded. "I like Terry Boot and Anthony Goldstein well enough. Hermione's nice, if a bit uptight and obsessed with grades. Ron and Neville are good people, though they're much closer with each other than with me."

"What about Miss Greengrass?" Peter prodded. "I see you talking with her sometimes. She's rather pretty, don't you think? Are you interested in her?"

"No, of course not!" Harry blurted out; he could not bring himself to look at his eleven-year-old classmates that way. Though, remembering that he himself was also supposed to be eleven, he corrected course a bit. "I mean, she's alright, but I just see her as a friend."

"That's alright too," Peter smiled. "I knew her father once – a good man."

The light teasing about Daphne made Harry remember something else from his Christmas meal. "Is it true that you were interested in Alice Longbottom in school?" he asked innocently.

Peter nearly choked on the muffin he was chewing on at this question. "W-what?" he spluttered. "Who told you that?"

"My mum did," Harry fibbed lightly. "Did you ask Alice out?"

"I…" Peter stammered, growing red in the face. "No, I did not. Well, in a sense. Look, it doesn't matter, we shouldn't be talking about this—"

"I want to know, Uncle Peter!" Harry insisted. "You don't have to be embarrassed about it. What was she like?"

Peter looked pained as he considered Harry's question. "She was a saint," he sighed. "There wasn't a student in the school who didn't love her, I reckon. She was kind to everybody, and treated me like a person, even when...even when I didn't feel like one."

"You didn't feel like a person?" Harry asked softly.

"Look, I had some rough years at Hogwarts," Peter muttered. "It doesn't matter now. But Alice listened to all my problems. She offered to tutor me in Charms in my fifth year, mostly so we could talk in private and I could share my more personal feelings with her."

"Really?" Harry asked, surprised. He wondered if his parents knew this…

"Yes," Peter nodded sadly. "And I admit, I misread the signals. I knew she was with Frank, but thought she liked me too, and I...well…"

"Asked her out?"

"No," said Peter, shaking his head. "I tried to kiss her."

"You what?!"

"Actually, I didn't try to, I did kiss her. And she got weirded out, and told me she wasn't interested in me that way. Frank gave me a dressing-down the next day when he learned, and I'm sure he would have done worse if Alice hadn't asked him not to."

"Blimey...I'm sorry, Uncle Peter," said Harry.

"It's alright; it's in the past," Peter smiled weakly. But Harry could tell that wasn't entirely the case – this obviously weighed heavily on Peter, and contributed to who he was today. Peter was visibly distant for the remainder of the conversation, which ended abruptly when he made an excuse about needing to be elsewhere. Is it my place to encourage him to seek love elsewhere? Harry wondered. Such advice usually had to come from a close friend...but he wasn't sure if Peter had any close friends…

But Harry had other things to worry about than the love life of a man twenty years his elder. He spent nearly all his free time in the library or in his training room, poring over any textbook that he thought might hold the secrets to Voldemort's immortality. He always opened every book to the appendix, searching for every mention of the word 'soul', only to be disappointed by the absence of or vague references to soul magic. Was there no such curriculum on the matter? If Tom Riddle hadn't learned how to split his soul at Hogwarts, where and how had he?

He had forgotten all about his confrontation with Neville, and assumed it would be the end of the story, but he was mistaken. He should have realized Neville would go to Dumbledore to corroborate Harry's accounting of events. A prefect approached him at dinner one evening with a folded note, which Harry read:

Dear Mr. Potter,

Please see me in my office after dinner tonight. We have much to discuss.

The password is 'lemon drops'.

Sincerely,

Albus Dumbledore

Harry felt a chill run down his spine...he'd hoped to avoid Dumbledore's notice for as long as possible. If anyone was clever enough to realize Harry's secret, it would be him. Harry still didn't know how much he trusted the man; after all, if he hadn't been kept in the dark about the prophecy in the Department of Mysteries, he wouldn't be in this situation in the first place. And given what happened with the Cloak, Harry wasn't especially keen to tell him more than he needed to know.

Harry headed up to the Headmaster's Office once he'd finished eating, wondering what he would say. It was technically his first conversation with the man, and in this timeline, Harry would be someone of no particular consequence to Dumbledore. How would that change their dynamic? Harry hoped it meant he would not fall under particular scrutiny.

"Lemon drops," Harry announced, and the gargoyle leapt aside to grant him access. He climbed the spiral staircase and knocked before entering.

"Good evening, Mr. Potter," Dumbledore greeted him from behind his desk. "Please, have a seat."

Harry did so, looking around the office as he sank into one of the armchairs. The room looked identical to when Harry had last seen it in his previous timeline, albeit with no Sword of Gryffindor hanging on the wall. He heard a soft caw as Fawkes the phoenix suddenly took flight from his perch in the corner and landed upon Harry's shoulder.

"Hullo, Fawkes," Harry said, softly stroking the bird's plumage. Fawkes cooed softly at the touch, rubbing his head against Harry's; he was very warm to the touch, but did not burn Harry.

"Fawkes seems to like you," Dumbledore smiled. "Have you met him before?"

"No, sir," Harry said.

"Strange," Dumbledore mused as he took his seat behind the desk. "It's almost as though he's familiar with you already."

"Huh," Harry said absently, unsure of what to say. Fawkes took flight once more and landed on the back of Dumbledore's chair, as the Headmaster opened a small tin of biscuits, tossing one up for the bird before indulging in one himself.

"I spoke with Neville Longbottom recently about the interaction you two shared earlier this term," said Dumbledore solemnly. "I must sincerely apologize for the misunderstanding with the cloak. You were quite right to request it back – it belongs with the Potter family, and it was wrong of me to hand it out to somebody else."

Harry's gut reaction was to say "It's okay", to placate the kindly old man, but he stopped himself. Because it wasn't really okay, was it? It was no simple 'misunderstanding'...it was theft, even if it was temporary. So he remained silent and simply nodded, waiting for Dumbledore to continue.

"I must admit, I am surprised not to be on the receiving end of a Howler from your father," said Dumbledore. "I know he was quite fond of that cloak, and surely would have been quite angry to learn what I had done."

"I, erm...haven't told him yet," Harry shrugged.

"Ah," said Dumbledore. "Well, I am in no position to ask you not to do so. I am most certainly in the wrong here. However, I am curious about something."

"What's that, sir?" asked Harry.

"I loaned the cloak to Mr. Longbottom via anonymous gift," said Dumbledore. "And according to him, he had no interactions with you in between receiving it and your confrontation shortly thereafter. So I wonder how it is that you know that I was the one who gave it to him, and that it was the cloak that belonged to your father? Or, for that matter, how you knew where to find Mr. Longbottom that evening?"

Harry froze. He hadn't really considered how to answer that question. There was indeed no way he could have possibly known any of this under normal circumstances. How could he explain any of this to the Headmaster? He wracked his brain for something plausible to say, but Dumbledore continued before he could do so.

"I also had an interesting conversation with one of the portraits in the dungeons last November," Dumbledore went on. "They witnessed the troll attack on the first-years during Halloween, and they swear there was a fourth person present, an invisible caster who took the troll down from behind before it could attack. And after conferring with my prefects, you were the only other student unaccounted for during the evacuation."

Harry's stomach dropped. So Dumbledore was suspicious, then, or at the very least curious. How could he explain his way around this one? He decided to settle on a partial truth.

"I sought out the troll after the feast," Harry admitted. "I read about them in the library and thought I could take it on myself. Except, I got frightened when I saw it and stayed back...I only intervened when it went the other three."

Dumbledore nodded slowly, processing this. "How curious that you always seem to show up in the wrong place at the right time," he remarked.

"Just keeping an eye on my friends," Harry shrugged, trying to remain casual.

"And yet, I rarely see you interact with Mr. Longbottom or Miss Granger," Dumbledore smiled. "I believe that is Mr. Ronald Weasley's role as of late. Though you seem to take a keen interest in their affairs, even to the point of asking Miss Daphne Greengrass to keep an eye on Neville in the Slytherin common room for you."

Harry felt like Dumbledore was shining a bright light on his soul. He was utterly exposed, and could only gawk up at the placid smile on the headmaster's face. But he was not fooled by the man's pleasant demeanor – he knew he was being pinned beneath the icy stare of the most powerful wizard on the planet.

However, Dumbledore merely chuckled. "But who am I to speculate on the social dynamics between first-years?" he smiled. "After all, Neville Longbottom is a major celebrity in our world, and I wouldn't put it past anyone to take an interest in him from afar."

"I...it isn't like that, sir," Harry stammered.

"I'm sure it is not," Dumbledore nodded. "Though I must ask, Mr. Potter, if there is anything you'd like to tell me at this juncture?"

For a maddening moment, Harry considered coming clean and telling Dumbledore everything he knew. It would certainly lighten the load and lessen the chances of a terrible war coming to pass. But he still had plenty of time – over three years before Voldemort would attempt his resurrection, and even more than that before he could rise to enough power to threaten wizarding Britain. Could he accomplish his task without needing Dumbledore's input?

He was tempted to flee, to run far from the office and hide from Dumbledore's piercing gaze in his dorm. But he knew the man would only watch him ever more closely from that point on. After all, if he was to head off Quirrell from seeking the Philosopher's Stone, he would once again have to draw Dumbledore's attention by acting on something he ought not to have known. And that wasn't even mentioning the other events that he had to prevent, such as the opening of the Chamber of Secrets and the graveyard resurrection of Voldemort. He had to give the man something.

"I have...visions, sometimes," Harry said slowly. "About things that are about to happen."

If Dumbledore was surprised by this statement, he did not show it. "What kind of visions?" he asked calmly.

"Dreams, I guess," Harry said lamely. "I saw Neville in that chamber, looking into the Mirror of Erised, holding my father's cloak. I dunno how I knew it was his; I just did."

Dumbledore regarded him curiously. "Do you often have dreams like this?" he asked.

"Sometimes," Harry shrugged. "I had another one about the troll. I saw it attacking my friends, so I hid myself and followed the troll so I could stop it."

"How curious," Dumbledore muttered thoughtfully. "Do you have any Seers in your family, Harry? I was unaware of any in the Potter line, but perhaps on your mother's side…?"

"My mother was Muggle-born."

"Ah, yes, that's right," Dumbledore nodded. "And you seem to know of the existence of the Mirror of Erised. Neville told me you knew how it functions. Was this part of a vision as well?"

"Erm...yes," said Harry. Then, deciding to tempt fate, he said, "I know it's being used to guard the Philosopher's Stone."

Now Dumbledore looked surprised. "You know that the Stone is here?" he asked. "Another vision?"

"That one I figured out from Hagrid," Harry said, and it technically wasn't even a lie. "He told me about the three-headed dog guarding the third floor corridor. And I think Voldemort is here, trying to steal it—"

"Slow down, Harry," said Dumbledore, now looking positively alarmed. "You believe the Dark Lord Voldemort is involved in a plot to steal the Philosopher's Stone? The same Lord Voldemort who was killed ten years ago?"

"I know it doesn't make much sense," Harry admitted. "But I...I saw him. Or at least, I think it was him. I saw his face."

"Where did you see his face?"

Harry hesitated before answering. Now or never, Potter, he figured. "On the back of Professor Quirrell's head," he blurted out. "Concealed beneath his turban."

Dumbledore could not hide his shock at this statement. "You saw the face of Lord Voldemort…" he said slowly. "On the back of your Defense Professor's head?"

"I know, it's probably nothing," Harry said quickly. "My visions aren't always accurate, you see, and I probably didn't interpret what I saw correctly—"

But Dumbledore didn't appear to be listening to his excuses. He was scribbling a note on his desk, tearing off a bit of parchment and folding it in half before holding it up to Fawkes. "Deliver this to Professor Quirrell, will you, Fawkes?" Dumbledore asked the bird. The phoenix cawed softly, clutching the note in its talon before vanishing in a plume of fire.

"You believe me then, sir?" asked Harry.

"I don't put much stock in prophecy, Mr. Potter," said Dumbledore. "But these visions of yours do concern me. When did you start having them?"

"I dunno," Harry shrugged. "Maybe a year ago?"

"And do these visions often come true?"

"I...I dunno," Harry said. "Sometimes things are slightly different, and sometimes they're not at all what I saw." This much was mostly true as well – he was describing the facts of his new reality, unable to be sure what was the same and what was different. So much of this timeline seemed the same, and yet, Neville was the one with the scar, Peter Pettigrew was an innocent man, and Merlin only knew what else might have changed.

Moments later, Professor Quirrell entered the office, looking confused. "Y-you asked to s-see me, Headmaster?" he said.

"Good evening, Quirinius," said Dumbledore placidly. "You remember Mr. Potter from your first-year classes, I presume?"

"Of course," said Quirrell, nodding politely to Harry. "B-bright young man. One of the brightest I've taught."

"Harry here has told me a most unfortunate rumor," said Dumbledore, looking troubled. Harry's heart dropped – was he about to tell Quirrell that he was the one who ratted him out. But then the Headmaster continued: "He claims to have witnessed a fellow student slipping something inside your turban in the halls."

"R-really?" Quirrell chuckled, subconsciously adjusting his turban. "W-wouldn't be the first time...those Weasley twins seem keen on stuffing items in there while my back is turned—"

"Perhaps you ought to check?" Dumbledore suggested. "So that I can perhaps trace the object back to the perpetrator and have them punished?"

Quirrell looked surprised by this request. Harry subconsciously moved his hand to his wand...what if Quirrell refused? What if he realized this was a trap, and lashed out? Dumbledore seemed unconcerned, but surely the man realized the danger this situation posed?

But Quirrell surprised Harry by saying, "I s-suppose so." And without preamble, Quirrell began to unravel his turban.

Harry's heart thumped madly in his chest as the purple folds began to come apart, until only the final layer remained. Quirrell pulled it free, and...there was nothing. Just a shiny, bald head staring back at Harry, as the professor rifled through the material in his hands.

"L-lucky me," Quirrell chuckled. "Nothing there."

"Nothing that has been disillusioned, perhaps?" Dumbledore suggested. And he raised his wand (which Harry now realized had been in the man's hand the entire time), causing a small pulse of magic to wash across the room. Whatever feedback Dumbledore got clearly gave him no cause for concern. "Ah, well, my mistake. I apologize for the inconvenience, Quirinius."

"N-no problem, sir," said Quirrell, as he began to put the turban back in place. "And thank you, Mr. Potter. I will keep a closer eye out for sh-shenanigans."

Quirrell took his leave soon after, leaving Harry and Dumbledore alone once more. "I'm sorry, sir," Harry said quickly. "I thought for sure—"

"It is unimportant," Dumbledore said, holding up his hand to stop Harry. "I thank you for bringing this to my attention, even if your vision did not prove to be accurate. I take the security of this school very seriously."

And yet you allow a mountain troll to be snuck into the castle? Harry thought bitterly. And yet a basilisk lies dormant beneath the school at this very moment? But he said nothing, merely nodding silently.

"I must ask that, in the future, you come to me with such concerns before attempting to take matters into your own hands," said Dumbledore. "Divining the future is an imperfect and ill-understood branch of magic, and must be treated with extreme caution."

"Yes, sir," Harry said solemnly.

"Very well then," Dumbledore nodded. "You are dismissed, Harry. And please pass on my apologies about the cloak to your father."

"I will, Headmaster," Harry bowed. And he took his leave from the office, heading back towards Ravenclaw Tower with his head spinning.

Quirrell wasn't harboring Voldemort after all? Was it some kind of trick? Harry doubted it, especially with Dumbledore ensuring as much himself. Was Harry mistaken about Voldemort's plot? But Gringotts had been broken into, hadn't it? Surely there was something he was missing...he just couldn't figure out what. At the very least Dumbledore was aware that something might be afoot – that at least provided him some small comfort.

Dumbledore had also bought his cover story, at least for now. Though it had been a spur-of-the-moment excuse, it wound up being a perfect cover, allowing him to selectively share information with Dumbledore without necessarily needing to explain how he knew it. But would Dumbledore insist on looking deeper into these visions? Would he attempt to expose more of his secrets than Harry wanted him to know? He decided he should probably start studying Occlumency to protect himself further. Perhaps without Snape assaulting him, he would have an easier time learning it in this timeline.

At the very least, Harry had the Cloak to hold over Dumbledore's head to keep him from getting too close. He would hold off on informing James about the Headmaster's treachery for now – that might be a useful bargaining chip if Dumbledore pried too much for his comfort. He still felt simmering resentment towards the man, not just for the Cloak, but for his role in both his and Sirius' deaths in the previous timeline.

Harry had made the mistake of trusting Dumbledore too much in his past life. He wouldn't make that mistake again.
Year 1-05: Sister Stars

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 1, 2024.

Harry used to dread going to the library in his past life. It was a constant reminder of how far behind he was in his classes, how much more he had to learn about magic from what was contained inside the thousands of tomes lining the shelves. And yet, now he found himself here more than anywhere else in the castle, poring over books for hours on end. Guess the Hat wasn't entirely wrong about me being a Ravenclaw, Harry figured.

At the moment, he was perusing the Divination section, perusing all that the library had to offer on the subject. He had already studied all of the O.W.L. level material and decided to dive into the sixth-year introductory N.E.W.T. textbook. It took him a while to get a grasp of the basics, as it had been a long time since he studied the subject (and he'd hated it with a passion in his last timeline), but he persevered and tried to absorb as much knowledge as he could.

Harry was particularly interested in researching the Sight – the ability that Seers possessed to glimpse the future and make prophecies. Harry eagerly read the chapter on prophecy but found himself disappointed by how vague and non-descriptive the passage was, clearly intended as a passing mention of a poorly-understood branch of magic.

However, this was also a boon for his current situation, as every mention of Seers took pains to emphasize how rare they were and how difficult it was to replicate – or even verify – their claims. If he was to pose as a Seer himself, it would be easier for him to get away with it than he initially thought. There didn't seem to be any experts on the subject that could call him out for faking it, and he had enough knowledge from his past timeline to make semi-accurate predictions for the next few years if necessary. As long as the timeline didn't diverge too much, that is.

Speaking of Seers, Harry had long suspected that Professor Trelawney was indeed one, despite the widely-held conviction that she was a fraud. His suspicions were all but confirmed when he discovered a mention of the Hall of Prophecy in the Ministry of Magic, where prophecies were stored "with the initials of the prophecy-maker and primary witness, as well as a description of who or what the prophecy refers to".

S.P.T. to A.P.W.B.D. – These initials had been branded into Harry's brain ever since his ill-fated trip to the Department of Mysteries. It simply had to refer to Sibyl Trelawney and Albus Dumbledore, and clearly had something to do with himself and Voldemort. He still didn't know what the prophecy entailed, but he could only assume it referred to himself in some way that scared Voldemort enough into targeting him as a baby.

Was there such a prophecy sitting in the Hall of Prophecy right now, referring to Neville? How different was it from the original timeline? Harry wondered if he would ever learn its contents in this timeline. Perhaps he could ask Dumbledore, or even Trelawney? The latter was unlikely to remember, if his original third year was any indication – she'd made a prophecy to him then and didn't remember it afterwards. And Dumbledore was the last person he wanted to become aware of his knowledge of the prophecy.

Eventually Harry gave up and moved onto his primary focus: soul magic. However, he was finding it more and more difficult to find books on the subject, and he was looking in some of the most obscure texts in the hopes of finding passing mention of it. He was quickly coming to the conclusion that he would not find anything useful in the general sections of the school library. He would need access to the Restricted Section to find anything noteworthy.

But how to get said access? He highly doubted that any teacher would sign off on a first-year, and he couldn't even think of a valid excuse to ask for it. Lockhart had been a difficult enough sell in his original second year, and that was with the man all but worshiping Harry's celebrity status. Even Flitwick was unlikely to do it, despite Harry being one of his favorite students.

Meanwhile, Harry's Invisibility Cloak was burning a hole in his pocket, all but begging to be used. Harry had promised himself he wouldn't go back to his old habits, wouldn't sneak around the castle just for the hell of it. But he couldn't think of any other way to get into the Restricted Section, and this seemed a noble enough cause to justify sneaking out of his dorm.

So that evening, after waiting for his dorm mates to drift off to sleep, Harry threw his Cloak over himself and snuck out of Ravenclaw Tower. He felt the familiar thrill of excitement, gliding silently down the halls, knowing that nobody knew he was there. The Cloak felt like a familiar friend draped over him – a devil on his proverbial (and literal) shoulders, urging him to get into some mischief. Best not to give in to the temptation too much….

He entered the library, ensuring that Madam Pince was not working late before making his way over to the Restricted Section. "Alohomora," he whispered, pointing his wand at the heavy padlock, which popped open with a loud click that reverberated throughout the cavernous space. He flinched – should have cast a Muffling Charm on it first. But nobody seemed to be running his direction, so he slipped through the iron gate to begin his search.

The Restricted Section wasn't quite as salacious as he envisioned as an eleven-year-old in his first timeline. Most of the books looked fairly tame, though he recognized now which ones would likely scream in his face if he tried to open them. He began scanning the spines, looking for titles that might be promising.

He selected a couple and pulled them off the shelves, sitting cross-legged on the floor to read under wandlight. He found some gruesome depictions of spells that targeted the soul, including one that sought to emulate the effects of a Dementor's Kiss. Why anyone would invent such a spell was beyond him – but then, rumor had it someone had invented Dementors as well, so Harry shouldn't be surprised.

Unfortunately, Harry had no luck finding anything that referenced the separation of one's own soul. Perhaps such an act was so vile that none of the authors had even contemplated doing it to oneself, rather than to an enemy. But then how did Tom Riddle figure out how to do it? Harry wondered to himself. Perhaps he'd learned after Hogwarts, or perhaps Dumbledore had simply removed all mention of the process from the school library. It hardly seemed an appropriate subject for teenagers after all.

Harry eventually gave up and returned all the books to their shelves. He cautiously made his way out of the Restricted Section and put the lock back in place. Mission successful, Harry thought sardonically – he hadn't found what he was looking for, but at least he got in and out without anyone noticing.

Or so he thought, until he turned around and found himself face to face with Peter Pettigrew.

"Bloody hell!" Harry gasped, clutching his chest. "You nearly gave me a heart attack, Uncle Peter."

"What are you doing out of bed, Harry?" Peter demanded.

"Er...reading," Harry said lamely. "How did you find me?"

"The Restricted Section is warded to alert the librarian if anyone enters without permission," said Peter. "Madam Pince was in her quarters when she got the alert, and she sent me a memo to investigate."

"I was just doing some research," Harry groaned. "It's not that big of a deal. You won't tell on me, will you?"

"I'm afraid I have no choice," Peter sighed. "You're too young to be reading what's in there, Harry."

So despite Harry's protests, he was dragged along to Professor Flitwick's quarters, where Peter told the man what had happened. Flitwick was mighty disappointed with Harry, docking him thirty House points and assigning him a detention. How could Peter give me up like that? Harry grumbled to himself as he returned to his dorm for the evening. Is he making up for all the times he didn't give up James? He picked a really bad time to start caring about such things.

Harry expected to be chewed out by his fellow Ravenclaws the following morning for losing them so many points. But it turned out that Neville, Hermione, and Ron had also been caught out-of-bounds late the night before by Draco Malfoy, and all four of them had been docked fifty points. All of Slytherin, Ravenclaw, and even Hufflepuff House were supremely cross with their first-year classmates once word got out of their transgressions, and all five of them were given the cold shoulder.

Harry located a distraught Hermione at the end of the Ravenclaw table and sat beside her. "What on earth were you guys doing out last night?" he asked her.

"It...was nothing," Hermione said, reddening slightly. "It's not important."

"Really?" asked Harry. "You sure it didn't have anything to do with a dragon in Hagrid's hut?"

Hermione's head snapped towards him in shock. "How did you…?"

"Hagrid's not as sneaky as he thinks he is," Harry shrugged. "But why would you take the fall for his poor decisions?"

"He could have been fired!" Hermione protested. "We had to help him!"

"Maybe he should have been fired, Hermione," Harry sighed. "Have you never worried about the fact that he can't keep a secret? What if he gave away the secret to stealing the Philosopher's Stone?"

"You know about the Stone?" Hermione hissed, wide-eyed. "How?"

"Like I said, Hagrid can't keep a secret," Harry said simply. "I'm just saying, he's a good person, but you shouldn't go along with him on everything."

"Dumbledore trusts him," Hermione pointed out.

"Dumbledore isn't perfect," Harry retorted. It was a harsh fact to face, but one he'd come to understand recently. Once he was removed from underneath Dumbledore's wing and was no longer the direct benefactor of his machinations, he recognized how many mistakes the man had made in his past life. Maybe if Dumbledore hadn't kept Harry in the dark so much in the last timeline, he wouldn't have wound up diving through the Veil in the first place…he wouldn't have lost Sirius…

Harry returned home for spring break in late March, where he endured a dressing-down from his mother, who had learned of the library incident from Fliwick. She forced him to do chores nearly the entire time he was home, and worse yet, he was no longer allowed to attend the Tutshill Tornadoes match later that week. He had to listen to James and Sirius excitedly recount it for him after the fact – apparently it had been a match for the ages.

His return to Hogwarts wasn't much better, as Professor Flitwick located him at dinner on the first night back to the castle. "You will be serving detention this weekend with Hagrid," he informed Harry grimly. "Report to his cabin at nine-thirty this Saturday evening."

So we're still going into the Forbidden Forest, Harry thought. He confirmed later that week that Ron, Hermione, Neville, and Draco had all received the same assignment. Will we encounter the being that drank the unicorn blood for Voldemort? Harry redoubled his training efforts that week, vowing to be ready this time if he was attacked again. Perhaps if he was lucky, he could catch the impostor in the act and prevent the Stone from being threatened at all…

That Saturday night, Harry met the other four first-years in the Entrance Hall and they made the trek down the hill towards Hagrid's cabin. Draco Malfoy was loudly complaining the entire way down, and judging from Neville's reaction, it was not the first time he'd done so that week.

"I mean, sending us into the Forbidden Forest with that oaf!" he muttered incredulously. "What on earth are they thinking?"

"Hagrid is perfectly capable of keeping us safe in the forest," Hermione said sharply.

"Yeah!" Ron agreed fervently.

"What about you, Potter?" demanded Draco, turning towards Harry. "My father reckons they're mad for allowing this. What does yours have to say about this?"

Harry privately agreed with Draco's sentiment, knowing what was likely to happen tonight, but said nothing on principle. "I don't run to my father to complain about every little thing that doesn't go my way," he said coolly. "You broke the rules just like the rest of us did, so just shut up and deal with it."

Draco said nothing in response to this, spending the remainder of the trek down the hill muttering irritably to himself.

Hagrid met them outside his cabin, armed with a crossbow and lantern, as Fang the boar hound jumped about excitedly. He was particularly taken with Harry, whom he had not officially met in this timeline yet – Harry laughed and pet the lick-happy dog while attempting not to fall over from the great beast putting its full weight on his shoulders.

They set off into the forest soon after, all five students following close behind Hagrid through the oppressive darkness. "What exactly are we doing here, Hagrid?" asked Neville nervously.

"Summat's been killing unicorns out here," Hagrid muttered darkly. "I found blood trails last week, but haven' found the body yet. We've got ter try and find it, figure out what's going on."

The other four students chilled at this revelation. "There are creatures here that kill unicorns?" squeaked Ron. "Are they dangerous?"

"I dunno what's doin' it, ter be honest," Hagrid admitted. "But yeh'll be perfectly safe, s'long as you're with me or Fang."

They arrived in a clearing, where dark silver blood stained the ground all around them. "I reckon it was injured here an' took off into the thicket," Hagrid remarked. "We'd best split up if we're ter find it."

"Wouldn't it be safer to stay together?" Harry piped up. "In case the thing that's killing the unicorns is still out there?"

"Like I said, nothin' that lives in this forest will hurt yeh," Hagrid reassured him.

Surely not, Harry thought sarcastically. Like giant man-eating spiders...or an untamed giant named Grawp...or Lord Voldemort himself…

Hagrid split them up into two groups: he put the two Slytherins together, Draco and Neville, and assigned them Fang to check down the southern path. "The rest of yeh can come with me," he said, and began marching off into the darkness again.

"Should I go with the other group, Hagrid?" Harry chimed in hopefully. "To even out the numbers?"

Hagrid gave him a disapproving sort of look. "Why don' yeh stick with me, Harry? Best fer me to keep an eye on as many of yeh as I can."

But Harry suspected that wasn't the real reason for Hagrid's decision. He saw the distrust in the half-giant's eyes, and he wondered if Dumbledore had confronted Hagrid about letting slip the existence of the Philosopher's Stone. So Harry reluctantly bid farewell to the two Slytherin boys as they trudged off in the opposite direction, Fang cantering along behind them.

Ron and Hermione pressed very tightly against Harry as they trudged along behind Hagrid, struggling to keep up with his giant strides through the thick brush. "Hagrid?" Ron piped up uneasily. "Shouldn't we stick to the path? It'll be easier to see where we're going—"

"Unicorns don' always follow the path," Hagrid muttered. "We hafta check every nook an' cranny, jus' in case it ran off in this dir- oh, blimey."

The three students froze as Hagrid suddenly raised his crossbow in alarm. But he sighed a breath of relief and lowered it as two centaurs galloped out of the darkness towards them, looking stern.

"Evenin', Ronan. Bane," Hagrid greeted the two. "What brings you here at this late hour?"

"We could ask you the same, Hagrid," said Ronan. "Do you not think it unwise to bring foals such as these into the forest late at night?"

"Nah, they're perfectly safe with me!" Hagrid chuckled. "Ain't nothin' in here that would do 'em harm."

"You do realize a foreign predator has been lurking in these trees?" Ronan chastised him. "We know why you are here, but we question the wisdom of seeking out such a dangerous creature with children in tow."

"I reckon anything cowardly enough to kill a unicorn would flee at the first sign of trouble," Hagrid reasoned. "Don' you worry about a thing, Ronan, it's under control."

Harry noticed that the second centaur, Bane, wasn't paying much attention to Hagrid. Instead he was staring intently at the three children – particularly, it seemed, at Harry himself.

"You, youngling," Bane suddenly barked. "Who are you?"

"M-me?" Harry stammered. "I'm...Harry Potter."

"And under what moon were you born?"

"Erm...I dunno," Harry said lamely. "I was born the thirty-first of July, 1980."

"One hundred and forty-four moons ago," Bane muttered, looking to Ronan. The centaurs shared a significant look at this information, as though silently confirming something between themselves.

"Keep an eye on this one, Hagrid," Ronan said, also turning his attention to Hagrid. "He may be trouble."

"Well, trouble's what got 'im here in the firs' place," Hagrid chuckled. "Cheers, Ronan. Bane."

The two centaurs turned to leave, casting one last disapproving glance towards Harry before disappearing back into the darkness.

"That was weird," muttered Hermione. "Why did they single Harry out?"

"And what do they care about his 'birth moon', or whatever?" Ron agreed.

"Centaurs put a lot of stock into the stars and whatnot," Hagrid sighed. "I wouldn' take it personal, Harry. They've been goin' on about some upcoming war nonsense for the las' decade."

"I see," said Harry, a feeling of foreboding rising within him. What did the centaurs believe about him? Why did they warn Hagrid to 'keep an eye' on him?

Just then, off in the distance, Harry heard a booming bark, followed by a terrified yelp of fear. He, Ron, Hermione and Hagrid turned towards the sound.

"Fang's goin' berserk," Hagrid muttered worriedly. "Wonder what's got 'im so—HARRY, NO!"

But Harry was already off running into the darkness, in the vague direction of the disturbance. He had already been on-edge, waiting for any sign of a disturbance from the other group. And his fears were confirmed by the echoing screams of Malfoy, fleeing whatever monstrosity had appeared before his group.

Harry knew that Neville would be safe from the impostor, even if Firenze didn't show up to save the day. His mother's protection flowing through his veins would prevent Voldemort from harming the boy. But this was Harry's best chance to catch the professor in the act, to prove that he was not crazy or mistaken. And he did not want to squander the opportunity.

He stumbled blindly through the dark thicket, tripping and stumbling occasionally through the underbrush. He drew his wand and began hacking wildly ahead of him; to his relief, his wand seemed to recognize his intent, and carved out a path for him to sprint through the darkness. Harry spotted Malfoy and Fang sprinting down a path to his left, and veered right, in the direction they were departing from.

Harry burst out into a clearing, where a number of disturbing sights met his eye. At his feet lay a unicorn, dead and bleeding profusely from a wound in its side. Across the way he could see Neville, tripping and stumbling backwards in terror. And bearing down on the boy was a hooded figure, swooping in to eliminate the witness to his terrible crime.

Not today, Harry thought defiantly. He leapt over the dead unicorn and pointed his wand at the hooded figure, shouting, "Incarcerous!" Thick ropes burst from his wand tip and wrapped themselves thickly around the figure. It stumbled and fell to the ground in a heap, writhing under the strain of the ropes. "Expelliarmus!" Harry shouted, and the figure's wand flipped up into the air, clattering out of sight into the thicket.

I've done it, Harry thought triumphantly, sprinting across the clearing. He jumped over the figure on the ground and extended a hand to Neville, helping him up off the ground. "Alright there, Neville?" he panted.

"Yeah...thanks, Harry," Neville said, still trembling with fear.

"Now let's see who this bastard is," Harry said grimly. But when he turned back to the hooded figure, he was met with a twisted mass of rope and fabric, and nothing more. Harry bent down to feel the robes; aside from some dried unicorn blood on its front, there was nothing else there.

"He...he disappeared?" Neville asked, wide-eyed. "How?"

Harry swore to himself for his lack of vigilance. Why had he not Stunned the target as well, or at least disarmed him? "Hominum Revelio!" Harry shouted, twirling his wand overhead, but the spell did not reveal any nearby human presence aside from Neville. He must have Disapparated...but how? He didn't have his wand…

"It's alright, Harry," Neville said nervously, sensing Harry's agitation. "At least h-he can't hurt us anymore—"

"Don't you get it, Neville?" Harry said, frustrated. "He's trying to steal the Philosopher's Stone! That was our best chance to catch him!"

"Who's trying to steal it?" asked Neville. "Snape?"

"I don't know!" Harry said, frustrated. "But someone's working for Voldemort, Neville, I just know it. And I will stop them."

Neville could only stare at Harry with a look of wide-eyed incredulity at this statement. But before he could say anything, there was a rustling in the thicket from behind them. Harry spun around, wand aimed through the darkness, but he lowered it when he saw a centaur striding across the clearing towards them.

"Hello, Firenze," Harry greeted the half-man, half-horse, stowing his wand away.

"You should not be this far into the forest, younglings," Firenze said sternly to the two of them. "There are dangerous beings out here."

"W-we know," Neville said shakily. "We just came across one. It was drinking the blood of the unicorn, like Hagrid said."

"Hagrid is foolish for allowing ones as young as you to travel here alone," Firenze observed. "You are Neville Longbottom, are you not?"

Neville gulped nervously. "Y-yes, I am," he confirmed.

"We centaurs have been watching you, Neville," said Firenze. "The stars have much to say about you and your companion."

"You mean me?" Harry asked, frowning. "What do the stars care about me?"

"A great deal, it would seem," Firenze said cryptically. "Neville's birth coincided with the convergence of Mercury and Mars with two sister stars, whose fates seem to have been aligned since that day. Mars is of course the harbinger of war, but Mercury, curiously, is the trickster god. The centaurs have pondered the significance of this for the past eleven years, until last midsummer."

"What happened last midsummer?" Neville asked, as a chill ran down Harry's spine. Surely not…

"On the anniversary of your birth," Firenze went on, "Mercury again converged with the sister stars, but it abruptly entered retrograde. From that day forth, the sister stars have diverged drastically. Something is no longer as it seems. So I ask you, companion, who are you, exactly?"

Harry felt the suspicious gaze of the centaur pierce him as he was struck by this revelation. This supposed disturbance in the stars had occurred on his eleventh birthday – the day he was thrust into his new life by Death. Had the centaurs foreseen this, somehow? Did they know that he was not exactly who he claimed to be?

"I'm...Harry Potter," Harry said lamely. "James and Lily's son."

"Names matter not to Fate," Firenze scoffed. "Your identity is much more than just a name. Do you intend to betray your sister star, trickster? Have you come here will ill intentions, or will you use your talents for good?"

"This sounds like rubbish to me," Neville muttered. "Professor Sinistra never talked about the planets like they were gods."

"You humans remain limited in your views of nature as a divining force," Firenze said dismissively. "Magic is much more than star charts and lunar cycles. It is about interpreting the signs given to us by Fate and responding accordingly."

"Right," said Harry, awkwardly clearing his throat. "Well, thanks for the advice, Firenze, but we'd best get back to Hagrid now."

"Tread carefully, trickster," Firenze called after Harry as he and Neville made their way back up the path towards the exit. "Ye know not the full extent of your meddling ways."

"Strange creatures, aren't they?" Neville said once they were out of earshot of the centaur. "They always gave me the creeps a little bit."

"They mean well," Harry shrugged. Truthfully, though, he was shaken by Firenze's words and how closely they'd aligned with his own experiences thus far. Was his warning accurate? Would Harry's attempts to alter events lead to more harm than good?

"What d'you reckon he meant, calling you 'trickster'?" Neville asked.

"Your guess is as good as mine," Harry fibbed lightly. "But listen, Neville: you know I would never betray you, right?"

"I...sure, of course, I know that," Neville said, bewildered.

"No, I mean it," Harry insisted. "You and I both know that Voldemort isn't truly gone. But I'll never join him, no matter what. I'm on your side."

"I…" Neville stammered, but before he could formulate a thought, Ron and Hermione came bursting out of the darkness, smothering Neville in a hug.

"Thank goodness you're alright!" Hermione panted. She also turned to give Harry a hug as an afterthought. "Malfoy told us what's happened—"

"What the bloody hell were you thinking, mate?" Ron asked Harry. "Running off like that?"

"Making sure Neville was alright," Harry said, semi-truthfully. "Since Fang and Draco didn't seem to care about him."

Ron and Hermione both gave him silent looks of appreciation for this. Hagrid, however, was not amused. "POTTER!" he barked as soon as he rounded the corner. "What the ruddy hell do yeh think yeh're doin'? It's dangerous out here alone, and yeh were told to stick by my side!"

"He saved me, Hagrid!" Neville protested before Harry could defend himself. "I could have been seriously hurt, or killed if he hadn't shown up."

Hagrid's fury was stayed by this remark, and he sputtered a few times before giving an exasperated huff. "Be that as it may," he said, "yeh can' just go runnin' off like that!"

"Sorry, Hagrid, it won't happen again," Harry said.

Hagrid quickly ushered them out of the forest and instructed them all to head straight to their dormitories. He alluded to some kind of future punishment for Harry disobeying his orders, but Harry doubted that would come to pass – that would force Hagrid to admit that he'd sent two first-years off alone with an unknown predator on the prowl. Still, Harry resolved to repair his relationship with the gamekeeper in the near future and hopefully dispel some of the man's doubts about his character.

He wondered if Hagrid did take some of what the centaurs said to heart. It certainly aligned with what Dumbledore must have told him. Harry himself was rather perturbed by the eerily accurate prediction that Firenze made – his birth had somehow been connected with Neville's, as well as the planets of war and mischief. Was it a mere coincidence that the Kneazle wand had chosen him, or a machination of Fate?

Harry realized with dread that this was yet another subject he would have to delve into in the coming months and years. Astronomy had long been one of his least favorite subjects, perhaps due to its close association with Divination. Professor Sinistra took a rather bland and formulaic approach to their lessons, teaching them basic scientific facts about each planet and constellation with little regard for their relationships with one another. Was that perhaps covered in the N.E.W.T.-level course work? Or did humans even bother with such studies at all?

And why was Neville his 'sister star'? Was it merely because he had been the Boy Who Lived in an alternate timeline, and was now seeking to assist him in this one? Or were their fates connected more closely than he realized? He had noticed certain similarities between himself and Neville before – born on the same day, parents in the Order of the Phoenix, targeted by Voldemort and his supporters. Harry's desire to hear Trelawney's prophecy grew stronger by the day, and he felt no closer to obtaining it than he did at the start of the year.

That wasn't even to mention his failure to capture the impostor in the forest. How had they managed to break free of their bindings without the use of a wand? He supposed with Voldemort on their side, anything was possible...he should have just used a Stunning Spell to be safer. It's your Gryffindor tendencies rearing their ugly head again, he thought. I'm acting without thinking. The Hat put me in Ravenclaw for a reason; I need to think before I do something stupid again.

"See you tomorrow in the usual place, Harry?" Hermione said as they arrived at Ravenclaw Tower and headed for their separate dorms.

"Erm...sure," Harry nodded absent-mindedly. He later realized she meant the library – he spent nearly as much time in there as she did these days. And he couldn't see that changing anytime soon with all he hoped to learn in the next few years. He drifted off to an uneasy sleep, visions of stars, stones and glowing crystal orbs floating through his mind…

Once the excitement surrounding the night in the Forest had subsided, Harry found himself thrust back into the exhausting routine of constant study and worry. He'd briefly considered adding Astronomy to his many fields of independent study, but quickly gave up when he realized how little stock wizardkind put into interpreting star and planetary movements. Unless he could somehow find a book written by a centaur, he was unlikely to learn anything more about their worrying premonitions about him.

He did, however, take out a book on introductory Occlumency, figuring that it couldn't hurt to learn in the long run. It wound up being a boon for his stress, as it involved a half-hour of quiet meditation before bed. Much of the book involved centering yourself and learning how to clear your mind, which was useful for Harry to learn as thoughts and ideas bounced around his mind nearly 24/7 otherwise.

Harry continued to ponder the question of who the mystery intruder might be. He hadn't yet ruled out Quirrell entirely...perhaps he'd sensed danger in being summoned to Dumbledore's office, and had concealed Voldemort's presence somehow – or removed the spirit from his body temporarily to avoid detection. The man did looked increasingly frazzled and tired lately – heavy bags rested underneath his eyes, and he seemed twitchy and jumpy at every little movement or noise in his peripheries. Not sleeping well, Quirrell? Harry wondered. Been sneaking off late at night to feed your master in the Forest, perhaps?

But he didn't want to jump to any conclusions and do something rash. It might be Quirrell, it might not be, but at least the Stone was safe, wasn't it? Dumbledore knew the danger now, and it was highly unlikely Voldemort would ever possess the Stone for himself. Part of him wanted to just throw up his hands and do nothing, and just allow Neville, Ron, and Hermione to go down the trapdoor after him.

But what if Harry had changed enough already that things went wrong? What if they failed to make it smoothly past all the obstacles? Ron hadn't practiced his chess nearly as much in this timeline – what if he blundered the match under pressure? And who would catch the flying key? Neville and Hermione were rubbish fliers, and Ron, while capable, was no Seeker. What if Hermione misread Snape's Potions puzzle? All the small ways things could go wrong – everyone scenario in which one of the trio got hurt, or worse – replayed themselves in Harry's mind and made his dilemma that much worse.

At least Harry felt as though he had more time to figure out what to do. Originally, Voldemort had waited until nearly the end of the term – after final exams – to make his move. That gave him at least six weeks to gather information and make the best decision possible. Perhaps he could concoct another 'vision' to alert Dumbledore to the scheme, or find another way to catch the impostor in the act of going after the Stone.

But all of Harry's plans went out the window one Thursday evening in late May. He sat with Hermione at the end of the Ravenclaw Table, both too tired from a long week of classes to even make small talk. Harry was just looking forward to the weekend, where he planned to catch up on sleep and recharge his batteries after a strenuous few days of exam prep.

Movement caught his eye from above, as a regal brown owl swooped into the Great Hall and landed directly in front of Dumbledore. The Headmaster paused his meal to retrieve the scroll from its talon and unfold it, reading the message with a frown on his face. Then, with a brief whispered word to Professor McGonagall, he quietly excused himself from the Head Table and hurried out of the Hall.

Harry's eyes snapped immediately towards Quirrell, who was watching Dumbledore like a hawk. As soon as the Headmaster took his leave, he looked pensive, as though quietly plotting something. Surely it isn't happening tonight, Harry thought with growing alarm. It's too soon. He glanced at Hermione, who was also watching Dumbledore's departure with a thoughtful expression. Would she put the pieces together and alert Neville and Ron to the possibility as well?

But Harry couldn't wait for that outcome. As soon as the students were dismissed for the night, Harry fought his way through the crowd, determined to reach Professor McGonagall. He caught up with her outside her office, where she turned to face him, frowning at the look of alarm on his face. "Something the matter, Potter?" she asked.

"Professor...where is Dumbledore?" asked Harry. "I need to speak with him urgently."

"The Headmaster is away, Potter," McGonagall said brusquely. "He has been called to London for an emergency meeting with the Minister."

Harry's stomach sank. So tonight was the night, then. "Professor," he said, a feeling of dread creeping in, "I feel very strongly that someone will attempt to steal the Philosopher's Stone tonight."

McGonagall's eyebrows rose at this; clearly she hadn't expected this. "I don't know how you know about the Stone," she stammered, "but I can assure you the defenses are air-tight," she said. "No one will be able to steal it."

"Please, I...I had a vision!" Harry pleaded with her. "That Professor Quirrell would go after the Stone—"

"Professor Quirrell?!" McGonagall scoffed. "Why would he steal the Stone for himself? Quirinius is a good man, and he contributed to the defenses of himself."

"A troll, right?" Harry said; McGonagall's eyebrow arch confirmed it. "Just like the one he let in on Halloween, as a diversion."

"These are serious accusations, Potter," McGonagall said warningly. "I suggest you forget about all of this and return to your common room for the evening. And if I catch wind that you are anywhere near the third floor corridor this evening, I promise you'll receive far worse punishment than a detention."

Harry seethed silently at this severe response. Why would nobody listen to him? Why wasn't it as obvious to the rest of the staff? Did they truly believe their little elementary-level obstacle course could keep out a dark wizard of Voldemort's caliber? It was infuriating.

"Very well, Professor," he muttered, and he turned to leave before he could say anything he would regret later. He was of half a mind to march straight to the third floor anyway and take matters into his own hands. But he was already on thin ice with the staff, and if he was somehow wrong again, he could find himself in a lot more hot water.

Besides, since when was it his job to protect the Stone? Even if Quirrell was indeed going for the Stone again tonight, he was unlikely to get past Dumbledore's enchantment at the end. And even if Neville and company made their own attempt to stop him, Neville would be safe from harm thanks to his mother's protection. Harry was an unnecessary piece to this puzzle – he had to break free of his hero complex and let others save the day once in a while.

So instead of heading to the third floor, or Ravenclaw Tower, Harry headed for Uncle Peter's office for a visit. It was not a Friday, so he was unsure if Peter would even be there, but he just wanted someone to talk to – someone to distract him from making a rash decision.

The caretaker's office was empty when Harry arrived, which was not unexpected. However, he was struck by how disheveled the space was – Peter was usually quite meticulous and neat. It looked as though Peter had left in quite a hurry – his office chair was knocked over, and loose bits of parchment were strewn across his desk.

Harry did a double-take when he saw the frayed document sitting atop the desk. The Marauder's Map. He'd long suspected Peter of still having the Map, and here was proof – it had recently been used, judging by how it remained activated and unfolded. Harry righted the chair and sat, scanning the Map for information.

He located the third floor corridor, where he saw a familiar name striding purposefully: Quirinius Quirrell. He was headed directly for the chamber where Fluffy was being held. Harry watched as the dot signifying his position paused, clearly setting up some sort of enchanted music to put the great dog to sleep, then moved forward again, only to disappear off the map to a part of the castle the Marauders had never been before. Well, there he goes after the Stone, Harry thought, shaking his head in frustration. He'd been right about the man after all.

But then a new dot caught Harry's attention: Peter Pettigrew's, moving at high speeds down the same corridor Quirrell had came down. Faster than any human could normally travel – he must be in rat form. Harry watched in horror as Peter's dot sprinted into Fluffy's chamber and immediately disappeared, presumably down the trap door after Quirrell.

He's going to try and stop Quirrell, Harry realized. Peter must have heard Harry's suspicions and decided to take matters into his own hands when he realized Dumbledore was gone and saw Quirrell on the map headed for the third floor.

Suddenly there was something real at stake here. Quirrell may be unable to harm Neville due to the protection, but he was a capable enough wizard to take down a wizard of Peter Pettigrew's caliber. If Harry did nothing, there was a very good chance Peter would be seriously injured, or worse, killed.

A sense of panic permeated Harry's senses, as the possibility of losing someone he now considered a close friend started to hit home. Should he go back to McGonagall? What if she rebuffed him again? Harry scanned the map for any other professor that could help him; Snape was in the dungeons, at the other end of the castle, and Flitwick was nowhere in sight. Worse yet, Neville, Ron and Hermione were all in their separate common rooms, either oblivious to the situation or planning to wait until nightfall to make their own move.

Nobody was coming to Peter's rescue. Not unless Harry did something.

Screw it, Harry thought, standing and shoving the Marauder's Map into his pocket. If I get expelled saving Uncle Peter's life, so be it. And he took off sprinting down the corridor, headed for the third floor, mentally preparing himself to traverse the obstacle course all over again…
Year 1-06: Misunderstandings

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 2, 2024.

"Where are you off to, Potter?" demanded Anthony Goldstein, as Harry sprinted past a flock of Ravenclaws in the Entrance Hall. "Losing us more house points?"

"Can't talk now!" Harry panted, sliding across smooth stone as he rounded a corner towards the nearest staircase. If things went poorly, house points would be the least of his worries. He had to get to the third floor corridor, and fast – and that was only the beginning of his journey, if he was lucky.

Harry darted up two sets of stairs and through a secret passageway on his way to the correct corridor, fortunately encountering no other students or ghosts. He'd half-hoped to be caught by a teacher like Snape or Flitwick, to increase the odds of reaching Peter in time to rescue him from Quirrell. But he was alone when he arrived at the door keeping Fluffy at bay.

With a swipe of his wand, the door flew open for Harry, and he skidded to a halt in front of it. Fluffy was sound asleep, as the enchanted harp left by Quirrell continued plucking away in the corner. Harry wasted no time, crossing the room, and lifting one of Fluffy's heavy paws off of the trapdoor to pull it open. Then, after casting a quick Cushioning Charm on himself, Harry launched himself into the darkness.

He landed, as expected, on a soft and gnarled bed of vines, which immediately began to wrap themselves around him. "Incendio!" Harry shouted; flames burst from his wand and began licking at the Venemous Tentacula attempting to throttle him. It screeched in pain and released Harry at once, allowing him to slip through its folds and down to the ground below.

Harry rushed ahead into the next room, where a broomstick lay waiting for him as hundreds of winged keys fluttered overhead. "Accio key!" Harry yelled, pointing his wand into the air, but nothing happened. He tried a variety of other shortcuts, including a mass Freezing Charm and even a powerful Wind Charm to corral the keys, but nothing worked. Flitwick had obviously prepared his trap well. Harry would just have to catch the correct key the old-fashioned way.

He felt a rush of adrenaline as soon as he mounted the broom and kicked off from the ground. He'd missed Quidditch ever since watching Ravenclaw's first match of the season last fall – the wind whipping in his hair, the bursts of speed as he soared around. Now, of course, wasn't the moment to relish in the sensation of flying, and he felt rusty and stiff after months of atrophied muscle mass with no proper training. Still, his instincts guided him higher and higher as he sought after his target.

Soon enough he spotted it: a silver key with glowing blue wings, one of which was bent at an awkward angle, as though someone had manhandled it recently. Harry dove after it, ignoring the tiny pricks of metal peppering him as the other keys attacked him for his attempt. Previously he'd needed several passes to catch the key, but he had years worth of flying experience under his belt now, and he tracked down the key within a minute, cornering it along the southern wall and taking away all of its escape paths until he could snatch it out of midair.

The key unlocked the next chamber, which contained McGonagall's enchanted chess set. Again Harry tried his best to subvert the puzzle, including by flying over the board with the broom from the previous room, but again the professors' magic prevented any shenanigans, forcing him to do it the intended way. Very well then, Harry thought, exasperated, as he took the place of the black queen. Let's do it the hard way.

Harry was cautious out of the gate, but quickly realized that the white pieces were programmed to behave defensively – not extending too far and taking great pains to protect the king. It made sense, as McGonagall's aim was to buy time and protect the Stone at all costs, but it was an exploitable strategy. Ron had tried it himself after a few quick losses to Harry, only to learn the hard way that aggression and tempo were often the deciding factors in chess.

So Harry went on the offensive. He sacrificed a pawn in order to maneuver his minor pieces closer to the king's stronghold, as McGonagall's enchanted pieces continued trying to cling to a defense. At a crucial moment, Harry put his knight in harm's way, hoping that the white pieces would take the bait and capture it. It did so, taking the seemingly free piece, which freed up Harry's queen to swoop in and deliver a decisive checkmate three turns later.

As soon as the enemy king dropped his sword at Harry's feet, Harry strode forward off the board towards the next chamber. Now he had only Snape's potions riddle left to solve, and he'd be through the obstacle course…

Except he forgot about the troll.

He flinched at the sound of a great roar as the troll lumbered towards him from a dark corner. Harry rolled away from the swinging club, and nearly got tangled in a mess of frayed ropes. Clearly whoever had come through this chamber last had merely tied up the troll rather than actually deal with it permanently. Great, he groaned internally as he prepared himself for a fight.

Luckily, he had done his research on trolls last fall and knew their weaknesses. The first step was limiting their range of motion, so it couldn't get too close to him. Harry aimed his wand at the ratty loincloth hung around the troll's waist and began transfiguring it into a makeshift pair of pants, lengthening themselves and wrapping around the troll's lower legs.

The troll was visibly annoyed by this change, pausing momentarily to scratch at the lengthening fabric and attempt to tear it away. Harry waited until the fabric reached the troll's ankles, then tightened it, wrapping painfully across the troll's hardened skin and causing it to wobble unsteadily, eventually dropping to its knees in an attempt not to keel over.

Harry immediately circled around behind the troll, ducking under its feeble club swings to get an angle on its neck. Trolls had a number of weak spots through which most spells and curses could pierce their thick skin, most notably at the base of the neck, where the skin was at its thinnest. "Stupefy!" Harry shouted, electing for a less-lethal method of dispatching the troll that had done nothing wrong to him. The red jet of light struck the troll right at the base of the neck and caused it to stiffen and keel over, stunned.

Relieved, Harry hastened out of the room before the troll decided to pull any more surprises on him. He slipped into the next chamber, which contained only a table with seven bottles of mystery liquid inside. A puff of smoke heralded the arrival of Snape's cursed fire, appearing at either door. There was only way Harry was getting out of the room now: by solving the riddle, which had taken Hermione upwards of half an hour.

Or was there? Harry had a few other tricks in mind. "Revelio," he muttered, waving his wand over the seven bottles. He knew they would automatically refill themselves after the previous visitor completed the riddle, but perhaps certain remnants would be left behind as a clue to which bottle was the correct one.

And indeed there was, as a slight shimmering on the smallest bottle drew Harry's attention. He picked it up and held it up to the torchlight, noticing that it had faint fingerprints on the sides and a bit of moisture on the rim. Someone drank from this bottle recently, Harry deduced. And given that there were no dead bodies in sight, he could safely assume it was not poison. It must be the way forward.

Harry uncorked the bottle and downed the potion within in a single gulp. He felt nothing aside from a cold sensation in his throat as it passed down to his stomach. He waited a few seconds, half-expecting to keel over in crippling pain, but nothing happened. He had been successful.

Harry took a deep breath, preparing himself for what lay ahead of him. He gripped his mahogany wand tightly, silently praying that it would obey him today, and stepped forward through the black flames. He felt a slight shiver as he passed through, but nothing else happened, as he reached the other side unharmed. Harry breathed a sigh of relief.

But it didn't last long, as he heard the unmistakable cracks of spellfire coming from up ahead. Heart pumping, he rushed forward, unsure of what he would find at the other end of the corridor. He arrived at another door and burst through into the final chamber, eyes widening at what he saw.

The scene was just as he remembered in his nightmares: the Mirror of Erised, erected in the center of the amphitheater-like chamber, and Professor Quirrell standing before it. But he was not idle as before, nor was he alone: he was engaged in combat with Peter, viciously firing spells at the caretaker as the squat man returned fire with equal gusto.

"Uncle Peter!" Harry shouted in alarm. Peter Pettigrew glanced momentarily towards the sound of the disturbance, eyes widening at the sight of Harry standing there, and was nearly taken out by a Stunning Spell from Quirrell.

"P-Potter!" Quirrell exclaimed, also looking alarmed at the first-year's presence. "You s-shouldn't be here!"

"Neither should you!" Harry snarled, and before Quirrell could respond, Harry launched into the fight, hurling as many hexes and jinxes as he could remember at the man. His wand surprisingly responded well, firing with such speed and accuracy that Harry could never remember achieving with his old holly wand. Quirrell was immediately forced on the defensive, erecting a powerful Shield Charm to block the incoming spells.

"Harry, you need to get out of here!" Peter said, sounding frantic. "It's dangerous for you here—"

"I'm not letting this bastard get the Stone!" Harry bellowed, and he continued his assault, rupturing Quirrell's Shield with a Blasting Curse. Quirrell was forced to roll behind the Mirror of Erised as Peter reluctantly re-engaged the man, joining Harry in the attack.

"Y-you'll be expelled for this, Harry!" Quirrell shouted from behind his temporary barrier.

"And you'll be chucked in Azkaban!" Harry shouted back.

"Please, Harry," Peter pleaded, turning towards the pre-teen, "let me handle this...you need to get far away from here—"

"I'll circle around to the right," Harry muttered in a lower tone. "You circle right, and we'll pin him from either side. Ready?"

Peter's eyes widened at the resolve in Harry's voice. But he swallowed hard and nodded, creeping counter-clockwise around the Mirror as Harry stole around the other side.

Quirrell realized what was happening too late. He frantically fired a salvo of curses at Peter while erecting another shield at his rear, but Harry burst through it with a well-placed Reducto and followed it up with a Binding Curse, pinning Quirrell in a bundle of ropes wrapped tightly around his body. Harry, unwilling to make the same mistake as in the Forest, rushed forward and kicked the man's wand aside before he could break free.

"Good one," Harry panted, looking up at Peter. "I can run and find a teacher, and you can make sure he doesn't—"

"Avada Kedavra!"

Harry barely processed the jet of green light that erupted from Peter's wand. It hit Professor Quirrell squarely in the chest, and the man gave one final jerk before falling eerily, deathly still. Harry stared down at the body in shock, unable to believe what he just witnessed.

"Uncle Peter…?" he stammered. "Why would you—" But Harry's wand was suddenly yanked from his grasp and plucked out of the air by Peter, who grimly stowed it away in his pocket.

"I told you, Harry," Peter sighed heavily, "you shouldn't be here."

"Why did you kill him?" Harry asked. "We...they could have questioned him! Found out the truth about why he was trying to steal the Stone!"

"He wasn't trying to steal the Stone, Harry," Peter sighed. "I am."

"What...you?" Harry asked, confused. "What are you on about? Why would you want the Stone?"

A voice responded to his question, but it did not come from Peter's mouth. Harry felt a chill down his spine as an all-too familiar, high and cold voice answered him instead.

"Don't you know what the Stone can do, Mr. Potter?" the ethereal voice said. "Do you know what I can accomplish with it in my possession?"

"Uncle Peter…" Harry breathed, stumbling backwards in sudden fear. "No...you didn't…"

"Let me talk to the boy, Wormtail," the voice said. "Face to face."

Harry watched on in horror as Peter reluctantly stowed his own wand away. Rather than remove a turban as Quirrell had, he instead removed his cloak and began undoing the buttons of his undershirt. When he pulled the shirt aside, Harry was met with the grotesque image of a human face in the middle of Peter's chest. A smooth, snake-like face that Harry had once thought he'd never have to see again.

"Do you know who I am, Harry Potter?" the face asked.

"You're Voldemort," Harry snarled.

"Very good," Voldemort sneered. "You see what I've become? Reduced to a shade, forced to inhabit the body of another...forced to drink the blood of unicorns to sustain myself…"

"That's how you escaped your bindings in the forest!" Harry exclaimed suddenly, pointing at Pettigrew. "You transformed into a rat and retrieved your wand!"

"Very good, Harry," Peter appraised him. "You see, Master? I told you the boy was brilliant."

"Wormtail and I have been very impressed with you, Harry," Voldemort agreed. "I haven't seen a first-year with your talent and instincts since I myself was at Hogwarts. I can help you harness your full potential as my protegee."

"Not interested," Harry said flatly. "My parents fought against you in the last war, and they'll do it again in the next."

"Come now, I have no quarrel with the Potter family," Voldemort tutted. "Your parents are talented fighters, but they needn't be permanent enemies. I would gladly forget their past mistakes if their son helped me rise back to full strength."

"Please, Harry, listen to him," Peter said gently, looking frightened of the thing protruding from his own chest. "He can protect you, all of you. He's more powerful than you could ever know."

"All I desire is the Stone, Harry," Voldemort said softly, sounding more like his persuasive younger self than Harry had ever heard him before. "Help me retrieve the Stone, and I will guarantee your family's safety for the rest of their days."

Harry wanted desperately to escape, to get as far away from this situation as possible. He could see his wand poking out of Peter's waistband, but couldn't see a way to grab for it without the man dancing out of reach and wasting his chance. "What do I have to do?" he asked, hoping to buy time to formulate a plan.

"Look into the Mirror, Harry," said Voldemort. "Don't you wonder what the future has in store for you? It will show you your deepest desire, the future you most covet. And I can help you achieve it."

Peter backed away from the Mirror to allow Harry to stand fully in front of it. Harry reluctantly stood in front of it, staring at his reflection, waiting for it to change.

Slowly, the scrawny boy staring back at him began to grow into that older, more confident man Harry had seen the last time he encountered the Mirror. The familiar image appeared: Harry Potter, the Man Who Won, vanquisher of the Dark Lord, the entire wizarding world bowed low at his feet. His burning desire to be respected was clearly still intact – his desire to take action and win the war he'd been thrust into unwillingly in another life. Fate may have had other plans for him in this timeline, but Harry was growing uninterested in what Fate had to say in how he lived his life.

"Well?" hissed the voice of the real Voldemort from nearby. "What do you see?"

"I'm...older," Harry stammered, unable to come up with a valid lie. "And powerful. More powerful than anyone. Everyone respects me. Fears me."

"Very good," Voldemort appraised him. "That future shall come to pass, Harry. All you must do now is ask for the Stone."

Harry was suddenly sorely tempted by the offer. What if he could have everything in his reflection? He could use Voldemort's protection to grow stronger, while working in the shadows to undermine and eventually defeat him. Then there would be none to question him or stand in his way again. He alone would be the most respected and powerful wizard alive – not Voldemort, not Dumbledore, not Neville Longbottom.

But something else in his reflection unnerved him, giving him pause. He could see his parents and Dahlia among the crowd, kneeling before him. But they looked up at him not with adoration and love, but with fear, and even resentment. Is this truly what I want? Harry thought, suddenly dismayed. Alone at the top with no one who truly loves me?

Quite suddenly, the image in the Mirror began to warp and change before Harry's eyes. Everyone around his older reflection disappeared, and the tall, confident man appeared to visibly relax. This Harry looked at peace, content and happy. Beside him appeared a woman, one he could not make out the features of, but she too looked happy and content as she held Harry's hand. And around them stood three children – Harry's children – laughing and enjoying their parents' company. Harry's heart swelled at the sight.

Then Harry's parents were there again, but this time they stood beside their son, beaming happily at his new family. Dahlia was there too, and she stood beside an unrecognizable man, with children of her own in tow. The Potter family had swelled to numbers Harry never dreamed possible in his old, orphaned life. He saw generations of future Potters growing before his eyes, multiplying and raising families of their own...Harry felt as though he could cry at the sight…

"The Stone, Harry!" Voldemort said testily, snapping Harry out of his reverie. "What is taking so long?"

Harry's illusion had been shattered. He didn't want power or respect; he simply wanted peace. He wanted the only thing Voldemort could never help him obtain: love, and simple contentment with what he already had.

"I will not," Harry said defiantly, turning back towards the face in Peter's chest. "I won't join you."

Voldemort's face contorted in anger as Harry stubbornly glared at him. "Very well," he said coldly. "Kill the boy, Wormtail. He is of no use to us."

Harry's stomach dropped at this command. I should have just listened, he thought forlornly. Given him the Stone and found another way to stop him. He was frozen in place, unable to come up with a plan of escape.

But Peter suddenly looked conflicted. His hand twitched at his hip, where his wand sat waiting to be drawn, to cast the second Killing Curse in only a matter of minutes. But Peter could not bring himself to draw it.

"I cannot do it, my Lord," Peter stammered. "He is just a boy."

"He is a threat to us!" Voldemort snapped. "If he will not join us, he may become a dangerous enemy in the future."

"He's like family to me," Peter protested. "There must be another way."

"Don't be weak, Pettigrew!" said Voldemort. "He would not hesitate to kill you if the roles were reversed."

Peter was trembling, looking at Harry with fear in his eyes. Harry could practically see the conflict happening in Peter's mind: the close bond they had developed over the past year, contrasted with the direct order from his master. Harry truly could not tell which side Peter would choose.

But in the end, he would never get the chance. A new voice interrupted the scene – a high, squeaky voice that filled Harry with sudden dread. "Harry?" said Neville Longbottom fearfully, emerging from the black flames into the chamber. "M-Mr. Pettigrew?"

Peter spun around to face the new arrival. Neville gawked at the man, eyes widening at the visage of Voldemort on his chest.

"Well if it isn't the Boy Who Lived," said Voldemort. "Welcome, Neville. You're just in time to—"

Harry seized the moment while Peter and Voldemort were distracted. He lunged at Peter's waist, grasping for his wand but missing, his momentum causing him to tackle the much larger man to the ground. He briefly grappled for the wand on the floor, careful to keep his head as far away from Peter's chest as possible.

But Peter was much stronger than Harry, lifting the scrawny boy off of him and tossing him roughly aside. Harry landed in a leap at Neville's feet, who was frozen in place on the steps. "Neville, help!" Harry said, scrambling behind the Mirror of Erised for cover as Peter drew his wand.

"What do I do?" Neville said, panicking; he hadn't even draw his own wand.

"Grab his chest!" Harry shouted, briefly tripping over Professor Quirrell's lifeless body. "Hurry!"

But Neville could not move. He watched on in horror as Peter rounded the Mirror, attempting to subdue Harry.

"Ignore the spare!" Voldemort hissed. "Kill Longbottom!"

Peter hesitated once more, torn between the two boys. Harry once again used the diversion to dive for his wand, but this time Peter was ready, catching a handful of Harry's hair and holding him in place. Harry winced in pain as Peter held him aloft, face to face with Voldemort once more.

"You could have had it all, Harry Potter," Voldemort sneered. "But you chose to throw it away out of pride. Now say goodbye."

Harry had no fight left in him. He closed his eyes as Peter leveled his wand at him.

But no jet of green light came. Instead, there came two simultaneous screeches of pain, and Peter let go of Harry, causing him to topple to the ground. Harry scrambled backwards, opening his eyes to the sight of Neville with both his palms pressed across Voldemort's face. Both Peter and Voldemort were howling with pain, as the skin on Voldemort's face blistered and cracked.

"What's happening?" Neville shouted in fear. "What do I do?"

"Don't let go, Neville!" Harry said. He watched on in horror as both Voldemort and his host howled mightily at what must have been unbearable pain. Neville shouted as well, eyes scrunched up from what must have been excruciating pain in his scar.

Then, quite suddenly, Neville was thrown backwards across the chamber, colliding with a pillar and falling to the ground, unconscious. Harry thought for a moment that Voldemort had managed to fight the boy off of him. But then Peter toppled to the ground as well, and a black shade erupted from his chest as Voldemort's spirit fled its host.

Harry watched in horror as the black spirit hovered in midair before him. Not quite material like a person, but more real than a ghost – the disembodied soul of Voldemort, floating before him menacingly.

"We shall meet again, Harry Potter," Voldemort's voice echoed through the room. "And I will not show you the same mercy that this coward did." And the spirit rushed directly at him, crashing straight through Harry before disappearing from the room. Harry felt a cold jab of pain in his chest as he toppled over backwards, his head ricocheting off the stone floor, knocking him out cold.

Harry did not know how long he was out, but it must have been a long while, because when he awoke, his head felt supremely heavy and the world around him was blurry and gray. He gradually opened his eyes, bit by bit, until he became aware of his surroundings. Sterile white walls and ceiling. Creaking curtains. A stiff cot. The Hospital Wing. How do I always end up here every year? Harry groaned internally.

A few minutes later, Madam Pomfrey came by to check on him, eyes widening when she saw he was awake. "Good lord, Potter, you've given everyone a mighty scare," she said. "How are you feeling?"

"Sore," Harry managed to croak.

"I imagine so," Madam Pomfrey tutted. "You've suffered a nasty concussion and some bruising. I'll need to keep you here for a couple days longer to monitor your recovery."

"What's happened?" Harry strained to ask. "Quirrell...Pettigrew…"

"I shall fetch the Headmaster," Madam Pomfrey interrupted. "Sit tight." And she hustled off, out of the Hospital Wing.

Harry lay back on his pillow, head still swimming. He was becoming aware of his entire body now, and it felt just as weak, just as sapped of energy. He had put extra effort into his duel with Quirrell, so much so that he must have damaged his magic. But his wand had performed admirably, almost as though it had been waiting for such a challenge to prove itself – for Harry to prove himself.

Quirrell. Harry's stomach dropped when he remembered the professor, bound and helpless at Harry's hand, struck dead by Peter's Killing Curse. He'd been innocent all along – trying to defend the Stone, not steal it. And Peter had been working for Voldemort all this time – had been harboring him, during all of their Friday meetings, the Dark Lord listening in on Harry's every fear, concern and confession. A feeling of dread, guilt and shame washed over him as he grappled with this fact.

Soon after, the doors to the Hospital Wing clanged open again, and Albus Dumbledore rushed into the room, accompanied by Professor Flitwick, both looking gravely concerned. They approached Harry's bed, and Flitwick breathed a sigh of relief. "Glad to see you're alright, Mr. Potter," he said. "What on earth were you thinking, going down into that chamber?"

"I must ask the same question," Dumbledore said, piercing Harry with his powder-blue gaze. "Imagine my surprise when I entered the mirror chamber, which was heavily guarded and a tightly-kept secret, only to find two fallen staff members alongside two unconscious first-years."

"It was Pettigrew," Harry sighed heavily. "He was trying to steal the Philosopher's Stone. Quirrell was trying to stop him...I got there while they were dueling, and I...I helped Peter win."

Dumbledore and Flitwick both looked shocked by this admission. "You helped subdue Professor Quirrell?" Flitwick gasped. "But why?"

"I didn't know he was innocent, alright?" Harry said, exasperated. "I thought Peter was the one trying to stop him...I didn't realize he was working for Voldemort all along—"

Professor Flitwick gave a little squeak and nearly toppled over at the Dark Lord's name. Dumbledore, on the other hand, appeared unfazed. "How do you know he was working for Voldemort, Harry?" the Headmaster asked calmly.

"I saw him," said Harry. "He was...inside Peter's chest. He tried to convince me to help him get the Stone out of the mirror. But I refused, and he ordered Peter to kill me."

"But...but this cannot be, Albus!" Flitwick said, looking troubled. "You-Know-Who has been dead for over a decade! He could not have entered the school, could he?"

"It's true," a voice piped up from across the room. All three turned to see Neville Longbottom sitting up in a cot nearby, looking weak but defiant. "It was Voldemort, Professor Dumbledore. He...he wanted Pettigrew to kill us both."

"And, I take it, he failed to do so?" Dumbledore asked Neville placidly, ignoring Flitwick's frightened spluttering beside him.

"I...grabbed him," Neville said slowly. "Voldemort, that is. And it hurt him and Pettigrew bad. Burned them until neither of us could take it anymore, and then I blacked out."

Dumbledore nodded thoughtfully at this information. "That would explain the scorch marks on Pettigrew's chest," he muttered to himself.

"Sir...is Peter dead?" Harry asked. Despite the knowledge that the man was indeed a traitor in this timeline, he feared the answer, a part of him still caring for his well-being.

"Nearly, but not quite," Dumbledore sighed. "He was taken to St. Mungo's in critical condition, but they have managed to stabilize him. They believe that trace amounts of unicorn blood in his system may be the only thing that kept him alive."

"He'll be sent to Azkaban for certain!" Flitwick said indignantly. "Slaughtering unicorns...killing a fellow staff member...he must be locked away for good!"

"I quite agree," said Dumbledore. "However, it is best that we determine exactly what happened before the Ministry arrives. Harry, would you please give us your wand to conduct a few tests to reconstruct the events in that chamber?"

"He will do no such thing!" a booming voice shouted from across the Hospital Wing. Once again all eyes turned towards the entrance, and Harry's heart leapt when he saw James and Lily Potter hustling across the room towards their son.

"Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Potter," Dumbledore greeted them cordially. "I'm glad my owl reached you promptly."

"Albus," James greeted the Headmaster brusquely, before dropping to one knee at Harry's bedside. "How are you doing, kiddo? Heard you've been through quite an ordeal."

"Hey, Dad. Hey, Mum," Harry greeted his parents, gripping their hands tightly. He grew a bit misty-eyed seeing the looks of concern on their faces...no parental figure had ever shown concern for his safety before. "I'm sorry...I failed."

"Failed?" Lily said, laughing softly. "Sweetheart, you're alive! That's all we care about."

"I should have realized Uncle Peter was evil," Harry said, choking back tears. "I thought he was better than that. I should have known."

"You couldn't have," James reassured Harry, kissing him on the top of the head. "None of us knew. Not even the man's own employer." And James cast a significant look towards Dumbledore, one loaded with meaning that Harry was not privy to. He remembered his father's drunken rants about the Headmaster at Christmas and wondered what other resentments lay underneath the surface between them.

"Mr. Potter," Dumbledore said gently, "I believe it's essential that we determine exactly what happened between your son and Mr. Pettigrew last night, before the Ministry gets involved. If Voldemort has indeed returned—"

"Voldemort?" James scoffed, incredulous. "You hide behind that excuse to cover up yet another major incident at your school, Dumbledore? First a troll attacks innocent first-years on Halloween, then a professor is murdered in cold blood on school grounds? I imagine Amelia Bones will be here shortly, and she will have a field day looking into everything you've tried to keep quiet around here!"

"James, keep your voice down—" Lily urged her husband; everyone in the Hospital Wing, including Neville, Flitwick and Madam Pomfrey, were staring open-mouthed at James Potter.

"No, I will not!" James said indignantly. "You've long taken liberties that benefit yourself, haven't you, Albus? I haven't forgotten the Invisibility Cloak you stole from my family, you know! And I know you're on thin ice with Cornelius Fudge and the Board of Governors!"

"Mr. Potter, I assure you I have done nothing to profit myself at the expense of others," Dumbledore said patiently. "The war with Voldemort may not yet be won, and we must take every precaution—"

"The war ended over a decade ago!" James retorted. "Voldemort is dead!"

"He's not, Dad," Harry said nervously. "I saw him."

James' head whipped around to look down at his son, incredulous. He was momentarily stunned by this information, but just as quickly regained his composure. "Be that as it may," James muttered, turning his attention back to Dumbledore. "There has been a murder, and my son was there when it happened. I must do what I have to do to protect my family from legal trouble. His wand will not be inspected unless the Ministry orders it, and if you want Harry to tell you what happened, you can read his statement to the authorities when it enters the official record."

With that, James turned his back on Dumbledore and sat in the empty chair beside his son in a clear rebuke of the man. Harry had never seen anyone stand up to Dumbledore like that before – without fear of repercussions, or even of the man himself. For his part, Dumbledore did not appear angry or frustrated, merely nodding in silent comprehension.

"Pardon me, Mr. and Mrs. Potter," he finally said. "Get well soon, Harry." And he turned to leave Harry's bedside, a bewildered Flitwick casting one last look at his student before joining the Headmaster beside Neville's bed.

"James! What have I told you about speaking to Dumbledore like that?" Lily chastised her husband under her breath as soon as they were alone. "He's not a man to be trifled with!"

"Perhaps he should be," James muttered mutinously. "This should not have happened under his watch. He was a great wizard once, but he's lost a step, Lily. Perhaps his mind is going with age."

"Whatever; that doesn't matter right now," Lily sighed. "What matters is that our son is safe." And she caressed Harry's cheek tenderly; he leaned into her touch, relishing in the warm gesture. He'd spent so many lonely nights in the Hospital Wing, no parents to dote over him besides the Weasleys, which just wasn't the same as his two actual parents showering him with love and affection.

"Don't you worry about a thing with the Ministry, son," James reassured Harry. "There's no way they would suspect you had anything to do with Quirrell's death. I'll coach you through what to say, and once they examine Peter's wand, it should be a cut-and-dry case."

Harry nodded absent-mindedly. He still felt guilty about his role in subduing Quirrell in the first place, but a small part of himself relaxed knowing that his father had his back. It wouldn't be the first time he ran afoul of the Ministry's suspicions, but this time he would have a highly-respected Auror in his corner helping him fight his battles.

"Excuse me, Mr. and Mrs. Potter," said Madam Pomfrey, tottering up to Harry's bedside with a roll of gauze and a bottle of ointment. "I need to change your son's bandages."

"Is he badly injured?" Lily asked, concerned.

"Nothing permanent, I hope," said Madam Pomfrey. "Lift up your shirt, young man."

Harry obliged, pulling up the pajama top he'd been placed in while unconscious. He was surprised to see that his chest was wrapped in bandages – he hadn't even noticed them through the dizziness and dull pounding in his skull. Madam Pomfrey waved her wand, unraveling the bandages and laying Harry's chest bare. Harry's eyes widened as he looked down upon it: a deep black stain lay across his rib cage, almost like a scorch mark.

"What is that?" he asked.

"Residual effects from Professor Snape's enchanted flames, I imagine," Madam Pomfrey sighed, as she began dabbing cold ointment over the stain. "How two first-year students managed to survive them is beyond me."

Harry said nothing as she began to re-apply the bandages over the freshly-spread ointment. He suspected that the mark had come from somewhere else entirely: it rested directly over his heart, right where the shade of Voldemort had passed through him and caused him to fall unconscious in the first place. Even now he felt a similar icy pang as the new bandages magically tightened around his chest. But he decided not to say anything, taking his father's advice of sharing as little information as possible.

His parents continued to fuss over him and ask questions about his ordeal for the next few minutes. Harry mostly tuned them out, focusing instead on the cot across the room from him, where he could see Dumbledore leaning in and speaking with Neville Longbottom in hushed tones. He wondered if he was giving Neville the same speech Harry had received in his first timeline, explaining his mother's sacrificial protection that saved him from Quirrell (or in Neville's case, from Peter).

But Harry's head was still spinning, literally and figuratively, both from his injuries and from the many major developments of the morning. He muttered something about being dizzy, and Madam Pomfrey hustled over with a Sleeping Draught, spoon-feeding it to Harry until he mercifully dipped back into unconsciousness.

Harry spent another week in the Hospital Wing as Madam Pomfrey fussed over the 'scorch mark' on his chest. Harry did not tell her where he suspected it truly came from, but reassured her that it didn't hurt him at all. After running a few tests and lathering it with an assortment of ointments and creams that did nothing to dissipate the black mark, she eventually gave up and discharged Harry, with strict instructions to return to her if it gave him any further troubles.

Harry returned to a subdued atmosphere as he rejoined his classmates for regular lessons again. Nobody knew exactly what had happened, but everyone seemed to know that Professor Quirrell had been murdered by Mr. Pettigrew and that Harry and Neville were somehow involved. Harry suspected that the other students had been instructed not to pester them about it, because everyone gave Harry a wide berth for the rest of the year. That was just as well for Harry, who just wanted a quiet end to the year with no more issues.

James reassured Harry that he would not have to answer any questions about what had happened in the mirror chamber until the summer. Pettigrew's trial would begin in July, and James reckoned that it would be a swift open-and-shut case. Harry hoped so; as much as he was upset with his Uncle Peter for betraying his trust and working with Voldemort, he didn't think he could bear watching a prolonged trial as the man attempted to defend his actions. He just hoped he wouldn't have to take the stand before the Wizengamot and give testimony against his former friend.

The end of year exams came and went, and Harry felt that he'd done fairly well. His wand continued to give him minor hiccups, particularly in precise subjects like Transfiguration, and his Potions final could have gone better with Snape hovering menacingly over him as he concocted a tricky antidote to salamander poisoning. But his Charms and Defense Against the Dark Arts finals, both proctored by Flitwick, went swimmingly; he had no problem with his written papers or with casting the required spells to pass his first year with flying colors. Maybe I even beat Hermione this time, he thought with pride.

The Closing Feast was a mostly somber affair, as Dumbledore gave a rousing speech in honor of Professor Quirrell that made Harry's stomach churn with guilt. He also awarded a few last-minute points to Ron, Hermione, and Neville (but notably, not to Harry), the latter of which pushed Slytherin over the top to win the House Cup for the seventh year in a row. It was quite a sight seeing Neville lifted up onto the shoulders of boys who would likely become his mortal enemies in a few short years. Enjoy it while you can, Neville, Harry thought forlornly.

The train ride home to King's Cross was usually a time of good-byes and promising to write to one another over the summer, but Harry just wanted to be alone. He found an empty compartment and sat alone, burying his nose in a textbook just to preoccupy himself. A few people stuck their heads in to look for seats, but changed their minds after seeing him sitting there. Harry could only imagine the rumors swirling around his involvement with Quirrell's murder, given his prior history with Pettigrew.

The compartment door slid open once more as the train rumbled out of Hogsmeade Station, and Neville sheepishly stuck his head in. "Alright if I join you?" he asked.

"Erm...sure," said Harry. "No Ron and Hermione?"

"I'll join them later," Neville said awkwardly. "Can we...talk for a minute?"

"Alright," Harry nodded. He was curious about what Neville had to say, given his avoidance in recent weeks and the significant revelations the boy had had since their last conversation.

Neville sat across from him and fidgeted nervously for a moment. Then he looked up and asked, "How did you know?"

"Know what?" Harry asked. "That Peter was going after the Stone? Truthfully, I didn't know it was him."

"Not that," Neville corrected. "How did you know my touch would hurt him?"

"Oh," said Harry. He thought Neville would have asked something else first, like how involved he'd been with Quirrell's murder, or why he'd gone down the trapdoor in the first place. "I dunno. I guess I was just panicking, and hoping you would help somehow."

"Huh," Neville said thoughtfully. "But it sure sounded like you knew it would happen. Like you expected me to burn him at the touch."

Harry didn't really want to burden Neville with his secret just yet, not when the poor kid had so much else to worry about. "Well, either way, I'm glad it did work," Harry said instead, hoping to deflect the conversation elsewhere. "I owe you my life for what happened down there, and I swear I'll repay you for it."

"You don't have to," Neville said quickly. "I know you would have done the same for me."

Harry certainly would have. But he was grateful nonetheless, and he knew just the thing to express that gratitude. He reached into his robes and withdrew a length of shimmering fabric, holding it out to Neville.

"Here," he said. "Take it."

Neville stared at the Invisibility Cloak, wide-eyed. "B-but it's yours!" he stammered. "I don't deserve to have it! It's a Potter family heirloom!"

"You need it more than I do," Harry shrugged. "I'm not the one with a lunatic Dark Lord after him. You can borrow it for a while."

Neville stared blankly at the Cloak, and Harry recognized the look of longing in his eyes. Clearly Neville had grown attached to the Cloak already and had been reluctant to give it up, even if he was now reluctant to accept it as a borrowed gift.

"Are you sure?" Neville asked uncertainly. "What if you end up needing it?"

"Then I'll ask for it back," Harry reasoned. "Use it in the meantime. If anyone is gonna need it, it's you."

This time, Harry felt no remorse in giving over the Cloak willingly. He was troubled by the impulses it gave him – the desire to sneak off and get himself into more trouble. His tendency to act without thinking had already resulted in an innocent man dying and nearly aided Voldemort in his early return to power. Harry had to start thinking more like a Ravenclaw than a Gryffindor, and the Cloak would only encourage him to take more unnecessary risks and make rash decisions.

Neville reluctantly took the Cloak from Harry, running his fingers along the cool fabric. "Thanks," he said sheepishly, pocketing the Cloak. Then, he chuckled. "You're good at making deals, Potter. Maybe you should've been a Slytherin instead of me."

That piqued Harry's curiosity. "Why did the Hat place you in Slytherin, anyway?" he asked. "No offense."

"None taken," Neville muttered. "The Hat told me I lacked self-confidence and needed to embrace my more ambitious side. I asked it for Hufflepuff or Gryffindor, but it told me those houses wouldn't challenge me the way I needed."

Harry nodded thoughtfully. "It told me something similar," he said. "And it was right. I wasn't using my brain enough."

"But you're the most brilliant student in our year!" Neville protested. "Everyone says so. Don't sell yourself short."

"I could say the same to you," Harry pointed out. "Don't doubt your talents, Neville. You'll be a great wizard one day, if you just believe in yourself and reach for your full potential."

Neville once again looked uncomfortable at this encouragement. "Everyone expects me to be some prodigy because of what happened to me as a baby," he lamented. "But it was a fluke! Dumbledore said, it was just because of my mum's sacrifice, nothing that I did."

"Your past doesn't matter," Harry said firmly. "What matters is what you do with the rest of your life. You know now that Voldemort is after you, so what are you going to do about it? Whine and complain that you're not strong enough, or become the wizard you need to be to defeat him?"

"I c-can't beat Voldemort!" Neville said, looking panicked.

"Not yet you can't," Harry agreed. "But you never will if you keep that defeatist attitude. Push yourself harder and you might just stand a chance."

These were the words he wished someone had said to him in his original timeline. No one ever pushed him to work harder in his classes, or learn how to duel properly until he taught himself in Dumbledore's Army. Years of wasted potential that could have saved Sirius in the Department of Mysteries. Years of thinking he wasn't good enough when he could have been arming himself with the tools he needed to succeed.

Neville looked stricken by his words. At first Harry thought perhaps he'd been too harsh, that he'd scared the poor boy into retreating into his shell. But Neville looked up at him with a fiery look, clearly empowered by the message. "I will," he nodded resolutely. "Will you help me?"

"Always," Harry nodded. Neville extended a hand of thanks, which Harry shook. Then, impulsively, Harry stood and wrapped the boy in a tight hug. Neville stiffened at the touch, but eventually relaxed enough to pat Harry awkwardly on the back. Harry wondered the last time Neville had been properly hugged – Augusta Longbottom didn't exactly seem like the affectionate type. But he looked like he could use a bit of affection right now.

Neville mumbled some excuse before exiting the compartment in a hurry. Harry watched him go, hoping he'd managed to light a fire underneath the boy. If he was going to help fight this upcoming war from afar, he wanted to be sure that the young man at the center of the conflict understood what he was up against and what he needed to do to survive. He wouldn't allow Neville to make the same mistakes he'd made originally.

And Harry had to stop making those mistakes himself.
Year 2-01: An Inconvenient Truth

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 3, 2024.

For the first time in his life, Harry was looking forward to a summer at home away from Hogwarts. He had missed his family dearly, and hoped to spend as much time as possible with them over the break. His plans for the next two months involved lots of sleeping in, plenty of begging his father to take them to the nearest enchanted field to practice flying, and regaling his little sister with stories of the school she would soon come to know for herself.

Which is why Harry was surprised to be shaken awake early on his first day of summer vacation. "Wake up, Harry," James said tersely. "We have visitors."

Harry grumpily pulled himself out of bed and pulled on a T-shirt and shorts before trudging downstairs after his father. When they emerged in the kitchen, Harry gawked at the two figures sitting across the dining table – two people he knew well in his last timeline, but who looked drastically different than he remembered.

"Moody?" Harry asked, surprised. "Tonks?"

"That's right, laddie," confirmed Alastor Moody, getting to his feet to extend a gnarled hand for Harry to shake. The man still sported one magical eye, whizzing about in its socket, but Harry noticed straight away that the man still possessed all four of his limbs – no peg leg in sight. Had he avoided such an injury in this timeline, or was the worst yet to come?

"I take it your father has already told you about our promising new recruit, Nymphadora?" Moody said, throwing a thumb back at his young understudy. Tonks was a fair bit younger than Harry remembered her: only nineteen, and still sporting a full head of shoulder-length brown hair, but there was no mistaking the casual smirk and devious glint in her eye that he knew so well.

"It's Tonks, Mad-Eye, not Nymphadora," Tonks sneered, her hair flashing red temporarily in irritation. "Seems young Harry here already knows better than you. Wotcher, kid."

"Hello, Tonks," Harry grinned at her; she winked back.

"Mr. Moody here was the man who trained me at the Auror Office over a decade ago," James explained. "He's the best there is, and I've asked him to come do a small favor for me."

"Least I can do," Moody said gruffly. "Your dad's gotten me out of a fair number of nasty spots over the years. I owe him a bit of babysitting." Harry wondered if any of these 'nasty spots' had been where Moody lost his leg in the original timeline, and if James' survival had helped prevent it.

"Babysitting?" Harry repeated, looking to his father. "Are you going somewhere?"

"Not exactly," said James. "I've asked Moody to train you with Veritaserum. You may be called in for questioning for Pettigrew's trial, and we want to ensure you're ready."

"Er...you're going to 'train' me with Veritaserum?" Harry frowned. "Doesn't it force me to tell the truth, no matter what?"

"Right you are, kid," Moody confirmed. "But there's a fair bit more to it than meets the eye. I'll be coaching you on how to avoid answering questions you don't want to, even if you're under the influence of the potion."

"I see," Harry nodded slowly. Wouldn't the potion force me to tell the truth no matter what? he thought to himself, but said nothing as James led them down into the basement to begin the training.

Harry and Dahlia were not allowed in the Potter basement without James or Lily's supervision. It was a spacious room, probably magically expanded, with numerous locked cabinets and strange-looking devices on high shelves that they were forbidden to touch. Harry was beginning to understand Daphne Greengrass' stance on dark artifacts – he wondered how many of the family objects contained here would also raise eyebrows with the Ministry…

"Right; let's get started then," said Moody once they were seated around a small table in the corner. "Nymphadora, would you like to administer the potion?"

"Only if you call me by my proper name," Tonks said, sticking a playful tongue out at him.

"Fine, then...Tonks," said Moody, muttering mutinously under his breath.

"Tongue out, Potter," Tonks instructed as she uncorked the bottle of clear liquid placed between them. Harry complied, and Tonks used the stopper to place three drops of the potion into his mouth. At once, Harry felt a sensation similar to the Imperius Curse – a dull feeling of unreality, a vague sense that he was not in control of his senses.

"What is your name?" Moody asked.

"Harry James Potter," said Harry at once in a monotone voice. He hadn't even consciously tried to answer the question; it just slipped out.

"Where do you live?" asked Moody.

"Number Eighteen Church Lane, Godric's Hollow," said Harry at once.

"Stop," Moody suddenly barked. "Tonks, the antidote."

Tonks uncorked another bottle and placed a drop of liquid on Harry's tongue; at once, the sensation of the Veritaserum went away. "What happened?" asked Harry. "What did I do wrong?"

"Nothing; that's the problem," said Moody. "You didn't attempt to fight the questions."

"But...but it's the truth!" Harry asked. "How could I lie about basic facts about myself?"

"Ah; that's an excellent question," Moody smirked. "You can't lie, of course. But you can get around the question by telling alternate truths."

"Erm...alternate truths?" Harry repeated, frowning in confusion.

"It's true that you reside in Godric's Hollow in a legal sense," said Moody. "But is it not also true that you spend nine months of the year at Hogwarts, in Ravenclaw Tower?"

"Yes, but...what does that have to do with anything—?" Harry asked, frowning.

"You must always be looking for flaws in the question phrasing," Tonks supplied helpfully. "If they specified what your legal address is, then you have no choice but to answer. But if they leave any room for interpretation, you must be ready to use it to your advantage."

"Quite right!" Moody nodded fervently. "The truth is a rather pliable thing, Mr. Potter. As long as you can find a way to justify your version of the truth, the potion will allow you to say it, even if it is the smallest technicality."

"Won't that seem suspicious, though?" Harry asked. "If they ask a simple yes or no question, and I talk in circles around it?"

"Not only will they not be suspicious, they will be anticipating it from you," said Moody. "You're heir to a powerful family, and it would be expected of James to coach you in these matters. I expect young Mr. Malfoy in your class has received similar training, if I know anything about Lucius."

"But...but I haven't done anything wrong!" Harry protested. "I mean, not really. Won't it look like I have something to hide?"

"Every pure-blood family has something to hide, boy!" Moody groaned irritably. "Even if you were squeaky-clean as a whistle, with the right questioning, they could get you to admit that your father has a basement full of questionable artifacts, and use that to justify a raid on this very house! Wouldn't want that, would we?"

"No, I suppose not," Harry muttered.

"Besides, as it so happens, your involvement in Quirrell's death does look rather suspicious," Moody grunted. "There's no chance they'll prosecute a pre-teen, but it could reflect poorly on your father's reputation if it got out that you assisted Pettigrew in any way."

Harry's stomach dropped at this. He hadn't considered how bad it would look if the full truth of the duel between Peter and Quirrell got out. It was a misunderstanding, certainly, but it could be spun to look otherwise. If Harry knew Cornelius Fudge at all, he knew the Minister could spin anything to make the right people look good or bad.

"Let's try again," said Moody. Again Tonks applied three drops of Veritaserum to Harry's tongue, and he slipped back into the fuzzy sensation of the potion. "Were you a witness to the murder of Quirinius Quirrell?"

Harry racked his brain for a way to deny this fact, but could not think of a way to do so. "Yes," he said.

"Did you aid Peter Pettigrew in this murder?" asked Moody.

Again Harry thought. His brain was screaming for him to say yes, but now Harry had some wiggle room to work with. He had helped subdue Quirrell, but had he knowingly contributed to the man's murder? Certainly not. "Y-No," Harry said with some effort.

"Good, very good, Potter," said Moody. "Did you enter the chamber with intentions to aid Pettigrew in subduing Quirrell?"

Harry struggled mightily with this one. Again, his brain wanted him to agree with this statement, but Harry fought it, seeking a way around it. He had entered the chamber with intentions of saving Peter from Quirrell, but subduing the man was not necessarily his primary aim. He could have chased the man off, for example, or simply delayed him until Dumbledore returned. "No," he finally mustered.

"Excellent!" Moody laughed. At his gesture, Tonks applied the antidote, and Harry once again came back to his senses. "You probably wanted to give more details explaining your answer, didn't you?"

"Yes," Harry admitted. "I had to fight not to."

"That's exactly what you need to do," Moody appraised him. "The potion will attempt to extract as much information out of you as it can, but it doesn't require elaboration unless the questioner presses you for it. And most questioners will not, as the use of Veritaserum is heavily regulated and must follow strict Ministry procedure."

"My head still hurts just answering yes or no questions," said Harry, massaging his temple. "I dunno how long I could fight it for."

"The training will help with that," said Moody, nodding in understanding. "By the time you get the hang of it, you won't even have to fight it – you'll be accustomed to giving partially-truthful answers immediately. Even if the Ministry knows you're subverting the questions, they can't legally do a thing about it."

They continued the training for what felt like hours. Harry's head hurt mightily at first as he struggled to talk around the parameters of the questions, but eventually started to get the hang of it. By the end of the session, he was able to successfully deny that his name was Harry Potter, because his mother sometimes called him 'sweetheart', so Harry was not always the name he answered to.

"You're making swift progress, kid," Moody appraised him as they headed back upstairs. "Just remember that you'll have to give the questioners something to establish trust. Being able to deny your own name is a powerful skill, but not one that will win you any brownie points with the Ministry of Magic."

"You sure you haven't had practice with this before, Harry?" asked Tonks, looking impressed. "It took me weeks before I could fight off Veritaserum that well."

"Not really," Harry shrugged. Another partial truth – he had never been trained in Veritaserum before, but the fake Moody had trained him in fighting off the Imperius Curse in his original fourth year, which had similar principles in common. His head still ached dully after lunch, and Harry decided to practice some Occlumency in the afternoon to clear his mind and alleviate the pain.

Harry followed the trial of Peter Pettigrew in the Daily Prophet over the successive months. It was sensationalized as the 'Crime of the Century': a shocking tale of a 'beloved' professor at prestigious Hogwarts being murdered by a fellow faculty member – in the presence of a student, no less. Fortunately, Harry was not named in the reporting because he was underage (and probably because his father was pulling strings behind the scenes).

Oddly, there was no mention of the Philosopher's Stone in the articles. They merely noted that Pettigrew had attempted to 'smuggle valuable artifacts out of the castle', and killed Quirrell in his failed attempt. Harry wondered if Dumbledore had managed to keep that part of the story quiet from the media – it wouldn't surprise him. Still, he was surprised that nobody questioned the motives of the man to take such desperate actions...it was just taken at face value that a lowly caretaker would take a life in pursuit of temporary riches.

Much of the reporting centered not just on the act itself, but how it reflected on the school's headmaster. 'Should Dumbledore resign?' one headline read. 'Has Britain's protector lost a step?' read another. Harry remembered how threatened Minister Fudge had been by Dumbledore's popularity and influence in the previous timeline, and he seemed to be jumping on the opportunity to slander the man further. Even the troll incident made headlines nearly a year after the fact, as further evidence that the man was losing his grip.

In mid-July, Harry received an official summons to the Ministry for questioning ahead of Pettigrew's trial. Harry's stomach twisted in knots when his father showed him the letter over breakfast, and Lily also looked perturbed, but James was more optimistic.

"Moody tells me you're making incredible progress," James reassured his son. "You should have no issues. Besides, this will be a closed session away from the Wizengamot. It's entirely possible you won't have to testify at the trial at all."

This was news to Harry. "The Wizengamot won't be watching me?" he asked, surprised.

"Good lord, no!" James chuckled. "What business would they have overseeing a Hogwarts student's testimony? No, this is just for record-keeping purposes, and to determine if your presence will be required to reach a verdict."

Harry had a bitter memory of his appearance before the full Wizengamot prior to his original fifth year, and knew that nothing was beyond Fudge's meddling. However, he had yet to earn the Minister's ire in this timeline, and he hoped to keep it that way.

On the day of the meeting, James escorted Harry into the Atrium of the Ministry of Magic directly via the Floo Network. They were greeted there by an unexpected visitor… "Uncle Sirius!" Harry laughed, rushing forward to hug his godfather. "What are you doing here?"

"I'm your legal counsel, of course!" Sirius laughed. "Someone's gotta watch you to make sure you don't wind up killing another professor."

"Bloody hell, Padfoot, too soon," James groaned; even Harry blanched at the off-color humor. "And do you have to say it so loud?"

"Aw, nobody actually believes Harry here had anything to do with that," Sirius grinned, clapping Harry on the shoulder.

"Why aren't you coming with me, Dad?" Harry asked, looking up expectantly at James.

"I'm needed at work myself," James frowned. "Besides, it's a bit of a conflict of interest, considering I work in the same department that will be questioning you today."

"But good ol' Uncle Sirius doesn't have that issue!" Sirius grinned fiendishly. "I couldn't get out of that department fast enough."

"Never could hold down a real job, could you?" James said, half in jest but half with a grimace. "Anyway, best of luck, Harry. We'll meet up after for lunch." And James hurried off down the hall.

"Have you actually studied legal counsel before?" Harry asked Sirius as they made their own way through the crowds. Given what little he knew about Sirius from his original timeline, he highly doubted it.

"Oh, I've dabbled in it here and there," Sirius winked. "Before my father disowned me, he groomed me as heir to the Black family. A large part of that was learning how to deal with Ministry questioning and how to assert your rights when threatened."

"And do you think that will be necessary today?" Harry asked worriedly as they crammed into a lift car at the end of the Atrium.

"Unlikely," Sirius reassured him. "And if it is, I'll handle it. You don't worry about a thing."

The lift was almost fully empty by the time it arrived down at level nine. Harry stepped out, taking one nervous glance to his left where the entrance to the Department of Mysteries lay down a dark hallway. But Sirius guided him right, towards the Wizengamot chambers, and located the correct holding room. With a knock, he entered, ushering Harry inside behind him.

Two women were already present in the room, seated on one side of a simple wooden table. "You must be Harry Potter," said one of the women, standing to offer her hand. "Name's Amelia Bones, head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement. This is Mafalda Hopkirk, here to record today's session."

"Sirius Black, Harry's legal counsel," said Sirius, giving Amelia a firm handshake. Then, he grinned. "How have you been, Lia?"

Amelia groaned at this moniker. "Still trying to make your little pet nickname stick?" she asked sardonically.

"Amelia here went to Hogwarts with your father and I," Sirius explained to Harry as they sat opposite the two women at the table. "Four years ahead of us, but she was madly in love with me."

"I'm afraid you have it backwards, Mr. Black," Amelia said indifferently, though her face had reddened considerably and Mafalda Hopkirk was stifling an amused grin in the corner. "Despite your repeated attempts to ask me out, the answer is still no."

"Aw, shame, that," Sirius said with a fake pout. "I bet we would have had a lovely time together." He turned to Harry and silently mouthed the word Ravenclaw, eliciting a snort from Harry before he could stop himself. Amelia gave him a mortified glance before recomposing herself.

"Shall we get started, then?" she said, clearing her throat. She gave Mafalda a small nod, and the woman readied her quill atop a blank sheet of parchment. "Amelia Bones, presiding over the questioning of Harry James Potter, in regards to the ongoing murder trial of Peter Kenneth Pettigrew. Witnesses to the questioning are Mafalda Hopkirk and Sirius Black. Mr. Potter, can you affirm that you are here of your own free will?"

"Erm...yes," Harry said after Sirius subtly nodded his assent.

"And do you hereby grant the Ministry of Magic permission to dose you with Veritaserum and ask questions pertaining to your whereabouts on May the nineteenth of this year?" asked Amelia.

"Yes," Harry nodded.

"Very good," Amelia said. She reached into her bag and withdrew two familiar vials: one containing the truth potion, the other the antidote. She uncorked the first and leaned across the table towards Harry. "I will now administer the Veritaserum."

Harry stuck out his tongue and allowed her to place three drops on it. At once he felt the familiar sensation of the potion working its way through his body, and forced himself to relax as Moody taught him. "The Veritaserum has been applied," said Amelia. "Can you state your name and address, young man?"

"Harry James Potter, Number Eighteen Church Lane, Godric's Hollow," Harry said obediently. No reason to get combative just yet.

"Very good; baseline established," Amelia said, jotting down notes of her own. "Can you explain briefly your relationship with Peter Pettigrew prior to May the nineteenth?"

"He was the caretaker of Hogwarts," said Harry simply. "I met him when I began studying there as a student last fall." Amelia's use of the word briefly allowed him to end his explanation there, declining to share his lengthy visits to Peter's office on weekends and the close bond they'd established.

"Were you aware of Mr. Pettigrew's intentions to breach the school's defenses and steal something valuable from Hogwarts?" asked Amelia.

"No," said Harry truthfully. He hadn't suspected Peter at all, in fact – a truth that he was most irked by.

"How did you come to find yourself in the same chamber where Pettigrew and Quirrell confronted one another?" asked Amelia.

Harry was relieved to find that his practiced response was acceptable given the loose question format. "I believed that a staff member was in danger of being injured by getting in the way of the thief. So I went after them, and when I arrived, I engaged the suspected thief in an attempt to help."

Harry hoped that Amelia would not follow up to clarify who was who in his statement, which would force him to clarify that he was helping Pettigrew, not Quirrell. But she seemed satisfied with his answer.

"Quite noble, yet foolish of you," she remarked. "And did you witness Peter Pettigrew commit the act of murder against Quirinius Quirrell?"

"Yes," Harry nodded. "I watched Pettigrew use the Killing Curse on Quirrell."

All three adults present looked troubled by the way Harry casually mentioned this. "You are certain it was the Killing Curse?" Amelia pressed gently. "For someone as young as you, it's unlikely that you would recognize it on sight—"

"Pettigrew said 'Avada Kedavra', and there was a flash of green light, and Quirrell twitched slightly before falling still," Harry went on, eliciting more shocked expressions from the adults.

"Perhaps we ought to take a break," Sirius offered lightly, placing a comforting hand on Harry's shoulder. "Young Harry has been through a lot already—"

"I'd like to finish the questioning," Harry said. He didn't even have to fight the potion to say so – he was finding it easier than Moody's grilling in training, and wanted to conclude the session as quickly as possible. None of them knew that this wasn't the first time he'd witnessed a successful Killing Curse, and he didn't plan to bring it up.

"Erm...very well," said Amelia, looking surprised but returning to her notes. "We'll make this quick then. What happened after the Killing Curse was performed?"

"Pettigrew took my wand," said Harry. "He tried to enlist my help in stealing the object he was after. I refused, and before he could harm me, Neville Longbottom arrived. Together we were able to overpower Pettigrew and escape with minor injuries."

"And how did Peter Pettigrew sustain such severe burn injuries?" asked Amelia.

"Neville Longbottom caused the burns," Harry said. "There was enchanted fire in the entrance to the room, created by Professor Snape." This was another tactic Moody had taught him: deliver two unrelated truths back-to-back, and allow the questioner to connect them of their own accord. Neither statement was technically false, but it gave the false impression that Snape's enchanted fire had been the source of the burns.

Amelia nodded absently at this information as she took notes, looking unfazed. She didn't seem concerned about how two eleven-year-olds managed to overpower a fully-grown wizard, but then, Harry supposed that wasn't the purpose of the trial. "Very good, Mr. Potter," said Amelia, reaching to uncork the antidote. "I think we have more than enough to move forward."

"Good work, Harry," Sirius whispered in his ear, clapping him on the back.

Amelia withdrew the stopper and paused before reaching out to administer the antidote to Harry. "Actually, one last question, if you don't mind," she said, looking pensive. "We've been attempting to deduce Pettigrew's motives for the crime, you see. We are a bit perplexed as to why he took such drastic actions in pursuit of petty thievery. Do you have any insight as to why he would do what he did that evening?"

"I doubt Harry here has the faintest idea how the mind of a lunatic like Pettigrew's works—" Sirius tried to interrupt, but Harry was already offering an answer.

"I do know why he did it," he said honestly. He could not possibly talk around it, as he knew exactly why Peter had done what he did.

"You do?" Amelia asked, eyebrows raised. "Why?"

"Because he was acting on the orders of Lord Voldemort," said Harry.

The reaction was immediate: Amelia flinched violently, Sirius' eyes went wide, and Mafalda's hand twitched, leaving a large ink blot on her parchment. "Y-You-Know-Who?" Amelia asked, bewildered. "You are referring to the Dark Lord who terrorized this nation over a decade ago?"

"Yes, I am," Harry confirmed.

"He's dead, Harry," Sirius whispered. "Surely you are mistaken."

"Voldemort is not dead," Harry said firmly. "His body was destroyed eleven years ago, but his spirit lived on, fueled by dark soul magic. He recruited Peter Pettigrew to help him steal the Philosopher's Stone from Hogwarts to restore himself to full strength."

Sirius looked badly like he wanted to intervene, but he was equally as stunned at Amelia at Harry's answers. "My word," Amelia gasped, abandoning her notes altogether and staring intently at Harry. "How can you be certain of this, young man?"

"I saw him," Harry said simply. "Pettigrew was housing his spirit within his body. I spoke to him, as did Neville Longbottom. And he's trying to restore his body so that he can return to power."

"Albus did mention…" Amelia stammered, looking beside herself. "But I thought it was impossible...he was just paranoid...surely it cannot be…"

Harry's mind screamed at him to say more, to continue laying out to the Ministry all the ways in which they were burying their heads in the sand. He could feel residual resentment bubbling to the surface from his treatment at the hands of Umbridge and others in his last timeline. But he held his tongue, heeding his father's and Moody's warnings about sharing too much information. In fact, he had probably already said too much.

"I believe we should end the session here," Sirius said sharply, shaking out of his brief stupor. "We have far exceeded the bounds of the original questioning."

"I quite agree," said Amelia; she immediately gave Harry the antidote, bringing his mind back into sharp relief. "Mafalda, did you get all of that?"

"I did," Mafalda confirmed, looking equally shaken as the others.

"Good," said Amelia, carefully taking the transcription from her. "I will escort this to records myself. I'll need to speak with Cornelius urgently about this." And with a brief nod to Sirius, she and Mafalda swept from the room, leaving Harry and Sirius alone.

"What the ruddy hell was that, Harry?" asked Sirius, rounding on his godson at once. "Did Moody put you up to this?"

"It's the truth, Uncle Sirius," Harry said, looking up at him resolutely. "I did not tell a single lie. You know how the potion works."

Sirius exhaled sharply and dropped his head into his hands. "Dumbledore always said the Dark Lord wasn't truly gone," he sighed. "None of us ever believed him...but this? Pettigrew, working for the tosser? It's hard to understand."

"It surprised me as well," Harry admitted. He wished it hadn't – he should have trusted his instincts all along and known Wormtail was not trustworthy. But then, those same instincts caused him to distrust Quirrell, who was completely innocent in this timeline. How was he supposed to decide which instincts to trust and which to discard as unreliable?

Sirius and Harry met James in the cafeteria for lunch soon after. Sirius left out the most significant revelation during the questioning, highlighting Harry's successful subversion of the potion without drawing attention to himself. James looked relieved, though he seemed troubled by whatever nonverbal signals Sirius was sending his way. After the meal, Sirius took Harry back to Godric's Hollow and left rather quickly after, presumably to meet up with James again and give a full account of what had happened.

Harry half expected the Prophet to trumpet this latest development far and wide the following morning. Pettigrew's trial was already the biggest item in the news, and surely the Voldemort bombshell would cause the story to blow up even more. But he saw nothing change in the reporting over the coming days – speculation continued into insipid topics like Pettigrew's love life and his supposed 'feud' with Quirrell. Fair enough, Harry reasoned. Maybe they're saving the information until the official trial, for maximum impact.

But then, seemingly overnight, everything changed. Pettigrew's sentencing was pushed up to early August, which would be held before the Wizengamot with no press or jury present. Suddenly the reporting on the case became much more muted, merely stating that Pettigrew was expected to earn a life sentence in Azkaban. By the week of the hearing, it was no longer even headline news.

"I can't understand it," James muttered one evening after returning home from work. "Amelia Bones told me he admitted to the crime, but now the case is being buried. I dunno what Fudge is thinking!"

"Does that mean I won't be giving testimony any more?" Harry asked.

"They won't even let you attend the hearing," said James. "Which is good news, because it means you don't have to worry about being caught up in all this anymore. It just doesn't make any damn sense!"

But Harry had an inkling of what might have happened. Harry's questioning must have spooked the Ministry by bringing Voldemort's existence to their attention. If Harry knew Cornelius Fudge at all, he knew the man would do everything in his power to deny the Dark Lord's return and prevent this news from reaching the public. That meant diverting attention away from the trial and denying Harry the chance to speak on the public record.

By Friday, it was official: Peter Pettigrew was sentenced to a lifetime in Azkaban for the murder of Quirinius Quirrell, without possibility of parole. He was given no opportunity to testify publicly, and the story was quietly reported the next morning in the back pages of the Prophet. Part of Harry felt uneasy with the underhanded tactics to silence Peter, similar to the way Sirius Black was unfairly locked away in his original timeline. But he was also relieved that the man was behind bars, and Harry felt that he could finally put the incident behind him.

To celebrate the end of the ordeal, James took Harry to the championship match of the Quidditch Pro League, played between the Tutshill Tornadoes and the Ballycastle Bats. It was a thrilling match, with the Bats' Seeker catching the first Snitch within five minutes and forcing the Tornadoes into aggressive mode. But Tutshill's Seeker caught the second and third Snitch, with the last being a daring dive straight through the enemy Chaser formation that won the Tornadoes their sixth league title in history.

Harry excitedly recounted the match for Dahlia and Lily when they got home, but neither female was particularly interested. Dahlia was much more excited about the following morning's events, as two Hogwarts owls arrived to deliver hers and Harry's shopping lists for the coming Hogwarts term. She squealed with delight when she learned that Gilderoy Lockhart would be their new DADA teacher, which caused Harry to groan...why couldn't anything good happen to change his new timeline?

The Potter family embarked the next day for Diagon Alley, which was choked with visitors as parents hoped to secure the freshest supplies for their children. Dahlia was practically bouncing up and down with excitement, eager to get her own robes, her own books, her own wand. None of the other Potters could get a word in edgewise as she chattered eagerly about what pet animal she would choose and which House she hoped to get into at Hogwarts.

Harry was less enthused by the trip this time around – he already had his wand and knew what his second year of classes had in store. This was reinforced further by the swarm of people trying to fight their way into Flourish and Blotts bookstore, where a sign outside the door advertised a book signing for Gilderoy Lockhart's latest publication. Harry knew he had to be careful about making assumptions about his DADA professors, but so far, everything in his new timeline pointed to Lockhart being the same pompous, vain blowhard he was the first time around.

Harry gravitated instead towards Quality Quidditch Supplies, pressing his nose up against the glass to soak in the exciting paraphernalia of his favorite sport. He would finally be allowed to try out for the Ravenclaw squad this year, and he planned to train hard and do everything in his power to make the team. "Eyeing those new Nimbus 2001's there, Harry?" James asked with a knowing smirk as he walked up behind his son.

"Yeah," Harry said wistfully, drinking in the row of gleaming, freshly-polished wooden handles lined up at the front of the store.

"Listen," James said with a small sigh. "Your mother doesn't think you need a top-shelf broom right now. But if you work hard, make the team, and prove you can handle yourself against the older kids, maybe we'll look at one next year. Until then, my old Cleansweep should serve you just fine."

"Alright, Dad," Harry said, a little disappointed. He'd ridden on Ron's Cleansweep plenty of times, and while it was no Nimbus, it was still serviceable. Besides, if he played his cards right, perhaps he could convince his father to buy him a Firebolt when the powerful new model hit the market in a year's time.

Harry followed his sister into Ollivander's to purchase her very own wand. Dahlia excitedly cycled through several options, creating a miniature blizzard and smashing half the shelves before finding a match: pine and unicorn hair, nine and a half inches. Dahlia pouted when Lily snatched it away from her outside the shop, but her mother eventually relented and allowed her to hold onto it as long as it remained stowed away at her hip.

The Potters made brief visits to the potions supplies and pet shops, where Dahlia convinced her parents to buy her a small black-and-white Kneazle, which she named Calvin. Harry didn't think Calvin liked him much; the cat never took its eyes off of him and occasionally hissed if he stood too close to its cage. The family then returned to Flourish and Blotts, which unfortunately was just as packed with people as before. Harry squeezed between packed bodies to pluck the books he needed off the shelves, waiting patiently in line for his turn to buy them.

He did his best to tune out the boastful exclamations of Lockhart across the room, already dreading his lessons with the man. Maybe I can expose him as a fraud somehow, Harry daydreamed to pass the time. Or wipe his memory to make him forget how awesome he thinks he is. He remembered feeling sorry for Lockhart when he crossed paths with the man in St. Mungo's following his accident, but suddenly he didn't feel sorry at all. It was a better fate than he felt the man deserved in this moment.

Harry finally reached the front of the line and purchased his textbooks, then carefully maneuvered through the crowd towards the exit. "Harry?" a voice called from behind as he ducked out of the shop. Harry turned to see Neville walking up the alley towards him, flanked by Ron and a clan of Weasley siblings led by Arthur.

"Hey, Neville!" Harry grinned. "Hey, Ron."

"Hey, Potter," Ron greeted him. It was still weird for Harry to be called by his last name by his former best friend. "This is my little sister, Ginny. She's starting Hogwarts this year."

"Hello, Ginny," Harry said to the timid redhead, who was clutching a pewter cauldron full of supplies to her chest. "My sister's starting this year, too. Oi, Dahlia!"

Dahlia exited Flourish and Blotts, looking irritated with him. "What d'you want, idiot?" she demanded.

"I want to introduce you to some of my school friends," Harry said. "This is Ron Weasley and Neville Longbottom."

Dahlia turned to face the two boys, giving a small eep of surprise when she saw Neville. Harry watched as his little sister's face turned bright purple while she stared, open-mouthed, at the Boy Who Lived. Then, she quickly turned and sprinted off down the Alley.

"Don't mind her," Harry chuckled. "She's just nervous about starting school, that's all."

"Yeah, figures," Neville grinned sheepishly. Then, a more thoughtful, serious look came over him, and he stepped forward to whisper to Harry. "Did you get called in to testify against Pettigrew at the Ministry? My Gran helped me with Veritaserum training, but they never asked me to come."

"Yeah, I did," Harry confirmed. "But they went with a closed trial and put him away rather quickly."

"But why?" Ron piped in, confused. "My dad says Fudge would never miss a chance to take Dumbledore down a peg."

"He would if he thought Voldemort was involved," Harry said sullenly, and both Ron and Neville's eyes went wide. "The Ministry doesn't want to admit that he's back, and they'll do anything to pretend it isn't happening."

"But...but they wouldn't do that!" Ron spluttered. "The Ministry of Magic wouldn't just lie about something that important, would they?"

Harry felt a pang of sadness at the innocent looks on Ron's and Neville's faces. At their age, Harry would have thought the same thing, but he didn't realize the full scope of the corruption at the Ministry until he was three years older. Perhaps it was better that they realized the truth earlier so that they could better cope with the slander that would soon come their way via Fudge's propaganda machine.

But before Harry could let them down easy, a voice rang out from inside Flourish and Blotts, one that made Harry internally groan. "Good lord, is that Neville Longbottom?" exclaimed Gilderoy Lockhart, just loudly enough that everyone nearby could hear. Lockhart came outside to corral a mortified Neville, wrangling him into a picture-perfect pose for the flashing cameras. "Come in, Neville, come in, and I'll give you some advice on how to navigate the perils and pitfalls of fame!"

Harry gave Neville a sympathetic look, then headed off down the alley after Dahlia. Unfortunately, he would not be escaping the unpleasantness for long. When he located his family a few doors down, his father was engaged in terse conversation with none other than Lucius Malfoy.

"...Dreadful business, this Pettigrew situation," Lucius was saying in his usual drawling voice. "Caused quite a stir with the Board of Governors."

"Indeed," James said, looking cautiously guarded around the man. As Harry suspected, the two men did not appear to be allies, even if they kept up public appearances to the contrary. "Fortunately the matter was resolved swiftly, and the guilty party was given the appropriate sentence."

"Yes, yes, very fortunate," said Lucius, with an implacable look on his face. "Though, forgive me for asking, but according to my son here, your son Harry was rather close with Pettigrew, was he not? Rumor has it he was involved in Quirrell's demise – why was he not called to testify?"

Harry glanced behind Lucius and saw his son, Draco, smirking malevolently at him. Of course he would run to Daddy and tell him all the juicy details, Harry thought bitterly.

"Ah...well, fortunately it did not come to that," James chuckled uncomfortably. "The trial did not require his input—"

"I would have been happy to give testimony, Mr. Malfoy," Harry piped up, surprising both James and Lucius. "I saw the whole thing. Wouldn't you like to know why Pettigrew did what he did?"

Lucius narrowed his eyes at Harry. "I would be delighted to know, young man," he deadpanned.

"It's because he was working for Voldemort," Harry said frankly. The reaction was immediate: everyone within earshot, including the Potters, Malfoys, and several passers-by flinched at the name.

"You...you dare invoke the Dark Lord's name?" Lucius said, incredulous. "He has been dead for over ten years."

"Yeah, but not really," Harry said. "I saw him, you see, with my own eyes. And I would have been happy to tell the Wizengamot this, but I wasn't given the chance."

The smirk on Draco's face had been wiped off completely. His eyes now darted rapidly between Lucius and Harry, looking apprehensive about what he had caused.

"You used to work for Voldemort, didn't you, sir?" Harry asked brazenly, still speaking loudly enough that others walking by could hear. "Oh, but I forgot: you were under the Imperius Curse, weren't you? So you couldn't have known what you were doing."

Lucius briefly looked as though he wanted to strangle Harry, but he composed himself, a faint grimace settling on his face instead. "That's quite right, Mr. Potter," he said calmly. "I was cleared of all charges."

"Good, that's good," Harry said. "Guess we won't have to worry about you being a Death Eater again, if the Dark Lord ever returns to power."

Lucius' eye twitched slightly as he was clearly restraining himself from saying anything more in such a public setting. Eventually, he placed a rough hand on Draco's shoulder and steered him away. "You and your family have a nice day, Mr. Potter," he said to James through gritted teeth, before the two Malfoys quickly walked away down the alley.

As soon as they were gone, James rounded on his son; both he and Lily looked horrified. "What in Merlin's name was that, Harry?" James demanded. "How dare you speak to an important man like Malfoy in that manner?"

"He's a Death Eater," Harry muttered mutinously, not feeling remotely sorry. "And I bet he's part of the reason the Pettigrew story got buried."

James and Lily shared a concerned look at this, while Dahlia watched on in awe, clearly not comprehending what had just happened between Harry and Lucius. "We'll talk about this at home," James eventually muttered.

But fortunately for Harry, they never did. The Potters enjoyed a quiet afternoon in after escaping Diagon Alley. Harry could hear James and Lily having muted conversations in the kitchen while he and Dahlia lounged in the living room, sorting through their new belongings. Were they talking about Voldemort, about Harry, about Malfoy, or some combination of all three? Either way, they never confronted Harry about his outburst, and after a quick dinner, Harry retreated to his room for the evening.

It wasn't until he got in bed for the night that he realized, with a jolt, that he'd forgotten something very important in the Alley. If things were progressing like they did in his original timeline, then he would have just missed Lucius Malfoy slipping Tom Riddle's diary into Ginny Weasley's cauldron. With all the excitement over Pettigrew, he'd forgotten all about the Chamber of Secrets and the perils that potentially lay ahead for him in his second year.

I'm not going to wait until the last minute to solve things this year, Harry told himself. I'll get my hands on that diary before Halloween. Nobody's opening the Chamber on my watch.
Year 2-02: Woes of the Seeker

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 3, 2024.

The last three weeks of summer were a mad scramble for Harry to soak in as much relaxation time as possible before returning to school. Pettigrew's trial had soured much of his holiday, and now a return to classes felt like another thing to dread on the horizon rather than a happy reprieve. He'd never been given such freedom, such luxuries during summers with the Dursleys, and Harry intended to make full use of it while he can.

Harry and Dahlia spent nearly every afternoon down at the creek with the local Muggle kids, swimming and splashing the hot hours away. Harry hoped that he wasn't expected to know anyone's names from his first eleven years of life he'd skipped over in this timeline, but no one seemed to pay him any mind except to bring him in as a partner for water wars. He even managed to smooth things over when a seven-year-old girl displayed accidental magic, convincing the other kids that her teleportation from the rope swing to shore was just a trick of the light.

Harry also made a point every weekend to drag his father down to the nearby field (which was warded from prying Muggle eyes) to practice flying maneuvers on James' old Cleansweep. It wasn't the fastest or most agile broom, but it had a good all-around balance that Harry felt he could do reasonably well with. He knew he would have tough competition at tryouts with Cho Chang also going for Seeker, and wanted to get back into playing shape as soon as possible.

September 1st arrived far too soon, and as usual, the Potters were running late. No matter what timeline Harry was in, he always managed to procrastinate packing until the last possible second. Couple that with Dahlia struggling to corral Calvin the Kneazle into his cage, and Harry needing to double back to retrieve his father's broom from the shed, and it was nearing eleven when they finally reached King's Cross.

Harry had missed the Hogwarts Express in his original second year, thanks to Dobby sealing the platform entrance for him and Ron. He knew his father could arrange alternate transport for him and Dahlia if they were late, but he knew he had to get to the train this time. It would be his best chance to get to Ginny and take Tom Riddle's diary from her before it disappeared into the girls' dorms for the remainder of the year.

Luckily, they reached the platform with five minutes to spare, and James and Lily said their goodbyes. "Write to us as much as you like," Lily told Dahlia, who was looking a bit green at the prospect of leaving her parents for the first time ever. "Your brother will keep an eye on you, won't you, Harry?"

"Sure will," Harry said, slinging an arm across his sister's shoulders (which she shrugged away from).

"You take care of yourself as well," James said, giving Harry a hug. "Study hard, but don't overwork yourself. And let us know how Quidditch tryouts go!"

"I will," Harry nodded. The Hogwarts Express sounded its whistle, signaling its impending departure, and James and Lily said their final goodbyes as Harry and Dahlia rushed to the nearest train door to embark on their journey.

The halls of the train were choked with students as it rumbled away from the station. Harry took hold of Dahlia's hand to guide her through the crowd; for once she did not shy away from him, clutching her brother's hand tight for comfort. Eventually hey came across a compartment filled with girls from his year, including Hermione, Daphne Greengrass, and the Patil twins.

"Alright if we join?" he asked, and when they nodded, he slipped in and took the empty seat beside Hermione with a heavy sigh. "This is my sister, Dahlia. She's starting this year."

"Nice to meet you, Dahlia!" Hermione beamed at the younger girl. "Do you know what House you want to be in?"

"I'm hoping for Gryffindor," said Dahlia, looking marginally less nervous with such friendly faces around her. "Like my parents."

"Good choice!" Parvati Patil chuckled. "I'll show you the ropes if you end up there. I'll teach you how to avoid the slippery snakes in Slytherin."

"As if there's anything wrong with Slytherin!" Daphne scoffed, as she extended her hand to Dahlia. "Shame you won't get to meet my sister this year – Tori doesn't turn eleven until next month, so she'll start next year."

"Have a nice summer, Harry?" asked Hermione as the other girls made their introductions with Dahlia.

"It was alright," Harry shrugged. "Bit stressful, I guess, with the trial going on."

"My father told me all about the Pettigrew trial," Daphne piped in; everyone suddenly looked interested in their conversation. "So awful what he did to poor Professor Quirrell. Were you called in to testify?"

"They didn't let me," Harry shrugged. "I was questioned by the Ministry, but the case got buried overnight."

"Yeah, that's what Father said," Daphne frowned. "Super quick trial, maybe an hour. Fudge just read the charges, presented the evidence, and called for a vote. Pettigrew didn't even get to defend himself."

"Well, everyone knows he did it," Padma reasoned. "No need to drag things out when he's obviously guilty, right?"

"They just didn't want his true reasoning on the official record," Harry sighed. "Fudge would do anything to deny Voldemort's return."

Everyone but Hermione gasped at the use of the name. "You-Know-Who?" Daphne repeated, wide-eyed. "Longbottom said he was back, but we all assumed he was lying for attention."

"Afraid not," Harry lamented. "He's still out there, trying to regain his power."

"Dumbledore wouldn't let him," Parvati said adamantly. "He'll find a way to stop him."

Harry wanted to set her straight, to remind her that Dumbledore let Voldemort inhabit the school for nearly a full year without noticing. But the mood had soured and everyone appeared apprehensive, so he decided to leave it be. "Yeah, he will," Harry agreed. "Daphne, how was your break?"

Harry leaned back and listened as the others shared their summer experiences. It helped take his mind off of his many worries for a while. Hermione excitedly recounted her holiday to France with her parents, and the Patil twins shared details of their own trip to the United States to visit relatives and tour MACUSA headquarters in New York City. Harry had never traveled outside of Britain in his life – either life – and hoped to do so someday soon.

He spent the majority of the train ride in pensive silence, brainstorming possible ways to get his hands on Riddle's diary before it could cause any mayhem like last year. He needed to locate Ginny Weasley as soon as possible – once the diary reached Gryffindor Tower, it would likely be out of his reach for good. Thanks to the different Sortings in this timeline, Harry wasn't on good enough terms with any Gryffindors to hope to steal it back from Ginny's dorm (assuming she was Sorted there again).

It was dark when the Hogwarts Express arrived at Hogsmeade Station, and the students filed off the train with their luggage in tow. "Firs' years, this way!" boomed Hagrid, waving a lantern over the heads of the crowd. Harry ushered Dahlia towards the half-giant, and she seemed considerably more excited now than she had at King's Cross. The proximity to Hogwarts was likely dawning on her now, papering over any lingering homesickness she might be feeling.

Harry stuck with Hermione as they filed down the cobblestone streets in search of an empty carriage. Harry stopped short when they found one: he could see the two thestrals hitched to the front, waiting patiently to transport their load. "Something the matter, Harry?" Hermione asked, sensing his mood shift.

"Nothing," Harry muttered, climbing up into the carriage and helping Hermione up. He hadn't been able to see thestrals until his fifth year last timeline; he'd forgotten in all the hubbub of the summer that he had, in fact, witnessed Quirrell's death in full this time around.

Is it bad if I'm not that bothered by it anymore? Harry thought. Is death something a twelve-year-old is supposed to become used to? He may be no normal twelve-year-old, but he worried that he might become some kind of callous monster if he wasn't careful and continued treating death as an unfortunate but inevitable force around him.

Hogwarts Castle came cresting into view over the horizon as the carriages rumbled down the path onto the grounds. Harry would never get tired of the sight – even if school term was more stressful now, he would always think of this place as his second home. When the carriages pulled up to the great oak doors, Harry followed the throng of students into the Great Hall and took his seat at the Ravenclaw table.

"Do you see Ron and Neville anywhere?" Hermione asked, standing to get a better view of the Great Hall.

"No," Harry frowned. "I assumed you knew where they were."

"I didn't see them on the train, or at either station," Hermione frowned. "Strange...well, I'm sure they'll turn up eventually."

"Yeah," Harry agreed. He wondered if the two boys had been blocked from entering Platform 9 ¾ as he had in his original timeline, and if they were on their way to the school in a flying Ford Anglia at this very moment…

The first-years arrived soon after, filing in through a side entrance as Harry was busy greeting his dorm mates. The too-small students formed a semi-circle around Professor McGonagall, who brandished the Sorting Hat in one hand and a scroll in the other. "When I call your name, step forward and sit on the stool," she announced. "Baines, Taylor."

Harry paid rapt attention to the Sorting, which he'd missed in his original second year. He recognized several of the young students waiting their turn – former DA members – and his heart leapt at the opportunity to get to interact with them again. They may be tiny and nervous now, but he knew several of them had the potential to grow into capable fighters and fiercely loyal friends.

As an excited Colin Creevey was sorted into Gryffindor, Harry noticed a few of the first-years giggling and giving one of their own a wide berth towards the end of the pack. Harry craned his neck and spotted a short first-year girl, drenched head to toe and shivering wet. His heart sank at the familiar mess of platinum-blonde hair, realizing that the poor girl was already off to a rough start at Hogwarts.

"Lovegood, Luna" was called, and the shivering girl stepped forward to sit on the stool. McGonagall took pity on her with a Drying Charm before placing the hat atop her head.

The Hat deliberated for about a minute before declaring, "RAVENCLAW!" Luna scurried off the stool and drifted towards the blue and bronze table.

"What on earth are those earrings?" giggled Padma Patil as they watched the blonde approach.

"Who's gonna get stuck sitting next to the weirdo?" wondered Terry Boot aloud.

But Harry immediately scooted over on his bench and waved Luna over. She looked mildly surprised by the kind gesture (as did all of Harry's year mates), but the blonde walked over and sat beside him.

"Hi, Luna, I'm Harry Potter," said Harry, extending a hand towards her.

"Hello, Harry Potter," said Luna in her typical serene voice (though much higher and squeakier than Harry remembered). "I like your eyes; they're very green."

"I like your earrings; they're very red," Harry replied, glancing at her trademark radish jewelry. "Did you fall into the lake, by chance?"

"Oh, no, I was pushed in by one of my boat mates," Luna said airily, as though it was no bother at all. "But I managed to hold onto the side until we reached the shore."

A couple nearby Ravenclaws snickered at this matter-of-fact statement, but Harry was unamused. "That was not okay for them to do," he said sternly. "If anyone bothers you like that again, tell a teacher or a prefect and they'll sort it out."

"Okay," Luna shrugged indifferently, but Harry could tell the girl was silently pleased someone had stuck up for her. He ignored the odd looks of his classmates and returned his attention to the Sorting.

After "Pickering, Adam" took his seat, McGonagall announced, "Potter, Dahlia!" Harry straightened as his younger sister nervously stepped up to the stool. The Hat didn't take long to reach its verdict, shouting, "GRYFFINDOR!" within the first thirty seconds. Dahlia beamed as she skipped down to join the vaunted house of her parents. Good for her, Harry thought. There were plenty of good eggs in Gryffindor that would make her feel at home.

"Weasley, Ginevra" was called up second to last. Harry watched the young redhead carefully; she looked nervous but no worse for wear otherwise. She must not be feeling the debilitating effects of the diary – Tom Riddle had yet to truly sink his teeth into her. Ginny was also sorted into Gryffindor, grinning excitedly as she took her seat beside Dahlia. Harry felt a bit uneasy about his sister being in such close proximity to a dangerous artifact, but if he had his way, it would only be temporary.

After "Young, Tamika" went to Slytherin, Dumbledore stood from his seat to address the students. "Welcome, one and all, to another year at Hogwarts!" he announced. "Before we begin, we have a few staff changes to announce. Please give a warm round of applause for our new caretaker, Argus Filch."

There was a polite smattering of hands for the man standing awkwardly in the corner, clutching Mrs. Norris close to his chest. The man did not appear as bitter and surly as in Harry's last timeline, as was gazing around the Great Hall in awe – clearly Hogwarts was still a novelty for the Squib.

"And filling in the vacated post of Defense Against the Dark Arts professor," said Dumbledore with a gesture to his left, "is Gilderoy Lockhart!"

There was a cacophony of excited screams from Hogwarts' female population as Lockhart stood and gave a sweeping bow to the room. Harry noted the looks of indifference from many of his male classmates, and wondered how long it would take until they, too, realized what a fraud the man was.

"Enjoy the coming year, everyone," Dumbledore winked. "And now, we feast!" And great helpings of food appeared atop the four house tables, inviting the student body to eat. The Hall was suddenly filled with a great clattering of dishes and silverware as students began piling their plates high.

Harry felt wide eyes upon him as he reached for the mashed potatoes, and turned to see the blonde first-year peering curiously at him. "Something the matter, Luna?" he asked conversationally as he kept pulling dishes toward him.

"Your head is full of nargles, Harry," Luna remarked serenely. "Do they ever talk to you?"

"No, I'm afraid they don't," Harry chuckled. He'd forgotten how out-there Luna's beliefs could be, but he found it a refreshing change of pace from the no-nonsense dispositions of his fellow Ravenclaws. "Do they talk to you?"

"Oh, all the time!" Luna nodded fervently. "They whisper to me sometimes. And right now they're telling me that there's something different about you."

"Different in a good or a bad way?" Harry chuckled, biting into a chicken drum.

"They aren't sure yet," Luna shrugged. "But you don't seem dangerous to me, so I think a good way."

"That's nice to hear," Harry grinned. "You seem different in a good way too, Luna."

Luna said nothing in response to this compliment, but her face went a little pink as she began to load her own plate with food. Harry's dorm mates raised an eyebrow at him, regarding Luna with some distaste, but Harry ignored them. Knowing what he did from his last timeline – what Luna had done for him – he'd take her as a friend over the rest of Ravenclaw House any day of the week.

A loud voice from a few seats down drew Harry's attention, and he turned to see Roger Davies boasting loudly to his fellow fifth-year mates. "I've made Quidditch captain this year, now that Lynch is gone," he preened. "We'll have to find a replacement Seeker, but I feel good about our chances this year."

"Don't you worry about that," said Cho Chang from across the table. "I've been training at Seeker for five years."

"That so?" Roger grinned. "Well, then I look forward to checking you out at tryouts." And from the way his eyes lingered on Cho for a second longer than necessary, Harry deduced that he meant this in more ways than one. He just hoped that Roger would take more factors into account than physical attractiveness when choosing a Seeker.

Once the students had eaten their fill, the scraping of dishes was replaced by the scraping of benches as everyone stood to retire to their common rooms. Harry pushed through the crowd towards the Gryffindor table. He spotted Ginny Weasley in the crowd, following the herd as Percy Weasley herded the first-years out of the Great Hall.

"Ginny?" he called out after her. "Got a minute?"

Ginny turned, eyeing Harry suspiciously. "Yeah?" she asked.

"Erm...I'm Harry Potter," said Harry awkwardly. "We met in Diagon Alley, remember?"

"Yeah, kinda," Ginny shrugged.

"Listen…" Harry sighed. "Did anyone slip something into your cauldron in the Alley that day? Something you didn't recognize?"

"Like what?"

"Like a diary?" Harry said hopefully. "Leather-bound, with Tom Riddle written on the inside cover?"

Ginny frowned. "You want to see my diary?" she asked, confused.

"Not your diary," Harry huffed. "It doesn't belong to you – it's a dangerous Dark artifact, and I just want to be sure—"

"There a problem here, Gin?" asked Fred Weasley, as he and his twin George strolled up behind them.

"Harry was just asking me something about a diary," muttered Ginny, still looking confused.

"What're you on about, Potter?" demanded George, narrowing his eyes.

"Nothing like that," Harry reassured them. "Just saying to keep a lookout. That diary is dangerous, so if you hear anything…" But the Weasleys continued to just stare blankly at him, not comprehending what he was talking about.

"Don't mind my brother," said another voice; Dahlia appeared, taking Ginny by the hand. "Let's go, Ginny." And she led the smaller redhead from the Hall, the older Weasleys following close behind, still eyeing Harry curiously. Harry sighed – he just hoped his warning would take root, and Ginny would warn somebody before writing in the diary too often. Assuming she still had it, of course.

"Your sister seems rather close with Ginevra Weasley," Luna remarked as Harry returned to his fellow Ravenclaws.

"Yes; that's what I'm worried about," Harry muttered. He certainly didn't love the idea of his sister being so close to such a dangerous object.

He was still determined to head off disaster before Halloween came around...he would just have to recalculate after such a terrible first attempt. As a last resort, he could always go to Dumbledore with another 'vision', or perhaps even persuade McGonagall to search the girls' dorms in search of dangerous contraband. He had two months to come up with a viable plan.

An unexpected development occurred the very next morning, when the Ravenclaws and Slytherins filed into the DADA classroom for their first lesson of the new term. Hermione searched the room for Neville at once, as she always did, and frowned when he was nowhere to be seen. She wound up joining Harry at his desk when Lockhart exited his office, looking pompous as ever.

Lockhart too scanned the room, also seeming perturbed by the absence of the Boy Who Lived. "No Longbottom today, then?" he asked with an air of disappointment. "Ah, well, no matter. Today, we'll be taking a pop quiz on my textbooks to test you on your summer reading!"

"Stupid prat wound up in the Hospital Wing," Harry heard Draco Malfoy whispering gleefully to his nearby Slytherin classmates. "Some kind of Floo Powder incident – can you believe it?"

Harry and Hermione shared looks of alarm. Harry had wondered whether Neville and Ron wound up flying the Ford Anglia to school, but the timeline seemed to have deviated yet again.

As soon as class mercifully ended an hour later, Harry and Hermione rushed up to the Hospital Wing to check on Neville. They found him lying lethargically in a cot, looking rather glum, but he brightened at the sight of them.

"Thank goodness you're alright!" Hermione said breathlessly, throwing her arms around Neville, eliciting a wince of pain. "Malfoy made it out to sound that you'd lost limbs or something horrible."

"Oh, I did," Neville chuckled hollowly, indicating his heavily-bandaged legs. "Took all night to regrow them, and it'll be another few days until I'm able to walk."

"You lost your legs?!" Harry yelped in alarm. "What on earth happened?"

"Well, me and Ron got stuck outside the platform at King's Cross," Neville explained. "It was almost eleven, and the barrier just sealed itself shut for no reason!"

"So that's why you missed the train," Hermione nodded thoughtfully. "But Malfoy said something about a Floo accident…?"

"Right," Neville sighed. "Well, we waited outside the platform until my Gran came back, and she brought us to the Leaky Cauldron to have us Floo directly to Hogsmeade instead. It went alright for Ron, but when I went through, something went terribly wrong."

"Did you mispronounce the destination?" Harry asked.

"Nope, I said 'The Three Broomsticks', clear as day," Neville frowned. "And the trip started out like normal, but then there was some kind of loud crack, and I blacked out. Apparently, most of me made it to the Three Broomsticks, but my poor Gran had to watch as my legs got spat back out into the Leaky Cauldron."

Hermione's face went very pale. "You got Splinched?" she asked. "I didn't think that was possible during Floo travel…"

"Me neither," Neville said glumly. "Luckily, Madam Pomfrey was still in the village and managed to patch me back up and bring me here. She'd never heard of such a thing either."

Sounds like Dobby must have continued interfering to try and keep Neville away from school, Harry thought irritably. If I get my hands on that meddlesome house-elf… It at least confirmed that things were progressing similarly enough to his last timeline, and the diary plot was still ongoing.

Neville managed to convince Harry and Hermione that he was fine and they could return to classes, which they only agreed to do once Madam Pomfrey arrived to shoo them away and let him rest. That unfortunately meant them walking into the dungeons halfway through double Potions, earning them a dressing-down from Professor Snape. They were less than half a day into the new year, and Harry had already managed to put Ravenclaw in last place in the House Cup standings.

No matter, he thought determinedly to himself. I'll make up for it by winning us the Quidditch Cup this year. That Saturday was when Ravenclaw would host its tryouts for that year's Quidditch team, and Harry had never been more eager for the weekend in his life. He desperately wanted to return to the air and compete in the sport – one of the few things he was best at in life.

Harry arrived early at the pitch on Saturday morning to get in a few practice laps on the Cleansweep and settle his nerves. But they returned in full force when a large crowd of hopefuls showed up for tryouts – over twenty students competing for just two vacated spots on the team. Cho Chang was among them, chatting excitedly with a friend, looking fully relaxed – she fully expected to earn the Seeker position. Not if I have anything to say about it, Harry thought.

Roger Davies arrived soon after to begin the proceedings. "Thank you all for coming," he announced once the crowd settled down to listen. "We have five remaining members from last year's team, but Lynch and Burrow have graduated, so we'll only be trying out Chaser and Seeker hopefuls today." A few people looked disappointed at this – likely hoping to try out for Beater or Keeper. Harry thought it was poor form to automatically give last year's players a spot on the team without testing anyone else, but he was not the captain, so he said nothing.

Roger started by having everyone fly through a makeshift obstacle course, weaving between the goalposts and rings in groups before returning to the ground. This weeded out roughly half the field, as several students couldn't even handle basic flying maneuvers and were forced to retire early. Harry and Cho completed their runs with relative ease, moving on to the next phase.

Roger ran through Chaser drills next, which comprised most of the other prospective players. After a grueling session in which Davies forced student after student to run through a full gauntlet against the other starting players, a winner emerged: Kade Wilson, a burly fourth-year boy who had managed to score a goal despite being pelted by a Bludger at the same time. Harry thought brute strength was a bit of a flawed metric to judge Chasers on, as he was far from the most agile and sharp-minded prospect, but again, he kept his opinions to himself.

"Alright, Seekers!" Roger said at last, turning to Harry and Cho – the only surviving prospects for the final position on the squad. "You're a bit small for a Seeker, Potter – sure you don't want to wait a few years to grow a little?"

"Smaller size means less wind resistance," Harry pointed out. "And I'm harder to hit with Bludgers."

"If you say so," Roger shrugged. "Let's get started."

Harry and Cho took to the skies, circling overhead as Roger stood at center field. "The Beaters will distract you as you search for the Snitch," he shouted. "I'll release it at a random time so you won't see it coming. Best two out of three Snitches wins. Ready?"

Both Harry and Cho flashed a thumbs-up as the exercise began. The team's two starting Beaters, Inglebee and Samuels, took turns pelting Bludgers at both Harry and Cho, forcing them to take evasive actions as they searched for the Snitch. Harry felt fully in his element, ducking beneath one and barrel-rolling to avoid another. This is what I was born to do, he thought confidently. Time to show them what I can—

But he was drawn from his internal pep talk as Cho suddenly flattened into a dive, racing after the Golden Snitch near the ground. Harry took off after her, but his broom was a hair slower than her Comet 260, and he only managed to come within a broom's length of Cho before she leveled out, the Snitch caught triumphantly in her palm.

"First Snitch goes to Chang!" Roger announced. "Reset."

Harry grumbled internally to himself for losing focus. He also felt that the situation had been a tad unfair – Roger had released the Snitch while he was being targeted by both Beaters at once, leaving Cho uncontested to race after it. But no matter. Whining and complaining would earn him no brownie points – he had to remain focused.

After another whistle, Harry once again found himself at the mercy of both Beaters. Are they targeting me intentionally? he wondered grumpily. Does Roger want Cho to win? But such conspiracy thinking wouldn't help him compete at his best, so he pushed the thought away, straining hard to catch a glimpse of the little golden ball.

He spotted it soon after, fluttering off towards the west goal posts. Harry took off like a jet, handily rolling away from another Bludger as he zeroed in on the prize.

Cho caught up behind him soon after, trying to out-maneuver Harry and snatch the Snitch from him. Harry kept her boxed out just long enough to put on a final burst of speed and catch the golden ball for himself.

"Second Snitch goes to Potter," said Roger, looking somewhat surprised by the outcome. "Last reset!"

Just one more, Harry thought to himself as they returned to center field for the final Snitch. Time to prove what I'm capable of.

Roger didn't release the third Snitch right away, leaving Harry and Cho to dance and dodge around in the air as they were pelted by the Beaters. Harry was pleased to see that, while he avoided being hit by a single Bludger, Cho took a couple glancing blows. To her credit, however, she did not fall or complain; she merely shook off the pain and continued her own search.

She and Harry spotted it at the same time. They both shot after the Snitch, ending up roughly side by side as they attempted to reach the elusive ball first. They each took a couple body shots at the other; Cho was older and taller than Harry was, and he was irritated by how easily she was able to push him off-course with her shoulder checks.

The final Snitch was more elusive than the first two, evading both of their grasps for several passes. Harry was winded as he fought to remain side-by-side with Cho for the prolonged chase. Unfortunately, he mistimed the winning catch as he swiped at empty air, the Snitch slipping through his fingertips as Cho once again closed her fist around the tiny ball.

Harry swore at his misfortune. That was one he should have caught; he had nobody to blame but himself. Why had he not trained harder over the summer in preparation for this moment? All those Veritaserum training sessions had prevented him from flying with his father more often. He simply didn't have the dexterity, the upper-body strength he needed to win those close-quarters fights.

"Good battle, you two!" Roger beamed as they landed back on the pitch; Harry could tell that he'd gotten the result he hoped for. "Congratulations, Chang, you've made the team. Potter, tough luck, but feel free to remain on as reserve Seeker if you like."

"Alright," Harry sighed, shaking hands politely with Cho before heading back to the locker room to change, the sounds of the team cheering on their new Seeker ringing painfully in his ears.

He was disappointed for failing to meet the standards he'd set for himself. He could blame Roger for showing favoritism towards Cho, or his lack of training time over the summer, or his broom for not being as quick as his opponent's, but ultimately he was responsible for his own failures. He felt a sense of dread as he imagined having to write home and tell his parents the news...that they wouldn't get to see him play this year after all...would his father be disappointed in his only son for failing to live up to expectations?

But there was no point in moping. He would have to ride the bench this year and hope for a chance to prove himself at a later date. He couldn't rely on name recognition or special treatment in this timeline – he had to work harder to overcome adversity. Besides, he had bigger problems on his plate at the moment.

Like preventing the Chamber of Secrets from being opened on Halloween…
Year 2-03: To Catch a Predator

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 4, 2024.

"Today's lesson involves the difficult practice of transfiguring animals into objects," said Professor McGonagall, addressing her second-year class of Ravenclaws and Hufflepuffs. "Pay close attention now: one, two, three, Vera verto." With a tap of McGonagall's wand, the raven upon her desk was instantly transformed into a goblet, to the collective awe of the classroom.

"Now, I don't expect you all to succeed on your first attempt," McGonagall continued. "As always, intent is the key...you must visualize what you want your animal to transform into clearly in your mind. Yes, Mr. Potter?"

Harry, suddenly struck by inspiration, had raised his hand. "Yes, Professor," he said. "Is it possible to transfigure the animal into any object we desire?"

"In theory, yes," McGonagall mused. "But keep in mind that the transfiguring would not be permanent, and it would only be an imitation of the object, not the real thing."

"Right," Harry nodded. "And is it also possible to do the reverse? Change an object into an animal?"

"Yes, of course," McGonagall said snippily. "You will also be expected to master the counter-spell, to return the object to its natural animal state."

"But what if we wanted to turn it into a different animal?" Harry pressed. "Like, say, a rooster?" The class giggled at this ridiculous question, but McGonagall looked unamused.

"That will not be covered in today's lesson," McGonagall said shortly. "Please stick to the basics for today, Mr. Potter. Now, everyone begin practicing."

Harry scowled; that wasn't the answer he was hoping for. He had been studying basilisks in the library for the past few weeks, and realized that he could, in theory, bring a rooster into the Chamber of Secrets to kill it before it could harm anyone. And if he couldn't locate a rooster, what better skill to learn that transfiguring any common object into one? He would have to experiment in the Room of Requirement later.

For now, he focused on the task at hand, focusing on turning the raven on his desk into a goblet. "Vera verto," he intoned, pointing his wand at the raven, which cawed in protest shortly before morphing into a gleaming silver goblet.

Terry Boot, who had yet to accomplish more than poking his poor bird in the eye with his wand, shook his head in amazement. "I dunno how you do this stuff so easily, Potter!" he chuckled.

"Just a quick learner, I guess," Harry shrugged. It wasn't really fair that he had a full five years of experience on his fellow classmates, but that gap would close quickly if he wasn't diligent and continued pushing himself harder. Hermione had also succeeded in her task by the end of the lesson, and McGonagall awarded the both of them five points to Ravenclaw for it.

The bell rang for lunch soon after, and Harry filed out with the rest of his classmates. However, he veered left down the corridor instead of right, opting to spend his break in the Room of Requirement rather than join his peers in the Great Hall. He felt time slipping through his fingertips as October rapidly approached and he had yet to come up with a secure plan to deal with the diary problem.

Harry ducked behind a tapestry to take a hidden shortcut, but when he emerged out the other side on the fourth floor, he tripped over something small and furry, falling flat on his face. A harsh hissing sound issued from behind him, and Harry turned to see Calvin, his sister's pet Kneazle, looking back murderously at him.

"Go on, get out of here!" Harry groaned, shooing the cat off down the hall. He would need to have a word with Dahlia about keeping a closer eye on her pet. It wasn't strictly against the rules to let your pets roam free on the grounds of Hogwarts, but you were expected to be responsible for them, and Harry doubted his parents would be thrilled to know Dahlia was already neglecting her duties as Calvin's caretaker.

On a whim, Harry withdrew a bundle of parchment from his bag and unfolded it. "I solemnly swear I'm up to no good," he said, tapping his wand to the parchment, and the Marauder's Map sprang to life. It didn't take long to locate Dahlia: while most students were grouped together in the halls on their way to the Great Hall, Harry's sister was located in a bathroom on the first floor.

But not just any bathroom...she was in Moaning Myrtle's bathroom. And Ginny Weasley was with her.

Harry's stomach dropped. Was he too late? Had the diary possessed Ginny already and forced her to open the Chamber ahead of schedule? Was Dahlia about to become the first unintended victim of the basilisk? Heart hammering, Harry sprinted down the hall towards the first floor, praying that he wasn't about to lose a sibling to his own stupidity….

Harry skidded around a corner into the corridor containing the entrance to Myrtle's bathroom. Fortunately, the door was closed, and there was no writing on the opposite wall in blood – so far, so good. But what if the basilisk was already inside the bathroom with them?

Harry pounded on the door to the bathroom. "DAHLIA!" he shouted. "Are you alright?"

The hushed voices inside the bathroom ceased, and a moment later, the door opened, revealing a perplexed Dahlia. "Harry?" she asked, bewildered.

"What're you two doing here?" he demanded.

"What are you doing here?" Dahlia shot back. "It's a girl's bathroom, idiot!"

"I was...checking to make sure you're safe," Harry stammered. "Is anyone else…?" He tried to crane his neck to look into the bathroom, but Dahlia blocked his view.

"We're fine, creep," she huffed. "Are we not allowed to talk in private without you spying?"

"I was not spying!" Harry denied. "You shouldn't be in here anyway...this bathroom's out of order."

"I know; that means we have privacy!" Dahlia shouted. "What's it to you, anyway?"

Harry had heard enough. He stepped forward, grabbing Dahlia's wrist and eliciting a gasp of surprise from her. "This bathroom is dangerous, do you hear me?" he said firmly. "Bad things are going to happen here. Myrtle died in this bathroom, and the thing that killed her is still running loose. Do you understand me?"

"Let go of me," Dahlia muttered, struggling to wrench free of Harry's grasp.

"Not until you promise you won't come near here again!" Harry insisted. "Promise me!"

"Am I interrupting something?"

Harry froze at the sound of the baritone voice behind him. He released Dahlia and turned to see Professor Snape standing in the hallway behind him.

"I confess I didn't think you could stoop any lower, Mr. Potter," Snape said, voice dripping with sarcasm. "Intimidating young girls in the toilet? Assaulting your own sister? Perhaps I misjudged the depths of your depravity."

"It isn't what it looks like, sir," Harry huffed.

"It rarely is with you, is it, boy?" Snape said grimly. "Come with me. Now." He turned and swept down the corridor.

"Sorry," Harry sighed to his sister, who merely folded her arms and shook her head at him. Harry reluctantly followed the professor down the hall.

Snape led him downstairs and into his office, slamming the door shut behind them. Harry sat nervously in the wooden chair opposite Snape's desk as the man stood impassively over him, arms crossed, as though deciding what to do with him.

"Explain yourself," said Snape.

"Look, I know what it looks like," Harry sighed. "But I was just looking out for my sister, alright? I have good reason for doing what I do."

"And what reason might that be?" Snape pressed.

Harry hesitated, unsure of how much he should share with Snape. He oddly felt that he could trust the man, but feared that he would go running straight to Dumbledore with whatever he divulged. But the looming specter of the Chamber of Secrets, and the threat of the basilisk, superseded any such concerns.

"It's about these visions I've been having…" Harry sighed.

"The Headmaster has informed me of these visions of yours," Snape muttered. "And that he instructed you to go straight to him with any concerns. You are not meant to pursue them on your own."

"I know that," Harry huffed. "But time was of the essence, okay? I had to make sure...I thought Dahlia was in danger…"

"In danger?" Snape scoffed. "In a bathroom?"

Harry looked up into Snape's black eyes. He felt a small prod of Legilimency, and instinctively threw up Occlumency barriers to block it. But instead, desperate for someone to understand, he let Snape in and fed him a memory. Of a cold and wet chamber...of a girl lying prone and near death, a diary beside her...of a blinded basilisk, raging and deadly, snapping at Harry as he desperately swung the Sword of Gryffindor at it….

Snape pulled out of Harry's mind at once, looking at him with alarm. "What have you just showed me?" he demanded. "What is that room?"

"The Chamber of Secrets," Harry said at once. "Do you know of it? I think someone is going to try to open it."

"My mother told me stories about it from her own school years," Snape muttered thoughtfully. "But who would dare open it again now?"

"Ginny Weasley," said Harry. "But not of her own accord. She's being possessed by a cursed diary and made to do its bidding. It will lead her to unleash Slytherin's monster and target Muggle-borns in the school, just like last time."

Snape looked at him with bewilderment. "You cannot possibly know all of this for certain," he said. "Your conjecture is not always based in reality, Potter...need I remind you what happened to Professor Quirrell?"

Harry's stomach dropped at this reminder – he still felt terrible guilt about his involvement in the man's death. "Still, I believe my visions mean something, even if they aren't always fully accurate," he said defensively. "If this one is even partially true, it should be dealt with straight away, wouldn't you agree?"

Snape contemplated this. "A basilisk, in a hidden chamber somewhere in the school?" he said dryly. "Yes, I suppose that would be cause for concern. I will bring the matter to Dumbledore and assess how we ought to proceed."

"Wait, no!" Harry blurted out, earning a raised eyebrow from Snape. "Erm...I mean, do we really need to concern the Headmaster with this? Couldn't McGonagall just confiscate the diary from Ginny and avoid needing to involve him? I'm sure he's a very busy man."

He could tell from Snape's expression that the man did not buy Harry's logic one bit. "I know you're hiding something, Potter," Snape said coldly. "I do not know what it could be, but out of respect for your mother, I will not share this belief with the Headmaster. Albus Dumbledore is a powerful wizard, and I would not recommend aligning yourself against him."

"I'm n-not!" Harry stammered in alarm. "He just...he intimidates me, that's all."

"That, I can believe," Snape sneered. "I suggest you start being more forthright, Mr. Potter, unless you'd like a repeat of last year's events. And I also suggest keeping your distance from Miss Weasley for now, lest you incur the wrath of her overly-protective brothers. Dismissed."

A frustrated Harry left the office, stewing over what had transpired. He knew Snape was right, of course – he should have gone straight to Dumbledore with his concerns about the diary from the beginning. But his trust in the man was at an all-time low, and he thought he could fix the issue with the diary without involving him at all.

Then again, what if he was mistaken? What if the diary hadn't entered the school at all, and all of this was a moot point? He was wrong about Quirrell, after all – maybe Lucius Malfoy never slipped that diary into Ginny's cauldron that day. Maybe Harry was in for a quiet, peaceful year at Hogwarts for once in his life (or lives, rather). He resolved to put his head down and let the adults handle things for once – it was about time they stepped up and took some ownership, after all.

Harry dove head-first into Quidditch training, determined to prove his worth to the team if the opportunity to prove himself arose. He was permitted to join the team for warm-up drills, but was relegated to the sidelines once team strategy talk began. Harry's instinct was to sulk and wallow in self-pity, but he swallowed his pride and remained engaged, paying attention to the team's activities. He also made sure to applaud and shout encouragement to his teammates when they made a good play, to prove that he was being a team player. The first couple of times they threw odd glances in his direction at these outbursts, but eventually accepted the praise without comment.

After joining the team in the showers, Harry headed down the hill towards Hagrid's hut. He'd been meaning to patch up his relationship with the half-giant ever since their ill-fated detention in the Forbidden Forest, but hadn't found the time. And right now, Harry felt that he needed to devote more of his time to building up his social capital, rather than neglect everyone else in favor of his studies.

He found the man in the garden outside his hut, cultivating some of the biggest pumpkins Harry had ever seen. "Hiya, Hagrid!" Harry shouted in greeting.

Hagrid looked up and frowned when he saw who it was. "Oh...Potter, is it?" he said. "Can I help yeh with something?"

"Actually, I thought I'd ask you the same thing," Harry offered. "I was walking by and saw that you looked rather busy."

Hagrid contemplated this for a few seconds, then shrugged. "S'pose an extra set o' hands couldn' hurt," he muttered. "Yeh wanna help me collect eggs?"

Hagrid showed Harry to the chicken coop just down the path, where several dozen hens sat clucking away in their cages. "Jus' stick yer hands in there an' grab any eggs yeh can reach," said Hagrid. "Throw 'em in the basket with the others."

Harry obliged, ignoring the painful pecks of some of the mother hens as he claimed their offspring. "I only see female chickens here, Hagrid," Harry remarked. "Where are the roosters?"

"Oh, well, about tha'," Hagrid said sullenly. He pointed to a separate, smaller coop a few feet away, which lay open and empty. "Used to keep a couple of 'em here fer reproductive purposes. But summat got into the cage an' killed 'em a few nights ago."

Harry's stomach fell at this news. Ginny had slaughtered Hagrid's roosters in the previous timeline, and this was yet another piece of evidence that Riddle's diary was already working its influence on her and preparing to unleash the basilisk. "That's awful," Harry said. "That must have been difficult for you to discover."

"Yeah...yeah," Hagrid said softly. Harry saw that the half-giant was near tears; he knew how much the man loved his animals and how heartbroken he must have been by their slaughter. "Nothin' ter be done about it, 'cept to keep a closer eye on the rest."

"Will you be getting more roosters soon?" Harry asked. "You know, to keep the population strong?"

"Not 'til spring, mos' likely," Hagrid shrugged. "They aren' native to the area, and winter's comin' soon. We got enough meat frozen to last us 'til March or April at least."

"I see," Harry frowned. Then, another idea struck him. "What did you use to feed the roosters?"

"Chicken feed, same as the hens," said Hagrid, pointing to a large sack of what looked like grain hanging from a post.

"D'you think I could take a little bit back to the castle with me?" Harry asked.

"What for?" Hagrid asked suspiciously.

"I, uh...I found an injured crow, up in the Astronomy Tower," Harry lied. "I've been nursing it back to health, and figured I could bring it some food to help it regain its strength."

Harry hoped that this fib would tug on the animal-lover's heartstrings, and it seemed to work perfectly. "Blimey, tha's mighty kind of yeh, Potter," said Hagrid with a small sniffle. "Sure, feel free to take a scoop."

"Thanks, Hagrid," Harry beamed.

In truth, he hoped the feed would make it easier to learn how to transfigure a rooster. According to the textbooks he'd consulted on the matter, animal transfiguration worked best when using objects that are associated with the animal in question. For instance, ravens were attracted to shiny objects, making them ideal candidates to be turned into silverware like goblets (and vice versa). Hopefully by carrying around a small amount of rooster feed, Harry could successfully conjure the bird if he ever came across a certain serpent with a death glare.

After completing his task with the eggs, Harry bid Hagrid farewell, promising to come back and visit for tea sometime. It was nice to spend quality time with the people he cared about again, but he knew he still had to remain diligent and use his spare time wisely. Halloween was rapidly approaching, and he still felt trepidation about things going even more poorly than before. Hogwarts had been lucky to survive the basilisk with only a handful of petrifications last time – what if someone got a full look into the snake's eyes this time around?

Still, Harry felt lighter and happier than he had in months. Spending more of his time socializing was doing wonders for his mood – he'd forgotten just how starved for friendship he was in his first year. Luna was a wonderful reprieve from his studies, never failing to entertain him with her wild theories and bluntly-honest observations, and his dorm mates invited him to more gatherings now that they knew he would actually accept every once in a while. He also checked in with the trio – Neville, Ron and Hermione were as tight as ever, and while Ron seemed wary of him, they accepted his presence whenever he approached.

But the good times would not last forever. Harry found himself walking alone one Friday afternoon as he left the Charms classroom for the seventh floor, intending to cram in some transfiguration practice in the Room of Requirement before dinner. But he sensed danger as he entered a narrow corridor, and turned to find Fred and George Weasley stalking towards him, wands drawn.

"We warned you about messing with our sister," Fred growled. "You think you can peep on her in a bathroom and get away without consequences?"

"I promise you this is all a misunderstanding," Harry said calmly, though he too drew his wand and kept it out at his side. "We don't need to be enemies."

"You expect us to just look the other way while you ogle our sister?" George demanded. "D'you think we're thick, Potter?"

"I think you're brilliant, actually," Harry said honestly. He'd seen first-hand how talented they were with charm work, and knew that despite his greater combat experience, they would be dangerous opponents in a duel – especially two on one.

"Flattery will get you nowhere," Fred warned. "We're going to show you what happens when you mess with a Weas—"

Harry had no intention of seeing what the twins had in store for him. He twirled his wand and aimed it at a suit of armor on the wall, which sprang to life and ran headlong at Fred and George. The twins were startled into action, desperately casting hexes and jinxes at the thing, which pinged harmlessly off its metal shell. By the time one of them wised up with a Finite Incantatem to end the Animation Charm, Harry was halfway down the corridor, sprinting away from the twins.

Harry rounded a corner and dove through a false wall, which he knew was concealing a small alcove thanks to the Marauder's Map. The twins – who had never had access to the Map in this timeline – ran right past him, oblivious to the existence of his hiding spot. Harry pulled out the Map to ensure the coast was clear before sneaking out of the alcove and up several flights of stairs, keeping distance between himself and the twins until he was safely in the Room of Requirement.

Hopefully I can patch things up with the Weasleys soon enough, Harry thought. While he appreciated having loving parents in this timeline, he still missed Molly and Arthur, and knew the twins and Ginny would grow to be trustworthy friends as well. This year was bound to drive them apart as he fought to wrench the diary out of Ginny's hands, but once they realized the truth they would surely forgive him. Right?

Harry did his best to put the incident out of his mind by throwing all his effort into transfiguring a rooster. He had several piles of chicken feed set up on various tables throughout the room, trying to see how many roosters he could generate at the same time. Right now he was struggling to get just one; his first few attempts resulted in the vague shape of a rooster being formed, but it crumbled back into feed before it could solidify itself.

Harry didn't even know if this plan would work in the first place. Could a transfigured rooster even make sound like a real rooster? Would the cry of a transfigured rooster even affect the basilisk, or was a real one required to kill it? What if he wasn't able to reliably produce a rooster at all when confronted with the snake? But he couldn't afford to second-guess himself right now, so he put such doubts out of his mind and continued practicing.

With Halloween just a few days away, Harry stayed behind after a Potions lesson to confront Snape. "Can I help you with something, Mr. Potter?" the professor drawled.

"I wondered if...if you've had any success locating the diary yet," Harry asked awkwardly. "Has Ginny Weasley been searched?"

Snape gave Harry an odd look at this question. "As a matter of fact, Potter, she has," he said coolly. "I informed Minerva McGonagall that I believed she had a Dark artifact in her possession, which triggered a search of her dorm. No such diary was recovered from her belongings."

"Is it not possible that she hid it somewhere McGonagall couldn't find?" Harry wondered aloud.

"Is it not also possible that your visions have, once again, led you astray?" Snape asked sharply.

"But—" Harry tried to protest, but he couldn't exactly reveal what he knew without admitting his Seer abilities were a fabrication. "I just have a really bad feeling about Halloween. I think that's when something bad is going to happen."

"Then I suggest," Snape growled, pinning Harry with a severe look, "that you do not put yourself in any compromising positions that day, lest you get yourself into yet another situation you cannot explain your way out of."

Harry was supremely frustrated by this obvious dismissal. Snape clearly did not believe him – and why should he? His predictions about Quirrell last year had proven disastrously wrong, after all. And for all he knew, things would play out differently this year as well. Maybe the Chamber wouldn't be opened at all – maybe Harry was mistaken about Ginny receiving the diary at all.

Dumbledore knew about his suspicions, and he'd taken action already to prevent something bad from happening. Maybe, for once, Harry had to just accept that and relieve himself of the burden of fixing everything himself.

So he awoke on Halloween determined to keep his nose clean for once. He consulted the Marauder's Map multiple times that day, checking on Ginny's whereabouts. So far everything seemed normal; when she wasn't in classes, she was in the library with Dahlia or in Gryffindor Tower. And speaking of Dahlia, Harry was pleased to see that she had taken his advice and avoided Myrtle's bathroom entirely, instead frequenting another lesser-used one near the dungeons. Maybe she is listening to me after all, Harry thought hopefully.

When the final class of the day released, Harry joined his classmates in the Great Hall for the Halloween Feast. Spirits were high – literally and figuratively, as students chatted excitedly while ghosts flitted about overhead, playfully spooking younger students to keep with the atmosphere.

Halloween had always been a rather dour holiday for Harry – the anniversary of his parents' death and the day that always seemed to go wrong in one way or another. But he forced himself to relax and enjoy his classmates' company, eating and drinking to their hearts' content. He glanced over at the Gryffindor table multiple times, but he saw Ginny sitting there with her older brothers, laughing and looking totally care-free.

Looks like I was wrong after all, Harry thought with relief. There is no diary. We're in for a normal year at Hogwarts after all. And he finally relaxed, able to enjoy the company of his peers and have a normal evening like a normal twelve-year-old.

Once they'd eaten and drank their fill, the students stood to head back up to their common rooms. Harry walked with a group of Ravenclaws, laughing and joking about nothing in particular. But as they entered Central Hall, there was suddenly a pile-up, and Harry noticed that the festive atmosphere had become more muted and reserved.

"What's the hold-up?" Michael Corner wondered aloud.

Harry pushed up towards the front of the murmuring crowd to see what was going on. He inched around a group of sixth-years to get a better view of the middle of the Hall, and took a shuddering breath at what he saw.

There was something suspended from the statue of a unicorn adorning the large fountain at the center of the room. Something small, furry and brown. For a split second, Harry thought it must be Mrs. Norris, as in the first timeline. But when they got closer, he saw that it was in fact Calvin, Dahlia's Kneazle. It was frozen in a rigid posture, as though in mid-step, and smoking slightly. Petrified.

"Oh, Merlin," an older girl muttered under her breath. Harry noticed that most of the students were not looking at the cat. They was staring down at the marble floor, slick with both water and blood. A message was scrawled in the sticky red substance, an all-too-familiar message that made Harry groan:

"The Chamber of Secrets has been opened. Enemies of the Heir, beware."

"Everyone stay back," a voice instructed the crowd, as Snape pushed through to the center of the space. "Make room for the Headmaster." He made eye contact with Harry, arching an eyebrow in surprise, but Harry could only shrug.

There was suddenly a loud wail of despair, and a first-year girl forced her way to the front of the crowd towards the fountain. "Calvin!" screamed Dahlia, a look of horror on her face. "Who did this?!" Ginny pulled her close to comfort her; Harry wanted to do the same, but he could see the other Weasleys lurking nearby and did not want to cause a scene.

Dumbledore arrived soon after, radiating intense energy that had students scrambling out of his way. He quickly surveyed the scene, turning to share a grim look with Snape. "Everyone please return calmly to your dormitories," he said in a calm but authoritative voice. "We must lock down the school and find the culprit."

So much for staying out of it, Harry thought bitterly. Time to put my foot down and fix this.

"Sir, please, I know who did it!" Harry said aloud, once again feeling all eyes in the room upon him.

"Who, Mr. Potter?" asked Dumbledore calmly.

Harry blanched; he didn't exactly want to out Ginny to the entire school, not when she wasn't in full control of her own actions. "I can't say here," he said slowly. "But I know where the entrance of the Chamber of Secrets is. I can take you there now."

There were quiet murmurs throughout the gathered crowd at this – mingled surprise and doubt. Dumbledore and Snape both looked at Harry oddly. "Very well," said Dumbledore. "You will escort myself and Professor Snape there at once."

"We'll need a Parselmouth to open it," Harry said.

"Preposterous," Snape scoffed. "There are no living Parselmouths in all of magical Britain."

"Neville is one," Harry corrected, pointing out the boy in the crowd. "He can help us."

The crowd seemed to part for Neville as the confused boy was thrust forward towards them. "That's not true," Ron Weasley defended his friend. "Tell them it's not true, Neville!"

"Erm…" Neville stammered, going very red in the face. "Yeah, it is."

Again the crowd broke out in whispers of disbelief at this revelation. Harry kicked himself mentally for spilling Neville's secret, but right now, he was focused on one thing only: dealing with the Chamber now before it became an even bigger issue.

Snape looked equally as shocked by the news as everyone else, but Dumbledore did not appear fazed one bit. "Very well," he said placidly. "Lead the way, Mr. Potter. Mr. Longbottom, if you would be so kind as to join us?"

So Harry, trailed by Dumbledore, Snape and Neville, led the way out of Central Hall, headed for the first floor corridor where Myrtle's bathroom lay. Harry knew that students would be stealthily following the group from a distance, despite the orders to return to their common rooms. With any luck, this would be the conclusion of the intrigue for the rest of the year, and then they could all go back to their studies in peace.

Harry strode directly into the out-of-order bathroom, the other three filing in behind him. Moaning Myrtle was splashing about in the toilets, making a mess of the place, but she fell still once she realized Dumbledore was present. The Headmaster ignored the ghost for the moment and turned to Harry.

"Well?" he asked. "Is there a hidden door somewhere?"

"It's hidden inside the plumbing," Harry explained, beckoning them over to the large, circular column of sinks at the center of the room. "Neville, come here and ask it to open for us."

A bewildered Neville stepped forward up to the sink, where Harry indicated. "Erm...what am I supposed to do, exactly?" he asked.

"Speak to the sink in Parseltongue," Harry urged him. "Pretend it's a snake."

Neville glanced back at Snape and Dumbledore; the former looked mildly perturbed, while the latter merely nodded his consent to continue. Neville cleared his throat and turned his attention back to the sink. "Open," he managed in a shaky voice.

"That was still English," said Harry.

"Sorry; it's hard to speak it unless there's actually a snake around!" Neville groaned.

"Try talking to the snake carving on the faucet," Harry supplied helpfully.

Neville squinted down at the sink, then frowned in confusion. "What snake carving?" he asked.

Harry bent down to examine the faucet. He was sure it was the correct one, but the spigot was shiny and clean – no snake in sight. Harry turned to the other faucets around it, examining each one closely...not a single one bore the mark of a snake. "Strange," Harry muttered.

"Perhaps I can be of assistance here," Dumbledore spoke up. "While I am not a natural Parselmouth myself, I have studied the language, and can perform a passable imitation. If the entrance is triggered by Parseltongue, it should work."

Harry and Neville stepped aside as Dumbledore approached the sink. The Headmaster cleared his throat, then made an intricate hissing sound with his tongue. Harry recognized it at once – it sounded uncanny, as though Dumbledore were in fact a native speaker himself. He waited with bated breath as all four of them stared at the sink in anticipation.

But nothing happened. There was no scraping of porcelain, no grand unveiling of a massive pipe entrance to the Chamber of Secrets. Just a run-down old sink in a bathroom that hadn't been well-maintained in several decades.

Dumbledore finally turned his attention to Moaning Myrtle across the room, who was watching them with high interest. "Good evening, Miss Warren," he greeted her. "May I ask you a few questions?"

"Of course, Headmaster," Myrtle said reverently, looking quite honored.

"Have you noticed anyone coming in and out of this bathroom in the past twenty-four hours?" Dumbledore asked.

"Oh, no," Myrtle said gloomily. "I've been in here all day, moping because I wasn't invited to Sir Nicholas' Deathday Party. Nobody came to see me. Dahlia Potter and Ginny Weasley used to visit me sometimes, until a few weeks ago, when he rudely barged in on them." Myrtle pointed an accusing finger at Harry.

"So, to be clear, Ginny Weasley has not entered this bathroom today, or in the past few days for that matter?" Dumbledore clarified.

"Sadly, no," Myrtle moaned. "If you do see her, tell her I miss her, will you? She's a very kind girl, and easy to talk to."

"Thank you for your time, Miss Warren," Dumbledore bowed to the ghost. "Severus, would you please escort Mr. Longbottom back to his common room?"

"Certainly, Headmaster," Snape bowed. And with a jerk of the head, he beckoned Neville to follow him from the bathroom, leaving Harry alone with Dumbledore – the last place Harry wanted to be in that moment.

"Sir, I'm sorry," Harry stammered at once, seeking an explanation for leading them on an inadvertent wild goose chase. "I had another vision...this one was so vivid, I was sure it must be true—"

Dumbledore held up a hand to quiet him. "We will discuss this shortly, Mr. Potter," he said. "First, I must head to the Owlery and write to the Ministry to inform them of what has happened. I would like for you to head directly to my office and wait for me there."

"Yes, sir," Harry muttered.

"Good," Dumbledore nodded. "The password is lemon drops." And the Headmaster swept from the room, leaving Harry alone. Harry gave one more glance at Moaning Myrtle (who was eyeing him with high suspicion), as well as at the sink that had betrayed him. Then he exited the bathroom, ignoring the gaggle of students staring at him from down the corridor, gossiping loudly about him.

Harry's mind was once again flooded with disparate thoughts. The Chamber of Secrets had indeed been opened, and yet he could do nothing to stop him. Was the entrance different in this timeline? Could it be moved at will, or was it fixed in a stationary spot? Had Ginny somehow hidden the diary from the professors during the search of her belongings? Did she even possess the diary at all?

Harry could not make heads or tails of this situation in his mind. One thing was becoming abundantly clear: he could not solve this one on his own. He pushed through the crowds, doing his best to block out the gossip following him on his way to Dumbledore's office.
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Harry stewed in his armchair in the Headmaster's office, feeling immensely frustrated. So much for letting the staff handle things, he lamented. But what on earth was he supposed to do? Stake out Myrtle's bathroom, which was apparently no longer housing the entrance? Break into Gryffindor Tower and tearing through Ginny's things, when she didn't seem to possess the diary any longer? What was even the point of having all this prior knowledge of events if he could do nothing to stop them?

He thought back to his brief meeting with Death in purgatory, to the offer he'd received. He felt tricked somehow, like Death knew he would be unable to stop himself from interfering once he realized what was happening. Death had made it sound as though he would get to live a peaceful existence, without the specter of Voldemort looming overhead. But could he really? Could he just bury his head in the sand, knowing full well that the Dark Lord was less than three years away from resurrecting himself with multiple soul tethers preventing his death?

Harry looked up and saw the Sorting Hat sitting on its usual perch on the wall. He was reminded of the last time he'd worn it in his previous timeline – it was around the same time, in fact, during his second year. The situation was remarkably similar – sitting in this very office, waiting for Dumbledore, silently wondering if the Hat had put him in the correct House. And once again, unable to stifle his curiosity, Harry reached up and grabbed it, placing it atop his head with a resigned sigh.

Well, well, look who we have here, the Hat remarked dryly. The mysterious traveler.

Hello again, Harry thought. I suppose you must find it amusing how badly I'm living up to the House you put me in.

Quite the contrary, the Hat chuckled. I see that your Gryffindor tendencies continue to override good sense at times. But as I said during your Sorting, I placed you in the House that I felt would serve you best, not merely the one you best embodied.

But I've screwed up every attempt to make things better! Harry lamented. I can't seem to do anything right.

Yes, and there is a good reason I did not place you in Slytherin, the Hat said with some amusement. You mistake cunning for intelligence, and while you have ample of the latter, you possess almost none of the former.

If I was actually intelligent, I would know how to apply what I know, thought Harry.

Once again, you continue to look at the problem wrong, the Hat said sagely. If one finds himself unable to capitalize on what he knows, he must reassess how he knows what he knows.

I don't know what that means, Harry groaned. Can you stop speaking in riddles?

Not until you learn how to think outside the box, the Hat said in what Harry thought was a rather teasing tone. Ask yourself this, Harry Potter: why have you been unable to use your prior knowledge of events to change the future for the better?

Because things are happening differently than they did before! Harry said, frustrated.

Why?

What do you mean, 'why'? Harry thought angrily. Because the timeline is different!

Why?

Because Voldemort went after the Longbottoms instead of the Potters, for one thing, Harry thought irritably.

Now you are getting somewhere, said the Hat. One minor deviation from over a decade ago has caused severe ripple effects on your perception of events. If you are unsure why things are different now, you have to look farther back to the source. To the reason this world is different from the one you came from.

You mean like, why Voldemort went after Neville instead of me? Harry wondered.

Now you're thinking like a Ravenclaw, the Hat appraised him. Arm yourself with knowledge, young man, and it can only serve you well on your journey. Rushing into situations with incomplete understanding is your crutch, and I'd hate to see you meet the same fate in this world.

The Sorting Hat fell silent, and Harry reluctantly pulled it off his head and returned it to its perch. He hated to admit that the Hat was right: he was looking at his problems backwards. He was still acting under the assumption that things would play out identical to his last timeline. If he was to have any success at preventing future catastrophes, he had to dig deeper and figure out how much had changed based on Voldemort's ill-fated decision to target Neville.

Once again he found himself wishing he knew the full contents of the prophecy. He feared he would never know what it said in his original timeline, but perhaps the one from this timeline would shed some light on the matter. He could ask Dumbledore directly, or perhaps convince Neville to accompany him into the Department of Mysteries to withdraw it himself. Coming up with a valid reason to do either would be the tricky part.

His wandering thoughts were interrupted by the door opening, and Dumbledore and Snape walked in. The former strode around the desk and sank into his own chair, while the latter leaned against the wall, staring at Harry with an unreadable expression on his face. Harry ignored him, focusing his attention on the Headmaster, who was peering down curiously at him.

"Severus here has informed me of your visions about the Chamber of Secrets being opened," Dumbledore said. "I must first ask why you did not come directly to me with your concerns?"

"I went to Professor Snape first, in the hopes of resolving things before they got too serious," Harry said (which was mostly true). "When that failed, I decided to leave it alone."

"Without mentioning your suspicion about the entrance in the bathroom," Snape pointed out.

"Once again, you have failed to heed my warnings about your visions," Dumbledore sighed. "Divining the future is a difficult business for even the most experienced of adult witches and wizards, much less a twelve year old. You continue to make assumptions and endanger others around you by withholding information from the staff."

Harry had plenty of retorts in mind – like reminding Dumbledore that he'd allowed Voldemort to live in the castle for almost an entire school year without noticing – but held his tongue. "You're right, sir, I apologize," he huffed.

"I would like for you to tell me, now, everything you've foreseen about the Chamber of Secrets," said Dumbledore. "Your visions may not be entirely accurate, but much can still be gleaned from them, as we learned last year from your visions of Voldemort in the mirror chamber."

Harry hesitated, glancing at Snape momentarily. He had shown the man the memory of his confrontation with Tom Riddle in the Chamber, but only glimpses. He might as well start there. "I'm positive that Slytherin's monster is a basilisk," said Harry. "I spoke with Moaning Myrtle, and she confirmed that she died when she gazed upon a pair of yellow eyes. And it also explains how my sister's cat was Petrified."

"You cannot be Petrified by a basilisk," Snape snapped. "They kill on sight, and their venom cannot be survived."

"If you look into their eyes indirectly, you can survive," Harry retorted. "The cat must have seen it in the reflection of the water in the fountain it was sitting on."

"What is your evidence of this?" Snape demanded. "There is no such documented case!"

"That could be due to a lack of modern research on the basilisk," Dumbledore mused. "The species has been banned from Europe for many centuries, and now exists only in remote areas of the globe."

"So you actually believe the boy's story?" Snape said, incredulous.

"I am merely taking all possibilities into account," Dumbledore corrected. "You forget that the Chamber was opened once before, fifty years ago, and a basilisk could explain the circumstances of Miss Warren's death. I knew, for instance, that my prime suspect behind the attacks was a Parselmouth."

"Which begs yet another question," Snape demanded, rounding on Harry again. "How did you know Longbottom was a Parselmouth?"

"He...he told me once," Harry lied.

"But this cannot be, Dumbledore!" said Snape. "Parseltongue is hereditary, and I've never heard of a Longbottom possessing the ability to speak it."

"It is one of the many mysteries surrounding Neville's encounter with Voldemort as a child," said Dumbledore thoughtfully. "But that is a conversation for another day, I'm afraid. We must do all we can to ensure no one else in the school is harmed by this monster, whatever it is."

"And how do we do that?" asked Snape. "If Potter cannot lead us to the perpetrator or the location of the Chamber, what good is he to us?"

"As I have said, there may be useful tidbits to glean from his visions," said Dumbledore. "For one thing, I will instruct Hagrid to purchase more roosters at the earliest opportunity. For another, I will pass on Mr. Potter's suspicions to the staff – anonymously, of course – so that they can keep an eye out for any suspicious activity."

"I hate to ask this, Headmaster," said Harry slowly. "But could we perhaps do with a more competent Defense Against the Dark Arts professor?"

"For once, I agree with Potter on this," said Snape dryly. "You know my opinions of Lockhart, Albus—"

"Gilderoy was not my first choice for the job," Dumbledore admitted. "But he has ample experience identifying and dealing with rogue creatures throughout Britain. We shall see if he can assist our search in any way."

Harry seriously doubted that. Dumbledore didn't yet know that the man was a fraud and hadn't actually achieved anything he wrote about in his books.

"In the meantime, Harry," Dumbledore continued, looking down upon the young second-year, "I will remind you that my door is always open if you have more visions. You must realize by now that your attempts to solve these problems on your own – while noble – are misguided and can cause more harm than good."

"I understand, sir," Harry nodded. "I will use better judgment next time."

"Good," said Dumbledore. "Severus, please escort Mr. Potter back to his dormitory."

Snape led Harry wordlessly through the castle up to Ravenclaw Tower. They crossed through Central Hall once more, which Harry noticed had been cleaned up, with no sign of the terrible sight they'd encountered earlier that evening. They finally arrived at the bronze eagle statue at the entrance to the common room. "From whence does a wizard channel his magic?" the eagle asked.

"Erm...from his core?" Harry asked aloud.

"From his will, you imbecile," Snape said, rolling his eyes.

"Well put," the eagle appraised him, and the door swung open. Harry scurried inside without a backwards glance, emerging in the Ravenclaw common room. It was full of students, chattering nervously about something, but the room fell eerily quiet when Harry appeared. He ignored their curious stares and walked straight up to the dorms, just wanting the day to be over.

Should I just come clean to Dumbledore? Harry thought to himself as he lay awake in his four-poster, staring at the ceiling. Or should I just sit back and continue to do nothing? Clearly his problem-solving efforts were not working, and it might be best to just sit back and let others handle things for a while.

But he had a few more tricks up his sleeve he wanted to try first. Tomorrow morning, he would head to the Owlery and send off a letter he'd been formulating in his head for a few weeks now. He was not prepared to give up the fight yet, and could think of at least one change to the timeline he could make in his favor….

The Great Hall was abuzz with chatter when Harry entered for breakfast the next morning. He saw heads turn and heard voices go mute as he approached the Ravenclaw table, confirming his suspicions: they were all talking about him. Harry ignored the pointed stares and looks of fear from his House mates, finding a spot to himself and sitting to eat his breakfast alone.

But he was not alone for long. Midway through the meal, his silence was interrupted as Daphne Greengrass descended upon the table and sat opposite him.

"Are you the Heir of Slytherin?" she asked Harry pointedly, eyes boring into his.

"What—no, of course not!" Harry spluttered in surprise.

"Is it Neville Longbottom?" Daphne continued without a beat.

"No!" Harry said. "How could it be either of us? We weren't at Hogwarts fifty years ago when the Chamber was first opened!"

"That's what I told the other Slytherins," Daphne muttered. "But you two are the prime suspects right now, just for your information. Do you know who it might be?"

"I have a very good guess," Harry admitted. "But I have to do some digging around before I can know for sure."

"Hmph," Daphne frowned. "Well, let me know what you find. I'd better go, before anyone thinks I'm sympathetic to your cause."

"Sympathetic to my—?" Harry repeated, bewildered, but Daphne was already walking back to her own table. Was she worried about being seen with him? Were people really talking about him as if he could be the one responsible for all of this?

Sure enough, his fellow classmates avoided him like the plague at subsequent meals and lessons. Once again Harry felt ostracized and unwelcome by his peers – not an unfamiliar sensation, but one he was growing tired of. Was this the life he was cursing himself to? Were all of his attempts to make Hogwarts a safer place doomed to make him appear aloof and manipulative?

Harry occasionally found himself glancing over at the Hufflepuff table during meals, where Hermione, Ron and Neville were conversing in hushed tones. Maybe he should just let them handle things in their own, roundabout way. So what if a few students and cats got Petrified along the way? They'd be revived either way. Clearly Harry was not equipped to solve the problem on his own, and his future knowledge was doing him absolutely no good at this point. Maybe he ought to just tell Hermione what he knew and wash his hands clean of it.

November passed in a haze, with many students avoiding Harry like the plague. All he could really do was keep his head down and try not to stick out like a sore thumb. Emotions were high and fingers were being pointed in all directions – the last thing he wanted was for the entire school to believe he was some kind of Muggle-born killer.

One bit of good news did arrive later in the month, in the form of a strongly-worded letter that arrived via owl and cursed his name up and down with various threats of bodily harm. He couldn't help but chuckle at the vile rhetoric, and folded the letter carefully inside his robes. That would be a fun interaction in a few short weeks.

First, however, he had to endure what was sure to be a miserable experience: watching the Ravenclaw Quidditch team play without him. Despite Harry's best efforts to remain upbeat and participate in all team-related drills he was allowed to, he was treated as essentially invisible by Roger Davies, who had eyes only for Cho during practice. In fact, even Roger seemed surprised when Harry showed up to the Great Hall in uniform on game day, as though expecting him to have dropped out long ago.

Harry followed the squad down to the locker rooms after a light breakfast, resigning himself to a useless couple of hours watching the team forget about his existence once more. But he arrived to a chorus of cheers and whistles when they reached the pitch: Lily, James, Sirius, and Remus were all smiling and waving at him, clad in blue and bronze apparel. Harry begrudgingly acknowledged them with a wave, ignoring the snickers of his teammates, who were clearly wondering why their bench-warmer teammate had such a robust cheering section.

As expected, Harry became invisible once more as the team discussed strategy in the minutes leading up to the match. "Remember, Beaters, focus on the opposing Chasers to start," Davies instructed his team, drawing up a schematic on the whiteboard. "Our focus will be scoring goals early and often. Chang, you should be able to outmaneuver Diggory and keep him off the Snitch long enough to let us build an early lead."

That struck Harry as remarkably naive. Cho was a fair flyer, but Diggory's strength was in one-on-one physical matchups, without Beater interference. Shouldn't the Beaters be more focused on him? Was Roger too blinded by Aiden Lynch's past dominant play, or did he simply overestimate Cho's abilities?

But Harry kept his mouth shut as usual, and watched with longing as the team filed out onto the pitch without him. He then made his way up into the small substitute box to watch the game play out from below. Here's hoping Roger knows what he's doing, Harry thought to himself.

At Madam Hooch's whistle, the game began. Roger's strategy seemed to work somewhat, as the Ravenclaw Chasers were able to carve up the Hufflepuff defense and rack up three early goals for a 30-nil lead. Harry hoped they could keep it up, but he kept one eye trained on Cedric Diggory, hovering high above the pitch, unmolested by Bludgers, watching...waiting….

"Diggory has spotted the Snitch!" Lee Jordan suddenly exclaimed, drawing all eyes to the two Seekers streaking across the sky. Cedric had indeed spotted it first; he was several broom-lengths ahead of Cho, who was flattened against her broom trying to catch up. To her credit, she managed to draw near-level with him, but Diggory kept her boxed out of the Snitch's path with his larger frame.

Harry's eyes darted over to the Chasers, where Roger Davies was coordinating another assault on the Hufflepuff goalposts. What is he doing?! Harry thought. Surely now is the time to divert attention over to Diggory! But Davies remained stubbornly attached to his original plan, and the result was inevitable: Diggory kept Cho just out of reach and grabbed the first Snitch to make the score 50-30 in favor of Hufflepuff.

There was a great roar of support from the yellow and bronze faithful as the Ravenclaws dejectedly returned to center field for the reset. Harry watched curiously as Roger swooped over to Cho to exchange words with her, to which Cho could only shrug. Hopefully by now he's learned his lesson, Harry thought as the players prepared for the second set.

But if anything, Roger seemed to be doubling down on his original strategy. He was more determined than ever to live and die by the Chasers, completely ignoring anything the Seekers were doing. Worse yet, the Hufflepuff Beaters seemed to wise up to this strategy and started harassing Cho, preventing her from staying level with Cedric and keeping her own eye on the Snitch. Ravenclaw scored two more quick goals, but Harry felt a sinking feeling that the match was about to take an ugly turn for the worst.

It happened in a flash: Cedric entered a steep dive, drawing all eyes to him as he rocketed after the Snitch. Cho dove after him, but was quickly thrown off-course by a pair of Bludgers aimed her direction. And without any harassment whatsoever from the Ravenclaw bats, Cedric claimed his second Snitch in only a couple of minutes, raising yet another raucous cheer from the Hufflepuffs in the crowd.

"Another fifty points for Hufflepuff!" Lee Jordan shouted excitedly into the microphone. "That's one hundred points for Diggory alone this match, versus Ravenclaw's fifty! And team captain Roger Davies wants a timeout." Harry quickly scrambled out of the substitute box and back down to the locker room to rejoin his squad as they exited the pitch for a quick recess.

Harry entered just as Roger was shouting at his squad for their failed execution. "That's two shots on goal you've missed this game, Chris!" he yelled at one of his fellow Chasers. "And Beaters, why have we not unseated their Keeper once yet this game? We should have scored at least three more goals by now!"

"That would still put us down by twenty," one of the Beaters muttered mutinously, throwing a glare in Cho's direction.

"This is a game of millimeters!" Roger retorted. "Two fluke catches by Diggory can't throw us off our game. As long as we dominate the goalposts, we can and will prevail."

Madam Hooch marched into the locker room soon after. "Time's up, Ravenclaw," she announced. "Any substitutions to announce?"

Roger's eyes briefly flitted over to Harry, sitting alone in the corner. "No," he said stiffly. "Mount up, team!"

A dejected Harry marched back up to the box as the team returned to the pitch without him. Was Roger really so blinded by the Quaffle play that he couldn't see how badly Diggory was dominating Cho? He hoped that the third set would show something different from the team strategy. As irritated as he was that Cho had beaten him for the Seeker spot, he did not want to see her get humiliated three times in a row either.

Roger remained steadfast in his strategy, keeping the Hufflepuffs in a constant state of defense as they forced the Quaffle down their throats. Soon they had pulled to nearly even, the score now 100-90 in favor of Hufflepuff. But did it even matter? It would all come down to who caught the third Snitch, and with neither Ravenclaw Beater keeping Diggory in check, it might soon be over.

"Cho Chang has a chance here!" Lee shouted, and Harry's heart leapt: Cho actually had a decent lead this time. Cedric was halfway across the pitch, badly out of position as Cho raced for glory. She could win it all here...erase all of Roger Davies' mistakes…

But the Hufflepuff Beaters were ready. One well-placed Bludger grazed Cho's shoulder, causing her to spin off-balance; the second Bludger caught her right in the chest, knocking her clean off her broom. Roger Davies was forced to drop the Quaffle to catch her in midair, just as Diggory swooped in uncontested for his third Snitch of the game.

"And Diggory's done it!" Lee Jordan shouted over the roaring crowd. "A rare hat trick for the Hufflepuff Seeker, scoring all 150 points for his team and giving his team the victory!"

Harry returned to the locker room to change with the rest of the team. The atmosphere was one of bitter disappointment – nobody dared speak or point fingers, but Harry could sense the team's simmering frustration with their poor performance today. At least nobody can blame me this time, Harry thought. But that was little consolation as he had to walk away from the pitch as part of the losing squad, forever destined to wonder if he could have done any better for the team.

His family (minus Dahlia) was waiting for him outside the locker room to give him support. "Shame you couldn't get out there today," James said, engulfing his son in a hug. "You'll get 'em next time."

"Sorry you had to come all this way to watch me not even play," Harry muttered.

"Nonsense!" Sirius laughed. "We'll be here for every match. They can't keep a natural talent like you locked away forever!"

Just you wait and see, Harry thought bitterly, as he watched Roger Davies escort a shaken Cho Chang back up to the castle. He had lost faith in Ravenclaw's leadership, and was now forced to wonder if he would ever see the pitch as long as Roger Davies remained team captain….

Harry pushed all thoughts of Quidditch aside in favor of his studies, diving this time not into a specific branch of magic, but into Tom Riddle himself. He looked up everything he could find on the boy as a student: accolades, O.W.L. and N.E.W.T. results, mentions in the Daily Prophet. He discovered that the boy had been both a Prefect and Head Boy, was listed as the top student of the Class of 1945, and was a member of various organizations, including the Slug Club (whatever the hell that was).

But what of his past life? Harry knew Tom's father was a Muggle, but what of his mother's family? Was she also descended from Slytherin? Did he have other relatives who could speak Parseltongue? The school records were sparse on the subject, and Harry doubted he would find much more in the school library. Perhaps a Muggle library would be of more assistance? Harry determined to visit one during his next holiday break, where perhaps a computer database would have more to say on the mysterious orphan than the more outdated wizarding methods of data collection.

The following Wednesday evening brought an unexpected change in the students' schedule, as everyone was invited to the Great Hall after dinner for a 'special presentation' by Professors Lockhart and Snape. Harry arrived with his classmates to find the two men standing atop an elevated platform at the center of the room, the former looking far more enthused to be there than the latter.

"Due to recent events at Hogwarts, I've heard that there is a lot of interest in starting a Dueling Club at the school," Lockhart announced to the crowd. "As I am something of a dueling master myself, I found it prudent to start up the club and run it myself, along with Professor Snape here."

Likely story, Harry thought irritably to himself. He knew Professor Flitwick was, in fact, a former dueling champion – why wasn't HE running the club? Snape looked similarly chagrined by Lockhart's theatrics, but neither he nor Harry said anything.

"Today, I'm going to demonstrate the effectiveness of a Disarming Charm," said Lockhart. "First, I'll need a volunteer. Ah! How about you, Mr. Longbottom?"

Neville, who was standing near Harry, looked frozen in the headlights. "Go on then, mate," Ron encouraged him, and Neville strode forward to join Lockhart atop the stage.

"Now, Neville," said Lockhart with a broad smile, "On the count of three, I'm going to attempt to disarm you, and you will attempt to stop me. Ready? One, two, three…Expelliarmus!"

A jet of red light flew directly at Neville, who, as a second year, had never been taught how to block incoming spells. He was hit full-on with the blast, his wand flying up into the air as he stumbled and fell to one knee. Several girls applauded generously as Lockhart bowed at his incredible feat of disarming a twelve year old.

"Good effort, Neville!" said Lockhart. "Now, I would offer you the chance to disarm me in return, but I know that may prove difficult for you. In fact, I would be surprised if any student in this room had the ability to take me down!"

"I'll do it," Harry piped up. All eyes turned to him; many laughed aloud at the bold declaration of another second-year. Lockhart seemed surprised by the challenge, but also grinned at the sight of Harry, clearly not intimidated.

"Wonderful, another volunteer!" Lockhart said genially. "Come on up here, Mr. Powers."

Harry climbed up onto the stage as Neville clambered off of it, squaring off against Lockhart. He'd been dreaming of the chance to hex the man into oblivion for the past two months and prove his ineptitude to the disbelievers in the castle.

"Now, on my count, you may attempt to disarm me," said Lockhart. "You will fail, of course, but it should be a good demonstration for the others to learn how to properly defend yourself. Ready, Henry? One, two, three!"

"Expelliarmus!" Harry bellowed. He gave an elaborate twirl of his wand, mostly for show, sending a jet of red light towards Lockhart's head. The man erected a sloppy shield to deflect the spell, and the red jet careened off towards the ceiling. But Lockhart never saw or heard the follow-up spell: a silent Tripping Jinx, which caught him in the legs and sent him sprawling onto his face. Another Disarming Charm later, and Harry stood over Lockhart holding two wands.

Lockhart sprang back to his feet, looking momentarily stunned. But he recovered quickly with a wide smile. "Give a hand for Mr. Porter here!" he said, initiating a reluctant round of applause from the gathered students. "A rather sneaky tactic there, mixing in nonverbal spells to catch me off-guard, and I assure you I would have blocked it if I'd been trying not to injure the poor boy."

"Perhaps it would be prudent to pit Mr. Potter against someone of his own skill level?" Snape offered. "Another student, perhaps, who won't have to...restrain themselves?"

"Ah, yes, quite right, Severus!" Lockhart grinned. "Anyone else here fancy a go at young Henry?"

"Right here!" someone shouted from the crowd, and many snickered at the sight of the boy making his way up to the front of the room. Harry realized why with an internal groan as Fred Weasley took the stage, replacing Lockhart opposite Harry. The redhead eyed Harry with a look of malice, clearly relishing in the opportunity to rough him up a little bit.

"Very well then," said Lockhart cautiously. "Do be careful, Mr. Westley, as you are far more experienced than your opponent. Duelists ready?"

"Nowhere to run this time, Potter," Fred snarled. Harry said nothing, merely dropping into a defensive stance and waiting for the signal.

As soon as Lockhart said 'go', Fred launched into a vicious combination of spells, several of which Harry did not recognize by sight. He erected a powerful Shield Charm to deflect them, his golden barrier shimmering wildly as it was pelted by jets of light. Harry retorted with a volley of his own: mainly weaker, easier-to-cast spells like the Stinging Hex, testing Fred's reflexes, gauging his defenses.

"That all you got, Potter?" Fred laughed. But his smile was wiped away as Harry's next spell came crackling across the stage at him: a Shocking Charm, causing the hairs on everyone's necks to raise as it careened past. Fred was forced to flatten himself to the floor to avoid the nasty spell.

"I said disarm only!" Lockhart shouted in protest, but no one paid him any attention. Fred launched himself back to his feet, lip curled in a snarl, and Harry reset, prepared to give it his all. He had no reason to wish Fred harm, but he had been bottling up his frustrations for weeks now and finally had an outlet to unleash them.

"Avis!" Fred shouted, conjuring a flock of birds that twittered and chirped as they fluttered around him. "Oppugno!" The birds gathered in a tight formation and launched themselves at Harry like a spear. Harry quickly conjured a miniature tornado to catch the birds in a flurry of wind, then redirected the stream towards Fred. As he did so, he transfigured the birds into small stones – not large enough to seriously injure him, but sharp enough to bloody him up a little if they connected.

Fred's eyes went wide at the sight of the projectiles and erected a brick wall to block the stones. Harry exploded the wall with a follow-up Blasting Curse, followed quickly after by a Disarming Charm. But Fred managed to erect a Shield just in time to avoid the fight ending early. So close, Harry thought. Fred was a better duelist than he'd given him credit for, but still clearly the less experienced of the two. It was time to end this quickly – and that meant surprising his opponent with something he'd never encountered before.

"Tempesta electra!" Harry shouted. A dark cloud formed over Fred's head, pelting him with heavy raindrops and crackling with dangerous electricity. Fred warily watched the cloud out of the corner of his eye while keeping most of his focus on his opponent. Harry fired a few minor hexes and jinxes to make sure Fred was distracted before unleashing his attack.

With a twirl of his wand, the dark cloud erupted with light, pelting the ground with lightning bolts. Fred danced and dodged to avoid being struck, but they were meant to distract him and keep him in one place, not harm him. Harry ratcheted up his attacks, forcing Fred to shield from his barrage of spells, which he did not have room to dodge because of the lightning bolts all around him. Harry finally penetrated the Shield Charm with another Blasting Curse, and his follow-up Stunner sent Fred sprawling to the ground, unconscious.

The room was eerily silent as Harry twirled his wand once more, dissipating the thunder clouds and reviving his opponent in a single swoop. Fred gingerly sat up, looking annoyed but also awed at the display Harry had just put on.

"Winner...Potter," Lockhart said after an awkward silence. "Are you alright, Mr. Beasley?"

Fred waved off Lockhart and got to his feet, jumping off the stage and disappearing back into the crowd. Harry did the same, noting the wide eyes and shocked expressions of his peers. Well, if they didn't think I was the Heir of Slytherin before, they probably do now, Harry thought to himself. Still, with any luck, it might discourage future ambushes in the hallways between classes.

Lockhart invited a few more pairs of students up to the stage for more practice rounds, but none were as flashy or buzzed-about as Harry and Fred's duel. Harry could feel the curious eyes of many in the room upon him, and suddenly felt very surrounded. As soon as the meeting was adjourned, he made a beeline for the exit, eager to escape the attention he'd drawn to himself.

"Harry?" a voice tentatively called after him. He turned to see Neville approaching through the crowd. "Can we talk for a minute?"

"Sure," said Harry, following Neville to a more secluded corridor. He was well aware of the curious eyes watching them go, but he did his best to pay them no mind. When they were out of earshot of the prying students, Harry threw up a Muffling Charm for good measure before turning to Neville.

"Hermione said you might know who the Heir of Slytherin is," he said.

"Yeah," Harry admitted. "But I'm not totally sure yet."

"Right," Neville muttered. He looked highly uncomfortable, shifting from side to side as he considered his next words. "It's just that...well, Malfoy and some other people are spreading rumors that it's me. And I can't exactly argue back, considering I'm in Slytherin and I'm a Parseltongue—"

"I'm sorry for revealing that so publicly," Harry said at once. "I didn't mean to expose you like that."

"I know," Neville nodded morosely. "Just, if you do figure out for sure who it is...can you, like, let me know? So I can break up some of the rumors?"

"Yeah," Harry said, nodding slowly. He felt badly for keeping Neville in the dark, but didn't want to say too much until he was absolutely sure the culprit was the same as last time. "Have you heard the name Tom Riddle before?"

"Riddle…" Neville frowned. "Don't think so. Who is he?"

"That's what I'm researching," said Harry. "See if you can find anything on your own about him."

"Alright...thanks, Harry," said Neville, not looking entirely reassured.

"No problem," said Harry. "Oh, and one more thing: d'you reckon I could borrow the Invisibility Cloak for a little bit?"

A look of panic flared in Neville's face, but it quickly subsided into resignation. "I suppose it's your Cloak, after all," he muttered with a guilty grin.

"I'll return it in a few days," said Harry. "I need to make a few inquiries…."

Harry had missed the feeling of sheer freedom that the combination of the Cloak and Marauder's Map provided him. He could go wherever he pleased in the castle, totally invisible, with plenty of forewarning if anyone was about to sneak up on him from behind or around the next bend. He knew he could get himself into all kinds of trouble with that much freedom, which was part of why he'd resisted the impulse to hoard both items all to himself.

But today he had a very specific goal in mind. He had a meeting to uphold, and very limited time with which to get there. He crept along the corridors to the third-floor passage containing the statue of the one-eyed witch. "Dissendium," he whispered, and the back of the statue gave way to a hidden passageway that Harry slipped into.

The trip to Hogsmeade was a bit cumbersome as the passageway hadn't been traversed in quite some time, and Harry hoped the person he was going to meet would still be there when he arrived. Her letters had been rather threatening as of late, and Harry half-expected some kind of ambush waiting for him on the other side. But if things were anything like his last timeline, his gamble should pay off handsomely.

Harry finally emerged in the cellar of the Three Broomsticks and carefully crept up the stairs into the main pub, which was still mostly full at this late hour. Madam Rosmerta was bustling around tending to patrons, making it less likely that she would be on the lookout for anyone who shouldn't be there. Harry ducked underneath the bar and stole through the crowd, in search of his target.

He found her sitting alone at a booth near the back of the pub, just as he'd hoped. She was clutching a mug of Butterbeer tightly, looking apprehensive. Harry slid into the booth across from her and pulled off the Invisibility Cloak without ceremony.

"Hello, Rita," he greeted the woman.

Rita Skeeter gasped with surprise at the sudden appearance of a twelve-year-old boy out of thin air. "Merlin, kid, you can't sneak up on people like that!" she huffed.

"I take it you got my letter?" Harry asked, ignoring her protests.

"You wrote that letter?" Rita said suspiciously, narrowing her eyes at him. "What are you, nine years old?"

"I'm twelve, actually," said Harry. "And yes, I wrote it. I believe we can help each other."

Rita studied him closely. "You're James Potter's kid, aren't you?" she finally deduced. "You look just like him, you know. It would be a shame if the Prophet readership knew that his son was running around blackmailing reporters."

"They never will," Harry said sharply. "One bad word against my father, and the Ministry will learn of your secret. Unregistered Animagi can be imprisoned for up to twenty years in Azkaban; did you know that?"

Rita glared at this statement; obviously she did know. "I won't even begin to ask how you found out," she muttered, taking another sip of Butterbeer. "I never breathed a word of it to anyone."

"Well, the good news is, I'm actually here to help you," said Harry.

"Help me?" Rita laughed shrilly. "You call this helping me?"

"I have a scoop for you," said Harry. "You're going to investigate some things for me and write about them in the Prophet. I suspect it will be some of your most popular articles ever, and could give your career a nice boost."

"I don't need career advice from a little kid," Rita snapped. "What kind of 'scoop' could you possibly have for me?"

Harry leaned in closer to ensure that they could not be overheard. "What if I told you Gilderoy Lockhart was a fraud?" he whispered. "That he made everything up that he wrote about in his books?"

"Preposterous," said Rita at once. "His accomplishments are renowned up and down the countryside. Someone would have spoken up by now if he was lying."

"Not if their memories had been tampered with," said Harry. "I have it on good authority that Lockhart has been taking credit for other people's good deeds and using Memory Charms to cover his tracks."

Rita's eyebrow arched at this. "How do you know all of this?" she asked skeptically.

"Never you mind how I know," Harry said. "I suggest you travel around to some of the villages he claims to have rescued, and ask around. I think you'll get a different version of events from the locals, and if they point you towards the true hero, you'll find someone with large gaps in their memory so they cannot remember doing any of the heroic things they did."

Rita studied Harry for a moment. He could see the gears turning in her head, the dollar signs flashing behind her eyes at the potential this story could have if it was confirmed. "You're quite the peculiar twelve-year-old, you know that, Mr. Potter?" she finally said.

"I have my secrets, same as you," Harry shrugged. "But I see no reason that you and I can't both profit off of our hidden talents."

"Alright then, Mr. Potter, I'll look into your claims," Rita said thoughtfully. "I concede that Lockhart's fall from grace would be quite the windfall for the Prophet. But what do you stand to gain from this?"

"He's a rubbish teacher," Harry shrugged. "Do I need more reason than that?"

"Fair enough, then," said Rita, extending her hand towards Harry. He shook it, but she held on for longer than necessary, pulling him in closer so she could see the severe look in her eye. "And if you breathe a word about my...condition to anyone, I'll dig up every bit of dirt on your father and make him the most reviled man in Britain overnight."

"I think we both understand each other perfectly," Harry said coolly. He hoped his tone did not give away the sheer panic he felt at her words – he'd forgotten just how dangerous Rita could be, and how much his father stood to lose if this plan backfired.

Just then, Madam Rosmerta sauntered by, freezing at the sight of Harry. "Are you a Hogwarts student, young man?" she demanded, eyes widening.

"No, ma'am," Harry said, pitching up his voice half an octave. "I'll be eleven next year. My Aunt Rita was just showing me around the village, right, Auntie?"

Rita's eye twitched slightly at Harry's coercion, but finally relented. "That's right, dear," she said in a convincingly pleasant tone. "Be nice to Rosmerta here, because she'll be serving you Butterbeers in a few years' time." That seemed to placate Rosmerta, who gave Harry a little wink before continuing with her rounds.

"I'd better get back to the castle," Harry muttered, gathering his Invisibility Cloak and preparing to leave. "Best of luck with your research, Miss Skeeter."

Harry made it back to Ravenclaw Tower roughly an hour later, encountering no one except for Mrs. Norris (who glared in his direction but seemingly could not see him). He slipped into his dorm, drawing no comment from his dorm mates, who had stopped bothering to ask him about his many late-night excursions.

Take that, Sorting Hat, Harry thought triumphantly to himself as he settled into bed for the night. Maybe I do possess a little more cunning than you expected!

Now it was just a matter of playing his remaining cards carefully so everything didn't blow up in his face.
Year 2-05: White Lies

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 5, 2024.

"Hiya, Harry!" Luna Lovegood greeted him as Harry walked past her at the Ravenclaw Table. "Off to plot more Heir of Slytherin misdeeds?"

Harry froze. He turned and stared incredulously at the first-year girl, who looked as though she had said nothing out of the ordinary. Several other nearby Ravenclaws looked various bemused and horrified.

"I'm not the Heir of Slytherin, Luna," Harry said as he dropped into the seat across from her. "Why would you say that?"

"Oh, just wondering," Luna grinned, oblivious to her odd outburst. "That's what everyone assumes you're doing, anyway. You disappear for hours at a time and no one knows where you're going."

Harry scowled...he had been planning to spend his Saturday in the Room of Requirement, in fact. It figured that people would assume he was plotting something in the Chamber of Secrets, when in reality he was instead brainstorming ways to locate and neutralize it. "Actually, I was headed to the library," he said instead. "Would you like to accompany me?"

"Okay!" Luna said brightly. And she stood to join Harry, skipping beside him as they exited the Great Hall. Several passing students giggled at the odd pairing, though that was likely to do with the giant, orange-tinted glasses Luna was sporting.

"Where did you get those glasses, by the way?" Harry asked conversationally as they headed to the library.

"Oh, my father had them special-ordered for me," said Luna. "They can detect Blibbering Humdingers, which are normally invisible to the human eye. I haven't seen any yet, but I know they must be hiding in the castle somewhere!"

"Fascinating," Harry grinned. And he listened to Luna talk his ear off about the Blibbering Humdinger for the next few minutes, relishing in the nonsense that distracted him from the dire circumstances he found himself in.

They arrived at the library and dropped their bags at a secluded table in the corner. "So, what are you studying today?" Luna asked.

"Oh, I'll probably start with some transfiguration homework," Harry said absent-mindedly. He did have a twelve-inch essay due Monday for McGonagall, but he was still researching the properties of transfigured objects to see if his conjured rooster plan would work against the basilisk. He had yet to find a satisfactory answer to the question.

Harry pulled a second-year transfiguration textbook off the shelf, then grabbed a handful of sixth- and seventh-year texts nearby that he hoped would have more insight. He returned to the table, where Luna had a copy of The Quibbler open upside-down inside a first-year Charms book. Bemused, he set to work on his research.

It quickly became clear that he was out of his depth with the theoretical discussions in the more advanced books. It was technically material he should have learned the next year in his previous timeline, but without McGonagall to explain it to him (and Hermione to explain it to him again afterwards), Harry was unable to make heads or tails of the concepts being discussed.

So instead, Harry let Luna fill him in on the latest research on various mythical creatures he was pretty sure did not exist. He asked questions and made comments at the appropriate times, delighting in the way her face lit up with joy and enthusiasm. He wondered if anyone had ever indulged in her interests before, and could see glimpses of the brilliance that had no doubt contributed to her Sorting in Ravenclaw. She may believe in some wacky concepts, but she was well-versed and able to speak so convincingly about them that Harry began to second-guess his own doubts about them.

Harry eventually gave up on his studies and decided to check out a few of the books to try and decipher at a later date. Luna waited by the exit as Harry brought the stack of books up to Madam Pince.

"Name?" she asked without looking up at him.

"Harry Potter."

Madam Pince's eyes suddenly snapped up to him, fixing Harry with a cold stare. "You're Harry Potter?" she asked sternly.

"Erm...yes?" said Harry, uncertain. Had he done something wrong?

"I haven't seen you in here all year," she said accusingly.

"I come every once in a while," Harry said evasively. In truth, he could use the Room of Requirement to find whatever textbooks he was looking for anyway, so he found himself perusing the library less frequently these days.

"Wait here," said Madam Pince, and she disappeared into a back room. Harry waited nervously, unsure of what he was about to be accused of this time. She emerged moments later with a long list of names, brandishing it in Harry's face.

"This is a magical ledger of every book checked out of my library," she explained. "Your name has appeared more often than any other student this term, but I have no recollection of checking books out to you. Care to explain?"

Harry gawked at the ledger. Sure enough, his name appeared several times, and he recognized many of the titles he'd recently checked out: Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them, Serpents of the Northern Isles, and 151 Deadly Beasts of Britain.

"I, uh…" Harry stammered. "That's quite odd. How can that be?"

But Harry had a very good idea how: those were all books he'd requested from the Room of Requirement, while researching the basilisk earlier that very week. The magic of the room must have somehow logged him in the ledger as 'checking them out', much like how it prevented him from perusing the Restricted Section at his leisure.

"I might have taken them without checking them out properly," Harry fibbed lightly. "But I always bring them back. I apologize if that has caused any problems."

Madam Pince looked as though she didn't believe him, but she gave a small hmph and put the ledger away. "See that you follow the proper procedures from now on," she said. And she handed him back the stack of transfiguration textbooks, which he hastily collected and walked back to Luna, red-faced.

Does that mean Dumbledore knows what I've been reading? Harry thought with horror. Harry would have to be more careful about what books he read in the Room of Requirement – any staff member could check the ledger and see that he was reading far beyond the second-year course material. Harry was suddenly relieved that he had been unable to find much material on soul magic, as he didn't want the Headmaster knowing he was researching that subject just yet.

Harry and Luna chatted aimlessly as they walked back up towards the common room. It was a windy November afternoon, not too chilly – Harry had plans to take his Cleansweep out onto the Quidditch pitch for some casual flying before the weather got too cold. His daydreaming caused him not to notice when Luna stopped dead in her tracks behind him.

"Do you hear that?" Luna asked.

"Sorry?" said Harry. He looked around; they were standing outside Moaning Myrtle's bathroom.

"There are voices coming from inside," Luna muttered, pointing towards the bathroom door. "It sounds like someone is doing something they oughtn't be doing."

A chill ran down Harry's spine at this. "Wait, Luna—" he said, but to his horror, Luna was already pushing her way inside the bathroom.

For a heart-stopping second, there was silence. Then, Luna exclaimed, "Oh, hello, Ronald! I didn't know this was an all-genders bathroom."

Frowning, Harry pushed his way into the bathroom behind her; Ron Weasley was indeed standing frozen by the door. Behind him were Hermione Granger and Neville Longbottom, looking very guilty; the former was hastily pushing something out of sight into the stall behind her.

"Hello, Luna!" Hermione said brightly, trying and failing to sound casual. "We were just...hanging out!"

"Odd place to do so," Luna remarked serenely, looking about the dingy space.

"Hi, Hermione," Harry greeted awkwardly to announce his presence. "Neville. Ron."

"Potter," Ron muttered, sounding a bit standoffish. "Spying on any first-year girls today?"

"I'm not the one lurking in a girls' bathroom," Harry retorted. Ron's face went red at this. "But I'm sure that there is a perfectly reasonable explanation for it."

"We were just...ah…" Ron spluttered, looking to Neville and Ron for support.

"Talking to Myrtle!" Hermione jumped in quickly. "Yes, we, erm...we thought maybe she would know something about this Chamber of Secrets business. But she fled when you two arrived, you see."

Judging by the putrid smell wafting from the back of the bathroom, Harry suspected that the trio had been brewing Polyjuice Potion. But he decided to play along with their cover story. "Smart," he nodded. "So you know she was killed by Slytherin's monster?"

All three looked shocked by this admission. "She...what?!" Hermione shrieked. "I didn't realize...but surely she would know what it is then—"

"All she remembers is seeing a pair of yellow eyes, over there," said Harry, pointing at the broken-down sink to their right. "I suspect it was a basilisk, you see. And I've already informed the Headmaster of my beliefs."

"A b-basilisk? In Hogwarts?" Neville stammered. "But they're supposed to be nearly extinct, and nowhere near Britain…"

"But that would make a lot of sense," Hermione frowned. "Slytherin was famously a Parselmouth, and his Heir probably would be as well…"

"Say, Neville, didn't you hear voices on Halloween, right before Dahlia's cat was attacked?" Ron added. "Maybe it was speaking Parseltongue!"

"Yeah, could be," Neville muttered, looking troubled. "But that doesn't get us any closer to finding out who the Heir of Slytherin actually is…"

"But Harry said he thought it was Tom Riddle before!" said Hermione. "I looked him up; he was a student here, when the Chamber was opened the last time! He didn't seem the type, though – he was a Prefect, and I think he was Muggle-born, so why would he be attacking other Muggle-borns?"

Harry sighed; he might as well get this out of the way now. He drew his wand and traced the words 'TOM MARVOLO RIDDLE' in the air. With a swipe, the letters rearranged themselves into 'I AM LORD VOLDEMORT'. Ron, Hermione and Neville looked shocked, while Luna merely gazed innocently up at the words.

"Voldemort," Luna remarked. "Say, that's the name of the Dark Lord that Neville defeated as a baby, isn't it?"

Everyone ignored her. "So you're saying…" Neville stammered. "This Tom Riddle is Voldemort…?"

"But Voldemort couldn't be opening the Chamber again," Hermione said thoughtfully. "He's not a student here anymore."

"But he was here, in the castle, last year! Wasn't he?" Ron jumped in. "What if he came back again?"

"I suspect he's been using another student to do his bidding," said Harry. "Listen, Ron...when I asked your sister about her diary, I thought it was a cursed book that Voldemort created to possess the owner. I don't know for sure if she has it anymore, but I promise my only goal was to protect her."

"Why would Ginny have a cursed diary?" Ron demanded. "Where would she even have gotten it?"

"I saw Lucius Malfoy slip it into her cauldron in Diagon Alley," Harry fibbed lightly. "I should have just asked for it directly, but I tried to do it without causing any alarm. That was my fault."

Ron looked surprised by this admission. For the first time in weeks, he looked at Harry with an expression other than outright suspicion.

"Why didn't you tell us sooner?" asked Hermione. "We've been trying to figure out who the Heir is for weeks!"

"I didn't realize things would become as dangerous as they did," Harry sighed. "But I'm telling you now, so you don't have to brew Polyjuice Potion and sneak around asking people who don't know anything."

Hermione gave a little eep of surprise and instinctively shifted in front of the stall that undoubtedly held a cauldron of their potion in progress. Neville just scoffed and shook his head.

"Blimey, it's scary how you seem to know everything, Potter," he laughed. "I'm just glad you're on our side."

"Keep your eyes and ears open," Harry said. "I thought this bathroom was the entrance to the Chamber, but it might have moved somewhere else. And if Neville hears any more strange voices in the walls, check around corners with a mirror before crossing them, alright?"

"Alright," Hermione said, sounding slightly awed. Harry was uncomfortable with the way all three were looking at him, as though he were some kind of all-knowing oracle. It was part of the reason why he tended to keep his foreknowledge to himself. But if he could save lives from the basilisk, there was no point in withholding critical information like this.

Harry nodded in farewell and exited the bathroom. Luna skipped along beside him, not seeming bothered in the slightest by anything that had transpired.

"Your nargles must really like you," Luna said. "If they whisper so many secrets about the future to you."

"So it would seem," Harry said sardonically. "If only they did it more often…"

The rest of the fall semester passed without significant incident. Harry noticed that large, round mirrors had been fixed at major intersections and corners of the castle – that was a positive sign that Dumbledore was taking his warnings seriously. He continued watching Ginny like a hawk; she appeared skittish and frightful whenever he saw her, and she always scrambled away when she spotted him across a room. It didn't help that Dahlia was often with her, giving Harry death glares whenever she spotted him leering in their direction.

On the bright side, the Heir of Slytherin appeared to be quieter than he had been in the original timeline. Colin Creevey ought to have turned up Petrified by now, but he was still happily chattering away at the Gryffindor table (and trying to sneak pictures of Neville in the hallways). The other students seemed to have written off the Calvin incident as a one-off scare, like the troll the year before. Perhaps the enhanced security measures had discouraged whoever had the diary from making their next move.

Harry decided to skip the next few meetings of the Dueling Club, not wishing to draw further attention to himself. He'd noticed how many odd looks he was getting in the halls, and not all of them were out of fear. Some of the upperclassmen looked like they wanted to knock him down a peg, and Harry didn't want to give them a chance to challenge him at a future club meeting. He was especially grateful for the added mirrors in the halls, which let him see if he was about to round any corners into potential trouble.

At the very least, the Weasley twins seemed to be avoiding him after Harry's duel with Fred. Harry wondered if Ron had gotten to them and explained his reasoning with Ginny's diary, or if they had learned to fear (or respect) him after the duel. He hoped things would settle down on their own, because he did enjoy their company and didn't want to count them as enemies forever. (Though if he ever made it onto the Quidditch team, they would be rivals for the foreseeable future.)

With two weeks until Christmas break, Harry received an unusual bit of mail over breakfast. He did not recognize the owl that delivered the letter, or the scratch handwriting scrawled on the envelope and in the letter, and the message within was rather cryptic:

Dear Mr. Potter,

Your 'anonymous' tip has proven quite fruitful. As we speak, materials are being gathered to build an unassailable case against Britain's favorite heartthrob. Keep an eye on the headlines in the coming days.

Your requested document is enclosed below. What use you have for it is beyond me, but I hope it serves you well.

I must remind you of the importance of maintaining our deal. I have upheld my end; be sure to continue upholding yours.

Your intrepid reporter,

Ringo Starr

Harry snorted at the Muggle musical reference. He knew immediately who the "Beatle" who had penned the letter was, and hoped it meant the end was nigh for Gilderoy Lockhart. The vapid man was starting to irritate him even more than usual; ever since the first Dueling Club meeting, he'd been attempting to recruit Harry for 'private lessons' to hone his skills and learn from a 'master of defense'. Harry would sooner kiss the basilisk on the mouth than take him up on that deal. He pocketed the second sheet of paper that he'd asked for, hoping to get the chance to use it before the term ended.

The payoff didn't come until the final day of classes before the break. Harry knew at once that something was afoot when he walked into the Great Hall for breakfast and heard the intense buzzing of students all around him. Copies of The Daily Prophet were open at every table, each emblazoned with a giant photo of their professor with the caption: 'LOCKHART: THE MAN, THE MYTH, THE LIAR'.

Harry sank into a seat beside Terry Boot, who was busy chatting excitedly with Anthony Goldstein about the article. Terry laid the paper flat on the table so that Harry and others nearby could read:

"Many in Britain and beyond are familiar with Gilderoy Lockhart, whose grandiose accomplishments are known and celebrated up and down the countryside. The man has traveled the land for years, helping innocent civilians and conquering fearsome beasts that have plagued small wizarding (and Muggle) villages for decades. Or has he?

The Prophet's own Rita Skeeter recently embarked on a quest to learn more about Lockhart's self-professed good deeds. She traveled to many of the small villages and hamlets Lockhart writes about during his alleged travels through Britain and Greater Europe. What she discovered shocked her: while many of these villages were familiar with the stories being told in Lockhart's books, none of them featured such heroic feats of daring and brilliance as he claimed. Furthermore, in many cases, Lockhart never stepped foot in these villages at all!

When Ms. Skeeter asked around, she was pointed in the direction of various individuals who had supposedly performed these great deeds. For instance, when she visited the Belgian hamlet of Walthroppe, where Lockhart allegedly captured and killed a vampire serial killer with a silver crucifix, the locals instead pointed her to an elderly Muggle gentleman living on the outskirts of town who had actually performed the feat.

'The lovely gentleman sadly had no idea what I was talking about when questioned about the capture,' Skeeter recalled. 'He had a keen and sharp mind about every other detail of his life, but could not recall anything about his deadly duel with the vampire. He suffered clear symptoms of having a Memory Charm performed on him.'

Similar stories played out at various other towns Skeeter visited during her investigation. Some of the locals did indeed recall seeing Lockhart briefly visit their town – AFTER the alleged events took place – but none could recall speaking with him. In fact, every person Skeeter interviewed who supposedly overcame perilous dark creatures could not remember a single detail about the event in question.

'I have forwarded all of my findings to the Department of Magical Law Enforcement for review,' Skeeter added. 'I hope that they will look into these egregious and clear examples of fraud committed for personal gain. And I also hope that Albus Dumbledore does the right thing and prevents Lockhart from teaching our children at Hogwarts ever again!'

This is the latest in a string of controversies surrounding Hogwarts and Dumbledore's running of the prestigious school. For more on Peter Pettigrew's murder of Quirinius Quirrell, see pg. 5. For more rumors coming out of the school in recent years, including a live troll and a basilisk terrorizing students (!), see pg. 14."

"Blimey, d'you reckon it's true?" said Michael Corner in awe. "Lockhart stealing other people's accomplishments for himself?"

"Wouldn't surprise me," muttered Padma Patil. "He doesn't seem to know what he's doing, does he? You'd think someone with as much experience as him would know basic facts about the dark creatures he's teaching us about."

"There's no way Dumbledore can let him keep teaching here, can he?" Terry Boot wondered aloud, looking up at the Head Table. Dumbledore was reading his copy of the Prophet with an inscrutable expression, while Lockhart was nowhere to be seen. "I mean, once our parents hear about this—"

"But how will he find a new Defense teacher to fill in for the rest of the term?" wondered Sue Li. "It's Christmastime!"

"Whoever he finds will probably not be much better," muttered Anthony Goldstein. "Quirrell was alright, but he jumped at his own shadow. And my older brother says the two professors before him were rubbish as well."

Harry quietly hoped this would not be the case. If the document concealed in his trunk up in Ravenclaw Tower was to be of any use, they might have a far more competent professor when they returned from the holiday.

But first, they had one last day of classes to get through, which incidentally began with Defense Against the Dark Arts. Harry half-expected Lockhart to have fled the castle by now, but the man was present in the classroom when the second-years arrived, hastily boxing up belongings.

As soon as class began, students began pelting him with questions about the article. "Yes, yes, I'm quite aware of what that vulture Skeeter has been writing about me," Lockhart chuckled, putting on a wide smile that did not hide the fear in his eyes. "I assure you the allegations are false, and I will be pursuing legal damages at the earliest opportunity."

"So Dumbledore's letting you stay on?" asked Hermione, looking up at Lockhart with a scrutiny she had never viewed him with before. "He believes you?"

"I, erm, have yet to discuss the matter with the Headmaster," Lockhart admitted. "But I am sure he will see my side of things. He was enthusiastic about my hiring, you see, and I'm sure he will agree that this is a vicious smear campaign designed to humiliate me for no good reason."

The students all looked at one another at this. Harry was pleased to see that nobody was buying it. They'd spent enough time with Lockhart now to know that he wasn't as skilled or knowledgeable as he claimed to be, and they obviously bought every word that Rita Skeeter had written. For once in Harry's life, that proved to be a good thing.

"Right, well, anyway," Lockhart said awkwardly, clearing his throat. "I've tallied up all your grades for the semester and listed them on the board. Any inquiries about grades will have to wait until next term begins. Class dismissed!" And without further ado, Lockhart swept up the steps to his office and shut himself in, leaving a stunned classroom behind.

Hermione led the throng of students rushing up to the board to check their grades. Harry sauntered up with the back of the pack, not really caring all that much what his grade was. But when he reached the front of the pack, he was surprised to see that he had the best score in the class – higher even than Hermione. Usually she bested him every term, thanks to all the added effort and extra-credit assignments she did that he he never bothered with.

"Congratulations," Hermione said breathlessly as she passed Harry, rushing out of the classroom. Harry was alarmed to see that she looked quite upset by this development. Doesn't she know our individual grades don't matter? Harry thought, watching her go with concern. But Hermione had always put far more stock into scholastic performance than he did.

The day didn't get any better for poor Hermione, as she would soon discover that she was also coming in second to Harry in both Charms and Transfiguration. The only class she had the edge over him in was Potions, but Harry suspected that Snape's grudge against James had contributed in part to his 'Acceptable' grade. Harry hoped to speak with Hermione about this after classes concluded, but she seemed keen on avoiding him for the remainder of the day. No matter – Harry had one other important piece of business to attend to that evening before the term officially ended.

The next morning, students took the carriages to Hogsmeade to board the Hogwarts Express back to London. As always, Harry was eager for a break from the castle, looking forward to two blissful weeks of relaxation with his family. He hoped he could use the time to reconnect with Dahlia, who still had not spoken to him since Halloween. He spent the train ride listening to Luna chatter excitedly about her plans to visit Spain with her father for Christmas, where they planned to capture Glumbumbles and harvest their treacle, which supposedly made for a wonderful skin care supplement.

Dahlia pointedly ignored Harry when they reconnected on Platform 9 ¾ and located their mother. But the icy atmosphere dissolved as soon as they got back to Godric's Hollow, as Lily had a big surprise waiting for them. "Pack your bags," she announced with a wide grin. "We're leaving in the morning for the Canary Islands!"

"Really?" gasped Dahlia, looking ecstatic. "Will it be warm there?"

"The weather will be beautiful," Lily beamed. "Your father felt terribly that we had to cancel our summer holiday plans, so he reserved a beautiful villa last-second!"

Harry felt a jolt of excitement at this news. James mentioned last summer that he'd had to cancel their last vacation due to Pettigrew's trial. He had been casual about it then, though Harry suspected he didn't want to make his son feel badly for his involvement in the incident. But from the little time he'd spent with his family in this timeline, Harry knew they valued their vacation time and loved to spend it lavishly.

The rest of the day was spent excitedly picking out a warm-weather wardrobe for the beach over Christmas break. Harry was starting to get sick of Britain's endless snow and mush, and was eager to get out of the country for the first time ever. There were some minor arguments that evening, as James did not allow Harry to bring his broom and Lily vetoed a few of Dahlia's skimpier beachwear options, but it was an excited family that arrived at the Ministry of Magic the next morning to take an international Portkey to their destination.

Harry was in awe of their vacation spot when they arrived. James had picked out a luxurious villa directly on the beach in southern Tenerife, and based on the sheer size and opulence of the interior, it had to be magically augmented in several ways. Harry hadn't really considered just how wealthy his parents must be – he'd never taken stock of his Gringotts vault in his last timeline, and knew James and Lily had an additional decade-plus of high income to add on top of that. The most luxurious vacation he'd ever spent had been with the Dursleys (who hadn't been able to find a sitter for him), and they'd been crammed into a tiny hotel room in Manchester, not spread out across a 10-bedroom suite as the Potters now were.

Dahlia demanded they visit the beach as soon as they arrived and unpacked, and they ventured out amongst the Muggles onto the sand. Harry was content to just soak in the warm sun and take in the sights of the island. James ventured out to the water with Dahlia, who seemed determined to let every wave crash over her head, while Lily settled into a beach chair beside Harry to tan.

"What do you have there on your chest, dear?" Lily frowned, looking over at her son.

"Huh?" Harry muttered, looking down at his bare torso. He'd completely forgotten about the magical burn mark Voldemort's spirit had left imprinted on his chest: it was still there, a benign black stain directly over his heart. "Oh, it's nothing," he lied. "Just a bruise."

"You haven't been getting into any fights at school, have you?" Lily asked worriedly. "Dahlia tells me you've made a few enemies."

"Nothing I can't handle," Harry said dismissively. That clearly wasn't the answer Lily was looking for, as she fussed over him for the remainder of the excursion and insisted on rubbing dittany over the mark. Harry didn't want to endure any more questions from his family, so he waited until dark that evening to steal his father's wand and cast a glamour on himself to hide the black mark. Hopefully Lily would forget about it and not ask again.

Harry wished he'd done a bit more magical augmentation in the days to come, as he and Dahlia spent ample time interacting with the local Muggles on the beach. It was hard for Harry not to ogle some of the older girls – he was getting to that age where they were becoming harder to ignore, and the revealing swimwear did not help matters. Damn these skinny arms, Harry lamented as he looked down at his scrawny figure. He wouldn't have his big growth spurt for another year and a half, and his muscles weren't as toned as he would've liked due to his minimal Quidditch involvement.

Lily insisted that they remained at the villa all day on Christmas, to enjoy an intimate day in with family. They opened presents under a magically-illuminated tree; Harry received a nice set of self-inking quills from his mother, and a gorgeous fur-lined cloak from his father, embossed with a satisfying pattern of Ravenclaw blue and bronze. Among other gifts, Dahlia received a life-sized Kneazle doll, enchanted to prance around and behave like the real thing – "to keep you company until Calvin is healed," James explained with a sad smile.

This seemed to sour Dahlia's good spirits that had persisted all week; Harry was certain that she didn't appreciate the reminder. She disappeared to her room that afternoon and didn't emerge until dinnertime, looking surly and moody. She brushed past Harry with a rueful look, slamming her shoulder into his rib cage and causing him to wince in pain.

This gesture did not go unnoticed by their mother. "We are not doing this today of all days!" Lily huffed. "What has gotten into my children? You're acting like you hate one another!"

"I don't hate Harry," said Dahlia, rolling her eyes. "But you try being known as 'the sister of the weird kid' at school. It makes it hard to make friends!"

"Maybe if you actually explained to people that I'm not the weird kid, that wouldn't be a problem!" Harry protested.

"Maybe if you didn't spy on people in the bathroom," Dahlia retorted, glaring daggers at him, "or try to steal their private journals—"

"Dammit, Dahlia, I'm trying to keep you safe!" Harry groaned. "Do you really think I'd do things like that? Or do you think maybe I'm trying to find the person responsible and stop them from hurting anyone else?"

"By sniffing around Ginny Weasley all the time?"

"She has a cursed diary, Dahlia!" Harry shouted. "It's possessing her and making her do terrible things against her will! If I can just get my hands on it—"

"Whoa, is this a bad time?"

Harry turned; Sirius and Remus were standing in the hallway, looking frozen by the argument playing out in the kitchen. Harry hadn't noticed their arrival in the heat of the moment.

"Uncle Sirius!" Harry exclaimed, rushing forward to hug them both. "Uncle Remus! What are you doing here?"

"Just popping in for a day or two," Sirius winked. "Couldn't let you four hog all the sunlight down here."

"Come in, come in!" Lily said, laughing awkwardly to clear the tension. "Just a little sibling spat, that's all."

"Didn't sound like a normal spat," Lupin remarked, sliding past Harry into the kitchen. "Do most siblings spend their time arguing about cursed diaries?"

"What's this about a cursed diary?" asked Sirius, ruffling Harry and Dahlia's hair as he too entered. "We're not digging around Grimmauld Place, are we? I'm sure my dear mother had a few evil diaries of her own, but they didn't need magic to be cursed."

"Somebody attacked poor Dahlia's cat on Halloween," Lily muttered as everyone took their seats around the dining table. "Some of the students are a bit superstitious about it, but I'm sure it was just someone playing a prank."

"A prank?!" Dahlia gasped. "You think Petrifying a living creature and writing evil messages in blood is a prank?"

"I agree with Dahlia," Harry piped up. "Something fishy is going on, and Calvin may have just been the start."

"What kind of school is Dumbledore running up there?" James muttered as he took the last seat at the head of the table. "As loath as I am to admit it, I'm thinking about asking Lucius Malfoy and the Board of Governors to look into things."

"Well, there's one bit of good news, at least," Sirius muttered. "Did you hear? Lockhart officially got the sack. The Prophet reported it two days ago."

"Professor Lockhart's gone?" Dahlia gasped. "But...but who will teach us Defense now?"

"It's not like we were learning much from him," Harry quipped, earning a chuckle from Sirius.

"Yeah, from what that Skeeter woman said, he sounds like a real piece of work," Sirius said. "And a serial Memory Charmer at that? It's fortunate he didn't prey on any of the students while he was there. I shiver at the thought of what he could have done to some of the older girls…"

"Please, not in front of the children," Lily reprimanded him, covering Dahlia's ears. Harry hadn't even considered the more ugly ramifications of Lockhart's Obliviation skills. He'd seen some of the sixth- and seventh-year girls openly flirt with him in the halls, and he too shuddered at the thought of Lockhart using his talents to take advantage of them without their knowledge….

"Enough about all of that," James muttered; he waved his wand, and the delicious Christmas spread floated from the counter over to the table before them. "Let's eat!"

The Potters (plus two Marauders) enjoyed yet another festive holiday meal, swapping tales and laughing at one another's bad jokes. Remus asked Dahlia how her classes were going, and Sirius pestered Harry for information about his Quidditch progress. "You think you'll get subbed in next match?" he asked excitedly. "That Chang girl is a solid flyer, but Diggory flew circles around her."

"Maybe," Harry shrugged. "The captain – Roger Davies – doesn't like me that much."

"I knew his mother once," Sirius said darkly. "She was my boss in the Department of Magical Games and Sports. Real haughty and vain woman...wouldn't surprise me if that apple didn't fall far from the tree."

"Well, just keep your nose clean and continue working hard," said James diplomatically. "I've seen what you can do on a broom, and he can't ignore you forever. Your time will come."

Harry felt a surge of warmth at these words. He'd begun to lose hope about making the squad, and his father's words reinvigorated him to keep trying. Harry had never had a parent in his corner encouraging him to persevere through tough times. It made the isolation at school sting a little less, knowing that he had family rooting him on from afar.

As dinner was winding down and the Firewhiskey had been broken out, the conversation was interrupted by a gentle rapping sound. Everyone looked around confused for a moment, seeking the source of the disruption, until Dahlia spotted the barn owl rapping its beak against the window. She opened the window for the bird to flutter in, brandishing an envelope tied to its talon.

"Who is sending us mail here, on Christmas evening of all days?" Lily muttered as James reached over to untie the letter.

"It's for Moony!" James exclaimed, holding up the envelope so everyone could see. It was addressed to Remus J. Lupin, The Dining Table, Potter Villa, Tenerife. And on the back was the official wax seal of Hogwarts.

Lupin took the envelope with a look of confusion. "What on earth is Dumbledore writing me for?" he wondered aloud as he tore it open.

"Maybe they're revoking your diploma on account of all your shenanigans," Sirius quipped.

"Our own letters wouldn't be far behind Moony's, then," James shot back, earning a laugh from Sirius. But Lupin was staring slack-jawed at the letter enclosed within the envelope. At a glance, Harry recognized Dumbledore's neat cursive handwriting.

"What is it, Remus?" asked Lily, craning her neck to see.

"Dumbledore's offered me a job," said Lupin, looking baffled. "As Defense Against the Dark Arts professor."

There was a moment of stunned silence. Then the room erupted in excited yelling and cheering at the news. "Brilliant, mate!" said James, wrapping Lupin in a tight hug. "You'll be a fantastic teacher, I know it."

"I told you to apply at Hogwarts!" Sirius said, also hugging his friend. "It should've been you over Lockhart all along."

"But...why me?" asked Lupin, looking uncertain. "And why now? There must be some kind of mistake—"

"Lockhart was absolute rubbish at the job," Harry piped in. "I bet you'll do it ten times better than he ever could."

"Maybe he needs someone with advanced knowledge of dark creatures," James mused. "That's sort of your area of expertise, is it not? Amelia Bones has been whinging for months about parents writing in about their kids fearing 'Slytherin's monster' or some rubbish."

"It's not rubbish!" Dahlia protested. "Calvin was Petrified, remember?"

"That's right," Harry nodded. "We need someone more experienced to help track down and kill whatever is terrorizing the school." Dahlia gave her brother an odd look at this remark – something resembling actual affection. He hadn't seen that look from her since the summer.

"But what about my...furry little problem?" Lupin bemoaned. "I know you lot are all accepting of it, but when the parents find out—"

"It's illegal for them to sack you on the basis of werewolf status, so long as you take your Wolfsbane," James said sternly. "That's what the new legislation was for, Remus. Even if parents put up a fuss, you'll win over their kids by being a kick-ass instructor."

"And if I hear any of my classmates bad-mouthing you, I'll hex them," Harry chimed in, earning more laughter from James and Sirius. Lupin still looked unsure, but he gave Harry a small smile of gratitude.

"I suppose I'd better send a reply owl," Lupin muttered. "Blimey, I'll have to buy supplies...and create a course schedule...oh, hell, the new term starts in just a week—"

"Relax, Moony, we'll help you sort out the small details!" James laughed, beckoning Lupin to rejoin him at the table. "For now, we drink and celebrate the new Hogwarts professor!"

The night turned rowdy in a hurry as the Marauders drank the night away in celebration of the good news. Eventually a disgruntled Lily rounded up Harry and Dahlia and sent them to bed while the three grown men stumbled out onto the beach to shoot enchanted fireworks into the night sky.

Harry lay in bed that night, pleased with the new development. He would never admit to anyone that he had enlisted Rita Skeeter's help in obtaining a copy of Lupin's resume, which he had sent in to the Prophet months prior, and snuck it into Dumbledore's office the night before boarding the train home. What Lupin didn't know wouldn't hurt him. Harry was sick of fighting Hogwarts' battles alone and needed someone he knew he could trust on his side, and Lupin would be the perfect partner.

If anyone could locate a hidden chamber in the castle, it would be a former Marauder. If anyone could find a safe way to dispose of a basilisk, it would be an expert in dark creatures (who was also partially a dark creature himself). If anyone could arm Harry with the tools to become stronger and wiser, it would be the best teacher he'd ever had.

And if anyone could help Harry through the dark and lonely days of being ostracized from his peers, it would be a lifelong friend he could always rely on.
Year 2-06: Substitutions

A/N: Chapter revised as of November 4, 2024.

It was with great reluctance that Harry found himself leaving sunny Tenerife at the end of the year, returning to the frigid cold of Britain. Besides the warmth and opulence of their tropical destination, Harry would miss the casual free time spent with his beloved family. Even Dahlia had been kinder towards him in recent days, after he defended her and backed up her claims of a monster preying on her dear pet Calvin.

But Harry's excitement picked up again once they were on the Hogwarts Express, because he knew what was waiting for him at the other end. He had high hopes that the second half of the year would be kinder to him than the first, and that this Chamber of Secrets nightmare would soon be behind them all. He joined Daphne Greengrass, Tracey Davis and her cousin Mark for the return journey, already eager for the new term to begin.

"You're looking tan, Potter," Daphne remarked. "Good holiday?"

"Yeah; we went to the Canaries," Harry beamed. "You?"

"Father insisted we stay at home," Daphne pouted. "He's been hearing some troubling things about Hogwarts and wanted to keep us close."

"What kind of troubling things?" Harry frowned.

"Apparently Lucius Malfoy has been running his mouth to his old Death Eater buddies in the Wizengamot," Daphne muttered. "Something about a 'tragic incident' soon to come to the school that he plans to use to oust Dumbledore as Headmaster."

Harry's stomach dropped at this. It confirmed his suspicions that Lucius had indeed planted the diary, and expected the Chamber of Secrets plot to claim the life of another student. Harry would have to remain vigilant to ensure the culprit was caught before anyone else got hurt.

"I'm surprised he hasn't been canned already," Tracey Davis added. "With the Pettigrew scandal last year...and Lockhart just last term…"

"I wonder who we'll have this term to replace him?" Daphne wondered.

"Probably Flitwick again," Mark Davis added. "He's filled in for the last two professors who couldn't finish the year."

"He hired someone new over the break," Harry piped up, grinning excitedly. "Remus Lupin."

"Who's that?" Tracey frowned.

"An old friend of my dad's," Harry explained. "He's brilliant; you'll love him."

"Well, I suppose anyone is a step up from Lockhart," Quinn chuckled. "That bloke loved himself more than Narcissus."

"Having a go at my mother, are you, Davis?" a voice sneered from the hallway; Draco Malfoy's head popped into the compartment, looking furious.

"Narcissus is from Greek mythology, you dunderhead," Daphne said coolly. "Though from what I've heard, your mother got her name from an appropriate source."

"Very funny, Greengrass," Draco scoffed. "How's dear Daddy doing? Still sucking up to James Potter for political clout?"

"At least he's not bribing Minister Fudge for favors," Harry cut in, returning Draco's glare with one of his own. "That's more of your father's specialty, isn't it?"

"That's slanderous, Potter," Draco said accusingly. "I'd watch your mouth, or it might be one of your little Mudblood friends that's attacked next."

Harry stood in a flash of anger, wand drawn to hex Draco to smithereens, but Daphne and Mark both stood to calm him. "Malfoy's not worth it," Daphne muttered in his ear. "Just swat him away like the annoying little gnat he is."

"Listen to your girlfriend, Potter," Draco guffawed. "I'd say 'see you on the Quidditch pitch', but I imagine you'll be riding the bench while I embarrass your team. Toodaloo!"

Harry glared at Draco's retreating backside, half-wishing he'd ignored Daphne and given the boy a few scars to remember him by. The Quidditch comment particularly irked him; Ravenclaw's match with Slytherin was scheduled for the end of January, and Harry would've liked nothing more than to knock Draco down a peg by swiping all three Snitches out from under his nose.

"D'you reckon he's the Heir of Slytherin?" Tracey Davis asked in a hushed voice. "The Malfoys sure seem to know a lot about what's happening—"

"He's not; he just wants people to think he is," Harry sighed, sinking back into his seat. "His father is involved in this somehow, though, and I intend to see him punished for it." The other three looked surprised at this revelation, but no one commented further on the Chamber of Secrets debacle, perhaps out of an unspoken hope that it was not as bad as it seemed.

The train arrived at Hogsmeade later than usual that evening, and students sluggishly lined up for the carriages to return to the castle. Half the students trudged into the Great Hall for a quick bite to eat before bed, while others headed straight to the dorms for bed. Harry joined the latter, though he was quite eager for the next day's lessons to begin. He had his first DADA lesson with Lupin the following afternoon, and hoped to touch base with his new professor afterwards and chart out a plan for attacking the Chamber problem.

First, though, Harry had Charms with Flitwick, who cornered him as soon as the class broke up into groups to practice the Cushioning Charm. "You've missed the last several meetings of the Dueling Club," said Flitwick pointedly. "May I ask why?"

"Oh," said Harry, surprised the man had noticed. "I just...didn't feel up to it, I guess."

"Afraid you're putting too big of a target on your back?" Flitwick remarked sagely. "I saw the way some of the other students viewed you after your duel with Fred Weasley."

"Yeah, I guess so," Harry admitted. "I just don't want to give people cause to hate me any more than they already do."

"Well, I think you're a gifted duelist, Harry," said Flitwick. "And I'd hate to see that potential go to waste. Besides, if you worry about drawing other students' ire, perhaps that's all the more reason to learn how to defend yourself?"

"That makes sense," Harry admitted. "But I didn't feel like I was learning much at the club meetings either."

"I expect that will change this term," said Flitwick. "I'll be taking over for Lockhart, and I hear that our new professor, Remus Lupin, is a fair fighter himself. I have invited him to co-run the meetings starting this week."

"Brilliant!" Harry said.

"So I can expect to see you Wednesday evening?" Flitwick asked pointedly.

"Sure, I'll be there," Harry agreed. If Lupin was going to be there, and Flitwick actually planned to participate, he might actually find it worthwhile.

Harry's first DADA lesson with Lupin wasn't until the very end of the day, with the Hufflepuffs. He filed in with the rest of the class and settled in beside Padma Patil for the lesson. Lupin was pacing nervously in front of the blackboard, but when the class had settled in, he cleared his throat to get their attention.

"Welcome back from holiday, everyone," he announced. "For those who don't know, my name is R. J. Lupin, and I'll be filling in as your Defense Professor for the remainder of the year. I'm told that you lot are a bit behind on the course material for the year, so we have a lot of work to do to get you up to speed for exams this May."

Harry's eyes wandered around the classroom as Lupin went over the material they would be covering in the coming days and weeks. Only a few students seemed to be paying close attention to Lupin, like Hermione; most were already zoning out, perhaps conditioned by Lockhart to tune out whatever the teacher was saying. Several students didn't even pretend to hide their disinterest, turning their chairs completely away from Lupin to converse with their neighbors.

There was suddenly a loud, obnoxious snicker from the back of the classroom. Harry glanced to his right, where Ron was chuckling at a note Ernie Macmillan had just passed him.

"Mr. Weasley, is it?" said Lupin, directing his attention towards Ron. "Please pay attention and refrain from passing notes in my classroom."

"Lockhart never cared about us passing notes…" an annoyed Ron muttered, just loudly enough for the people around him to hear him and laugh.

"I am not Lockhart, and I do care," Lupin said sharply, silencing the laughter. "I expect your full attention in this class, and I will give you my own in return. Deal?"

"Yes, sir," Ron said dully. Lupin nodded and continued his lesson; Harry noted that the other students seemed stunned by the harsh correction. Nobody else so much as whispered to their desk mates for the remainder of the lesson, listening quietly as Lupin laid out their course syllabus for the remainder of the year.

When the bell rang to dismiss them for the day, Harry hung back as his classmates filed out of the classroom. He approached Lupin's desk, earning a hopeful grin from the new professor.

"How'd I do for my first day?" he asked. "Not too much of a disaster, I hope?"

"I thought it went brilliantly," Harry said. "The others seem to like you alright."

"I hope I wasn't too hard on your friend Ronald," Lupin muttered worriedly. "I would hate to make enemies so soon—"

"Eh, he had it coming," Harry chuckled. "Besides, I think people respected it. We all knew Lockhart let us goof around far too much for our own good."

"Glad to hear it," Lupin said with relief. "I still feel like the substitute teacher, you know? Just trying to survive the day before the real one shows up – but they're not coming, are they?"

"Substitute or not, you're better than anyone else that's walked through that door lately," Harry said firmly.

"Oh, you flatter me," Lupin chuckled. "Help me with these boxes, will you?"

Harry helped Lupin move a few heavy parcels up the stairs into his new office, which was still being slowly put together. Harry hoped that, with luck, Lupin would get to spend much longer than a year occupying this space – Hogwarts' DADA professors seemed to have a bad luck streak, but maybe he could avoid it this time around.

"So I was hoping we could make some plans for finding the Chamber of Secrets," Harry said after setting his boxes down in a corner.

"The what now?" Lupin chuckled. "The mythical chamber that has never been confirmed to exist?"

"It does exist," Harry insisted. "And I think there's something dangerous inside it that has to be killed. There's a cursed diary somewhere in the castle—"

"Whoa, slow down, Harry!" Lupin chuckled, clapping the pre-teen on the shoulder. "It's my first day. As fascinating as your little student theories sound, I think I ought to focus on my own job before traipsing off to find make-believe dungeons."

"I'm not being funny, Uncle Remus!" Harry groaned, frustrated. "I really think we need to take care of this before somebody gets really injured, or worse—"

"Am I interrupting?" a deep voice cut in from behind. Harry wheeled around in surprise; Dumbledore was standing in the doorway, smiling softly at the two of them.

"Not at all, Headmaster!" Lupin said, rushing forward to greet his new boss with an earnest handshake. "Harry here was just filling me in on some of these 'Chamber of Secrets' rumors. Amazing what the students can come up with, isn't it?"

"I'm afraid it is no rumor," Dumbledore said somberly, causing the grin on Lupin's face to fade. "There has indeed been an incident with the Chamber of Secrets, and I fear it may not yet be over."

"You're serious?" Lupin said, face paling a bit. "I was always told the Chamber was a myth. My friends and I looked for it during our time here and never found any evidence it existed."

"That, I'm afraid, is part of why I have hired you," said Dumbledore. "In addition to your wealth of knowledge about dark creatures, you and your posse had quite a knack for discovering the hidden secrets of this castle. I hoped that perhaps you could find a few more."

Lupin suddenly looked very nervous. "I didn't realize things were that serious," he muttered.

"Has Mr. Potter here not told you about the visions he has been having?" Dumbledore asked, arching an eyebrow. Harry winced; he had hoped the topic would not get back to his family.

"What kind of visions?" Lupin asked, perplexed. "Harry's never mentioned anything of the sort."

"It is my belief that Harry here may have some latent Seer abilities," Dumbledore explained. "He told me of some visions he had last year of Voldemort infiltrating the castle, and similar ones this year of the Chamber of Secrets being opened."

Lupin's eyes snapped to Harry, who looked guiltily back at him. "Is this true, Harry?" he asked softly. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"I didn't want to worry anyone," Harry muttered. "They aren't that accurate, anyway...I haven't been able to use them to affect anything useful."

"But that does not make them useless," Dumbledore said softly. "We have been able to implement new safety measures in the castle to protect our students from potential threats. And if we are indeed able to locate this Chamber, we can put a stop to all of this before anyone is seriously injured."

Lupin suddenly looked very tired, like he'd been saddled with a very significant burden. Harry couldn't blame him – the man was already stressed from the task of educating seven years' worth of students, and was now being told that he may be responsible for protecting them all from a deadly monster as well.

"I'll do whatever I can to help, Headmaster," Lupin nodded solemnly.

"Good," Dumbledore smiled. "Now, Mr. Potter, if you will excuse me, I'd like to get Professor Lupin up to speed on a few things."

"But sir, I'd like to help find the Chamber as well!" Harry protested. "What if my visions can help track it down?"

"Then I encourage you to come to Professor Lupin or myself with any information you deem relevant," said Dumbledore patiently. "In the meantime, the adults will handle this."

"I'll let you help with the search on occasion, Harry," Lupin said diplomatically. "So long as it's within curfew and in a safe environment."

"That is acceptable," Dumbledore nodded in agreement. "Good day, Mr. Potter."

Harry bowed and left the office, a bit chagrined. He was glad that Dumbledore was taking things seriously, but hated being left out of the loop. Isn't that what had caused so much trouble for him in the previous timeline? Ignoring him all of fifth year...neglecting to fill him in on basic facts about his past...keeping all of his secrets to himself….

But he did his best to push such thoughts aside as he rushed down to the grounds for Quidditch practice. Part of him wanted to skip it and stay in the warmth of the castle – it wasn't like the team would notice or care if he was absent. But James had lit a fire under him with his pep talk over Christmas, and Harry was determined to redouble his efforts and prove his commitment to the team.

Roger Davies also appeared fired up when the team convened in the locker room to begin the practice. "We have Slytherin in three weeks," he said. "They've beaten us the last four years in a row, and I can't take it anymore! We have to win this one."

Everyone nodded in agreement, including Harry. Hopefully this meant Roger would be open to all possibilities for improving the team's chances – even if it meant a substitution.

"There is one bit of good news," Roger continued. "They have a new Seeker: Malfoy, a second-year. He only made the team because his father bought them all new Nimbus 2001's. Cho, you should have a much easier time against him than Diggory."

Harry's heart sank. Was Roger about to make the same mistake two games in a row? Malfoy may be young, but he was not a completely terrible Seeker, and he had the fastest broom in the world to boot.

"Didn't he beat Angelina Johnson in his first match?" asked one of the Chasers, looking slightly concerned.

"Sure, but that's Gryffindor," Roger said dismissively. "They've been the laughing-stock of the league for years."

Privately, Harry didn't think that was the case: the team looked much better this year under Oliver Wood's leadership. Angelina Johnson was improving as a Seeker, while Dean Thomas had proven a solid Chaser in his first year with the team. Harry could only imagine how good they would be once Ginny Weasley was old enough to try out next year.

To his credit, Roger did switch up his strategy for the upcoming match, instructing his Beaters to alternate their attention between the opposing Chasers and Malfoy. Harry suspected this was due to respect for Slytherin's own impressive Beater duo more than anything, but he wouldn't complain. At least it gave Cho a better chance at competing against a faster flyer, even if she had the size advantage over Draco. Even though Harry remained invisible for most of the practice, he left the pitch hopeful for the outcome of the upcoming match.

Meanwhile, the other Ravenclaws were finally starting to accept Harry back into the fold after a rocky start to the year. Halloween seemed like a distant memory now, and the initial scare over the 'Heir of Slytherin' had faded to barely a murmur. Harry still felt a separation between himself and some of his classmates, but it was a relief not to be given the cold shoulder at all hours of the day. He joined his dorm mates that Wednesday for the first Dueling Club meeting of the new year, hoping to just blend into the background and not draw any attention to himself.

Professor Flitwick and Lupin were standing atop the stage as the room filled in around them. "Welcome back, everyone!" Flitwick squeaked happily. "I'm glad to see you all back and ready to learn again. Due to a staff change, I will now be sharing club duties with Professor Lupin, who has kindly agreed to instruct the lower years. I will be working with years five and above. Let's divide up into groups and have fun!"

Harry shuffled along with his fellow underclassmen towards Lupin, who gathered them around him along one end of the stage.

"Today we're going to work on basic Stunning Spells," said Lupin. "The incantation is Stupefy, and the wand movement is like so. This is an important tool in any wizard's arsenal that safely but effectively neutralizes any threat."

"How do we stop it?" asked Katie Bell.

"Well, most of you probably aren't advanced enough to cast a Shield Charm, which is the easiest way," said Lupin. "You can attempt to dodge the spell, or block it with a different spell of your own. I don't expect most of you to succeed in casting the Stunner on your first try, so just focus on learning it for now."

Lupin directed everyone to divide up into pairs to practice. Harry's dorm mates quickly paired up without him, and he glanced around looking for a partner. "I'll be your partner, Harry," said a serene voice, and Harry turned to see Luna standing expectantly behind him, still wearing her bright orange Blibbering Humdinger glasses. "If you'll have me, that is."

"Sure, Luna," Harry grinned. "I didn't know you were in the Dueling Club."

"I come from time to time," she grinned. "I figure if I learn how to defend myself, people won't steal my belongings as often."

Harry felt a pang of anger on Luna's behalf. "Come on, I'll help you learn the Stunning Spell," he said firmly. "I already know how to cast it, so you can just practice it on me."

He spent the next half-hour giving Luna tips on how to perform the basic curse, showing her the proper movement and walking her through the correct pronunciation. Luna's face was scrunched up in concentration, determined to knock Harry unconscious. But by the end of the session, she had yet to do more than produce angry red sparks from the tip of her wand.

"Don't worry about it," Harry reassured Luna, pulling her in for a hug. "It's technically a third-year spell anyway. You'll get it eventually."

"Thanks, Harry," Luna smiled. "You're a really good teacher."

"Erm...thanks," Harry muttered. For a moment, he had a flashback to his days teaching Dumbledore's Army in the Room of Requirement. Those were some of the most fulfilling days of his previous life, and he ached to be in such a position again in this timeline. But before he could reminisce further, Lupin and Flitwick retook the stage to address the crowd.

"Good work, everyone!" Flitwick praised them. "Now, as always, we will open up the stage for challenges. If you would like your chance to test your strengths against a fellow student, now is the time to do so."

"I challenge Harry Potter!" a deep voice rang out from the other side of the room. The crowd parted to reveal Marcus Flint, the stocky sixth-year Slytherin, glaring menacingly at Harry.

"That's a bit of an unbalanced match-up," Lupin said nervously. "Perhaps someone a bit closer to your age range, Mr. Flint—"

"I accept," Harry announced, ignoring the whispered gossip around him as he took the stage. He knew Flint had wanted a chance to hurt him ever since their encounter in his very first week of Hogwarts, when Harry defended Pettigrew from Flint and his cronies. Harry couldn't run forever, so he might as well make a stand here and now, where there would be witnesses.

"You don't have to do this, Harry," Lupin whispered frantically in his ear as he took his position at one end of the stage. "Flint is a dangerous fighter—" But Harry shrugged him off, dropping into a stance as Flint did the same at the opposite end.

"Duelists ready?" Flitwick asked from center stage. "Three, two, one...fight!"

Flint immediately launched into a quick succession of nonverbal hexes and curses that Harry didn't immediately recognize. He conjured a quick Shield to take the brunt of the damage, but saw it visibly shudder and groan under the force. Flint clearly had a powerful arsenal of spells up his sleeve that basic defenses wouldn't be able to match.

Harry retaliated with a flurry of basic jinxes to distract Flint, relishing in the smirk the older boy gave as he effortlessly batted them aside. That's it, keep underestimating me, Harry thought. He waited until Flint's concentration seemed to slip, then flicked his wand up towards the ceiling.

The floor underneath Flint launched him upwards, sending the older boy flipping uncontrollably through the air. Flint managed to right himself in midair and cast a Cushioning Charm on himself. But when he came back to the stage, rather than landing on solid ground, he landed in a pool of water Harry had conjured underneath him.

The crowd laughed raucously as a furious Flint pulled himself out of the pool. Maybe I shouldn't have humiliated him on purpose, Harry thought. But then again, he wasn't the one picking fights with kids four years younger than him.

Flint looked murderous now, whipping his wand around his head in a circle. The water from the pool rose in a great wave over his head, which he sent shooting at Harry in a stream of foamy white.

Harry opted to catch the water in a whirlwind, creating a water tornado that floated ominously between them. Students stared in awe at the twenty-foot-tall spinning structure, and Harry noticed that even Flint appeared transfixed by the elemental magic.

Might as well make use of this, he thought. So he sent a couple Shocking Charms into the whirlpool, causing it to crackle menacingly with dangerous energy as Harry sent it spinning in Flint's direction.

Flint panicked slightly at the sight of the electrified water barreling down upon him. He tried a Finite Incantatem, but Harry's will overpowered his, keeping the magic intact. He tried Banishing the tornado away, but it only caused the structure to spin more quickly, adding to the terrifying effect. Eventually Flint wised up and began firing Freezing Charms at the water, causing it to slow and harden into a crystallized structure, almost like a giant icicle suspended in front of him.

But Harry was prepared for this outcome. "Bombarda maxima!" he bellowed. His jet of light caused the frozen tornado to explode outward; Flitwick reacted quickly to protect the students in the crowd from shards of ice, but Flint got the full brunt of it, getting knocked backwards by the frozen ice blocks that rocketed towards him. He groaned and attempted to get up, but a follow-up Stunning Spell from Harry knocked him out cold.

There was utter silence in the Great Hall as the crowd processed what had just happened. "Winner, Potter," said Flitwick. He revived Flint with a wave of his wand, who gingerly picked himself up off the ground, red welts forming on his arms and face where the ice had smacked him silly. Flint's cronies rushed forward to help him down, but he brushed them off angrily, stumbling back into the crowd and disappearing from Harry's sight.

There was no applause for Harry as he took his leave of the stage and rejoined the Ravenclaws at the other end of the room. His classmates were staring in amazement at him yet again – two straight duels against much older students, and he'd made them both look foolish. Harry was uncomfortable with the attention – he never intended to take the stage in either meeting, but was draw into the spotlight against his will. He was starting to remember why he'd skipped the last few meetings….

"Bloody hell, Potter, where'd you learn to duel like that?" breathed Terry Boot as the second-years returned to their common rooms for the evening. "That was wicked!"

"His dad's an Auror; didn't you know?" chimed in Anthony Goldstein. "One of the best, according to my dad. Bet he taught Harry a thing or two."

"Yeah, something like that," Harry muttered. The last thing he wanted was to be thought of as some sort of prodigy by his peers, but that might be unavoidable now after two showy duels like that.

"I've never seen elemental magic that powerful before," said Padma Patil excitedly. "My mum says that's one of the most difficult branches of magic to master."

"It's also easy to counter," a voice said snippily from behind; Hermione Granger was listening in behind them, sounding a bit haughty. "Flint could have negated the magic with ease if he hadn't panicked."

"Like you would have done any better, Granger," snickered Sue Li. "Jealous much?"

"Hermione's right," Harry piped up in her defense. "Flint just wasn't expecting it. Elemental magic is useful to surprise people, but a prepared opponent can cancel it with a fraction of the magic needed to summon it."

Rather than looking grateful for Harry's defense, Hermione just scoffed and rushed off ahead of the pack. Is she still jealous about me getting better grades than her? Harry thought incredulously. He couldn't understand why she was behaving so childishly – but then again, she was still a child, no doubt feeling envious of Harry's superior skill and knowledge. Harry wished he could explain to her just how much of his progress had been due to her help in the previous timeline, and how brilliant she was in her own right.

Harry retired to bed early to evade further questions about his duel, but was too wound up to sleep for some time. He eventually pulled the Marauder's Map out of his chest and activated it within the privacy of his four-poster sheets. He scanned the castle: it was largely empty, save for Argus Filch in the dungeons (presumably cleaning), and Remus Lupin, who was patrolling the seventh floor – not far from Ravenclaw Tower.

Couldn't hurt to check on his progress, Harry reasoned. He slipped out of bed, ensuring that his dorm mates were asleep or otherwise not paying attention as he grabbed his cloak and slipped out of the room. As the Map foretold, he encountered no resistance en route to Lupin, who was peering intently at a blank stretch of wall, muttering to himself under his breath.

"I don't think the wall can talk back," Harry quipped as he strode forward. Lupin turned and flinched at the sight of Harry, relaxing only infinitesimally when he recognized him.

"Merlin, Harry, you can't sneak up on people like that!" Lupin groaned. "And what are you doing out of bed after curfew?"

"Like you've never snuck out after curfew," Harry scoffed, rolling his eyes. "I came to see how the search is going."

Lupin looked for a moment like he wanted to chastise Harry for his cheek, but he relented. "I'm making progress," he muttered. "The Headmaster has asked me to search for any hidden rooms or passageways I might have missed during my time as a student. I think there may be one around here."

"What gives you that impression?" Harry asked curiously.

"Magic always leaves traces," Lupin muttered, tracing his fingers against the wall – directly where the entrance to the Room of Requirement lay hidden. Harry was suddenly amused at the fact that he knew a secret of the castle that even the Marauders had never figured out.

"Perhaps it's an intent-based room," Harry offered, concealing a grin. "Have you tried asking it nicely?"

"Very funny," said Lupin, turning towards Harry for the first time. "Want to talk about what happened in Dueling Club today?"

"What's there to talk about?" Harry shrugged. "Flint wanted revenge for an incident last year, and I put him in his place."

"And you did so in spectacular fashion," Lupin agreed. "But I know your father didn't teach you those spells, and I would bet good money that Quirrell or Lockhart didn't either."

"I like to read ahead," Harry shrugged. "I thought those spells looked useful in a fight."

"I don't disagree," Lupin chuckled. "But it begs the question: why are you spending your time researching advanced dueling spells instead of, I don't know, making friends and having fun like a normal kid?"

"I've got plenty of time for that later," Harry shrugged dismissively. "There's a dangerous monster on the loose, and I have to stay ready in case it decides to attack again."

"Dumbledore told me about your visions," Lupin said with a concerned look. "He also told me about your tendency to stick your head into business that doesn't concern you."

"My sister's cat was attacked," Harry said defensively. "I'd say that's my business—"

"Frankly, Harry, I don't think it is," said Lupin. "You're twelve years old and act as though you're solely responsible for the safety of the school. There are dozens of adults here more than capable of keeping you all safe."

"It can't hurt to be prepared anyway, though!" Harry said defensively. "You saw what happened at the club meeting...I'm being challenged by sixth-years!"

"And you're allowed to decline," Lupin frowned. "You think anyone would begrudge you for it? I love you like a son, Harry, but you've never been one to back down from a fight. James would be the first to tell you that you have to pick your battles more wisely."

"If I declined, he'd just attack me in the hall anyway," Harry muttered irritably. But Lupin had a point: there was no reason for Harry to take the stage against Flint, and his pride had goaded him into making his situation worse. He remembered the vision he'd seen in the Mirror of Erised last year, of the entire wizarding world bowing at his feet, and suddenly felt incredibly foolish and vain.

"Your father made me promise to keep you and your sister stay safe while I'm teaching here," said Lupin. "And I can't do that if you continue to throw yourself into harm's way every chance you get. So can you please try to keep your head down? Maybe try being a kid and enjoying these golden years of your life?"

"I guess," Harry muttered. Lupin was extraordinarily good at making people feel guilty, something he admired about the man but really hated in this moment.

"Good," Lupin said. "Now, I also promised the Headmaster the same, so I'm going to have to ask you to return to bed. I'll forgive you this one time, but I will give you detention if I catch you out after curfew again."

"If you say so," Harry sighed, rolling his eyes. "Bet my dad would think you're a wet blanket if he could see you now."

"Teenage James might have agreed with you," Lupin smiled sadly. "Adult James recognizes what a fool he was back then, and wants his children to avoid the same dumb mistakes. Now off you get."

Harry turned, dejected, to walk away as Lupin returned his attention to the blank stretch of wall before him. A vindictive part of himself wanted to keep the Room of Requirement to himself and let Lupin waste his time here, but he knew that could delay him from finding the Chamber of Secrets, so Harry swallowed his pride once again. "I find that pacing helps in times like these," he told Lupin. "Maybe think about what you hope the wall will show you. Just a thought." And he rounded the corridor to return to Ravenclaw Tower.

A quick glance at the Marauder's Map when he returned to bed showed Harry that Lupin's dot had disappeared from the castle. That was good – it meant he'd entered the Room and would soon be able to learn what it was capable of. Lupin has your best interests at heart, Harry reminded himself as he settled into bed. He might seem like a bastard now, but he's tough because he's a responsible adult. That knowledge alone was enough to comfort Harry into a restful sleep.

"...AND MALFOY CATCHES THE FIRST SNITCH!" Lee Jordan shouted into the microphone. "That pulls Slytherin ahead of Ravenclaw, 70 to 30!"

Harry swore under his breath from the substitute box. The green and silver faithful roared its appreciation as the two teams returned to center field to reset play. Ravenclaw was holding its own fairly well so far, taking an early lead thanks to Davies' coordinated Chaser attack, but Cho was struggling to keep up with Malfoy. He had cruised to an easy first capture after zipping past her and catching the Snitch two broom-lengths ahead of her.

Harry wanted nothing more than to take to the sky and knock Malfoy down a peg. He could see his parents, Dahlia, Lupin and Sirius in the stands, and yearned for a chance to show off his talents for them. But he forced himself to root on his teammates as play resumed, hoping that Davies' strategy would pay off in the end.

And for the moment, it seemed to be working. Ravenclaw scored another two quick goals as the Beaters and Chasers worked in perfect harmony together, carving up the Slytherin defense. All they needed now was for Cho to perform...if she could catch the next Snitch, they would pull ahead to a formidable lead….

But then Malfoy entered a steep dive, a panicked Cho racing to keep up with him. Harry watched with horror as the second-year easily outstripped her, arm outstretched for the Snitch. The Ravenclaw Beaters peeled off to try and stop him, but their shots went awry, and Malfoy closed his fingers around the tiny golden ball once again.

"Another Snitch caught by Malfoy!" Lee Jordan announced over the roar of the crowd. "The score is now 120 to 50 in favor of Slytherin! And Ravenclaw captain Roger Davies calls for a timeout."

Harry hurried down to the locker room to meet the team, who looked winded and dejected. None moreso than Cho Chang, who threw her broom loudly against the wall, plopping onto a bench in a huff. Roger paced back and forth in front of the board, as though composing his thoughts – or containing his anger – before addressing the team.

"We are executing our strategies well," he finally muttered. "They may have the faster brooms, but we are the better team! We just need to keep Malfoy off of the Snitch."

"He's too damn fast," Cho said bitterly. "That broom gives him an unfair advantage—"

"I don't give a damn what broom he's riding!" Roger shouted, causing Cho to flinch. He'd never directed his anger at her before. "He weighs what, sixty pounds? A gust of wind or a single Bludger shot should knock his ass to the ground!"

"He's a hard target to hit," complained one of the Beaters. "Damn quick and a small frame."

"He has a blind spot to his back right," Harry chimed in, unable to remain silent any longer. "He won't see a shot coming from that side."

Everyone turned to Harry, surprised at his input. Roger narrowed his eyes at him, but did not immediately shoot his idea down. "What else do you notice about him?" he asked suspiciously.

Harry was quite familiar with Malfoy's playing style after facing him for four years in his previous timeline. "He's not used to holding his broom with his left hand," he offered. "If the Seeker attacks his right side and forces him to switch grips, he's less nimble."

"That's if you can keep up with him," Cho muttered, rolling her eyes. But Roger was looking at Harry curiously, as though seriously considering him for the first time.

"You saw all of that from the box?" he asked. "You got super-vision or something, Potter?"

"I pay attention to details," Harry shrugged. "That's what a Seeker does."

There was a tense silence as Roger looked between Harry and Cho for a long while. Finally, he made up his mind. "Right, we'll bring in Potter to close the match," he sighed. "Can't hurt to try something new at this point."

Harry's heart leapt at this news, and he had to restrain himself from jumping up with joy. Cho also jumped up, but from a much different emotion. "What?!" she shrieked. "I earned my spot on this team! You can't—"

"You've lost five Snitches in a row," Roger said harshly, shutting her down. "If you want the spot, earn it back in practice next week."

A stunned Cho slowly sat back down as Roger turned to the board behind him. "We'll have to adjust strategies a bit," he said, drawing up a play schematic. "Beaters, you make sure Potter doesn't get knocked out of the air right away—"

"No," said Harry. "They should focus on the Chasers. We need three more goals to get in range for the win anyway."

"You'll be pulverized before you even get the chance!" one of the Beaters scoffed.

"Let me worry about that," said Harry. "If Malfoy spots the Snitch, attack him from the right side. Otherwise, leave him to me."

Everyone looked to Roger for confirmation of this plan. Roger looked unsure, but at that moment, Madam Hooch walked into the locker room. "Time's up! Ready, Ravenclaw?" she announced.

"Alright," Roger nodded with a sigh. "Do what the kid said. Godspeed, Potter." And with that, he led the team back into the tunnel. Harry followed, clutching his Cleansweep nervously.

I'm actually getting onto the pitch! he thought incredulously. I get a chance to prove myself! That thought gave him a queasy knot in his stomach as he realized how important this match would be. If he failed to perform now, he might never see the pitch again as Roger would surely not trust him…

But his doubts faded away as soon as he kicked off the ground into the air, relishing the wind in his hair and the cheers of the crowd below him. He'd missed the adrenaline rush of a live match atmosphere, and finally felt right at home.

"And it looks like Ravenclaw have made a substitution!" Lee Jordan said. "In at Seeker is the unproven second-year, Harry Potter!"

There was a great roar of support at this announcement, from what sounded like a relatively small group of people. Harry swung around to his left to see his family going ballistic, cheering and waving at him from the stands. His heart swelled with pride, and he gave them a small salute before twirling around and taking his place at center field.

"Look, boys, they've dug up a stray dog to try and beat us now!" Malfoy sneered to his teammates, earning guffaws of laughter. "They must be truly desperate!"

Harry did not give Malfoy the satisfaction of a response. He just steeled himself for the start of the match, not allowing any insults or petty rivalries distract him from his goal.

The Quaffle was released, and the match resumed. Harry shot off after Malfoy, who seemed to be putting on a show of speed without actually searching for the Snitch. Harry let him go, sticking towards the center of the pitch and keeping an eye out for the tiny golden ball. He couldn't catch it until Ravenclaw scored at least two more goals, but if Malfoy spotted it first, Harry would have to find a way to keep him away from it.

Harry suddenly sensed danger, and rolled away just in time to dodge a Bludger aimed directly at his head. Not a moment later, another Bludger came screaming in from below, and Harry was forced into an abrupt 180 to avoid it. It seemed the enemy Beaters were determined to avenge their captain, Flint, and send Harry to the infirmary.

You think that intimidates me? an amused Harry thought as the two Beaters flew by, leering at him. I outflew a Hungarian Horntail; you two are nothing.

This strategy also meant the Ravenclaw Chasers had a clean run at the goal. "And Davies is pushing the Quaffle up field," Lee Jordan said excitedly. "He passes to Burrow...to Stetton...back to Burrow...here comes Davies with a shot...AND HE SCORES! Ten points to Ravenclaw!"

The crowd cheered as the unhappy Slytherins argued amongst themselves. The score was now 120 to 60...one more goal, and Harry could tie the game with a Snitch catch. Two more, and he could actually win the match!

When play resumed, the Slytherins seemed to double-down on their original strategy. Both Beaters were laser-focused on unseating Harry from his broom, pelting him with Bludger after Bludger. Harry deftly avoided them all – his Cleansweep may not be fast, but it was nimble enough to maneuver quickly. "Potter evades the Hospital Wing yet again!" Lee Jordan said excitedly as the crowd groaned from yet another near-miss. "Watch out, folks...this kid can really fly!"

Meanwhile, Davies and the other Chasers were mounting another attack on goal. Harry stopped briefly to watch as the Chasers and Beaters worked in perfect harmony to carve a hole through the Slytherin defense. Burrow's shot was deflected by the Slytherin Keeper, but Stetton was there to pick up the rebound and put it straight through the center hoop.

"Another brilliant Ravenclaw goal!" Lee Jordan shouted. "That's 120 to 70 in favor of Slytherin...Ravenclaw pulls to within Snitch range!"

Harry felt a jolt of excitement as he and Malfoy hovered over the action, watching the pitch and one another like a hawk. He had to make sure to stay within striking distance of Malfoy, since if he spotted the Snitch first, he would have the speed advantage to put distance between himself and Harry.

Slytherin got the Quaffle back on the next face-off and began to mount an offense. The Beaters rejoined the Chasers, desperate to cushion their shaky lead by one more critical goal. All eyes seemed to be on the Quaffle – including Malfoy, who paused momentarily to watch his team play beneath him.

Then Harry spotted the Snitch, darting along behind the Ravenclaw goalposts. His stomach dropped: if Malfoy spotted it, he was much closer and would have a clean run at it. So he took a major risk, flattening himself on his broom and rocketing off across the pitch – in the opposite direction. "Potter's spotted something!" Lee Jordan shouted excitedly. "And Malfoy takes off behind him!"

The ploy worked: Malfoy's attention was drawn to Harry rather than the Snitch, and he bought the feint perfectly. Harry aimed directly through the heart of the Slytherin Chasers, forcing them to slow their offense to avoid crashing into him. Harry pulled up just in time to avoid a Bludger, and Malfoy skidded to a halt behind him, realizing he'd been played.

"A nice feint by Potter!" Lee Jordan said. "Davies steals the Quaffle, and Ravenclaw presses on the counter-attack…"

Harry made his way back to center field, relieved to see that the Snitch had disappeared once again. "Think you're funny, Potter?" Malfoy sneered as he resumed his circling nearby. "Scared you can't win a straight race?"

"Just testing your reflexes, Malfoy," Harry winked. And he put on a brief spurt of speed, swooping low over Malfoy's head, laughing when the blonde boy flinched at his close approach.

"AND DAVIES SCORES AGAIN!" Lee Jordan shouted. "Ravenclaw pulls to within forty!"

This is it, Harry thought. I can win the match now. He refocused his efforts as play resumed once more, knowing that he could be seconds away from glory…

Then, disaster struck. Malfoy shot off across the pitch, and Harry knew at once it was no feint. The Golden Snitch was hovering just a few feet above the center line. Harry dove after him, knowing he would never catch up in time.

"Malfoy's going for his third Snitch of the day!" said Lee. "Potter's miles behind...oh, this is looking like another hat trick for the young Slytherin…"

Harry had to try something desperate. So instead of going directly for the Snitch, he repositioned himself on Malfoy's right side – directly in his blind spot. "Watch out!" he shouted, then whistled in a passing imitation of an incoming Bludger.

Malfoy flinched, ducking his head and shooting a glance over his shoulder. That was all the opening Harry needed. He put on a burst of speed, rolling neatly over Malfoy's head and stretching out his arm for the Snitch. He wrapped his fingers around the tiny golden ball a split second before pulling out of his dive and avoiding a crash.

"POTTER'S GOT THE SNITCH!" Lee Jordan shouted over the deafening roars of the crowd. "RAVENCLAW PULLS OFF A MIRACULOUS COMEBACK, 130 TO 120!"

Harry was mobbed by his teammates as they landed triumphantly on the pitch together. He felt as though he could cry from the immense joy he was feeling in this moment. None of his past Quidditch victories had ever felt this sweet...he'd had to earn this one. And when he caught a glimpse of his family, screaming and crying in the stands as they applauded him, he felt that he could die happy in that moment.

Cho looked rather grumpy when she rejoined the team in the locker room, but she begrudgingly patted Harry on the back as they celebrated the win. "Brilliant work, everyone!" Roger appraised his team, looking happier than he had all year. "We're still behind Hufflepuff in the Cup race, but if they lose their next match to Slytherin, we might stand a chance. So let's keep this energy going and focus on slaughtering Gryffindor!"

The team roared in approval at this pep talk. Harry never thought he'd take such pleasure from imagining the downfall of his former House, but in that moment, he would do everything in his power to humiliate his old Gryffindor teammates and win the Quidditch Cup at their expense.

After showering and changing back into his school robes, Harry walked out of the locker room to meet his family, who looked giddy with excitement. "What did I tell you?" James laughed, engulfing his son in a smothering hug. "Work hard, and you'll reap the rewards! I'm so proud of you, Harry."

"You were a natural up there!" said Sirius, also pulling in his godson for a hug. "It almost looks like you've been playing the game for half a decade already!"

In a way, I have, Harry thought sneakily to himself. "Thanks, Uncle Sirius," he said. He looked from his parents to Sirius and Remus before glancing around. "Where's Dahlia?"

"She left the match early to look for her friend Ginny," Lily said with a sad smile. "Said she didn't want to stand out in the cold if you weren't going to play. But I'm sure she'd be proud of you all the same."

Harry nodded, a bit disappointed. He knew his sister wasn't as Quidditch-crazy as he was, but still wished she had been able to see what he was capable of. Hopefully she could make it to the final match of the season, at least….

But no matter! He still had his House mates to celebrate with, and they joined him soon after, mobbing him with back-pats and atta-boy's. Even the upper year students, who had only ever viewed him with suspicion or derision, looked at him with genuine respect after his impressive display. Harry saw Cho fast-walking up to the castle by herself, looking miserable, and felt a brief pang of guilt. But why should he be guilty? He earned his spot, and she could now try to earn hers back.

I can't wait to tell Luna about this! Harry thought giddily, as he quickened his pace towards the castle with the crowd. She would probably just shrug, as though he'd told her a mildly funny joke, but maybe she'd come and watch him play in the next match. Lupin was right: he ought to focus on strengthening his friendships with his peers, and she was one he hoped to remain close with forever.

There was a logjam of students at the castle entrance as everyone tried to cram in through the oak doors at once. "What's the holdup?" muttered Terry Boot; he began to push forward through the crowd, Harry and several other Ravenclaws close behind. A few people turned and saw Harry approaching, and they moved aside to clear a path for him. Such a kind gesture after winning the match! he thought naively.

But it was not admiration of respect in their faces: it was fear. Harry suddenly had a very bad feeling in the pit of his stomach as they entered the Entrance Hall. And when he reached the front of the crowd, hearing the horrified gasps of his fellow students, he quickly realized what had drawn everyone's attention.

There was a student dangling from a torch bracket on the wall by her cloak. Behind her on the wall was painted an ominous message in red blood: 'SLYTHERIN'S MONSTER IS HUNGRY...WHO WILL IT CLAIM NEXT?' Harry could tell by the wispy gray smoke wafting off of the girl that she was not dead, but Petrified.

"Who is that?" Terry muttered in concern. A few other students whispered similar confused questions to one another. But Harry didn't need a closer look to recognize her at once. The platinum-blonde hair, radish earrings and orange-tinted Quibbler glasses were a dead giveaway.
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The next few days passed in a blur for Harry. What should have been a fun, celebratory week after his big Quidditch win was instead one filled with panic, fear, crying students, and furious parents arriving at the front gates to yell at Dumbledore. There was no sweeping this incident under the rug, as with Calvin on Halloween: everyone had seen Luna in the Entrance Hall, and as the daughter of a prominent journalist, it didn't take long until the entire wizarding world became aware of the incident (and the Heir of Slytherin situation at large).

The students were sent to their common rooms while the school was searched – Harry watched with interest on the Marauder's Map as every staff member searched every nook and cranny of the castle. He also watched with a pang of sadness as Luna Lovegood's dot was moved from the Entrance Hall to the Hospital Wing, where it would presumably remain until the end of term.

On Monday morning, Dumbledore summoned everyone back to the Great Hall to announce that the school would remain operational with a few procedural changes. A strict curfew of 7 PM was implemented, and all students were to travel the halls in pairs wherever they went. Students were expected to remain in common areas like the Great Hall and the library while not in class, and teachers and prefects were on constant patrol through the castle, searching for any wrongdoing.

This did little to reassure the students, as no progress had been made towards stopping the threat and the Heir of Slytherin remained at large. Fortunately, Harry's name had been removed from the list of suspects. He had a rock-solid alibi at the Quidditch match during the attack, and no one in their right mind would believe that he'd attack his only real friend in the castle.

The downside to this was the outpouring of positive attention Harry now received from his classmates. Fellow Ravenclaws came up regularly and told him how sorry they were for his 'loss', which only made Harry feel more numb and detached from it all. This was like Hermione being Petrified all over again – only this time, he had no Ron to fall back on for emotional support.

Although, in a literal sense, this wasn't true. Harry decided this was a prime opportunity to get closer to the trio of Ron, Neville and Hermione, and he sought them out the following weekend, as students flocked to the Great Hall for camaraderie (and the unspoken safety in numbers). Harry spied Ron and Neville across the Hall, playing wizard's chess at the Hufflepuff table, and made his way over to them.

"No Hermione today?" Harry asked conversationally as he took the seat beside Ron and surveyed the board; he appeared to be winning handily.

"She's probably in the library," Neville muttered, his face scrunched up in concentration as he plotted his next move. "Beats me why she insists on studying so much when there's a deadly monster on the loose."

"She's not by herself, is she?" Harry wondered, suddenly remembering her fate in his previous second year. "She's Muggle-born...maybe she ought to stick to groups—"

"We told her the same thing, but she didn't listen," said Ron. He directed one of his bishops into the heart of Neville's defenses in a flashy sacrifice. "This is checkmate in four, by the way, but we can play it out if you like."

"I'll take your word for it," Neville sighed, flicking over his king in resignation. He turned his attention toward Harry. "Your friend Luna isn't Muggle-born, is she?"

"No," Harry muttered. "Her father's a wizard, and her mother...well, I'm not sure about her mother."

"Kinda strange that she was targeted, I would think," Neville frowned. "Isn't the Heir of Slytherin supposed to target Muggle-borns only?"

"A lot of Slytherins have been wondering the same," said Daphne Greengrass, suddenly swooping in to sit beside Neville. "Some of them are worried that it means the pure-bloods aren't safe from the monster like they thought, but most assume she's a half-blood since Lovegood isn't one of the Sacred Twenty-Eight."

"I really don't think the monster discriminates by blood," Harry sighed, recalling that Ginny Weasley was meant to be the Heir's final victim in his last timeline. "It's more likely that Luna was just in the wrong place at the wrong time."

"Well, the good news is, neither of you two are the prime suspects for the Heir of Slytherin anymore," Daphne continued, looking from Harry to Neville. There's a rumor that Marcus Flint is behind it as revenge for your duel, Potter, but we're pretty sure the rumor was started by Flint himself."

"Wonderful," Harry muttered. "I'm sure Flint and Malfoy would love to have everyone believe they were the Heir."

"You still think this Tom Riddle bloke is the Heir?" asked Ron.

"I do," Harry nodded. "The only question is which student he's possessing to do his bidding for him."

"Bloody hell, now students are being possessed in addition to being Petrified?!" Daphne groaned. "What kind of school is Dumbledore running here?"

"Keep your eyes open for a diary with a brown leather cover," Harry said warningly. "Don't tell too many people, though – it's a dangerous artifact that could be disastrous if it fell into the wrong hands."

"Stealing more girls' diaries, Potter?" quipped Fred Weasley, as he and George unexpectedly joined the group. "Careful, or one might get the wrong idea."

"No, I wasn't—" Harry said quickly.

"Only teasing," said Fred with a wink. "Ronniekins explained everything to us. And for the record, we went through our sister's belongings over Christmas and didn't find any such diary."

"Only a notebook with Neville's name written in the margins with little hearts around it," said George, nudging Neville playfully and causing the boy to redden slightly. "Turns out Potter here isn't the only womanizer we have to worry about."

"Listen, I'm sorry about everything from earlier this year," Harry said. "I should have just explained—"

"We're good, Potter," said Fred, clapping him on the shoulder. "We know now that you were looking out for Ginny the same way we would have."

"Don't think we're gonna go easy on you in the Quidditch final, though," George grinned. "We'll forget we said any of this and try to beat the mickey out of you with our bats."

"Wouldn't expect anything less," Harry laughed. "You lot have a strong team. I look forward to the challenge."

"Yours as well," Fred acknowledged. "Davies is good, even though he's a prat, and everyone thinks he's a fool for benching you so long after your last game."

Harry felt a surge of pride at this comment. It felt good to know that the other teams had taken notice of his skill as a player – even if it meant they would be strategizing against him specifically in the future.

"Alright, enough kissing up to each other," Ron huffed impatiently. "Another game, Neville?"

"Nah; I've done enough losing for one day," Neville muttered.

"I'll play you, Weasley," said Daphne, sliding over to take Neville's place in front of the board. "White or black?"

"Black," Ron said confidently. "Gotta give you a chance somehow, Greengrass."

"That so?" Daphne said, arching an eyebrow as she pushed a pawn forward. "What's your opening of choice? The Sicilian, the Caro-Kann, or the Scandinavian?"

This remark caused Ron's grin to fade as he considered each of the three options she'd mentioned. Fred and George shared incredulous looks and settled in to watch their brother hopefully get decimated. Harry politely excused himself and headed to the library to work on some homework.

As Ron and Neville predicted, Hermione was there at a table by herself, books and papers spread out all around her, scribbling furiously in a notebook. Harry decided now was as good a time as any to approach her, as they still hadn't spoken since term resumed the month before. "Erm, Hermione?" he said tentatively. "Got a minute?"

Hermione glanced up at him, a look of annoyance crossing her face at his appearance. "As long as it is only a minute," she sighed, looking up expectantly at him.

"Look, did I do something to upset you?" Harry asked carefully. "If I did, I'm terribly sorry, and it was probably accidental—"

"You haven't done anything wrong, Harry," said Hermione. "I've just decided to take my studies more seriously."

"This isn't because I got higher grades last term, is it?" asked Harry.

"Did you?" Hermione hummed, feigning ignorance that fooled nobody. "I hadn't noticed."

"C'mon, don't be like that," Harry groaned. "Everyone knows you're a brilliant witch, Hermione. You can't compare yourself to other people all the time—"

"Not everything is about you, you know," Hermione said coldly. "It's great that some people excel at magic and Quidditch without really trying, but the rest of us have to put in actual effort to succeed."

Harry felt a twinge of irritation at her tone. "Yeah, my life's been real easy around here," he said sarcastically. "Getting the cold shoulder from my entire House, hated by my own sister, and losing my best friend to an ancient monster...I'm just spoiled rotten, aren't I?"

Hermione's icy facade faded for a moment as she considered his words. "I'd forgotten you were close with Luna," she muttered, looking embarrassed. "Harry, I'm sorry—"

"Don't be," Harry said with a false smile. "I'd hate to keep you from your studies. Wouldn't want to see you to drop below 100% in Flitwick's class on my account." And he stalked away to the opposite end of the library. He felt a bit bad for rubbing it in her face like that – immaturity was not the best solution to itself.

Harry settled into his own table to lose himself in some classwork and take his mind off of everyone going on around him. He was roughly half an hour into writing an Astronomy essay when he felt a finger prodding his shoulder.

"Harry?" a tentative voice said. "Can we talk?"

Harry turned, expecting to see Hermione come to apologize, but instead came face to face with his younger sister. "Hey, Dahlia," Harry sighed. "I'm not really in the mood to be made fun of right now, so if you don't mind—"

But Dahlia surprised him by wrapping her arms around Harry in a tight embrace. "I'm sorry about your friend Luna," she muttered into her brother's shoulder. "You two seemed close."

"Oh...thanks," Harry said, returning the hug. "Madam Pomfrey said she'll be alright, as soon as the mandrakes finish maturing."

"Yeah, she told me the same thing about Calvin," said Dahlia, pulling away and wiping away a tear. "But it doesn't really make it feel any better, does it?"

"No, I suppose not," Harry shrugged. "Thanks."

"Sorry for being such a bad sister," said Dahlia with a slight grimace. "I let people think you were the one doing all of this, even though I knew you never would. I've told everyone I know that you're innocent in the last few days."

"Appreciate it," Harry grinned. "Sorry for acting like a weirdo earlier in the year."

Dahlia laughed and rolled her eyes. "Can you help me with my Defense homework?" she asked tentatively. "Lupin's assigned us a bunch of catch-up work to cover all the material Lockhart skipped over."

"Sure," Harry beamed, delighted at the chance to spend time with his sister again. He'd missed that simple familial connection, that relationship that went beyond mere friendship to something more eternal and indestructible. Despite knowing Dahlia for only a year and a half in this timeline, he felt an intense protective instinct over her and hated the thought that she was so close to the diary without his ability to intervene.

He and Dahlia spent the majority of their day sitting at that table, working through homework together. Harry helped her through Lupin's assignments, then tried to do the same with Snape's Potions homework, but quickly realized that she had a far better grasp on the subject than he did. "Mum would disown you if she heard you right now," Dahlia said teasingly. "I mean, really, adding toad spawn to a Healing Draught? Are you trying to kill someone?"

The study session quickly devolved into light teasing about other subjects, as the two siblings caught up on lost time after months of avoiding one another. Dahlia pestered Harry about his love life, demanding to know if he and Luna were dating, while Harry fought back by asking the same about her and Colin Creevey, as the boy was apparently smitten with Dahlia and asked to take her picture constantly. Soon they were trading barbs and laughing raucously like old times, to the point that Madam Pince had to march over and tell them to quiet down.

Eventually the Potter siblings packed up their things to leave the library, and Harry walked Dahlia up to Gryffindor Tower. "Same time next week?" he asked, hoping this would become a regular occurrence.

"If we must," Dahlia grinned. Then abruptly, her grin faded, and a worried look crossed her face. "It's all gonna be okay now, right?" she asked tentatively. "All this 'Heir of Slytherin' business?"

"I'm sure we have nothing to worry about," Harry reassured her, pulling his sister in for a tight hug. "Dumbledore's doing everything he can to put a stop to it."

"And Uncle Remus?" Dahlia asked hopefully.

"Yes," said Harry. "And Flitwick, and McGonagall, and even Dad and everyone at the Ministry. They'll keep us safe."

Dahlia nodded and gently pulled away from her brother. Harry watched her climb through the portrait hole, feeling oddly powerless at how vulnerable and frightened she looked. How could he promise to protect her if he couldn't even protect his closest friend from the basilisk? What kind of protector was he if all his advanced knowledge of events was completely useless?

Rather than returning to his own common room, Harry headed instead for Lupin's classroom. He could choose to wallow in isolation, or he could be more proactive and work towards his goal of neutralizing the basilisk. Besides, Lupin had proven to be a calming force amidst all the pressures Harry felt upon him...his calm energy and pragmatic personality always helped center Harry and bring his emotions back to equilibrium.

Harry strode across the DADA classroom to the ajar office door, knocking briefly before entering. To his surprise, Lupin was not alone; Professor Flitwick was sitting beside him, or more accurately, standing atop a step-stool and looking over his shoulder at an assortment of papers on the desk.

"Sorry, am I interrupting?" Harry asked.

"Not at all, Mr. Potter, come in!" Flitwick beamed, beckoning him in.

"Professor Flitwick here was just helping me with lesson planning for the upper years," said Lupin.

"Yes, sadly, I have ample experience filling in for prior Defense professors who didn't last the full year," said Flitwick. "But I'm thrilled to know that I finally have a more than competent replacement."

"You're too kind, Filius," Lupin chuckled. "What can I help you with, Harry?"

"Erm...nothing in particular, I guess," Harry shrugged. "It can wait if you're busy—"

"Is this about your friend Luna?" said Lupin, giving Harry his full attention at once. "No, of course it can't wait, Harry. We can talk as long as you need to."

"I was just telling Remus about your bond with Miss Lovegood," said Flitwick, looking sadly at Harry. "You were so kind to her when no one else was. I'm terribly sorry about what happened."

Harry suddenly felt that he didn't actually want to talk about Luna at all. "Thanks, Professor," he said quickly. "But that's not what I wanted to talk about…"

Lupin must have picked up on Harry's discomfort, because he stood up from his desk and strode towards the door. "Come on, Harry," he said, beckoning him out of the office. "There's something I need to see for myself."

Confused, Harry followed Lupin back into the main classroom, where the man was waving his wand to push the desks and chairs up against the wall. "See what, Uncle Remus?" he asked.

"Filius tells me you're a gifted duelist," said Lupin, tracing the outline of a dueling stage on the bare floor. "I saw what you did against Mr. Flint at the last club meeting, and I want to see what you're made of."

"Oh...okay," Harry shrugged; he wouldn't mind burning off some excess energy. He took his spot at one end of the stage as Lupin stood at the other. Flitwick excitedly took a seat near the center of the stage, eagerly watching the two square off.

"First, we bow," said Lupin, lowering his head. Harry did the same, but instinctively threw up a Shield Charm as Lupin fired a nonverbal Stunner his direction. "Good reflexes," Lupin appraised him. "Never take your eyes off your opponent, Harry, even in a practice duel."

"Right," Harry huffed. It had been a bit of a low blow, but clearly Lupin wanted to test his mettle, and he wouldn't let the man get under his skin just yet. He retaliated with a volley of minor jinxes in quick succession, which Lupin lazily batted aside in a single swipe.

"Come now, you think such elementary spells can take me down?" Lupin taunted with a grin. "Show me what you've got, Potter!"

Harry sighed. With a flick of his wand, he sent one of the desks behind Lupin sailing through the air towards his head; Lupin ducked to avoid the projectile, and just managed to raise a Shield Charm of his own to block Harry's Banishing Charm from the front.

"Good thinking," said Lupin, resetting to a defensive stance. "Distract the opponent from multiple angles. That might work against other students who aren't ready for it, but you have to keep thinking outside the box."

"Show him the thunderstorm, Harry!" Flitwick squeaked with excitement. Lupin arched an eyebrow of curiosity at this.

Harry shrugged and brandished his wand. "Tempesta electra!" A dark cloud formed above Lupin, and it began to rain heavily while crackling ominously all around him. Unlike Fred, who had cowered beneath the enchantment during their duel, Lupin just stood staring up at the cloud in amazement.

"This is extremely advanced Charms work for someone your age, Harry," he grinned. "I can see how this would be effective against someone unprepared." And with a simple twirl of his wand, Lupin summoned a gust of wind that catapulted the 'storm' towards Harry's side of the stage, forcing Harry to cancel the spell.

"Do you know, Harry, that I've had N.E.W.T. level students coming up to me after class, asking how you did that spell?" Flitwick said, his face aglow with excitement. "It's a combination of illusory and elemental magic, is it not?"

"Yes," Harry confessed. He'd stumbled upon the spell while reading about illusory magic, which Kneazle wand cores were supposedly quite adept at casting. "It's not particularly powerful, though. It's mostly for show, and lots of simple charms can render it ineffective."

"Ah, but power takes many different forms in a duel," Flitwick said with a sage grin. "There is immeasurable power in striking fear in the hearts of your opponents. The psychological impact of a spell is often equally as important as its physical effects."

"Quite right," Lupin agreed. "For example: Brackium confractus!"

Harry's eyes went wide as the Bone-Breaking Curse was sent careening towards him. He hastily erected a shield to block it, but the sickly yellow spell broke through the flimsy protection and grazed his leg. Harry felt his ankle buckle from the partial impact and he stumbled to the ground, wincing in pain.

"Sorry about that, Harry," said Lupin, rushing over to the boy. He knelt beside the boy's injured leg and hovered his wand over it. "Brackium immendo."

Harry briefly had a flare of panic at the spell, which Lockhart had once used in a failed attempt to repair his broken arm. But Lupin's spell worked perfectly, sending a hot sensation down his leg as he felt the bones snap back into place and heal instantly. Lupin helped Harry back to his feet, and Harry found that he was able to put full weight on his leg and feel no pain.

"Thanks," Harry muttered.

"Perhaps that was a bit over-zealous of me," Lupin said sheepishly. "But do you know why your Shield Charm failed to block the spell?"

"Because I was sloppy in casting it," Harry grimaced.

"The Bone-Breaker Curse is no more difficult to block than any minor hex," Flitwick added, though he gave Lupin a wary look for his rather perilous teaching methods. "But do you see how you were affected by fear of the spell coming at you, which weakened your defenses?"

"Yeah," Harry nodded. He hadn't expected his professor (and close friend) to cast such a dangerous curse against him, and it had affected his reflexes.

"Luckily you won't have that problem in a sanctioned duel," said Lupin. "But your father has seen many a fellow Auror go down in battle due to foolish mistakes. It's one thing to be trained how to avoid a Killing Curse, for example, and yet another to actually do it when that rush of green light is coming directly at you."

"How would you avoid a Killing Curse in battle?" Harry wondered aloud, genuinely curious.

"I daresay you'll never have to worry about that," Flitwick said with a nervous chuckle. "Not while at Hogwarts, at any rate."

"The boy did witness it being cast on school grounds, Filius," Lupin said gently. "Your first priority should always be to physically dodge the spell and get far away from the caster, because you probably don't want to be anywhere near that person anyway."

"And if dodging it isn't an option?" Harry asked expectantly.

"Conjuring a physical object can deflect it," Lupin explained. "But it has to be a sturdy material, like metal or stone. Transfiguring or conjuring an animal to take the spell for you is also possible – I've seen your mother do some very clever things with a simple Avis charm on the battlefield."

"Oh, Miss Evans always had a knack for using simple charms in creative ways!" Flitwick said with delight at the reminder. "I'll never forget when she figured out how to maintain a Silencing Field around an individual indefinitely. Poor Sirius Black couldn't understand why nobody was responding to him all day!" All three laughed at this recollection.

"Will you be coming to future Dueling Club meetings, Harry?" asked Lupin pointedly.

"I dunno," Harry said reluctantly. "I don't want to draw any more attention to myself, and I don't feel like I'm learning fast enough in that environment."

"Fair enough," Lupin nodded. "But I'd like to work with you one on one to hone your dueling skills, maybe once a week if you're amenable. I'm sure Professor Flitwick would also be keen to share some pointers of his own."

"Absolutely!" Flitwick agreed. "You're one of the most gifted students I've taught in many years, Mr. Potter, and I'd be delighted to train you."

Once again, Harry felt a surge of pride at their kind words. Although he was far ahead of his grade level and could potentially take on any other student at the school, he still had a lot to learn, and Lupin and Flitwick were the ideal tutors. He left the classroom that evening feeling like he finally had something productive to put his energy towards.

It was far better than the feeling of uselessness that had persisted for the past week since Luna's accident….

Once the initial shock of Luna's accident had worn off, a sense of normalcy gradually returned to Hogwarts in the coming weeks. Harry wasn't entirely sure how he felt about this – on one hand it was nice to put his head down and continue on like nothing was wrong, but on the other, it was frustrating to see how quickly his peers forgot about Luna. She was an afterthought, not 'important' enough to be mourned. Even the Daily Prophet stopped talking about the controversy after a while, though the Quibbler kept up its daily crusade demanding answers from Dumbledore and the school.

Though Harry missed spending time with Luna, he did have a full social slate at the moment. He was back on good terms with Dahlia, helping her with homework and generally spending quality time with her during off hours. He was joining Lupin and Flitwick for private dueling lessons every Wednesday after the regular Dueling Club meeting ended, learning useful new tricks about combat that he couldn't learn from a book. That wasn't to mention his other casual relationships, like killing time with his dorm mates after curfew in the common room, or joining Ron for the occasional chess match (although Daphne Greengrass had largely replaced him in this role as of late).

Then of course there was Quidditch practice, which was finally beginning to bear fruit for Harry after months of being ignored. Roger Davies was treating him as a regular member of the team now, pushing him harder in drills and involving him in group activities. Cho had doubled her efforts as well, treating Roger extra nice and giving her all in every practice session.

"I haven't decided who we'll start in the next match yet," Roger finally admitted after a particularly grueling session. "Most likely we'll have you two alternate on Snitches – Potter will start for the first one, then we'll rotate in Chang, then I'll decide who to put out there for the third. Sound fair?"

"It does to me," Cho readily agreed. Harry privately didn't think so – he felt like he'd earned his spot handily during the Slytherin match, and he'd never been granted such leniency when he was the backup. But he held his tongue and agreed as well, not wanting to be seen as a poor sport when impressions mattered more than ever before.

He took out his frustrations on Lupin instead during their next private meeting, pelting him with every spell he could think of. Though he'd managed to best his professor once or twice at the start of their tutoring, Lupin had long since learned Harry's fighting style and managed to defend himself flawlessly ever since. Harry was growing annoyed by the ease with which Lupin batted aside and Shielded against his spells; he even started mixing in more dangerous curses like the Bone-Breaker out of desperation, but Lupin didn't even bat an eye.

"Stop!" Flitwick shouted after yet another failed volley from Harry. "Mr. Potter, why did you choose that particular sequence of spells?"

"Erm...I dunno," Harry admitted. He'd just been throwing anything that came to mind at Lupin, without much thought as to the order or synergy between them.

"You're wasting energy with your wand movements," Flitwick pointed out. "You cast a Banishing Charm and a Cutting Curse back to back, but both require a downward slash. You should think about varying your spell chains by minimizing these movements."

"Perhaps you should include a third spell in between those two," Lupin suggested. "Something with an upward wand movement, so you are immediately ready for that downward slash after."

Harry had never considered this before. He often wondered why he struggled to cast as many spells per second as some of the more skilled duelists he'd seen, and that made perfect sense as to why. Every split second mattered when it came to waving his wand.

When they reset, Harry waited for his opening, Shielding against the occasional hex while firing minor curses in return to keep Lupin honest. When he saw his opening, he again went for the Banishing Charm and Cutting Curse combo, but this time adding a Levicorpus in the middle, requiring only a single upward flick. Lupin was caught off-guard by the triple spells in quick succession, and soon found himself levitating upside-down by the ankle with a small gash in his shoulder.

"Sorry, Professor!" Harry muttered as he canceled the spell and rushed forward to assess the damage.

"Not at all, Harry!" Lupin laughed; despite the blood pouring profusely from his arm, he looked giddy with excitement. "That was an impressive combination. It was much faster than I was prepared to handle." And before Harry could remark on Lupin's shoulder, the man waved his wand lazily over it, and the wound began to stitch itself together, the blood congealing on the surface.

"You'll have to teach me that one," Harry breathed, impressed.

"Years of werewolf-related injuries will teach you some tricks," Lupin grinned wryly. "Not that you'll have to worry about healing spells in a dueling arena."

"But what if I get in a fight outside a sanctioned match?" Harry asked. "Knowing how to heal a cut or mend a broken bone will probably come in handy."

Lupin's expression darkened at this, and he glanced worriedly at Professor Flitwick. "You aren't planning to pick any fights outside the classroom, are you, Harry?" he asked.

"No," Harry said quickly. "But, you know...there is a deadly monster on the loose...and it's better to be safe than sorry…"

"Healing magic is incredibly difficult to learn and potentially dangerous if you are not careful," Flitwick added. "I myself would not even attempt some of the remedies Professor Lupin has demonstrated without Madam Pomfrey's supervision."

"I picked it up during the war, out of necessity," Lupin admitted. "I can teach you some things here and there, but I don't think a twelve year old boy needs to know how to patch wounds in the field."

Harry suddenly wished that someone had bothered to teach him such magic in his last timeline. All the times he or his friends had been hampered by injuries during excursions: Ron's broken leg from the Whomping Willow third year; the burns he'd received from the Hungarian Horntail during the Triwizard Tournament; Ginny's broken ankle in the Department of Mysteries….

But he wouldn't press the issue just yet. No one else suspected that a war was just around the corner, and if Harry had anything to say about it, it wouldn't come for some time yet.

"How is the search for the Chamber going?" Harry asked Lupin once the session ended and Flitwick took his leave.

"We are making progress," Lupin said evasively. "We've eliminated many possibilities for locations as non-viable."

"Have you tried searching bathrooms lately?" Harry asked. "Could the basilisk be using the plumbing to get around?"

Lupin chuckled at this, as though Harry had made a childish joke. "I appreciate your suggestions, Harry," he said patronizingly, "but the adults are handling this. You heard Professor Dumbledore – he doesn't want you getting involved in all this."

"Well, that was before I lost one of my closest friends to the monster," Harry said hotly. "Maybe I've half a mind to go poking around the castle myself."

Lupin's demeanor shifted at once to something rather frightening, as he grabbed Harry by the collar and pulled him close. "You will do no such thing," he said harshly. "Your mother and father would never forgive me if something happened to you or Dahlia. I sympathize with your loss, but this is not your problem."

"You wouldn't even know about the problem without my visions," Harry countered. "You and Dumbledore have discovered nothing on your own, have you?"

"If you have new information to share, you're welcome to divulge it," Lupin said. "But I have a job to do here, and my instructions are clear: do not jeopardize the lives of any students."

"I'm disappointed, Uncle Remus," Harry scoffed. "I never took you for a stickler for the rules." And he stalked out of the room, suddenly in quite the sour mood. He was growing tired of the adults treating him like fragile goods, when he could contribute to the cause if they just listened to him.

But what could he contribute to the cause? He hadn't the faintest idea where to begin looking that he hadn't explored already. He'd already scoured Myrtle's bathroom from floor to ceiling, and even asked her pointed questions about her death to ensure he wasn't missing anything. He made a point of checking every boy's bathroom for snake engravings, and even poked his head into a few girls' bathrooms after ensuring they were empty with the Marauder's Map.

The only other avenue he could take was locating the diary, but he had even fewer ideas for accomplishing this. He still suspected Ginny had it, but had no way to confirm this. He was finally on good terms with the Weasley brothers again, but Ginny herself was still skittish around him, avoiding his presence any chance she got. Harry tried gently probing Dahlia for information during study sessions, but any time Dahlia sensed the conversation straying towards the Chamber of Secrets, she shut down and became despondent – the last thing he wanted to do to his own sister.

Spring Break came before Harry knew it, and with it came a brief respite from the castle to relax at Godric's Hollow. James was in surprisingly high spirits, having just secured a pay raise at the Auror Department, while Lily was delighted at the prospect of her two children being on speaking terms again. "It's so much better to see you two getting along!" she smiled during dinner one night. "I'm glad you two managed to put aside whatever was getting between you all this time."

That remains to be seen, Harry thought. If the Chamber situation worsened any further, he would have to take more drastic actions to track down the diary, and that would probably fracture his relationship with Dahlia even further. Harry was enjoying the tenuous peace that had settled between them, but he had a feeling that it would not last.

Harry made a point of visiting the Muggle library in Godric's Hollow during his break, using the excuse that he wanted to enhance his knowledge of non-magical animal life in the Hogwarts region. It took him a while to learn how to navigate the database system – the last time he'd used a computer was at the Dursley's in his previous timeline, sneaking onto Dudley's desktop whenever the family was out of town. Harry located the news records system and typed 'TOM MARVOLO RIDDLE' into the search bar.

To his disappointment, there were no direct results – clearly Voldemort hadn't made a habit of making the Muggle news with his birth name prior to his rise to power. However, a number of articles about a different Tom Riddle did pop up: small community blurbs about a wealthy benefactor in a town called Little Hangleton. Harry had no way to know if this was Voldemort's father, but the timeline seemed to line up with the dates he was seeing on small fluff articles about the man's good deeds in the community.

An obituary popped up, stating that Tom Riddle was murdered at the age of 38 on August 13, 1943, alongside his parents. Curiously, it did not list any surviving children or spouses, but the photo attached to the article left no doubt: the man was tall, handsome, and the spitting image of the Tom Riddle that Harry saw in the diary in his original second year. Harry knew that any insights into Voldemort's past would have to begin in Little Hangleton...now he would have to find an excuse to go there without tipping off any adults as to his whereabouts.

It was back to Hogwarts soon after for Harry and Dahlia, and things soon settled back into a routine once again. Homework, dueling lessons, studying with Dahlia, Quidditch practice, free time with friends, rinse and repeat. With end-of-year exams on the horizon, there was time for little else. Even Harry found the specter of the Chamber of Secrets fading in his mind as everything else competed for his attention. He would just have to trust that Lupin and Dumbledore had things under control for the time being.

Harry attended the penultimate Quidditch match of the season, Hufflepuff vs. Slytherin, and for the first time in his life he was rooting for the green and silver. Ravenclaw needed Hufflepuff to lose the match so that they still had a chance at winning the Cup, slim as their chances were. It took every fiber of Harry's being not to boo as Draco Malfoy preened for the crowd, or to cheer on the more stoic Cedric Diggory, who looked nervous by the prospect of clinching Hufflepuff's first Cup victory in many, many years.

Slytherin's Chasers were clearly the more experienced and skilled squad, and they threatened to blow the match wide open from the start. They took an early 50-10 lead, but Cedric brought Hufflepuff back with the first Snitch catch. Draco caught the second after a fluke gust of wind carried the golden ball directly up his sleeve, but the Hufflepuffs had begun to claw back with goals of their own, so they trailed only by 30 heading into the third and final Snitch.

Harry's heart was in his throat as he watched the two Seekers dance around each other, each knowing the importance of this next catch. Draco spotted the Snitch first, flattening himself into a dive as Cedric raced after him. At first it appeared that Cedric would be able to muscle his way past Draco and keep him away from the Snitch. But then Slytherin's Beaters swooped in with two key Bludger strikes that forward Cedric to pull up, and Draco snatched the third Snitch to clinch the victory by 80 points.

There's a chance, Harry thought to himself that night, doing the math in his head. If Ravenclaw beat Gryffindor, they would be tied with both Slytherin and Hufflepuff for the lead, and the tiebreaker would come down to total points scored. They would have to put on a serious rout of Gryffindor, which was no easy task, but Harry was elated that he would at least get the opportunity to win it for his team.

Unfortunately, Roger Davies seemed to be getting cold feet at the last moment. He was much harsher on Harry than usual in practice the following week, criticizing every small mistake and perceived flaw. "Your catch time is much lower than both Malfoy's and Diggory's this season," he said after timing Harry on a few Snitch catches. "Why aren't you getting there sooner?"

"I'm still faster than Johnson's times," Harry pointed out. "Besides, it's not just about raw speed, it's about flexibility and evasiveness. The Weasley twins will prevent me from taking the fastest possible line anyway."

"Chang's splits are still faster," Roger muttered stubbornly. "Those fractions of a second could mean all the difference in a close chase."

He's making the same mistake as last time, Harry thought, dismayed. Cho's broom was faster, and Roger was conflating that with talent – even though game conditions were far, far different in a live match. Raw speed rarely made the difference: there were so many obstacles a Seeker had to overcome before even getting within an arm's length of the Snitch, it was a pointless metric to follow.

The silver lining was that Roger seemed genuinely concerned about team performance, and wasn't swayed by Cho's obvious attempts to flirt with him. He was just as hard on her during practice, and she seemed to make many more obvious mistakes that drew his ire. Harry may not be the perfect Seeker, but he knew better than to drift into the path of an oncoming Quaffle pass during a developing play, which Cho had done twice now in the span of a month.

Little was helping to soothe Harry's nerves as the match approached, and Roger seemed no closer to naming his starting Seeker. His parents and Sirius sent encouraging letters urging him on and promising to attend the match no matter what happened. James even hinted that a Firebolt might be on the table for Harry's thirteenth birthday if he managed to win the Quidditch Cup for Ravenclaw. As if the stakes weren't already high enough, Harry groaned internally.

Roger waited until the last possible moment to make his decision. He pushed both Harry and Cho hard during the final week of practice leading up to the match, setting up a four-on-four scrimmage to pit the two of them head to head. It was a close-fought battle, but Harry managed to secure all three Snitches in the scrimmage, with the last coming via a daring barrel-roll maneuver to snatch it out from under Cho's nose.

Even after that, Roger seemed conflicted in the locker room. Finally he announced, "We'll go with Potter to start the match. Chang, be ready to go after the first or second Snitch – if things aren't working out, we may need you to come in for Potter."

"I'll be ready," Cho said confidently. Harry felt a pang of annoyance at this, but it also lit a fire under him – he would be damned if he let Angelina catch a single Snitch while his job as Seeker was on the line.

Either way, he had the starting job! He excitedly told his dorm mates that evening and sent off letters to his family sharing the good news. For once, things were looking up in his life. He was on good terms with everyone at the school, he was excelling in every subject, and he was finally being recognized for his talent on the Quidditch pitch...nothing could possibly dampen his excitement now!

Harry woke early on the day of the match feeling fresh and ready to take on the world. He ate a hearty breakfast, accepting the well-wishes of his House mates before heading down to the stadium. His family greeted him outside the locker room – even Dahlia, who was representing the red and gold, but nonetheless wished her brother good luck. Time to give them a good show, Harry thought excitedly as he changed with the team and waited eagerly for the match to begin.

"Right; here's the situation," said Roger Davies, pacing back and forth in front of the blackboard, clearly as nervous as the rest of them. "We're currently trailing Hufflepuff by one hundred and forty points. If we beat Gryffindor by that much, we can win the Cup. That means we need at least two of the Snitches, if not all three. Potter, you sure you can handle Johnson?"

"Yes," Harry nodded confidently. He'd spent many years training and playing alongside Angelina Johnson, and knew she was a strong, physical flyer. But he also knew she was nowhere near as effective without a Quaffle in her hands, and she was playing a position that was unnatural to her. He'd have to be careful not to let her out-muscle him, but if it came down to a straight race for the Snitch, he was sure he could beat her to it.

Roger turned to the board and began drawing up schemes for the Chasers and Beaters to follow. Halfway through his speech, however, hurried footsteps echoed down the tunnel, and Professor McGonagall entered the locker room, lips pursed.

"Morning, Professor," Roger greeted her, frowning. "Is Madam Hooch not refereeing today?"

"I'm afraid today's match has been canceled," McGonagall said grimly. "You will not be taking the field."

"What? Why not?" Roger demanded. "It's the final match of the season!"

"There has been another attack," McGonagall sighed. Harry's stomach dropped – who could it be this time? His anxiety only heightened when McGonagall then turned to him and said, "I'll need you to come with me, Mr. Potter."

"Why me?" Harry stammered in alarm. Surely no one thinks I'm involved….

"The Headmaster requested your presence," said McGonagall shortly. "Quickly, now, before the other students return to the castle."

Harry shared a confused look with his teammates before following McGonagall out of the locker room. He wasn't even given time to change out of his Quidditch robes, feeling rather foolish as he exited the stadium. But it turns out he wasn't the only one: Fred and George Weasley were also wearing their red-and-gold uniforms, looking just as perplexed as Harry as they waited outside to join them.

"Any clue what this is about, Potter?" asked Fred as they marched up the path to the castle behind McGonagall.

"Something about another attack," Harry muttered. "But why us specifically?"

"No clue," said George. They walked through the Entrance Hall after McGonagall, who led them not up to the Headmaster's office as expected, but to the library, where a number of students were milling about outside the entrance, talking worriedly to one another.

"Back to your common rooms, everyone!" McGonagall said sharply. "Professor Dumbledore will address the students shortly." And the other students scattered as McGonagall led Harry, Fred and George into the deserted library.

"I think it's best that you see for yourselves before we clean up the scene," McGonagall said grimly. Harry had a sense of intense foreboding as she led them through the library towards the back, where the high shelves and narrow corridors concealed small nooks and crannies from view. When they reached their destination, Fred and George gave low groans of dismay, and Harry laid eyes on the gruesome scene.

The first thing he noticed was the chessboard, set up in a complex board state that indicated two skilled players. He also noticed the circular mirror mounted on the wall beside the table, which had likely saved the lives of the two smoking, Petrified students seated across from one another. Fred and George trembled fearfully at the sight of their younger brother Ron, face frozen in shock, one arm raised as though to shield Daphne Greengrass from whatever threat had appeared before them.

And on the table beside the chessboard was painted a message in glistening red: 'BLOOD TRAITORS ARE NOT SAFE FROM THE HEIR'S WRATH.'
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Harry could only imagine the shock running through Fred and George Weasley's minds as they sat waiting in Dumbledore's office. Their youngest brother, Petrified...it must have been terribly confusing and frightening for them. Both boys were uncharacteristically quiet as they sat restlessly in their armchairs, sharing meaningful looks with one another that Harry couldn't begin to understand. Whatever signals the twins were sending each other, it seemed to bring them little comfort.

Dumbledore entered the office soon after, and was immediately bombarded by questions from the twins. "How did this happen?" George demanded.

"Yeah, how come they were targeted?" asked Fred. "What did they do to anybody?"

Dumbledore merely held up a hand for silence. "We are waiting for a few more people to arrive," he muttered. That left an awkward silence as the three students were forced to wait longer for answers. Harry still had no idea why he had been summoned as well, and was dying with questions of his own.

A few minutes later, the door swung open again, and Percy Weasley strode in, his Prefect badge gleaming on his chest. "I've found my sister as you requested, Headmaster," Percy announced. And behind him, Ginny Weasley shuffled into the office, alongside Dahlia Potter, hand in hand, both still sporting their Gryffindor attire from the Quidditch match. Harry was surprised to see his sister, and judging by Dumbledore's reaction, so was he.

"Good afternoon, Miss Potter," Dumbledore greeted her. "What brings you to my office?"

"I'm here to support Ginny," Dahlia announced firmly, clutching Ginny's hand tighter. Ginny was trembling slightly and looked on the verge of tears. Dumbledore must have noticed this too, for he nodded and summoned more chairs for the new arrivals to sit in.

"I'm terribly sorry for what has happened to your brother Ronald," said Dumbledore somberly to the gathered redheads. "Your parents have been notified and are on their way as we speak. I can assure you that, while he will remain in his current state for some time, he will make a full recovery and should be back to normal by the summer."

"Forgive me, Headmaster, but that's little consolation," said Percy, and the other Weasleys nodded in agreement. "Why was nothing done after the Lovegood girl's accident to prevent more attacks like this from taking place?"

"Preventative measures have been put in place to protect students from harm," said Dumbledore. "It was these very measures, in fact, that saved your brother's life. The mirrors that have been installed around the castle are only one step that has been taken – the staff has been thoroughly searching the castle for the creature that is responsible."

"It's been months since the first attack!" said Fred, and George nodded vigorously in agreement. "The castle can't be that big."

"We'll help you look," George said firmly. "We've found plenty of hidden rooms and passages the monster could be hiding in."

"I assure you that Professor Lupin is being quite thorough in his search," said Dumbledore. Then, he unexpectedly turned to Harry. "He also tells me that you have approached him in an attempt to help, Mr. Potter."

"Erm...yeah," said Harry awkwardly. "After Luna was attacked, I felt like I should do anything I can."

"And do you have any specific insights into this latest string of attacks?" Dumbledore asked. "Anything that might help us locate the perpetrator?"

Harry was taken aback by the question. Dumbledore regarded him quietly, his blue eyes studying Harry's face. Harry realized that Dumbledore was wearing an expression he had rarely seen on the man before. He looked unsure. Out of answers. Desperate, even. He and Lupin haven't made any progress, Harry thought with dismay. He's hoping my visions can bail him out of the situation.

Before Harry could answer, there was a great whooshing noise as Dumbledore's fireplace glowed bright green, and two figures stepped out of the hearth and into the office: Cornelius Fudge and Lucius Malfoy. Harry's stomach dropped at the sight of two of his least favorite people aside from Voldemort.

"Afternoon, Minister," Dumbledore said cordially. "Governor Malfoy. To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"I'm afraid there's no pleasure in today's visit, Dumbledore," said Fudge irritably. "I've just been informed of the latest attack. The Ministry has given you plenty of leeway to fight this battle yourself, but it has become clear that a more heavy-handed approach is needed!"

"I assure you that the matter is being taken seriously," said Dumbledore.

"Perhaps not seriously enough," Malfoy sneered. "Two pure-blood children Petrified, right under your nose? That's not something the public will take kindly to."

"Fortunately, my job is not a popularity contest," Dumbledore said calmly. "I do what is best for my students, even if it is not always the most popular thing."

"This is getting out of hand, Albus!" Fudge snapped. "First the troll incident, then Pettigrew, now this? I have been fielding angry letters for over a year as to why I've let you keep your position! And you mean to tell me that you don't know who is behind it all?"

"I know precisely who is behind it," Dumbledore said coolly. "Tom Riddle."

"Who?"

"A former student of this school," Dumbledore explained. "Better known today as Lord Voldemort."

Ginny Weasley gave a little eep of shock at the use of the name; Dahlia wrapped her arms around her to calm her quivering.

"Oh, not this nonsense again!" Fudge scoffed. "I had a feeling you were behind Pettigrew's tainted testimony, and now here's the proof! You're trying to spread rumors of the Dark Lord's return to save your own hide!"

"I'm afraid it is no rumor," said Dumbledore. "I believe that a cursed diary has been smuggled into the castle, and it has been possessing a student to do the Dark Lord's bidding."

Harry saw Lucius Malfoy's face twitch slightly at this reveal. His eyes darted briefly over towards Ginny before he recomposed himself – which was all the confirmation Harry needed.

"Preposterous!" said Fudge. "I know you are partial to your groundskeeper, Dumbledore, but Hagrid must be brought to justice. It's clear that he is repeating his actions of fifty years ago—"

"It couldn't have been Hagrid!" Percy Weasley protested. "He was with us, at the Quidditch match!"

"Hagrid's alibi has been air-tight for the last several attacks," Dumbledore agreed. "As I have maintained all along, he is innocent of these crimes."

Fudge's face was going red with frustration now. "If you cannot produce a viable suspect of these attacks, then I'm afraid I have no choice but to—"

"Wait!" a tiny voice piped up. All eyes turned to Ginny, who stared wide-eyed at the adults before her, then dropped her gaze forlornly to her feet. "It was me."

"Ginny, don't—!" Dahlia said in a frightened tone.

"No, Dahl, they have to know," Ginny sighed. "I had the diary. I wrote to Tom Riddle, and he told me a lot of things...really scary things. I have gaps in my memory during the attacks, and I think he was possessing me."

"Ginny, stop!" Dahlia wailed, clapping her hands over her ears in visible distress.

"Do you have the diary with you, right now?" Dumbledore asked softly.

"N-no!" Ginny sniffed. "Dahlia convinced me to get rid of it...after Luna Lovegood was attacked. I was frightened, and I threw it away."

"Threw it away?" McGonagall repeated, looking shocked. "Where?"

"In Moaning Myrtle's bathroom," said Ginny. "I s-should have turned it in, but I was scared of getting into trouble."

"Minerva, go and fetch the diary from the bathroom at once," Dumbledore said urgently.

"It's n-not there anymore!" Ginny cried. "I went back to look for it a few days later, and it was gone!"

"Gone?" said McGonagall, frowning. "Where could it have gone?"

"Somebody else must have found the diary and begun to write in it themselves," Dumbledore muttered thoughtfully. "Another student, no doubt. Tom Riddle would have used them to continue his bidding."

Things suddenly started to make a lot of sense to Harry. Dahlia had been avoiding him all term, no doubt feeling anxious about Ginny's possession of the diary. She must have been terrified of her best friend getting in trouble by admitting that she did indeed know where it was. Only once Dahlia convinced Ginny to dispose of the diary did she draw close to Harry again, believing the threat to be over.

But who had found the diary afterwards? Someone else in the castle must have it now...what if it had fallen into the hands of someone who wanted to do Voldemort's bidding, like a Slytherin? But would a Slytherin attack a fellow Slytherin, or give reason to other pure-bloods that they were in danger? What exactly was Tom Riddle's plan? Harry was at a loss.

"Well, I do believe that constitutes a confession," said Fudge after a few moments of stunned silence. "I take it Miss Weasley will be expelled, Dumbledore?"

"Not so fast, Cornelius," said Dumbledore. "You've heard her say it yourself: she did not possess the diary for today's attack. She also did not do any permanent harm to anyone, nor was she in full control of her senses during the attacks."

"Be reasonable, Dumbledore," Fudge growled. "It's either this, or the girl will be charged publicly by the Ministry."

"You could take that route," Dumbledore admitted. "Though I wonder how the press would react to charges being brought against an eleven-year-old girl, days after her brother was attacked, no less."

Fudge looked furious at this suggestion. Dumbledore had called his bluff, and clearly Fudge had no response ready for it.

"Then I'm afraid we are left with no other options," he said. "Lucius, if you will?"

Lucius Malfoy cleared his throat and address the Headmaster. "Albus Dumbledore," he announced gravely (while obviously suppressing a grin), "as representative for the Board of Governors, I hereby relieve you of your duties as Headmaster of Hogwarts School, effective immediately."

At once, the Weasleys all spoke up in defiant protest to this. But again, Dumbledore held up a patient hand to quiet them. "I believe I am entitled to a hearing with the Wizengamot before such a ruling is upheld?" he asked.

"Indeed you are," Fudge sneered, and this time he looked as though he had the upper hand. "Though I wonder how good your chances will be, once Dale Greengrass learns what has happened to his daughter. His influence can be rather significant, wouldn't you agree?"

Dumbledore visibly deflated at this. Even Harry knew the implications of what Fudge was suggesting: Lord Greengrass had a lot of sway with the Wizengamot, and if he had reason to blame Dumbledore for his daughter's fate, the man stood little chance of acquittal with the neutral voting members.

"Don't make this difficult now, Dumbledore," said Malfoy, a look of triumph on his face. "Come quietly and avoid the negative press a Wizengamot conviction would bring you. It's the one hope you have of avoiding Azkaban."

Dumbledore gave a heavy sigh. Then he got to his feet, looking more like a tired old man than Harry had ever seen him. "Very well; I accept your judgment," he said. He glanced towards McGonagall in the corner, who looked horrified. "I take it my Deputy Headmistress will take my place?"

"For now," Malfoy nodded. "The Board of Governors will convene shortly to discuss a more...suitable replacement."

Harry's stomach lurched at this. He could only imagine what Malfoy's idea of a 'suitable' Headmaster was. He had visions of a pink-cardiganed, toad-faced woman occupying the office once more, and had to suppress a shudder….

Dumbledore stepped through the fireplace, followed shortly by Malfoy. "You can expect Madam Bones to arrive any moment," Fudge told McGonagall in passing. "She will be overseeing the investigation from now on." And he too stepped through the flames, leaving only McGonagall and the dumbstruck Potter and Weasley students behind.

"Professor?" Percy Weasley asked uncertainly. "What happens now?"

"Take the others back to their dormitories, Mr. Weasley," said McGonagall, settling into the chair Dumbledore had just vacated with a sigh. "You will all remain there until the staff – and presumably the Ministry – decides on our next steps."

Percy nodded, and the six students stood to exit the office. They descended the spiral staircase together, and were greeted immediately at the bottom by James and Lily Potter.

"What's happened?" James demanded, looking from Percy to Harry. "Where's Dumbledore?"

"He's been sacked," Harry muttered. "Fudge and Malfoy just left with him."

His parents looked stunned by this revelation. "That's it, then," Lily said matter-of-factly. "Let's go, kids. We're leaving."

"Leaving where?" Harry asked, alarmed.

"We've been discussing this with Remus for a few weeks now," said James gravely. "We're pulling you and your sister from Hogwarts."

"What? You can't!" Harry protested.

"You can finish the year at Ilvermorny," Lily said gently. "You'll be safe there. We can reassess Hogwarts next year, once things have settled down."

A million thoughts raced through Harry's mind. Endless possibilities had occurred to him about the outcome of the school year, but withdrawing from Hogwarts had never crossed his mind. This was his home, his birthright! Leaving this place would feel like abandoning the one place he'd ever felt like himself.

To Harry's surprise, it was Dahlia who spoke up next. "I'm not leaving Ginny," she said firmly, her hand still firmly grasping her friend's. "If she stays, I'm staying too."

"Dear, it's not safe for you here with Dumbledore gone," said Lily. "Remember what happened to Calvin, and the other students?"

"I won't leave her here by herself!" Dahlia wailed. "She just lost a brother; don't make her lose me too!"

Lily looked to James for help. James looked conflicted, as though unsure what to do.

"If Dahlia stays, I stay," Harry added. "I'll watch after her. And Uncle Remus will too."

"Sir, the Minister said that Madam Bones will be here soon to take over the investigation," Percy added. "Perhaps it would be best if your whole family was here together, rather than spread apart?"

Harry was grateful for Percy's support. Privately, he rather hoped Dahlia would take their mother's advice and leave the school, if only for the rest of the year. As long as she was safe, Harry would feel infinitely better about the situation. But if she stayed, there was no chance he was leaving her side.

"We'll table this discussion for now," James muttered, giving his wife's arm a reassuring squeeze. "Let me talk with Amelia, and we'll decide what to do from there."

Lily didn't look entirely pleased, but she eventually nodded her consent. James rushed up the spiral staircase to meet McGonagall, while Percy led his siblings plus Dahlia back to Gryffindor Tower. Lily accompanied Harry up to the Ravenclaw common room, still looking worried.

"Uncle Remus tells me you've been trying to help with the search," she said pointedly. "Is that true?"

"Yeah," Harry admitted. "I had some ideas about where to look—"

"I want you to forget all that, okay?" Lily said firmly. "You are to obey your professors and stay out of trouble. The thought of losing you...it's too much to bear."

Harry prepared to argue this point, but noticed that his mother had slowed her pace, tears welling up in her eyes. He paused to give her a hug, and she pulled him tight in an enveloping embrace, body shaking with silent sobs.

"I'll be safe," Harry promised. "And I'll guard Dahlia's life with my own."

"I know you will," Lily sniffled, pulling away and kissing her son on the forehead. "That's what worries me."

They passed the rest of the journey to Ravenclaw Tower in silence, hands clapsed firmly together...Lily was holding onto her son for dear life. Harry was struck by the mighty power of Lily's maternal instinct over him – he knew how potent it was thanks to her protective magic in his first timeline, but witnessing it firsthand was another thing entirely.

"Who are the authors of history?" asked the bronze eagle statue outside the common room entrance once they arrived.

"The victors," Harry said sullenly. The door swung open, and Harry hugged his mother goodbye before walking inside.

The Ravenclaw common room was packed full of anxious students when he entered, and they all hushed at his approach. "Harry, what's going on?" asked Padma Patil. "What did Dumbledore say?"

"Dumbledore's been sacked," Harry sighed, eliciting gasps of shock from the students. "The Minister's here, and the Aurors are likely on their way."

"Did they say what would happen to our Quidditch match?" Roger Davies piped up hopefully.

"Who cares about a bloody Quidditch match?" groaned Penelope Clearwater. "Did they say what would happen to Hogwarts?"

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. "But they'll probably search our dorms pretty soon."

That triggered a wave of students rushing up the stairs, presumably to rid their belongings of any contraband they might be carrying. Harry sought any friendly face to turn to, anyone he could commiserate with in such a dark hour. His Quidditch teammates avoided his eye; his dorm mates made excuses to be elsewhere; Hermione didn't even spare him a glance as she gathered her things and rushed up to the girls' dorms with her fellow second-years.

Luna, Ron and Daphne were gone. Dumbledore was sacked. Hermione was ignoring him. Lupin and his parents wanted him out of the way. Harry was alone in this now, and he felt the burden of solving this mystery increase tenfold with the stakes higher than ever.

The dorms were indeed searched head to toe later that evening, and not just by staff members – Aurors equipped with Secrecy Sensors and Dark Detectors swept over every inch of Ravenclaw Tower, and presumably every other House. It seemed that Fudge and Amelia Bones were taking no precautions this time.

Harry's dorm was inspected by Rufus Scrimgeour, the no-nonsense head of the Auror Department. Scrimgeour uncovered a few questionable items, including Anthony Goldstein's illicit stock of Wit-Sharpening Potions and a concealed copy of 'Witches Gone Wild' magazine under Terry Boot's bed. This seemed to be on the tamer side of what he'd uncovered that day elsewhere, for he barely gave a grunt of disapproval before taking the contraband with him out of the dorm.

The school was also searched once more, as Harry watched on the Marauder's Map that night. Both Aurors and staff members scoured the castle, their dots moving in careful groups as they cleared room after room, floor after floor. Even Harry's own father James participated in the hunt, working with Tonks and Moody to clear the dungeons. It seemed that no progress was made that weekend, however, as students remained in lockdown in their common rooms awaiting further notice.

On Monday morning, the Great Hall was opened for breakfast, and the students gathered to hear from Acting Headmistress McGonagall. "The school will remain open, under strict supervision," she announced. "Aurors will remain stationed here until the culprit is caught and punished. Students are not to wander off alone, and all extra-curricular activities are hereby canceled for the remainder of the year."

There were loud groans of irritation at this, particularly from Roger Davies, who had been lobbying Flitwick fruitlessly to let them finish their match against Gryffindor. Harry noticed that McGonagall also seemed displeased with the proceedings...Fudge was taking a heavier hand in the investigation, and these new measures were obviously not her idea. She eyed the Aurors with trepidation, and Harry knew her well enough that she was worried about scaring the younger students with their menacing presence.

And while Harry appreciated the extra effort to solve the case, he knew the Auror presence was entirely useless. None of them aside from his father seemed particularly invested in solving the case, and few of them seemed to even believe a threat even remained in the castle. Instead, they passed their time on shift harassing students in the halls for minor infractions and generally intimidating the student body.

Harry thought Dumbledore's absence from the castle would be a relief, knowing that such a powerful wizard was not watching him at all hours of the day. But that absence also meant Fudge and his cronies had full control over things, and that was much worse. All of the fun had been sucked out of Hogwarts, and students now lived in constant fear, not from the Heir of Slytherin but from the long arm of the Ministry asserting its control over the student body.

After a week of stunted progress, students began to be randomly selected for questioning in McGonagall's office. Nobody spoke about what happened during the questioning, but nobody seemed pleased when they returned from such a summoning. It reminded Harry of Umbridge's tactics in attempting to find the perpetrators of Dumbledore's Army, and now he saw where she got such an idea. He certainly didn't plan on drinking any beverages offered to him by a Ministry official….

Harry got his own summons during dinner one Friday evening, as a prefect passed him a note from McGonagall requesting his immediate presence. He walked up to the Headmistress' Office and knocked before entering.

"You asked to see me, Professor…?" he said, trailing off as he took in the inhabitants of the room. McGonagall was there, sitting behind her desk, but also present were Minister Fudge and Amelia Bones, sitting in the two armchairs nearest the door, both facing him.

"Ah, Mr. Potter, you made it," said Fudge. "Do you know why we've summoned you here today?"

"Erm...no," Harry said slowly, looking to McGonagall quizzically. She offered him no answers, merely pursing her lips and glancing furtively at the Minister.

"The Ministry is taking this 'Heir of Slytherin' business quite seriously," Fudge explained. "We have been poring over student records to determine who the culprit might be. And we've uncovered some...troubling details about you."

Harry's heart skipped a beat. "What kind of details?" he asked nervously.

"Well, so far all of the victims have somehow involved you," said Fudge. "Your sister's cat...your friends Lovegood, Weasley and Greengrass...how peculiar."

"Why would I target my own friends if I was the Heir?" Harry asked, frowning.

"A curious question indeed," said Fudge. "Though that is not the only reason you've fallen under suspicion. Do you have your wand with you, young man?"

"Erm...yes," said Harry, cautiously drawing his wand from his robes pocket.

"Will you perform a simple spell for us?" asked Fudge. "Just so we can see that it works?"

"Alright," said Harry. "Lumos." A ball of light appeared at the tip of his wand, lighting the entire room. The wand must have sensed Harry's nerves, for the light was more powerful than he intended, causing everyone to squint and avert their eyes from the blinding white light.

"That's quite enough, thank you, Potter," Fudge said irritably, waving his hand to signal Harry to extinguish the light. When Harry did so, Fudge turned to Amelia Bones, who was frowning down at a roll of parchment in her hands. "Well, Amelia?"

"Nothing," she muttered. "How odd."

"Is that your wand, Mr. Potter?" Fudge demanded. "Where did you get it?"

"I bought it from Ollivander's, on my eleventh birthday," Harry explained. "I've never used another."

"Impossible," Fudge scoffed. "Headmistress, have you observed Mr. Potter performing magic in his classes this school year?"

"Of course," McGonagall sniffed. "He's one of my brightest students." Harry noted the pride in her voice, but also the fearful tone behind it, which caused his heart to beat even faster.

"This simply cannot be," said Fudge. "James Potter must have tampered with the records! I've always suspected him to be up to no good—"

"That's impossible," Amelia said quickly. "Even if James tried, there's no way he could fool the Trace."

"He was always much too clever for his own good," Fudge muttered, rubbing his hands together agitatedly. "I'll have him questioned for this—"

"Excuse me, Minister, but have I done something wrong?" Harry asked, a feeling of panic overtaking him.

"That remains to be seen," said Fudge. He reached over and snatched the parchment from Amelia, brandishing it in Harry's face. "Care to explain this?"

Harry took the parchment and examined it. It bore his name and birth date at the top, followed by a long list of what looked to be spells. Each spell was accompanied by a date and time of day – some seconds or minutes apart, others days or weeks.

"I don't understand," Harry muttered. "What is this?"

"Your magical record," said Fudge. "Every underage wizard has one. The Trace can detect every spell you cast, and it is recorded here, on your record. But yours seems to be malfunctioning."

"Malfunctioning? How?" asked Harry.

"Look at the last spell on the list!" Fudge said impatiently. "Look at the date!"

Harry scanned the bottom of the parchment. The last spell listed was 'Locomotion Charm', dated the 30th of June, 1992 at 7:43 PM. He immediately remembered casting it: he'd used it to levitate his trunk off of the Hogwarts Express upon returning to King's Cross at the end of last term, shortly before handing his wand over to his mother for the remainder of the summer.

"Where are the rest of the records?" Harry asked. "This was nearly a year ago."

"That question has puzzled us for days, Mr. Potter!" Fudge scoffed. "The Trace seems to have forgotten you exist ever since last summer! Why on earth would that be?"

"I dunno," Harry shrugged. "I didn't do anything different…"

"He must have swapped wands over the summer!" Fudge concluded.

"That wouldn't make a difference," Amelia sighed. "The Trace is tied to his magical core, not his wand. You heard what Saul Croaker said—"

"Something is afoot here, Amelia!" Fudge snapped. "I will not have this! The boy has clearly found a way to subvert the Ministry's surveillance, and I intend to figure out why!"

Harry again looked to McGonagall for assistance. She watched him fearfully, but offered him no support.

"Sir, am I being accused of something?" Harry asked, doing his best to sound innocent. "I don't see how this pertains to me."

"You—what—of course it pertains to you, boy!" Fudge sputtered. "It's your record, your reputation on the line!"

"Mr. Potter has a point, Minister," Amelia said gently. "It is not his fault that there is a problem with the Ministry's record-keeping. And unless you have something concrete to accuse him of, I fail to see the purpose of this meeting."

Fudge muttered mutinously under his breath as he considered his next move. Harry stood stock-still, doing his best not to betray his nerves. I haven't done anything wrong, he reminded himself. There's nothing he can get me into trouble for. He hadn't the faintest idea why the Trace didn't seem to be working on him, but that wasn't his problem right now. The only thing he could do was maintain a guise of innocence to avoid jeopardizing his father's Auror career.

"Very well, Potter, you may go," Fudge groaned. "But be warned: the Ministry has a very close eye on you, and if we get even a whiff that you're involved in this mess somehow, you will be expelled in a heartbeat."

"Thank you, Minister," Harry said, forcing himself to bow politely to the despicable man. He turned and strode to the exit before he could say or do anything further that could be used against him somehow.

Dumbledore would have never allowed this, Harry thought as he returned to Ravenclaw Tower, a bit disgruntled. For the first time, he missed the old man's presence in the castle. McGonagall was fair-minded, but she lacked Dumbledore's spine to stand up to Ministry interference. She'd always fallen into line when expected to...Harry remembered that she'd declined to join the Order of the Phoenix during the First Wizarding War.

Harry entered the common room and spotted Terry Boot working on homework at an empty table. He plopped down into the chair across from Terry with a heavy sigh. "You aren't going to believe what just happened—" he began.

But to his surprise, Terry looked up fearfully at Harry and immediately gathered his things to head up to the dorm. Harry watched him go, perplexed.

"Surely no onestillthinks I'm the Heir?" Harry muttered angrily to himself.

"Of course they don't," a voice scoffed nearby; Harry looked up to see Sue Li reading in an armchair nearby. "But you're something of a leper around here lately, or haven't you noticed?"

"Why?" asked Harry, bewildered. "What did I do?"

Sue sighed and closed her book to face him, glancing around first to ensure they weren't being watched. "There's a rumor going around that only people who are close to you are being targeted," Sue said in an undertone.

Harry's blood chilled at that thought. "Who started that rumor?" he demanded.

"Dunno, but it makes sense, doesn't it?" Sue shrugged. "Your sister's cat, your best mate, and two people who publicly defended you? Lots of people think that whoever the Heir is, he has an axe to grind with you."

"Why would the Heir of Slytherin care about me at all?" Harry asked.

"Beats me," said Sue. "But no one wants to be seen talking to you, or else they might be next to 'take the fall' on your behalf."

"Ridiculous," Harry muttered. "Surely nobody actually believes the Heir is specifically going after my—"

"Gotta go, Harry, sorry!" Sue said hurriedly, as she spied Padma Patil and Lisa Turpin heading their way. She stood and walked briskly away from Harry to greet them.

That's just great, Harry thought irritably. People are so scared of the Heir that they don't even want to be associated with me. But Sue (and Fudge) had a point: why was it only Harry's friends that were being targeted? Last time it was only Muggle-borns who fell prey to the basilisk, but there was no such connecting thread between this timeline's victims aside from their proximity to Harry.

Could this be a clue as to who had the diary? Was it someone like Marcus Flint, who harbored malice against him ever since his first day at the school, or maybe Draco Malfoy, who perpetually antagonized him and Dahlia at every step? No chance Lucius would let his son continue using the diary if he'd found it, Harry reasoned. No, whoever had found the diary after Ginny probably didn't know what it was capable of. But why had they not turned it in when the investigation began?

No matter, though. Harry didn't need to have people around him at all times. If anything, it would aid him in his quest to solve this case before anyone else got hurt. He felt guilty for promising Lily he would stay out of trouble, but he couldn't sit idly by. Not when the basilisk still ran loose, and seemed to have a penchant for going after people he cared about. He resolved to begin searching for the Chamber in earnest the following week.

But that proved more difficult than expected, as Harry felt eyes on him at all times in the coming days. Every time he left Ravenclaw Tower to attend classes or meals, it seemed that teachers and Aurors were lurking just out of sight around every corner, watching him like a hawk. Fudge must have made McGonagall keep an eye on me, he thought irritably. It prevented him from sneaking off to look for the Chamber, or even to visit the Room of Requirement in the evenings. Even the library had been closed following the latest attack, so he was confined to the Great Hall or the common room at all hours of the day.

The one upside was that, with all the added security, there was a chance the diary owner couldn't enact their own plans. Maybe Fudge's plan is working after all, Harry mused. Tom Riddle may have been able to pull one over on Dumbledore back in the day, but fooling the entire Department of Magical Law Enforcement was a much taller task. That gave Harry a small bit of comfort as they entered the final month of the school year with nary an incident to speak of.

But even that small comfort was short-lived, as Harry entered the Great Hall for breakfast one morning to find his father arguing with McGonagall at the Head Table. He approached tentatively, unable to hear what was being said. But when James turned to walk away, he looked beside himself with rage.

"Dad?" Harry called out. "What's going on?"

"The Aurors are being pulled from Hogwarts," James muttered angrily. "The investigation is being closed."

Harry's stomach dropped. "But why?" he asked. "Summer's just a month away, and there haven't been any attacks since you got here!"

"That seems to be the problem," James chuckled mirthlessly. "The Board of Governors is convinced that the threat has passed and the school can return to normal operations. I tried to tell them it's too soon, but they wouldn't listen."

Malfoy's pulling strings behind the scenes, Harry thought with horror. He wants the Heir of Slytherin to finish his mission. It also explained why McGonagall had not been replaced at Headmistress yet: Lucius wanted her to be the one to take the fall once the Heir struck once more, clearing the path for a more sinister candidate to run the school next year.

"You can't go," Harry implored James. "This will only give the diary owner free reign to—"

"I tried explaining that to McGonagall," James said, exasperated. "But it's out of my hands. My orders are clear, and I am to evacuate school grounds at once."

Harry swore loudly at this. It was a testament to the gravity of the situation that his father did not reprimand him for it. "This isn't going to end well," he muttered.

"Listen," said James softly, kneeling before his son. "Your sister is still refusing to leave her friend. But it's not too late for you to come with me. I'm sure you can test out of your exams at home and come back next year if it's safe."

"No way," Harry refused. "If Dahlia stays, I stay."

James looked pained by this answer, but he nodded and wrapped Harry in a hug. "I'm proud of you, son," he sighed. "It's a wonder you weren't put in Gryffindor, because you've been so brave through all of this."

If you only knew, Harry thought to himself. He watched helplessly as his father strode out of the Great Hall and out onto the grounds. He was truly on his own now.

But maybe it wouldn't be so bad after all. Everyone was still on high alert, after all, and Remus still had the staff vigilant and patrolling the halls at all hours of the day and night. Even so, morale was low among the students, who felt that the departure of the Aurors meant they were being left for dead. Paranoia and fear ran rampant, and students rarely left their common rooms between classes or meals anymore.

With the added pressure of end-of-year exams, students were beginning to crack left and right. A seventh-year Hufflepuff girl had a nervous breakdown during breakfast the first morning of N.E.W.T. exams and had to be sedated by two teachers. Three separate fifth-years fainted later that same week in the corridors, as exhaustion and stress combined to push them past their limits.

The lower grade levels were affected as well – many of Harry's classmates seemed to be struggling to focus on their finals, particularly his fellow Ravenclaws. There was an unspoken competitive nature amongst them, as each wanted to be regarded as the smartest and earn the highest grade. Anthony Goldstein unexpectedly vomited during their Charms final; Terry Boot lost two fingers to the Venemous Tentacula during Herbology and spent the night in the Hospital Wing having them regrown; Padma Patil got into a physical fight with her twin sister during DADA that required Stunning Spells from Lupin to break them apart.

Hermione was the latest domino to fall, and her breakdown was frightening to behold. She was struggling to complete her task during the Transfiguration practical exam: transfiguring her raven into a goblet. Eventually she got so frustrated that she let off a burst of accidental magic that caused everyone else's ravens in the room to explode in a shower of feathers. She was so distraught that McGonagall had to suspend class early to carry her up to the Hospital Wing in the fetal position.

She remained absent during the following day's final, the History of Magic written exam, as were several others who had cracked under the pressure. Harry couldn't remember a time of such anxiety and distress among his fellow students. But no matter; this was the final exam, and many of the students would no doubt be leaving the school early with their parents that very evening. He was looking forward to an early vacation himself, envisioning his parents arriving to collect him and Dahlia to return to the Canaries for a few weeks of blissful reprieve….

His daydreaming caused him to zone out during the exam, and he barely noticed when a prefect rushed into the room to approach Professor Binns' desk. "Professor, I need to borrow Harry Potter," he said.

"Hmm? Oh, very well, Mr. Porter, you may go," the ghost said absent-mindedly. Harry gathered his things and followed the prefect out of the classroom, confused. He was led up to the Headmistress' office once more, and Harry found himself annoyed at the interruption. What could Fudge want from me this time? he thought. Did he finally find something to get me in trouble with?

But Fudge was not present when Harry entered the office. "Have a seat, Harry," said McGonagall in a strained tone. Harry froze – she never addressed him by his first name unless something was seriously wrong. He sank into an armchair and waited expectantly for her to continue.

McGonagall studied him for a moment, wringing her hands together in obvious dismay. "The worst has happened," she admitted. "The monster has taken a student into the Chamber to be killed."

Harry's heart skipped a beat. "Who?" he asked. "Ginny Weasley?"

"Your sister," McGonagall sniffed.

Harry felt his stomach drop out from under him. Dear god, no, he thought with horror. Anything but this. The rumors had been true after all: the Heir of Slytherin was targeting him specifically, and now they'd claimed the ultimate prize. The one person Harry couldn't bear to live without. The sibling he'd always dreamed of having, cruelly snatched away from him to die a horrible death.

"Your parents are on their way," McGonagall said softly. She offered him consoling words, but Harry didn't hear any of them. He felt sick, unable to accept what this meant. His loving family that had become so dear to him was being ripped apart. Voldemort had claimed yet another member of his family. And there was nothing he could do about it.

Like hell there isn't, Harry thought resolutely. I'm going to find the Chamber today or die trying. He was prepared to tear up every bathroom in the school looking for the entrance if he had to. He had nothing left to lose. He stood and left the office before McGonagall could protest.

Harry paced back and forth at the bottom of the spiral steps, thinking. Where to begin his search? Myrtle's bathroom was a fair place to start – she'd throw a fuss when he started blasting toilets apart, but that was the least of his concerns. He'd just have to think of a way to avoid unwanted attention from the teachers during his search...he didn't want to have to fight them, but he would if they stood in his way….

"Harry?" a timid voice called out, breaking Harry from his tormented thoughts. He turned to see Ginny Weasley lurking beside the stone gargoyles, looking terrified. "Is it true? Has Dahlia been taken?"

"Looks that way," Harry shrugged. "They're likely going to shut down the school." It was unthinkable, but at that moment Harry didn't even care about Hogwarts. His life felt like it was already over; who cared about a stupid castle after such an incomprehensible loss?

Ginny's eyes went wide, then she burst into tears. "I'm s-s-so sorry," she wailed. "It's all m-my fault."

Despite the turmoil raging in Harry's mind, he couldn't bring himself to be angry with Ginny. He walked over and gave her a reassuring hug. "It wasn't you," Harry told her, patting her awkwardly on the back. "It was Tom Riddle doing those things through you. You couldn't have known—"

"I s-should have told her earlier!" Ginny sobbed. "S-should have made her turn it in…"

"Come again?" said Harry, frowning.

"I lied, Harry," Ginny admitted, a miserable look on her face. "I n-never had the diary. Dahlia s-showed it to me after Halloween and m-made me keep quiet about it."

A chill ran down Harry's spine at this admission. "Dahlia had the diary?" he repeated, dumbstruck. "The story you told Dumbledore was made up?"

"It was all true, just...reversed," Ginny said, shaking her head. "I took the fall for her because she was too scared to admit it. I shouldn't have listened...I should have gone to McGonagall straight away…."

Harry's mind was working at a million miles an hour now. Puzzle pieces were falling into place at rapid speed, and in hindsight, it should have been so obvious. Why would Lucius have given Ginny the diary in the first place? When there was a far better target so nearby: the daughter of his most prominent political rival, James Potter?

It was no wonder Dahlia had been so distant for the first half of the year. She was undoubtedly ashamed once she realized what she had done. And after Luna's accident, she was frightened enough to dispose of it, and only then did she return to Harry's side to make amends. Harry should have seen the signs ages ago, and was kicking himself for not knowing his sister well enough to recognize them.

But this revelation didn't answer the most important questions: Who had the diary now? And where the hell was the entrance to the Chamber of Secrets? If he couldn't solve those two problems, it was still too late. Harry had long ago eliminated the possibility of Myrtle's bathroom – he'd been watching it like a hawk on the Marauder's Map, and nobody had come or gone in months now. The only time Harry had ever seen Dahlia in there was at the beginning of the year—

"—When I told her to stay away!" Harry gasped, smacking himself in the forehead.

"Sorry?" asked Ginny, looking confused.

"I told her it wasn't safe in Myrtle's bathroom," said Harry, pacing rapidly now as the last few pieces clicked into place. "She must have told Tom in the diary that I was onto him, that I knew where the Chamber entrance was. So he made her move it somewhere else!"

"Where?" asked Ginny.

Where indeed? Harry couldn't recall ever seeing his sister's dot disappear off the Marauder's Map. The only oddity he'd noticed was that she had begun to frequent a different girls' bathroom...another less-visited one, near the dungeons….

Harry took off at a dead sprint, not even bothering to bid Ginny goodbye. He had all the answers now, and time was of the essence.

He reached Lupin's classroom in record time and burst into his office, surprising the man, who was pacing listlessly in front of the window. "Harry!" said Lupin. "You startled me. What's the matter?"

"I know where the Chamber of Secrets is," Harry announced breathlessly. "And I'm going there now, whether you come with me or not."
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"Harry, slow down just a minute," Lupin said, jogging lightly to keep up with Harry. "We need to talk this through."

"No time," Harry called back over his shoulder. "Dahlia's been taken by the monster, and we need to rescue her."

"Was this another vision?" Lupin asked, sounding exasperated. "You know you can't always trust those—"

Harry rounded on Lupin, frustrated by their slow progress. "It wasn't a vision," he retorted. "McGonagall just told me. She summoned my parents to the school, and she's preparing to tell them she's dead."

Lupin's face paled at this revelation. "Dahlia's been taken?" he asked quietly.

"Haven't I just said that?" Harry groaned. "C'mon, we need to get there before it's too late!"

Lupin continued to pry Harry for information as they rushed through the castle. Harry did his best to ignore the man, knowing that time was of the essence. He was fairly certain he knew where the entrance to the Chamber was, but if he was wrong, or it required an extensive search, he wasn't about to waste a second.

Harry skidded around a corner into Central Hall, which appeared deserted. He veered left, towards the corridor that led to the potions classroom and the dungeons—

"Harry!" a voice called out from across the Hall; Neville was rushing towards them. "Have you seen Hermione?"

"Hospital Wing, I reckon," Harry said breathlessly, moving to step past him. "Sorry, Neville, but we're in a hurry—"

"That's just it, she's not in there!" Neville protested. "Madam Pomfrey said she checked out last night."

"Last night?" Harry frowned. "But I didn't see her in the common room, and she wasn't in class today…"

"That's the thing!" said Neville exasperatedly. "I've asked everyone in Ravenclaw, and nobody's seen her since yesterday! I think something happened to her!"

Harry frowned. "Maybe her parents came to pick her up," he offered. "Lots of students have left term early."

"Muggles, coming to Hogwarts?" Neville asked. "And does Hermione strike you as someone who would voluntarily skip a final exam?"

That was rather unlike Hermione, Harry thought. She hadn't been herself for months, really, but Harry figured that was due to Ron's attack earlier in the year.

But what if there was another reason she was acting strange? What if there was an outside influence acting upon her, causing her to behave irrationally and shun her friends?

"Neville," asked Harry carefully, "has Hermione been avoiding you this year too, or is it just me?"

"We've barely hung out in weeks!" said Neville. "She always says she has to study or do homework, and when I try to join her in the library, she says she needs to concentrate!"

A few more puzzle pieces were falling into place in Harry's head. Dahlia had disposed of the diary in Moaning Myrtle's bathroom...the same place Hermione had been brewing Polyjuice Potion earlier that year. What if she'd found it? What if she'd begun writing to Tom and having her mind infected by his evil influence without realizing it?

But why hadn't she turned it in, after Harry specifically warned her about the diary? Why had she continued to write in it after one of her own best friends was attacked? Harry was still missing a crucial piece, and could not make heads or tails of what Tom Riddle's motive was in this timeline.

"Listen, Neville," said Lupin patiently. "Go back to your common room and wait for word from the Headmistress. It's dangerous to be roaming the halls right now—"

"Actually, maybe Neville should come with us," Harry interrupted.

"Absolutely not," Lupin said flatly.

"He's a Parselmouth," Harry reasoned. "We might need him to get into the Chamber. Besides, I think Hermione might be in there too."

"What?!" Neville yelped. "How could you know that?"

"Just a hunch," Harry shrugged. "But we need to go now."

"Well, if Hermione's in danger, I'm coming," Neville said adamantly.

"I cannot let two students risk their lives like this!" Lupin protested.

"We're going with or without you," Harry retorted. "You can come and protect us, or stay behind if you like."

"Or I can Stun you both and handle this myself," Lupin growled warningly.

"With what?" Harry asked, twiddling Lupin's wand in his free hand. Lupin patted his robes pocket frantically, having failed to notice Harry nick it when he wasn't paying attention. He lunged for the wand, but Harry's Shield Charm prevented him from approaching closer.

"Harry James Potter!" Lupin shouted angrily. "You are walking a very thin line right now!"

"I'll apologize when my sister is safe and sound," said Harry, pocketing Lupin's wand. "You can have this back when we get to the Chamber. Now, are you coming or not?" And he turned to stride down the hallway, already feeling they'd wasted too much time. He heard Lupin muttering angrily to himself as he followed, with Neville close behind.

Harry located the correct bathroom and pushed it open. It was empty, which was no surprise; the toilets were all out of order, and the pipes were making loud, ominous groaning noises that would frighten most girls away if they entered by mistake.

"It has to be somewhere in here," Harry announced. "Everyone look for a carving of a snake, maybe on a sink or a toilet."

The three began searching. Harry started at the sinks, where the previous Chamber entrance had been, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. He joined Lupin at the toilet stalls, even getting on hands and knees in the filthy puddles to check every nook and cranny. But a few minutes later, the three reconvened at the center, having discovered nothing.

"No carvings," Lupin sighed. "You sure this is the right place, Harry?"

"It has to be," said Harry, fighting a growing feeling of panic that he'd been wrong again. "We should look again..."

"Wait," Neville muttered. "D'you hear that?"

"Hear what?" asked Harry, frowning.

"That whispering," said Neville. "Like someone's trying to say something."

Harry strained his ears to listen. Aside from the faint clanging and hissing of pipes in the walls, he couldn't hear anything out of the ordinary.

Lupin also appeared perplexed. "Neville, I have sensitive hearing due to my...condition," he said. "I don't hear any whispering."

"But I swear I hear something!" Neville insisted, shuffling towards one corner of the bathroom. "I can't quite make it out...it's saying something about 'the Hogwarts four'…"

Harry felt a jolt of anticipation at this. Of course he and Lupin couldn't hear it, nor any Auror who had searched this room...none of them could speak Parseltongue! He watched eagerly as Neville placed his ear to the wall, frowning.

"It's saying 'greatest of the Hogwarts four'," Neville muttered. "Over and over. What does that mean?"

"No one's saying anything, Neville," Lupin said exasperatedly, but Harry ignored him.

"It must be a password," he said excitedly. "Try talking back to it. Say, 'Salazar Slytherin' in Parseltongue."

"But...but I can't reproduce it unless there's a snake!" Neville cringed.

Harry groaned and drew his wand. "Serpensortia!" A large snake burst from the tip of his wand, slithering menacingly towards Neville. The boy squeaked in fright momentarily, then gave a strangled sort of hissing noise, and the snake paused, looking up at him expectantly.

"There's your snake," Harry said. "Now, say it!"

Neville gulped and nodded. He turned to the snake and gave a high, rattling hiss. The effect was immediate: the bricks in the wall began to shift and move aside, creating a passageway that wasn't there moments before.

Harry Vanished the snake and moved forward beside Neville to look through the dark opening. As he expected, it revealed an exposed pipe stretching downward to infinity – the entrance to the Chamber of Secrets.

"Right; this is it," Harry announced. "Everyone ready?"

Lupin pulled Harry and Neville towards him, looking desperately anguished. "Boys, please," he said in a strained voice. "Let me handle this. It's far too dangerous...you two go and fetch McGonagall, and I'll take care of this—"

"No chance," Harry said firmly. "Dahlia's down there, and Hermione might be too."

"You'll need a Parselmouth to get in farther, I bet," Neville said, also sounding resolute. "We're coming, and that's that."

Lupin swallowed hard, but nodded. "Can I at least have my wand back?" he asked in exasperation. Harry nodded and pulled Lupin's wand out of his robes and tossed it to him. Lupin eyed them for a moment, and Harry prepared to defend himself if he did indeed try to Stun them and go on alone.

Instead, Lupin flourished his wand and muttered, "Expecto Patronum." A silver wolf bounded from its tip and turned towards him expectantly, awaiting orders. "Go to Dumbledore," Lupin instructed the wolf. "Tell him we've located the Chamber entrance in the girls' bathroom above the potions classroom, and Harry, Neville and I are going in. Send backup when you can."

The wolf said nothing in response, but turned and leapt through the nearest wall, disappearing from sight.

"Will Dumbledore be able to get to us?" Neville asked uncertainly.

"Well, he's not Headmaster anymore, so the wards won't accept him as easily," Lupin muttered. "But this is Dumbledore we're talking about...he'll find a way."

"I'm not waiting around for him," Harry announced, turning to the Chamber entrance. "I recommend a Cushioning Charm; the landing won't be pretty."

"Harry, wait—!" Lupin said, reaching out to try and stop the boy, but Harry had already jumped. The long, slimy slide was bumpier than he remembered (perhaps due to the change of location from his last timeline), and he was grateful he'd thought of the Cushioning Charm. He was spit out into the antechamber moments later, stumbling to his feet and gathering his bearings. So far, everything was as he remembered it.

Lupin and Neville arrived moments later, similarly picking themselves up and gazing around the space. "Blimey, is that...?" Neville breathed, pointing at a massive snakeskin.

"Must've been shed by the basilisk," Harry muttered. "C'mon, let's go."

"Not so fast," Lupin said firmly, turning towards the two boys. "Let's establish a few ground rules. If I tell you boys to close your eyes, you do so at once. If I tell you to run and save yourselves, you run. I will not have you risk your own safety playing hero."

"How are we going to kill the basilisk if we can't look at it?" Neville asked uncertainly.

"We could transfigure a rooster," Harry offered confidently. But to his dismay, Lupin shook his head.

"Won't work," he said. "A transfigured rooster is not a rooster, and while it can mimic its crow, it will not harm the basilisk. Their scales are resistant to most curses, and their only weak point is inside its mouth. If you come across it, try to distract it with concussive charms, and I'll find a way to kill it."

Harry felt incredibly unprepared for the coming fight, even moreso than the last time. He'd been rescued by Fawkes and the Sorting Hat, neither of which appeared to be forthcoming. And even if he had thought to bring the Hat, neither he nor Neville were Gryffindors and could therefore not summon the Sword to kill the snake. At least they had Lupin, who seemed to have a plan, and that gave Harry enough confidence to push forward.

They arrived at the heavy stone door marking the entrance to Slytherin's Chamber. "I think this is your cue, Neville," Harry muttered.

Neville nodded and stepped forward, running his hand along the head of the stone snake carving. He gave a low hiss that Harry knew could only mean, "Open." There were low clunks in the wall as the snake head traveled along the edge of the door, and when it reached the other side, it swung forward, granting them entrance. Lupin led the way, and Harry stood strong alongside a trembling Neville to try and reassure the boy.

The Chamber was just as Harry remembered it from his previous timeline. Stone serpent statues lined the corridor ahead, with a giant bust of Salazar Slytherin's head on the opposite wall. There was a small bundle of robes off to one side, and Harry knew at once what – or who – it was. He rushed forward ahead of Lupin, ignoring his cries of protest, dropping to his knees beside his unconscious sister.

"Dahlia!" he said, staring at her pale face in dismay. "Dahlia, wake up!"

"She won't wake," a cool voice said from nearby.

"Harry, look out!" Lupin said in warning. Harry heard a rush of spellfire behind him, followed by a loud bang; Harry wheeled around to see Lupin being blasted backwards, landing unconscious in a heap nearby. His wand was soaring through the air, and Harry followed its trajectory towards the same voice he'd heard earlier. The apparition of Tom Riddle, in his sixteen years old form, stood leering at him, stroking Dahlia's wand delicately.

"You're Tom Riddle!" Neville gasped, pointing his finger accusingly at the apparition. "I saw your photograph in the Trophy Room."

"In the flesh...or soon to be, anyway," Tom grinned, giving a small half-bow. "And who might you two be?"

"Neville Longbottom and Harry Potter," Neville announced boldly.

"Is that so?" said Tom, arching an eyebrow. "How curious...the two boys I was most hoping to meet."

"Why us?" asked Harry, frowning.

"Young Dahlia here couldn't stop fawning over you, Neville," said Tom, a grimace crossing his face. "Quite irritating, really, enduring the love-struck whims of a little girl. But I was most intrigued by your story, which I painstakingly pieced together through her ramblings. An ordinary boy who managed to destroy an all-powerful Dark Lord as a baby? It defied all logic."

"And I'll do it again!" Neville snarled defiantly. "I know who you are, Tom Riddle, and I won't let you get away with this."

"How quaint," Tom sneered at him. "Sadly, the more I learned about you, Neville, the less impressed I became. But Dahlia's attention quickly shifted away from you and toward another. Her own irritating, yet surprisingly adept brother."

"Me?" asked Harry.

"You seemed much more the type than Neville to take on a Dark Lord," said Tom. "Naturally gifted, separate from your peers, terrifyingly adept at magic most Hogwarts students wouldn't dream of attempting. You remind me an awful lot of myself at your age."

"I'm nothing like you, Riddle," Harry spat. "I'm no monster."

"Every person contains multitudes, Harry Potter," Tom grinned menacingly. "All of the ingredients are there: intelligence, ambition, talent. Miss Granger here was awfully jealous of all those things she felt she lacked in comparison."

Tom gestured to his left, and Harry realized with a jolt that there was another presence in the room. Hermione was off to one side of the Chamber, levitating a few feet off the ground, encased in a shimmering purple shield. Her eyes were ominously blank, and she held the diary open in front of her. Occasional sparks of light jumped off of Dahlia's prone form and into the diary, and Harry understood...Tom was slowly sucking her life force out and using it to regain his human form.

"What's Hermione got to do with any of this?" Neville demanded. "Let her go!"

"She found my diary after Dahlia attempted to dispose of it," Tom explained. "She was very open about her intentions, you see: she knew my true nature and intended to turn me in."

"So why didn't she?" asked Harry.

"I convinced her not to," Tom grinned. "I can be very persuasive in that way. Hermione's curiosity got the better of her, and she decided – on my recommendation – to grill me for information before handing me over to the authorities. I was all too happy to share my own story with her, knowing that with each passing moment, she was falling more and more under my spell."

"But she must have known she was responsible for Ron and Daphne's attacks," Neville muttered. "Why did she let it continue?"

"Because she was too busy being fixated on one person," said Tom. "One student in her class with a maddening tendency to one-up her at every turn. To my delight, it was the very same person Dahlia was so irked by."

"Me," Harry realized.

"It was easy to turn her against you," Tom sneered. "To possess her to do my bidding, and target the people closest to you."

"Why would you do that?" Harry demanded.

"Because friends make you weak!" Tom snarled. "Friends can only hold you back, Harry Potter. You could be great, you know, if you turned your back on such foolish relationships and dedicated yourself to the power of magic. I will make you my apprentice, as soon as I have my full strength back. I will show you how to become powerful, and you will be my greatest asset as I take over Britain and rule it with an iron fist."

"I'd sooner die than join you," Harry said, glaring daggers at Tom. "And you will pay for what you've done to my friends and family."

"We shall see," Tom grinned. He then turned his attention to the unconscious form of Lupin on the ground. "Who is your adult friend here, by the way?"

"Professor Remus Lupin," said Neville proudly. "The greatest Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher we've ever had."

"Unlikely," Tom scoffed. "He is a lycanthrope, is he not? He possesses many of the physical traits common among their breed."

"So what if he is?" Harry demanded.

"I've studied his kind, you know," Tom smiled. "Salazar was quite fascinated by their...condition, and wrote extensively of his theories and findings in his personal journals. I've always hoped to witness a transformation firsthand."

"Well, unfortunately for you, it isn't full moon for another week," said Harry confidently. He had memorized the lunar schedule ever since Lupin joined the staff, eager to avoid another incident like his third year in the last timeline.

"Shame," Tom said, though Harry saw a devious glint in his eye that sent a shiver down his spine. "Although I did come across a particularly clever spell in one of Slytherin's journals. Why not give it a try?"

Tom pointed Dahlia's wand at Lupin, and the man sputtered awake, eyes darting to and fro as he remained pinned to the ground. "Harry? Neville?" he asked uncertainly. "What's happening?"

"Just stay put, half-breed," Tom grinned maliciously. "This will only take a second."

Tom twirled his wand overhead, and dark clouds began to form in the air above them, similar to the thunderstorm charm Harry had used against Fred Weasley in their duel. But it did not appear menacing to Harry – the clouds were drifting lazily through the air, not threatening to strike them down with lightning or even rain.

"Is this supposed to frighten us?" Harry scoffed aloud. But when he turned towards Lupin, he saw with horror that the man was staring up at the clouds with a terrified expression in his eyes.

"Harry, Neville," said Lupin gravely. "Grab Dahlia and run. Now."

"Professor—?" asked Neville uncertainly. But Harry suddenly understood. The clouds were now parting to reveal a perfectly-round, shimmering moon. And Lupin was beginning to tremble and shake uncontrollably. His monthly transformation was about to come a week early.

"Neville, we need to go," said Harry urgently, tugging on the boy's sleeve.

"Go?" Tom laughed mirthlessly. "But we're just getting this party started! In fact, I'd say there's one more guest we should invite…"

Harry did not wait for Tom's next move, rushing forward to scoop his sister up in his arms and lug her over his shoulder. He was already turned away from Tom and running as fast as he could towards the exit. He could no longer understand the Parseltongue that came from Tom's mouth, but his vivid memories of the day carried the message across perfectly clearly:

"Speak to me, Slytherin, greatest of the Hogwarts Four!"

The stone mouth of Slytherin's massive bust was opening. Now Harry heard footsteps behind him as Neville, too, began to run away. There was a cacophony of noise behind them as Harry heard the massive basilisk slithering out from his hiding place, overlaid with Tom's ominous hissing and Lupin's anguished howls of transformation. Three separate threats Harry and Neville didn't have a hope of fighting alone, much less at the same time.

They skidded around a corner and found themselves back at the heavy stone door, which had sealed itself shut again. "Hurry, Neville, open it!" Harry said, beginning to panic.

Neville gave a strangled sort of hiss at the door, but it sounded nothing like his command to open it earlier. "I c-can't do it!" Neville said, dismayed. "What do we do?"

Harry scanned their surroundings. There was a small offshoot to their left – some kind of water drainage system, blocked off by a grate. Harry handed Dahlia over to Neville and drew his wand, swiping at the grate and ripping it off its hinges.

"Come on!" he said urgently, grabbing Neville's arm and dragging him towards the passageway. He could hear something sliding along the smooth stone floor behind them, and didn't dare look back to see how close the basilisk was….

The passageway was too small for them to run quickly through, forcing both boys to duck low. Harry guided them down the winding path, which branched off in many different directions. He had no rhyme or reason to his movements – he just wanted to put as much distance between himself and the basilisk as possible. Left, right, left again...straight ahead...another right—

Dead end. Their path was blocked by another grate. Harry raised his wand to destroy the blockage, but realized it was fruitless: the passageway dipped sharply downwards into the murky water, leaving them with nowhere to go.

"What do we do?" Neville panted. Behind them, Harry could hear the basilisk approaching – they couldn't go back the way they came. They were well and truly trapped.

In a move of desperation, Harry pulled Neville back towards the grate and twirled his wand. A solid brick wall appeared in front of them, blocking off the path from which they came. He and Neville crouched in between the two solid structures, catching their breath, the latter still clutching Dahlia in his trembling arms.

They listened with terror as the slithering of the basilisk slowed, and then stopped. Suddenly, there was a deafening crash, as the great snake launched itself at the brick wall, causing it to shudder and spray chunks of mortar upon them.

"It knows we're here!" Neville said in a panic. "What now?"

"Try talking to it!" said Harry. "Tell it to back off!"

Neville moved forward and hissed something in Parseltongue. There was a brief pause, an ominous hiss in return, followed by another crash as the snake resumed its assault.

"It says I'm not its master!" Neville said. "It wants us dead!"

"Let me think!" Harry said, slamming his eyes closed. Another boom indicated another strike by the snake, and judging by the cracks appearing along the wall, it wouldn't hold up forever.

Transfiguring a rooster would do them no good. Lupin had recommended concussive charms, which caused a deafening sonic boom, but that would harm himself and Neville just as much in these confined quarters. There was only one option Harry could think of, and he didn't like it one bit.

"Alright, here's the plan," Harry said, flinching unconsciously as the brick wall took another rattling hit. "On the count of three, I'm going to Vanish the wall. We're going to close our eyes and cast Cutting Charms at the snake."

"Are you mental?!" Neville gasped. "That thing's trying to eat us!"

"Exactly," said Harry. "You heard Lupin: the inside of its mouth is its weak point. If it lunges at us, we can hit it where it hurts."

Neville obviously didn't like this plan, but the next moment he had to duck as half a brick tore itself off the wall from another strike and barely missed his head. "Alright," he nodded resolutely, holding out his wand in his free hand, Dahlia still dangling lifelessly over his shoulder. "On your count."

"One," said Harry, aiming his wand. He had to try and time it so the snake struck just as the wall was removed, giving them their opening. "Two…"

But before he got to three, there was a loud roar from down the pipes. There was a moment's silence as even the basilisk paused to search for the source of the noise. Then the next moment, there was an angry hiss and a great thrashing sound from behind the wall, as the basilisk lurched and splashed violently around in the pipe.

"What's happening?" Neville asked.

"Lupin," Harry realized. "It's attacking the basilisk." He heard guttural roars of rage from the werewolf as he bumbled along through the narrow pipes after them. The sounds of struggle slowly moved away from them as the basilisk took off down the pipes away from its newfound assailant, the rumbling feet of the beast close behind it.

"Is Lupin safe in his werewolf form?" Neville wondered worriedly.

"More safe than in human form, I reckon," Harry thought. "We need to get out of here." He couldn't think about Lupin's safety at that moment, not with his sister still in mortal danger. He hated to think that something might happen to his surrogate uncle, but also knew Lupin would never forgive him for risking his own life to safe him, and Harry didn't know the first thing about fighting a werewolf or a basilisk head-on.

Harry Vanished the wall, and they could see ripples of water moving down the path the basilisk had taken away from them. They went in the opposite direction; Harry did his best to retrace his steps, and moments later they emerged out the same grate they'd gone into, the entrance of the Chamber just ahead of them.

"You take Dahlia and get her help," Harry instructed Neville. "I'm going back."

"What?!" Neville protested. "You heard Lupin; he said to run if he told us to!"

"Hermione's still in danger," Harry said firmly. "I have to make sure Tom doesn't kill her too."

Neville looked horrified by the thought, but he nodded firmly. "You're a better fighter than me, Harry," he said encouragingly. "I believe in you."

"Thanks," Harry muttered. He had no idea how he would stack up against a sixteen-year-old Voldemort, but something told him it wouldn't be a cakewalk. As Tom said earlier, Harry reminded him of himself, ahead of his peers and dedicated to getting stronger...only he was far more willing to delve into evil magicks Harry would never have pursued.

Harry turned back towards the main Chamber, and was horrified to hear sounds of intense struggle. There was loud splashing, angry hissing from the basilisk and guttural roars of rage from the werewolf. Harry averted his eyes, inching forward until he could not dare to move closer without seeing what lay ahead, crouched behind a serpentine pillar.

Then, he heard Tom's voice, shouting with rage: "NO! IGNORE THE WEREWOLF; BRING ME THE CHILDREN!"

Harry could not stay blind; he had to see what was happening. He inched around the pillar and peeked into the Chamber, well aware that it could be the last thing he ever did.

Hermione was still suspended in her protective bubble, and Tom was shouting at the corner, underneath the large bust of Salazar Slytherin. In his peripherals, Harry could see a writhing mass of fur, scales and limbs as the basilisk and the werewolf grappled ferociously with one another. Harry could not tell who was winning or losing, and he was afraid to look any closer lest he get an accidental glimpse of the basilisk's eyes.

So he shut his eyes once more and twirled his wand; a moment later, he heard a dull thud. "What is this?" Tom demanded. Harry strode forward into the Chamber, his newly-erected brick wall shielding the basilisk from view. Lupin would have to fend for himself...Harry had Tom to deal with now.

"You're very fortunate, Harry Potter," Tom sneered. "Salazar speculated that lupine aggression would not trigger against a serpentine foe, but it seems he was incorrect."

"He always overestimated snakes, didn't he?" Harry deadpanned. "Guess that makes two of you."

Tom slowly strode forward, Dahlia's wand held loosely in his right hand, head cocked slightly at Harry as he approached. It seemed as though Tom knew what Harry's intentions were, and almost expected and hoped for it.

"Dahlia has told me of your prowess on the dueling stage," Tom remarked. "Impressive, the way you embarrassed boys many years your elder."

"They underestimated me," Harry shrugged, keeping his own wand at the ready. "I suspect you won't do the same."

"I'm eager to see what you can do," Tom grinned, taking a defensive stance. "If you are to stand by my side in my new regime, I want to be sure you can handle yourself."

"I stand beside no one," Harry said coolly, taking up his own stance and mentally preparing himself for battle.

"Good answer," Tom nodded sagely. "But first, Harry...we bow."

Tom dipped his head low towards his opponent. Harry did not. He launched directly into his attack, using his newfound combination of Banishing Charm, Levicorpus, and Cutting Curse to fire three spells in quick succession. Tom reacted quickly, erecting a Shield Charm to tank the first spell then spinning neatly away from the other two. Harry expected him to react angrily to the breach in decorum, but Tom merely grinned wider.

"Very good, Harry," he appraised the boy. "Never be afraid to fight dirty in a fight to the death."

"Is that what this is, then?" Harry asked casually, tossing a few more lazy jinxes Tom's way to keep him on his toes.

"That depends," Tom shrugged, batting the incoming spells aside with an equally-lazy flick.

"On what?"

"On if you acquiesce," Tom smiled.

Tom hissed ominously in Parseltongue, and a writhing mass of serpents exploded from his wand. Harry's eyes widened as upwards of forty snakes made a beeline for him, fangs bared.

Harry unleashed a torrent of fire, sweeping across the snakes, which hissed and squealed angrily as they were burned alive. Then Harry summoned a miniature tornado to capture the fire, launching it at Tom, who merely smothered the flames in a cascade of dirt, the wind washing harmlessly over his semi-corporeal form.

"Disappointing," Tom clicked his tongue. "Elemental magic, Harry? The most basic and easily-neutered branch of magic?"

"Why don't you show me a branch that you think is better?" Harry retorted.

The devilish grin on Tom's face made Harry regret that request immediately. "With pleasure," Tom smiled.

Tom gave an incantation Harry did not recognize, and tendrils of black smoke shot out of his wand, branching out towards Harry. He erected a shield to intercept them, but the smoke passed through like it wasn't even there, forcing Harry to flatten himself to the ground to avoid them. But the tendrils abruptly changed direction, wrapping themselves around Harry's wrists and ankles and holding him aloft, completely exposed to Tom.

"There is no counter to Dark magic," Tom said gleefully as Harry struggled against his bonds. "I could kill you, Harry Potter, but I would much rather train you. The thought of you with an arsenal of Dark spells in battle? Oh, it excites me!"

Harry let Tom ramble on, focusing on the smoke holding him captive. He had never encountered such magic in textbooks, but there had to be recognizable magic at play, similar to a Binding Curse. The smoke was foreign to him, but perhaps it wasn't smoke at all...it was only a manifestation, a visual representation of the magic constituting the spell.

Is this illusory magic? Harry wondered. He'd delved briefly into the branch earlier that year, and was fascinated by its flexible nature. It could be combined with other magical effects, like the binds that held Harry in place despite no physical object doing so. A standard counter-curse would not be able to neutralize it.

Maybe it can be Transfigured? Harry wondered. He painstakingly twisted his wrist to aim his wand at the smoke, attempting to turn it to water, ice, wind, or whatever else he could think of, but nothing worked. Maybe the state of the smoke itself can be altered, Harry reasoned. Smoke was not solid enough to grab onto him the way it was, so what if its temperature could be altered to change states of matter?

Harry focused his attention on heating up the smoke. If the bonds holding him in place were theoretically solid, he just had to turn them back into gas. He gritted his teeth as his wrists and ankles began to burn from the rapidly-heating smoke – it was working. Then, just as the pain was getting to be unbearable, the smoke burst apart, dissipating into the air as Harry tumbled to the ground, rubbing his raw-red wounds.

"How did you do that?" Tom demanded. "There is no counter-curse to that spell!"

"All magic obeys Gamp's Law of Elemental Transfiguration," Harry grinned, stumbling back to his feet. "Or didn't you pay attention in Dumbledore's classes?"

Tom's cool veneer was starting to crack. "I could have killed you many times over by now," he scowled, pointing a wand threateningly at Harry. "Enough games, Potter: surrender now, or be destroyed."

"I will not," Harry said defiantly.

Tom opened his mouth to retort, but was interrupted by a high, keening squeal of rage and pain. There was a great ripping sound from beyond Harry's conjured wall, where the basilisk and Lupin had been fighting.

Tom swiped his wand to Vanish Harry's wall, revealing the scene to both him and Harry. The basilisk was bleeding profusely from several deep wounds, writhing in agony. Lupin's jaws were sunk into the basilisk's neck, and to Harry's horror, the basilisk's own fangs were sunk into the werewolf's shoulder. Both lay in each other's clutches, doing their best to extinguish the life of the other, and it appeared that both were succeeding.

"No!" Tom screamed, and he turned to Harry with an almost inhuman expression of pure rage. Harry steeled himself, knowing Tom would no longer hold back.

Tom launched into a flurry of rapid-fire curses and hexes, each of which Harry was sure would either kill him slowly or cause him excruciating pain (likely both). He Shielded, ducked and dodged each of them, careful not to let himself panic or over-exert himself.

Harry waited for an opening, then responded with an offensive salvo of his own. He tried every trick he knew to catch Tom off-guard, mixing in the occasional transfiguration or illusory spell to mix up the attack, but Tom delicately danced around his every best effort. It was clear that Tom was far above the skill level of a sixth-year, and likely already rivaled most adults in terms of power.

"You have talent, Potter, but you lack diversity," Tom panted. "You are becoming predictable."

"I've got a few more tricks up my sleeve," Harry fired back. But in truth, Tom was right: he was running out of ideas fast, and his limited spell knowledge was starting to reflect in the repeated spells he fired Tom's way.

"Why put yourself through this?" Tom asked. "Why fight on, knowing you have no chance at victory?"

"Because my friends and family are in danger," said Harry, dropping to all fours to avoid a particularly nasty Blood-Boiling Curse. "And I won't let you hurt any more of them."

"Your attachment to your loved ones makes you weak, Harry," Tom snarled. "You must discard such frivolous relationships to become strong."

"Those relationships make me more powerful than you can imagine," Harry shot back. "You'll never understand that, Riddle."

"Won't I?" Tom sneered. "You think you can save everyone? I'll show you just how wrong you are."

Tom fired a powerful Blasting Curse at Harry, which he blocked effortlessly with a Shield Charm. Was that his whole plan? Harry thought with a chuckle. But Tom's plan became clear at once, and Harry's heart stopped when he saw Tom pointing his wand not at him, but at Hermione.

"Avada Kedavra!"

Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the jet of green light erupted from Dahlia's wand and rocketed across the Chamber towards Hermione. She was still in a trance, standing stock-still holding the diary, unable to defend herself.

Harry acted without thinking. He swiped his wand upwards, gouging a chunk of solid stone out of the Chamber floor to intercept the spell. The jet of green light ricocheted off the rock, pinging harmlessly off the ceiling. Harry exhaled sharply with relief at seeing Hermione safe.

But the next moment, he was launched backwards with great force by a Banishing Charm. Harry smacked into the opposite wall and saw stars, collapsing to all fours as his wand clattered away out of reach.

"You see, Harry?" Tom leered, stalking over towards his defenseless opponent. "You must be willing to sacrifice others in order to save yourself. Your foolishness could have cost you your own life."

"There are worse things than dying," Harry panted, glaring defiantly up at Tom.

"It's over, Harry," Tom sighed, his wand trained upon Harry's heart. "Your sister is as good as dead, and soon so will be Hermione, Neville, and your werewolf friend. Surrender yourself now, and Lord Voldemort will show you mercy. I will train you to become stronger than all but myself, and you can rule at my side and never suffer such indignities again."

"Piss off, Riddle," Harry huffed, spitting a mixture of blood and saliva in Tom's direction. "As long as I am alive, I'll oppose you and your tyranny to the last breath."

Tom's expression turned icy at this remark, and his eyes glinted dangerously red. "Very well then, Harry Potter," he growled. "On your last breath be it." Harry closed his eyes as Tom raised his wand to deliver the killing blow.

But there was suddenly a blinding flash of light and fire, and a mighty rush of hot wind entered the chamber. Harry's eyes flew open to search for the disturbance, as did Tom, and Harry's heart soared when he saw Albus Dumbledore standing before them, Fawkes upon his shoulder, looking both majestic and terrifying.

"Dumbledore!" Tom snarled in anger.

"Good evening, Tom," Dumbledore greeted the apparition mildly. "I'm afraid this little outburst of yours has reached its terminus."

"You're too late, old man!" Tom sneered. "Dahlia's life force is nearly depleted as we speak, and I will shortly be back to my full strength to vanquish you once and for all!"

"Professor!" Harry shouted. "The diary! It has to be destroyed!" And he pointed towards Hermione, still floating in midair off to one side of the chamber, eyes blank as she held the diary open before her.

Tom's wand swiped through the air in a blur, but Dumbledore's was faster; Dahlia's wand clattered to the floor as Tom shouted in frustration. "Go, Fawkes," Dumbledore instructed his bird, and the phoenix took flight. Or rather, it burst into a blazing fireball and shot across the room, shattering the protective shield around Hermione and removing the diary from her grasp. A moment later Fawkes was back on Dumbledore's shoulder, and the former Headmaster was holding the diary in his hands.

"This is a remarkable Dark artifact you've crafted, Tom," Dumbledore mused. "I wondered how you managed to assert your presence in my castle despite your physical absence. You always were too clever for your own good."

"Cleverer than even you!" Tom sneered. "You cannot hope to destroy my diary with mere magic. I've ensured its indestructibility from even the most powerful of spells!"

"I do not need to destroy the diary, Tom," Dumbledore smiled. "Only your presence from within."

"What—?" Tom began, but Dumbledore had closed his eyes. Harry's neck hairs stood up on end as another rush of wind built up around Dumbledore, as the old man began to chant solemnly. Fawkes trilled a haunting melody on his shoulder, and shot out a puff of flame onto the diary, which burst into flames. But Dumbledore held onto it, seemingly unfazed by the heat, as Harry heard his incantation over Fawkes' cries:

"O phoenix flame, cleanser of impurities, purge this diary of its sins! Wash away the dark stain of evil and purify the unclean!"

"Stop!" Tom Riddle shouted, but it was too late. Black smoke erupted from the diary, and Tom gave an inhuman screech of pain, then he abruptly disappeared from view. A moment later, the phoenix flame subsided, leaving a wholly intact diary in Dumbledore's hands, smoking slightly but looking no worse for wear.

There was a small splash nearby as Hermione dropped from midair into a shallow puddle. Harry rushed over towards her, examining the girl for injuries as she blinked in confusion and fear. Once she saw Harry knelt beside her and realized what had happened, she burst into tears.

"Oh, Harry, I was so stupid!" she wailed, clutching onto him for dear life. "I was so jealous of you for being the teacher's favorite, and thought I could solve the mystery myself! I should have turned in the diary straight away, but I wanted to use Riddle to find the Chamber myself and take all the credit...oh, I'm such an idiot…"

"Do not blame yourself, Miss Granger," Dumbledore said solemnly, striding over towards them. "Greater witches and wizards than you have been fooled by Tom Riddle before. There is no shame in it."

"Sir – the basilisk," Harry said, pointing towards the mass of scales and fur in the corner. "Is it dead?"

Dumbledore strode over towards the tangled mass. He waved his wand, and the lifeless basilisk rose to the air, as Dumbledore levitated it across the Chamber and set it down out of view. "The snake is dead," he announced. "Professor Lupin is not faring so well either."

Harry rushed forward towards Lupin, who had transformed back into human form and was convulsing lightly on the ground. Harry gently turned him over to examine him; he was covered in blood and scratches, some no doubt self-inflicted, and to Harry's horror, he sported two vicious bite marks on his forearm. Blackness was rapidly spreading from the wound up his shoulder as the basilisk venom took hold – a virtual death sentence.

"We have to do something!" Harry shouted, turning desperately to Dumbledore.

Dumbledore knelt beside Lupin to examine the wound. He tilted his head towards Fawkes, who stared curiously down at Lupin's prone form. "Do what you can for him," Dumbledore muttered to the bird. Fawkes hopped down to the ground beside Lupin, lowering his head towards the bite mark. Silvery tears formed upon the phoenix's eyelids, dripping down its beak onto the wound, where it steamed slightly.

Harry watched with fascination as the tears soaked into the skin. Lupin's grunts of pain subsided to faint pants of exhaustion, his full-body convulsions slowing to faint twitches as the phoenix tears fought the toxins spreading throughout his body. Harry prayed that it wasn't too late, that the tears would save him before he succumbed to the venom….

Harry heard hurried footsteps approaching from across the Chamber, and turned to see Neville stumbling towards them, still clutching Dahlia in his arms. "Headmaster, Dahlia needs help!" he said. "I couldn't get her out...she's really weak..."

Harry ran over to help Neville lower Dahlia to the ground. His sister was extremely pale, eyes drifting in and out of focus as she moaned in obvious discomfort. Dumbledore looked from Lupin to Dahlia, brow furrowed in thought, then he straightened.

"They both need Saint Mungo's," he said, waving his wand once more; Dahlia levitated across the room towards Lupin, landing beside him, both stirring lightly from their ailments. "I will take them myself. Neville, Harry, will you please escort Miss Granger out the main entrance? Find Professor McGonagall and tell her I will be with you all shortly."

"Yes, sir," Neville said, and Harry nodded alongside him. Hermione shuffled uncertainly towards them, and Harry held out a hand to steady her.

Dumbledore nodded, then knelt beside Lupin and Dahlia, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. Fawkes gave a final squawk as he spread his wings, engulfing all three in brilliant flame that forced Harry to shield his eyes. When the light dissipated and Harry turned back to the scene, they had disappeared, leaving him, Neville and Hermione alone in the Chamber.
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Year 2-10: Thrown to the Wolves

"We're going to be in so much trouble," Hermione muttered as she followed Neville and Harry out of the Chamber.

"Dumbledore will sort this out," Harry said confidently.

"How?" asked Neville. "He's not Headmaster anymore."

"Dunno, but he'll find a way," said Harry. "He always does." Truthfully, he wasn't sure how either, but the man had figured it out in his previous timeline and surely could do so again. The sequence of events hadn't been that different, had they?

The three students reached the end of the corridor, where Harry, Neville and Lupin had arrived some time earlier. "How are we getting out of here?" Hermione asked, eyeing the near-vertical pipe they'd entered from.

"I hoped one of you might have an idea," Neville muttered. "This is where I got stuck the last time."

"Too bad Dumbledore's not Headmaster anymore," Harry sighed. "He could've summoned house-elves to transport us out."

"I'll pass on that idea," Neville grimaced. "A mad house-elf has been trying to kill me all year!"

"Who, Dobby?" Harry grinned. "He means well. We'll have to find a way to free him from the Malfoys sometime."

"He belongs to the Malfoys?" Neville yelped, looking shocked.

"Is now really the time?" Hermione groaned.

"Right," said Harry, looking up at the pipe. "Well, Tom used to come down here, and he must have had a way out. Maybe you can ask it in Parseltongue for a ladder or something?"

"Worth a try," Neville shrugged. After a few failed attempts, he finally managed to let out a convincing-sounding hiss towards the pipe. At once, a door materialized out of nowhere in the wall ahead of them.

"Well, that's more convenient than a ladder," Harry muttered, pushing the door open. It let out into the back of one of the stalls in the same girls' bathroom they'd entered the Chamber from. Thank goodness no one uses this place, Harry thought as he stepped out over the toilet and onto the tile floor. This would be a difficult one to explain given my reputation…

Harry led the way out of the bathroom and headed for the Headmistress' office, Neville and Hermione close behind him. "D'you think Dumbledore will be reinstated, now that the basilisk has been killed?" Neville wondered aloud.

"Of course he will!" Hermione said confidently. "He rescued us."

"Yeah, probably," Harry agreed. Though privately, he wasn't so sure. Lucius Malfoy still had an axe to grind with him, and as Fudge suggested, the Wizengamot weren't likely to back Dumbledore up after what happened to the children of three prominent pure-bloods. Four, Harry reminded himself, as Dahlia had also been added to the victims' list, and his own father wasn't likely to take that lightly.

"Hey, you three!" a voice rang out across the corridor. Percy Weasley strode purposefully towards them, prefect badge gleaming self-importantly upon his breast. "You're supposed to be in your common rooms!"

"We're going to see McGonagall," said Harry dismissively.

"She's engaged with the Minister at the moment," said Percy. "Now, if you'll please come with me—"

"I said we're going to McGonagall," Harry snapped, growing impatient. "You're welcome to come along if you wish." And he pressed onward, ignoring Percy's splutters of protest and empty threats of docked House points. After facing a basilisk, a werewolf, and the manifestation of Lord Voldemort in a single night, Percy Weasley didn't faze him all that much.

They reached the staircase guarded by the stone gargoyle without further incident. "Password?" the gargoyle growled menacingly.

"We've just come from the Chamber of Secrets," Harry announced loudly. "And Dumbledore's asked us to report to the Headmistress. We'd like to go up, please."

The gargoyle stared stoically at Harry for a moment, then stood and shifted aside to let them through. Harry took the steps three at a time, entering the office without knocking.

"Professor McGonagall—" he began, but he was interrupted by a smothering hug from his mother.

"Oh, Harry!" Lily sobbed. "You're alright...but oh, my dear, your sister...I fear the worst…"

"Mum, get off!" Harry muttered, extricating himself from her grasp. James and Lily were looking at him with haunted eyes, undoubtedly believing their youngest child was dead. "Dahlia's fine. Well, she's at St. Mungo's, but she should be okay."

"Son, take a seat," James said shakily, putting a hand on Harry's shoulder. "You don't know what you're saying...you're clearly in shock…"

"I'm not!" Harry protested, shaking free of his grasp. "Didn't you hear? Dahlia's with Dumbledore! And Lupin, too, but he's not looking so good—"

"The poor boy's stark raving mad!" another voice scoffed; Harry turned to see Cornelius Fudge sipping tea in an armchair off to one side. "Control your son, Potter!"

"He's not mad!" Neville piped up.

"Harry's telling the truth!" Hermione added fervently.

The three second-years then began rattling off their own accounts of what happened, as the Potters, Fudge, and McGonagall watched on in bewilderment. After a minute of incoherent rambling, McGonagall raised her hand to silence them.

"I fail to understand why you three are out of your common rooms," she said snippily. "But perhaps you'd all best see Madam Pomfrey, who can provide you all Calming Draughts until you settle down—"

But McGonagall was suddenly interrupted by a blinding flash of light and a rush of phoenix fire. Everyone was forced to shield their eyes, and when they opened them again, Albus Dumbledore was standing in the center of the room, Fawkes perched on his shoulder.

"Your daughter is going to be alright, Mr. and Mrs. Potter," he said placidly, a tired smile on his face. "Remus Lupin is in critical condition, but the Healers are working on him as we speak."

There was a brief moment of stunned silence as everyone took in these words. Then, it was the four adults' turn to speak incoherently over one another:

"You have Dahlia?"

"What's happened to our daughter?"

"What is the meaning of this, Albus?"

This continued until Fawkes gave a loud, irritated squawk that shut everyone up. "Your daughter was taken into the Chamber of Secrets this afternoon," Dumbledore explained calmly. "But your son, along with Professor Lupin and Mr. Longbottom here, staged a rescue mission, and the monster was slain."

"You...you went into the Chamber of Secrets?" James said, staring aghast at his son. "That was incredibly reckless of you..."

"Dahlia was in danger!" Harry defended himself. "And Uncle Remus was with me!"

"I told you to stay out of trouble!" Lily groaned.

"And I told you I would lay down my life for my sister," said Harry.

"He saved my life too, Mrs. Potter," Hermione said uncertainly. "I would have been killed if he hadn't come back for me."

"He saved me too," Neville said shakily. "The basilisk would have gotten us if not for his quick thinking."

"It would appear Mr. Potter's actions saved several lives tonight," Dumbledore remarked. "A full accounting of events is in order, but first, I must insist the Potters visit St. Mungo's to be with their daughter. And if Professor Lupin has any next-of-kin, they ought to be notified as well."

"We'll go straight away," said James, and he and Lily made to stand up.

"Just one minute here!" Fudge spluttered, forgotten in the corner. "No one's going anywhere until we sort this business out! I mean, a basilisk on school grounds? Another student injured, and now a professor mortally wounded? And let's not forget that you are trespassing on these grounds, Albus!"

"I am here on the invitation of the Headmistress," Dumbledore said calmly. "Isn't that right, Minerva?"

"It is," McGonagall nodded. "Albus sent a missive requesting permission to enter the grounds, and I gave it to him."

"On what basis?"

"The lives of two students and a professor," McGonagall snapped at him. "Actually, four students, it would seem. Why were you two in the Chamber tonight, Longbottom and Granger?"

"I came once I heard Hermione was in danger," Neville said.

"And how did she come to be in danger?" McGonagall pressed. All eyes turned to Hermione, who fidgeted slightly on the spot.

"It was my fault," she muttered quietly. "I wrote in the diary. I was possessed and forced to kidnap Dahlia Potter. I would've been killed too if Harry and Neville didn't come for me."

"Oho!" Fudge said, springing to his feet. "We have a confession! So you're the one that's been attacking your pure-blood classmates!"

"Peace, Cornelius," Dumbledore said. "Miss Granger was not acting of her own accord. She was possessed by a malevolent entity, contained within a cursed diary." And he held up Tom Riddle's diary, which looked wholly intact and entirely innocent.

"So this is the infamous diary you've been prattling on about," Fudge muttered, snatching the tiny booklet from Dumbledore's hand. "Can you demonstrate how it works?"

"The curse has been destroyed," Dumbledore explained. "The entity within it has been purged, so that only the vessel remains. It is harmless now."

"Well, how convenient!" Fudge guffawed. "The evidence has been destroyed then, has it? And I suppose you'll find a way to blame You-Know-Who for all this nonsense, eh, Albus?"

"That is indeed correct, Cornelius," Dumbledore nodded. "Though in this case, it was a manifestation of his younger self, as a troubled teen intent on preserving his warped legacy in the school."

"Enough!" Fudge roared; he dropped his teacup, which spilled hot liquid all over the carpeted floor. "I won't listen to these conspiracy theories any longer! You are no longer the Headmaster of this school, and at this rate, I'll see to it that you lose your position on the Wizengamot as well!"

"But—but sir," Hermione said, her voice very quiet now, "Dumbledore saved us…"

"And you," Fudge said, rounding on Hermione, who shrunk at his bluster. "I think a lot of people will be glad to know that the culprit of this saga has been caught at long last. Auror Potter, please take her into custody."

"You cannot be serious," said James. "She's a twelve-year-old girl, Minister."

"Thirteen," Hermione squeaked quietly, but no one heard her.

"And she's responsible for the attacks on Weasley, Greengrass, and your own daughter!" Fudge retorted. "The pure-blood families have been clamoring for justice for months now, and they will have it."

"Be reasonable, Cornelius," Dumbledore said softly. "Miss Granger here is not the issue, and you know it—"

"Why are you still here, Albus?" Fudge seethed. "I do not take orders from you! The only person here who follows orders is Potter, and I've just given him one. Take her to the Ministry for sentencing, now!"

There was a tense silence as Hermione trembled quietly with fear. Harry took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

"I will take her to Amelia," James eventually sighed. "She is, of course, entitled to a trial and representation."

"So be it," Fudge snapped. "Get her out of my sight."

Harry could not believe his ears. Hermione was being arrested? It was obvious that Fudge simply needed a scapegoat after the slew of attacks, and she was the most convenient person to throw to the wolves. A Muggle-born with no allies in the magical world would surely be an easy mark. He'd long known Fudge to be inept and corrupt, but he never imagined him to be so despicably evil.

"I'll meet you at St. Mungo's as soon as I can," James said to his wife. "Go to Dahlia. And send word to Sirius about Remus; he'll want to be there too."

"I will," Lily nodded, and she gave her husband a deep kiss. James extended a hand to Hermione, who hesitantly took it, and he guided her to the fireplace. Moments later, they had stepped through and disappeared, en route to the Ministry.

"I take it the girl will be expelled, Minerva?" Fudge inquired, turning to McGonagall.

McGonagall straightened, having spent most of this meeting shrinking in her seat. "I will await the results of her trial," she said shortly. "Meanwhile, she is innocent until proven guilty."

"Hmph," Fudge huffed. "Just know that this will reflect poorly on your record when the Board of Governors meets to discuss staffing this summer."

"I eagerly await their decision," McGonagall deadpanned.

"On that note, I'd best report to Lucius," said Fudge, grabbing his bowler hat and cane. "Oh, and I'll be keeping this diary, Albus."

Dumbledore bristled at this. "I'd like to hold onto it, for research purposes," he said.

"This is evidence in the case against the Granger girl!" said Fudge. "Unless you'd like to add evidence tampering to your growing list of charges, and sabotage her trial as well?"

Malfoy will make sure that diary is never seen again, Harry thought with despair. He was stunned at how poorly things were going, after the initial euphoria of getting everyone out of the Chamber alive. But he could do nothing but watch as Fudge pocketed the diary, then strode forward through the fireplace. You have a master too, Fudge; you're just too stupid to realize it, Harry thought bitterly.

"What happens now, Albus?" asked McGonagall as soon as Fudge was gone.

"I'll see what I can do for Miss Granger," Dumbledore sighed tiredly. "The Wizengamot may be thirsty for blood, but surely they'll see through this blatant attempt to pass blame onto an innocent party. Though if James could speak with Lord Greengrass, who has been rather vocal lately—"

"I'll ask him," Lily nodded.

"I suggest you two see Madam Pomfrey straight away," Dumbledore said, addressing Harry and Neville. "Just as a precaution, considering what you were up against tonight."

"I'd like to see my sister," Harry said adamantly.

"Dear, you should get some rest," Lily said softly, caressing her son's cheek. "You've done enough already. We'll send for you if anything changes."

"But I'm fine!" Harry protested. Though as he said this, he realized he was swaying lightly on his feet, and was starting to feel dizzy. The constant adrenaline rush of the evening was catching up to him, and he had to admit he was feeling completely drained.

"Go with Neville, Harry," said Dumbledore, patting him on the back. "You have much to be proud of for your actions tonight. Now rest, and continue the fight tomorrow."

Harry nodded, swallowing a small knot in his throat at these words. He'd considered himself at-odds with Dumbledore since entering this timeline, but he still respected the man enough that his words meant a lot in that moment.

Neville ended up having to half-carry Harry up to the Hospital Wing, as he was too tired to stand on his own two feet. Madam Pomfrey assigned them both to beds and hustled off to fetch sleeping potions for them, but Harry was already fast asleep by the time she returned.

When Harry awoke, he felt groggy and heavy in his bed, with no sense of time or space. After reaching for his glasses on the bedside table, he noticed that he was surrounded by flowers and cards from well-wishers – it seemed that news of his actions had reached the student body. He'd never cared for the adoration of his peers in his last timeline, but it felt good now to know that he was no longer the pariah of Hogwarts.

He heard a rustling sound to his left, and turned to see Madam Pomfrey seated behind her desk, sipping tea and reading the morning Prophet. "What day is today?" he asked in a croaky voice.

Madam Pomfrey got up to tend to him at once. "You've been out two and a half days," she said. "It's Monday."

"My sister?" Harry asked hopefully.

"Is doing just fine," she said, and Harry exhaled with relief. "Your parents came to check on you, but I convinced them to let you sleep."

"I see," Harry nodded. "D'you think I could read that when you're done?"

Madam Pomfrey considered this a moment, then handed him her copy of the Prophet. "Same rubbish as usual, anyway," she muttered, tottering off to her office.

Harry flattened the paper and scanned the front page. What he saw immediately appalled him:

TRIAL SET FOR PERPETRATOR OF HOGWARTS ATTACKS

by Rita Skeeter, The Daily Prophet

"The wizarding world has been abuzz with excitement following Minister Fudge's announcement that the person behind Hogwarts attacks has finally been captured. The Prophet has obtained special permission to reveal that the attacker was 13-year-old Hermione Granger, a Muggle-born student at Hogwarts.

'It's a shocking and unfortunate truth,' said Fudge in a press conference Sunday evening. 'Miss Granger was jealous of her more talented and well-off pure-blooded classmates and decided to sow chaos and discord in the school. We hate to see someone so young enter the justice system but, well, such crimes cannot go unpunished.'

Miss Granger will be tried before the Wizengamot later this month. Members of the court expressed shock at the identity of the perpetrator, but many praised Fudge for his swift action. 'The Minister has done a great service to Hogwarts and the wizarding world as a whole,' said Lucius Malfoy, Wizengamot member and member of the Board of Governors for Hogwarts. 'Such a dangerous and deranged individual could have disrupted our way of life, and I'm glad to see that she was unsuccessful in her efforts to tear our families apart.'

'It's a shame to see the state of affairs at our once-great institution,' added Corban Yaxley, another prominent Wizengamot member. 'Thank goodness that crock Albus Dumbledore is no longer in charge over there. We need strong, capable leadership to ensure the safety of our children and the future of our kind.'

Dumbledore was famously sacked from his post as Headmaster earlier this year. He was succeeded by Minerva McGonagall, though sources say her tenure will be temporary as the Board of Governors discusses a replacement. For more on Dumbledore's many scandals and controversies, see pg. 9."

Harry tossed the paper across the room in disgust. It was worse than he feared: Hermione was being thrown to the wolves, and she didn't appear to have anyone in her corner defending her. He had to find his father and attempt to talk reason into him – surely someone could stop this madness from proceeding!

Harry requested to leave the Hospital Wing at once, but Madam Pomfrey insisted on holding him for much of the afternoon to conduct more useless tests. After enduring several long, agonizing hours in bed, dutifully drinking potions and watching as Pomfrey waved her wand over him performing diagnostics, Harry was finally discharged.

Harry headed straight for the Great Hall – it was getting dark, and he was feeling rather hungry. The students were eating dinner when he arrived, but an odd hush fell over the room as he entered. Soon the whispering began as people took notice of him and began to gossip. But Harry had no eyes or ears for any of them. He marched straight up to the Head Table to speak to McGonagall.

"I'd like to go to St. Mungo's to see my family," he announced.

"Good evening, Potter," said McGonagall. "Glad to see you're alright. Your parents have sent word that your sister and Professor Lupin are both doing well, and they will send for you later this week."

"Later this week?" Harry repeated, crestfallen.

"There is quite a lot happening outside these castle walls at the moment, Mr. Potter," said McGonagall, sounding quite tired. "It's best you keep your head down for a few days. Your father in particular is stretched thin between his Auror duties, his family problems, and his attempts to help Miss Granger."

Harry felt a swell of pride in his father at this. It seemed that James Potter was doing the right thing after all, and wouldn't let a teenage girl get sent to Azkaban without putting up a fight first. "Thank you, Professor," Harry said with a small bow.

"You're very welcome," McGonagall nodded back, giving him a sad smile. "Five points to Ravenclaw for your patience." It was a small gesture, but Harry appreciated the token of appreciation all the same.

Harry was bombarded with questions as soon as he rejoined his Ravenclaw classmates. He gave them an abridged version of events to satisfy their curiosities, then requested some privacy. Thankfully, they gave it to him, out of respect for his sister no doubt.

What followed was one of the strangest weeks at Hogwarts Harry could recall. All of his friends and relatives were absent – Luna, Ron and Daphne remained Petrified, Dahlia and Lupin were at St. Mungo's, Hermione was in custody, and Neville had been pulled out of school by his grandmother. Professor Flitwick was pulling double-duty in Charms and DADA lessons, while Transfiguration lessons were outright canceled because McGonagall was too busy dealing with the Ministry and her Headmistress duties to teach them.

Harry felt a bit like he was floating through the days, not really existing in his body. It was all so surreal: Hogwarts was still Hogwarts, but everything was just a little bit off. The entire school was still on-edge; the threat of the Chamber was gone, but nobody knew exactly why, as the only official explanation was the cock-and-bull story about Hermione that everyone knew was bogus.

Harry never thought he would admit it, but he missed Dumbledore as Headmaster. He'd been wary of the man during this new timeline, but he missed his strong, decisive leadership right about now. The man always knew how to address the students to make a situation seem okay, and while McGonagall was a good teacher, she lacked that quality to rally students together in tough times. Her tight-lipped approach was only further driving confusion and disarray among the student body.

It wasn't until Friday afternoon that Harry was finally called out of class to McGonagall's office, where she ushered him through the Floo to meet his mother in the lobby of St. Mungo's. "Sorry you couldn't come sooner," said Lily, embracing her son in a tight hug. "It's been madness ever since you came out of that Chamber."

"How's Dahlia?" asked Harry.

"She's going to be just fine," Lily beamed. "She's alert, and healthy, and asking about you."

"That's good," Harry sighed with relief. "And Uncle Remus?"

Lily's smile faltered slightly at this. "He's stable," she said cryptically. "They're still conducting a lot of tests. He's drawn quite a lot of attention in recent days."

"Why's that?" asked Harry.

"It's a long story," Lily sighed, beckoning Harry to follow her towards the stairwell. Harry could only hope that story involved a full recovery for his favorite teacher, mentor, and surrogate uncle.

Lily guided Harry down the hall to Dahlia's room, where a large number of flowers and cards had been laid outside the door. "Well-wishes from her classmates," Lily explained. "McGonagall had already announced her...tragedy to the school before she was rescued."

Harry could only imagine what his parents must have gone through for those hours in between Dahlia's capture and the revelation that she was alive. The grief of losing their youngest child must have been unbearable. He squeezed his mother's arm reassuringly, then pushed open the door to enter the room.

Dahlia was propped up in her bed, talking with the Healer performing diagnostic spells over her body. When she saw Harry enter, her eyes dropped to her lap and shameful tears rose to her eyes.

"I'm s-sorry, Harry," she muttered. "I lied to you all year. It was me who had the diary—"

"I know," Harry said, dropping into a chair by her side and clasping his sister's hand. "Ginny told me everything."

"I was horrible to you," Dahlia moaned, her teary emerald eyes pleading him for understanding. "I let people think you were some kind of freak...all because I was ashamed by what I was doing with the diary…"

"I forgive you," said Harry. "It was Tom Riddle making you do those things. I don't blame you for what happened."

That sent Dahlia over the edge, bursting into sobs and launching herself at her brother to hug him. This also set off half a dozen instruments beside the bed, and the Healer gently pulled Dahlia back into a prone position.

"It isn't fair what's happening to Hermione Granger," Dahlia sniffed. "Mum told me yesterday. She's being punished for something I am also guilty of."

"Your father is working closely with Madam Bones to make sure nothing happens to her," Lily reassured Dahlia. "Miss Granger will be exonerated, I'm sure of it."

Harry wished he shared her optimism. He'd been following the story in the Prophet over the past week, and it seemed that most of the public wanted Hermione to be harshly punished for her crimes. The full story of the diary, of course, was not common knowledge, and the reporting made it seem like she knowingly and deliberately targeted pure-blood students out of spite.

Harry spent the next few hours at Dahlia's side, reassuring her that he did not in fact hate her and that he was grateful she was alive. She grilled him for information about how he dealt with Tom, but Harry was vague with his answers, simply saying that Dumbledore got rid of him. He noted that she sounded a bit disappointed that Tom was gone – he must have done a real number on her mind, acting as a close confidant and friend to her at the start of the year.

Eventually a Healer entered and informed them that Dahlia needed to rest. Harry hugged his sister goodbye, then followed his mother out into the hall. "I'm going to meet your father at the Ministry," said Lily. "Shall I escort you back to the Floo?"

"I can find my own way," said Harry. "I'd like to see Uncle Remus first."

Lily frowned a little at this. "Alright," she eventually sighed. "But be warned: it's a bit hectic up there at the moment, and they might not let you in."

Harry wondered what this could possibly mean. The whole situation around Lupin had perplexed him: why was his case not as cut-and-dry as Dahlia's? Was he going to recover, or not? He was soon to find out one way or another, as he bid his mother farewell and headed for the stairwell.

Harry stepped out onto the Dai Llewellyn Ward and was nearly bowled over by a Healer running down the hall. There was a great deal of commotion on this ward, with nurses, Healers and what looked like reporters crowding around one particular room. As Harry approached, he realized with horror that it was Lupin's room.

Are basilisk wounds so rare that they've all come to get a glimpse themselves? Harry wondered. He pushed his way through the crowd towards the door, where he was stopped by an Auror.

"No visitors," the man said gruffly.

"But...but he's practically family!" Harry protested. "My name's Harry Potter."

"Potter?" the Auror repeated, arching an eyebrow. "Alright, just you then. Everyone else back!"

The Auror opened the door for Harry to slip through, struggling to contain the mass of people trying to enter themselves or get a glimpse. Harry was afraid of what he'd find inside – what kind of state must Lupin be in to warrant such attention?

But to his surprise (and relief), Lupin was sitting upright atop his bed, chatting merrily with the Healer conducting tests on his exposed shoulder. When he saw Harry, a wide grin spread across his face.

"Harry, my boy!" Lupin laughed. "Glad to see you in one piece."

"You as well," Harry said, sinking into an empty chair and marveling at Lupin. He looked better than Harry had ever seen him – his skin was clear and blemish-free, and even some of his scarring seemed to have lessened. His arm looked completely normal, aside from two bright-red spots near the shoulder where the basilisk fangs had pierced him.

"Dahlia's doing alright, then?" Lupin asked. "And Hermione, and Neville?"

"All fine, thanks to you," Harry nodded. "Though Hermione's still being held at the Ministry."

"Yeah, I read about that in the Prophet," Lupin muttered. "Despicable, what Fudge has done to that poor girl."

"My dad and Amelia Bones are working to see her free," Harry said. "But Uncle Remus...how are you? I mean...I thought you were dead for sure…"

"I very nearly was," Lupin chuckled. "They tell me I'm only the fifth documented case of a basilisk bite this century, and I'm the first to survive it."

"Bloody hell," Harry breathed. He had been the one in Lupin's position in his original timeline, and never realized the absurd odds against his survival.

"But that's only the smaller of two miracles," Lupin beamed. "Do you know what today is?"

Harry frowned, unsure what he was getting at. Then, it dawned on him. "Tonight's the full moon!" Harry gasped. "Have they given you Wolfsbane? Do they have a place for you to transform safely?"

"No and no," Lupin grinned. "Because there's no need."

"What do you mean?" Harry frowned.

"Turns out I'm no longer a werewolf," said Lupin. "According to the Healers, the basilisk venom progressed so deeply into my system that it eradicated the condition."

"Never seen anything like it," muttered the Healer on duty. "Healers are traveling from across the world to study his case."

"Has a werewolf ever been cured before?" Harry asked.

"Never," Lupin shook his head. "And I'm not surprised, since no Healer worth their salt would ever experiment with basilisk venom as a medicinal tool."

"The phoenix tears are also a rarity," said the Healer. "The bird cannot be coerced into donating their tears; they must be willingly given. Their healing properties are well-documented, but they are prohibitively expensive due to their scarcity."

"So this can't be used as a treatment for other werewolves?" asked Harry.

"Oh, I imagine people will try," said Lupin. "Once word of this gets out, there will be plenty of werewolves desperate enough to undergo unregulated treatments using basilisk venom that will likely kill them."

"But that's still brilliant news, Uncle Remus!" Harry smiled. "How does it feel to not have that hanging over your head every month?"

"It's a relief like you could never understand," said Lupin. "Knowing that I'm no longer a danger to those around me...that I don't have to hide who I am from people anymore...I've never felt so liberated."

Harry moved forward to embrace Lupin in a hug. "Sorry for putting you in a tough position the other night," he muttered. "I was a bit of a prat to you."

"Don't be," said Lupin, ruffling Harry's hair. "You did brilliantly in that Chamber. I told you to leave me and save the others, and that's what you did. I couldn't be prouder of you."

The Healer ushered Harry out of the room soon after, with Lupin promising that he would return to the castle before the end of term. Harry slipped out of Lupin's room and maneuvered through the crowd still trying to get a peek inside. He was halfway to the stairwell when a familiar, sing-song voice called out after him.

"Harry! Yoo-hoo, Harry!" Harry turned to see Rita Skeeter hustling over to him. "How have you been, dear?"

"Fine," Harry said neutrally, glancing around to see if anyone could overhear them, but everyone on the ward was too preoccupied with Lupin's door to notice them.

"I never got the chance to thank you for the Lockhart scoop," Rita beamed at him. "What a windfall that was! I was able to milk four months' worth of articles about him alone."

"Congratulations," Harry deadpanned. "Seems we both got what we wanted out of the arrangement."

"Yes indeed," said Rita. "By the way, how's your 'uncle' doing? I hear he's made quite the miraculous recovery, but they're remaining tight-lipped about what happened."

"Sorry, can't help you there," Harry said, moving to walk past Rita. "You can wait for the official announcement with everyone else."

"Oh, don't be like that!" Rita chuckled, grabbing Harry's arm. "We had a good thing going! Why spoil the fun now?"

It took all of Harry's self-control to not wrench his arm free of Rita's grip and give her a mouthful for her audacity. But then he had an idea. "Alright, Miss Skeeter, I'll give you your scoop," he said. "But I need something in return from you."

Rita's smile faltered slightly, but returned almost at once. "But of course!" she said, releasing Harry's arm to dig into her purse. "Looking for some Zonko's spending money? I have a few Galleons I can spare—"

"I don't want gold," Harry said. "I need you to write an article explaining that Hermione Granger is innocent."

Rita's pleasant demeanor evaporated at once. "The Muggle-born girl who attacked those pure-bloods at Hogwarts?" she said. "That's been quite the scandal, you know. Lots of prominent families want her in Azkaban for it."

"I know," Harry nodded. "That's why you have to change people's minds. I can provide details the public doesn't know to bolster her case."

Rita regarded Harry with a look of mild disdain, but she eventually huffed in apparent resignation. "Will that be all you need?" she sighed.

"No, actually," said Harry. "I also need you to convince people that Dumbledore should be reinstated as Hogwarts Headmaster."

Rita looked like she had just smelled something foul. "The Prophet has been dragging Albus Dumbledore's name through the mud for years," she groaned. "Such an about-face would be big news."

"Exactly," Harry nodded. "Again, I'll give you the details people don't know. Many students would have lost their lives this year without him."

Rita shook her head in disbelief. "I could lose my job for this," she muttered. "Lucius Malfoy is good friends with our editor, and he's wanted Dumbledore out for years."

"You'll figure something out," Harry shrugged. "And need I remind you why we struck our deal in the first place? It's not as if you have a choice."

"Still holding that over my head, eh, dearie?" Rita grumbled. She leaned in close to Harry, cold fury etched in her normally-pleasant expression. "Very well, you'll have your articles. But believe you me, if I'm sacked for it, I'll make it my life's mission to destroy your family's reputation."

"Understood," Harry said coolly, unfazed by her empty threats. "Now, here's what happened to Remus Lupin…"

Progress was slow, but Hogwarts felt like it was slowly healing as the term drew to a close. The Mandrakes finally matured and allowed Luna, Ron, and Daphne (along with Calvin the Kneazle) to be de-Petrified. The three students received a raucous reception upon their return to the Great Hall, and Harry ran up to embrace all three in a hug. No one's taking the fall for my mistakes ever again, he thought to himself.

Lupin rejoined the staff soon after, drawing an even more enthusiastic reception from the student body. He'd proven quite popular during his short stint as DADA professor, and most everyone (aside from the dark sect of Slytherins) loved him. He also drew significant attention as a subject of gossip; Rita Skeeter's article had dropped spilling the truth of his miraculous recovery from his werewolf affliction. Lupin politely declined questions about it from students once he resumed classes, but Harry could tell the man was happier than he'd ever seen him.

But two pieces of business remained: Hermione was still in custody, and Dumbledore remained on the outs with McGonagall poised to join him. Harry anxiously watched the Prophet, waiting for Rita to uphold her end of the bargain. What if she simply ignored his request? Was she calling his bluff, unwilling to risk her reputation in the face of blackmail from a pre-teen? Harry was fully prepared to go through with exposing her, but much preferred to keep using her as a mouthpiece to enact change.

Luckily, the response came with just a week left in the school year. Harry unfolded his copy of the Prophet over breakfast and stared at the headline in disbelief:

NEW DETAILS IN GRANGER CASE CAST DOUBT ON MINISTRY'S VERSION OF EVENTS

by Rita Skeeter, The Daily Prophet

"The Prophet has obtained new information in the ongoing case against Hermione Granger that could affect her guilty status ahead of her pending Wizengamot trial. These revelations may in fact point to Miss Granger being not a perpetrator, but a victim in the attacks that plagued Hogwarts School for much of the past school year.

According to sources close to the school, Miss Granger was possessed by a cursed diary that was smuggled into the school by an unknown source. This diary was the vessel that drove the holder to commit these heinous acts against fellow students. Furthermore, Miss Granger has an alibi that absolves her of at least two of the attacks, casting doubt on her involvement in the others.

The Ministry's attempts to portray Miss Granger's motives as malicious also ring hollow when confronted with the facts. Sources tell the Prophet that she is close friends with several pure-blood students, including Harry Potter, son of the Auror James Potter; Neville Longbottom, the Boy Who Lives; and most notably Ronald Weasley, one of the victims of her alleged attacks.

'I thought it seemed strange that she would attack my son,' admits Arthur Weasley, father of Ronald and head of the Misuse of Muggle Artifacts Office. 'She visited our home last summer and got on with our family quite well. We all loved her like a daughter and didn't understand why the Ministry blamed her for the attacks.'

'Both of my daughters have had nothing but kind things to say about Miss Granger,' adds Ramesh Patil, Wizengamot member and father of two Hogwarts students. 'She was uncommonly bright and got along well with pure-bloods and Muggle-borns alike. I seriously doubt she would be malicious enough to carry out these attacks.'

Information regarding the mythical 'Chamber of Secrets' has been scarce, but sources indicate that the threat was eradicated by none other than Albus Dumbledore, former Headmaster of the school. Our sources indicate that Dumbledore staged a rescue mission to rescue Miss Granger, along with three other underage Hogwarts students who were lured by the diary.

One such student (who prefers to remain anonymous) credits Dumbledore fully with their survival – 'We would have been killed for certain if he wasn't there,' says the second-year. 'I'd heard he was a powerful wizard, but seeing him in action made me realize why they call him Britain's Protector.'

The Prophet calls on Minister Fudge to bring forth evidence of Miss Granger's involvement in the plot, and to explain why Dumbledore was removed from his post. We especially wish to verify the existence of the diary, which eyewitnesses claim to have seen in Fudge's possession before departing from Hogwarts earlier this month. Surely such an important piece of evidence would be made readily available to the Department of Magical Law Enforcement!"

Harry smirked as he read the last paragraph, which had been his idea. He was nearly certain that Lucius Malfoy would reclaim the diary and hide it far from prying eyes, so the public call for its re-emergence could reflect poorly on Fudge. Let's see who's guilty of evidence tampering after all, he thought smugly.

Harry was concerned about what the backlash to Rita's article might be. Would Fudge march into the Daily Prophet's office and demand a retraction? Would Rita lose her job, and make good on her promise to ruin the Potter family name? It was a tremendous risk Harry was taking, and while it was well worth it for Hermione's sake, he spent that day in agony, hoping that the worst wasn't unfolding outside the castle walls.

But to his delight, the following morning's Prophet only bolstered his case. People were coming out of the woodwork left and right to defend Dumbledore and criticize Fudge for prosecuting a teenage girl. For the rest of that week, there was an outpouring of support for the former Headmaster that Harry never thought possible in the Prophet. And the cherry on top came when Dale Greengrass publicly called for Hermione's release, making it clear that he did not blame her for his daughter's attack. Looks like Dad managed to get through to him, Harry thought with relief.

He was also happy to see that the diary was becoming a sticking point in the media, as reporters demanded Fudge to release it to the public. This forced a sheepish Minister to admit that it had been "misplaced", which was exactly what Harry hoped would happen. Lucius Malfoy may have been able to cover his tracks this time, but Harry would be damn sure to take advantage of the situation however else he could.

On the final Tuesday of term, the Prophet reported that all charges had been dropped against Hermione due to lack of evidence, and that Albus Dumbledore had been reinstated as Hogwarts Headmaster, effectively immediately. The two arrived at the Great Hall together that evening during dinner, eliciting a raucous round of applause from all but the Slytherin table. Harry was the first up to greet Hermione, who looked shaken but alright, and she hugged him tightly, whispering "thanks" in his ear.

The final few days of term felt like a celebration now that all the pieces were back in place as they should be. Harry received top marks in all of his classes (aside from History of Magic, which he could live with), and his fellow Ravenclaws no longer treated him like a leper. Things were finally going Harry's way for once, and he was sad to see the term ending now that Hogwarts was no longer a constant source of stress on his psyche.

Before Harry knew it, the Closing Feast had arrived, and the Great Hall was packed with students eager to bid farewell to another year at Hogwarts. Once the meal had been eaten, Dumbledore stood to give an address to the students.

"Another eventful year!" he beamed. "I know it was at times challenging and frightening for many of you, but by sticking together and persevering, we all made it through intact.

"Before we say farewell, we have a few last-minute points of business!" Dumbledore continued. "First, on behalf of the entire staff, I would like to thank Professor Lupin for his services this term, and wish him well in his retirement. Best of luck, Professor."

"What?!" Harry yelped in shock; and he was not the only one. This was apparently news to the entire student body, who had no idea that Lupin would not be returning next year. Harry stood and searched out Lupin at the Head Table, but he was nowhere to be seen – perhaps he was avoiding the difficult situation by skipping the Feast entirely

"We also have a House Cup to hand out!" Dumbledore continued, overriding the hubbub. "The current standings see Gryffindor in fourth place with 311 points, Hufflepuff in third with 374 points, Ravenclaw in second with 453 points, and Slytherin in first place with 481." The Slytherins cheered raucously at this; Harry glared at Draco Malfoy, who looked particularly smug. You're lucky our last Quidditch match was canceled, Harry grumbled to himself. That Cup should have been ours…

"However, a few last-minute points must be added!" Dumbledore said. "First, to Mr. Neville Longbottom, for demonstrating remarkable bravery, cunning and nerve when disaster struck our school, I award him thirty points."

The Slytherins once again cheered at this, patting Neville appreciatively on the back. Just adding insult to injury, Harry thought miserably – of course Dumbledore would show bias towards the Boy Who Lived…

"Secondly, to the victims of this year's terrible events," Dumbledore said, "I award twenty points apiece, for refusing the bend the knee to tyranny and surviving a most tragic fate. Give a hand for Luna Lovegood, Ronald Weasley, Daphne Greengrass, Dahlia Potter, and of course, Hermione Granger." The room applauded politely as a smattering of gems dropped into each of the four giant hourglasses, with Ravenclaw earning a double boost.

"And finally," said Dumbledore, "to Mr. Harry Potter, for showing uncommon skill, poise and selflessness in the face of terrible danger, as well as a knack for uncovering the truth to the world...I award him forty points."

The Ravenclaw table exploded with applause at this. Harry sat there, dumbfounded, as his classmates patted him on the back and cheered wildly. He had just won them the House Cup! Dumbledore waved his wand, and the neutral banners around the Hall turned to blue and bronze to commemorate their victory.

But Harry had eyes only for Dumbledore. The Headmaster gave him a small nod of appreciation, and Harry could've sworn he winked as well. Uncovering the truth to the world...did Dumbledore somehow know he was behind Rita Skeeter's article? Perhaps this was his way of thanking Harry for restoring his position as Headmaster.

Harry made a beeline for the exit as soon as the feast was adjourned. He headed not for Ravenclaw Tower, but to Lupin's office, barging in without knocking. Lupin was in the process of packing his belongings, and looked up at the new arrival with a smile.

"Harry!" Lupin greeted him. "Don't you have packing to do?"

"You're leaving?" Harry demanded. "Why?"

Lupin sighed at this; clearly he'd been anticipating this conversation. "Teaching you lot has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life," he said. "But right now, I have an opportunity to do something I never thought I'd be able to do."

"What's that?" Harry asked.

"Live," Lupin smiled. "I've been given a second chance, Harry. Being freed of my affliction opens so many doors for me, and I no longer have to carry that stigma around with me. I want to see the world and experience the side of life I never thought I'd get to have. The life your Uncle Sirius has enjoyed, for instance."

"So you're quitting teaching to become a playboy millionaire?" Harry asked. When he put it that way, he honestly couldn't blame the man – who wouldn't choose that alternative? "How are you going to afford it all?"

"Easy," Lupin smirked, holding up two vials of putrid green liquid. "Dumbledore let me harvest the basilisk, considering I was the one to kill it. These two vials alone should last me nearly a lifetime...I'm told Snape was livid when he found out!"

He and Harry shared an appreciative chuckle at this. Snape wasn't nearly as unpleasant and awful in this timeline as in the last, but Harry still didn't mind seeing him knocked down a peg or two.

"Well, we're gonna miss you," Harry smiled sadly. "You were the best teacher we've ever had."

"I won't be disappearing from your life forever," Lupin assured him. "Just for a little while. I want to cast my net out into open waters and see what I can haul in."

"I'm happy for you, Uncle Remus," said Harry, moving forward to give him a hug. "If anything, I'm jealous."

"I'll try to save some of the beautiful women for you," Lupin chuckled. "Besides, I'm sure your Uncle Sirius will be upset if my future wife outshines his." That elicited another hearty laugh from both of them.

Harry returned to his dorm that night with mixed emotions. Somehow, everything had worked out better than expected – the basilisk was dead, the diary was neutralized, and nobody had died. Better yet, Lupin had come out of it all better than he started, with newfound wealth and (more importantly) a new lease on life. Still, it was bittersweet, as he knew he wouldn't see his Uncle Remus again for a long time and they'd have to make do with a new DADA professor for his third year.

He also worried about the potential fallout from his latest gambit in the Prophet. Would Fudge figure out he was behind the recent whisper campaign against him? Would Malfoy seek vengeance for Harry foiling the diary plot? Meanwhile, Voldemort was still out there somewhere, and Harry felt no closer to eradicating him from the planet than when he started.

But he would deal with all of that when it came. For now, he would appreciate the people around him and try to live his new life to the fullest.
Year 3-01: A Mysterious Confidant

A/N: Welcome to year 3! I have been looking forward to this year, because the relative lack of canon plot gives me more time to flesh out all my characters that I have big plans for later. For those of you itching for a more competent, intelligent and "fun" Harry, buckle up, because this year (and beyond) should fare much better for him! We might also see some romance in the near future...but no spoilers!

Harry spent the train ride back to London with all his friends who had been Petrified, along with Neville and Hermione, leading to a rather cramped carriage car. Luna innocently offered to sit on Harry's lap to make room, but at the sight of Daphne's raised eyebrow and Ron's thinly-concealed suggestive grin, Harry instead gave up his seat and sat on the floor to accommodate everyone.

The trip flew by as the group caught up after months apart, with Ron and Daphne repeatedly shooting down Hermione's attempts to apologize to them. "We know you wouldn't knowingly try to kill us," Ron insisted. "Spending two weeks in Ministry custody is more than enough punishment for one mistake."

"Besides, Weasley had it coming," Daphne quipped. "If you'd seen the atrocious opening he used against me in our last chess match, you would've come back to make sure the job was finished!" The car erupted in laughter as Ron went scarlet at this statement.

When they pulled into King's Cross, everyone promised to write over the summer before going their separate ways. James was waiting for Harry when he disembarked onto Platform 9 ¾, luggage in one hand and Bandit's cage in the other. "Where's Mum and Dahlia?" he asked. "Wasn't she supposed to be discharged today?"

"She is, but it's taking longer than expected," James explained. "They'll meet us at home." And he guided Harry through the station to the Portkey hangar, where a rusty old anchor awaited to whisk them back to Godric's Hollow.

As soon as his feet touched down in the living room, Harry was greeted by a low hiss of irritation; Calvin the Kneazle was eyeing them warily from the foot of the stairs. "Hello to you too," Harry greeted the cat grumpily. "Don't suppose you've warmed up to me at all since you've been de-thawed?" The swipe Calvin took at Harry as he side-stepped the cat to head upstairs was all the answer he needed.

Lily and Dahlia arrived home via Floo roughly an hour after, the latter poring over her St. Mungo's discharge papers. "Sorry we're late," Lily apologized. "Dahlia insisted on grilling the Healers about each potion they prescribed to her, and precisely what's in them."

"I like to know what goes in my body, thank you very much," Dahlia said primly, not looking up from her papers.

"I could've told you exactly what your body's full of," Harry quipped. This succeeded in getting Dahlia's attention, as she tossed the papers aside and chased him around the house attempting to kick his shins, Calvin excitedly prancing after them.

The following day was hot and muggy, and Dahlia insisted on visiting the creek where the local Muggle kids liked to hang out. Lily was hesitant so soon after her discharge, but James gave her the okay, though he insisted that Harry watch her carefully. "The side-effects of magical core drainage can be unpredictable," he warned them both. "We wouldn't want to have to Obliviate an entire village for some accidental magic leaking out."

"We'll be careful," Dahlia promised. But as soon as they were out of the house, Dahlia sprinted ahead of Harry to the creek, immediately stripping off her outer layers and diving head-first into the water. So much for careful, Harry thought, bemused, as his Gryffindor sister relished in her newfound freedom with reckless abandon.

Harry decided to tan on a large rock while his sister splashed and laughed with the local Muggle children. He kept one eye on Dahlia, and the other on a gaggle of older girls wading in the shallow water. Harry was getting to the point where girls his age were starting to develop and grow out of their awkward pre-teen phase, and he had to control himself from ogling at the skimpy outfits some of the girls were sporting. You're much older than them mentally, he chastised himself. It's too early to look at them that way.

He was so determined not to stare that he nearly failed to notice when one of the girls peeled off from the group and approached him, clearing her throat for his attention. "Your name's Potter, isn't it?" she asked.

"Erm...yes," Harry stammered. "I'm Harry, and that's my sister Dahlia." He pointed out his sister, who was currently fifteen feet up a giant oak tree, laughing as the other kids urged her to keep climbing.

"Cool, I'm Kelly," the girl smiled. "I don't see you around town except in the summer. Where do you go the rest of the year?"

"Boarding school, up in Scotland," Harry answered. "Bit of a chore, but it's not so bad."

"I see," said the girl. "Listen, I'm having a birthday party next Saturday at Beckett Field. You should come by...maybe you can tell me all about that boarding school of yours!"

"Oh," said Harry, surprised. "Yeah, I just might."

"Okay," the girl smiled shyly. "Bye, Harry!" And she skipped off back to her friends, who were all giggling deviously at her. Harry watched her go – Kelly was rather pretty, a blonde Muggle girl he'd seen around the previous summer. What's the harm in a little summer fling? Harry thought to himself. It's not as if anything could really happen in a single summer…

A shriek of fear interrupted his reverie, and his focus snapped over to Dahlia, who had slipped and tumbled head-first out of the oak tree. For a terrifying moment he was sure she was about to crash painfully onto the rocks, but at the last second her momentum miraculously carried her towards the creek, where she splashed heavily into the water.

"Wicked!" Dahlia laughed as she emerged without a scratch, earning whoops of appreciation from the others. Harry shook his head with a heavy sigh, positive his sister was intentionally skirting the bounds of the Statute of Secrecy for her own amusement.

Harry stared at himself in the mirror that night, lamenting his still-scrawny figure. He'd achieved a bit of definition after a year of Quidditch training, but he was still a year away from his growth spurt that would give him a bit of height to offset his skinny frame. Why do I care what some Muggle girls think of my body, anyway? Harry thought to himself. Kelly was just being friendly...there's no harm in making new friends…

He still found himself excited as the days passed and the following Saturday approached. Unfortunately, that Friday, his plans came to a crashing halt, as he came downstairs to find James and Sirius sitting at the kitchen table, speaking in low, urgent tones to one another. "Morning, Harry," said James, hastily hiding the copy of the Prophet they'd just been discussing. "Sleep well?"

"What's happened?" Harry demanded. "Is something wrong?"

James and Sirius shared a significant look, then James relented. "You would find out on your own soon, anyway," he sighed, handing Harry the paper. Harry glanced at the front page and gasped at the headline:

PETER PETTIGREW ESCAPES FROM AZKABAN PRISON

Harry scanned the rest of the article, but it contained little information of note. "How?" he asked as he took an empty seat beside his father.

"No one's sure," James admitted. "The guards came by his cell yesterday morning, and he was just gone. Cell door still locked, not a trace of him."

"Didn't think the git had it in him," Sirius muttered darkly. "Peter was never the brightest bulb, but he had a knack for worming out of tight spots, I suppose."

"The guards knew he was an Animagus, right?" Harry asked. "Surely his cell had measures in place to prevent him transforming and escaping that way?"

James and Sirius exchanged another meaningful look. "Erm...no, Harry, they didn't," said James slowly.

"You're joking!" Harry guffawed. "You didn't think that was relevant information? That he could slip through the bars as a rat and evade the dementors?"

"Look, no one had ever escaped from Azkaban before!" James protested. "We didn't think it mattered!"

"Your father and I were in a difficult position last summer," Sirius sighed. "If we told the Ministry about Peter, they might figure out that we're illegal Animagi ourselves. That in itself carries a maximum sentence of—"

"Twenty years, I know," Harry sighed; he'd looked that information up last year when preparing to blackmail Rita Skeeter. He could understand why James and Sirius had kept that information to themselves, and in fairness, he'd failed to bring it up himself during his Ministry hearing. "So what happens now?"

"We'll need to be cautious for a while," said James. "We don't know what Pettigrew's motives will be, and he could choose to come after you or Neville because of what happened between you last spring. The Ministry's sending a few Aurors to stand guard here, and we're all going to stay indoors this summer."

"Not all summer, I hope!" Harry groaned. "I had plans to go to a party tomorrow!"

"Sorry, not happening," James shook his head. "The safety of the family comes first, and after what happened to Dahlia this year, we're not taking any chances."

Harry spent the rest of the day attempting to cajole his way into attending Kelly's party, even going to his mother in the hopes of getting her approval. "Not a chance," Lily tutted. "I'm not letting my children out of my sight for the rest of the summer if I can help it."

"Harry just wants to sneak off to see his girlfriend," Dahlia teased.

"I don't have a girlfriend," Harry grumbled.

"No, but you want her to be," Dahlia giggled. "She's a real looker, Mum. I saw Harry staring at her bum at the creek the other day—"

"You little brat!" Harry groaned, tackling his sister and playfully pinning her to the ground while attempting to cover her mouth.

"Harry and Kelly, sitting in a tree!" Dahlia shouted in a singsong voice as she grappled with her brother. "S-N-O-G-G-I-N…" Harry grabbed a nearly pillow and attempted to smother Dahlia's face with it, as both his sister and mother laughed at his embarrassment.

But Saturday came and went with no party. Harry was confined to the house, spending most of the day moping in his room and thinking about Peter Pettigrew. Once again, the timeline was progressing similarly, and yet radically different. Once again, someone had escaped from Azkaban, and many feared they were after Harry.

But was that actually the case? Harry failed to see what Peter stood to gain from killing him. He'd had the opportunity last year, in the Mirror chamber, but disobeyed his master's orders when told to do so. Perhaps Neville, then? Again, it didn't strike Harry as wise for Peter to go after such a high-profile target. No, it was far more likely that Peter was lying low somewhere, hiding from the Ministry, and just trying to survive. Hell, maybe he'd make his way to the Burrow again and have another go at pretending to be Scabbers for twelve more years…

But what if he was off to Romania in search of Voldemort? He was already in the Dark Lord's service in this timeline, and Peter might choose to cast his lot with him once more. Harry was operating under the assumption that he still had two years to go before Voldemort was resurrected, but maybe things were progressing ahead of schedule. He had to start taking the Dark Lord's return more seriously, or else enter an even darker timeline than before.

July stretched interminably onward, with Harry rapidly growing stir-crazy in the confines of the home. James spent most days at the Ministry, while Lily was hard at work in the study on a thesis project for her Potions Mastery and Dahlia preferred to stick to her bedroom. The only entertainment Harry had was the occasional letter from a friend, recounting their amazing vacations abroad, or playing with Calvin, if getting scratched and hissed at constituted 'playing'.

One sunny afternoon, Harry decided to sneak out into the yard to visit the broom shed. He wasn't allowed to fly under these lockdown conditions, but he just wanted to at least hold his father's Cleansweep and reminisce about flying. He was halfway to the shed when he was hit with a Freezing Charm from behind.

"Wotcher, Harry!" a cheerful voice called out, and Tonks Disillusioned herself so that he could see her leaning casually against the back wall. "Going somewhere?"

"Just exploring," Harry grumbled once she released him from the spell. "Are you going to tell on me?"

"Do I look like a gal who snitches on her friends?" Tonks winked. "I know how boring it must be in there. It's not much more exciting out here, waiting for nothing to happen, believe you me."

"So have they made you a full Auror yet?" Harry asked, leaning against the wall beside her.

"I have six months of training left," Tonks grimaced. "Then I have to pass a bunch of exams, or else I'm back to square one. And the Ministry wonders why recruiting numbers are so damn low…"

"What kind of exams do you have to do?" Harry asked.

"Some written work, mostly to brush up on theory," Tonks shrugged. "But plenty of practical tests, too – combat scenarios, dueling, that kind of thing."

"Sounds tough," Harry agreed.

"Course, I hear you're quite the budding duelist yourself, kid," Tonks smirked. "Chip off your father's block, eh?"

"Something like that," Harry shrugged modestly. Then, he was struck with an idea. "Say, fancy a few practice duels?"

"You and me?" Tonks asked, raising an intrigued eyebrow. "I don't suppose it would be much of a fair fight…"

"Don't worry, I'll go easy on you," Harry fired back with a grin.

"Oh, you cheeky git!" Tonks laughed. "Alright, Potter, you're on. My shift ends at five, then we can ask your folks for permission."

Harry spent the next three hours begging his mother for the chance to duel Tonks. She was reluctant, but Harry persisted, trying every trick he could think of to guilt her into it, including the need for practice in case he was cornered by Pettigrew. "Oh, all right!" Lily eventually groaned. "But if your father objects, this is the only time."

Soon after, Harry found himself squaring off against Tonks in the basement, which had shifted form to resemble a fighting arena. Harry twirled his wand in his palm, getting re-acclimated to the weight, having been deprived of it for the start of the summer. "Ready to lose, ittle bitty Potter?" Tonks smirked.

"In your dreams, Nymphadora," Harry shot back, earning a glowering look in return.

"Kick his arse, Tonks!" Dahlia cheered from the stairwell, where she and Lily sat watching; her mother gave her an admonishing slap on the wrist for this, but also watched on in anticipation.

Tonks remained on the defensive to start the duel, and Harry started slow, hoping to catch her off-guard with his hidden skill level. He fired elementary jinxes and charms her way, not giving away that he knew far more than second-year spells. "Not bad form, Potter," Tonks grinned as she lazily batted aside his feeble efforts. "Now my turn."

She switched to the offensive, firing mostly Stunners and Disarming Charms at a slow pace. Harry pretended to struggle with his defenses, when in reality he was sleepwalking through it like she was. "Let me know if you need a break," Tonks called out.

"Likewise," Harry said. Without warning, he launched into a rapid combination, sending three nonverbal spells in quick succession. The surprised Tonks was forced to erect a powerful Shield Charm to block them all, the golden surface rippling with the impact.

"Okay, little Potter knows how to play after all," Tonks grinned. "Time to take off the kiddie gloves."

The duel resumed in earnest, with Harry and Tonks trading blows. Harry gradually ramped up his intensity, delving deeper into his spell knowledge in an attempt to trick her. Tonks responded in kind, diversifying her own spells so that Harry had to stay nimble to avoid the ones he didn't recognize.

Harry found himself fatigued after a few minutes of parity. Tonks, by contrast, looked barely winded, her Auror training clearly giving her the stamina advantage. Harry's defensive work gradually became sloppier, until eventually Tonks sent a powerful Banishing Charm that shattered Harry's flimsy shield and sent him sprawling back against the opposite wall.

"Oh, my dear!" Lily shrieked, rushing forward to fuss over her son. "Oh no no, you've drawn blood, let me see it—"

"Mum, get off!" Harry grumbled, forcing himself to his feet against his mother's protests. "I can deal with some bumps and bruises, thank you!"

"That was impressive, kid," Tonks appraised him, casually strolling over as if the fight had been a walk through the park. "I've fought a few fellow trainees who aren't nearly as good as you are."

"Thanks," Harry panted, fighting the urge to brace himself against the wall from the dizziness in his head. His pride prevented him from admitting that he was in pain, not wanting to give her the satisfaction.

"Keep it up and you'll be a formidable Auror once once you're my age," Tonks said seriously. "Your dad's taught you well." Harry declined to correct her that his father hadn't taught him a thing, or that he was, in fact, much closer to Tonks' true age (and skill level) than his own peers. He still wished to keep his time-travel a secret, lest he draw too much attention to himself too quickly.

"Harry has many more options than becoming an Auror," Lily said gently.

"It's an honorable profession, Mum," Harry said. "And if it's something I'm good at, why not get paid for it?"

"I'd hate to see the two men in my life waste their lives fighting for a living," Lily sighed. "Why not do something safer, like teaching?"

"Bor-ing!" Tonks laughed. "Anyway, thanks for letting this happen, Mrs. Potter. I'd love to give Harry some pointers the next time I'm stationed here."

"We'll see what my husband thinks," Lily sighed.

James sounded a bit concerned when the subject was brought up at dinner (which Tonks was invited to stay for). He clearly didn't like the idea of his son fighting a nearly-trained Auror, but grew fascinated as Tonks excitedly recounted the duel for him. "He's brilliant, James, honestly," she said. "He just needs to build up his stamina and find an identity, and he could be great."

"That so?" James remarked, eyeing his son with newfound appreciation. "Remus mentioned you had a knack for it, but I assumed he was just being polite."

"What do you mean by 'identity', Tonks?" Harry asked.

"Most duelists excel in one particular branch of magic and use it to their advantage in fights," Tonks explained. "Like your father favors transfiguration, and Moody favors curses."

"What's your identity?" Harry asked.

"Illusion," Tonks smirked. "A perk of my Metamorphmagus abilities. I didn't show you my full arsenal today, but I specialize in tricking the opponent into seeing things that aren't actually there."

"You'll have to teach me that sometime," Harry said. He'd read somewhere that Kneazle core wands had an affinity for illusory magic, and was eager to see what he was capable of in that field.

The duel with Tonks tithed Harry over for the next few weeks, as he replayed it over and over in his mind. Looking for weaknesses in Tonks' defense, imagining tiny things he could've done better. He knew he shouldn't be disappointed to lose to someone seven years older than him (with professional training to boot), but he still felt like he was far behind schedule. There was a Dark Lord out there far more powerful than anyone he'd faced thus far, and Harry felt woefully unprepared to defend himself from such a threat.

July came to a close, and with it came Harry's thirteenth birthday. The family celebrated with a hearty breakfast and gift opening, as James took the day off of work to spend time with his son. It was a modest celebration, but Harry didn't mind...simply spending the day with family in a care-free environment was more riches than he'd ever known in his previous timeline.

"You know, Harry," said James as they lounged around the living room, throwing a sheepish grin towards Lily, "there's one more gift I haven't mentioned."

"There is?" Lily frowned, surveying the room full of empty boxes. "I thought this was everything…"

"It's out back, in the broom shed," said James. "Go on, son, see what it is."

Harry stood and hustled out to the backyard. He crossed the lawn to the shed and threw it open, laughing with glee when he saw a shiny-new Firebolt sitting inside, with a small blue ribbon tied to the end of it.

"Bloody hell!" Harry said, grabbing the Firebolt and examining it in both hands. "It's beautiful!"

"James!" Lily groaned, as the rest of the family came outside to see for themselves. "We talked about this…"

"He's earned it, Lil," said James. "Saving Dahlia...finishing top of his class...not to mention the display he put on against the Malfoy brat in their match last year. He could use an upgrade."

"He won't be used to the speed!" Lily protested. "He could hurt himself!"

"I'm a fast learner, Mum," Harry grinned. The Firebolt felt just as he remembered it, and he could not wait to try it out. His father's Cleansweep was a fine broom, but he was too used to the best of the best.

Harry wanted to take the Firebolt out to test it right away, but Lily refused. James took Harry's side and eventually they managed to wear Lily's protests down, until she gave up and retired to bed early that evening. "She'll get over it," James assured Harry as they walked down the path towards the secluded practice field that was warded against Muggles. "I practically had her convinced already – I just jumped the gun a little with the purchase."

"She'll forgive you once she sees me fly in a match," Harry agreed with a cocky grin.

Harry sprinted the last few yards to the field, mounting his broom impatiently, eager to get into the air. "Now, it's best to take it slow to start, and get used to the feel of the broom—" James advised him.

But Harry kicked off hard, rocketing into the air with a rush of speed. He shot straight up into the sky, leaving the sleepy town of Godric's Hollow far below him. Once he felt he'd climbed high enough, he tipped the broom handle backwards and flipped over into a steep dive, whooping with delight at the rush of adrenaline as he careened back to earth. He yanked hard and leveled out just feet from the ground, whipping past his father just in time to hear his yelp of shock.

Harry zipped around the field at full speed until he could no longer feel his face due to the wind chill. He swooped back over to James, dismounting cleanly and breathing heavily with excitement. "What a rush!" he exclaimed.

"Your mum definitely would have killed me if she saw that display," James muttered. "But I was right in thinking you inherited your old man's instincts on a broom. Think I can take it for a spin?"

Harry eagerly handed the broom over to his father, and watched as he too kicked off and shot into the sky. James was a bit wobbly at first, clearly out of practice after years of Quidditch inaction, but his instincts soon kicked in and he became a blur, shooting off into the distance at lightning speeds. Harry had heard of his father's prowess on a broom in his previous timeline, but seeing it firsthand left him in awe. If there was never a war, he had no doubt James Potter could have been a star Quidditch pro.

Harry and James traded turns on the Firebolt until it was far too dark to see anything, then they returned home. "I'd best go tend to your mother," James muttered as they entered the house. "Speaking of which, she's visiting her sister's family in Surrey tomorrow...if you don't want to go, you're welcome to come into work with me while she's away."

"Absolutely!" Harry exclaimed. Anything to break up the monotony of home arrest sounded wonderful, and spending the day in the Auror Office sounded fascinating.

"Alright, we'll leave after breakfast," James nodded. "Sleep well, kiddo." And he ruffled Harry's windswept hair before disappearing upstairs for the night.

Dahlia wound up coming along to the Ministry as well, having politely declined to join her mother at the Dursley's for the day. At least, describing her relatives as "those fat freaks" struck Harry as rather polite by Dahlia's standards. It was apparently Dahlia's first time inside the Ministry, as she marveled at the Atrium with its marble-tile decor and ornate fountain at its center.

"Morning, James," called out a brusque voice; Amelia Bones was also entering the Ministry, sharply-dressed and stern-faced as ever. "Stuck with the young ones today?"

"Little field trip," James winked at her. "Say, d'you think you can show Dahlia up to my office? I'll be up shortly."

"Sure thing," Amelia nodded. "Come along, Miss Potter." Harry watched curiously as his sister trotted off with her, excitedly rattling off questions about everything that sprang into her mind.

"Are we not going with them, Dad?" Harry asked, frowning.

James sighed and dropped to a knee in front of his son. "There's actually another reason I brought you in today," he admitted. "Dumbledore told me about your...condition."

Harry stiffened at this. "Condition?" he repeated innocently.

"He says you've been having visions," said James. "About the future. Some accurate, some misleading. Is this true?"

"Yeah," Harry sighed heavily. He'd hoped to keep this cover story secret from his family, but Dumbledore clearly had other ideas.

"Why didn't you tell us?" James asked softly.

"I didn't want you to worry," Harry said (and it wasn't entirely a lie). "Or think I was some kind of freak."

"I would never think that about you," James said adamantly. "The Potters haven't had a Seer in our lineage in over two centuries, but it's not unheard of. It's a difficult branch of magic to understand, and if you do have the Sight, I want you to learn how to control it."

"Yeah, okay," Harry muttered; he was feeling rather uncomfortable with the direction this conversation was headed. Had he been brought here to be dissected by some expert, who would debunk his claims instantly?

"Dumbledore recommended you meet with Saul Croaker," James continued. "He's the head of the Department of Mysteries. Bit of an odd bloke – all Unspeakables are, really – but he fought on our side in the last war, and he means well."

"What's he going to do to me?" Harry asked nervously.

"Do to you? Good heavens!" James laughed. "He just wants to talk. If anyone can impart some wisdom for a young Seer in training, it would be him. He's well-versed in all manner of obscure magic that most people don't understand the first thing about."

"Alright," Harry nodded. A simple conversation didn't so bad, so long as this Saul Croaker fellow wasn't some kind of Legilimens. He hadn't kept up with his Occlumency practice as of late and didn't feel prepared to defend his mind against mental probing.

James led Harry to the lifts, where they descended to level nine. "Department of Mysteries," announced the cool overhead voice, giving Harry a chill of foreboding – his last visit to the Department had proven disastrous in his old timeline.

James approached the heavy black door that had plagued Harry's dreams for a year, and knocked three times. Harry expected the door to open, but instead a panel of the wall behind him slid aside, revealing a hidden door. "What?" demanded an aging wizard in purple robes, eyeing James suspiciously.

"Mr. Croaker?" asked James. "I'm Auror Potter. I was encouraged by Dumbledore to introduce you to my son here—"

"Ah, so this is the troublemaker Albus was prattling on about," Saul sneered, eyeing Harry with a disdainful expression. "Alright then, sonny, come on in."

"It's okay, you go on," James encouraged Harry. "I'll be up in my office with Dahlia. Feel free to come and join us at any time."

"Thanks, Dad," said Harry, watching with some trepidation as James headed back to the lift. Saul beckoned Harry inside the secret door, where he found himself in a cozy office space, decorated with all kinds of unrecognizable trinkets and devices.

"Have a seat," said Saul, gesturing to the small wooden chair opposite the desk. Harry obliged, perching on the edge of the chair as Saul settled heavily into his own, looking exhausted. "So Albus tells me you're having visions, are you?"

"Erm...I suppose," Harry shrugged.

"You 'suppose', huh?" Saul said, pointedly, looking unamused. "Either you are or you aren't, kid. Which is it?"

"I don't really know what to call them, but sure, let's call them visions," Harry said lamely, feeling a bit called out.

"I'll be frank with you, Potter," said Saul. "I don't put much stock in divine prophecy, and neither does Albus. Whether you are or are not a legitimate Seer isn't actually that interesting to me. And why Albus would waste his one favor on such a trivial matter slightly baffles me."

"His one favor?" Harry frowned.

"As it so happens, I owe him one after the last war," said Saul, looking slightly miffed by this fact. "The Dark Lord came after me and my family in the late seventies, but Albus protected us. I owe him much more than some babysitting, so if this is all he asks of me, I'm downright chuffed, to tell the truth."

"So you won't be able to help me...er, hone my craft, or whatever?" Harry asked. "Or separate truth from fiction of what I see?"

Saul narrowed his eyes at Harry. "What do you mean, 'truth from fiction'?" he asked. "If you are having visions, they would be nothing but truth. That's how the Sight works."

Harry hesitated before going on. This guy knows a lot more about Divination than Dumbledore does, he deduced. Lying about his 'abilities' clearly wouldn't work here. "Erm...how much of what I tell you are you going to share with Dumbledore?" he asked.

Saul scoffed. "Not only do I not care what Dumbledore thinks," he said, "the great fool sent you here to me, in my own Department. As long as we're here, I'm bound by my Unspeakable oaths to never share what I learn here with anyone else, on my magic and my life."

"So you won't, or rather, can't tell Dumbledore what we discuss here?" Harry repeated slowly.

"You catch on quick for a little kid," Saul sneered. "Why, afraid the scary old Headmaster is gonna give you a detention?"

Harry noted the sarcasm and mild disdain in Saul's tone, but he was suddenly very intrigued by the possibilities he was presented with here. If Saul was to be believed, he could not tell anyone else what Harry shared with him. That made him a potentially valuable confidant – and Harry was starting to go mad with the secret he'd been harboring for so long.

"What if I told you I lied to Dumbledore?" said Harry. "That I don't have any Seer abilities at all?"

"Then I commend you for pulling a fast one on the old geezer," Saul smirked, raising a pretend glass to toast Harry. "It's never too young to understand that our heroes are rarely as wise and all-knowing as we pretend them to be."

"But I do know certain things that are going to happen," said Harry. "Because I've lived them before...in a sense."

Saul reverted back to his cynical demeanor at this. "What're you on about, Potter?" he asked. "Don't think you can fool me as easily as old Albus. My screws aren't that loose upstairs, not yet."

Time to throw caution to the wind, Harry thought. "I'm a time-traveler," he said. "Or a dimension-traveler, is maybe more accurate."

Saul stared at Harry for a long while at this, scrutinizing him. Harry half-expected Saul to laugh in his face at this revelation, but it was perhaps a credit to Saul's job working with extraordinary magic that he did not. "Go on," he said slowly.

"I was fifteen, nearly sixteen in my last, er, existence," Harry explained. "Me and my friends broke into the Department of Mysteries, because—well, it's a long story. And I went through that stone archway with the veil over it—"

Saul's wand flicked into his hand faster than Harry could blink, and the door behind him slammed shut and a Muffling Charm was applied to it. "How did you come to learn of the Veil's existence?" Saul demanded in a severe tone. "That is highly classified information!"

"As I said, I passed through it," Harry shrugged.

"No one passes through the archway and lives to tell the tale!"

"That's just the thing; I didn't," Harry said. "That was the end of my existence in that alternate timeline. And I met a...person, I guess you could say, who called itself Death—"

"Are you pulling my leg, Potter?" Saul demanded. "You could have learned of the Veil somehow, I don't know how, but you could be making all the rest of this up for all I know."

"I saw other things in the Department of Mysteries while I was there," said Harry. "A cabinet full of time-turners...a hall full of glass orbs with prophecies in them...a planetarium…"

Saul suddenly looked far more interested in Harry than he ever had before, sitting up straight and regarding the boy with high intensity. "Come with me, boy," he said, standing from his desk and striding around it. Harry stood to follow, but instead of exiting out the door, Saul walked straight over to a bookshelf and tapped it with his wand. It swung open to reveal a hidden passageway, which he beckoned Harry through.

Harry walked into the adjoining room, which was completely empty, save for a familiar stone basin sitting at the center of it. "Show me," Saul demanded, pointing at the Pensieve.

Harry hesitated for a moment, unsure if he should trust Saul with everything he knew. But the man was bound by oaths, after all, and it couldn't hurt to show him at least one memory to corroborate his story. So Harry tapped his wand to his forehead and extracted a silvery wisp of memory, dropping it into the Pensieve. He watched it swirl around in the basin, then stepped forward to put his face into it, but Saul held out his hand to stop him.

With a twirl of his wand, Saul sent the wispy material spiraling outward from the Pensieve, until it surrounded them in the room. After a moment, the mist resolved itself into Harry's memory, making it appear that they were standing within it without needing to enter the Pensieve. "Brilliant," Harry muttered, as he watched a familiar scene play out before him.

"It's this way, I can feel it," a much older Harry was saying, leading Ron, Hermione, Neville, Ginny and Luna down the corridor into the Department of Mysteries. He and Saul silently watched as the teens navigated their way through the many rooms, eventually reaching the Hall of Prophecy. Saul muttered something to himself as the older Harry reached for the silver orb with his name on it, picking it up off the shelf.

Harry could barely bring himself to watch the rest. The Death Eater ambush. Running for their lives. Fighting. The Order's arrival. Sirius' death. Finally, older Harry shouted and tore himself away from Remus, diving through the Veil and plunging the room back into darkness.

Harry stood tentatively watching Saul for several long moments, as the Unspeakable stood with his arms crossed, deep in thought. "There is no possible way you could have fabricated this memory," Saul eventually muttered. "It was far too detailed to be gleaned from second-hand knowledge of this place. And yet, certain things are...amiss."

"How so?" asked Harry.

"I am bound by my oaths not to reveal what is contained within these halls," Saul said carefully. "And while I cannot confirm nor deny that what you have shown me is accurate, I can say with certainty that there is no prophecy in our records that bears your name."

Harry nodded slowly at this. "But there is a near-identical one in its place," he surmised. "With Neville Longbottom's name on it."

Saul's eyes went wide at this revelation. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, clearly trying to find a way around the oaths preventing him from confirming this deduction. "The prophecy that you showed me in your memory," he finally managed, "had a question mark next to your name. Do you know what that means?"

"No," said Harry, shaking his head.

"Prophecies are often ambiguous," Saul explained, turning to pace restlessly about the room. "When the Seer leaves the subject or object of the prophecy unspecified, it presents a dilemma to the Unspeakables, you see. We are often forced to leave the information blank, or occasionally, provide our best guess as to its meaning. Do you catch my drift?"

Harry nodded slowly, trying to wrap his head around what Saul was saying. "Is there a question mark beside Neville Longbottom's name in this timeline, then?" he asked.

Saul grimaced; he obviously could not answer that directly. "In your memory," he said instead, "the question mark would indicate that you were not the only possible subject of the prophecy. If a similar prophecy existed in this timeline, and if it too had a question mark beside it, the same inference could be drawn."

That was as close to a 'yes' answer as Harry was going to get. "I was the Boy Who Lived in my timeline," he explained. "I was sent here, to this world, where it was Neville Longbottom instead. Does that mean this prophecy led Voldemort to target the Longbottoms instead of me in this timeline?"

Saul said nothing for a long while, processing this. "There is one bit of information I can share with you," he finally said. "It is common practice for Unspeakables to keep new prophecies secret from the public until they have been fully realized. This makes them less likely to become self-fulfilling, you see. But once they have been realized, they are placed on the official record and made accessible via Ministry records."

"But mine never was, in my timeline," Harry muttered. "People were trying to steal it, to hear what it said."

"In November of 1981," Saul went on, still pacing nervously about the space, "a particular prophecy of interest was due to be made public as part of this process. But Albus Dumbledore intervened and convinced the Head Unspeakable – my old boss – to keep it a secret. To this day, the record remains sealed."

"Neville's prophecy?" Harry asked. Saul gave him a scathing look; obviously he couldn't answer.

"It is rare, but not unheard of for prophecies of great import to remain sealed," Saul went on. "But in this particular case, Albus was convinced that the prophecy may not have been fully realized yet. To this day I fail to understand why, considering the outcome of said prophecy."

Harry nodded slowly in vague understanding. "So, assuming a similar protocol was followed for the prophecy in my memory," he said, framing his questions in terms Saul could actually address. "If it contained, say, information about a Dark Lord...and said Dark Lord was believed dead...would that cause the Unspeakables to consider the prophecy fulfilled?"

"Hypothetically, that is correct," said Saul, nodding vigorously. "So imagine the surprise if this hypothetical prophecy was fulfilled, but the most respected wizard of the century managed to convince the Department Head that it was not yet complete! A strange occurrence, one might hypothetically say."

"Voldemort is not dead," Harry said frankly. "He lost his body when he attacked Neville, but his spirit lives on. And in my timeline, he found a way back to power."

Saul's face went white at this revelation. He stopped pacing and looked momentarily like he was about to faint. Harry waved his wand and conjured a small chair, which Saul gratefully sank back into, steadying his head in his hands.

"A remarkable bit of transfiguration for someone your age," Saul remarked, looking down at the chair beneath him. "But then, you aren't actually thirteen, are you, Mr. Potter?"

"I guess you could say I'm closer to eighteen now," Harry shrugged.

Saul laughed at this. "That explains a lot," he said. "You had the Department quite befuddled a few months ago."

"I did?" Harry frowned.

"Fudge came blustering into my office back in April waving your student record in my face," Saul explained. "Said the Trace wasn't working properly on you. I dismissed it as a clerical error at the time, but now it makes perfect sense."

"I don't have the Trace on me?" Harry asked, bewildered.

"Even I do not fully understand the magic behind the Trace," Saul admitted. "But I do know that once a young witch or wizard turns seventeen, it stops functioning at once. Clearly the Trace believes you to be of-age."

Harry did the math in his head. He was only a month shy of his sixteenth birthday when he passed through the Veil in his last timeline. That meant that, mentally, he turned seventeen just thirteen months after entering his new timeline...

"...At the end of last summer," he deduced. "So by the time I returned to Hogwarts for second year—"

"The Trace no longer applied to you," Saul nodded. "Congratulations, Mr. Potter: no matter how much Fudge whinges about it, the Ministry cannot track your use of underage magic. As far as your magic is concerned, you are a grown adult, no matter the age of your body."

"So I take it you believe my story?" Harry asked sheepishly.

"I see no other way you could know what you know," Saul chuckled. "Albus told me a bit about this Chamber of Secrets fiasco that occurred this past school year. I take it you dealt with something similar in your previous timeline?"

"I did," Harry confirmed. "And I know exactly who did it, and how. Only, things didn't happen quite the same way in this timeline."

"Understandably," Saul nodded. "You've been here long enough that the butterfly effect would have altered many things that you think you know by now."

"Yeah," Harry said bitterly. "Like Quirrell being innocent all along."

"That's what that was about?" Saul asked, arching an eyebrow. "I remember reading about that curio in the Prophet last summer and wondering why on earth two Hogwarts staff members would come to blows."

"Pettigrew was working for Voldemort, trying to steal the Philosopher's Stone," said Harry. "And Lucius Malfoy planted Riddle's diary at Hogwarts to open the Chamber—"

"Slow down, boy, slow down!" Saul groaned, still clutching his head as though it were about to explode. "I don't have the bandwidth to process all of this right now. I'm still reeling from the fact that you passed through the Veil of Death and lived to tell the tale."

"I didn't, exactly, if you'll remember," Harry chuckled. Saul rolled his eyes at this.

"All the same," said Saul, checking his watch. "Let's call it here. Needless to say this has been very enlightening, Mr. Potter. Can we continue this meeting on another date?"

"Erm...yeah, I suppose," Harry nodded. His initial trepidation had melted away, and he was now eager to speak freely about the secrets he'd been harboring for so long.

"I'll write to your father to make the arrangements," said Saul. "In the meantime, would you be so kind as to write down everything you can remember from your last timeline? Anything of note that pertains to the Dark Lord would be valuable to begin deciphering differences between this timeline and your last."

"So you think it's worth your time after all?" Harry asked.

"Let's see...the darkest wizard of our time, plotting his return to power to take over Britain once more?" Saul mused. "Yes, I'd say that is worth taking steps to avoid."

Harry felt a sudden wave of relief wash over him at these words. For the first time since he arrived in his new life, he did not feel completely alone. There was somebody else in on the secret with him – somebody he could confide in without fear of judgment or negative repercussions.

Saul led Harry back out into his main office and opened the door, beckoning Harry back into the main hall. "I look forward to our next meeting, Harry Potter," he said, shaking Harry's hand firmly.

"Likewise," Harry said. "Erm, Mr. Croaker...do you think I should tell Dumbledore what we discussed here today?"

Saul considered this. "You've concocted an appropriate cover story for the time being," he mused. "Albus always did have a penchant for sticking his nose into other people's business...I think perhaps we ought to maintain the status quo for now, until we understand better what we're dealing with."

"Alright," said Harry. "Thank you, sir." And he headed back up to the Atrium, feeling for perhaps the first time that he was making tangible progress towards neutralizing the threat of Voldemort once and for all.
Year 3-02: Of A Relative Sort

A/N: I have one more big surprise for the series in this chapter that I've been keeping secret this whole time...can anyone guess who/what it is? I've dropped subtle hints in previous chapters, but I hope it will still catch you off-guard when it comes!

August seemed to stretch onward to infinity, as Harry was forced to while away the long hours inside while he knew the other kids his age were out enjoying the sunshine. He tried to entertain himself by conversing with the various Aurors that rotated in and out of their posts watching the house, but not all were as friendly or conversational as Tonks. Moody nearly blasted a hole in Harry's chest when he approached the grizzled veteran unannounced, and Rufus Scrimgeour didn't even entertain a conversation, harshly ordering Harry back inside.

Harry also noticed that his mother was more reserved and withdrawn as the summer drew to a close. At first he assumed that she was giving him and James the silent treatment after their disagreement over the Firebolt. But he later overheard a late-night conversation between his parents that assuaged his concerns.

"Don't take it personal, dear," James assured Lily. "I've tried to tell you that brother-in-law of yours is no good—"

"Vernon was worse than usual this year," Lily muttered. "His sister Marge was in town, and she's an awful influence on all of them. Doting on Dudley, treating everyone else like rubbish...slandering your name…"

"Oh, to hell with the Statute of Secrecy!" James muttered. "You can't let your sister spread lies about us! Filling her family's head with malicious rumors, calling our children 'freaks'…"

"Petunia used to keep her husband in line more," Lily sighed. "I don't know what's happened to her, but she's become a wallflower—"

Harry didn't need to hear any more, retreating down the hall to his bedroom lest he get caught eavesdropping. Surely his mother could see just how awful the Dursleys were, and wasn't blinded by love for her sister. He was more glad than ever that he'd declined to visit them when invited the past few summers – fourteen years of enduring their antics in his previous timeline was more than enough.

Later that week was the arrival of Harry and Dahlia's Hogwarts letters via owl. Harry tore his open at once, grateful for anything productive to do:

Dear Mr. Potter,

This fall, you will be entering your third year at Hogwarts. Enclosed are two forms we request you fill out and send back to the school at your earliest convenience. The first is a permission form to visit the village of Hogsmeade, which must be signed by a legal guardian in order for you to leave the castle grounds. 

The second is a course selection sheet, in which you must indicate which (if any) electives you wish to pursue from this year onward. Students are encouraged to take no less than one elective and no more than three (though any number can be selected).

Also attached are your required materials for each course, including for any and all electives you select. You are responsible for providing such materials and bringing them to the school for the upcoming term.

As always, the Hogwarts Express departs from Platform 9 ¾ at King's Cross, London on the first of September at eleven o' clock sharp. Do not be late!

Sincerely,

Minerva McGonagall

Deputy Headmistress

Harry located the electives course sheet, which outlined the five bonus classes he could sign up for. Muggle Studies was out; he knew he could likely sleepwalk through that O.W.L. exam and pass with flying colors thanks to his years with the Dursleys. He loathed the idea of taking Divination again, but figured it would look suspicious to Dumbledore if he didn't, so he signed up for it, along with Care of Magical Creatures for more easy credits (and to stay in Hagrid's good graces). The other two, Arithmancy and Ancient Runes, seemed too intimidating and time-consuming, so he skipped both.

Harry brought the Hogsmeade permission slip to his mother, but she insisted on looking over his course selections first. "Oh, no, this simply won't do," she tutted. "You are far too brilliant a student to not challenge yourself! Arithmancy and Ancient Runes are tricky subjects, of course, but someone with your intellect should find it no trouble at all."

Harry groaned; he couldn't exactly own up to the fact that his 'intellect' was a byproduct of already having taken all of his previous classes before. That advantage would be null in classes he knew absolutely nothing about. But his mother insisted, so he reluctantly signed up for both, leaving him with a daunting course load for the upcoming semester.

"Mum, when can we go to Diagon Alley to pick up our books?" Dahlia asked, running in with her own list of required materials.

"We won't be going this year," Lily said adamantly. "It's too risky, with Pettigrew on the loose."

"He would attack anyone in broad daylight, with so many witnesses!" Harry protested.

"I won't risk having you two in danger again after what happened last term," Lily said firmly. "We can mail-order everything we need anyway."

Harry wanted to argue further, but held his tongue. He was certain he could take Peter in a duel if it came to blows, though he had to acknowledge that Dahlia was more liable to get herself into trouble. He'd hate to see anything happen to her, so he resigned himself to spending the rest of the summer indoors, counting down the days until September 1st.

Harry decided to dedicate himself to the task Saul Croaker had given him: writing down everything he could remember about his interactions with Voldemort in the last timeline. It was an unpleasant task, unearthing all the traumatic experiences he'd lived in a prior life, but he remained diligent, sparing no details. He kept the notebook under his pillow and even charmed it to appear blank to outside observers, in case his sister or parents came snooping. No need to alarm them with such memories they would likely interpret as paranoid delusions.

With only a week left of summer, Harry awoke to a good bit of news, though it certainly wasn't framed that way to him. The morning's Daily Prophet headline read, PETTIGREW SPOTTED IN N. ENGLAND, OUTSIDE DOVETOWN. "That means he's not near us, right?" Harry said optimistically.

"Dovetown is only twenty miles from Hogwarts," Lily sighed. "The Ministry seems to think he might be headed for the school."

"What would he be doing back there?" Harry asked. "He knows the Philosopher's Stone isn't there anymore, doesn't he?"

"We can't rule out the possibility that he's after you or Neville Longbottom," said Lily. "The Ministry is adding extra protections to the school in case he decides to infiltrate."

"Where's Dad?" asked Dahlia, marching into the kitchen for breakfast.

"Up at the school, I imagine," Lily sighed. "Dumbledore asked him and Sirius to help secure some of the secret entrances in and out of the school. He probably figures they know their way around better than most."

"Dumbledore's probably right," Harry chuckled.

He retreated to his room later that day to activate the Marauder's Map; sure enough, he could see the dots of James Potter and Sirius Black patrolling the grounds, no doubt installing protective wards or blockades in the seven major passageways in and out of the school. Dumbledore remained in his office most of the day, along with Cornelius Fudge...hopefully whatever they were discussing was less heated than the last time he'd seen them both in the Headmaster's office.

The good news was that the Ministry withdrew their Aurors from Godric's Hollow, and Harry and Dahlia were finally allowed to visit the village again. "Just make sure to stick together!" Lily called out after them as they departed the house for the first time in weeks. Dahlia, of course, gave Harry the slip immediately, off to cause who knows what mayhem. Harry decided to head back down to the creek, as it was still warm enough to enjoy some time in the water.

The usual crowd of teens was present, frolicking in the water, sunbathing, and gossiping in the shallows. Harry spied Kelly amidst the crowd, the girl who'd invited him to the party; he caught her eye briefly, but she merely gave him a curt nod before returning her attention to her friends. She seemed quite chummy with an older and taller boy, who was all too comfortable to playfully wrap his arms around her and splash about in the water in her orbit. Guess that window closed fast, Harry lamented.

The cruel irony of Harry's newfound freedom was that the final week of summer went by in the blink of an eye. He had one final meeting scheduled with Saul Croaker before departing for King's Cross the following morning. His mother escorted him to the Ministry, and Harry found his own way down to level nine. Saul was waiting in the hallway for him when he arrived, beckoning him wordlessly into his office.

"So," said Saul, flicking his wand to close and silence the door behind them. "You finish your homework, kid?"

Harry pulled the notebook out of his robes and handed it to Saul. The man took it, settling into his chair as he flipped open to the front page and began to skim its contents. Harry waited patiently as Saul flicked from page to page, eventually giving up and tossing the notebook on his desk.

"I'll dive into the details another time," he sighed. "Why don't you give me the bullet points?"

"Well," said Harry, "I encountered him four times in my last timeline. Once as a baby, of course, once in my first year when he tried to steal the Philosopher's Stone, once when his memory opened the Chamber of Secrets, and once in my fourth year, when he resurrected himself using my blood."

"Using your blood?" Saul frowned. "Why would he do that?"

"Because he couldn't touch me before," Harry explained. "Something about my mother's sacrifice to save my life. It created some kind of permanent protection against Voldemort, until he took my blood, then he was able to again."

"Fascinating," Saul muttered. "Sounds like an arcane form of blood bond magic. Very powerful, but also difficult to replicate...it would explain how Longbottom survived as a child. Though I fail to understand how the criteria for a blood bond was formed."

"A blood bond?" Harry asked, frowning.

"It's not a perfectly-understood phenomenon," said Saul, "and usually only occurs in matters of life and death. Basically, it requires both parties to agree on some sort of magical arrangement, then one member reneging on the deal."

"What kind of arrangement could have been made in this case?" Harry wondered.

"That's the perplexing bit," Saul frowned. "The Dark Lord doesn't strike me as the type to converse before striking down his enemies. Whatever transpired between himself and Alice Longbottom must have been more than a wordless exchange."

Harry was suddenly reminded of his recurring nightmares in his previous timeline, hearing the last few seconds of Lily Potter's life… "'Not Harry, please, not Harry!' 'Stand aside, foolish girl.' 'Please, not Harry, take me!'"

"She must have offered herself in exchange for her son," Harry said aloud.

"She's hardly the first parent to die trying to protect their child," Saul scoffed. "And that in itself doesn't constitute an agreement."

"But Voldemort gave her the chance to step aside and live," said Harry. "She refused, and he struck her down anyway."

"How can you know that?"

"Because I heard it," Harry sighed. "In my timeline. I had recurring nightmares about her—about my mother's final moments."

"Fascinating," Saul breathed. "Why would he do such a thing? He stood nothing to gain from sparing her life."

"Dunno," Harry shrugged; he'd never given much thought to why Voldemort offered to spare his mother. "Does it make a difference?"

"It makes all the difference in the world, you foolish boy!" Saul barked. "If we are to hope to defeat the Dark Lord, we must understand his motives and his actions completely. Only then can we stay one step ahead of him. That brings us to Pettigrew."

"What about Pettigrew?" asked Harry.

"You told me he was in the Dark Lord's employ," said Saul. "And now he's on the loose. We must determine how this impacts things – if this accelerates the Dark Lord's return."

"In my timeline, my Uncle Sirius was the one who escaped from Azkaban," Harry explained. "He was framed by Pettigrew for betraying my parents, and broke out to try and kill him. Pettigrew's cover was blown, but he escaped and found the Dark Lord in Albania, and helped him return to his body."

"I see," Saul mused. "Normally I would say we should behave as though the same thing is happening. But given the recent news, we must tread with caution – he's headed the wrong direction for his motives to be the same."

"All right," Harry nodded. "I just don't understand what he stands to gain from going north."

"He may feel he has unfinished business at Hogwarts," said Saul. "There are numerous possibilities as to why: he may be delusional, believing his master to still be present in the school; he may have a vendetta against yourself or Mr. Longbottom; or he may not be in his right mind after such a long stint in Azkaban."

The latter didn't seem plausible to Harry – Sirius had been relatively sane after twelve years in prison, so only one year shouldn't have completely destroyed Peter's mind. "Maybe he hopes to curry favor with Dumbledore for protection?" Harry suggested.

"That would be a best-case scenario," Saul sighed, "but we can't afford to plan for best-case scenarios right now. We need to determine what his motives are."

"Us and half the Auror Office," Harry chuckled hollowly. "Their guess is as good as mine."

"It's not, actually," Saul said sternly. "Remember, you've lived this before. It may be different, but some things always stay the same. Do you think you're the first person to meddle with time? It can be altered, but human behavior generally cannot. People are who they are, and if Pettigrew resurrected his master in your timeline, it's likely he will do so again, and he believes there is something he needs to do first."

Harry pondered this. "Maybe he's trying to kidnap Neville," he suggested. "To help with the resurrection ritual."

"That is possible," Saul acknowledged. "Though I question why he would not target Longbottom at his home, rather than the most securely-guarded building in magical Britain."

"Maybe it involves me and Neville somehow," said Harry. "Since that's the only place we're together."

"Perhaps," said Saul. "We need to dig deeper, I fear, to understand who both Pettigrew and Riddle are as people. Your parents were friends with Pettigrew, were they not? That may put you in a unique position to learn more about him. I will see what I can dig up about Riddle in the meantime."

Harry didn't particularly love this plan. Bringing up Pettigrew with his mother or father seemed unpleasant, and if he dug too deep they might become suspicious why he was asking so many questions. But his attempts to research Riddle had turned up a dead end, so he figured it was a better plan than nothing. "I'll see what I can learn," he agreed.

Harry and Saul made a few last-minute plans before deciding to adjourn their meeting. "I'll go over your notes, and we can meet while you're home for winter break," said Saul. "If you think of anything relevant, send me an owl...just don't be an idiot and make it obvious to prying eyes what we're talking about."

"Got it," said Harry standing to go. He was halfway to the door when he paused, turning back towards Saul. "One last thing, actually. It's probably nothing but...Dumbledore stole a family heirloom of my dad's and gave it to Neville Longbottom last year. An invisibility cloak. D'you reckon that's related in any way?"

Saul frowned at this. "What do you mean by 'heirloom'?" he asked.

"It's been passed down the Potter lineage for generations," said Harry.

"Impossible," Saul snapped. "Invisibility cloaks don't last that long. They are good for five, maybe ten years of use before the thestral hairs in the fabric go bad and the illusion fails."

"Not my cloak," Harry said, remembering his trusty cloak fondly. "It was perfect, even after all that time. I never got caught while using it."

Saul pondered this for a moment, stroking his bearded chin. "Surely not…" he muttered.

"What?" asked Harry.

"Nothing," said Saul. "Put it from your mind. I'll look into it to see if it's worth raising a fuss over, besides the obvious transgression of Albus' thievery."

Harry nodded and left Saul's office. Once again, he was left feeling grateful that he didn't have to fight this battle alone. But he was also intimidated by the task ahead of him, suspecting that his quest to eradicate Voldemort's presence from this world would be more difficult than he initially thought.

September 1st dawned overcast and chilly, and Harry found himself reluctant to return to school. He'd finally reclaimed his summer freedom, and knew a difficult year with a full course load awaited him. Lily accompanied Harry and Dahlia to Platform 9 ¾, as James was still preoccupied with the Pettigrew investigation. "Be good this year," Lily told her children, her gaze lingering especially upon Harry. "I mean it."

"We will," Harry promised. He couldn't foresee any trouble in the coming year – no Heirs of Slytherin to catch, no Stones to protect. Only a cowardly escapee with unknown motives lurking in the shadows, whom Harry almost hoped to catch in the act. The train whistle sounded, and the Potter children hurried onto the train to embark on another year at Hogwarts.

Harry made his way through the compartments, looking for a place to sit. Dahlia had already joined Ginny, reuniting the "Terrible Twins" as they had come to be known in Gryffindor House for their rambunctious personalities. Daphne Greengrass was in a compartment loaded with Slytherins, alongside her younger sister Astoria, who was entering the school that year. Harry also spied most of his Quidditch teammates, crammed past capacity in a compartment, and Luna Lovegood, who had somehow found herself in a car with a group of sixth-years who were bemusedly listening to her explain what a Wrackspurt is.

"Hi, Harry!" a voice called out. "Come and join us!" Hermione was waving at him from a half-full compartment. Harry gratefully entered, grinning when he saw Ron and Neville already seated there. He loaded his trunk in the overhead bin and sat opposite them.

"Have a good summer, Harry?" asked Ron. Harry was pleased that he was no longer on a last-name basis with Ron; the enmity over Ginny last term had clearly been forgotten.

"Not really," Harry grumbled. "My parents insisted I stay at home, what with Pettigrew and all."

"Same," Neville sighed forlornly. "Gran thinks he's going to come after me and finish what Voldemort started."

"Somehow I doubt it," Harry muttered. "He had plenty of chances in our first year. He's probably off hiding in some hole somewhere, too afraid to stick his rat nose out." He still hadn't figured out what Pettigrew was after, but seriously doubted he would try to enter the school and risk facing Dumbledore's wrath.

Harry listened politely as Ron and Hermione recounted their exciting vacations. The Weasleys had once again gone to Egypt to visit Bill, and Hermione's parents had taken her to southern France. Before long, the train was rumbling along through the rural English countryside and the four friends were laughing and trading stories, all worries about Pettigrew and Dark Lords out of their minds.

Harry opted to largely stay out of the conversation as the train ride went on, preferring to sit back and listen to Neville, Ron and Hermione converse in their easy manner. It was a great sign of trust that they allowed Harry to listen in on their more private conversations without self-consciousness – the inside jokes, the specific language one only uses with close friends. Harry had relished in having that private world to rely on in his last timeline, and was happy to see Neville thrive in such a tight-knit group environment.

"Who d'you reckon will teach us Defense this year?" asked Ron as they munched on snacks from the trolley some time later.

"Whoever it is has big shoes to fill," Hermione sighed. "Lupin was a brilliant professor."

"My Gran is friends with Griselda Marchbanks, in the Department of Magical Education," said Neville. "She says Dumbledore had a hard time finding somebody this summer."

That can't be good news, Harry thought. Such a time crunch could only increase the odds that they get somebody like Lockhart again, who had no business being in charge of teaching anything.

Just then, their compartment gave a small lurch and the train began to slow. "Why are we stopping?" Ron frowned, peering out the window.

"We can't be there yet!" said Hermione. "It's not even nightfall yet."

"Somebody's moving out there," said Ron, squinting out the window as the train grinded to a dead halt. "I think they're boarding the train."

Surely not, Harry thought to himself. This same scenario had played out in his original third year as well, and it didn't end well. Lupin had been there to rescue them, but he was long gone, off traipsing through mainland Europe somewhere...but maybe this was an entirely different situation after all, and the worst thing imaginable wasn't coming down the corridor to haunt their nightmares...

Harry felt a creeping chill spreading throughout the compartment, and a sensation of dread began to settle in the pit of his stomach. Not again, he thought with alarm. He'd hoped they wouldn't have to endure another school year with the dementors, but it seemed the Ministry was once again disregarding Dumbledore's wishes and pulling out all the stops to catch Pettigrew.

"What is that?" Ron yelped, pointing at the door. Through the window they could see a dark hooded figure gliding down the corridor towards them. Harry struggled to control his emotions as the feeling of despair beginning to overwhelm him. Think happy thoughts, he reminded himself, trying not to panic as the darkness fought to choke all rational thought from his mind. Think happy thoughts…

The compartment door clicked open, and the dementor stuck its head in, its shuddering, rattling breath the only noise it made. At once, Neville fell to the ground, screaming and clutching his head in agony. Harry could only imagine the feeling – the cursed scar amplified all feelings of despair and fear currently coursing through all of them.

Think happy thoughts… Harry kept trying to remind himself. Had he ever been happy before? He couldn't remember. All that was playing through his mind was everything that had ever gone wrong in his life (or lives). Watching Cedric get murdered...losing Sirius to the Veil...learning of Dahlia's capture…

None of them are dead in this timeline, Harry remembered. I have friends and family. I am loved. And quite suddenly a vivid image formed in his brain: his first day in this new timeline, waking up on his birthday, laughing and eating breakfast with his family...the family he'd always dreamed of, the one he would do anything to protect…

Harry sprang to his feet and pointed his wand at the dementor. "EXPECTO PATRONUM!"

The compartment was flooded with brilliant white light as Harry's Patronus exploded from the tip of his wand, driving the dementor back. The hooded monstrosity was forced to flee as the four-legged creature chased it down the corridor and out of sight.

Within moments, it felt like they had emerged from an icy-cold bath. Ron and Hermione gasped for air as though they weren't breathing; Harry trembled slightly, still feeling the after-effects of the unnatural chill brought by the dementor. Neville was still on the floor, rocking back and forth in the fetal position, muttering gibberish under his breath.

"What the bloody hell was that thing?" Ron shuddered.

"Dementor," Harry muttered, kneeling beside Neville to check on the boy. "They guard Azkaban's prisoners...whoever let them on a train full of school children deserves to join them."

"Harry...was that a Patronus Charm?" asked Hermione shakily. "I've read about it before...it's extremely advanced, and even some adults can't manage a corporeal Patronus."

"Yeah, it was," Harry shrugged.

"Wait, yeah...I've seen my dad cast it before, to send messages!" said Ron. "Only, his was a dog...what was yours, Harry?"

"A stag," Harry said. "Same as my dad's."

"Are you sure?" Hermione frowned. "It didn't look like a stag…it had no antlers..."

"I think so," Harry muttered. He hadn't gotten a good glimpse of the animal before it cantered off after the dementor. Could his Patronus have changed? What would it be, if not a stag? A hippogriff, maybe? He couldn't think of what else it would have become.

"What's wrong with Neville?" said Ron, noticing the boy for the first time, still trembling and curled in a ball at their feet.

"Help me lift him up," said Harry. Ron knelt down to help Harry hoist Neville up by the shoulders, placing him back in a seat. Harry dug through the pile of sweets they'd purchased from the trolley and located a Chocolate Frog, unwrapping it and thrusting it into his hands. "Here, Neville, eat this."

Neville muttered something incoherent, but he shakily lifted the frog to his lips and took a bite. After a few more unsteady nibbles, his breathing slowed and his eyes cracked open, darting around the compartment nervously.

"That was bloody awful," he groaned.

"Don't worry, it's gone," Harry reassured him. The train had rumbled back to life and resumed its journey to Hogsmeade.

"Who was that screaming?" Neville asked, looking around. "It sounded like a woman."

"No one was screaming, Neville," Hermione frowned.

"I swear I heard it!" Neville insisted. "Someone was saying, 'not him...take me instead'…"

Harry felt a profound sadness for Neville in that moment. He knew exactly what he was hearing: repressed memories of his mother begging Voldemort for her child's life. He'd encountered the same memories in his last timeline, and while he was grateful he was no longer as affected by the dementors now, he felt terribly for Neville having to carry that burden himself.

But he couldn't bring himself to explain in that moment. It didn't feel like the time or place to lay something so heavy on the poor kid. "Just eat," Harry said instead, digging once more through the pile for more chocolate and handing some to Ron and Hermione. "It'll make you feel better."

Ron and Neville dutifully munched on their Chocolate Frogs, but Hermione was regarding Harry with an odd expression on her face. Is she on to me? Harry wondered. He'd made it two full years in this timeline without people questioning how he knew so much more advanced magic than his peers. Would she catch on to his secret? He simply gave her a reassuring smile and selected a frog of his own to soothe his anxiety.

The rest of the trip was uneventful and mostly quiet, as Neville shivered quietly in his seat and Ron did his best to cheer his friend up. The train pulled into Hogsmeade Station well past dark, and students began disembarking with their luggage to find a carriage up to the castle.

"Go on down to the lake, Tori," Harry heard a familiar voice say, and turned to see Daphne ushering her younger sister towards the dirt path with the other first-years. "You'll be perfectly fine."

"Ugh, I know that, Daph," scoffed Astoria, prying her arm free of her sister. "I don't need a babysitter." Harry was briefly reminded of his own sister by the petulant way she stomped away, and had to suppress a smirk when Daphne turned his way.

One carriage ride later, and Harry found himself back in the cozy Great Hall with his fellow Ravenclaws. The room was full to near-capacity with loudly-talking students, catching up with friends and complaining loudly about the late hour. Harry himself was rather hungry; the train ride had been stressful and unnaturally long, and there was no sign that the Sorting Ceremony was about to begin.

"What's taking so long?" grumbled Terry Boot, glancing around the Hall. "Shouldn't the first years be here already?"

Dumbledore must have sensed the restless energy in the room, for he soon stood to take the podium, raising both hands to hush the students. "The Sorting Ceremony will take place momentarily," he announced. "But first, we might as well get introductions out of the way!

"Welcome back to a new year at Hogwarts, everyone! As some of you may have noticed, the school is playing host to the dementors of Azkaban this year to protect the school from escaped convict Peter Pettigrew. I would ask everyone to exercise caution when around these creatures, as they will not distinguish between friend or foe if you find yourself in between them and their intended prey."

The students muttered nervously to one another at this announcement. Clearly Harry's compartment had not been the only one to receive an unwanted dementor visit on the train…

"We also have two new staffing changes to announce!" Dumbledore went on. "Firstly, join me in welcoming our new Care of Magical Creatures instructor, Rubeus Hagrid!"

There was a polite smattering of applause as Hagrid awkwardly stood from the Head Table and nodded to the crowd. Harry could hear Hermione, Neville and Ron whooping and cheering louder than most, causing the half-giant to redden and beam at them.

"Doesn't Hagrid usually bring the first-years across the lake?" muttered Padma Patil. "Wonder who's in charge this year?"

As if on cue, a side door opened, and the first-years filed into the Great Hall, staring about the room in wonder. At once the students began gossiping loudly, as all eyes were drawn to the man at the front of the line, leading the new students in. A tall, thin man with wire-rimmed glasses, holding his wand aloft to guide a silvery stag Patronus ahead of them.

"Ah, and here comes our second new hire!" Dumbledore beamed. "Ladies and gentlemen, please give a hand to our new Defense Against the Dark Arts professor, distinguished Auror James Potter!"

The crowd applauded even louder than they had for Hagrid, many standing from their seats to get a better look at the man. Clearly his reputation preceded him. Harry simply gawked at his father in awe...he hadn't even considered it a possibility that he might teach them this year! Why had he not said anything? His eyes found Dahlia across the room, and she too looked surprised.

"Sorry we're late, Headmaster," James said sheepishly, waving his wand to dissipate the stag. "A few stray dementors decided to follow us across the lake."

"Not to worry, Professor!" Dumbledore beamed, turning back to address the students. "The Ministry has kindly loaned us Professor Potter for one year as an added measure of defense. And as you just saw, he is quite adept with the Patronus Charm, so if anyone would like to learn how to defend themselves against dementors, I'm sure he would be glad to help." James nodded his assent as he took his place at the Head Table beside Hagrid.

"Blimey, Potter, why didn't you tell us your Dad's teaching us this year?" said Terry Boot in awe as McGonagall stepped forward to begin the Sorting Ceremony.

"I had no idea," Harry said honestly. "He didn't tell me."

"I don't get it...who's his dad?" asked Kevin Entwhistle.

"Are you daft? He's probably the most decorated Auror alive, aside from Mad-Eye Moody of course!" said Anthony Goldstein.

"Go easy on him; he's Muggle-born," sighed Padma Patil. "But that's really exciting, Harry! D'you think he'll help Flitwick run the Dueling Club this year?"

"Maybe," Harry shrugged. "Though I have a feeling Dumbledore with keep him busy with—"

"Hey, hush!" a sharp voice came from across the aisle; Daphne Greengrass was leaning over from the Slytherin table to reprimand him. "My sister's about to be Sorted...show some respect!"

Harry sighed and focused his attention back on the first-years anxiously awaiting their turn. I'm sure Astoria will wind up in the snake den just like her, he thought as the first few names were called and Sorted. Might as well be polite.

But the next name McGonagall called shook Harry to his core. At first he thought he didn't hear her right...there was simply no way that name was correct. But one look at the portly, terrified-looking blonde boy as he timidly approached the Sorting Hat confirmed his fears. He sought out his sister at the Gryffindor table, and his father at the Head Table, who both wore matching looks of astonishment. He had heard McGonagall perfectly clearly after all:

"Dursley, Damian!"

The boy was the spitting image of his older brother Dudley, so much so that Harry would have believed it to be him if he hadn't heard the name right. His mind raced as McGonagall placed the hat on Damian's head. Had Vernon and Petunia had a second child in this timeline? Perhaps without the burden of baby Harry being left on their doorstep, they would have done so. But the boy was magical? He did share Lily Evans' lineage after all, so it would make sense that another Muggle-born would be produced from that line.

Did his mother know that this was going to happen? Harry remembered the conversation he'd overheard between his parents earlier that summer – the unpleasantness Lily had faced from Vernon and Marge. Had they already received Damian's Hogwarts letter? Were they supportive of their son coming to Hogwarts, or did they resist, as they had with Harry? The look of fear and discomfort on the boy's face indicated that it might be the latter.

After a few minutes of deliberation, the Sorting Hat finally declared, "HUFFLEPUFF!" The yellow-and-black table cheered politely as Damian timidly approached his new House.

"Bloody hell," Harry muttered in disbelief.

"You know that kid, Potter?" asked Michael Corner.

"Yeah...he's my cousin," said Harry.

"I didn't know you had magical cousins, Harry!" said Hermione.

"I didn't either," Harry chuckled. "He's Muggle-born."

"Poor chap looks about to wet himself," guffawed Terry Boot as Damian took his seat and the next first-year was called up by McGonagall. Harry couldn't disagree: he never thought he'd feel anything akin to sympathy for a Dursley, but he could only imagine what Damian must be feeling at this moment. Alone, hundreds of miles from home, in a world he didn't know existed a few weeks prior. Would he even be able to function in such a setting?

Harry finally tore his eyes away from Damian when "Greengrass, Astoria" was called. The platinum-haired girl skipped up and sat excitedly on the stool. The Sorting Hat took about thirty seconds before declaring her a "GRYFFINDOR!"

The red and gold table roared with appreciation, as Harry heard a small groan of frustration behind him. He turned to see Daphne shaking her head as her little sister headed off to the opposite side of the Hall to join her new House. "Gryffindor's not so bad," Harry reassured her. "She'll make plenty of friends there, I'm sure."

"She'll be wasted in Gryffindor," lamented Daphne. "She has too much potential to spend all her time with those meatheads!"

Harry was mildly scandalized by this insinuation; despite no longer being a Gryffindor himself, he still felt a strong affinity and affection for the House and its inhabitants. He turned back to watch the rest of the Sorting, still distracted by the unexpected arrival of a cousin he didn't even know existed minutes before.

As soon as the Sorting ended and the Feast began, Harry excused himself and rushed up to the Head Table to confront his father. "Did you know about this?" he demanded.

"Not until yesterday," said James in between bites of asparagus. "Sorry I didn't tell you sooner. Fudge wanted an Auror stationed at the school for added protection and to keep an eye on Dumbled—"

"Not you!" Harry groaned. "Him!" And he pointed towards the Hufflepuff table, at the blond eleven-year-old staring suspiciously at the plates of food around him, too afraid to take a bite.

"Oh...that," James sighed, setting down his fork. "Your mother mentioned that he seemed withdrawn at dinner the other night. But your aunt and uncle never said anything, or even suggested this was a possibility—"

"What are we going to do about this?" Harry demanded.

"What is there to do?" James shrugged. "Let him experience Hogwarts for himself, I suppose. I'll owl your mother about it in the morning."

Harry was shocked at his father's nonchalance about the whole thing. Perhaps as a pure-blood he didn't realize what a culture shock Damian must be experiencing – the same culture shock Harry had experienced in his first timeline. And Damian didn't have the same support system to guide him on his journey. He returned to his seat, contemplating what his next move should be.

Once the Feast concluded and the students began filing out of the Hall, Harry rushed over towards the Hufflepuff Table, searching for the blonde-haired boy, but he was nowhere to be seen. Had he already left the Hall at the earliest convenience? Would he even know how to get to the Hufflepuff common room? Harry instead spotted a familiar face and changed course.

"Ron? Hey, Ron!" he called out. Ron Weasley broke away from Ernie Macmillan and Justin Finch-Fletchley to face him.

"What's up, Harry?" he asked.

"Listen...there's a new first-year in your House," said Harry. "Blond, overweight kid. You saw him?"

"Yeah, rings a bell," said Ron. "Why, what about him?"

"He's my cousin," said Harry. "Muggle-born. I don't think he knew he was a wizard until this summer."

"Whoa!" Ron said, wide-eyed. "Good for him!"

"Yeah, I guess," Harry muttered. "D'you reckon you could help him out, if you get the chance? Show him around the common room, explain how things work? I think he might feel a bit out of place at the moment."

"Sure, I'll try," Ron shrugged. And the redhead rejoined his House mates to file out of the Great Hall. Harry watched him go, hoping this would be enough. Despite his distaste for his aunt, uncle and older cousin, Damian Dursley was still family. And Harry felt compelled to help the kid any way he could.
Year 3-03: Time Enough for Two

Harry was uneasy as he awoke for his first day of classes the next morning. Aside from his worries over Damian and his constant festering fear of Voldemort's return, he had no idea what the coming term would look like for him course-wise. How would he handle a full load of classes, two of which he had zero experience with? Would he flounder and be exposed as a fraud, or would he rise to the occasion? Would he be able to juggle everything on top of Quidditch and his personal research?

After a quick breakfast in the Great Hall, Harry queued with the other Ravenclaws to receive his class schedule for the term. When he reached the front of the line, Professor Flitwick greeted him with a warm smile. "Welcome back, Mr. Potter!" he squeaked. "I'm delighted to see you challenging yourself with a full course load, and I have no doubt you'll excel in all your classes!"

"Thank you, Professor," Harry nodded, though privately he was less sure. He'd coasted so far in his classes by already knowing all the material, and he wouldn't have that same advantage in Arithmancy or Ancient Runes.

"Step aside for a moment, my boy," said Flitwick. "I'll need to deal with you and Miss Granger privately." Harry frowned in confusion, but obeyed and stood off to one side of the Hall. Hermione joined him soon after, also looking confused.

"Did we do something wrong?" she asked in a hushed tone.

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. They waited in silence until the last Ravenclaw had received their schedule, then Flitwick beckoned them over to a secluded corner.

"You two are the only third-years to sign up for more than three electives this year," said Flitwick. "While not technically against the rules, it does create some...challenges with your scheduling."

"How so, sir?" asked Hermione.

"There are only so many hours of the day to schedule classes in," Flitwick explained. "And unfortunately, Arithmancy and Ancient Runes create conflicts with your scheduled lessons in Divination and Potions."

"We won't have to drop any of them, will we?" Hermione asked worriedly. "I'd like to get all my O.W.L.'s, Professor."

"And so you shall," said Flitwick. "The Headmaster has granted special permission for you two to attend all your classes as necessary."

He handed them each a slip of paper, containing their full course schedule for the term. Harry scanned the sheet briefly; it was intimidating, with every day full to the brim except Tuesday and Thursday evenings. Hermione's looked identical, except those evenings were reserved for Muggle Studies, which he'd declined to take.

"I don't understand, Professor," Hermione muttered, frowning down at her own schedule. "There are multiple classes scheduled in the mornings, on three separate days. How can we attend two classes at once?"

"With this," said Flitwick, reaching into his robes and pulling out a small object on a golden chain.

"What is that?" Hermione asked, but Harry's stomach gave a jolt – he knew exactly what it was.

"This is called a Time-Turner," Flitwick explained. "It can allow you to travel backwards in time, up to several hours."

"How does it work?" asked Hermione, in awe.

"Like so," said Flitwick, throwing the chain around his neck. "Simply turn the dial over once per hour you wish to travel back. Watch closely…" And Flitwick turned the dial over twice in his hands. For a brief second, it appeared that sand was traveling upwards in the hourglass, then both Flitwick and the Time-Turner disappeared into thin air.

Hermione gave a low shriek of surprise. "Where did he go?" she asked.

"Backwards in time by two hours," came a mirthful voice from behind them; they turned to see a beaming Flitwick approaching them from the Hall entrance. "I've had to camp out in my office for the past two hours to avoid being seen in two places at once."

"Wicked," Harry grinned. He had to appreciate the theatricality on display: rather than simply explain it, Flitwick wasted two hours of his life to prove it firsthand.

"But be warned," Flitwick said in a grave tone. "You must be very, very careful not to cross paths with yourselves while in the past. Find a safe, secluded place to travel from, then avoid retracing your steps until you're certain your past selves have disappeared from the timeline. There have been disastrous consequences from witches and wizards meeting their past selves, and we mustn't have that happen here."

"Understood, sir," Hermione nodded. "We'll be careful." And she reached for the Time-Turner, but to her and Harry's surprise, Flitwick held it back.

"Unfortunately," he sighed, "the Ministry has only sanctioned the use of the Time-Turner for Mr. Potter here, given his exemplary record. We could not obtain permission for you, Miss Granger, due to your legal troubles over the summer."

"So I won't get to use it?" Hermione asked, looking crestfallen.

"You will," Flitwick corrected her. "But it must remain in Mr. Potter's possession at all times, and you must only use it for attending classes!I trust that you two can share the responsibility of time travel together?"

"Yes, sir," Harry said, and Hermione nodded vigorously alongside him.

"Good," Flitwick nodded, and he gently placed the Time-Turner in Harry's palm. "I would recommend that you keep this to yourselves, as other students may get jealous – this is a privilege few students receive. And if you have any questions, my door is always open."

"Thank you, sir," said Harry, and he and Hermione headed for the exit. When they reached the Entrance Hall, they turned towards one another.

"This is insane," Hermione breathed, eyeing the golden device in Harry's hand. "I can't believe they would actually allow two third-years to travel through time!"

"Seems rather irresponsible," Harry agreed, barely suppressing a grin. "We'd best not disappoint them. So what class d'you reckon we should attend first?"

"What do you mean?" Hermione asked.

"We have our choice between Divination and Arithmancy," Harry said, pointing to the conflicting boxes on their schedule. "In theory, we could do them in either order."

"Oh...right!" Hermione said in realization. "How about Divination first?"

Harry nodded, and led the way up to Trelawney's classroom. It was an odd feeling, knowing at that very moment, a future version of himself and Hermione must be elsewhere in the castle, having already traveled backwards to attend the other class…

Harry groaned internally as they climbed the step-ladder up into the Divination classroom, the familiar stench of perfumes assaulting his nose. Why did I sign myself up for three more years of this torture? he lamented. But at least it should prove easier the second time, and he could use the opportunity to learn more about prophecy to bolster his cover story.

He viewed Professor Trelawney under a different light now, knowing she was in fact a legitimate Seer. She had correctly predicted Pettigrew's defection to Voldemort in his previous third year, and appeared to have made the prophecy that led to Voldemort targeting the Potters (or the Longbottoms in this timeline).

Still, it was hard to take her rambling, vaguely-coherent monologues seriously. She went on and on about "seeing the beyond", making offhand remarks to students every once in a while, usually spelling their doom. She predicted that Dean Thomas would experience a "bitter failure" in due time, that Draco Malfoy would "suffer a humiliating defeat", and that Hermione would "crush a rival and come to regret it".

"Such rubbish," Hermione muttered under her breath. Harry didn't know what she had to complain about; hers was the least doom-and-gloom prediction Trelawney had made thus far.

And just moments later, Trelawney broke into hysterics when she took a glimpse into Neville's teacup. "My dear boy!" she shrieked. "You have the Grim!"

"What's a Grim?" Neville asked worriedly.

"It is an omen of death!" Trelawney trembled. "You have been marked for it! There is no escaping the Grim, and I fear you will suffer a most painful end!"

Ron grabbed Neville's teacup to look for himself. "Looks kinda like a tiger to me," he shrugged, eliciting a few chuckles from their nearby table-mates.

"One mustn't make light of the Grim, Mr. Weasley," Trelawney snapped at him. "Tread carefully, young Longbottom, lest you succumb to an early grave!"

Neville looked slightly concerned by this, though everyone around him seemed to not take her too seriously. Harry was a bit perturbed by her prediction – she had been correct about Harry's fate in the previous timeline, and knowing what he knew about the true nature of Neville's scar, death did seem to be looming over him constantly.

After a painful hour and a half of listening to Trelawney's dour interpretations of everyone's tea-leaves, class was dismissed. Harry and Hermione attempted to carefully extricate themselves from the pack of students heading down the hall, seeking a quiet place to disappear into the past, but they were stopped short.

"Hey Harry, Hermione, where are you going?" asked Neville. "Don't the Ravenclaws also have Defense next period?"

"Yeah," said Harry. "Erm...bathroom. I'll meet you guys there."

"Same here!" Hermione squeaked nervously. And they hurried off down the hall before anyone could ask too many questions.

Harry led the way through the throng of students, eventually locating a broom cupboard and pulling Hermione inside. "What on earth—?" Hermione protested.

"We can't risk being seen," Harry explained, closing the door behind them. He fumbled in his robes for the Time-Turner, which was more difficult in the cramped quarters and in pitch blackness.

"Ouch, you're standing on my foot!" Hermione hissed.

"Sorry," Harry groaned. "Lumos!" The wand in his pocket ignited, giving him enough light to see what he was doing. He clumsily threw the gold chain around his and Hermione's necks.

"Two hours, d'you reckon?" he asked.

"Should be fine," Hermione said impatiently. Her bushy hair was tickling his nose, and he could feel her leg bouncing nervously – she clearly wanted to get out of the tight confines of the closet as much as he did.

Harry turned the hourglass over twice, then waited. He suddenly felt as though he was falling backwards at great speed, a blur of shapes and colors rushing past his eyes. Just as he felt like he was becoming motion-sick, the sensation ended, and he found himself back on solid ground in the closet, Hermione beside him.

"You all right?" he asked, holding out an arm to steady her.

"Yes, fine," Hermione said primly, despite her obvious discomfort. "Let's go."

Harry pocketed the Time-Turner and exited the closet into the hall, which was thankfully empty. He checked his wristwatch: it still read 10:55 AM, but he knew it must actually be 8:55 due to the time travel.

"Right, so our past selves are currently heading from the Entrance Hall to Trelawney's classroom," he reasoned. "We should be able to get up to Vector's classroom without crossing our own paths."

"Makes sense," Hermione nodded. And they broke off towards the sixth floor, careful to avoid the main staircase where their past selves were heading to Divination.

Harry entered the unfamiliar Arithmancy classroom, already feeling trepidation about his decision to sign up for the course. He hadn't shared many classes with this group of students, either; clearly Divination was seen as the less prestigious subject, as there were few under-achievers to be seen in this group.

Professor Vector was a stern, cross-looking woman Harry had only ever seen in passing or at meals in the Great Hall. She reminded him of Professor McGonagall, commanding the room with a sharp speech pattern that just dared anyone to interrupt or disrespect her. Unlike McGonagall, however, Vector did not take questions and spoke as if she expected them all to understand the material already, which Harry clearly did not.

He found himself increasingly bewildered as her lesson went on, drawing complex graphs and figures on the board that he could not make heads or tails of. Hermione took studious notes, and he tried to do the same, but it was as though she was speaking an entirely different language. Math had always been Harry's worst subject in primary school with the Dursleys, and Arithmancy was like math with a bunch of extra made-up numbers and symbols.

He was relieved to have Defense next, easily his best subject, and was eager to see how his father would handle the class. He and Hermione met up with the group of Slytherins coming from Divination, drawing a confused look from Neville. "How did you beat us here?" he asked. "Didn't you both use the bathroom?"

"Took a shortcut," Harry shrugged. Luckily, James Potter ushered them all inside the classroom shortly after, cutting off any further lines of questioning about their whereabouts.

The Defense classroom was situated as it always was, but there were little placards on each desk with a name written on it. "Find your assigned desk and take a seat," James ordered. The class grumbled at this, splitting apart from their friends to find their names. Harry noticed that everyone had been paired with someone from the opposite House; Hermione was seated awkwardly beside Pansy Parkinson, Neville was paired with Sue Li, and Harry was forced to join Draco Malfoy, who gave him a dirty sneer as he took his seat.

"Welcome to year three Defense," announced James. "This year your focus will largely be on identifying dark magical creatures and how to deal with them if encountered. However, due to current events happening in the outside world, Professor Dumbledore has also asked me to teach you all the basics of how to defend yourself if attacked by a dark witch or wizard."

A few students murmured nervously at this, but Draco Malfoy threw his hand up into the air. "Question, Professor," he drawled. "Why should most of us have to learn to protect ourselves from Peter Pettigrew? I mean, if I see him come after Potter or Longbottom here, I would just run in the opposite direction."

The Slytherins laughed appreciatively at this quip. Harry expected James to get angry at this outburst, but instead he merely smiled.

"Very good, Mr. Malfoy," he appraised the teen. "Your first instinct in any encounter with a dangerous wizard should be to run away and avoid conflict altogether. Take two points for Slytherin." Draco looked surprised by this response, but smirked at his successful class disruption.

"However, running is not always the best solution," James continued. "Turning your back on an enemy can often mean serious injury, or even death. What if Pettigrew turns his wand on you, Draco? How would you respond?"

Draco's face paled a bit at this. "Erm, I dunno, disarm him?" he scoffed.

"Not a bad thought," James nodded. "Why don't you come up here and demonstrate for the class?"

Draco nervously got to his feet and joined James at the front of the room. "Now, pretend I'm Pettigrew," said James. "You see me raise my wand to curse you. Now, defend yourself! Stupefy!"

"Exp-pelliarmus!" Draco stammered, clearly caught off-guard.

Twin jets of red light burst from each of their wands, passing each other by; Draco's hit home, sending James' wand flying out of his hand, while James' Stunner hit Draco squarely in the chest, sending him sprawling backwards, unconscious. The class laughed at the sight as James retrieved his wand and revived Draco, who sat up looking rather cross.

"You see?" said James. "Draco managed to disarm me, but my own spell still hit him. In a sanctioned duel that would be considered a draw, but this isn't a duel – it's life or death. Your first thought should always be to defend yourself by either countering, blocking or dodging the spell coming your way. Your objective is not to win the fight, but to buy yourself enough time to either escape or for a teacher to arrive to protect you."

The class hurried to jot down notes as James outlined other methods of defending oneself from incoming spellfire. Draco returned to his seat, wincing as he gingerly sat beside Harry.

"Not a word, Potter," he muttered mutinously under his breath. Harry just grinned to himself; he didn't need to say anything to rub it in. That made one of Trelawney's predictions correct already: that certainly qualified as a 'humiliating defeat' for Malfoy…

Harry's stomach was growling by the time class was dismissed for lunch. It may have been noon for everyone else, but thanks to the time-travel it was already 2 PM for him, and he wasn't used to so many classes in a single morning. Hermione clearly felt the same, for she hurried ahead of the pack to the Great Hall and was already loading her second plate when the rest of them arrived.

Care of Magical Creatures came next, giving a grateful Harry the chance to step outside and enjoy some sunshine. Hagrid took them out to the pasture to meet Buckbeak the hippogriff, whom nobody seemed eager to step forward to greet personally. Harry didn't mind doing so himself, but he gently encouraged Neville to go instead. Neville nervously inched forward, bowing low before the great winged beast. Buckbeak eyed him suspiciously for a moment before inclining his own head in greeting.

"Well done, Neville!" Hagrid beamed. "Take five points fer Slytherin. How would yeh like a ride?"

"N-no, that's okay—" Neville stammered, but Hagrid was already lifting the boy up onto Buckbeak's back. After a swift slap to his backside, Buckbeak reared back and took off into the sky, a terrified-looking Neville holding on for dear life. Harry imagined that Neville's flight wasn't nearly as exciting and freeing as his own had been, but when Buckbeak came back down to land, Neville did look flush with adrenaline, and accepted the cheers of his classmates with a little smile.

Draco clearly couldn't stand someone else being the center of attention, striding forward towards Buckbeak when Hagrid wasn't looking. "Oh, please...I bet you're harmless, aren't you?" he sneered, reaching forward to touch the hippogriff.

Buckbeak squawked indignantly, rearing back to strike at Draco with his long talons. Harry acted quickly, whipping out his wand and yanking it backwards, pulling Draco out of harm's way as Buckbeak swiped at the place he'd been moments before. "NO, MALFOY!" Hagrid shouted, rushing forward to quell the agitated beast.

"Get off me!" Draco spat, swatting away Crabbe and Goyle's helpful hands. "I can take care of myself, thanks."

I somehow doubt that, Harry thought ruefully as he stowed his wand away. Draco shot him a nasty glare for his stunt, but at least it was better than Buckbeak being sentenced to death by the Ministry.

The afternoon concluded with Ancient Runes, another class Harry had been dreading. Luckily, Professor Babbling took more care in explaining the basics of her subject, which struck Harry as rather like learning a second language. Their third year material would largely be learning how to translate runic scripts, identify their linguistic origin, and describe their magical application.

I could learn this, a relieved Harry thought as he skimmed the chapter Babbling had assigned them as homework. It's mostly memorization, isn't it? It's just a matter of taking the time to learn it. And thanks to the small golden device concealed on a chain around his neck, time was something he had in ample supply.

Harry wanted nothing more than to pass out after dinner that night, but he forced himself to stay awake and complete a bit of homework in the common room. The amount of work expected of them to complete was already daunting, and Harry still had over half of his classes yet to come later in the week. Only when he could no longer physically keep his eyes open did he retire to his dorm and pass out the second his head hit the pillow.

The rest of the week fared no better for Harry. He felt as though he had no room to breathe; his days were entirely consumed by classes and homework. It made little difference whether he was using the Time-Turner or not: it seemed like there was always an endless stream of places to be, work to be done. Even his free periods on Tuesday and Thursday were barely a reprieve, as they were the only chances he got to catch up on homework he was already dreadfully behind on.

How did Hermione do this the first time? Harry thought as the week dragged on. She didn't seem as perturbed as him by the schedule, maintaining her usual pleasant demeanor and always turning in her homework precisely on time. This was where his advantage over her was starting to dissipate: he far outstripped her in terms of knowledge, but she had him crushed in work ethic and time management. The busy work of eleven classes was starting to bury him alive.

Harry barely felt like he was functional by the end of the first week, just going through the motions until the weekend could arrive. He was berated twice by professors for nodding off in class, once by Snape, who took great pleasure in docking ten points from Ravenclaw and assuring him that his mother would be "ashamed" of his conduct. Still, Harry managed not to blow up any cauldrons for the remainder of the lesson, and he was gratefully released for the weekend.

Harry planned to head to bed straight after dinner, but a prefect intercepted him on the way back to the common room with a missive from Dumbledore, requesting his presence. What could he want now? Harry wondered as he made his way up to the Headmaster's office. "Fizzing Whizzbies," Harry announced to the gargoyle, who sprang aside to allow Harry access to the spiral staircase.

"Ah, Mr. Potter, you made it," Dumbledore greeted him as soon as he entered. "How is your third year treating you thus far?"

"It's challenging," Harry sighed as he sank into an armchair. "Lots of homework to do this weekend."

"Ah, yes, third year is when classes tend to get more difficult," Dumbledore nodded. "But I am sure you are up for the challenge. Have you and Miss Granger had any problems with the Time-Turner?"

"No, sir, not yet," said Harry, delicately extricating the golden hourglass from under his shirt. He and Hermione had successfully used it three times thus far, with the only hiccup coming when they were nearly spotted exiting a broom cupboard together by a gaggle of second-year girls who surely would have spread word like wildfire about it.

"Glad to hear it," Dumbledore nodded. "And how have your Divination classes been? What is your impression of Professor Trelawney?"

Harry struggled to find the appropriate words to describe the odd woman. "She's...unique," he said diplomatically. "She seems to see things other people can't."

"I've had owls from parents for over a decade demanding that I fire her," Dumbledore smiled knowingly. "She seems to have a penchant for predicting the imminent demise of each of her students."

"I did notice that, yeah," Harry chuckled.

"And do you find her classes productive?" Dumbledore asked. "Have they helped you understand your visions better?"

So that's what this is about, Harry realized. Dumbledore was fishing for information about Harry's Seer talents. "Not sure yet," he shrugged awkwardly. "But I'll keep at it and see if it helps."

"Very good," Dumbledore nodded. "Sibyl Trelawney may seem odd to the outside observer, but I have credible reason to believe she does indeed possess the Sight, and you would do well to observe her methods."

"I will, sir," Harry nodded, hoping that was the end of the meeting.

"And how was your meeting with Mr. Croaker at the Ministry over the summer?" asked Dumbledore. "Your father mentioned that he took you, but I've heard nothing from Saul about how it went."

"Oh," said Harry. "Erm...it was useful, I think. He taught me some ways to improve my visions and separate the truth from fiction."

"Excellent," Dumbledore beamed. "Has he prescribed you any particular techniques to hone your craft? Surely someone of his expertise had valuable insight into your particular set of skills. I am most curious to hear what he had to say."

Dumbledore's expression was as pleasant as ever, but Harry felt the piercing stare of those blue eyes penetrating his soul. He was being observed by one of the most terrifying wizards alive, and he felt naked and vulnerable under his gaze. He wished he'd practiced his Occlumency over the summer, because if Dumbledore attempted to Legilimize him now, he was certain he'd have no defense.

"Well," Harry said, thinking fast, "he did, sir. But he also mentioned that some of what he told me shouldn't be mentioned outside the Department of Mysteries, since he could get in trouble for revealing its secrets."

Harry's heart pounded as he waited for Dumbledore's response. He half expected Dumbledore to get angry with him for withholding information from him. But instead, he merely smiled.

"Naturally," he said. "Well, as long as you think he is of help, I am glad that you have his counsel."

"As am I," Harry said, letting out a small sigh of relief.

"And as always," said Dumbledore, "if you have any troubling visions, perhaps relating to Voldemort or to Peter Pettigrew, I would encourage you to come to me with them. Or your father, if that would make you feel more comfortable."

"I will, sir," Harry nodded. "I haven't seen anything noteworthy yet."

"Very well," said Dumbledore. "You're free to go. Feel free to say hello to Fawkes on your way out."

Harry gratefully stood and headed for the door. He paused at Fawkes' perch, admiring the majestic bird that had saved his and Lupin's lives in the Chamber of Secrets. He gently scratched under the bird's beak, marveling at the intense warmth of the phoenix feathers that did not burn him. He then departed the office, grateful to have escaped without giving away anything more to the Headmaster.

The weekend brought a much-needed reprieve from the rigor of class attendance, but he still had a mountain of homework to complete. He spent most of his free days in the library, scribbling essays as quickly as possible and reading his assigned texts faster than he could comprehend the words.

He was able to complete most of the busy work without too much trouble, having already done it all once before in his last timeline. But Ancient Runes and Arithmancy slowed him down; the former consumed the most time by far, forcing him to commit dozens of foreign glyphs to memory, while the latter continued to stump him completely. He filled out his assigned worksheet as best he could, certain that he'd get an awful grade but resolving to pay closer attention in the next lecture.

Luna joined him for large stretches of his long study sessions, as she too was far behind in her course work. "I missed nearly half of my first year, due to the basilisk, you know," she hummed as she completed her Defense homework beside Harry. "I was almost held back a year, but father convinced Flitwick to give me summer packets to catch up to the rest of my class."

"Well, that's fortunate," said Harry. He was now doubly impressed with Hermione's work ethic; he'd forgotten that she too missed much of her second year in the last timeline in addition to her full course load the following year.

"Ooh, look, nargles!" Luna exclaimed, pointing at a picture in Harry's open Divination textbook.

"Erm...no, Luna, those are gnomes," Harry frowned. He was working on an essay for Trelawney about the supposed divining properties of gnome saliva.

"A common misconception," said Luna firmly. "Mother always said nargles hid among the gnomes to hide their power from the world."

"Your mum believed in nargles as well?" asked Harry.

"Oh, yes," Luna nodded fervently. "She always took me down to the creek to catch them. Sneaky creatures, they are, and you can never be sure if the ones you catch are actually nargles or just common gnomes. They are good at hiding it, you see."

Harry listened politely as Luna rambled on about nargles and her expeditions with her mother. He was often amused by her fantastical beliefs, but also did not want to interrupt what was clearly a fond memory Luna had of her mother. He knew she'd lost her mother just a few years ago, but didn't dare mention it as Luna seemed to be in good spirits about it at the moment.

Still, he did have to tune her out for much of the afternoon as he crammed in as much work as he could. The evening sun rapidly faded away, and Harry packed his things to grab a quick dinner before retiring to the common room for the night. He heard a squeal of delight as he entered the Great Hall, turning to see Ginny and Dahlia jumping up and down excitedly near the Gryffindor table.

"Good news?" he asked as he walked up to greet them.

"Ginny's made the Gryffindor Quidditch team!" Dahlia said excitedly.

"Oh, congratulations!" Harry appraised the redhead. "What position?"

"Seeker," Ginny grinned, her hair still windswept from the recent tryouts. "I wanted to try out for Chaser, but Angelina preferred to move back to her natural position."

"I knew you would make it," said Dahlia. "Dean Thomas looked rather cross when he walked up to the castle earlier." Harry had heard Dean talking to his desk mate about wanting to try out for Seeker in one of their classes the previous week; clearly he'd been bested. There's yet another Trelawney prediction confirmed, he thought bemusedly.

"Guess that makes us rivals, then," Harry grinned. "I'll be going out for Ravenclaw Seeker again this year."

"Good luck with that," Ginny smirked. "I hear Cho Chang's been working out all summer at a Quidditch camp to prepare for the upcoming season."

Harry felt a jolt of dread at this revelation. He'd assumed he had the Seeker position in the bag since he was gifted the Firebolt, but Cho still had a size advantage on him and Roger Davies clearly liked her more. He would have his work cut out for him at Ravenclaw's tryouts the following afternoon.

Just then, Astoria Greengrass walked up to join their circle. "You two are cousins with Damian Dursley, aren't you?" she demanded, looking at Harry and Dahlia.

"Yeah," said Harry. "What about him?"

"Kid is a nightmare," Astoria groaned. "He disrupts every class, bullies the other first-years...apparently he's lost Hufflepuff more points than everyone else combined."

Harry's heart sank at this news. He'd worried that Damian would struggle to fit in with his peers, and to hear that he was intentionally causing problems for those around him was confirmation of those fears.

"I could have told you that," Dahlia scoffed. "That whole family is mad. Nobody raised by Vernon Dursley could ever grow up to be a decent human being."

"I'll talk to him," Harry sighed, scanning the Hall for signs of the boy. He had been keeping an eye out for Damian ever since the Welcome Feast, but hadn't had an opportunity to introduce himself yet. He wasn't sure what the extent of their relationship was prior to his awakening in this timeline, but it clearly wasn't very strong.

Harry couldn't devote much attention to this problem, as first he had to survive another brutal day of classes followed by what would surely be a grueling tryout. He technically had a conflict with his final class of the day, Herbology, but thanks to the Time-Turner he was able to attend both. He snuck around the back of the greenhouses after class let out, turned himself back two hours, then hustled down to the Quidditch pitch to get dressed.

Harry strode out onto the field with his broom, joining the group of hopefuls waiting for Roger to arrive. "Hello, Cho," he greeted Cho Chang amicably as he stood beside her.

"Potter," she said neutrally, nodding in his direction. But she did a double-take when she saw the broom clutched in his hand. "Is that a Firebolt?!"

"Oh, yeah," Harry said nonchalantly, turning the broom so she could see the insignia printed on the handle. "My dad got it for me for my birthday."

"Huh. Cool," Cho hummed nonchalantly. But she looked far more nervous now than she had before – All the better for me, Harry figured.

Roger Davies arrived on the pitch soon after, and the prospective tryouts gathered around him. "Right, so we've lost a few more players to graduation this year," he announced. "We'll be trying out players for all four positions. And if you made the team last year, it's not a guarantee that you'll make it this year, so I wanna see your best flying today!"

On one hand, Harry was glad for this change of philosophy from Roger – players shouldn't automatically earn a spot based on making the team last year. But he also knew Roger probably only changed his mind to give Cho another chance, so it didn't make him feel any better in the moment.

Roger started with the Chasers, looking to fill out the two positions around himself. There wasn't much to be excited about; Kade Wilson had improved significantly from his last season, but nobody else had a particularly impressive tryout. Roger immediately gave Wilson his spot back, and reluctantly chose an undersized second year girl named Veronica Selwyn who could at least pass effectively.

The Beaters and Keepers went next. Seventh-year Keeper Gabriel Page handily retained his spot, while the Beater spots were filled by returning player Adam Samuels and newcomer Stephen Mescal. That left just the Seekers to go, and Harry felt the familiar butterflies raging in his stomach as Roger turned to him and Cho.

"Right, same as last year," said Roger. "Three Snitches, first to two wins. Sound good?"

"Okay," Harry nodded; the Firebolt finally gave him the speed advantage he needed to overcome this flawed system. Cho reluctantly nodded as well; she could hardly complain, given her sizable advantage the year before.

They took their place at the end line as Roger flew over to the other side of the pitch. He blew his whistle, releasing the first Snitch as Harry and Cho kicked off from the ground. At once Harry's anxiety melted away; he flattened himself against his broom handle and quickly outstripped Cho as the field became a blur around him. He spotted the Snitch hovering around the center goalpost and yanked his broom upwards to chase it, snatching it from the air within seconds of taking off.

Harry heard the appreciative whistles of the crowd as he returned the Snitch to Roger. Roger, too, looked quite impressed by the show of speed, but held his tongue as they reset for the next Snitch. Harry tried his best to remain calm as he lined up with a frustrated Cho again, not letting himself relax until the job was done.

Roger blew his whistle again, and Harry once more outpaced Cho across the field. This time, however, the Snitch was more agile and tricky to track down, darting in and out of sight behind the goalposts and forcing Harry to slow down to assess its movement. Cho came rocketing in from behind, slamming into Harry's side as she attempted to use her size to overpower him. Harry absorbed the blow and stayed level, waiting for a moment to strike.

The Snitch remained dangerously close to the ground and posts, preventing Harry and Cho from diving after it safely. Harry circled around the back of the posts to coax it out of hiding, and it eventually did so, making a beeline across the pitch. Harry and Cho pounced on it; Cho was slightly closer, reaching her fingertips as far as they could stretch for the tiny golden ball, but Harry put on a late burst of speed to snatch it out from under her, triumphantly holding the Snitch aloft as the crowd cheered him on.

"Damn, Potter, that's a nice broom you've got there," Roger whistled as Harry returned the Snitch to him. "I think we have our winner. Unless you'd like a third go anyway, Chang?"

Cho looked rather pensive as she landed beside Harry. "I play Chaser as a secondary position, you know," she said. "Any chance I can get a tryout there instead?"

That surprised Harry – he'd only ever knew Cho as a Seeker, but he supposed it made sense for her to know multiple positions, given her extensive training in the sport. Roger also looked surprised by the revelation, pondering her request over for a moment. Eventually he blew his whistle and turned to the remaining members of the team. "Selwyn!" he barked. "Back in the air!"

Veronica Selwyn looked alarmed by this; clearly she thought she'd secured her position already. But she mounted her broom and met Roger and Cho at center field. Harry couldn't hear what was being discussed, but it seemed to be a one-on-one to determine who would take the third Chaser spot. Harry hadn't considered this possibility – he always saw Cho as a rival, but could she be a teammate in a different capacity?

Unfortunately for Veronica, it was clear from the start that she was outmatched. Cho proved nearly as effective as a Chaser as she did a Seeker, flying proverbial circles over the younger and smaller girl. Cho put up a quick five goals against Veronica, who struggled to even get the Quaffle past Cho's staunch defenses, and Roger blew his whistle to call an end to the rout.

"Alright, Selwyn, you'll be moved to reserve Chaser," Roger told the dejected second-year girl. "Chang, you'll be our third starting Chaser. Congratulations." The team clapped politely for Cho, who looked far more pleased than she had a few minutes prior.

"Well done, Cho," Harry said earnestly, extending a hand to her. "I never knew you could play two positions so well."

"Thanks, Harry!" Cho beamed, no longer looking as cross with him. "It will be good practice, anyway. Father says the pro scouts like to see players excel at multiple positions, so this will let me show off more of what I can do."

"You're thinking of going pro?" Harry asked.

"Maybe," Cho shrugged with a bashful grin. "Hopefully at Seeker, but I'd happily play Chaser too. You should think about it as a career, too...you're quite a talented Seeker yourself."

"Oh...thank you," Harry said, surprised by the earnest compliment. He hadn't given much thought yet in this timeline to a career path, always assuming he would follow his father into the Auror Office. But what if the upcoming war could be averted? Could he do something more care-free with his life like Quidditch? It was a wonderful possibility he hadn't even considered.

"Hang on a second...isn't that a Hufflepuff?" Roger Davies frowned, pointing into the grandstands. There was indeed a student with a yellow badge watching them from afar. "Diggory sending spies after us now?"

Harry sighed, recognizing the intruder at once. "That's my cousin," he groaned. "I'll handle this."

Damian fled as soon as he realized he'd been spotted. Harry apologetically took his leave from the team, chasing after the boy; it didn't take long to catch up on the grounds, as he was far more in shape. "Damian...hey, Damian, wait up!" he called out.

The blonde boy turned, a little winded, and gave Harry a defiant look. "What?" he demanded.

"Erm...d'you know who I am?" Harry asked.

"'Course I do," Damian grunted. "You're my tosser cousin who never came over for dinner."

Harry felt a pang of regret at this reminder. "Yeah, sorry about that," he said. "Your parents and I never got along too well."

"What d'you want?" Damian asked, crossing his arms.

"Erm...to make sure you're adjusting to Hogwarts all right," said Harry awkwardly. "How are you finding the school so far?"

"Awful place," Damian spat. "Bunch o' swots in all my classes, they won't let me call home, and there's not even a faffing wrestling team I can join!"

"There are other clubs you could sign up for," Harry shrugged. "And I can let you borrow my owl if you want to write home—"

"I'm not sending my dad letters with a bloody pigeon!" Damian scoffed. "He'll shoot it out of the sky!"

"Okay, well…" Harry stammered, trying to find any common ground he could with the kid. "Have you met my friend Ron? He's in your House…"

"Who, the ginger kid?" Damian laughed. "He's a wanker, just like the rest of 'em. He talked at me like I was handicapped or summat."

Harry cringed internally at the thought – he hadn't considered how indelicate Ron could be at times. A pure-blood like him might not have the tact necessary to deal with a boy who only learned about magic a few weeks ago.

"Well, I just want to help you fit in," Harry sighed. "If there's anything I can do – help you with homework, introduce you to people—"

"Save it, Potter," Damian sneered. "I'll never fit in here. I reckon I'll just keep stirring up trouble until they have no choice but to chuck me out and send me home where I belong." And he spat a mouthful of phlegm at Harry's feet, turning to stomp petulantly back up to the castle.

Harry watched him go with conflicting emotions. Damian reminded him so much of his older brother Dudley, he couldn't help but feel an innate dislike for the boy. But he could only imagine the turmoil the poor kid was going through: thrown into a world he didn't understand, alienated from his intensely anti-magical parents, feeling trapped and light-years away from his safe spaces. I have to help him somehow, he thought determinedly.

Just one more item to add to his already daunting to-do list...
Year 3-04: A Silver Omen

Harry's struggles to stay afloat didn't lessen much as the weeks wore on. A full load of classes continued to drain him physically and mentally, as did the stress of keeping his grades up and performing well with the Quidditch team. While most of his homework remained pitifully easy to complete, it still consumed so much of his free time that he had little time to devote to anything else.

Worse yet, Arithmancy continued to be a thorn in his side. His first assignment came back with a failing grade, and the material continued to prove devilishly tricky to understand. Professor Vector pulled him aside after one lesson to berate him for his poor performance thus far.

"I expected better from you this term, Potter," she said sternly. "Your other professors have been singing your praises for two years now, but I don't see any of that spark in my class."

"Sorry, Professor," Harry sighed. "I'm just not that great with numbers."

"Perhaps you'd consider getting help from your classmates?" Vector suggested. "I notice you spending time with Miss Granger quite often. I'm sure she would be happy to assist you with the homework."

"I'll ask her," Harry sighed. He was hesitant to approach Hermione for help after the tensions between them in the previous year, even though logically he knew the diary was impacting her psyche. Besides, he already spent an awful lot of time with her using the Time-Turner to attend classes, and while he enjoyed her company, she could be a bit much in large doses.

But he was in serious danger of failing his class, so he made his way to the library that evening and approached Hermione's table. "Hey, Hermione?" he asked meekly. "Got a minute?"

Hermione looked up from her essay, looking frazzled. "What is it, Harry?" she asked.

"I, erm…" Harry stammered, still feeling a bit shameful about his failure in the class thus far. But he also knew she was ultimately the reason for his success from his previous timeline, so he swallowed his pride. "I'm having trouble with the Arithmancy assignment. Could you help me?"

To his relief, Hermione did not rub it in or refuse his request; instead, she beamed at him. "Of course!" she said. "Here, have a seat."

Harry sat beside Hermione as she rummaged through her things and pulled out her own worksheet. She had naturally completed hers already, despite it only being assigned earlier that very day. "How are you such a natural at this?" he grumbled.

"Oh, I've just always been good with maths," Hermione shrugged modestly. "I'm sure it's how you feel about every other subject."

"None of those subjects are that easy to me," Harry said honestly. "You're way more brilliant than I am, honest."

Hermione flushed slightly at this compliment, but did not acknowledge it. "Let me see how you approach it," she said instead, turning to Harry's blank assignment.

They spent the next hour working through it, with Harry awkwardly trying to explain his thought process for each answer. Hermione was patient with him, walking him through his mistakes and misconceptions. She was a far better teacher than Vector, or maybe Harry was just more used to her methods of explaining things in terms he could understand. By the end of the assignment he was able to complete a few of the problems himself, finally feeling like he had a rudimentary understanding of what was being asked of him.

"Well done, Harry!" Hermione appraised him. "See, I knew you'd get it eventually!"

"Thanks to you," Harry grinned. "You're a life-saver, Hermione."

"Happy to help," Hermione smiled back. Then, she glanced up at the clock on the wall, and gave a tiny gasp. "Is it already that late? Oh, I have so much more to finish tonight…"

"Don't sweat it," Harry said, pulling the Time-Turner out from under his shirt. "We can always use this to buy ourselves more time."

"Harry, no!" Hermione chastised him. "Flitwick told us we're only allowed to use it to attend our classes!"

"He also told us you aren't technically allowed to use it at all," Harry pointed out. "So what does it matter? As long as we avoid meeting ourselves, it will be fine."

"It isn't right!" Hermione said adamantly. "Dumbledore put great faith in us to do the right thing, and we don't want to let him down!"

Harry was annoyed with Hermione's insistence on following the rules, but he held his tongue. He had planned to share his Time-Turner privileges with Hermione completely, but if she refused to step outside the lines dictated to them, he no longer felt bad about excluding her. He was desperate to buy himself more time to catch up on sleep and assignments, and if she didn't want to join him, that was her loss.

By the time Madam Pince shooed them out of the library, it was nearing midnight. Harry wanted nothing more than to sleep in the following day, but his alarm rudely disrupted his slumber bright and early. He went through his morning like a zombie, barely functional in his classes and feeling on the verge of delirium. Terry Boot had to nudge him multiple times to keep him awake in Potions, as Snape kept walking past their station and looking suspiciously at Harry.

By the time lunch rolled around, Harry was at his breaking point, and knew he couldn't last through his afternoon classes. But he had an exam in Transfiguration next period which he couldn't afford to miss, so he had to hatch a plan. "I'll catch up with you guys in a bit," he told his classmates as they headed to the Great Hall for lunch. "Forgot one of my books in the dorms."

Harry met nobody else on his way up to Ravenclaw Tower, which was fortunate because he was too tired to speak to anybody. He crossed through the common room up to his empty dorm, pulling out the Time-Turner. "Tempus," he muttered; the time glittered over his head, reading 12:05 PM. He'd left the dorms shortly before eight to head to breakfast, so he figured four hours should be safe.

Harry turned the hourglass over four times in his hands, and felt the now-familiar rushing sensation of falling backwards in time. He landed back on his feet, and found himself back in the same dorm, four hours in the past. He heard a rustling noise to his left, and turned to see Kevin Entwhistle rummaging through his dresser; Kevin turned around with a jolt to see Harry standing there.

"Blimey, Harry, you scared me!" Kevin breathed. "I didn't hear the door open...I thought you'd left for breakfast already!"

"Just grabbing something," Harry lied. And he pretended to rummage through his own belongings until Kevin found what he was looking for and left the dorm.

Finally alone, Harry kicked off his shoes and crawled into bed. He was immediately overwhelmed by the warm embrace of the covers, falling asleep almost instantly.

He awoke with a start an unknown amount of time later. What time is it? Harry wondered in a panic. Have I overslept? He cursed himself for not setting an alarm – what if his past self had walked into the dorm and found his future self sleeping in the bed? He grabbed his glasses and squinted at the clock on the wall. It read 12:04 PM.

"Shit," Harry mumbled under his breath, scrambling out of bed. He hastily put on his shoes and headed for the door, but froze when he heard footsteps approaching from the other side. He dove under Anthony Goldstein's bed as the door opened, and he heard someone enter the dorm. Himself.

Harry resisted the urge to look, squeezing his eyes shut and holding his breath. "Tempus," he heard his past self say. He heard the gentle tinkle of the golden chain as his past self pulled out the Time-Turner. Harry waited until he felt certain his alter ego had disappeared into the past, then cracked open one eye. The dorm was empty once more.

I'll have to be more careful from now on, Harry thought to himself as he headed down to the Great Hall for lunch. It could have been catastrophic if he hadn't woken up in time, and he knew he'd just gotten away with something. He could have avoided the whole situation by just traveling back before entering the dorm, but that plus his failure to set an alarm had led to a near-disaster. Hermione was right: meddling with time was dangerous, and he was playing with fire by disobeying Flitwick's orders.

Harry entered the Hall and took a seat beside his fellow Ravenclaws "Find it?" Terry asked.

"Sorry?" asked Harry, bewildered.

"Your book," Terry said. "You said you left it up at the dorm."

"Oh," said Harry, remembering his excuse from hours before (which was just minutes before in Terry's mind). "Yeah, thanks." And he began to load his plate with food, heart still hammering from the close call earlier.

Still, he couldn't say the risk wasn't worth it. He felt rejuvenated after his long nap, and was able to make it through his afternoon classes without nodding off. Better yet, he was able to complete his homework that evening well before midnight, ensuring that he would get another full night's rest before the next day's classes.

The Time-Turner was a useful and powerful tool, and Harry planned to take advantage of it much more often. He just had to be smarter about how and when to use it. As long as he took precautions to avoid crossing his own path like today, he should be fine.

His course load felt more manageable now that he had more time to sleep and study. He decided that using the Time-Turner to sleep in his dorm was too risky; he instead opted for the Room of Requirement for this purpose. It provided him with a cozy desk to do homework at, and a warm bed to sleep in, along with an alarm clock designed to wake up at precisely the moment he next needed to be somewhere. As long as he remembered to travel back in time before entering the Room and stayed inside until his past self had disappeared, the plan worked flawlessly.

Quidditch practice was ramping up as well, with their first match against Gryffindor coming on the first weekend of November. "I hear their new Seeker, Ginny Weasley, is pretty good," Roger Davies informed the team. "Of course, the twins could just be hyping up their own sister, but Angelina seems more confident than last year. Have you seen her fly, Potter?"

"A little bit," Harry said vaguely. He'd flown with Ginny plenty of times at the Burrow and knew she was a gutsy, aggressive flier, but also knew he had both the size and speed advantage over her.

"Let's not take this one for granted," said Roger. "They may not be a free win like they've been the past few years. Every point we can score could be crucial, so no slacking this month!"

Roger trained them hard all October long, which was just as well with Harry – he felt out of shape from the summer stuck indoors and needed the training to get himself in peak condition for the season. It meant he needed more recovery time to rest after such grueling sessions, but time was something he had plenty of now – he had no qualms about using the Time-Turner every day if need be, even multiple times a day in some cases.

The third week of October brought another new activity to Harry's busy schedule: the first meeting of the Dueling Club. It seemed that most of the school showed up to the Great Hall, once word spread that James Potter would be assisting Professor Flitwick with the lessons. Harry was glad to see the number of students who clearly held his father in high regard, and was also eager to see James' fighting prowess for himself.

Once the room was packed full of students, Flitwick took to the stage to begin the session. "Welcome to another year of the Dueling Club!" he announced. "I'm happy to announce that this year I will be assisted by our newest Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher, Auror James Potter." The crowd applauded generously as James took the stage beside Flitwick, raising a hand to quiet them.

"We will get to dueling strategies in future club meetings," said James. "But I've had a lot of students approach me in the past few weeks about dealing with the dementors patrolling the grounds. So today, I'm going to teach you all how to cast the Patronus Charm."

There was a great deal of excitement at this prospect; clearly many students were perturbed by the dementors' presence. Neville in particular perked up to pay closer attention to James.

"Dementors feed on happiness and attempt to suck all joy, hope and life out of humans," James explained. "But the Patronus is a being of pure happiness and light. To conjure one, you have to focus on the happiest memory you can think of. Not just any memory – the moment of your life you felt the most joyful, content, and happy. Otherwise you may struggle to produce a Patronus."

"Can we see yours?" asked a sixth-year Slytherin boy.

"Of course," James nodded. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, then flicked his wand. "Expecto Patronum!" A silver stag erupted from his wand tip and trotted proudly around the room over the students' heads, drawing oohs and aahs of appreciation.

"What memory did you use, Professor?" called out another student.

"The first time my wife told me she loved me," said James, with a vaguely distant smile on his face. A few girls in the crowd squealed with delight at this, while Harry spotted Dahlia across the room making gagging motions that made Ginny double over in silent laughter.

"Now, we'll break up into groups to try it for ourselves," said James. "Don't worry if you can't get one – it's an extremely advanced charm, and I wouldn't expect any but a few of the older students to produce more than just mist."

Harry walked over to Neville, Ron and Hermione and watched them practice the spell for themselves. Hermione was frustrated at once, mimicking James' wand movement and pronunciation precisely but failing to get anything to come out of her wand. Ron was flourishing his with gusto, but succeeded only in poking himself in the eye. Neville had his eyes scrunched up in concentration, muttering the incantation under his breath, but he too had little success.

Looking around the room, Harry saw that none of the other students were faring much better. A few sixth- and seventh-years were able to spray white mist briefly, but nothing corporeal emerged from it. Only Cedric Diggory managed to maintain a cone of white mist for more than a few seconds, to the amazement of his group of friends, before it too faded away.

"Mr. Potter!" squeaked Professor Flitwick, who was walking around the room encouraging students and giving pointers. "Why aren't you practicing?"

"Oh," Harry muttered. "I'm, erm...helping the others."

"Harry can already make one," said Ron. "He used a Patronus to drive away the dementor on the train."

Flitwick's eyes went wide. "You are able to produce a corporeal Patronus?" he asked, flabbergasted.

"Yes," Harry admitted. "But I didn't want to show any of the other students up—"

"Nonsense!" Flitwick squeaked with delight. "I imagine your success will only encourage the others and show them that it's possible! Would you care to demonstrate for us all?"

A small crowd had gathered to watch this exchange, many looking curiously at Harry. He sighed, wanting to keep his abilities concealed, but he relented and drew his wand. He closed his eyes, focusing on the memory of his eleventh birthday, spending the entire day with the loving family he'd always wanted. "Expecto Patronum!"

At once, the great silvery Patronus burst from his wand and galloped around the room. The entire room went silent and watched in awe as the four-legged creature did a lap around the Hall, rearing its head and flexing its wings. It was the first time Harry had seen it in a more expansive setting, and he saw clearly now that it was not a stag. Nor did it appear to be a hippogriff; it was thinner, devoid of feathers, and had more of an equine appearance to it.

"What is it?" one of the students wondered aloud.

"It's a thestral!" exclaimed Lee Jordan. "The creatures that pull the school carriages!"

Harry recognized it quite clearly now. The skeletal frame, the bony wings – he'd ridden one all the way to London in his last timeline, after all. The silvery thestral finished its lap and came to a halt in front of Harry, flapping its wings one last time before disappearing into mist. A smattering of applause broke out, and even James joined in, beaming at his son.

"Well done, Harry!" he said. "Ten points to Ravenclaw!"

"Blimey, Potter," Anthony Goldstein breathed. "How'd you end up with a thestral for a Patronus?"

"Yeah, that's pretty morbid, isn't it?" chimed in Padma Patil.

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. Why had his Patronus changed? He wasn't even aware that was a possibility. Had his brush with Death given him a more macabre representative of his soul? Did it say something about his deeper desires in this timeline? It was a rather ominous sign, one he wasn't sure about the significance of. He noticed his father giving him a curious look from the stage, and wondered if James was thinking the same thing…

Despite Harry's successful Patronus, nobody else managed the charm by the end of the lesson. Students began filing out of the Great Hall for their common rooms. Harry chased after the Hufflepuffs, realizing that now was a golden opportunity to act on an idea he'd had recently.

"Hey, Cedric!" Harry called out. Cedric and his group of friends turned to see Harry walking over. "You got a second?"

"Sure," Cedric shrugged, and he bid his friends farewell as they departed the Hall without him. "Congrats, by the way."

"Oh...that?" Harry grimaced, thinking of his successful Patronus. "Just beginner's luck, is all."

"I meant on making the Quidditch team," Cedric grinned. "Roger Davies has been bragging about your Firebolt to everyone."

"Right," Harry muttered, reddening a bit at this. "Listen, can I ask you for a favor?"

"Sure, what's up?" asked Cedric, crossing his arms and leaning casually against the wall.

"There's a first-year in your House," said Harry. "Big bloke, blonde, Muggle-born. Name of Dursley. You know him?"

Cedric frowned a bit at the name. "Yeah, I know him," he muttered. "Been causing a lot of problems."

"He's my cousin," Harry explained. "His parents aren't exactly fond of magic, so he's having difficulty fitting in. D'you think there's anything you could do to help him?"

"Like what?" Cedric asked, throwing out his arms in exasperation. "I'm no therapist."

"I caught him watching our Quidditch tryouts the other day," said Harry. "He might take an interest in the sport if someone explained it to him. Think you could teach him a thing or two?"

Cedric pondered this. "First-years aren't allowed on the team, you know," he said.

"I'm not saying you should recruit him," said Harry. "Just fly around with him a bit. Maybe have him hit a few Bludgers around."

"You think giving that kid a Beater's bat is a good idea?" Cedric grimaced.

"Might help him let off some pent-up energy," Harry shrugged. "Just a thought."

"Huh," Cedric hummed thoughtfully. "Not a bad idea. Yeah, maybe I'll invite him to our next practice."

"Thanks," said Harry. "I owe you one."

"You got it," Cedric grinned. "Maybe you can teach me the Patronus Charm sometime."

"Oh, no, I'm sure you'll get it soon enough on your own," Harry said quickly. But he realized from the mirthful look on Cedric's face that he was only joking.

"See you on the pitch, Potter," Cedric smirked, turning to leave. "Don't think I'll go easy on you!"

Harry smiled in spite of himself watching Cedric go. He'd been bitter rivals with the older boy in his past timeline, both in Quidditch and in the Triwizard Tournament, but had always liked him regardless. Perhaps in this timeline they could be allies, or maybe even friends. Regardless, he would do everything in his power to ensure Cedric's survival in this lifetime.

Harry spent the next few days wondering what his father's perturbed expression might mean. Was he more surprised about the fact that his thirteen-year-old son could cast a flawless Patronus Charm, or that his Patronus was a thestral? He wasn't actually sure which was more alarming. He didn't find out the truth until the following Monday, when he was intercepted on his way to lunch after his Defense lesson.

"Hold on a minute, Harry," James called out. Harry reluctantly waited as the last few groups filtered out of the classroom, and he was left alone with his father.

"When did you learn the Patronus Charm?" James inquired. "That's well beyond your age level."

"Read about it in a book last year," Harry shrugged. "Uncle Remus helped me with it." The last part wasn't even a lie; he just declined to mention that it was a different Lupin, in a different timeline.

"He never mentioned it," James muttered thoughtfully. "I thought your Patronus might be a stag, like mine. Your grandfather Charlus' Patronus was a stag too."

"Yeah," Harry said awkwardly. "Dunno what that's about."

"Listen," said James softly, placing a gentle hand on Harry's shoulder. "I think it might be best if you see a Mind-Healer. You've been through a lot in the past two years – more than any thirteen-year-old should have to go through. A thestral Patronus at your age is extremely alarming...I worry that witnessing Professor Quirrell's death might have done a number on you."

"I don't need a Mind-Healer," Harry snapped. "I'm fine, Dad, honest. I've seen some frightening things, but I always did what I had to do to save myself and the people I care about."

James looked at him with a pained expression. "You remind me so much of myself at your age," he sighed. "Too much so. Your mother remains convinced that my 'saving people thing' will get me killed one day."

Harry chilled at this statement. He remembered Hermione using the exact same phrase in the last timeline, shortly before he led them to their doom in the Department of Mysteries. 'Saving people thing'...had he inherited that too from his father?

"Honestly, I'm fine," Harry insisted. "Besides, I have Saul to talk to. He's given me some techniques to clear my mind, and I've been doing really well lately." Saul hadn't actually done any such thing for him, but it was a reasonable enough lie that he hoped his father would buy it.

James' face did seem to soften slightly at this. "I wish you could just have a normal childhood," he sighed. "I feel like I took a wrong turn somewhere in raising you."

"You raised me to stick up for myself," Harry said adamantly. "And take care of the people around me. I'm just doing what I think will best help me do that."

James considered this for a moment. Then, he unexpectedly leaned down and brought Harry in for a crushing hug. "I love you, son," he muttered. "And I'm so, so proud of you. I just wish I could protect you better from the evils of the world."

"You have," Harry said, trying not to get choked up by the gesture. "I feel safe knowing you're out there fighting that evil for us."

James pulled back and nodded, angling his face away from his son – probably to avoid showing emotion. "Be careful this year, won't you?" he said. "We still don't know what Pettigrew is up to, and you should be safe here in the castle, but just...well, you know."

"I'll be ready if he comes for me," Harry said. "I take it you've sealed the secret passages?"

"As much as can be done," James sighed. "Even if he manages to wriggle through in rat form, the wards ought to alert myself and Dumbledore before he can get very far."

That made Harry feel marginally better about things. He too remained perplexed by Peter's motives being this close to Hogwarts, but knowing the obstacles placed in his path – and knowing how inept the man had proven to be time and again – gave him some measure of calm.

Harry didn't have much time to worry about Pettigrew in the coming weeks anyway. Practices were ramping up ahead of their Quidditch match against Gryffindor, and his homework remained a constant drain on his free time. Even with the Time-Turner buying him extra hours to work with, he was spread thin, and any threat of death of kidnapping by a deranged convict seemed distant and not worth worrying about. He just kept his head down and focused on the tasks at hand, which were challenging enough to begin with.

Halloween arrived, a Sunday, and as usual Harry found himself swamped with assignments due the following day. He also had exams in Arithmancy and History of Magic in the coming week, two of his least-favorite subjects, and he needed to cram in as much study time as possible to brush up on the material. He spent the whole afternoon in the library, where he was joined by Luna, whose odd non-sequiturs were always a welcome distraction from the rigors of classwork.

"Awfully gloomy day today," Luna sighed as she stared out the window. "Feels as though a storm is coming, don't you think?"

Harry glanced out the window; it was a gorgeous sunny afternoon, not a cloud in the sky. "You think so?" he muttered, not really paying that much attention to her.

"Oh, yes," Luna insisted. "It's just like the day my mother died. Don't you ever just get the feeling that something horrible is going to happen, and you can't quite place your finger on it?"

"Sure, I guess," Harry shrugged. "I try to ignore that feeling, though. No use worrying about things you can't control."

"I suppose that's true," Luna agreed. "After all, if you can't know what's going to happen, how could you control it? And if you could control it, wouldn't the feeling be for nothing?"

"Yeah," Harry said absent-mindedly, not really following her circular logic. She was full of odd sayings and nonsensical rationale...he just enjoyed the serene sound of her voice working through a thought in her own unique way. Luna was one of the few people he knew who spoke her mind no matter what, even if it made no sense. Honesty was a trait he valued higher than anything in a timeline where he was still unsure who couldn't be trusted.

Harry's stomach began to rumble around six-thirty, and he headed to the Great Hall for a bite to eat. After scarfing down some mashed potatoes and roasted pheasant, he got up to leave, but he was intercepted once again.

"Hey, Potter!" a voice called out; Roger Davies was walking across the Hall towards him. "Some of the lads on the team are headed to the pitch to get in some extra warm-ups. Want to join?"

"Erm…" Harry said, thinking. He still had a ton of homework to do tonight, and he had planned to spend the evening in the Room of Requirement getting it all done. But the weather outside was lovely, and some casual flying did sound divine right about now. "Sure, I'll meet you down there."

Roger grinned as Harry took his leave of the Hall. But rather than turn left to head out the door to the grounds, he turned right and took the stairwell up towards the seventh floor. He had every intention of joining Roger at the pitch, but there was no reason why he couldn't do so and complete his homework. Besides, he had had a brilliant idea about the Time-Turner that he wanted to make use of.

Harry had quickly discovered that there were limits to the Time-Turner's abilities. He could only turn himself back a maximum of four hours; any more turns of the dial would not send him any further back than that. Furthermore, the sand in the hourglass had to replenish itself before re-use, so he couldn't use it multiple times in a row to get around this limitation. But what if there was a way to buy even more time? Harry had just the solution.

"Hello, Calvin," Harry greeted his sister's pet Kneazle, who was roaming the seventh floor near the Room of Requirement. The cat arched its back and hissed angrily at him; Harry gave it a wide berth, chuckling and shaking his head. That damn beast will never like me, he thought bemusedly to himself. He arrived at the blank stretch of wall and paced three times in front of the it, imagining exactly what he needed, and stepped through the door once it appeared.

He emerged in a tiny entryway, closing the door behind him. The roughly six-by-six-foot space had nothing except a second door opening up into the wider Room, the exit behind him, and a clock on the wall displaying the local time (currently five minutes to seven). In his mind he'd called it an "airlock", or perhaps a "time-lock" was more accurate – he only needed the space to exist for him to safely travel backwards in time within. He pulled out the Time-Turner and turned the dial over four times, and after a brief uncomfortable journey through time, he was back safely within the airlock, with the clock now reading five minutes to three.

Harry entered the larger Room of Requirement, which was situated with a desk, a comfy bed, and thick walls to block out all outside noise that might distract him (rattling pipes, passing ghosts, and the like). He knew that four hours of homework would be draining and he wouldn't feel much like flying afterwards. Which was what the bed was for – he had conceived of a way to double his stay in the Room of Requirement without missing any time in the outside world.

Harry dove into his homework straight away. He was finally getting into a rhythm; thanks to Hermione's assistance, even the Arithmancy assignments were becoming more intuitive to him. After tackling that and Ancient Runes first (a subject he'd grown to enjoy), he worked his way methodically through the busy work of his other classes. An essay for Professor Snape here; a worksheet for Professor Sinistra there. By the time he completed the last assignment, it was nearing 7 PM and he was predictably exhausted, as his internal clock felt more like 11 PM.

At that very moment, his past self was standing in the airlock turning himself back four hours, and Roger Davies was expecting him down at the Quidditch pitch. Instead, Harry tucked himself into the bed and set an alarm for 3 hours and 55 minutes, falling asleep almost at once.

He was shaken awake by the blaring of his alarm soon after, yawning and stretching as he got out of bed. He was now four hours late to his appointment with Roger, but thanks to his extended stay, the sand in the hourglass had fully replenished and the Time-Turner was ready for use again. Just in time for him to travel back and make it to his Quidditch appointment after all.

Harry re-entered the airlock and shut himself in, eyeing the clock on the wall. He had to be careful to time his jump properly; if he went too early he would land precisely where his past self was standing. He waited until the time read 11 o' clock precisely to be safe, then turned the dial of the Time-Turner over four times.

He once again felt himself falling backwards until he landed back on his feet. The clock now read 7:00, which meant one version of his past self had just departed the airlock into the past and another was just getting into bed inside the Room. Harry exited the room and headed for the stairs, internally celebrating his successful ploy. Eight hours of productive work and rest complete, and only a handful of minutes wasted in the outside world.

Could he take his newfound technique to an even deeper level? What if he asked the Room to assemble itself with multiple airlocks and study/sleep zones? Could he repeatedly travel back and cycle between them without a single minute passing in the outside world? The possibilities frightened and enthralled him, and he knew he'd have to put serious thought in before attempting such complex maneuvers.

He vaguely wondered what kind of effects this would have on his body. Was he aging at a more accelerated pace than his peers, due to all the extra hours he was adding? Was there some other negative physical impact the repeated time-travel would cause? He figured the Unspeakables wouldn't have allowed him to have the Time-Turner if that was the case, but he might as well ask Saul about it at their next meeting. He was enjoying its benefits far too much to consider not using it at this point.

Harry's mind was so preoccupied with the implications of time-travel that he walked directly into somebody when he rounded a corner without looking. He looked up to apologize to the passerby.

And found himself staring directly into the face of Peter Pettigrew.

It took a moment for Harry to register the face. It looked sunken and slightly delirious, the tell-tale sign of someone who had spent significant time at Azkaban. Peter also seemed somewhat shocked by Harry's sudden appearance, perhaps slowing his reaction time. It was only then that Harry realized that he was in tremendous danger.

Both drew their wands at the same time. Harry was slightly faster, erecting a Shield Charm just in time to block Peter's first hex. The shield shattered from the force of the impact, and Harry was knocked backwards several steps, staggering to remain upright. He fired a return volley of spells, which Peter neatly side-stepped. Harry didn't recognize any of the spells that were sent back his way, forcing him to flatten himself to the floor to avoid them.

"HELP!" Harry shouted at the top of his lungs. "SOMEBODY HELP!" He could hear the paintings on the wall shouting with alarm and scrambling out of the way. Perhaps one of them would run to fetch a professor, but Harry couldn't count on backup right now. There was a murderer bearing down on him, and based on his quick reaction times, he was a far more skilled duelist than Harry had expected.

Harry launched himself back to his feet, throwing as many spells as he could at the man. He even threw in some less than savory spells, like the Bone-Breaker Curse, in a desperate bid to outmaneuver him. Peter was keeping up with his every move, but he seemed surprised by the dangerous curses in Harry's arsenal.

One of the Bone-Breakers grazed Peter's arm, and Harry saw the man wince and clutch the injured spot. Harry raised his wand to finish the job, but he froze at the terrifying look of murderous rage on Peter's face, as he too raised his wand to deliver a devastating blow:

"Terranus crepitus!"

Harry saw the sizzling spell headed his way, knowing instinctively that it could mean nothing good. He raised a Shield Charm instinctively to block the spell, but it wasn't aimed at his body. It hit the ground a few feet short of him, just shy of his shield.

The next thing Harry knew, the world had been rent apart at the seams. He knew only a deafening bang and a bright flash of light; then he was flying through the air like a rag-doll, until his head hit something solid and his world went black.
Year 3-05: Old Wounds Reopened

Harry awoke in a daze, vaguely aware of the sound of beeping monitors and humming instruments all around him. He blinked to adjust to the light, groping around for his glasses until he located them atop a bedside table. He expected to see the Hospital Wing come into focus when he put them on; instead he found himself in an unfamiliar room, bathed in sterile white light and filled with odd devices he did not recognize.

The door opened, and a woman dressed in white Healer's robes bustled into the room, pausing when she saw his eyes open. "Oh, Mr. Potter, you're awake," she remarked. "How are you feeling?"

"Sore," Harry croaked. "Where am I?"

"St. Mungo's," said the Healer. "Let me check your vitals, and I'll go ahead and notify your family." The Healer performed a series of diagnostic charms over Harry's body, humming thoughtfully on occasion and jotting down notes in her clipboard. She paused briefly at his chest, frowning at a flashing red rune that appeared from her wand, but eventually moved on. Once she was satisfied, she left the room, leaving the door ajar.

Harry slowly wriggled his arms and legs to make sure he was still intact. His entire body ached; he vaguely remembered the explosion, followed by a long stretch of blackness. He had no idea how long he'd been out, but considering they'd transferred him here, it must have been a serious blow. Hope that bastard Pettigrew got caught, Harry thought grimly.

"Well, well...look what the Kneazle dragged in."

Harry looked up to see Saul Croaker standing in his doorway, smirking down at him.

"Hello, Saul," Harry muttered glumly.

"Heard you had a little run-in with a certain prisoner on the loose," said Saul. "Caught with your trousers down, did you, Potter?"

"I gave him a good fight," Harry said defensively. "He just caught me off-guard, that's all."

"That's not what I hear," said Saul. "Word is that Pettigrew took a chunk out of Hogwarts Castle on his way out. The blast could be heard from Hogsmeade. How on earth were you not vaporized?"

"Erected a Shield Charm just in time," said Harry. "Guess it must have absorbed most of the blow."

"Must have been one hell of a Shield Charm," muttered another Healer, who tottered into the room to attend to the instruments at Harry's bedside. "Judging by the burns to your face and arms, you should have been killed."

Harry gingerly raised a hand to feel his face; the skin felt unnaturally smooth and rubbery. "I'm not going to be disfigured, am I?" he asked tentatively.

"Not by a long shot," the Healer chuckled. "Skin is much trickier to regrow than bones, and more time-consuming, but you'll be right as rain by next week."

"Next week?" Harry groaned. "But I have a Quidditch match on Saturday!"

"It is Saturday, kid," Saul chuckled. "You've been out for nearly a week. You didn't notice all the well-wishes?"

Harry glanced to his left to follow Saul's gesture, seeing bunches of flowers and cards sitting atop the bedside table. He groaned...he'd been looking forward to their match against Gryffindor, which was likely being played at that very moment. Here's hoping Cho can handle Ginny, he thought. Now he could only hope Roger would give him his spot back when he returned…

The Healer finished her work and bustled out of the room to attend to her next patient. Saul drew his wand and cast a Muffling Charm on the door, stepping fully into the room to sit beside Harry.

"How's your research going?" Saul asked him.

"My what?" Harry asked.

"On Pettigrew," said Saul. "Remember? Looking into his past, like we discussed over the summer?"

"Oh," said Harry. "I, erm...I've been busy."

"Right," Saul nodded. "Understandable. It's not as if a Dark Lord is rising to power and his servant is breaking into Hogwarts to potentially help resurrect him."

"I didn't say it wasn't important!" Harry snapped. "I'll work on it, alright? I just haven't had the time."

Saul gave Harry a scathing look. "You are aware that I was the person who signed off on your usage of the Time-Turner this year, correct?" he said. "Do you really think I did so for the sole purpose of you attending all your classes?"

Harry hadn't considered this before. "You wanted me to use it to study Pettigrew?" he surmised.

"We can't afford to waste a single day, my boy!" Saul scoffed. "Anything we can learn to counteract the Dark Lord's return is a precious commodity, and I would hope you'd make that a higher priority than passing your third-year exams."

Harry bit back the retort on the tip of his tongue, knowing that Saul was absolutely correct. "I will," he sighed. "Have you found anything about Riddle?"

"I'm making some progress," said Saul. "I may have a lead on the orphanage he grew up in, here in London. With any luck, some of his fellow orphans will still be alive and willing to speak about him. And if they're not...well, I have ways of coercing them."

"Coercing them?" Harry asked, frowning suspiciously.

"Not torture, if that's what you're thinking," Saul scoffed. "No, I'll offer them some Muggle cash for information, and failing that, a bit of Veritaserum ought to get us the answers we seek."

"And you think learning about his childhood will help us prevent his rise?" asked Harry.

Saul gave him another scathing look. "Have we not been over this?" he groaned. "Determining the past is the first crucial step towards divining the future. And you still need to figure out where this timeline diverged from your own and caused such drastic ripple effects. One such ripple landed you in this hospital room, did it not?"

Harry sighed; once again Saul was completely right. He still had no clue what Peter's motives were, though he now knew for certain that he was after something (or someone) in the castle. Was it him Peter wanted? Or was it simple coincidence that they crossed paths that fateful evening? He needed to dig deeper to figure out what the man might be after.

Rapid footsteps could be heard coming in their direction, and Saul dropped his Muffling Charm as Lily Potter skidded around the corner and entered the room. "Harry, oh, my dear!" she cried, wrapping her arms around her son. "How are you feeling? We were so worried about you!"

"I feel alright," said Harry, though the closeness of his mother's touch made him realize just how foreign the skin on his face and hands felt. "Just tired, that's all."

"You look miles better than you did when they brought you in," said Lily. "Severus said you very likely would have had permanent scarring if he hadn't found you in time."

"Snape found me?" asked Harry.

"Yes, he heard the explosion and found you soon after," Lily explained. "He managed to put your body under stasis until you could be transported here. Such a brilliant man."

Harry nodded, though privately he knew Snape was likely able to save him thanks to his extensive knowledge of the Dark Arts and how to counteract their effects. But Snape had saved his life (and appearance), so he wouldn't begrudge the man just this moment.

"Oh, Mr. Croaker, I didn't see you there!" said Lily, standing to extend a hand to Saul. "What brings you to St. Mungo's?"

"Just paying my well-wishes to your son, Mrs. Potter," said Saul politely. "He's a good kid, and I hate to see anything bad happen to him."

"You're too kind," said Lily. "Harry says your tutelage has been most helpful for his progress. I can't thank you enough."

"The pleasure is mine," Saul smiled. "You've got quite the impressive young man here, and I've learned much myself from watching him grow."

Saul winked at Harry, who smiled in spite of himself. Saul may be prickly and standoffish, but he could put on airs otherwise, and seemed willing to keep Harry's secrets for him, from both Dumbledore and Harry's parents.

"I'd best get back to my department," said Saul, moving to exit the room. "Keep up with those exercises, eh, Harry? I promise you'll see the benefits soon enough."

"I will, sir," Harry nodded. And Saul left the room, leaving him alone with his mother.

"Your father is on the way," Lily informed him. "Dahlia insisted on attending the Quidditch match to watch Ginny play, and he would only let her go if he chaperoned her."

"Still being over-protective, is he?" Harry chuckled, rolling his eyes. "As if anything bad could happen to her at a packed Quidditch match."

Lily did not see the humor in his statement. "You were attacked within the confines of the school, which we all assumed was perfectly safe," she retorted. "Your father and I take you and your sister's safety very seriously, and we will not leave a single opportunity for Peter to harm either of you."

Harry was sobered by her passionate response. "I know, I'm sorry," he said quickly. "I take it they didn't catch him, then?"

"Severus spotted him on the way to you," Lily said grimly. "He fled when they saw each other. Severus pursued him, but he transformed into a rat and got away."

"Coward," Harry thought bitterly.

"Apparently Calvin nearly caught him," Lily said with a wry smile. "He pounced as soon as Peter transformed."

Harry felt a swell of appreciation for the Kneazle that he'd never felt before. He'd always assumed the great cat hated him, but clearly he hated Pettigrew more.

The door suddenly burst open again, and James and Dahlia rushed into the room. The latter was still sporting the red and gold attire of her House, clearly fresh off of the Quidditch match.

"Thank Merlin," James exhaled, and knelt to give Harry a hug. "You gave us all a terrible fright there, son."

"Glad you're alive, idiot," said Dahlia, also giving her brother a hug.

"What happened, Harry?" asked James. "We all heard a tremendous explosion, then Snape found you in bad shape."

"Pettigrew," Harry grumbled. "I ran into him, and we dueled."

"You dueled him?" James said, shocked. "How did the explosion happen?"

"He cast some spell I didn't recognize," Harry said. "Terranus crepitus. I Shielded myself, but it knocked me backwards anyway."

"He cast the Excavation Curse indoors?!" James gasped. "I'm surprised he would try something so stupid. It was invented to clear away land from a safe distance – the Death Eaters used it to bomb villages during the first war."

"Probably where he learned it," Harry muttered bitterly. "He seemed to know a lot of dangerous spells only Voldemort could have taught him."

All three of his family members cringed at the use of the name. "Must you say that wicked man's name, darling?" Lily sighed.

"Why shouldn't I?" Harry said defiantly. "It's only a name. Maybe we should be calling him Tom, since that's his real name."

"It's just a bit...much for some people," James sighed, eyes flitting over to Dahlia. Harry saw the look of fear in his sister's eye at the mention of the Dark Lord, and decided not to belabor the issue.

"We need to have the conversation again, James," said Lily firmly.

"Now's not the time—" James began, exasperated.

"When is the time, then?" Lily demanded. "When my children are killed? We can't keep doing this!"

"Doing what?" asked Harry.

"Your mother wants to send you to Ilvermorny," James sighed. "You've had far too many incidents at Hogwarts, and she thinks—"

"What will that solve?" Harry demanded. "If Uncle Peter is after me, he'll just follow me there, and Dad won't be there to help me, or Dumbledore, or Snape."

"Ilvermorny is a fine school, and their Headmistress is well-versed in fighting the Dark Arts—" Lily began cautiously.

"And what if he goes after Dahlia next time, or Damian?" Harry went on. "I can defend myself, but they can't. I won't separate myself from my family if any of us are in danger."

"I think Harry is right," James said gently. "This was a horrible incident, but we're better off sticking together than spreading apart. I can teach Harry and Dahlia some things to better protect themselves—"

"They shouldn't be in such a position in the first place!" Lily wailed. "They're just children!"

"Why do you insist on making me fight with one hand tied behind my back?" Harry snapped. "I find myself in these situations whether I want to or not. So why can't I learn how to fight back?"

Lily opened her mouth to retort, but was interrupted by a small whimper of fear; Dahlia was clutching her mother tightly around the waist, clearly distressed by the turn in the conversation. James gave his wife and son a stern look to drop the subject, and they reluctantly obliged.

"Who won the match?" Harry asked, still thinking about the Quidditch game he'd missed.

"What?" James asked, perplexed by his question. "Oh, that. Gryffindor by twenty."

"It was brilliant!" Dahlia said excitedly, clearly glad for the change of topic. "Our Chasers flattened yours, Fred and George knocked Page off his broom, and Wood only let in two goals. We won even though your girlfriend caught two of the Snitches."

"Girlfriend, eh?" James remarked, grinning at his son. "The Chang girl? She's a fair flyer, and not a bad looker either."

"That girl is your student, James!" Lily groaned, slapping her husband on the shoulder.

"What? And she could be my future daughter-in-law one day," James shrugged. "I'm only saying, Harry would be doing well with her."

"She's not my girlfriend!" Harry groaned, giving his smirking sister a nasty look. "We're just teammates."

"Suit yourself," James shrugged. "I was already chasing after your mother by your age, but we all move at different speeds, I suppose."

"And I rejected you for the next four years straight," Lily reminded him with a wry smile. "Perhaps this Miss Chang ought to steer clear of the Potter men as well...they can be rather persistent."

"Cho's way above Harry's station anyway," Dahlia said nonchalantly. "She deserves better."

"Gee, thanks sis," Harry deadpanned, aiming a playful kick at her when his parents weren't looking (which she dodged effortlessly with a giggle). In truth, he had taken notice of Cho's good looks – it was around the same time in his last timeline that he developed his first crush on her. He still had reservations about her after their disastrous dating attempt in his original fifth year, but perhaps without the specter of Cedric's death hanging between them, a better outcome would be possible. He had a brief mental image of passionately kissing Cho under mistletoe and had to force his thoughts to drift elsewhere.

The Healers would not clear Harry for release, saying that his skin needed more time to "settle" after its rapid regrowth. Lily stayed with him as he recovered while James and Dahlia returned to Hogwarts. By the following Monday Harry was itching to leave, but they would only allow him to get out of bed for light exercise and to ensure his body was adjusting properly. Finally, on Wednesday, they gave him the all-clear, and he and Lily stepped through the Floo into the Headmaster's Office.

"Welcome back, Mr. Potter," said Dumbledore when they arrived, seated behind his desk. "Glad to hear you are alright after such a terrible encounter."

"Thank you, sir," Harry nodded. "I take it security will be stronger from now on to prevent this from happening again?"

"Harry, don't be rude!" Lily hissed in his ear, but Dumbledore merely chuckled at his question.

"No, Mrs. Potter, Harry is quite right," he said. "I am embarrassed to have let such an event happen under my watch. I have identified the weakness in our wards and ensured that Mr. Pettigrew will not be able to sneak in undetected like that ever again."

"That's wonderful news," Lily sighed, sounding relieved.

"I spoke with Headmistress Roberts at Ilvermorny just yesterday," Dumbledore went on. "She is willing to take either of your children if the necessity arrives."

"Oh, no, that will no longer be necessary—" Lily said quickly.

"I'm not leaving Hogwarts!" Harry protested.

"I know, sweetheart," Lily huffed. "Just exploring all of our options. Your father and I decided you can stay for now, but it's just nice to know you have the choice—"

"There is no choice," Harry said stubbornly. "Hogwarts is my home. I'll never leave it."

Lily started to say something several times but stopped short. Harry glanced at Dumbledore, who was staring politely down at his desk, but seemed to be smiling to himself at Harry's sentiment.

"In any case, you are always welcome here, Harry," said Dumbledore diplomatically. "I will do all that I can to accommodate you and your family."

"Thank you, Professor," said Lily.

"You're most welcome," Dumbledore nodded. "I should also return this to you, Harry." And he held out the Time-Turner on its golden chain, glimmering softly in the evening light. Harry took it, examining it; there was a small crack in the top of the hourglass, but it otherwise appeared undamaged.

"How did it survive the blast?" Harry wondered aloud.

"It suffered extensive damage, but Professor Snape managed to repair it when he found it on your person," Dumbledore explained. "Be advised that it lost a bit of sand during the blast, so it may only be capable of traveling back three hours rather than four."

"Understood," Harry said, putting the chain around his neck and stowing the Time-Turner away down his shirt. The more limited time constraint would make his workload even more challenging, but at least it hadn't been destroyed completely...or worse, stolen by Pettigrew.

"I believe students should be gathering for dinner right about now," said Dumbledore, glancing at a clock on the wall. "If you hurry, you can join them."

"Alright," said Harry. He hugged his mother goodbye; she held onto him longer than usual, squeezing him tight. Then she finally released him, and he hurried from the office towards the Great Hall.

Harry could hear faint whispering all around him as he traversed the empty halls of the castle. He turned to look, and saw the paintings shy away from his gaze, clearly gossiping about him. That can't be a good sign, he thought. He arrived at the Great Hall and entered, which immediately fell to a hush at his arrival. Every student in the room stared at him, turning to whisper to one another under their breath. Lovely...I'm back to being the center of gossip around here.

Harry located his year mates seated in the center of the Ravenclaw table, taking an empty seat beside Terry Boot. "Blimey, Potter, you're alive!" Terry breathed in awe.

"Surprised?" asked Harry nonchalantly, reaching for a plate to begin his dinner.

"We all heard the explosion, all over the grounds," explained Sue Li. "I was at the greenhouses with Hannah Abbott, and we saw a giant hole blasted out of the Astronomy Tower! We thought for sure someone would be killed."

"Did you really fight Pettigrew?" asked Anthony Goldstein. "No one knows what happened, but we all heard he came after you."

"I dunno what he was after," Harry said honestly. "I just kinda ran into him by accident. And we only dueled for a few seconds before he cast that spell that caused the explosion."

Harry was pelted by more and more questions from his classmates, but he eventually asked for some peace and quiet while he ate. He could still hear the whispers of his peers all around him, as the entire student body had obviously heard some version of what happened. Why can I never just have a peaceful year at Hogwarts? Harry lamented.

Students eventually began trickling out of the Hall towards their common rooms. Harry spotted Cho Chang with a group of her friends milling about near the entrance, and decided to greet her.

"Hello, Cho," Harry greeted her. Cho turned to face him, and there was no mistaking the brief look of disdain in her expression before she forced a smile.

"Harry!" she said sweetly. "So glad you're alright. We missed you terribly in the last match."

"Thanks," Harry grinned. "I heard you did well against Weasley. Two Snitches to one?"

"Yeah," Cho said, crinkling her nose a bit at the reminder. "She got lucky with the one, honestly. Damn near flew up her sleeve even though I beat her to the chase."

"Ah," Harry said. "Well, I look forward to catching up with the rest of the team at the next practice."

Again, the brief look of annoyance in Cho's expression before she recovered betrayed her true feeling about this prospect. "Can't wait," she said, then briskly turned to walk away.

Harry sighed internally at this reception – clearly she wasn't happy about potentially losing her Seeker spot again to him. He couldn't entirely blame her, either: she had beaten Ginny in the last match and wasn't the cause of the team's loss.

But this didn't seem to affect Roger, who welcomed Harry back with open arms at the next practice. "Potter! Glad to see you back in one piece," he said, embracing Harry in a brief hug. "We missed you against Gryffindor, mate...it came down to the wire!"

"So I heard," Harry nodded, noticing Cho's thinly-veiled look of annoyance behind Roger.

"We've got Hufflepuff next," Roger told the team. "Diggory was dominant against Malfoy in their last match, but their Chasers are a weak point. We can exploit that if we can take one or two of the Snitches, so let's work hard to prepare!"

"The match isn't until February!" whined one of the Beaters. "We've got midterms coming up…"

"We can't waste a single day if we want to stay sharp!" Roger retorted. "We can still win the Cup if we beat Hufflepuff and Slytherin, so let's work hard, alright?"

Harry knew this meant several more months of intense training through the winter, which would cut into his free time. But he still had the Time-Turner, which meant he could afford to fill up his schedule and continue to use the Room of Requirement to his benefit. He just had to be more vigilant with the Marauder's Map to ensure Pettigrew wasn't lurking nearby before coming and going on his own.

Predictably, Harry was assigned a mountain of catch-up assignments for each of his classes after missing a week and a half of lessons. Worse yet, he only had five weeks before midterm exams, increasing the amount of stress and studying on his plate. He knew he would need to sneak off and use the Time-Turner in order to get everything done, but with the recent attack, it seemed every professor was watching him like a hawk in the halls, making it difficult to sneak off on his own.

Harry waited until Saturday evening to make his move. He joined his classmates for dinner, then excused himself to the bathroom. But he instead high-tailed it for the seventh floor corridor, intending to spend as many hours as possible inside the Room of Requirement completing homework—

"Oi, Harry! Where d'you think you're going?"

Harry wheeled around; his father was marching down the corridor towards him. Busted.

"Erm...bathroom," Harry lied.

"Rubbish; I saw you sneak away from your friends," James said sternly. "Don't lie to me."

Harry deflated. "I just...wanted to see the damage Pettigrew caused," he invented.

"We've sealed off that part of the castle for now," said James. "The stone had been rebuilt, but Dumbledore wants to make sure there's no lingering magical damage to the tower before reopening it."

"I see," Harry sighed. That would certainly make it more difficult to access the Room of Requirement. If he wasn't able to reach it without alerting the staff, his mounting load might prove too unbearable after all.

"Why don't you come with me?" James suggested. "I'm conducting a sweep of the grounds. I can show you some of the new protections we've added."

"Alright," Harry shrugged. He wasn't exactly looking forward to an evening of studying, and that seemed like a fine alternative.

"We're still trying to determine how he got through the school wards without alerting anyone," James explained. "It's possible he got around them by transforming, so we've added additional animal-tracking charms and other measures. Dumbledore has also purchased thirty Kneazles to roam the grounds, so he'll be in for a nasty surprise if he approaches in rat form again."

"Nice," Harry smirked, imaging Peter's alarm when cornered by a hissing Calvin in his Animagus form.

They arrived at the third floor offshoot from Central Hall. James paused by the statue of the one-eyed witch, frowning and looking at his son.

"Perhaps I shouldn't be showing you where the secret passages are," he muttered.

"Oh, please...you think you're the only one that's explored this castle?" Harry grinned. He walked forward and drew his wand, tapping it against the statue. "Dissendium." The back of the statue gave way, revealing the entrance to the passage to Honeydukes. James raised his eyebrows at his son, then merely chuckled.

"I suppose I should reprimand you for knowing that was there," he remarked, "but I'm not one to talk. After you then, explorer."

Harry smirked and lowered himself into the passage. After a short slide into the wider tunnel, he found his way blocked by a mountain of earth and debris – it appeared the passage had been partially caved in.

"We sealed off all of these passages, figuring that would be Pettigrew's first choice of entry," James explained, joining his son in the cramped tunnel. "Here, let me check how the wards are holding up."

Harry moved aside as his father drew his wand and muttered an incantation under his breath. The cramped space flared briefly with light, pulsing down the tunnel in cool, golden waves. James frowned at whatever feedback he received.

"That's odd," he muttered. "I'm positive I cast a motion-detection ward and several tripwire enchantments here, but they don't seem to be active."

"Maybe the explosion affected them?" Harry suggested.

"No, they remained active at every other passage I checked," James muttered. "Look here!" And he pointed at the top of the rubble heap; a small hole could be seen, far too small for a human to crawl through but just enough for a rat.

"He must've come in through here," Harry surmised.

"I don't understand how he sensed and deactivated the wards, though," James muttered. "I hid them fairly well."

"Uncle Peter seems to be full of surprises," Harry said darkly. He remembered the surprising quickness and power Pettigrew had shown in their brief duel, thinking once again that they all must have underestimated the man.

"I'll have to inform Dumbledore," said James. "Give me a moment to reset the wards and secure this hole – I'm certain he won't try the same spot again." Harry climbed back out of the passage as his father got to work with his wand. A few minutes later, he crawled back out to rejoin his son, lightly covered in dust and panting from the effort.

"Let's head to my office," James sighed wearily. "I've got a case of Butterbeer stashed there."

They made their way to the Defense classroom, and moments later were seated on opposite sides of James' desk, sipping ice-cold Butterbeer in contented silence. Harry realized that now was a perfect time to ask about Pettigrew, remembering Saul Croaker's initiative to dig into the man's past.

"What was Uncle Peter like in school?" Harry asked innocently.

James gave him a dark look. "We don't need to get into all that…" he sighed.

"Surely he wasn't always like this!" Harry insisted. "You were friends with him, weren't you?"

James took a deep swig of his Butterbeer, and for a moment Harry feared he was going to change the subject. "Truthfully, we let him tag along because he was in our dorm," James sighed. "We figured he might get us in trouble if he caught us sneaking in late at night, so we invited him."

"What was his personality like?" Harry asked. "Who did he get along with best?"

"Why do you care?" James groaned. "He's a monster; what does it matter what he was like as a kid?"

"Voldemort was a kid once, too," Harry reasoned. "Maybe if someone noticed the path he was on back then, things would've turned out different."

James pondered this for a moment, then chuckled. "Yeah, maybe," he scoffed. "I never thought he'd cross over, to be honest. He was terrified of the Slytherins – besides Snape, of course."

"Snape?" asked Harry, surprised. "He and Snape were friends?"

"Not friends, exactly," said James. "He and your mother were tight until fifth year, and Peter took a shine to them. They were all outsiders in their own unique ways. Occasionally I saw him and Snape talking in the halls, but Pete always scurried away when his Death Eater buddies showed up."

"D'you think Snape recruited him?" Harry asked, intrigued.

"Dunno," James shrugged. "Course, Snape later turned spy for our side, or so Dumbledore says."

"Do you believe he's on our side?" Harry asked.

"What does it matter? War's over," James shrugged. "Personally, I think he was playing both sides and just saving his own hide, but your mother disagrees. Not worth arguing about it anymore."

Harry wanted to dispute this, to say that Snape's loyalty would be of the utmost importance in the coming war, but held his tongue. From James' body language it was clear that this was a common point of contention between him and Lily. "Peter liked Alice Longbottom, didn't he?" Harry asked instead.

"Oh, sure," James laughed, relaxing slightly at the amusing thought. "Just a schoolboy crush, I reckon. She graduated in our fifth year and he never spoke about her again. Never saw him date anyone else, though, before or after graduation."

"Did they ever see each other again, after school?" Harry asked. "At Order meetings, or elsewhere?"

"Why are you so keen on bringing these things up?" James asked. "Those were unpleasant times, and I wasn't entirely focused on what Peter was up to during the war—"

"I'm just trying to understand him better, that's all," Harry shrugged. "I can't understand why he turned to the Death Eaters. Surely there must have been some sign, some indication—"

"Must you continue rubbing salt in the wounds, Harry?" James suddenly snapped, shooting his son an icy glare. "Can we please just drop it?"

"O-okay, sorry," said a startled Harry. James remained on-edge after this, and though he didn't apologize, he offered Harry another Butterbeer before sending him on his way. Clearly James wasn't the right person to ask about Peter's past – Harry wondered if his father still blamed himself partially for his friend's betrayal. He wondered how he might feel if somebody like Ron had turned to the Death Eaters after school, and how responsible he might feel for it…

Something about the connection to Snape intrigued Harry, though, and seemed worth exploring. He contemplated whether to approach Snape about this, but worried he'd get a similar reaction for dredging up old memories from the war. He wasn't on as bad terms with Snape as in the last timeline, but there was still an icy distance between them that made Harry wary of the man. The specter of James' past bullying clearly still loomed large.

Harry was too preoccupied with Quidditch and schoolwork in the coming weeks to consider his next move anyway. He was slowly catching up with all the work he'd been assigned while away, but more kept coming in every lesson, and he had yet to begin studying for the midterms. He tried once more to sneak off to the Room of Requirement one evening, only to find the entire wing of the tower sealed off with no possibility of getting through. He would have to carefully plan out any Time-Turner usage to catch up on sleep or homework, but he dared not risk it while teachers continued watching him like a hawk.

One reprieve came in the form of the first Hogsmeade visit of the term, on a relatively-warm Saturday in late November. Harry knew he ought to spend the day working, but he was burned out from the grind of classwork and felt the need to reward himself with one day of relaxation.

Harry joined the queue of students waiting to be cleared for the visit by Filch, who stood by the great oak door checking names off of a clipboard. He looked as surly and sour as he had in the previous timeline; clearly one year on the job at Hogwarts was enough to develop a general disdain for the student population.

"Harry Potter," Harry announced when he reached the front of the line. Filch flipped a few pages and scanned his list, frowning.

"No Potter on my list," he said. "No visit for you today."

"What? But I turned in my permission slip!" Harry protested.

"Take it up with your Head of House," Filch muttered uncaringly. "NEXT!"

Frustrated, Harry turned to seek out Flitwick; instead he saw his father walking into the Great Hall and confronted him. "Why am I not cleared for Hogsmeade?" he demanded. "Didn't you and Mum sign the form?"

"We pulled our consent after what happened on Halloween," James sighed. "I don't think it's wise for you to stray from the castle right now."

"But I was attacked inside the castle!" Harry retorted. "D'you really think he would attack me in public in broad daylight?"

"I'm not putting anything past him at this point after what he pulled," James said firmly. "He's clearly not in a right state of mind. We can keep a closer eye on you here."

"Such bullshit," Harry grumbled.

"Language!" James reprimanded him, but Harry was already stalking away. Why could he never have anything fun happen to him?

"Hey, Harry!" said Hermione, waving to him from across the hall, Ron and Neville behind her. "Want to join us on the carriage ride?"

"Can't," Harry said glumly. "I don't have permission to go to the village."

"Oh," Hermione frowned. "Well...see you when we get back, then!" And the trio awkwardly walked through the front doors, a surly Filch ushering them along.

Harry instead stalked into the Great Hall, which was filled mostly with first- and second-years who could not yet visit the village. He did not see Luna anywhere at the Ravenclaw table, but he did spy Dahlia, Ginny, and Astoria seated at the Gryffindor table, and sauntered over towards them.

"Mind if I join you?" he asked.

"I suppose," Dahlia sighed listlessly. She was watching Ginny and Astoria play wizard's chess; the former appeared to be winning handily. Clearly Daphne's skill in the game had not transferred down to her younger sister.

"Not going to Hogsmeade, Harry?" asked Ginny, as she took one of Astoria's undefended pawns. "It's all my brothers have been talking about all week."

"Not allowed," Harry said glumly. "My parents apparently believe Peter Pettigrew is going to walk down the middle of Main Street and murder me in broad daylight."

Dahlia and Ginny exchanged grim looks at this, but Astoria giggled at the morbid joke. "Everyone swears you're some prodigy duelist around here," Astoria remarked. "I beg to differ – you're the only person I know who's wound up in St. Mungo's from a duel."

Once again, Dahlia and Ginny did not find this amusing, but Harry laughed heartily at the return jab. Astoria clearly had also not inherited her sister's icy demeanor or lack of funny bone.

"Your queen is undefended," Dahlia remarked as Astoria moved her knight; a moment later, Ginny triumphantly captured the queen with her bishop.

"Damn!" Astoria huffed, flicking her king over in resignation. "I'm rubbish at this game, Weasley. Can't we do something that takes less brain power, like Exploding Snap?"

"Percy will have a conniption fit if we light the common room on fire again," Ginny sighed. "Though, come to think of it, he's in Hogsmeade...maybe we should do something more explosive!"

"Ugh, here comes trouble," muttered Dahlia under her breath. Harry turned to see Damian Dursley saunter into the Great Hall. He paused at the foot of the Hufflepuff table, crinkling his nose in clear disappointment, then turned and walked back out of the Hall.

"Give me a second," said Harry, and he stood to follow the boy. He caught up with him halfway to the stairwell, shouting for his attention until Damian turned to face him.

"Oh, it's you again," Damian huffed. "What d'you want?"

"Come with me," said Harry. "I have something to show you that I think you'll enjoy." And he turned towards a different stairwell, marching purposefully ahead without looking back. He knew Damian wouldn't follow if he demanded it, but if he dangled something enticing in front of him, he might just come along anyway. And sure enough, he heard shuffling footsteps behind him as he made his way up to the third floor.

"Where are you taking me?" Damian whined. "Are you gonna make me do homework or summat?"

"This is a fun field trip, trust me," Harry called back over his shoulder. He continued marching ahead until he arrived at a tapestry in the third floor corridor, across which danced a flutter of fairies through a painted grove.

"Cool picture," Damian deadpanned, clearly unimpressed as he stopped in front of the tapestry beside Harry.

Harry ignored him, pulling back the tapestry to reveal a hidden passage behind it. "After you," he said, beckoning Damian inside.

Damian inched forward, peering into the hole in the wall at the stone spiral slide within. "Hell no," he spat. "You prolly want to send me to get stuck in the dungeons, don't ya?"

"Suit yourself," Harry shrugged. He grabbed the top lip of the entryway and jumped, launching himself feet first down the slide. He whooped with excitement as he descended three stories, eventually skidding through another tapestry and coming to a halt on the floor. He stood and waited, and sure enough, he could soon hear Damian follow, making no audible noise but sliding smoothly to a stop beside him.

"That it?" Damian said coolly, though his face betrayed a twinkle of amusement.

"Not quite," said Harry. "You hungry?"

"No," Damian denied flatly. But Harry knew this wasn't the case; he'd recognized that look of annoyance in the Great Hall, the same one he'd one felt in his first year when he realized meals weren't served at all hours of the day.

"C'mon, it's not far from here," said Harry, turning to walk down a side passageway. In truth, his destination wasn't that far from the Great Hall – he'd just taken a slightly longer route to show Damian the hidden shortcut. Damian trotted alongside him, no longer as openly hostile as he was before.

"You aren't allowed in our common room, y'know," Damian drawled as they approached the entrance to Hufflepuff's lair. "No birdies allowed."

"I know that," Harry chuckled. He turned right instead of left at the fork, towards the painting of a bowl of fruit. He stopped in front of it, beckoning Damian closer. "Tickle the pear."

Damian glared at him. "Is that some kind of joke?" he demanded.

"Nope," said Harry. "Go on, tickle it."

Damian grumbled something under his breath, but he relented. He put his stubby finger to the painting and stroked the green fruit, which giggled heartily as the painting swung forward to reveal another hidden entrance. Harry beckoned Damian inside, paying extra close attention to the pre-teen's face as they entered.

The kitchens were bustling with activity at this hour, as the house-elves were hard at work preparing that evening's dinner. Damian gaped at the tiny creatures, clearly not having encountered them in his magical journey thus far. One of the house-elves noticed them standing there, and whistled to get the others' attention; they all eagerly gathered around the two boys, looking pleased by the unexpected visitors.

"Good afternoon, sirs!" one of the elves squeaked, practically hopping from one foot to the other with excitement. "May we offer you some snacks?"

"What d'you reckon, Damian?" asked Harry, turning to his cousin. "Fancy anything in particular?"

Damian crinkled his nose suspiciously. "D'you got any of those toasted pastry thingies?" he asked. "We had a bunch of 'em at the Halloween Feast."

"Does sir mean Pumpkin Pasties?" asked the house-elf. "We certainly do!" And two other elves hustled off towards a pantry, emerging seconds later with a plate full of piping-hot confections, which they thrust towards Damian. He slowly took one, as though expecting some kind of practical joke, and took a tentative nibble. After one bite confirmed it was indeed what the elves claimed, he grabbed two more and stuffed them both in his mouth, groaning with pleasure.

"Don't overdo it now," Harry chuckled, selecting one for himself. "Wouldn't want to fill up before dinner."

"I 'ad a light breakfast," Damian retorted through a mouthful of pastries. "Sue me."

"Anything for the older sir?" asked the first house-elf, looking up expectantly at Harry.

"Nothing for me, thank you," Harry said politely. "Just showing my cousin around the castle."

"Well, you and your cousin are most welcome any time!" the elf bowed. "Any time of day or night!"

"You're too kind," Harry bowed back. Damian looked thoughtful at the elf's last statement.

"Day or night?" he repeated. "What, d'you work in here round the clock?"

"Oh, not always, sir!" said the elf. "We sometimes has night cleaning shifts in the castle, but yous can always find us down here in our quarters!"

"You sleep down here, too?" asked Damian. "You don't have, like, families?"

The elves looked puzzled by this question. "House-elves do not has families, sir," said another elf. "We is not breeding elves. Once we is given a master, we is not to be having families."

"A master?" Damian repeated, looking even more confused now. "What are you, slaves or summat?"

The elves looked uncomfortable with this question. "We is happy to serve our masters," said one tentatively. "House-elves live to serve. We is not feeling like slaves."

"But you get paid, don'cha?" Damian asked. The reaction was immediate; the elves began wringing their hands together and wincing at this suggestion.

"It is a great dishonor for a house-elf to accept payment!" one wailed. "Headmaster Dumbledore is most kind to offer it, but we doesn't dare accept!"

Damian turned to Harry, a look of horror on his face. "What kinda madhouse is this?" he demanded. "You freaks keep slaves in the basement, where nobody can see them? And what's so bleedin' funny?!"

"Sorry," Harry said, wiping the smile off his face. Damian was reminding him very much of Hermione in his previous timeline, when she too learned the true nature of house-elves. He was picturing Damian and the rest of the Dursleys wearing S.P.E.W. badges, which had caused him to chuckle aloud. But he could see from the look on his cousin's face that he didn't find it funny at all.

"'M not hungry anymore," Damian muttered, throwing a handful of Pumpkin Pastries back on the tray and stomping out of the kitchen. Harry let him go, knowing his common room was right around the corner. He grabbed one more pastry for himself and thanked the elves before departing and returning to the Great Hall.

He hadn't given a lot of thought to the house-elves in this timeline, as he had yet to encounter Dobby or any of the other elves he'd met in his past life. He wondered what Kreacher might be up to these days, and Winky – probably still serving their own twisted masters. Harry felt a twinge of guilt at the thought, wondering if he ought to do something about it.

But the house-elves would have to wait. First, he had a pesky Dark Lord and his minions to take care of.
Year 3-06: Marionettes

As Harry resumed classes the following week and settled back into the rhythm of lessons and homework, he continued to hear the whispering gossip of his peers all around him. At first he assumed they were still talking about his run-in with Pettigrew, but quickly realized he was not the topic of conversation for once. Everyone seemed to be buzzing about Neville Longbottom, and some incident that had transpired at Hogsmeade the previous Saturday.

He asked Hermione about it in the library one afternoon, as they worked together on Arithmancy homework. "Oh, that," she muttered, frowning at the memory. "A dementor wandered into the village and had to be chased off by some of the shopkeepers. We weren't in danger or anything, but Neville had a really bad reaction to it."

"Did he?" Harry grimaced.

"Yes; it was like the train all over again," Hermione sighed. "He collapsed and grabbed his head, screaming like he was being assaulted, right in the middle of the street. A bunch of people stared – it was awful."

"Blimey," Harry muttered. "Is he doing okay now?" He remembered seeing Neville in classes earlier that week, looking miserable and not participating in group activities.

"Dunno, he doesn't like talking about it," said Hermione. "I told him to ask Professor Potter for more training with the Patronus Charm, but he doesn't want to worry him after what happened with you and Pettigrew."

"Noble git," Harry chuckled. He remembered his own reluctance to accept help from others in the last timeline, and now that he was on the other side of it, he saw how stupid and self-defeating it was.

"Maybe you can help him?" Hermione said hopefully. "You can cast a Patronus. I bet if you worked with him, he might be able to get it."

"Yeah, maybe," Harry shrugged. In truth, he couldn't see a way to fit it into his busy schedule. He was still behind in class work and hadn't been able to access the Room of Requirement to use the Time-Turner safely. That wasn't even considering his quest to dig further into Pettigrew's past, as he knew Saul would be disappointed if he came to their next meeting over winter break with nothing.

He had ruled out broaching the topic with his father again, who clearly did not want to speak or even think about Pettigrew. He could ask his professors who had taught Pettigrew back in the day, but worried that news would get back around to Dumbledore and he would find himself under scrutiny from the headmaster once more. But the person he most wanted to talk to was Snape, who had apparently been closer to Pettigrew than Harry thought. Would he be willing to discuss this with Harry? He strongly doubted it, but it was worth a try.

He decided to make his move after an afternoon Potions class later that week, which had them all brewing an antidote for pimples. Snape had strolled past his station once, merely looking into Harry's cauldron and giving a curt nod before moving on. That was the highest praise he could ever hope to get from the professor.

Harry stayed behind as the class filtered out of the room and Snape began loading their samples into a box. "Excuse me, Professor?" he announced, approaching the desk.

"Potter," Snape said neutrally without looking up at him.

"I never got a chance to thank you," said Harry. "For saving my life, I mean. My mother said you put my body under stasis to keep me alive from the blast...I really appreciate that."

Snape did not react much to this. "Of course," he shrugged. "Only doing my job."

"I heard you ran off Pettigrew as well," Harry continued. "He must've been frightened to see you of all people show up."

Snape stiffened a bit. "I imagine the threat of being caught weighed more heavily on his decision to flee," he said. "Any teacher's presence would have had the same effect."

"But especially you, sir," Harry insisted. "You knew Pettigrew in school, didn't you? Were you friends with him?"

Snape, who had been ignoring Harry's gaze this whole time, suddenly snapped his focus onto the boy, glaring at him with those deep black eyes. "Who told you that?" he demanded. "Your father?"

"Erm...no, my mother," Harry lied, hoping the mention of Lily would soften Snape's anger. "She just said you spent time with him sometimes, that's all."

His gambit worked, and Snape's expression softened somewhat. His angry demeanor receded back to a veneer of cool calm. "I suppose we were casual acquaintances," he shrugged. "I would never have considered him a friend...not with the stunts his little crew of degenerates pulled."

Harry knew Snape was referring to his father with the 'degenerates' comment, but did not rise to the obvious insult. "Did you know he was into the Dark Arts back then?" he asked innocently.

"He was far too much of a coward to engage with that arena while a student," said Snape. "When he turned to the Dark Lord's service, I know not."

"But you must have noticed when he did, right?" Harry inquired. "You were a part of Voldemort's circle yourself, weren't you?"

"Do not speak the Dark Lord's name to me!" Snape hissed angrily. "I have renounced those ties, as you very well know. And none of this concerns you in the slightest."

"I beg to differ," Harry challenged. "Pettigrew came after me, remember? I figure I ought to know what I'm up against."

"Pettigrew would not dare attack you in the castle again," Snape said. "You would do well to keep your head down and let the adults handle this, Potter. I imagine even your foolhardy father would tell you the same."

Once again, Harry swallowed his retort to the insult against James. "Sorry for imposing, Professor," he said with a small bow. "I was only curious." And he hastily left the room, simmering with frustration at the failed ploy.

Of course Snape wouldn't want to talk about it! If he had recruited Pettigrew to Voldemort's inner circle, he surely wouldn't admit it openly to Harry. And if he hadn't, he would likely seek to distance himself from the man anyway, wishing to leave those memories far behind him. Harry should have known this would come to a dead end.

But Harry was reminded of something else James had said to him: "They were all outsiders in their own unique ways." Perhaps Snape and Pettigrew hadn't bonded much with their fellow classmates, or even their teachers. But they might have sought solace and companionship in something else. Harry left the dungeons and headed up to the first floor. There was somebody he could talk to about this after all.

He reached the girls' bathroom on the first floor, and after pressing an ear to the door to ensure no students were inside, he pushed it open. "Myrtle?" he called out. "Myrtle, are you here?"

Moaning Myrtle drifted glumly out of a toilet, glaring when she saw who it was. "Oh, it's you," she huffed. "The boy who was spying on girls last year."

"That wasn't true," Harry defended himself. "I was defending them against Slytherin's monster."

Myrtle softened a bit at this. "I heard a rumor that the monster was slain," she said. "Do you know who killed it?"

"Remus Lupin killed it," said Harry. "He avenged your death."

Myrtle smiled at this news. "Remus was always a very kind boy," she said. "I'm glad to hear it."

"You knew Remus as a student?" asked Harry hopefully.

"Not well, but I heard him defending me in the halls when his friends made fun of me," said Myrtle. "Those awful Potter and Black boys." Harry felt a lurch of unpleasantness at this reminder of his father's past behavior, but quickly moved past it.

"What about their other friend?" he asked. "Peter Pettigrew. Did you ever know him?"

"The quiet one?" asked Myrtle. "Not really. He always seemed so very sad, though. I saw him when he came back as caretaker, too, and he always kept to himself. Has he made any friends since leaving?"

"I don't think so," Harry said, deciding not to get into Peter's more recent activities to alarm Myrtle. "What about Severus Snape and Lily Evans? Did you know them?"

A smile spread across Myrtle's face. "Lily Evans?" she asked excitedly. "What a lovely girl. She came in here sometimes and talked to me. Her friends Marlene and Dorcas didn't like me much, but she was always so kind."

"Did she ever talk about Severus or Peter?" asked Harry.

"Oh, yes," Myrtle said, and her expression dropped again. "She came in here crying in her fifth year, saying that the Snape boy had said awful things about her. He called her a...a…"

"A Mudblood, yeah, I know," Harry frowned. "Lily Evans is my mother."

"Ooh, she is?" Myrtle said, brightening again. "Do tell her to come and visit me sometime, will you?"

"I will," Harry nodded. "But what about Peter Pettigrew? Did she say anything about him?"

"Not really," Myrtle sighed. "I heard some other girls gossiping about him, though. They were laughing at him for embarrassing himself by asking out some older girl above his station. I don't remember who."

"Alice Fawley?" Harry guessed.

"Yes, that was it!" Myrtle agreed. "She also seemed kind. I wonder whatever became of her?"

Harry declined to tell her the truth of Alice Longbottom's fate, not wishing to upset her further. "Thank you for the time, Myrtle," he said instead. "I'll send my mother Lily your regards."

And he left the bathroom, feeling once again that he hadn't learned much. Though now that he thought about it, it was rather odd that Peter would pledge his loyalty to the man who murdered the girl he loved. Perhaps the two were unrelated, and he'd gotten over Alice by the time she was killed. But Harry remembered the fondness with which Peter had spoken about Alice, the regret he harbored for their falling-out, and wondered if there was more to the story than he was picking up on.

As Harry walked down the corridor, he suddenly realized that he was quite alone. There were no teachers eyeing him from behind doors, no Mrs. Norris leering at him with her blood-red eyes. This could be a golden opportunity to get some quality time in the Room of Requirement...the way was blocked off, but he knew of at least one hidden passageway that could get him around the obstruction.

Harry stole through the castle, careful to avoid passing ghosts and sounds of footsteps in the distance. When he reached the foot of the Astronomy Tower, he located the portrait of Beedle the Bard and pulled it away from the wall, revealing the base of a spiral slide – similar to the one he'd taken Damian down elsewhere in the castle – and shut himself inside.

"Terrus steruntus," he muttered, pointing his wand at the smooth stone; it began to shift and reform itself into stairs, which he used to climb up several stories. He reached the top, blocked off by another portrait, and pushed it forward, stepping out onto the seventh floor, just around the corner from the Room of Requirement.

Harry noticed two things straight away. For one, the tower was much draftier than it normally was; despite the exterior having been rebuilt, remnants of the magical damage to the structure still remained. For another, he was face-to-face with Argus Filch, who was frozen mid-sweep of a broom, staring at the sudden appearance of a student.

"Student out of bounds!" he cackled with glee. "This tower's been closed off from students, boy!"

Harry groaned; of course he would be caught red-handed immediately. Filch grabbed him by the collar (an unnecessary touch, Harry felt) and dragged him all the way to the Defense classroom, marching Harry proudly into James' office.

"Caught your son in the Astronomy Tower, Potter!" Filch announced with a malevolent grin. "Past the barriers! That's a clear violation!"

James groaned at this news. "Dammit, Harry!" he said. "We've been over this – you're not to go up there any more!"

"Yeah, yeah, whatever," Harry grumbled.

"You won't get very far with that attitude, boy!" Filch scoffed. "I reckon this calls for a detention!"

"Unfortunately, I quite agree," James said, crossing his arms and looking supremely disappointed with his son. "These rules are for your own safety, and you can't just treat them like they don't exist."

"What, like you never snuck out of bounds when you were a student?" Harry said, rolling his eyes.

"I didn't have a deranged murderer after me when I was a student!" James roared, standing from his seat to make his displeasure fully known. "That'll be ten points from Ravenclaw for your cheek, and if you push it, I'll tack on another detention."

Harry glared petulantly at his father. He couldn't dispute anything he was saying, but it didn't make the punishment feel any less unfair.

"It's been a while since the Trophy Room's had a nice deep cleaning," Filch said thoughtfully. "Perhaps an evening of manual labor might do the trick?"

"I think that's a splendid idea," James agreed. "I approve you to supervise it, Argus. And no magic allowed! Is that understood, Harry?"

"Yes, sir," Harry said glumly, knowing any further outbursts would only make his situation worse. He stomped out of the office and headed for the Great Hall to rejoin his classmates.

What was he expected to do, anyway? Should he simply give up on homework and let his grades suffer? Quit the Quidditch team to free up his afternoons? Saul would probably suggest both courses of action, but he still cared about his future in this timeline and wanted to do things the right way for once. He had a chance to have a normal Hogwarts experience for once, Dark Lord be damned. He hated the thought of flunking his third year the moment things got tough, but that was becoming a very real danger.

He reported to the Trophy Room at seven o' clock that Saturday; Filch was waiting for him with a bucket and mop along with an assortment of other cleaning supplies. "I want this place spotless," Filch grinned malevolently. "Report back to my office when you finish, but if I find your work unsatisfactory, you will be kept another night to finish the job!"

"Understood," Harry said glumly, and he got to work. Truthfully, the manual labor didn't bother him so much; it was nothing compared to the grueling housework the Dursleys used to give him in his last timeline. It was the complete waste of time that annoyed him – a whole evening spent doing pointless chores that magic could perform in seconds. But the meaninglessness was the point, he knew, and it was meant to be unpleasant, so he gritted his teeth and got on with it.

As Harry worked around the sizable room with the mop and duster, an annoying rapping sound persisted from some unknown source. He didn't know if it was some clinking of pipes in the walls, or some other fixture in the castle rattling about, but it annoyed him to no end. Just as the noise was beginning to drive him mad, he located the source: a dusty cabinet in the far corner of the room, which looked like it hadn't been touched in ages.

Something fall over in there? Harry wondered as he approached the cabinet, throwing it open to see what was inside.

Out tumbled the dead body of Dahlia Potter, white as a sheet, staring lifelessly up at the sky.

Harry's blood ran cold as he stared down at his sister, frozen with horrified shock. God, please no, he thought in distress. How could this have happened? How did she wind up in here?

There was suddenly a loud CRACK, and another body appeared: that of his father, James, also lifeless and still, staring blankly to the heavens. Another CRACK heralded his mother's appearance beside her husband, just as pale and clearly departed from life.

Boggart, Harry realized with stupendous relief, fumbling for his wand. "R-riddikulus!" he stammered. The bodies suddenly strung themselves upright like puppets on a string, dancing jovially around the room. Harry didn't actually find the image that amusing; seeing his family dead and gone remained a blood-chilling sight. But fortunately the spell worked, and the boggart retreated back into the cabinet, shutting itself back inside with a slam.

Bloody hell, Harry thought, slumping to the ground and sinking his head into his hands. He'd never given much thought to what form his boggart might take in this timeline – he hadn't had any family to lose in his previous life. It made perfect sense that the thing he feared most was having them taken away from him again. He remained seated there until his limbs stopped trembling, then got to his feet to inform Filch about the finding.

But as he approached the caretaker's office, he realized this could be a good opportunity to help Neville with his dementor problem. He remembered how Lupin had helped him in his own third year, using the boggart to train him with the Patronus Charm. Harry was willing to bet that Neville's boggart would take the same form, and this could allow him to learn the spell without an actual dementor present.

Harry heard a distant crash in the distance as he neared the office, following shortly thereafter by a furious shout of "Peeves!" somewhere nearby. Filch was not in his office when Harry arrived, which was to be expected; he was likely preoccupied with whatever destruction the poltergeist had just caused.

Harry considered heading to his father's office next to inform him about the boggart, but stopped short. Filch's office remained open and unattended, and Harry had a brief opportunity to enter without interruption for several minutes. Struck by inspiration, he entered, and went straight for the filing cabinets which he knew contained student disciplinary records.

If Harry was feeling particularly devious, he might locate his own file (or that of his father's, maybe) and purge the records within as though they never existed. Instead, he flipped through names in the "P" section until he located Pettigrew, Peter. The folder bearing his name was stuffed with notes detailing Peter's various infractions and punishments over his Hogwarts years. Harry was relieved; he had wondered if perhaps Peter purged these records himself as caretaker, but it seemed he hadn't considered this course of action prior to his arrest.

Harry removed the folder and set it on Filch's desk, pointing his wand at it. "Proteus," he muttered; a copy of the folder sprang into being beside the original. The files inside the folder were blank, but that was fine – they didn't need to pass close scrutiny, just appear untouched at a glance. He placed the fake copy back in the cabinet and slammed it shut, stuffing the original down his trousers and exiting the office.

Perhaps some of the answers he sought about Peter's past could be found within…

Harry ended up not informing anybody about the boggart, figuring that the thick layer of dust over the cabinet meant that nobody frequented that area of the hall anyway. He did locate a tattered tarp in a closet and threw it over the cabinet, and even cast a light notice-me-not charm on it to further decrease the odds of some unsuspecting student having as horrific a discovery as he had.

As expected, however, he didn't find the time to invite Neville to a tutoring session as December wound to a close. He was finally getting a handle on his mountain of homework, but Roger was ramping up Quidditch practices as promised and midterms continued to loom large over everyone. Harry spent nearly all of his free time in the library with Hermione, hanging onto her every explanation about Arithmancy while desperately trying not to fall asleep from sheer exhaustion.

Multi-tasking became a must, and Harry found small ways to sprinkle in usage of the Time-Turner to buy himself a crucial hour or two. He made use of empty classrooms to travel back and get a couple hours of work done, making sure to leave before his past self arrived. He snuck out after a Dueling Club meeting and traveled back, knowing that his dorm mates' presence in the Great Hall would ensure an empty dorm to catch a few hours of extra sleep. He even agreed to an extra training session with the Quidditch team that occurred during a Care of Magical Creatures lesson, knowing he could easily turn himself back after class and head straight to the pitch to do both.

Midterms thankfully weren't too bad for the most part. It was the quantity of exams he had to take that was the issue, moreso than the difficulty level. He skated through the majority of them – Defense, Charms, Transfiguration, and the like – without difficulty. Some gave him minor problems, like History of Magic and Ancient Runes, mostly due to the breadth of memorization required. A few were downright dreadful...Arithmancy somehow still managed to elude his understanding without Hermione hovering over his shoulder explaining everything, while Divination remained as impenetrable a subject as ever, forcing him to invent wild tales of his own death for every prediction demanded of him.

At long last, the time came to board the Hogwarts Express and head home. Harry joined the queue of students in the Entrance Hall waiting for a carriage, and to his surprise, spotted Damian Dursley lurking among them. "Not staying at Hogwarts over break, Damian?" Harry asked, walking over to his cousin.

"Why would I?" Damian asked, frowning. "I'm going home, duh!"

"Oh," said Harry surprised. "I just thought...well, never mind."

Damian rolled his eyes. "Think my folks don't want me no more, just cause I'm a 'freak' or summat?" he demanded. "Shows what you know, Potter. Now beat it, will ya?"

Harry sighed and left Damian alone. Frankly, that was exactly what he'd assumed about Vernon and Petunia...they'd never once asked Harry to return home for the holidays. Perhaps being their direct kin had softened their stance on magic a bit, but it still seemed rather out of character for them. He put it out of his mind, thinking ahead to a luxurious Christmas break as he joined his classmates for the train ride.

But his thoughts immediately returned to the Dursleys when they pulled into King's Cross Station and Harry and Dahlia searched the platform for their mother. They spotted her near the gateway, and Harry's stomach gave a small lurch of displeasure at the sight of his Aunt Petunia standing uncomfortably beside her sister. It was one thing reflecting back on his relatives and quite another coming face to face with them, as a flood of unpleasant memories about his abusive childhood rushed in.

Petunia gave Harry and Dahlia a small smile as they approached, a clearly-unnatural gesture that looked more like a grimace. "This must be Dahlia, then?" she said, assessing her young niece. "What a beautiful young woman you've grown to be. And is that little Harry? My, you've grown since I last saw you."

"Hello, Aunt Petunia," Harry said dully, forcing himself to be polite. Dahlia merely nodded, clearly harboring unpleasant memories of her own from her past visits to Privet Drive.

"I hope you've been watching over your cousin Damian," said Lily. "He must have been so pleased to have relatives to rely on at school."

"Yeah, a bit," Harry shrugged. Damian came shuffling up the platform soon after, barely giving his cousins a glance before hugging his mother and beckoning towards the exit. Harry watched them go, noticing the loving touch of Petunia's hand upon her son's shoulder, a vague sense of jealousy and resentment creeping into him. She never cared enough to enter Platform 9 ¾ to pick ME up…

But he had no grounds to feel neglected as he returned to Godric's Hollow and Lily doted on her two returning children (and husband). They insisted on keeping everyone close out of caution, but did make occasional family outings into town to celebrate the holiday season. Harry had never attended a Muggle church service before, but was swept up in the festive energy and singing choirs spreading cheer and goodwill throughout the village. He could see why so many wizarding families had chosen to live here, despite the sizable population of non-magicals.

Sirius came by for Christmas dinner as per tradition, and while Lupin was dearly missed, he did send a lovely letter home talking about his travels. He was currently in the Italian countryside, touring the local wizarding AND Muggle populations there and generally enjoying life. Harry was pleased to hear that one of his favorite people had finally shed the stigma and guilt of his affliction and was now enjoying life to the fullest.

Harry also had a planned meeting with Saul Croaker before returning to school, accompanying his father to the Ministry (who wanted to check in with the Auror Office he'd gone on hiatus from). He insisted once again on making his own way to level nine, finding Saul as usual near the entrance to the Department of Mysteries. The man beckoned Harry inside and closed the door, Muffling it and settling into his chair with a heavy sigh.

"No more run-ins with the rat, I take it?" he asked.

"Nope," Harry shook his head. "I imagine he'll be more careful next time when trying to break into the castle."

"Perhaps," Saul shrugged. "We haven't ruled out temporary insanity as a motivating factor yet."

"I strongly doubt that," Harry scoffed. "He was only in Azkaban for less than a year."

"You mustn't dismiss any potential outcome outright," Saul said warningly. "We must be very precise in our observations and presumptions about him in order to glean meaning from his actions."

"Fine," Harry huffed. "Any luck with Riddle?"

"Not much, I'm sorry to say," Saul frowned. "I tracked down a few of the Muggles he lived with as an orphan, and they all refused to speak about him. Slammed the front door in my face, in some cases."

"Doesn't surprise me much," said Harry. "Who would want to talk about Voldemort?"

"Foolish boy," Saul chastised him. "None of those Muggles know that Tom Riddle became such a monster! Hell, very few witches and wizards are aware of that fact, either. These people's only knowledge of the name is who he was up until the age of eleven. The fact that they would be so standoffish despite this is extremely alarming."

"So what do we do about it?" Harry asked. "Force them to talk?"

"As I said, I am not in the business of forceful coercion," said Saul. "At least not until our situation becomes more dire. I will continue my interview attempts until such leads are exhausted, at which point we may move on to wizarding contacts."

"What kind of contacts?" asked Harry.

"Hogwarts classmates," said Saul. "He attended from 1937 to 1945, which gives us plenty of candidates to ask about his school years. Anyone who may have come into contact with him may have valuable information: who his friends were, what teachers he was friendly with, and so on."

"He was not friendly with Dumbledore, that's for sure," Harry grinned. "He told me himself: Dumbledore was the only professor who didn't buy into his sweet-talk act."

"I doubt he was the only one in the school who saw through it," Saul retorted. "Perhaps he was the only one brave enough to show it. But if my Muggle contacts thus far are any indication, I have no doubt that a teenage Tom Riddle drew plenty of negative attention from his peers."

"Unless he cleaned his act up," Harry pointed out. "Got better at hiding his nastiness at Hogwarts."

"Such nastiness cannot be fully contained," said Saul. "There are always signs. And figuring out how they manifested themselves could prove crucial in our journey."

"Remind me why this matters so much?" asked Harry. "Do we really need to know who Riddle was chummy with in school to defeat him?"

"We need to determine where this timeline diverged from your own," said Saul. "Why the Dark Lord went after the Longbottoms instead of the Potters. That could provide insight into why you are here, and what must be done to counteract him in the future."

"And I don't suppose there's any way I could learn the contents of that prophecy?" Harry asked with a sigh. "Or must I continue on in the dark?"

"The prophecy whose existence I cannot confirm to you?" Saul asked with a wry grin. "The alleged prophecy that does not bear your name upon it? No, you may not. The only way you could obtain such knowledge is by asking the prophecy-maker or receiver directly."

"Could Neville come and hear it himself?" Harry asked.

"If he could get to it, yes," said Saul. "But it is not public record, and he could not request access to it via conventional means. He would have to illegally enter the Hall of Prophecy in order to take it from the shelf, and the Ministry wouldn't allow that."

"But you're Head Unspeakable," Harry pointed out. "Surely you could allow it?"

"I could open the door for him, but would be breaking my oaths to do so," Saul shook his head. "No, it is an impossibility. I'm amazed you and your friends managed it in your last timeline, but it seems someone had cleared the way ahead for you already."

That much was true...Malfoy and the other Death Eaters had already breached the Department of Mysteries and ensured they met no resistance en route to the prophecy. "Right, then," Harry sighed. "Anything I can do at Hogwarts to aid your research?"

"Nothing that wouldn't tip off the staff, I fear," said Saul. "All of his scholastic accomplishments are public record, so there's nothing in the castle we could use, aside from first-hand experience of the teachers who knew him."

"And ghosts," Harry pointed out. "All of them were present when Riddle was a student. Hell, he even created one of them."

"Ask them if you like," Saul shrugged. "They aren't technically under the Headmaster's authority, though they may choose to volunteer information to Dumbledore if you are not subtle enough. And I'm sorry to say that you don't strike me as the subtle type."

"Trust me, the Sorting Hat made that abundantly clear," Harry chuckled. "I certainly mucked it up with my dad when I brought up Pettigrew. He got angry and defensive when I asked questions about him turning to the Dark Lord."

"Of course he did," Saul scoffed. "Nobody wants to talk about their old classmate that went Dark, much less a close friend."

"He did mention that Pettigrew was acquaintances with Severus Snape, though," said Harry. "I thought maybe that was his introduction to Voldemort."

"That seems plausible," Saul nodded. "I don't suppose we can prove it, though, as I'm guessing Snape wouldn't acknowledge such a thing."

"He didn't," Harry admitted. "Though he implied that Pettigrew went Dark after school, during the war. I would guess he was already a part of the Order by then."

"The what?"

"Order of the Phoenix," Harry explained. "Dumbledore's secret society. They coordinated efforts against Voldemort when the Ministry wouldn't."

"That explains some things," Saul muttered. "I often wondered who was out there fending off Death Eaters from their raids, because the Aurors certainly didn't want to get involved."

"I learned a little bit from Moaning Myrtle, as well," Harry went on. "She overheard some gossip about Peter – girls were laughing at him for asking out Alice Fawley, later Longbottom."

"That's something," Saul mused. "He loved the woman his master murdered in cold blood...quite the curiosity."

"I also found this," said Harry, reaching into his robes and pulling out Peter's case file. "His disciplinary record. Nicked it from the caretaker's office."

Saul flipped through the file, semi-interested. "I take it you already browsed through this?" he asked.

"Most of it is for sneaking out with my dad and his friends," said Harry. "But there are a few isolated incidents worth looking into. Check out November 18, 1977."

Saul flipped through the pages until he located the correct date. "November 18, P. Pettigrew given detention for hexingE. Vance in the corridors,"he read aloud. "Who's this Vance?"

"Emmeline Vance," said Harry. "Another Order member; I met her in my last timeline. Dunno why they would come to blows if they were supposedly on the same side. Unless Pettigrew already had plans of turning Dark?"

"Or perhaps he had a problem with women," Saul suggested.

"I hardly think her gender factors into this—" Harry began.

"These things are not frivolous, Harry!" Saul insisted. "What have we learned so far? That Pettigrew was rejected by a woman, laughed at by women for it, and even attacked a woman in his seventh year. He never married and by all accounts lived his life alone, despite these intense feelings of desire he once harbored. We are trying to build a psychological profile of this man – to gain insight into how he views the world – and we must take all of these factors as potentially significant!"

"You think Pettigrew joined Voldemort because he hates women?" Harry frowned.

"Why not?" said Saul. "People have joined up with violent causes for much less personal reasons. Racial bias, nationalistic pride, political leanings – all of these factors dictate the way people live their lives."

"But how does this help us figure out what he's up to at Hogwarts?" asked Harry. "If he hated women so much, wouldn't he go after Dahlia instead of me?"

"We still don't know that he was after you at all," Saul pointed out. "You said yourself that it was sheer accident that you ran into one another. Perhaps he was on his way elsewhere, and you happened to get in his way."

Harry pondered this. "We were in the Astronomy Tower," he said. "My father and I found evidence that he entered through a secret passage on the third floor, near the Grand Staircase. He must have had a reason for going all the way up there."

"And notice that he did not choose to go to Ravenclaw Tower," said Saul. "Or the Great Hall, where most would expect a student to be during the Halloween Feast."

"That's true," Harry admitted. "When Sirius Black broke into Hogwarts in my last timeline, he tried to get into the Gryffindor common room. At the time I thought he was after me, but Pettigrew was disguised as my friend Ron's rat, and Sirius knew it."

"We are narrowing down the possibilities," Saul remarked. "It may seem like we are still in the dark, but trust me, every bit of information helps us pinpoint his motives. Keep digging, and we may just be able to prevent him from getting whatever it is he's after."

They continued discussing Peter Pettigrew and Tom Riddle for a while, though not much more of substance was achieved. They resolved to meet again over spring break in three months' time, with Saul tentatively agreeing to let Harry come along if he found another promising Muggle lead. Harry shook Saul's hand and stood to exit the room and locate his father.

"One last question, actually," said Harry, turning back to Saul. "My Patronus is different from my last timeline. What could that mean?"

"You have a corporeal Patronus?" Saul asked, raising his eyebrows. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised. It's rare, but not unheard of for a Patronus to change form. It usually follows a time of emotional upheaval, or a drastic lifestyle shift. I would imagine both scenarios apply to you."

"It used to be a stag, like my father's," said Harry. "But now it's a thestral. Is that bad?"

Saul actually laughed at this. "Considering you died, I'd say it makes a lot of sense," he chuckled. "You have a very unique relationship with Death, Harry Potter. It seems you even spoke to him, her, or it. I'm not surprised that has manifested itself in your Patronus."

"But you don't think it's an omen?"

"I tend to avoid such frivolous superstitions," Saul shrugged. "Most wizards fear death; I study it for a living. If anything, I would take it as a sign that you have a healthy relationship with your own mortality."

"I don't intend to die again this time," Harry retorted. "Or let anyone around me die, for that matter."

"Make no mistake, Harry, we all die," said Saul. "Some men, like Tom Riddle, may attempt to alter that fact, but it is unavoidable."

"You know what I mean," Harry grumbled.

"No, I think it is you who doesn't know what I mean," Saul smiled. "You intend on fighting a war against a Dark Lord, and yet you stubbornly continue to treat death as an unacceptable outcome. War is death, Harry. You'd do well to learn from your past and accept that you may lose people you care about."

Harry thought back to his boggart appearing in the Trophy Room – the bodies of his family members dancing around him like morbid marionettes, mocking him for his failure to save them. He would do anything to avoid such a fate coming to fruition. But perhaps Saul had a point: his current actions were leading him down a path that made such an outcome not just a possibility, but a probability.
Year 3-07: Friendly Fire

"Oi, Potter!" came a voice from across the Great Hall. Harry looked up from his breakfast to see Anthony Goldstein passing by. "Have you got the time?"

"Yeah," Harry said, setting down his fork and glancing at his wristwatch. "It's a quarter to three." Wait, that can't be right, Harry thought, doing a double-take at the watch. It should've been closer to nine A.M., not three P.M. as the hands were currently telling him.

"Riiight," Anthony muttered. "I'll just use Tempus next time, I suppose – might wanna get that watch fixed, Potter!" And he resumed his march out of the Hall, chuckling lightly to himself.

Harry, of course, realized precisely what the problem was. Not only was the time wrong, the date was inaccurate as well; it displayed the 30th of January rather than the 12th that he knew it to be in reality. Harry had been using the Time-Turner quite liberally this term, and the watch did not reset to the correct time with each jump – he probably should have charmed it otherwise, but it slipped his mind.

Has it really been eighteen extra days of travel? Harry thought to himself, slightly bewildered. He hadn't stopped to do the math, but several repeated hours per day surely added up fast over a long semester. He considered resetting the watch then and there, but decided it would be a useful metric to see just how much extra time he'd added to his body by the end of the year. Besides, as Anthony Goldstein suggested, he could always just use the Tempus charm to tell the correct time.

He probably should have asked Saul about the negative effects of prolonged time-travel on the body, but figured the man wouldn't have approved it if there were any of real concern. Regardless, he couldn't afford such concerns now, as classes were back in full-swing and Quidditch practices were ramping up with the match against Hufflepuff less than a month away. Roger was drilling the team hard in preparation, getting on everyone's case about every tiny mistake.

That was fine by Harry, who was used to Oliver Wood's strict coaching style, but what irked him more was Cho's behavior toward him as of late. She was equally as cruel and critical towards him during and after practices, making snide remarks about his slight missteps at Seeker and groaning loudly whenever he apologized to the team for a mistake in coverage. He even heard her laughing at his expense in the halls occasionally, giggling with her band of friends and throwing nasty looks in his direction.

What is her problem? Harry wondered to himself. She hadn't been this openly belligerent in his last timeline, when they were on opposite teams. Was she really that resentful about him taking her Seeker spot? It hadn't seemed that way at tryouts, but now she seemed eager to pile onto his every misstep and make him out to be some kind of oaf deserving of scorn. It perplexed him to no end.

He decided to raise these concerns with his resident expert on all these women, Hermione, during a late-night study session in the library. "Can I ask a question that's probably stupid?" he asked as they finished up their Ancient Runes essays.

"Professor Babbling says there's no such thing as a stupid question," said Hermione, looking up at him expectantly. "What's up?"

"It's not about the assignment," said Harry. "It's about Cho Chang."

"Oh?" said Hermione, raising her eyebrows. "What about her?"

"She's been acting hostile towards me all term," said Harry. "Berating me at practice, making fun of me to her friends, acting like I'm no good at playing Seeker. I thought maybe she was jealous of me taking her spot, but she didn't act this way at tryouts or early on in the year. D'you reckon I did something to upset her? Have I done anything wrong?"

Hermione pondered all of this for a moment, then sighed. "Oh, Harry," she chuckled. "You must understand what a difficult position you've put Cho in. It's no wonder she's acting so erratic and difficult to read."

"How do you mean?" Harry asked.

"Cho clearly has a crush on you!" said Hermione.

"I—she—what?!" Harry spluttered. "How can you possibly know that?"

"Well," said Hermione matter-of-factly, "she's clearly attracted to you, but she also sees you as a rival. She's threatened by your talent on a broom, which is complicated, because it also makes her more attracted to you, so she doesn't know how to respond appropriately. Cho likes boys who are good at things, but when the thing they're good at conflicts with her own interests, it makes it difficult to be around you. And she doesn't know how to cope with these conflicting feelings, so she's taking it out on you rather than admit the fault lies with her."

Harry's head was spinning at Hermione's rapid-fire but very logical explanation for what was going on. After a few moments of trying to parse through it all, he had to laugh.

"What's so funny?" Hermione asked.

"Oh, you wouldn't get it," Harry chuckled. Here he was, in an identical situation as in his original timeline: deeply confused by where he stood with Cho, with Hermione helping him process that confusion after the fact. Some things never change... "But why would she be attracted to me, of all people? I'm nobody."

"Don't sell yourself short," Hermione chastised him. "You're a great flyer, top of your class in everything, a gifted duelist...and, well, you've grown quite a bit lately."

"Have I?" Harry muttered, looking down at himself. He had started to notice his clothes not fitting as well, forcing him to lengthen his robes with magic several times. He hadn't experienced his growth spurt in the last timeline until his fourth year, but perhaps being more well-nourished in this life (plus his advanced aging due to the Time-Turner) had allowed him to reach that point earlier. "Well, what am I supposed to do about it?"

"Just ignore her," Hermione shrugged. "She'll grow out of it eventually, or at least learn to be more honest with herself and stop taking it out on you."

"Yeah, I guess," Harry said. "I don't really have time for all of that drama anyway."

Though truth be told, it was a rather exciting feeling to know that someone fancied him, especially someone he'd had feelings for in the past. Cho was a year and a half older than him and rather pretty for her age, and when she wasn't yelling at him or laughing at his expense, he found her quite pleasant to be around. He once again had a fleeting image of him and Cho passionately snogging and had to force his mind elsewhere.

Harry focused his attention instead on his schoolwork, which thankfully had lessened somewhat since returning from the holidays. He'd caught up on missed homework and passed all his midterms, though in the case of Arithmancy, it was just barely. Professor Vector pulled him aside after class and asked what his intentions in the class were. Harry didn't have a good answer, not wanting to admit he hadn't planned to sign up for the class in the first place, merely promising to try harder in the future. Surely it would get easier if he just devoted more time to learning it, right?

In any case, Harry remained diligent in studying and doing homework, and for the first time in a long time, he found himself with a Sunday afternoon all to himself. He thought about what he wanted to accomplish during a rare moment of free time, and suddenly remembered the boggart he'd left in the Trophy Room. He walked into the Great Hall to locate Neville, finding him at the Slytherin table working on a Charms essay with Daphne Greengrass and Tracey Davis.

"Hey, Neville," said Harry, sitting to join them. "You busy today?"

"Not really," Neville shrugged. "Was just gonna find Hermione and ask her to explain the Potions homework for me...why, what's up?"

"I, um...I heard you were having some issues with the dementors," said Harry, lowering his voice so they wouldn't be overheard. "I thought maybe you'd like some help with the Patronus Charm."

"Ooh, I want to learn it, too!" said Tracey Davis eagerly, setting aside her homework. "Will you teach me?"

"Yeah, why does the Boy Who Lived get special treatment?" Daphne demanded. "We'd all like to learn it."

"It's just, well…" Harry said carefully, glancing back at Neville. "I found a boggart and figured we could practice on that so it's less dangerous. I didn't want to embarrass anyone else by revealing their deepest fears."

"Oh, a boggart? Ick, count me out," muttered Tracey. "I didn't even know what a cockatrice was before learning it was my greatest fear...imagine being chased around the room by something deeply horrifying you've never seen before!"

Daphne also declined to join them, and while Neville appeared hesitant, he decided to accompany Harry up to the Trophy Room. "How did you know my boggart was a dementor?" he asked.

"Educated guess," said Harry. "I heard about what happened in Hogsmeade, and I was there on the train...I can tell they affect you more than most other people."

Neville paled slightly at this. "I hear a woman screaming every time," he muttered. "I think it's my mother...she's pleading for my life, begging Voldemort not to kill me."

Harry nodded sympathetically at this. "Well luckily, since this isn't a real dementor, you shouldn't have such a severe mental reaction," he said. "And if you have trouble with it, I can jump in and help."

They reached the empty Trophy Room, where Harry guided Neville back towards the offending cabinet. He could tell the boggart was still in there; the tattered tarp was still in place, and the light rattling noise could still be heard from within.

"Right, so the Patronus Charm can only work if you focus on the moment in life you were the most happy," said Harry. "It doesn't even have to be a concrete memory...just a feeling, however vague. What memory were you using at the Dueling Club meeting?"

"Oh," Neville muttered. "It was the day I met you, Ron and Hermione on the train, first year. You guys were the first friends I ever made."

"I see," said Harry. "That might not be strong enough, though. It has to be an intense memory, something where you were just blissfully happy. Can you think of anything like that?"

"I'll try," said Neville. He closed his eyes in concentration, then opened them and nodded. Harry drew his wand and flicked it at the cabinet, causing it to click open.

The boggart came rising out in the form of a dementor, towering over Neville and causing the boy to pale and shrink away at once. "Ex-expecto…" Neville stammered, losing whatever nerve he'd previously had. "Expecto…" And he promptly fainted before he could finish the incantation. Harry jumped in and drew the boggart's attention; his family's dead bodies returned, and with a furious swipe of his wand, Harry sent it back into the cabinet with a thud.

Harry knelt beside Neville and muttered, "Ennervate." Neville regained consciousness and sat up, rubbing his scar in frustration.

"Sorry, Harry," he muttered. "You're probably wasting your time with me."

"Nonsense," said Harry, handing Neville a chocolate frog. "You just need practice. It took me time as well. Ready to try again?"

Neville nibbled on the frog, looking terrified at the prospect, but he eventually nodded. He steeled himself once again as Harry took his position beside the cabinet, tapping it with his wand to once again release the boggart. It swooped out once more, leering at Neville and drawing horrible, rasping breaths from underneath its hood.

"Ex-expecto patronum," Neville stammered, waving his wand at the thing. "Expecto...expecto patronum! Expecto...ex-except…" And once again he fainted, forcing Harry to wrestle the boggart back into the cabinet and bring Neville back.

"You lasted longer that time," he appraised the boy as he handed him another chocolate frog. "Did you find a stronger memory to use?"

"I think so," Neville muttered, looking downright miserable. "I thought it might work that time."

"We can take a break if you'd like," Harry offered. "It might take longer than you expect to get the hang of it."

"No," Neville said with surprising sharpness. "I want to try it one more time. I think I can get it."

"Alright," said Harry. Neville got back to his feet, swaying slightly and still looking pale but nonetheless determined. Harry stood beside the cabinet and, at Neville's nod, pulled it open, releasing the fake dementor once again.

"Expecto patronum!" Neville said, gritting his teeth in determination as the boggart drew nearer. "Expecto patronum! EXPECTO PATRONUM!"

Neville's wand exploded with white light, spraying out in a cone of fine mist at the dementor. The boggart retreated under the brilliant repellant, and Neville advanced, forcing the boggart back further. Harry prepared to jump in and intervene, but Neville marched forward, a look of grim determination on his face, refusing to let the dementor past his defenses. Finally the boggart relented, retreating back into the cabinet, which slammed shut with a bang.

Neville released his spell and swayed on the spot, looking momentarily like he was about to collapse. Then, he sank to his knees and buried his face in his hands, releasing a gut-wrenching sob, trembling from head to toe.

Harry approached Neville carefully, placing a gentle shoulder on the boy's back. "That was brilliant, Neville," Harry praised him. "Way better than I ever managed my first try. Can I ask what memory you used that time?"

"I don't...it's stupid…" Neville sniffed, hastily wiping his tears away.

"If you're too embarrassed to share, you don't have to," Harry said quickly.

Neville's breathing slowed, and he visibly began to relax a bit. "It's nothing really," he muttered. "It's just...my Gran showed me a picture once of me and my parents, when I was a baby. We were all so happy then. I just tried to imagine myself in that moment...when I had a real family that loved me."

Harry knelt down and gave Neville a tight hug. "That's not stupid at all," he said. "I think that's a great memory to use. It's exactly the right kind of emotion you want to use against the dementor, because they can't fathom loving anything that deeply."

"Thanks, Harry," Neville mumbled, and accepted Harry's hand in helping him get to his feet. "You're a good friend. It feels like you really get me better than most people do."

It's because I WAS you once, Harry lamented. "Happy to help," he said instead.

"What memory do you use, when you cast your Patronus?" asked Neville.

"Oh," said Harry, unsure how to explain his complicated past and the intensity of his feelings about his eleventh birthday. "Just a summer holiday with my family. Just the four of us, spending time together and enjoying one another's company. It's kinda hard to explain."

But Neville seemed to understand perfectly well what he meant. "That sounds brilliant," he smiled, a look of wistful longing on his face. Harry felt a pang of guilt at this...would he have accepted Death's offer of a new life, if he'd known Neville would be forced into the same unenviable position he'd been in in his first life? It was hard to say. He at least owed it to the other boy to help him in whatever way possible to have a normal life.

Harry gave Neville the rest of the chocolate frogs he had in his pockets as they headed back down to the Great Hall together. There was still some daylight left, and Harry thought he would make the most of it with some casual flying on his Firebolt. Quidditch practices were grueling and demanding of him, and he just wanted to do some casual laps to shake off the unpleasantness of the boggart. He bid Neville farewell and headed towards the Quidditch stadium.

Harry walked out onto the pitch with his Firebolt, only to find that the field was already occupied. But rather than a team practicing above him, there were only two people airborne, one hitting Bludgers at stationary targets on the ground while the other shouted instructions. Harry realized with surprise that it was none other than his cousin Damian swinging the bat around as Cedric Diggory offered helpful tips and techniques.

Cedric spotted Harry below them and swooped down towards the ground to meet him, both Bludgers tucked under his arms. Damian did the same, eyeing Harry warily as he touched down beside the older Hufflepuff.

"Did Ravenclaw reserve the pitch today?" asked Cedric, frowning. "Sorry, I thought it was free—"

"No, it's fine, just came out for some casual flying," said Harry. "Were you training Damian?"

"Yeah...your cousin's a fair Beater, Potter," Diggory remarked. "Still getting a handle on flying, but he can hit standing targets fairly consistently now. We just need to find him some moving targets to practice on."

"See?" Harry said, grinning over at Damian. "I knew you'd find something you liked at Hogwarts."

"No thanks to you," Damian scowled. "At least Cedric acts like I was a grown-up. You just treat me like a little kid."

Harry laughed in amazement...was this kid really so dead-set against forming a relationship with Harry? The resentment must truly run deep in this timeline between the Dursleys and Potters. "Alright, Dursley," he chuckled, mounting his broom. "I'll give you a moving target."

"Huh?" Damian asked, frowning.

"Try and hit me," Harry said. "Shut me up with that bat of yours."

"Are you sure that's a good idea, Harry?" Cedric asked in a low tone. "We have a match in less than a week…"

"So what?" Harry shrugged, kicking off into the air over their heads. "Not like he could ever dream of hitting me. Or maybe he's too scared to hurt his rich, pretentious cousin?"

Damian glared at Harry and snatched his broom back from Cedric, also kicking off into the air. His flight wasn't as buttery-smooth as Harry and his balance was a bit wobbly, but he showed no fear in rising up to Harry's level some thirty feet above the ground.

Cedric muttered something to himself on the ground, but eventually relented. "Alright, here it comes, then," he sighed. "Bludger away!" And he released one of the two heavy black balls into the air.

Harry rocketed across the pitch as Damian took aim with his bat, smacking the Bludger with a satisfying crack. He made solid contact; the Bludger rocketed after Harry, just missing him wide left. "That the best you got, Dursley?" Harry taunted. "Your daddy never teach you how to hit someone properly?"

Damian huffed with rage; it was clear Harry was getting under his skin. Harry circled around as Damian lined up another shot; this time an even louder crack rang out as he fired the Bludger directly at Harry's head. Harry was surprised by the accuracy; he had to perform a tight barrel-roll to prevent the heavy projectile from caving in his skull.

"Not bad, Dursley," Harry taunted as he zoomed past. "At this rate you might manage to make me break a sweat."

They continued at their cat-and-mouse game for several more minutes, with Damian becoming progressively more frustrated (and aggressive) by the minute. Harry was impressed with how quickly Damian had taken to the sport; his broom handling could use some refining, but he wielded the Beater's bat like a pro, smacking Bludgers left and right with pinpoint accuracy. Harry could sense his cousin's waning resolve as he dodged ball after ball, so he swooped over towards Cedric to make things more interesting.

"What d'you reckon, Diggory?" he called out. "Make things more fun with a second Bludger?"

"I really don't think this is a good idea, Harry," Cedric said warningly. "This is already too dangerous."

"No way!" Harry scoffed, tossing his head dramatically back towards Damian. "Dursley couldn't hit the broad side of a barn."

"Release it, Ced," Damian growled down at the ground.

"Damian, let's just go down to Hagrid's like we planned—"

"Release it!"

Cedric sighed, shaking his head at the two boys circling overhead. He acquiesced, releasing his hold on the second Bludger, and a moment later there were two heavy black balls pelting through the air, threatening to unseat Harry.

Harry started to regret his decision immediately. It turned out that Damian wasn't just skilled at hitting the ball – he also had a knack for timing two of them together for devastating effect. He rolled out of the way of one Bludger directly into the path of another, forcing him to yank hard on the broom to get out of the way. It didn't take long for him to be dripping with sweat, exerting maximum effort to avoid being unseated by his murderous cousin.

Still, he betrayed no fear. "Two Bludgers on one person and you still can't get me, huh?" he sneered at Damian. "I thought bullies thrived with a numbers advantage."

"Shut your mouth, Potter!" Damian snarled, smacking yet another ball at his taunting cousin.

"Make me," Harry smirked. "If you spent half as much time improving as putting other people down, maybe you could make something of yoursel—"

He was cut off by the whistling sound of two Bludgers coming in from opposite directions. Damian had timed the shots perfectly, with one circling around to assault him from above while the other careened in from underneath. Harry couldn't keep his eye on both. He swerved left to avoid the lower one, but the other crashed hard atop his forearm. He instantly heard the bones snap and felt a rush of intense pain, slumping forward onto the broom and nearly falling off.

Cedric sprinted across the pitch to meet Harry as he spiraled down for an awkward landing, slumping onto the grass. "Dammit, Harry, I told you!" he groaned. "This was unnecessary!"

"This had to happen, Cedric," Harry hissed in an undertone, before Damian could arrive. "Let me handle this."

Damian tripped over his broom as he landed, running over wide-eyed to his injured cousin. He gaped at the mangled sight of Harry's forearm. "Holy shit, that's broken!" he gasped.

"Oh, this?" Harry grinned easily, brandishing the arm (and trying very hard not to cry out in pain). "I've had worse. Nice shot, Dursley."

"You...you aren't mad?" Damian asked, perplexed. "Or gonna tell on me to Dumbledore?"

"What's there to tell?" Harry winked. "That you're a hell of a good Beater? This is the sport, Damian. I know what I signed up for."

Damian shook his head in amazement. Harry thought he saw begrudging respect in his cousin's expression, or perhaps it was sheer incredulity at the stupidity Harry had just demonstrated. Cedric looked between the two of them, clearly uncomfortable but respecting Harry's request not to intervene.

"Listen, Damian," Harry said in a more serious tone, struggling to his feet to approach the boy. "I've been a prick to you and your family in the past. I want to start over. Can we put the past behind us and try to be normal cousins?"

Damian narrowed his eyes at this sincere gesture, still slightly suspicious. But he took another look at the state of Harry's arm, and decided it must be authentic. "Yeah, alright, maybe," he shrugged.

"Good," said Harry. He embraced Damian with his good arm, pulling him in for a hug. Damian stiffened but did not retreat, standing awkwardly as Harry patted him on the back and then pulled away.

"Harry, let me help you up to the Hospital Wing—" Cedric said nervously.

"Don't bother; I can still walk," Harry grinned. "I'm fine, trust me...go on to Hagrid's." But in truth, his arm felt like it was on fire, and Harry hustled to the Hospital Wing as soon as he was out of sight of the other two. He paused briefly to vomit in the grass on the way back to the castle, nearly blinded by the pain.

It was well worth it, though. He could deal with a broken bone or two. He didn't want to endure a broken relationship with Damian for the remainder of his new life.

Roger was furious when he learned about Harry's little stunt at practice the following day. Harry insisted that he was fine, that Madam Pomfrey had mended the bones instantly, though his broom arm was still rather stiff as he pushed through the rigors of team drills. He didn't protest or betray his discomfort, however, knowing it was a necessary price to pay to start a new chapter with his cousin.

Harry paid closer attention to Cho's behavior towards him after Hermione's theory. She did seem to spend an awful lot of time watching him during practice, looking away whenever Harry met her gaze. And she only seemed to scoff or laugh at his missteps whenever somebody was near her, as if to demonstrate her open disdain towards him for the sake of others. Was Hermione right after all? Did she secretly harbor feelings for him? And if so, did she even realize it herself?

But Harry couldn't focus on that right now. Romance was the last thing he should be worried about, and while Quidditch probably shouldn't be so high on his priority list either, he couldn't deny the thrill of anticipation as match day quickly approached. It would be his first match in nearly a year, as he'd missed the last match due to injury and another was canceled due to the basilisk. Furthermore, it would be his first chance to test himself against Cedric since his previous timeline (which was spoiled by a rogue dementor appearance).

He barely slept the night before the match, awaking early to take a walk through the castle and calm his nerves. He joined his classmates in the Great Hall for breakfast, doing his best not to let their well-wishes get to him. Hermione, ever the steady presence, sat beside him and spoke matter-of-factly to him, explaining all the reasons why he would do great in the coming match. Her words meant little as her lack of knowledge about the game was apparent in her fumbling attempts to encourage him, but the sentiment soothed him nonetheless.

When the time came, he joined his teammates and headed down to the pitch to get ready. Roger Davies stood before the team in the locker room, looking nervous himself but fiercely determined to get the win.

"We have a much better squad than Hufflepuff do," he said. "Diggory's good, but he's the only reason they won their last match. Harry, just beat him to that Snitch and we stand a great chance at winning."

"I will," Harry said, hoping he sounded strong in his conviction. He knew Cedric was a formidable foe, but he had plenty of experience under his belt as well and the fastest broom in the world, giving him more than a fair chance at besting the older boy.

The restless cheers of the crowd began to rise to a crescendo, and Roger led the team down the tunnel towards the pitch. The Ravenclaws mounted their brooms and shot out into the crisp February sky to the raucous cheers of their student section.

"And here come the Ravenclaws!" Lee Jordan announced to the crowd. "Fresh off a loss to Gryffindor, they hope for great things today from replacement Seeker Harry Potter!" A sizable cheer rose from the Ravenclaw section, and Harry spotted his parents, Sirius and Dahlia among them, making more noise than anyone else around them. Harry grinned, doing a few barrel-rolls to warm up and hype up the crowd.

"Facing them today are the Hufflepuffs!" Lee continued, as the yellow-and-black-clad team raced out of the tunnel. "They embarrassed Slytherin in their season opener, and Seeker Cedric Diggory is hoping to keep up his perfect Snitch capture record against young Potter!" Cedric did a few laps to the cheers of the Hufflepuff students; he looked cool and confident on his broom, not a trace of the mild-mannered boy Harry knew him to be on the ground. This would not be an easy battle.

The two teams faced off at the center line as Madam Hooch walked onto the field with the heavy equipment box. She released both Bludgers and the Snitch, then blew her whistle and tossed the Quaffle into the air, signaling the start of the match.

"And Hufflepuff has possession!" Lee Jordan shouted. "Preece passes to Macavoy, who passes to Applebee, back to Preece...oh, and a nice steal from Ravenclaw's Cho Chang! She passes upfield to Davies, who dodges a nice Bludger there…"

Harry did his best to tune out the action of the match below, circling overhead in search of the Snitch. Cedric was not far away, clearing keeping one eye on Harry as well as the field – Harry had the faster broom and Cedric couldn't afford to let him get a head start on the Snitch. Harry tried to take advantage of this by zooming away from Cedric, forcing the bigger but slower boy to race after him to keep him in sight.

"DAVIES SCORES!" Lee shouted, and the Ravenclaws erupted in cheers. "Ravenclaw leads 10-nil!"

One of Hufflepuff's Beaters fired a Bludger at Harry in frustration; Harry merely rolled away from it, not deviating from his search. Keep targeting me, Harry thought, silently egging the boy on. Let our Chasers run up the score…

As Davies had predicted in practice, the Ravenclaw Chasers far outmatched Hufflepuff's, and Harry put all concerns of the Quaffle game aside. He didn't have to worry about the score at all – he just had to beat Cedric to the Snitch. He was by far Hufflepuff's best player, and Harry could sense his frustration as his team fell behind 30-0...Cedric was being forced to win the game single-handedly as he had against Malfoy and Slytherin in their last match.

Harry suddenly saw the Snitch darting between the Hufflepuff Keeper's legs, and rocketed after it. "Potter's seen the Snitch!" Lee announced. "Diggory in pursuit...he has an angle...ooh, a near miss there!"

Harry was forced to swerve out of Cedric's path as he blocked the path to the Snitch, having reacted perfectly to Harry's sudden burst of speed. Harry raced around him, trying to lose the larger Seeker, but Cedric was savvy, keeping himself firmly in the way. Harry would have to do something drastic to get around him…

He slammed hard into Cedric's shoulder, succeeding only in bruising his own against the unmovable object. But his plan wasn't to unseat Cedric. He swerved again, and Cedric braced to block him again, but Harry yanked upwards on his broom to roll cleanly over the Hufflepuff as he prepared for a body shot that never came. Cedric's head swiveled around just in time to watch Harry put on a final burst of speed and snatch the Snitch from right under the Hufflepuff Keeper's nose.

"AND POTTER HAS IT!" Lee shouted as the crowd exploded once more. "A brilliant maneuver to avoid the body block! Ravenclaw leads, 80-0!"

As play resumed, Harry noticed the Hufflepuff Beaters targeting him with greater intensity, forcing him to maneuver carefully to avoid being knocked out of the air. Fine by me, Harry thought. As long as our own Beaters do the same to Cedric, this is manageable—

But to his alarm, Roger seemed to be directing his Beaters into a coordinated attack on goal alongside the Chasers, using the numbers advantage to his benefit. No! Harry thought with dismay. We already have the lead...we need to focus on Cedric!

But his silent pleas went unheeded. Cedric was left completely to his own devices as Harry performed a delicate dance against both Bludgers. He prayed for an opening to catch the second Snitch quickly and put the match away, but he didn't have an ounce of breathing space. I could use a hand here, Harry thought as he tried to get his Beaters' attention, but they ignored him in favor of targeting Hufflepuff's Keeper. He's not saving the goals anyway…

And his worst nightmare came true: Cedric spotted the Snitch first, racing after it as Harry struggled to get a clean line without being pelted from both sides. He did an awkward pirouette to lose both Bludgers at once, but before he could make use of his newfound space to catch up with Cedric, the older boy had already snatched the golden ball, earning him a roar of approval from the Hufflepuffs.

"DIGGORY SCORES!" Lee shouted excitedly. "He brings it to within thirty points for Hufflepuff...the third Snitch could decide it!"

"Knock him on his ass!" Harry shouted angrily to his Beaters as the teams reset at center field once more. "I'm playing three against one here!"

"Focus on your own job, Potter!" Cho said snidely. Easy for her to say with no Bludgers threatening to send her to the Hospital Wing, Harry thought. But he held his tongue, focusing all his energy on catching the third Snitch and securing victory for his team.

Play was just as fast and furious when the final period began, and Harry continued to perform ridiculous maneuvers to stay on his broom. He kept level with Cedric, hoping to stay close enough to at least make the Bludgers perilous to him as well. This worked to an extent, but had the side effect of giving the heavier Cedric free reign to bump and jostle him, creating a new hazard.

This can't continue, Harry realized as the three-on-one assault on his safety went unabated by his own Beaters. He had to end the match quickly, or he'd end up with more broken bones and a loss. So he took a new tactic, flattening himself against his broom and shooting off across the field.

"Potter looks like he's seen something!" Lee said. "Diggory's hot in pursuit...oh, and here come the Bludgers…"

Harry heard the heavy black ball careening in from his left. He did not deviate course, aiming for his intended target without delay. He finally yanked hard on his broom, coming to a complete stop just feet from one of Hufflepuff's Beaters. He saw the look of surprise in the Beater's eyes, milliseconds before the Bludger chasing Harry slammed into the Beater's chest and sent him spiraling down to the ground, where he collapsed as Madam Pomfrey rushed out to tend to him.

"Oh, a nasty maneuver by Potter there!" said Lee as the Hufflepuffs groaned their displeasure. "Rickett is gonna be feeling that one in the morning! And Potter resumes his search for the Snitch, Diggory not far behind…"

Harry remained laser-focused, eyes peeled for any sign of the golden ball. With one enemy Beater down, he had far more room to maneuver, and felt like he finally had a chance to breathe. Better yet, Roger seemed to finally wise up and direct one Ravenclaw Beater to assist Harry, harassing Cedric and keeping Bludgers out of Harry's hair. It would all come down to this final Snitch...who would spot it first…?

Cedric did. He launched after it, diving towards the ground in a mad dash for glory. Harry flew after him, going as fast as his Firebolt would carry him. He was gaining ground, but it was going to be close...Cedric's hand was outstretched towards the Snitch, and Harry raised his own, praying that he would get there in time to stop him…

Then a blur of blue and silver flashed in front of Cedric, forcing him to pull up hard at the last second. He collided with Cho Chang, sending them both careening away in opposite directions and clearing the path for Harry. He grabbed the Snitch and pulled up just in time to avoid a last-ditch Bludger attack, triumphantly lifting the golden ball into the air.

"POTTER HAS THE SNITCH!" Lee shouted as the stadium exploded. "Diggory collides with a Ravenclaw Seeker, and that's the match! Ravenclaw wins, 140 to 60!"

Harry sped down to earth towards the two fallen players. Cedric appeared to be unharmed, getting up and looking upset with himself for the loss. Cho was slower to rise, kneeling beside her broom in the grass. Harry landed beside her, certain she was about to rip into him for forcing her to perform such a desperate maneuver to salvage the win.

"Cho?" Harry asked, and she looked up at him. To his surprise, she wore a wide smile, and she threw her arms around him in a tight hug.

"Great catch, Harry!" she shouted in his ear as the rest of the team landed around them. "Thought you could use an assist!"

"Thank you," Harry said, relishing in her lingering touch as they were mobbed by the rest of the Ravenclaw squad, whooping and shouting in triumph.

The team returned to the locker room, giddy with happiness, all disagreements and arguments lost in their victory. Roger had tears in his eyes as he addressed his squad. "Great match, everyone!" he said. "We can hash out the details on Monday, but for now, we celebrate!"

The team cheered as they changed out of their muddy gear back into school robes, eager to rejoin their classmates and revel in their victory. Harry took his time getting dressed, overwhelmed with emotion and not wanting his teammates to see how much this moment meant to him. He was the last to exit the locker room, promising to rejoin his team up at the castle, and after a moment's quiet reflection, he left the pitch.

His family was waiting for him outside. James and Sirius both rushed forward and lifted Harry up onto their shoulders in celebration, ignoring his shouts of protest as Lily and Dahlia giggled at the three boys. They finally set him down; James had a look of such pride on his face that Harry had never seen in his father before.

"You were brilliant out there, son," he beamed. "Where did you learn to fly like that? You must take after me more than I thought."

"Way to make Harry's accomplishment about yourself, Prongs," Sirius lightly chastised James, clapping Harry on the shoulder. "But seriously, great flying, kid."

"I couldn't bear to see so many Bludgers coming your way!" Lily fretted, hugging her son tight. "But you did so well to avoid all of them!"

"Great job, loser," Dahlia said, a faint smile betraying her mask of casual indifference. "Shame your girlfriend had to get hurt to secure you the win at the end there."

"What a gutsy move on her part," James agreed. "I'm starting to agree with your mother: she's way too good for Harry! You'd better lock that down before she decides you're not worth the attention anymore."

"C'mon, Dad, stop that!" Harry laughed. But he was filled with a sudden rush of excitement at the thought, remembering Cho's smile, the way she hugged him and held him tight. Should he act on this somehow? Ask her out? The thought elated and terrified him, and in his current state of delirious euphoria, he might just be crazy enough to do it.

"We're going down to the Three Broomsticks to celebrate," said James. "You coming with?"

"Erm...I told my team I'd meet up with them," said Harry reluctantly.

"C'mon, James, let the boy enjoy his victory with his House!" Sirius grinned. "He's earned it. He can have a Butterbeer with his old man any other time."

So they parted ways, and Harry made his way up to the castle, feeling happier than he could remember feeling in quite some time. Most of the student body had already left the pitch and headed up towards the castle, and he quickened his pace to catch up with the stragglers just ahead of him, hustling to get out of the cold.

He frowned when he heard sounds of conflict ahead of him. Two students towards the back of the pack appeared to be bickering with one another; as Harry drew closer, he realized he knew both of them: Cedric Diggory and Damian Dursley. The former was trying to chase down the latter, who was marching on ahead of the older boy.

"Damian, hold on, just stop and talk to me for a minute!" Cedric called ahead to the first-year.

"Can't," said Damian, not slowing in his purposeful march up towards the school. "Have to do something."

"You're acting very strange right now," said Cedric. "Can you pause for two seconds and look at me?"

"Piss off," Damian said without looking back at him. "I have to do this on my own."

"Cedric?" Harry called out as he hurried up to the two boys. "Damian?"

Both turned to face him. Harry took in the look of concern on Cedric's face, clearly unnerved by whatever was going on. But the look on Damian's face sent a chill down Harry's spine. His face was blank, and his eyes, normally blue like his brother and father, were gray and devoid of features. Harry had seen that look only once before: on Viktor Krum, in the maze of the Third Task during the Triwizard Tournament. The look of one who had been placed under the Imperius Curse.

"Harry?" asked Cedric, frowning, as Damian plunged his hand into his robes behind him.

"Get down!" Harry shouted, drawing his wand as Damian did the same.

There were two simultaneous bangs as Harry and Damian cast spells at Cedric at the same time; Harry's Banishing Charm struck Cedric in the chest, sending him sprawling across the grounds as Damian's curse whizzed past Cedric's ear. Damian turned his attention to Harry, who Shielded himself as the younger boy began firing hexes at him – far faster than any first-year should be capable of. Harry's Shield began to fracture, and he fired a return salvo of spells as he spun out of harm's way. Damian batted his spells aside, face still terrifyingly blank as he continued throwing hexes at Harry's dancing figure.

"Harry, what on earth are you doing?" Cedric asked, getting to his feet.

"He's bewitched, Cedric!" Harry shouted, dropping to his stomach to avoid two sickly orange curses. "Stun him!"

Cedric was frozen on the spot, watching the two cousins exchange blows. Harry was too afraid to cast anything serious against his cousin, but Damian had no such qualms, throwing a deadly arsenal of curses back at him. Harry knew he needed to end this quickly, before the person controlling Damian decided to do something drastic…

Harry blocked another flurry of curses, then pointed his wand in the air and cast a Concussive Charm. The spell exploded in midair, sending a loud boom echoing across the grounds and shattering a handful of windows in the castle. Hopefully that would get a teacher's attention quickly. It also had the side effect of causing Damian to flinch, leaving Harry with an opportunity to strike back.

He fired every non-lethal spell he could think of, hoping one of them would connect and end the fight. Damian erected a powerful Shield Charm, absorbing each of Harry's attempts with ease. A snarl of rage crossed across Damian's normally-blank expression, and Harry felt a chill of foreboding – it was the same look on Peter Pettigrew's face right before he blew half the Astronomy Tower away. Harry readied himself as Damian raised his wand for a devastating blow—

And Damian was struck in the back by Cedric's Stunning Spell, crumpling in a heap to the cold hard ground.
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The scene was eerily reminiscent to the attack against Ron and Daphne the previous year. Harry and Cedric, both still muddied and fatigued from their Quidditch match, sat anxiously in the Headmaster's Office awaiting word on Damian's condition. All sense of enmity between them on the pitch was lost: they sat in silence, united in their worry for the first-year boy.

The door opened, and in strode four people: Dumbledore, Snape, Madam Pomfrey, and surprisingly Damian himself, looking slightly dazed. Harry and Cedric stood to check on him at once, but Dumbledore beckoned for all three boys to sit, summoning a third armchair for Damian. Snape stood passively in the corner, as Madam Pomfrey wrung her hands, looking rather cross with Dumbledore.

"The boy really must rest, Albus!" she insisted. "He's been through quite an ordeal tonight—"

"He can rest once we have determined exactly what happened, Poppy," Dumbledore said calmly but firmly. "Time is of the essence. Mr. Dursley, would you kindly explain to us what you remember from this afternoon?"

Damian squirmed slightly in his seat, clearly uncomfortable under the gaze of all the adults. "Went to the Quidditch game," he muttered, still fidgeting. "Got mad when Hufflepuff lost and left early. Thought I'd walk down to Hagrid's cabin and see if he needed help with the animals—"

"Do you visit Hagrid's cabin often?" Dumbledore asked softly.

"I guess," Damian shrugged. "He lets me collect eggs and clean the coops sometimes. Says I'm not old enough to meet some of the more dangerous creatures yet."

"Quite right he is," Dumbledore chuckled, and Harry also marveled at the surprising display of good judgment from the normally reckless half-giant. "Go on."

"Not much more to tell," said Damian. "Walked down the path along the forest by myself, and that's all I can remember. Woke up in the Hospital Wing just a couple minutes ago."

"You can't remember being approached by anybody?" Dumbledore pressed. "You didn't notice anything odd on your way to Hagrid's?"

"I don't think so," Damian frowned. "Maybe some rustling in the forest, but it's always making all kinds of odd noises, innit?"

Dumbledore nodded thoughtfully, then drew his wand. "Expecto patronum," he muttered, and a silvery phoenix Patronus emerged over their heads. "Send a message to Auror Potter," Dumbledore instructed the bird. "Tell him to secure the treeline. Start with the area around the path to Hagrid's hut." The phoenix took flight, flying through the window and out of sight.

"Your father is leading a team of Aurors to secure the grounds," Dumbledore explained to Harry. "The school is under temporary lockdown until we are certain the castle is safe."

"I didn't know the Patronus Charm could be used to send messages," Cedric muttered with surprise. This was also news to Harry; it seemed a fair amount easier (and faster) than owl post. He would have to keep that in mind for the future.

"Now your turn, Mr. Diggory," said Dumbledore. "Can you enlighten us as to your perspective in today's events?"

"Well, I left the locker room after all my teammates had gone," Cedric explained. "I saw Damian wandering around by himself, in the general direction of the school. I ran to catch up with him, but he refused to stop and listen, or even look at me. Then Harry showed up, and they started fighting. I realized Damian wasn't in his right mind, so I Stunned him."

"And a very good decision that was," Dumbledore appraised him. "Twenty points to Hufflepuff for your timely reaction."

Cedric nodded glumly to himself; he was clearly too humble to show pleasure at the point addition, or perhaps the situation was simply too grim to care.

"What about you, Mr. Potter?" asked Dumbledore, and all eyes turned to Harry. "What can you add?"

"Not much that Cedric didn't already say," said Harry. "I came up behind them and called their names. They both turned, and I noticed that something was wrong. It looked like Damian was placed under an Imperius—"

"How could you possibly know that?" snapped Snape from the corner. "What experience could a third-year have with the Imperius Curse?"

"I'm curious about that myself," Dumbledore frowned. "How did you recognize the symptoms so quickly?"

Whoops, Harry thought. He wasn't meant to know what the Imperius Curse looked like; he'd never been taught about the Unforgivables in this timeline, nor could he exactly explain away his encounter with Krum in the maze using his fake Seer cover story. "Erm...my dad described the symptoms to me once," Harry lied, hoping this was plausible enough. "His eyes were totally gray and blank, and he looked like he wasn't thinking for himself. I dunno, just the impression I got."

Snape clearly looked like he didn't buy this explanation, but Dumbledore simply nodded. "I imagine that impression grew stronger once you saw what young Damian was capable of in a duel."

"Yes," Harry nodded. "It reminded me immediately of my duel with Pettigrew on Halloween. He fought exactly the same way."

Damian looked deeply disturbed by this information. Harry wondered what the boy must be thinking, to learn that his body had been briefly hijacked by a deranged murderer?

Dumbledore turned back to Cedric. "Did Damian indicate to you what he was after?" he asked. "Was he looking for anything or anyone in particular?"

"That's what I was trying to figure out," said Cedric. "He just kept repeating that he 'had to do something'. I dunno what it was."

"And we may never know," Dumbledore muttered. "Very well, then. Poppy, you may reclaim your young ward. Severus, please escort Mr. Diggory back to his common room. I will accompany Mr. Potter back to his."

Everyone stood; Madam Pomfrey escorted a shaky Damian down the stairs, followed by Snape and Cedric, then Dumbledore and Harry. Each pair went in separate directions, and Harry soon found himself alone with the Headmaster. It was a scenario he often feared finding himself in, and as expected, Dumbledore seemed to have more on his mind than escorting Harry to safety.

"How have your meetings with Saul Croaker been progressing?" Dumbledore asked mildly as they strolled towards Ravenclaw Tower.

"Erm...just fine," Harry said. "He's given me some useful exercises to calm my mind and control my visions."

"Splendid news," said Dumbledore. "I admit I was surprised to hear so little of you this term, after such a turbulent first two years here. I take it you haven't had as many visions as before?"

"No, sir," Harry said. "I think the exercises have helped with that a little." In truth, his lack of 'visions' was due to a total lack of knowledge about what was to come. Peter's motives remained an absolute mystery to Harry, and he couldn't make use of his foreknowledge of past events when everything was happening radically different now.

"Glad to hear it," Dumbledore said, though his tone suggested otherwise. Harry once again suspected that Dumbledore was secretly hoping to use Harry's visions to gain the upper hand in the Pettigrew situation. "And I remind you once again that my door is always open if you do have any unwanted glimpses of the future."

"I understand, sir," Harry nodded. "My father and Mr. Croaker have said the same."

This may have not been the correct thing to say; Dumbledore remained silent for a spell after this. Was he perhaps irked that Harry would prefer going to either of them before coming to him for help?

They eventually reached the entrance to the Ravenclaw common room. The bronze eagle statue said, "What is man's greatest treasure?"

"Wit beyond measure," Dumbledore intoned clearly, and the door clicked open to allow Harry entry.

"Good night, Professor Dumbledore," said Harry, hustling through the door. But his hasty escape was not to be.

"Harry?" Dumbledore called before he could disappear over the threshold. "I take it that you, like Mr. Longbottom, are aware that Voldemort remains at-large in this world, seeking to regain power?"

"I do," Harry nodded solemnly.

"Do not forget it," Dumbledore said gravely. "And always remember that a unified front will be required to stop the threat of such evil from plaguing our world once more."

Harry's blood chilled slightly at that ominous message. Did Dumbledore suspect more than he let on? Did he know Harry was hiding information from him, and was this his cryptic way of expressing disapproval? "I understand, sir," said Harry. "I'll do whatever it takes to oppose his return."

"I am glad to hear it," Dumbledore nodded. "Good night, Harry." And he gratefully turned to leave, as Harry scrambled up to the common room before the Headmaster decided to try any more tricks to pry information out of him.

The Ravenclaw students immediately mobbed Harry when he entered, but not out of excitement. Despite his heroic efforts to win the match just over an hour ago, there was no jubilation in their expressions, only concern – word had clearly spread about the incident on the grounds. "What's happening, Harry?" Roger Davies asked. "Why are we being kept up here?"

"My cousin Damian was put under an Imperius Curse," Harry explained. "He attacked me and Cedric Diggory. Dumbledore thinks it was Peter Pettigrew."

The room erupted in a wave of gasps and murmurs of fear. "Are we safe here?" "How does he keep getting into the school?" "Why can't they catch him?"

"Blimey, Potter, how d'you always wind up in the middle of these situations?" chuckled Terry Boot. Several other Ravenclaws seemed to agree with this sentiment, actually looking to Harry for an explanation.

"Bad luck, I guess," Harry shrugged. "That or Pettigrew has it in for me. Second time he's attacked me this year, isn't it?"

Harry soon realized that this was probably not a wise thing to point out. He noticed students beginning to shy away from him, perhaps afraid of associating with him. It was like the Chamber of Secrets all over again: the rumor that the Heir of Slytherin was targeting Harry and his friends specifically had made him a virtual leper. And to their credit, that rumor turned out to be entirely true, and it might indeed be the case again with Pettigrew.

Dahlia clearly was receiving similar treatment in Gryffindor, as Harry saw her House mates giving her a wide berth at subsequent meals. Everyone, that is, except for Ginny and Astoria, who clearly had no qualms about associating with her. Harry had initially been surprised by Astoria's addition to the "Terrible Twins" group, expanding them to what was now dubbed the "Terrible Triplets" – she was a grade level below them, after all. But the younger Greengrass daughter was clearly nothing like her sister Daphne, proving just as reckless and unconcerned with appearances as Harry's own sister.

Damian, on the other hand, was rarely seen in the days to come after the incident. At first Harry assumed he had been transferred to St. Mungo's for further evaluation, but he spotted his cousin in fleeting moments, darting from class to class alone, occasionally coming into the Great Hall for meals. He had already been somewhat unpopular in his own House, and the stigma of being cursed by Pettigrew likely aided in pushing him further into outside status.

Harry approached Cedric about this one evening after dinner. "He's not been talking to me much," Cedric sighed, clearly frustrated himself with whatever Damian was going through. "Sticks to his dorm between classes, mainly. I think it really rattled him."

"I can imagine," Harry sighed. "He seemed like he was doing better lately, too."

"I know," Cedric lamented. "It finally seemed like he'd found a purpose to stay at Hogwarts...now I worry that he'll want to leave again."

Harry couldn't blame his cousin. Hell, it might even be wise for him to return to the Muggle world at this stage...being in Harry's orbit was certain to get him into more trouble in the years to come. But what a shame it would be to lose his magical birthright! Harry knew what a safe haven Hogwarts could be, a home away from the mundane regular world – a place for outsiders like Damian to feel like they belong. He had to try to salvage the boy's future...but how?

Harry received a summons one evening to join his father in the Defense classroom after dinner. He arrived to find that he was not alone, Dahlia was also there, accompanied as usual by Ginny and Astoria, as was Damian, accompanied by Cedric. None of them seemed to know why they were there, and judging by the look on James' face when he emerged from his office, he hadn't expected so many of them either.

"Oh," said James, surprised. "I meant to only invite my children and nephew…"

"We didn't want Dahlia to go alone," said Ginny steadfastly. "It seemed safer to travel in a group."

"I thought the same," Cedric nodded. But based on the strained expression on Cedric's face and the look of indifference on Damian's, Harry figured that Cedric had had to coerce Damian out of hiding to attend whatever this meeting was about.

"Very well," James said. "Considering what happened last weekend, I thought it wise to offer some extra dueling training to my family. Just in case...well, just in case." The unspoken implication was clear: in case Pettigrew comes after one of you again.

"I don't want to learn how to fight," said Dahlia. "I'm no good at it, and I'll only get myself more hurt if I try."

"I prefer Muggle fighting myself," Damian muttered stubbornly. "If that tosser comes after me again, I'll just jam my wand into his eye."

"Fine," James sighed. "You don't have to if you don't want to. Harry, how about you?"

"Yes," Harry agreed at once. "I need the practice."

"I'd like to watch if you don't mind, Professor," piped up Cedric. "I wouldn't mind some extra pointers in case I find myself in trouble."

Smart move, Cedric, Harry thought. If he was indeed selected as a Triwizard Champion again next year, anything he could learn to keep himself alive would be beneficial.

"Very well," said James. "I'd like the rest of you to stay as well. Even if you don't wish to participate, you might pick up something that could save your life."

Harry squared off across the room from James as the others backed up to the wall to observe their duel. Harry felt a thrill of excitement: he'd long heard whispers of his father's prowess as an Auror, and had yet to actually see him in action. Now he would finally get a taste for what James Potter was capable of. He lowered himself into a dueling stance and prepared for a fight.

"Just focus on defense for now," James instructed as he raised protective enchantment barriers in front of the onlookers. "You aren't likely to get a shot in against me anyway."

That's what you think, Harry grinned. But seconds later, he found himself desperately Shielding and dancing around in a mad scramble to avoid James' flurry of spells. His father was lightning-fast, casting multiple spells per second and showing little to no signs of fatigue. Harry couldn't even dream of firing any return hexes – his father wasn't giving him a second to breathe.

James relented in his attack a few seconds later, giving Harry a chance to stop and catch his breath. "Bloody hell, Harry, how did you survive all that?" Cedric said in bewilderment. "I've never seen so many spells so close together!"

"He's got a knack for it, that's for sure," James agreed, grinning at his son. "Remus and Filius taught you well. But he'll have to do better than that to keep it up!" And he launched into another series of spells, forcing Harry on the back foot once again.

Harry continued his delicate dance of Shielding and dodging spells, but knew he couldn't keep it up for long. He'd have to do something drastic to alter the course of this fight. He waited until James left him with a small window of opportunity, then jabbed his wand at two desks in the corner of the room. They sprang to life, rushing at James from the side.

But James, clearly undeterred, merely twirled his wand to launch the desks into the air. He transfigured them into paper cranes, which fluttered over his head; then he swiped towards Harry, and they dive-bombed at him. Harry raised a wall of flame to block the cranes, expecting them to be incinerated; however, they passed straight through, having been turned to stone at the last second. Harry dropped his wand in his haste to dive out of the way of the heavy projectiles, and James' Freezing Charm caught him in the leg, ending the duel.

"Good try, Harry," said James, canceling the spell and undoing the mild damage that their transfiguration had done to the room. "Does anyone see what he did wrong there?"

But the five other students were simply staring, slack-jawed, at the two of them. "I would have been killed ten times over in that fight," Dahlia scoffed. "How are we meant to know what went wrong?"

"Harry tried to trick me with transfiguration," James explained, summoning the stone cranes back towards him and turning them back into their original desk form. "But transfiguration is my specialty. You never want to use a branch of magic against someone who has mastered it, because they can just as easily use it against you."

Harry groaned at this reminder; he'd forgotten that his father was so adept at transfiguration. McGonagall had sung his praises for years, after all.

"Why don't you use it more often in battle, if you're so good at it?" Cedric asked.

"In a life or death situation, I would," said James. "But Harry shouldn't be learning how to fight me...he should be learning general survival tips. Most people, Pettigrew included, favor curses and hexes in a fight, so that's what he should be training against."

"What was Voldemort's preferred style?" Harry asked without thinking. "You've fought him, haven't you?"

The room went deathly silent at this reminder. Dahlia, Ginny and Astoria gave small gasps of shock; Cedric paled; and Damian looked from person to person, confused. "What's a Voldymort?" he asked aloud.

"A man we should all be grateful is dead," James said darkly. "I did encounter him on the battlefield, three times, but only once face to face. He favored very Dark, arcane systems of magic that have been lost over the centuries because they were considered too dangerous to learn. There was no easy way to combat it. The only people who ever survived his wrath, like myself, only lived due to his attention being drawn elsewhere."

Harry hadn't known that. He assumed that James had dueled Voldemort and walked away unscathed due to skill, but by the sounds of it, luck played a significant role in his survival. Perhaps Dumbledore truly was the only man alive who could hope to fight Tom Riddle, and he was certainly past his prime…

He continued dueling with his father for the next hour or so, each bout ending in similar fashion. James was simply too quick, too skilled for Harry to get an edge against him. Harry grew increasingly frustrated by the end of it, eventually dropping his shields to fire a desperate flurry of hexes at his father, which only succeeded in getting him Stunned while his father easily side-stepped the incoming spells.

"I don't want to see any moping," James chastised Harry as his son got up and kicked a chair over in frustration. "You're learning how to survive, not to win. If you can last more than thirty seconds against a trained Auror, you should be more than capable of surviving an encounter with Pettigrew until a teacher arrives to help."

I don't want to learn how to fight expecting backup, Harry thought irritably. I want to win. I want to be able to defeat anybody in my path. But he knew he shouldn't expect so much of himself so soon...even if he took his own time-travel into account, he was still a teenager going up against one of the best Aurors in the country. He had a ways to go before he could rise to that level of prowess. It wasn't as though he could expect to defeat Voldemort in a head-to-head duel, anyway! Saul Croaker was right: the goal was to cripple the Dark Lord before he could regain power, not to fight him at full strength.

Still, Harry relished the private lessons with his father and requested that they meet regularly to continue training. He dove into the library in the coming days, determined to look into ways to gain an upper hand in combat against more skilled enemies. He had long been meaning to research illusory magic, which Kneazle core wands supposedly excelled at. Perhaps if he took a shine to the branch of magic, he might be able to catch his father (and Pettigrew) off-guard the next time they met.

But while he did find some interesting spell concepts in his readings, he found little opportunity to practice any of them. The section of the castle containing Room of Requirement remained sealed off to students, and Harry didn't want to risk destroying any empty classrooms with such temperamental magic he'd never tried before. He would have to be patient and do as his elders requested by keeping his head down.

It was easy enough to immerse himself in classwork, as he didn't have to worry much about his social status in the weeks to come. Students continued to avoid Harry, not wanting to be seen with him for fear of retribution from Pettigrew or anyone else. Homework was ramping up again as March turned to April and professors began preparing students for end-of-year exams. Harry spent nearly all of his free time in the library or the common room, working tirelessly on assignments and occasionally taking out a book on illusory combat magic when he found the time.

It was on such a Saturday afternoon that Harry found himself in the library with Luna Lovegood, one of the few students who had no qualms about spending time with him. "Really quite rude of them, don't you think?" she remarked serenely, as a group of fourth-year girls rounded the corner towards them and quickly backed away once they saw Harry seated nearby. "Just because you're infested with wrackspurts doesn't mean they're contagious."

"I don't think that's why," Harry chuckled, flicking absentmindedly through his copy of Unfogging the Future. "They think Peter Pettigrew is targeting people close to me."

"Ah, that makes much more sense," said Luna. "I was attacked for being your friend, though being Petrified was just like taking a long nap. I don't know what all the fuss was about."

"You're right, it's silly," said Harry. He declined to tell her about the gruesome fate she would have met if she'd stared the basilisk directly in the eyes instead of through her goggles, not wishing to scare her away like everyone else.

"Ooh, you're reading about nargles again?" Luna gasped excitedly, pointing at Harry's Divination textbook.

"No, Luna, those are gnomes," Harry sighed, indicating the picture she was referring to.

"I know a nargle when I see one," Luna insisted. "Mother was very good at picking them out of the lot."

"Luna, there's no such thing as a nargle," Harry groaned. "Look." And he pointed to the caption underneath the photo. It read, Some species of gnomes are commonly cited by proclaimed Seers to have divining properties that can be transferred via saliva or blood. This has led them to be dubbed 'gnome oracles' in some Seer circles (gnoracles for short).

Harry frowned and read the passage again. Gnoracles. Nargles. The words suddenly sounded eerily familiar in his brain. "Luna, when did you first learn about nargles?" he asked.

"Mother told me about them when I was five," said Luna.

"Huh," Harry said thoughtfully. It would be rather like a five-year-old to mix up a tricky word like 'gnoracle' and bastardize it into 'nargle'. "Was your mum a Seer, by chance?"

"Oh, I think not," said Luna adamantly. "She often made odd predictions about things, but Daddy said they weren't all to be believed. Like one time, she said tomorrow's weather would be gloomy and full of storms, but the next day was sunny and bright. Of course, that was the day of her accident…" Luna trailed off, clearly stuck in an unpleasant memory of the day her mother died. Harry knew Luna had lost her mum just shortly before starting at Hogwarts.

But what Luna described sounded an awful lot like Professor Trelawney. She too made odd, nonsensical predictions that actually tended to come true more often than not. Harry had never met Luna's father before, though they'd corresponded briefly when he gave an interview to the Quibbler in his original fifth year. He struck Harry as the odd type, not one to easily separate fact from fiction...could he have missed the signs in his own wife?

But Harry wasn't about to dig into Luna's traumatic childhood, nor did he have the time to ponder it for long. In addition to classwork, Roger Davies was ramping up Quidditch practices again, with the final match of the season against Slytherin coming up in early May. "We need to hope Hufflepuff loses to Gryffindor in a couple weeks," he told the team during one strategy meeting. "If they do, and we beat Slytherin, we have a chance at winning the Cup. The tiebreaker is most Snitches caught, so Harry, if you manage to catch two of three Snitches, we should have it."

"I can beat Malfoy, no problem," Harry said confidently. Malfoy was no Cedric Diggory, and while Slytherin had a stronger squad overall, he had no qualms about winning that one-on-one matchup.

To his chagrin, however, Roger insisted on continuing the strategy of involving both Beaters in the Quaffle attack, leaving Harry exposed to Bludger attacks. He knew the Slytherin Beaters were among the best at Hogwarts, and the only way he could foresee losing to Malfoy was if he received no cover from his own batsmen.

But his team seemed just as averse to Harry as his other classmates, avoiding him both on the pitch and in the locker room. He could hear Cho's snide whispering and see her throw sneering looks in his direction on occasion. He remembered Hermione's theory about her and the intimate hug she'd given him after the previous match, and lamented what could have been if the attack hadn't interrupted the Ravenclaw celebrations. Could he have pursued things further, asked her out? That seemed like an impossibility now.

Harry's thoughts had become consumed by Cho recently, as the possibility of a fresh start with the girl tantalized him. When she wasn't talking about him behind his back, she appeared light and carefree, laughing with her friends and enjoying the company of many friends. The specter of Cedric's death no longer hung over her, and she was a bright and radiant presence in the school, one Harry desperately wanted to be a part of.

Harry never thought he could land such a popular partner, not when he'd been marked for death in his previous life. But now, aside from this irritating Pettigrew business, he had a chance at normalcy, a chance at seeing somebody 'above his station' as Dahlia so bluntly put it. After all, why shouldn't he? He was a star Seeker and top of his class...why couldn't he be popular and date whoever he pleased?

His constant daydreams did him no favors, unfortunately, and nearly wound up costing him a finger during one Care of Magical Creatures class. He'd been fantasizing about holding hands with Cho in the halls, laughing with her, kissing her while everyone watched and not giving a care in the world, only to accidentally stick his hand in the mouth of a murtlap, earning himself a nasty bite in the process.

"Yer s'posed ter keep away from its mouth, yeh know," Hagrid chastised Harry as he ran his finger under a running spigot of water.

"I know, sorry, I was distracted," Harry muttered. "It won't happen again."

"I reckon yeh've learned yer lesson the hard way," Hagrid chuckled, helping Harry to wrap the wound in gauze. Then, he lowered his voice and bent his head closer to Harry. "Say, yeh haven' seen yer cousin around lately, have yeh?"

"Damian?" asked Harry. "Erm...no, not really. He sticks to his common room mostly outside of lessons."

"Ah...smart, but tha's a shame to hear," Hagrid lamented. "He used ter like comin' down here on weekends, helpin' around the paddocks. I could use some help with the cats and Kneazles."

"Do they all come here to be fed?" asked Harry. He had noticed an abundance of the felines patrolling the castle grounds – several dozen, in fact, ordered by Dumbledore to keep an eye out for any suspicious rodent activity. Even Calvin and Mrs. Norris seemed to be getting in on the fun, as Harry spotted them on occasion outside frolicking with the other cats and hunting small prey.

"I leave food out for 'em in a few spots, but they don' all need it," said Hagrid. "There's enough natural prey for 'em to feed on around the Forest. Only trouble is keepin' em away from the Nifflers and Puffskeins, cuz they like to sneak into the pens an' kill em."

"If I see Damian, I'll let him know you asked about him," Harry promised. In truth, he'd been meaning to track his cousin down for a while now, wanting to ensure the boy did not recede into his old ways and find reason to leave Hogwarts. He had one last idea to keep the boy engaged and hopefully remove the fear of Pettigrew from him.

His next chance came a few days later in the Great Hall. Damian made a rare appearance for dinner, scarfing down his meal at the end of the Hufflepuff table before hustling back towards the common room. Harry chased after him, calling his name until Damian reluctantly turned to face him.

"What d'you want?" Damian asked, crossing his arms.

"Erm...we haven't had much chance to talk since the accident," said Harry awkwardly. "How are you doing?"

"Fine," Damian shrugged indifferently. "What's it to you?"

"Hagrid's asking about you," said Harry. "He wanted some help with the cats out on the grounds. Why haven't you been to see him lately?"

Damian squirmed uncomfortably at this question. Harry suspected he knew the answer already: the path to Hagrid's hut was where he'd been attacked the first time, so naturally Damian would be afraid of taking that route alone again. "Been busy," he said evasively.

"Listen...I have something for you," said Harry, rummaging through his pockets and withdrawing something. He held it out for Damian to see: a rumpled bundle of yellow-stained parchment. "Know what this is?"

"Nope," said Damian, looking uninterested.

Harry set the tip of his wand atop it and intoned, "I solemnly swear that I am up to no good." The Marauder's Map came to life, ink spreading across the surface of the parchment until the live map of Hogwarts became fully visible.

Damian's eyebrows shot up as he realized what he was looking at. "Bloody hell, is this Hogwarts?" he breathed, snatching the map out of Harry's hands.

"Sure is," Harry nodded. "It shows where everybody is in the castle and on the grounds at all times. Look, there's us." He pointed to the Entrance Hall on the map, where the two dots labeled HARRY POTTER and DAMIAN DURSLEY stood side by side.

"Wicked cool!" Damian asked. Then, his excitement receded back to suspicion as he looked up at Harry again. "Why are you showin' me this? You been spying on me or summat?"

"No," said Harry. "Well, yes, a couple of times I've checked to make sure you and Dahlia are safe. It's useful to have a handy way to know where people are in case of an emergency."

"Oh. Yeah, I guess," Damian muttered. The same thought seemed to be dawning on him now, and his eyes rapidly scanned the map, perhaps searching for some sign of Peter Pettigrew nearby…

"You can borrow it for a little while," said Harry. "If you want to travel alone, you can take the Map with you so nobody can sneak up on you. That way, me or Cedric or my dad don't have to follow you around everywhere."

Damian still seemed to expect the other shoe to drop. "What's in it for you, then?" he demanded. "You got some kinda tracking device on this? It gonna tattle on me for sneaking to the kitchens at night?"

"Nope," Harry said, shaking his head. "My dad and his friends invented that map when they were students so they could sneak around without getting caught. If you plan on breaking the rules, at least this lets you do it safely, right?"

Damian seemed bemused by this answer. It was like he couldn't believe someone was encouraging him to break rules, rather than tell him off for it. "Right, I'll consider it," he said with practiced indifference. "But if I find out you tricked me, you'll regret it, Potter."

"Deal," Harry chuckled. "When you're done using the map, just point your wand and say 'Mischief managed', and it'll turn off. That way you won't get in trouble if a teacher finds it...except my dad, of course, because he'll know what it is straight away."

Damian drew his wand and repeated the pass code, smirking as the ink faded away and the Map became just a spare bit of parchment again. "Thanks, Potter," he said. "Guess you'll see me around...if I don't see you first." And with that ominous promise, he turned to march down the hall towards the Hufflepuff common room, looking far more confident and fearless than he had seemed before.

Harry returned to the Great Hall, wondering if he'd made the right decision giving Damian the map. Was it wise to give a troublemaker access to such a powerful tool to subvert the system? And would Harry accidentally expose his Time-Turner secret if Damian ever happened to check the Map when two Harry Potter's were present in the castle at the same time?

But the pros outweighed the cons in Harry's mind. Damian now had an extra measure of protection in case Pettigrew decided to go after him again. Harry wouldn't have to constantly worry about his cousin being caught unawares – the weakest link in the Potter family security at Hogwarts. And perhaps equally important, this would go a long way as an olive branch to his cousin, a gesture of good faith that Harry valued his relationship with the boy enough to give him such a valuable family heirloom.

Damian may continue to put up a cold front against his cousin's attempts to befriend him, but Harry got the sense that the defenses were finally beginning to thaw.
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Harry continued to wonder if he'd made the right decision in giving Damian the Marauder's Map in the days to come. What if it encouraged him to be more reckless? What if it lured him into a false sense of complacency? What if he took his trouble-making up to another level with the freedom it gave him to sneak around the castle?

But whatever the risks, it appeared that his gamble had paid off in the short term. He saw Damian out and about more often, attending classes and meals with his year, lounging on the grounds, and even once heading down the hill towards Hagrid's hut, surreptitiously checking the Map as he went. This has to be the better scenario, Harry reasoned. Pettigrew won't be around the school for long, but with any luck, Damian still will be.

Still, worry plagued him that he might have given Peter easier access to the Marauder's Map, which undoubtedly would help him achieve whatever he hoped to achieve in the castle. Whether that was killing Harry, or getting revenge against the Potters in general, or something else entirely, he just couldn't be sure. He just had to hope Damian remained vigilant and checked the Map often to prevent him from being ambushed again.

"You seem distracted," said Hermione, gently shaking his arm. "Are you feeling alright, Harry?"

"What?" Harry said, shaking himself out of his reverie; his mind had drifted as Hermione explained the latest Arithmancy homework to him in the library. "Oh, yes, fine. Just worried about my cousin."

"You're so kind for thinking of him," Hermione remarked. "I imagine he must be quite frightened here, all alone without his family for support."

"Yeah, probably," Harry shrugged. "I just hope he decides to stay...it would be a shame for him to lose access to a magical education just because of one madman."

"For someone from a wizarding family, you seem quite empathetic towards Muggle-borns," said Hermione. "Most students from pure-blood families wouldn't give a damn about us going back to 'where we belong'."

"Well, I'm a half-blood, not a pure-blood," Harry reminded her. "My mum got called the M-word plenty when she was in school. She and my dad taught me to never treat anyone different, no matter what family they come from."

At that moment, Cho Chang walked by with a gaggle of her friends. She spotted Harry sitting there, staring up at her, then whispered something to Marietta Edgecombe. Marietta guffawed loudly and whispered something else to the rest of the group; they all broke out into raucous, mean-spirited laughter as they walked away. Harry glared at Marietta's retreating back, certain she'd said something cruel about him. He still hadn't fully forgiven her for betraying Dumbledore's Army in his last timeline, and she didn't appear to be much better in this one.

But to his surprise, Hermione just giggled. "Is Cho still putting on that show around you?" she laughed. "Can she make it any more obvious?"

"You still think she fancies me?" Harry asked.

"Oh, Harry, she's practically announcing it to the whole world!" Hermione grinned. "She may not even realize it herself, poor girl. She just keeps making an ass of herself in an attempt to convince herself her feelings aren't real."

"Huh," Harry hummed thoughtfully. As always, Hermione's emotional perception far exceeded his own, especially when it came to girls.

"She can't seriously believe this is attractive behavior," Hermione said with a mirthful grin. "No guy would ever be interested in someone so openly hostile towards them."

"Yeah," Harry agreed easily. Though what he didn't admit aloud is that he did still fancy Cho, very much so, especially after hearing Hermione's theory. He noticed her giving him furtive glances more often, in the halls and during Quidditch practice, and wondered what she was thinking in that moment. What was he to do about it? Ask her out? What if she kept up the charade and laughed in his face? What if she told everyone about it and he became the laughingstock of Ravenclaw for it?

But what if she said yes?

That thought excited Harry like no other, and he was actually, insanely, considering it. Every time he saw her alone in the halls or walking back from the pitch he froze, wondering if now was the appropriate moment. It was like the Yule Ball all over again: he just couldn't muster up the courage to ask her. Would she wind up with someone else if he waited too long? The possibility of enduring that heartbreak two lifetimes in a row was a terrifying thought.

"Focus, Harry!" James shouted after yet another duel ended with Harry making a costly misstep and letting a blockable spell get through his defenses. "What's gotten into you lately?"

"Sorry," Harry groaned, pushing himself back to his feet. Even during his private lessons with his father his mind often drifted to Cho, her face, her laugh, her lips… Stop thinking about that, Harry chastised himself as he prepared for another round with James. It's not going to happen. Just put her out of your mind.

"This isn't going to get us anywhere if you aren't paying attention," James chastised Harry. "You're distracted, and you're making slopping mistakes."

"I know, alright?" Harry snapped. "Let's go again!" He forced himself to live in the moment, to focus only on the man squared off against him across the room. He'd been studying extra hard for today's lesson, and had a few tricks up his sleeve he wanted to try.

James sighed and dropped into a fighting stance, then resumed their duel. Within seconds they were both going at it in earnest, trading blows back and forth, prodding at one another's defenses. Harry remained cautious, waiting for an opening, hoping to spring his trap. The moment came when James paused to shift positions, and Harry made his move.

"Homunculi speculo!" Harry shouted, flourishing his wand. For a brief second he felt as though his mind was being ripped apart, then he saw a brilliant flash of white light before darkness crashed down upon him.

Moments later, he regained consciousness, spluttering from the water James was spraying in his face. "Rise and shine," James said sardonically as he helped Harry back to his feet. "Mind telling me what the hell that was supposed to be?"

"Body-Mirroring Charm," Harry muttered, clutching his head, which still felt like it had been split down the middle. "Read about it in a book somewhere. It's supposed to create multiple projections of your body so the other person isn't sure which is the real one."

"Ah," James chuckled in recognition. "Tonks has used that one against me before. Quite tricky to fight against, though also difficult to master. Took her some months to learn the spell during her training, and she's a grown adult...I wonder why you thought you could handle it at your age?"

"I can already do things I'm not supposed to," Harry shrugged. "The Patronus Charm, for one."

"True," James conceded. "But the Body-Mirroring Charm takes a great deal of magical energy to perform, and your magical core hasn't fully developed yet. I wouldn't try that again until you've grown older."

I'm older than you think, Harry thought bitterly. Saul Croaker had said it himself: his magic already recognized him as an adult, hence why the Trace no longer worked on him. But maybe there was truth to the idea that his physical body wasn't ready for such strenuous feats of magic, even if his mind was. He would have to ask Saul about that at their next meeting.

Harry wanted to resume the duel straight away, but James put his foot down, ending the session early and instructing Harry to go back to his dorm and rest. But Harry didn't feel like sleeping, heading instead to the library to read more about illusory magic. He was intrigued more now than ever to learn how it worked and how to adapt it to his own fighting style – anything that used so much magical energy must indeed be powerful. He considered writing Tonks to ask for her input, but figured she would just tattle to James about it, so he would wait on that front.

Harry did receive an unexpected letter a few days later, however, one that did not come from his immediate family. He grinned when he saw Sirius' scrawled handwriting on the envelope, pocketing the letter for later. "Not reading your own mail, Potter?" asked Terry Boot curiously when he witnessed this.

"Just my mum sending something I forgot at home over break," Harry lied. In truth, he had written to Sirius the week prior, taking him up on his offer of asking for advice on 'girl troubles'. He knew Sirius would be one of the few people to not mock him and not run off and tell James and Lily every scintillating detail. Harry had no intention of sharing his embarrassing thoughts with his classmates, so he waited until that evening to close himself in his four-poster and open the letter and hear what Sirius had to say:

Dear Harry,

I'm glad you chose to come to your coolest uncle with these questions! Your Uncle Remus would probably advise you to be a perfect gentleman and never dare make a move, your father would tell you to tease the poor girl back, while your Uncle Peter would surely suggest a love potion or Imperius Curse to get what you want. (Sorry, poor taste, I know!)

Joking aside, I think your friend Hermione's theory is correct. Girls can be fickle and difficult to read, but one of the surest signs they are interested in a boy is if they make a show of teasing them publicly. She must see you as quite the catch if she's willing to go to such great lengths to knock you down from the pedestal she's put you on!

My advise is to be straightforward in how you feel. Wait for an opportunity where it's just the two of you and make it clear where you stand and what you want. Blunt honesty is more effective than you think! It puts the Quaffle firmly in her court and forces her to make the decision. I know that's easier said than done, but believe me, it's the best way to get to the heart of the issue. If she does fancy you, she'll respect the confidence.

And if she doesn't, then good riddance! You're young and have plenty of time for love...eventually someone else will come along who recognizes what a catch you are and claims you for herself. Don't waste your time chasing after girls who play silly games with your emotions. You deserve respect, and the best way to earn it is to give back what you want to get in return. Think of it like Quidditch: don't play their game; make them play yours.

If you still don't believe that my advise is the best approach, ask your friend Hermione. She sounds like she has a good head on her shoulders, and she'd no doubt agree with me.

Your loving uncle and friend,

Sirius

P. S. - If you're still single at my age, I'll disown you! Unless that's your own choice, of course – respecting yourself is the first step to happiness.

Harry set down the letter with a smile on his face. As always, Sirius never failed to lift his mood and make him feel better about things. Whether it was girl troubles or helping him survive the Triwizard Tournament in his previous timeline, Sirius could always be relied upon to show him the way.

Harry knew he was likely right: the current situation with Cho would never go anywhere if he didn't act and draw a line in the sand. He had to tell her he liked her and demand to know if she felt the same way. But it was one thing to recognize that, and another thing entirely to actually do it! He was terrified of the prospect of such a conversation and dreaded the moment coming sooner than later.

Harry considered taking Sirius' advice to ask Hermione's opinion, but she was rather easy to set off as of late. As final exams approached, she was more consumed with her studies than ever, and any interruption to her careful lesson plans ran the risk of setting her off. In addition, there had been several snafus with the Time-Turner lately; it was no longer as reliable since the Halloween incident, sometimes taking them back only two or two and a half hours instead of the three they needed, making them late to class a couple times. Hermione never blamed Harry outright for the faulty Time-Turner, but it further contributed to her fragile temper.

Luckily, Harry was far too busy to worry about romance at this moment in time. In addition to the upcoming exams, the advent of May meant the season finale of the Quidditch season against Slytherin. Unfortunately for Ravenclaw, Hufflepuff had managed to pull off a come-from-behind victory against Gryffindor the week before, with Cedric making two clutch Snitch catches to scrape out the win. Roger Davies pushed the team hard all the way up to the match, unwilling to give up their chance at glory.

"Right, here's the situation," announced Roger in the locker room as he paced back and forth before the team. "If we win today we'll be tied with Hufflepuff for first place, but the tiebreaker is number of Snitches caught. Diggory caught six Snitches this season, and we have four so far. So Potter, you'll need to catch at least two for us to tie and share the Cup, or all three for us to win it outright."

"Got it," Harry nodded. He was confident he was the better flier than Malfoy, but winning all three Snitches was no easy feat in today's game. Only Cedric had done it in a match this season, and he was the first at Hogwarts to do so since Aidan Lynch two years prior.

"Slytherin have nothing to play for today, but they won't make it easy on us," Roger warned. "They fight dirty, and they'll want to bloody us up as much as possible to salvage their pride. So keep an eye on those Beaters and stay alert, even after the whistle is blown!"

Everyone nodded solemnly at this. They'd all seen what happened to Angelina Johnson earlier in the season, who was hit in the head by a Bludger several seconds after the final Snitch had been caught and spent a week at St. Mungo's recovering from it. The offending Slytherin Beater had merely been given a month's worth of detention, no doubt thanks to Snape lobbying on his behalf.

The team took to the air soon after, heralded by the cheers of half the student section. Harry spotted his parents and Sirius waving at him, as well as Dahlia, who for once was dressed in blue-and-bronze garb now that Gryffindor was out of the running. Most of Gryffindor was rooting them on today, in fact, while the Hufflepuffs were cheering on Slytherin, hoping for an upset win so they could claim sole possession of the Cup.

As Roger had predicted, the game got ugly as soon as it began. Slytherin racked up four fouls within the first five minutes for dirty blocks and late Bludger hits after the whistle, and Roger converted on each penalty shot, giving Ravenclaw a swift 40-0 lead.

But Harry knew the score didn't matter. Even if the Ravenclaw Chasers scored a hundred goals, it wouldn't matter if Harry couldn't beat Malfoy to the Snitch. He ignored the action happening below, circling the pitch, keeping one eye on Malfoy and the other on the field for the elusive Snitch.

The first appeared around the ten minute mark, hovering around midfield during a scrum near the Slytherin goalposts. Harry and Malfoy spotted it at the same time; they dove side by side, flattened against their brooms in a mad dash for the tiny golden ball. Malfoy had a slight head start, but Harry's Firebolt did its job, pulling ahead of the Nimbus 2001 just enough for him to swipe the ball out of the air and pull out of the dive to raucous applause.

"Potter's got the first Snitch!" Lee Jordan announced excitedly, clearly joining his Gryffindor mates in rooting against Slytherin. "Two more of those, and Ravenclaw will clinch the Quidditch Cup!"

Just two more, Harry thought to himself as play resumed. Two more Snitches, and we'll have the Cup. We can go back to the castle and celebrate, Roger will be tolerable again, and Cho might even treat me properly for once… But thoughts of Cho only proved to distract him, so Harry pushed them aside and focused once more on the pitch below.

Harry was flanked on either side by his two Beaters, as Roger had wisely instructed them to protect Harry at all costs. This succeeded in keeping the swarm of Bludgers away from him, but also left the Chasers and Keeper exposed to harm. Harry watched with growing concern as Roger and Cho were pelted from all sides by Bludgers, broom handles, and stray kicks to the head as the Slytherins buzzed around them like angry hornets, intent only on causing harm.

Luckily, the second Snitch made its appearance not long after, flitting in and out of view around the Ravenclaw goalposts. It was a short distance for Harry and Malfoy to travel, which gave Malfoy time to maneuver and block Harry from making a clean run at the Snitch. Harry swore; Malfoy may have the slower broom, but he had a knack for getting in the way and making life more difficult. He swerved to and fro, attempting to find an opening to get back the annoying blonde and outpace him to the Snitch.

"What's the matter, Potter, can't run away from your problems this time?" Malfoy taunted as he continued his antagonistic tactics. "All that speed and you're unable to out-maneuver me?"

Harry refrained from responding to the insults, focusing only on the golden ball just out of reach. One slip-up, one mistake from Malfoy would give him the opening he needed…

But it turned out not to be Malfoy's mistake that cost him. Harry saw a blur of green streaking in from his left just in time, and yanked up on his broom handle as a Slytherin Chaser swooped in – a bald-faced attempt to crash into Harry and take him out of the match. Instead he smashed into Malfoy, sending both green-clad boys tumbling to the pitch as Harry rocketed after the Snitch, his path cleared. He caught the Snitch and once more rose into the air to the adulation of the crowd.

"Ooh, poor attempt by Montague there to foul Potter!" Lee Jordan shouted with obvious glee. "Potter catches the second Snitch, and Ravenclaw extends their lead to 190-10!"

Harry smirked as he watched Malfoy and Montague re-mount their brooms from the ground, bickering intensely about whose fault the crash was. Let them fight amongst themselves, he thought. Better that they turn on one another than on us.

Harry realized that the second capture meant Ravenclaw had secured at least a tie atop the Cup standings! He felt a thrill of excitement knowing that no matter what happened, they would be champions. But he knew his teammates wouldn't see that as good enough. They wanted to beat Hufflepuff outright, not share the glory. So he stayed focus as the final period began, determined to deliver his team their first victory in nearly a decade.

Meanwhile, the game below had devolved into something beyond what Harry would consider normal Quidditch. Slytherin seemed to have given up on winning entirely, and were now dedicated to hurting as many Ravenclaw players as possible. Marcus Flint 'accidentally' crashed into Ravenclaw's Keeper; the Chasers were body-checking Cho Chang every time she caught the Quaffle; and Harry had to dodge an incoming Bludger roughly once every five seconds, even well after the whistle signified a stoppage.

"I mean, really now!" Lee Jordan scoffed after a particularly egregious collision between Roger Davies and two of the opposing Chasers attempting to knock him out of the air. "Another whistle from Madam Hooch, and she really ought to think about tossing these dirty players out of the damn game!"

"Language, Jordan!" McGonagall warned her student from nearby, but most of the crowd appeared to agree with Lee. Even many of the Hufflepuffs were joining in the chorus of boos; Harry spotted his cousin Damian in the crowd spewing epithets at Marcus Flint, making him grin.

Harry intensified his search for the Snitch, eager to just get it over with. At this point it was a matter not only of winning the Cup, but allowing his teammates to survive in one piece. Malfoy's heart didn't seem to be in it much...he was drinking in the misery of the other Ravenclaw players with glee...Harry could take advantage of his distracted play if he could just find the final Snitch…

And he saw it. Fluttering around the base of the Slytherin student section, not a soul around it. He had a clear path to it. Harry shot after the golden ball, heart pounding, the end of the match finally in sight.

"POTTER'S SPOTTED THE FINAL SNITCH!" Lee Jordan shouted with excitement. "Malfoy's miles away...he'll never catch up in time!"

Harry heard Malfoy swear loudly from behind him, struggling to keep up. But there was no way he would regain the lost ground. We're going to win, Harry thought in disbelief. We've won the Cup!

But something caught his attention in the corner of his eye. Every other player had stopped play to watch Harry's dive for glory, except for one Slytherin Beater, who smacked a Bludger hard out of frustration from yet another loss. It careened straight towards Cho Chang, who was not paying attention, and smacked her right in the chest, knocking her clean off her broom.

Suddenly Harry faced a difficult choice. The Snitch was just seconds away, well within his grasp for a clean victory. But Cho was falling from at least sixty feet in the air, a fall that could prove seriously damaging – if not fatal. Harry was the only one close enough to reach her before she hit the ground at terminal velocity. He had a split second to decide—

He swerved right, diving after Cho instead of the Snitch. Harry could see the panic in her face as she desperately clawed at open air, locking eyes with him, begging him to save her. He reached out and grabbed her arm a second before impact, pulling up hard on his broom to avoid smashing into the grass; he was quickly bucked off the Firebolt from the weight imbalance and tumbled across the pitch with Cho, eventually coming to rest beside her, bruised but okay.

"Are you alright, Cho?" he asked immediately, scrambling over to check on her.

"Think so," Cho groaned, looking down at her chest. There was a nasty dent in the breastplate of her uniform, but she was able to push herself up to a sitting position, clutching her ribs through gritted teeth.

Above them, there was a great roar from the Slytherin cheering section. "MALFOY CATCHES THE THIRD SNITCH!" Lee Jordan announced. "Ravenclaw wins the match, but they will tie Hufflepuff for joint victory of the Quidditch Cup!"

The Hufflepuffs in attendance began going wild as they realized what this meant. Harry's decision had possibly saved Cho's life, but cost his team sole possession of first place in the Cup standings. They were still technically champions, but it would be shared with Hufflepuff...a disappointing outcome when the alternative was within reach.

The rest of the Ravenclaw team landed beside the two to check on their condition. "Alright there, Chang?" asked Roger, kneeling beside Cho.

"I'll live," Cho muttered, brushing off everyone's attempts to help her to her feet, staggering upright of her own accord.

Roger looked next to Harry, offering no words of concern for his condition. He said nothing, and Harry could see the visible disappointment in his captain's expression – he knew that Harry's decision had cost them ultimate glory, even if they would still be considered co-winners.

Madam Pomfrey was running across the pitch towards them, and Harry knew she'd be able to patch up whatever injuries Cho had sustained in an instant. Pomfrey shooed the rest of the team away to the locker room as she tended to Cho, and Harry trudged off the field, unsure how he should feel. Had he made the right decision? Would his House mates be angry with him for giving up the win when it was well within reach?

It seemed that his teammates hadn't fully made up their minds about that themselves. Nobody spoke while they dressed back into their school robes – it was not a jubilant nor a dejected atmosphere, just maddeningly neutral. Harry took his time getting dressed, letting his teammates trickle out ahead of him, unsure if he wanted to face the potential wrath of his House when he returned to the castle.

"Oi, moron!" a voice called out from behind him. Harry spun around to see Cho marching into the locker room, looking unharmed but dreadfully angry.

"Cho…?" asked Harry tentatively. "Are you feeling better?"

"Better?" Cho scoffed. "You could have won us the Cup! Why on earth did you abandon the Snitch?"

"You could have died!" Harry protested. "I saved your life!"

"I wasn't in any real danger, you idiot!" Cho snapped. "The pitch is enchanted to absorb lethal impacts for our safety; d'you really think Dumbledore would let a student die like that?"

"I didn't know that," Harry muttered softly. He knew the game was brutally dangerous, but hadn't considered enchantments to prevent the worst from happening to them.

"You embarrassed me!" Cho huffed. "I'm a big girl – I can deal with a trip to St. Mungo's, but now you've stolen the Cup from me, which is even worse!"

"We still won, technically," Harry pointed out. "I just didn't want to see you get hurt, that's all."

"You...you…" Cho stammered, searching for the right words as she probed Harry's eyes. Harry noticed how close she was standing to him, their noses nearly touching, her flushed cheeks burning red with fury, or embarrassment, or perhaps—

Before Harry knew it, Cho had pressed herself against him, flattening him against the wall with a kiss. Harry staggered back in shock, barely comprehending what was happening. Cho grabbed Harry by the shoulders as she smashed her lips against his, in a wild, impassioned assault.

Harry quickly responded in kind, pressing back into the kiss with his own eager reception. This was madness, utter madness...Cho was all over him, and he was overwhelmed with the sensation...Harry placed his hands around her waist and pulled her closer, taking her in…

Then Cho abruptly pulled away from him, eyes wide. Harry stared at her, dumbfounded, at a loss for words. Cho's cheeks were tinged pink as she panted heavily, eyes racing across his face. And before Harry could say anything, she slapped him hard across the cheek, then stormed out of the locker room without a word.

"What the hell…?" Harry groaned, gingerly feeling his face. He hadn't even registered the pain, his face having lost all sensation by that point. It was by far the most bewildering, unexpected fifteen seconds of his entire life. Cho had kissed him! KISSED him! Then slapped him? What on earth was that about?

Harry trudged back up to Ravenclaw Tower in a daze, barely acknowledging the words of congratulations being thrown his way. He entered the common room, which unexpectedly erupted in applause at his appearance. People patted him on the back and offered polite words of encouragement: "Good show, mate." "Can't blame you for that one." "A tied win is still a win, eh?"

Roger Davies appeared to have gotten over his initial anger at Harry, and was now drinking something with his teammates that looked suspiciously like Firewhiskey. He met Harry's eyes and gave him a curt nod of acknowledgment. Ravenclaw did still win the Cup, Harry reasoned. That was his objective after all. It wasn't outright, but it still counts.

Harry declined the offers of goblets being thrust in his direction, scanning the common room for Cho. She was nowhere to be seen – had she disappeared up to her dorms, or was she avoiding him elsewhere in the castle? He was still stunned by what had happened in the locker room, and was dying to talk to someone – anyone – about it. He eventually sank into a sofa, staring blankly into the fireplace, replaying the moment over and over in his mind.

Someone sat beside him and slipped a cup into his hand. Harry looked down at it, expecting to see Firewhiskey; instead, crystal-clear water stared back up at him. "Thought you could use a proper refreshment," said Hermione. "You're looking a bit peaky."

"Thanks, Mione, you're the best," Harry said gratefully, taking a long gulp of the water, though it did little to quell the raging fire burning in his gut.

"Are you alright, Harry?" Hermione asked, frowning. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Yeah, fine," Harry muttered. "It's just...the strangest thing happened to me."

"Were you injured?" said Hermione, examining Harry head to toe. "Do you need Madam Pomfrey?"

"Nothing like that," said Harry. "It's just…" And it all came spilling out of him in a torrent, the encounter with Cho in the locker room. Harry explained the absolute elation, followed by sheer confusion, of the sudden shift in her behavior.

"...And then she just hauls off and smacks me!" Harry recounted, laughing in spite of himself. "I mean, that's mental, right? But you were right, Hermione: she had a crush on me all along! D'you reckon I should ask her out, or give her some 'girl time' or whatever other nonsense you ladies need?"

Harry looked expectantly up at Hermione, expecting her to look thoughtful at his revelation. Instead she stared blankly at him, looking stricken by what he had just said. She opened and closed her mouth a few times, as though about to say something, but held her tongue. She abruptly stood from the sofa, grabbing her bag and disappearing up the stairs to the dorm without a word.

Harry watched her go, completely gobsmacked. Here he was attempting to understand Cho's actions, only for Hermione to exhibit even stranger behavior! "What the bloody hell is going on?" he muttered to himself, drinking the last of the cup of water in his hand.

"Oh, Harry," giggled a nearby voice. "Must you be so tactless?" He looked up to see Padma Patil smirking at him from a nearby armchair.

"Sorry?" he said, confused.

"Do you have to torture the poor girl?" Padma asked. "Is it really wise to talk about fancying another girl to the girl you're already involved with?"

"Hermione?" Harry said, laughing at the sheer absurdity of the suggestion. "We aren't involved...we're just friends."

"That's not the impression the rest of us got," Padma smirked. "We've all seen you two sneaking off between classes. Parvati swears she saw you two exit a broom closet together once. D'you really expect us to believe nothing's happening between you two?"

"I…" Harry stammered. "It's not like that. Just a misunderstanding, honestly."

"If you say so," Padma shrugged. "Hermione sure seemed to act the part...she always looked so pleased to be spending time with you. You hadn't noticed?"

Realization was dawning fast on Harry, extinguishing the flame burning within him with a harsh, cold douse. He had been spending a lot more time with Hermione this year, far more than he ever had in his past timeline. Sure, they shared use of the Time-Turner and studied together, but he often found himself casually relaxing with her on weekends, not on purpose, but just because she was around. She'd been far kinder to him this year than last – he assumed this was due to her guilt over the diary incident, but perhaps it was something more…

"You don't reckon she fancies me, do you?" Harry wondered aloud in bewilderment.

"Of course she does, stupid!" Padma giggled. "How could she not? You're the only boy who gives her the time of day, you're good at basically everything, and you basically saved her life last year."

Harry couldn't believe he hadn't realized it before. He remembered her whole spiel about the reasons Cho liked him, and now understood that she knew them so well because they were the very same reasons she'd fallen for him too. What was it she'd said? "She's clearly attracted to you, but she also sees you as a rival...you're a great flyer, top of your class in everything, a gifted duelist…" She had been talking about herself all along. And when he asked what he should do about Cho, what did Hermione advise him? She told him to ignore it until she went away!

Merlin, what have I done? Harry groaned internally, sinking back into the sofa cushions. He'd just rubbed it in Hermione's face that he fancied somebody else! How awful of a person was he? But she didn't expect him to like him back, did she? They were practically siblings with all they'd been through!

But in this timeline, they hadn't been through everything they had the first time. Harry had kept his distance from her, letting her build a relationship with Ron and Neville first and foremost, only to revert to his old habits in third year and rely more heavily on her for emotional support. Had she mistaken that for affection? Had she developed feelings for him because of it?

What was Harry to do about this conundrum? He had difficulty seeing Hermione as more than a friend, but things were different now...it would not be as weird and awkward as it would have been in his first lifetime, would it?

But why was he even contemplating this? Cho had KISSED him! Surely she wanted him, too? Was he such a bad person for wanting to be with one girl when another also liked him? Would she take it badly if he let her down gently and admitted the feelings weren't mutual?

Women are so bloody complicated, Harry thought miserably to himself, excusing himself from the common room and heading upstairs to lie wide awake in his four-poster. Before today, learning that two separate girls fancied him would have made him giddy with excitement. Now he just felt sick with dread about it all and confused about how to proceed.
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Ever since his conversation with Padma, Harry became paranoid that he was being watched every time he and Hermione snuck off to use the Time-Turner. He double-checked over his shoulder every time they entered a broom closet or dilapidated toilet to send themselves back in time. He even made a habit of preparing "Notice-Me-Not" wards on secluded spots where he later planned to travel back to, lest they arrive near any students who noticed them crammed close together in an alcove or elsewhere.

Hermione seemed acutely aware of this, too – or perhaps she always had, and Harry never noticed it. Her face always burned bright red when he threw the golden chain over both their necks, and rapidly separated from him once they arrived at their temporal destination. He realized now just how intimate an experience it was: crammed into tiny spaces together, bodies drawn close, away from prying eyes. No wonder she'd gotten the wrong impression…

There was no discussion between them after their awkward conversation in the common room; whenever Harry attempted to make small talk, she found some excuse to depart and keep her distance. Harry wanted to tell her that he felt terribly for what happened the other day. He missed the casual banter they'd shared, the bond they'd formed over the past year. As much as he wanted to give the Golden Trio their space, he missed that camaraderie he'd taken for granted in his previous lifetime.

But privately, he wasn't so sure he should feel bad at all. Was he so wrong for liking somebody else? Was he a bad person for misreading Hermione's signals and failing to notice her affection for him? Cho gave him a pretty clear signal that she wanted him, and he responded in kind...surely that would lead to a relationship, right?

But Cho continued to give him mixed signals as well, avoiding him in the halls and clearly making snide comments to her friends about him. His other Quidditch teammates greeted him warmly whenever they saw him, offering high-fives and shouts of excited greeting. But Cho was the outlier, shirking away from him, preventing him from getting her alone to talk to her.

Why do blokes always have to be the one to initiate things? Harry lamented. His brain operated on a simple, binary 'yes or no' basis – he wished one of them would just come out and say what they were thinking, instead of making him guess. He would rather march into battle with Voldemort himself than navigate this sticky situation on his own. But unlike in real life, the battle would never come to him – he would have to be the one to act.

He was consumed by indecision in the coming days, unsure of how to resolve this issue. He was distracted in lessons, during homework, and in his free time. Which is how he found himself once again staring at the ceiling of the Defense Against the Dark Arts classroom, groaning from the impact of a spell as his father stood over his vanquished opponent once more.

"Your shield work is getting sloppier," James chastised Harry. "You used to be able to block nonverbal spells in your sleep."

"Let's go again," Harry muttered irritably, pushing himself back to his feet.

"No," said James firmly. "I can tell your head's not in it today. What's got you so distracted all of a sudden?"

"Because Harry's in lo-o-ove," came a singsong voice from behind. Harry wheeled around; Dahlia had entered the room when neither of them were looking, sitting cross-legged atop a desk in the corner, grinning devilishly at her brother.

"Piss off, Dahlia," Harry groaned.

"Don't talk to your sister that way," James chided him. "And what d'you mean, Dahlia?"

"Everyone's been talking about how Harry dumped his girlfriend for someone else," Dahlia grinned.

"That's not true!" Harry protested. "I haven't got a girlfriend!"

"Are you seeing that Chang girl?" James asked, smirking. "Atta boy, Harry, I knew she would come round—"

"He wishes!" Dahlia guffawed. "Rumor has it he's ditched Hermione Granger to go and try snogging Cho, only she punched him in the face!"

"That's a lie!" Harry snapped. Then, as an afterthought, he added, "It was more of a slap than a punch, anyway."

"So it is true, then?" Dahlia gasped, eyes going wide with glee. "Oh, wait 'til Ginny and Tori hear about this!"

"IT'S NOT TRUE!" Harry bellowed in exasperation. "I was never dating Hermione, and I didn't try to snog Cho! If anything, she's the one that snogged me!"

"Is that so?" said James, quirking an eyebrow with surprise as Dahlia shrieked with delight. "I must say, Harry, I hadn't pegged you as a womanizer so young."

"Oh, forget it," Harry huffed, turning to gather his things. "If you two are just going to take the mickey, I won't stand here and be mocked."

"We're not mocking you, Harry!" James said placatingly, putting on a straight face and throwing a significant look at Dahlia to do the same. "You know you can always come to us with these things."

"Yes, please do," Dahlia said, still overcome with giggles. "You can trust us with all of your deepest, darkest secrets."

"Yeah, I'm sure I can," Harry scoffed. "I'm going to the library to study."

"Tell Hermione we said hello!" Dahlia cackled as Harry hustled from the room.

This is why I didn't trust my immediate family for advice, Harry grumbled internally. Sirius at least had the tact not to laugh in my face about it. Speaking of which, he ought to send Sirius a follow-up letter to update him on the latest development. What would he advise Harry to do? Probably to be straightforward about his intentions...but wasn't that what got him into this mess in the first place?

As Harry trudged to the library, he heard a small mewing sound behind him. He turned to see Calvin, Dahlia's cat, sauntering up the corridor towards him. "Hullo, Calvin," he greeted the Kneazle with a sigh. "Come to scratch me up and pile onto the misery?"

Calvin instead approached Harry and flopped onto his back at his feet, exposing his belly. "Yeah, right," Harry scoffed. "You're just going to bite me as soon as I reach out to pet you."

But Harry suddenly realized that something was very wrong. Calvin was panting heavily, and his eyes were bloodshot. His body was twitching slightly, and his limbs were stiff, as though the effort to walk up to Harry had cost him dearly.

"You alright there, Calvin?" Harry muttered, kneeling down to examine him more closely. The cat stared up at him with wide, fearful eyes, as though begging him for help. His fur was slightly matted, and the skin beneath was tinged a strange shade of green. He's sick, Harry realized with alarm. He immediately scooped up Calvin into his arms and rushed off to the Hospital Wing.

He found Madam Pomfrey inside, arranging potions in a cabinet. "Madam Pomfrey!" he announced, gently setting Calvin down on the nearest bed. "Something's wrong with my sister's cat!"

"I'm not a veterinarian, dear," Madam Pomfrey huffed without looking at him. "Take it to Hagrid's."

"Look at him!" Harry pleaded, pointing at the cat, who was now foaming slightly at the mouth and twitching more violently. "He's really sick!"

Madam Pomfrey finally tottered over, and froze at the sight of the cat. "Merlin, that's not normal," she muttered, drawing her wand. She cast several diagnostic spells over the cat; numerous red runes appeared over Calvin's prone form, which Pomfrey scanned with alarm. "Someone's poisoned him."

"Poisoned?" Harry gasped. "With what?"

"I'm not sure," Madam Pomfrey, hustling over to the nearest cabinet. "I can try a few antidotes, but we can't be sure what exactly it was...oh, dear, where did I place my bezoars?"

"Accio bezoar!" Harry shouted, pointing his wand at the cabinet; a small, round object flew at him from a box on the high shelf. Harry examined the bezoar; it looked like a walnut, a rough, coarse object in his palm.

"Insert it into the cat's throat," said Madam Pomfrey. "If it's not too late, it might be able to counteract the effects of the poison."

Harry approached Calvin and gently pried his mouth open, pushing the bezoar inside and forcing it deeper down. Calvin continued staring up at him with those wide, terrified eyes, as the cat's breathing intensified. After a few moments, the cat suddenly gave a great shudder, and it stopped moving entirely; its body ceased its tremors, and the rapid breathing stopped, as Calvin's eyes fluttered shut.

Harry stared down at the Kneazle in horror. Did I just kill my sister's cat? he thought with horror. He stood frozen as Madam Pomfrey hurried over, summoning the bezoar back into her palm (now coated in white foam) and casting more diagnostic charms. After a heart-stopping moment, she sighed.

"He's still alive," she muttered. "We can't be certain the poison has been fully neutralized, but at least he's stable. I'll need to consult with Professor Snape for further treatment."

Harry gave a shuddering exhale of relief. Calvin's chest was starting to rise and fall again, more steadily this time, as the cat lay quite still on the bed. He didn't know what he'd say to Dahlia if the worst had happened...he was just grateful that he'd found the cat in time. Or rather, that the cat had found him.

At that moment, there was suddenly a great, hair-raising scream from far in the distance. It didn't sound like a student – it was low and guttural, a man's scream. It repeated itself, echoing somewhere across the grounds, as whoever the voice belonged to sounded in complete agony.

"What in Merlin's name was that?" Madam Pomfrey muttered, rushing to the window to peer outside. Harry followed her, craning his neck to see; it appeared to be coming from near the front doors of the castle, just out of view. He thanked Madam Pomfrey and hurried out of the Hospital Wing to see what was going on.

Harry rushed to the Entrance Hall, where a group of students had gathered to locate the cause of the commotion. He pushed his way forward through the crowd, freezing at the sight everyone was staring at: Argus Filch, staggering in from the grounds, cradling a lifeless Mrs. Norris in his arms.

"SHE'S BEEN KILLED!" Filch wailed, glaring accusingly around at the gathered students. "WHO DID THIS? WHO KILLED MY MRS. NORRIS?"

"No student could have done this, Argus," said an authoritative voice; students turned and scrambled out of the way as Dumbledore descended the marble stairs towards him, flanked by Professor Snape. "Someone has been plotting this for a while."

Dumbledore led the way out onto the grounds, followed by Snape and the grieving caretaker. Several students tiptoed after them, curiosity getting the best of them. Harry was among them; he heard the shrieks and gasps of the students ahead of him, and dread crept into him as he made his way towards the front. As he stepped out the great oak doors and onto the path overlooking the grounds, his heart dropped at the terrible sight.

The grounds were littered with dozens of dead cats. Where once they frolicked and played and hunted together in the grass, now they lay still and lifeless, some still twitching from the throes of whatever poison had been applied to them. It looked like a battlefield: fallen soldiers strewn across the landscape, as the staff approached to investigate them.

"Who could have done this?" a tearful sixth-year girl asked aloud.

"Pettigrew," Harry muttered darkly. Several students looked at him curiously.

"Why would Pettigrew care about a bunch of cats and Kneazles?" scoffed a seventh-year boy. "He's a Dark wizard."

Harry realized that few students knew the truth about Peter's Animagus form. It was a secret James didn't want getting out, and Harry didn't want to be responsible for starting the rumor. "Just a hunch," he shrugged. "Who else would be so cruel?"

"What's happening, Harry?" asked a frightened Dahlia, who had timidly exited the castle alongside Ginny and Astoria. Her eyes went wide at the gruesome sight around them. "You don't think—"

"Calvin's in the Hospital Wing," he reassured her. "He's stable, but still in danger. Madam Pomfrey's tending to him now."

Dahlia's eyes widened in shock, and she immediately sprinted back into the castle, her two friends close behind. Harry silently prayed that he'd been in time to save her Kneazle, even if it appeared it was far too late for much of the rest of the felines.

Harry ignored the mutterings of the students around him and hurried down the hill towards the staff members, who were kneeling beside one of the motionless cats and speaking in low tones. Hagrid had joined them, hustling up from his cabin. They all looked up at Harry as he approached.

"This had to be Pettigrew," Harry blurted out. "It just had to be."

"He is certainly a prime suspect," Dumbledore agreed. "Hagrid, would you kindly locate the food you left out for the cats and collect a sample? It will need to be tested immediately."

"Right away, Headmaster," Hagrid grunted, hustling back down to his cabin.

"This makes no sense!" Snape scoffed. "Why would Pettigrew poison a bunch of cats? They can't be that big of an obstacle for him to do something like this!"

"I have my reasons to suspect otherwise, Severus," Dumbledore said calmly. "In the meantime, we must double-check the ward schemes around the school boundaries. It is possible he will attempt another breach of the castle soon."

"Must you suggest such a thing to a student?" an exasperated Snape scoffed, indicating Harry.

"I hope he comes after me again," Harry growled. "He won't get the best of me this time."

"Pride comes before the fall, Potter," Snape glared. "Careful what you wish for."

"I must agree that caution be exercised," Dumbledore sighed. "Please return to the castle, Harry, and notify your family what has happened. And reassure them that nothing will come of this incident."

Harry obliged, stalking back up to the castle, but he had no intentions of filling Dahlia and Damian's heads with false platitudes that everything was alright. He spotted his cousin lurking near the front doors, partially hidden behind his Hufflepuff classmates, and Harry paused to address him directly.

"Keep my gift on you at all times," Harry told him warningly. "Use it often. You might need it sooner than you'd like."

Damian nodded fervently, looking stricken; his fellow Hufflepuffs also looked frightened by Harry's stern demeanor. The other students gave Harry a wide berth as he headed back up the stairs towards the Hospital Wing to talk to his sister. She would need to understand what potentially lay ahead and be ready to deal with it if he or their father couldn't be there to help.

It had become something of a cycle around Hogwarts by this point – students had a tendency to forget about the danger at their doors until Pettigrew reminded them of his presence. And as with the previous two instances, students avoided Harry like the plague, somehow certain that he was at the center of this somehow. Perhaps they didn't outright blame him like for the Chamber of Secrets, but many still saw him as a lightning rod for trouble that was to be avoided at all costs.

And who could blame them? Once again it was Harry's closest friends and family members being harmed in each instance: first Harry himself, then Damian, and now Dahlia's pet Kneazle. That poor cat has taken so much collateral damage, Harry thought grimly. Fortunately Calvin seemed to be recovering in the Hospital Wing, but Dahlia stayed by its side nearly round-the-clock, only leaving when Madam Pomfrey shooed her out to return to her dormitory each evening.

Harry had a foreboding feeling that the recent cat attacks meant that Peter would make another attempt to enter the castle by the end of the term. He was on-edge every waking moment, attempting to keep tabs on his loved ones, his wand at the ready in case of another duel breaking out at any moment. Suddenly his worries about Cho and Hermione didn't seem so meaningful anymore – he was reminded yet again that he was in a life-threatening situation here.

He spent most of his free time in the library these days, either studying for final exams or brushing up on dueling techniques. He desperately wanted to delve deeper into illusory magic, but knew it was too risky after his mishap with the Body-Mirroring Charm. The last thing he wanted to do was accidentally drain his magical core in the middle of a fight with Peter and risk passing out again – he would have to rely on his instincts and basic spell knowledge for now.

One crisp morning in late May heralded the arrival of two letters at breakfast, both of which Harry pocketed for later. He didn't want to risk either being read over his shoulder in the Great Hall. He waited until he was safely back in the dorm, closing himself in his four-poster and tearing them both open. The first was from Sirius:

Harry,

Sorry to hear about your recent 'incidents' with Miss Chang and Granger. There's good news and bad news there. Good news is you finally have confirmation about both of them being interested! Bad news is you have to decide on an appropriate course of action from here. I don't envy your position one bit (I say despite whooping with glee at your overflowing prospects!).

Let's start with Cho. She unquestionably sent mixed signals during your last encounter, and continues to do so with her passive-aggressive behavior. You mustn't discount the possibility that she kissed you as a heat-of-the-moment reaction to you saving her during the Quidditch match. Similarly, the slap could have been a reflex from her anger at you costing the team first place. As un-fun as it sounds, you will have to find a time to speak with her privately and clarify what happened between you.

As for Hermione...you may not realize it, but the way you write about her shows that you care deeply about her. Maybe you don't see it as romantic affection, and it may not be necessarily, but someone that special in your life deserves special care. Whatever you decide to do, you have to take care not to destroy the relationship you've already built. Don't do anything that would break her trust or cause her to view you as unreliable! Passions can fade fast at your age, but betrayal cuts ten times as deep by that same token.

As always, I urge you to remember that this is only a temporary situation, and you have plenty of time to grow and make mistakes! Don't sweat it if you get things wrong and mess it all up. You're not even fourteen yet and already have your first kiss and multiple crushes under your belt – well done! You'll look back at all of this and laugh at how silly it all seems. So if you decide to just be done with the drama, walk away and have no regrets! There are plenty of fish in the sea...take it from me, as I'm still catching fresh bites twenty years later.

Your devilishly-handsome uncle,

Sirius

Harry grinned as he folded Sirius' letter shut. As always, it filled him with warmth and a reminder that it will all be okay. It didn't, sadly, provide him with much insight on how to proceed with Cho and Hermione. There were no easy answers to his many questions, and he still had to navigate this uncharted territory all on his own. At least he knew that his godfather had his back no matter what he decided.

Harry opened the second letter, chuckling as he skimmed its contents:

Dear Harry,

Hope you are doing well. Have you been practicing the mental exercises I taught you? I hope you have. Anyway, here is the recipe for pumpkin juice you asked about, as I love to brew it at home myself…

Harry shook his head at the made-up ingredients Saul Croaker had listed below, stretching the length of the parchment. He pulled out his wand and tapped it to the paper, muttering the agreed-upon decoding password: "Death's Veil." At once the letters began rearranging themselves into new words, until Harry was able to read what Saul had actually meant for him to read:

Harry,

I'm disturbed to hear what happened to the cats on school grounds. You are likely correct that Pettigrew intends to get them out of the way for his next attempt at breaching the castle. Stay alert and keep tabs on your loved ones.

As for your question about illusory magic: I wouldn't attempt anything that draining until we've had a chance to meet in person again. I know of a few potions and rituals you can undertake to increase your stamina and strengthen your magical core. It's not well-understood how closely tied your core is to your body versus your soul, which in your case is two entirely separate things I'm afraid. I will research what I can when I have the time.

I have been making discreet inquiries in the Muggle world about Tom Riddle and intend to pursue several promising leads over the summer. If you are agreeable to it, we can look into them together, though secrecy is an obvious must. If anyone knew we were digging into his past, it could seriously jeopardize our agenda and tip off the wrong people.

I have also been perusing your notes you gave me over a year ago, and you mentioned a Death Eater incident at the Quidditch World Cup in two months' time. Do you intend to travel to the match with your family? And if so, what are your plans to interfere? I must exercise extreme caution in this matter and will happily provide advice and suggestions if you need them.

Let's arrange a meeting for the last week of June at my office. Ask your father if he's agreeable to it...just don't tell him what we intend to get up to!

-Saul

Harry had completely forgotten about the upcoming Quidditch World Cup. He hadn't even been tracking the tournament leading up to it...would it still be Bulgaria vs. Ireland in the final? What other ripple effects might cause things to play out differently there? Would Barty Crouch Jr. still cast the Dark Mark and frame it on Winky? He would have to settle on a course of action soon...once this Pettigrew situation was cleared up, of course.

Harry emerged from his four-poster and tossed both letters into the nearby fireplace to destroy the evidence. "Writing love letters, are we, Potter?" snickered Michael Corner from his own bed.

"I sure am," Harry quipped. "Your mum's got lovely handwriting." He dodged a shoe being hurled at his head and scurried from the dorm, chuckling to himself. The two letters may not have given him all the answers he was after, but they made him feel considerably better and less alone than he'd felt in weeks.

And that was more important than ever lately, with the continued silent treatment he received from his peers. Students remained fearful to be seen in his presence, ensuring that he went most days without speaking to anyone besides his professors when they asked questions in class. Even Hermione, whom he could usually rely on to vent his frustrations on these matters, was giving him a wide berth, albeit for very different reasons.

Luckily he still had Luna, who was either apathetic or oblivious to Harry's outcast status around the school. She was more than happy to join him in the common room or at meals, where they either studied or talked about nothing in particular (one of Luna's specialties). It was on such a Friday evening that they found themselves at a table in the library, where Harry struggled his way through Arithmancy assignments as Luna perused The Quibbler through her ridiculous orange-tinted glasses.

Harry heard voices approaching from nearby, and looked up to see two fourth-year Gryffindor girls walking around the corner towards them. They froze at the sight of him, turning at once to hurry off to the other side of the library.

"People sure seem frightened by you, Harry," Luna remarked as the girls scurried away. "And I think I've figured out why."

"Have you now?" Harry grinned. Leave it to Luna to completely miss out on the school rumor mill surrounding the cat incident and ongoing rumors of Pettigrew's schemes…

"Most certainly," Luna nodded. "They've heard about your torrid love affair with Hermione Granger and Cho Chang and don't want to be corrupted by your seductive charm."

Harry nearly choked on his own saliva at this innocuous remark. "Who told you I was having a...a torrid love affair?" Harry asked, mortified.

"Oh, it's quite obvious," said Luna. "Both girls treat you as though you have an infectious disease. They obviously have to keep up appearances that they are not cavorting with you in secret, but the truth is clear."

Harry was torn between being deeply embarrassed and laughing uproariously at Luna's surprising insight. "I am not seeing either of them," Harry gently corrected her instead. "Though things have been...awkward with the two of them lately." And he briefly explained the circumstances that led to the present-day confusion he found himself in. Luna listened politely without interruption, betraying no surprise or scandal at his reluctant tale.

"Goodness me," she finally said. "You really have found yourself in a conundrum."

"Don't I know it," Harry chuckled. "I suppose I should just ask the nargles what they think I should do, wouldn't you say?"

"Oh, they are rarely useful in situations like this," Luna said with absolute seriousness. "But you should probably begin by asking yourself what you really want from the two of them. The reason things are awkward is because neither of them know where you stand. Hermione is confused by your attraction to Cho despite your obvious physical chemistry, while Cho is confused by how close you seem to be with Hermione despite kissing her back. You have to pick a side and let both of them know in order to move forward. Otherwise, they will never be sure what your intentions are."

Harry opened and closed his mouth a few times, stunned once again by Luna's unexpected display of mature, rational logic on the matter. Her words were like a lightbulb, allowing him to see the situation clearly for the first time. Of course things were awkward, because he hadn't told either girl what he wanted! How was he to expect them to communicate clearly when he wasn't giving them the same in return?

"Blimey, Luna, why haven't I asked you for advice before?" he said in amazement. "You're rather good at it."

"No one ever seems to agree with my advice," Luna shrugged. "I advised Millicent Bulstrode once to try using pixie dust to clear up her acne, and she flushed my book bag down the toilet."

Harry was too preoccupied with Luna's previous words to register this heinous behavior. "But how do I decide what I really want?" he wondered aloud. "I mean, Cho's brilliant...a great flyer, gorgeous, and fun to be around – when she's not making fun of me with her friends, that is. Hermione can be rather boring and obnoxious, but she's also dependable and cares about me like few other people do."

"Mmm," Luna hummed noncommittally.

"I mean, if I knew for sure Cho wanted to go out, I'd ask her straight away," Harry continued on, lost in his train of thought. "But how would she explain that to her friends after teasing me so much? And would I lose Hermione as a friend if I did that? Am I taking Hermione for granted? Does she expect more from me in return for her attention? She's been rather reliable this year, and I don't know how I would have survived without her...and I always saw her as more of a sister...but I also have a real sister now, and our relationship is nothing like that after all...what do you think, Luna?"

Harry looked expectantly over at Luna, but she was not paying attention to him. Her head was bowed and she was slumped forward, and she was muttering softly to herself under her breath. It almost appeared like she was praying.

"Luna?" Harry asked, gently shaking her shoulder. "Are you all right?"

Luna remained hunched over the table, swaying slightly in her seat. Then, she gave a shuddering gasp, and her head snapped back upright. She opened her eyes, and Harry saw with horror that they were milky-white and unseeing, staring blankly ahead.

"The Dark Lord's servant shall claim his prize tonight," Luna said in a hoarse voice quite unlike her own. "Guided by the path laid out before him, he shall be crowned victorious…"

"Luna, what's gotten into you?" Harry asked, a chill running down his spine. "You're scaring me—"

"The innocent shall be caught in the crossfire," Luna continued on, as though Harry wasn't even there. "Those who defy him shall be consumed by the blinding light of rebirth…"

Luna gave a deep shudder and slumped forward in her chair once more, her head lolling forward and nearly colliding with the table. Harry watched her, stunned, as she took several unsteady breaths and slowly lifted her gaze to him. Her eyes were back to their natural blue, blinking rapidly in confusion.

"Oh my, I feel dizzy all of a sudden," Luna said in her usual dreamy voice. "Is it warm in here to you too?"

"Luna...are you aware of what just happened?" Harry asked cautiously.

"Oh yes, quite aware," Luna nodded fervently. "As I was saying, you ought to follow your heart in these matters. Neither Hermione nor Cho will begrudge you for—"

"Not that," Harry interrupted her. "You just spoke in an odd voice. It sounded like you were delivering a prophecy."

"Well, that's preposterous," Luna chuckled. "There are no Seers in the Lovegood family. Father has always said so."

Maybe not on her father's side, Harry thought grimly. He remembered his suspicions about Luna's mother, and now wondered if she had passed it along to her daughter. "You said something about 'the Dark Lord's servant'," Harry continued. "You don't remember that?"

"I think you might want to lay down, Harry Potter," Luna said patronizingly, putting a hand to Harry's forehead as though checking for a fever. "You might be hearing things. I think I would remember saying something like that."

Harry's mind was racing. It was eerily similar to the prediction Trelawney had made in his previous third year, and that very same evening was when Pettigrew escaped and they had to break Sirius free. Was tonight the night, then? Was Peter about to strike once more, and claim whatever it was that he was after in the castle?

If so, he couldn't afford to waste a second. "You're right, I think I will go lay down," said Harry, springing to his feet. "Just, erm, stay here, will you Luna? Where Madam Pince can keep an eye on you? I have a bad feeling about tonight."

"Have a good rest, Harry!" Luna beamed, clearly not comprehending his grave warning. Harry hastily departed the library, hoping that Luna would be far down Peter's hit list this evening. There were several other people he had to ensure the safety of first.

Where were Dahlia and Damian? Harry wished he had the Marauder's Map on him so that he could locate them more quickly. He wracked his brain, trying to think about where they might be on a Friday evening. Dahlia was likely with Ginny and Astoria, but Damian could be anywhere, especially with the Map on hand to guide him through the castle. If only he could check on both of them at once…

But what if he could? He remembered Dumbledore sending a message to his father via Patronus earlier that year...perhaps James could aid him in his search. Harry drew his wand and pictured his family, all together and enjoying one another's company. "Expecto patronum!" he shouted.

The silver thestral Patronus burst from his wand, galloping once around the room before turning to face him expectantly. Harry cleared his throat, unsure exactly how to proceed.

"Erm...send a message to my father," Harry instructed the thestral. "Tell him I believe Peter Pettigrew will attempt to breach the castle tonight. Find Dahlia, and I'll find Damian, then we'll meet in the Defense classroom."

The thestral stood there for a moment, staring stoically at him. Then it took flight once more, rearing its head before disappearing through a wall and out of sight.

That's Dahlia hopefully taken care of, Harry thought. Could he send another Patronus at the same time? He wondered if he could have two Patronuses active at once, or if the one he'd just sent would be canceled. Harry didn't want to risk that happening. He would just have to find Damian himself, then hopefully the family could all hunker down together in James' office until the danger passed.

What if Luna was wrong? Harry thought as he made his way to the Entrance Hall. What if it wasn't a real prophecy? It certainly sounded like one, but he didn't actually know that much about what constituted a 'real' prophecy. Could they ever be wrong? He knew Dumbledore and Saul Croaker didn't put much stock in them, for instance...did that mean they could provide false information?

Still, he had to be sure. If there was any risk of his loved ones being in danger, he would take no chances. He quickened his pace through the castle, intending to search the Great Hall for Damian or Cedric before somehow forcing entry into the Hufflepuff common room to ensure their safety.

But he stopped short at a stairwell, suddenly hearing distant cracks that made the hair on his neck stand on end. He strained to listen – it sounded suspiciously like spellfire. He heard a distant shout of alarm, and immediately knew something must be wrong. It sounded like he was coming from somewhere above him, so rather than head down towards the castle entrance, he went up, emerging on the third floor to investigate the disturbance.

The sounds of conflict grew louder as Harry approached. He sprinted down the corridor, skidding around a corner and nearly getting struck by an errant Stunner. He spun around and aimed his wand, prepared to raise a Shield Charm, but realized he was not the intended target of the spell. Two people were dueling down the hall; one had his back turned to Harry, and the other was further away, furiously dancing and dodging spells. Harry realized with a jolt that it was Neville Longbottom.

"Neville!" Harry shouted in alarm.

"Harry?" the boy yelped, spotting him for the first time. But the distraction cost him. The next spell sent Neville's way caught him straight in the chest, sending him sprawling backwards to the floor with a loud oomph.

The assailant turned, and Harry once again found himself face to face with Peter Pettigrew. Peter's eyebrows raised with surprise as they stared each other down. Then, just as Harry was about to raise his wand against the man, Peter grinned maliciously at him.

"Thanks for the gift," he smirked, waving coyly at Harry. He was brandishing something small and yellow in his off-hand; Harry realized with a jolt that it was the Marauder's Map. But just as he was processing this, Peter turned and ran, disappearing down a side corridor and out of sight.

Harry made to chase after him, but he heard a low groan from down the hall. He turned to see Neville struggling to get to his feet, wincing in pain. Harry rushed to his side, kneeling to check on his condition. "Don't try to get up, Neville," Harry said gently. "He's gone."

Neville slumped onto his back, panting heavily. "I'm sorry, Harry," he sighed. "I thought I could take him."

"You did great, Neville," Harry reassured him. Then, remembering what he'd just seen, he asked, "Did he steal the Map from you?"

"Map?" Neville repeated, bewildered. "What Map?"

That confirmed Harry's worst fears. He didn't get the Map from Neville, he realized. He must have apprehended Damian already and used the Map to find Neville. And what if he's not done? Harry realized with a jolt. What if he's after Dahlia next, now that he has the Map for himself?

Harry left Neville and ran down the corridor after Peter, but he was long gone. He was at a complete loss for what to do. Should he head to the Great Hall to find a teacher? Head to Gryffindor Tower to find his father and/or Dahlia? Or somehow locate Damian and check to ensure that he wasn't gravely injured in the process of losing the Map? There were too many dangers and not enough time.

Time.

Harry plunged a hand down his robes and withdrew the Time-Turner. Time was something he had ample of. He could go back two, maybe three hours and stop Pettigrew before he could harm anybody at all. He could hear a multitude of footsteps running in his direction, and knew Neville would be found and cared for. There was only one thing left to do.

No time to waste, Harry thought grimly. He turned the hourglass over three times in his palm, and felt the familiar tugging sensation as he was yanked into the past to hopefully stop Peter in his tracks.

No one in his family was getting hurt if he had anything to say about it.
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Harry's feet touched ground in the same corridor he'd just departed, hours in the past. Based on the sunlight streaming in through the windows, it was mid-afternoon. "Tempus," he muttered; the time of 4:37 displayed over his head. Roughly two and a half hours to go until Neville was attacked by Pettigrew...but what had Peter been up to prior to that? There was no time to waste.

Harry weighed his options. Damian was his first priority, as he had the Map. Neville was also a concern, but he had plenty of time to warn him off, so he ought to make sure Dahlia was safe as well. "Expecto patronum!" he shouted, summoning his thestral Patronus once more. "Go to my dad and tell him to find Dahlia. Peter Pettigrew will attempt entry into the castle today, likely via the third floor entrance. I'll secure Damian and meet you when I can."

The silver thestral took off, and Harry sprinted in the opposite direction. His first stop was the Great Hall, where he hoped to either find Damian, Cedric, or somebody who could point him in the direction of either. Failing that, he would stand outside the Hufflepuff common room and demand entry until somebody let him in.

Harry skidded into the Great Hall, scanning the tables for any friendly faces. Handfuls of students lounged about the great tables, doing homework, chatting or playing board games. Harry spotted Professor Sprout sipping tea at the high table and ran up to her.

"Professor Sprout!" he panted, out of breath. "I need to find my cousin, Damian Dursley. D'you know where he is?"

"He just got out of my Herbology class an hour ago," said Professor Sprout, looking concerned. "I think he went down to visit Hagrid after. Is everything all right, Mr. Potter?"

But Harry was already off, sprinting back down the center of the Hall, ignoring the snickers and mutterings of students all around him. He didn't care what an odd sight he might be at that moment. His family was in danger, and he would take no risks in ensuring their safety.

He was so consumed with his mission that he failed to notice the boy rounding the corner into the Hall just as he was exiting, causing them to collide and spill onto the stone floor. "Sorry!" Harry groaned, picking himself up and reaching to help the other boy up. He realized with a jolt that it was Neville.

"Everything alright, Harry?" Neville asked, looking alarmed by his appearance. "You look like you've seen a Grim."

"Listen to me, Neville," said Harry gravely, grabbing Neville by the shoulders. "Go back to your common room and stay there until it's safe, d'you hear me? Stay away from the third floor corridor, no matter what you do."

"You're scaring me, Harry," Neville frowned. "What's gotten into you?"

"Peter Pettigrew is going to enter the castle tonight," Harry said. "Hell, he might even be here already. Just please, stay far away from that area and you'll be fine, got it?"

"But how do you know—?" Neville stammered, but Harry was already off sprinting through the great oak doors and onto the grounds. He didn't have time to explain. For all he knew, Damian could be minutes, even seconds away from being apprehended near the Forbidden Forest again.

Harry knew that at that very moment, his past self was in the library with Luna, working on homework that suddenly seemed so very inconsequential. Should he send himself another Patronus to conscript his help and cover more ground? Or would that violate the timeline? Would he have known any of this was happening if he hadn't heard Luna's prophecy in the first place? There were too many risks to attempt it. He pressed onward, only hoping he would be fast enough on his own.

Harry reached Hagrid's hut in record time, pounding on the door. "HAGRID!" he bellowed, banging his fist into the wood over and over. "HAGRID! IT'S AN EMERGENCY!"

"Who's bellowin' at my door?" asked a booming voice; Harry turned to see Hagrid trudging up the hill from the Forest, carrying a large bundle of logs. "Is tha' you, Potter?"

"Hagrid, have you seen Damian today?" Harry asked, running over to the half-giant. "I need to speak with him right away."

"Sure, he's somewhere nearby," Hagrid said, scratching his beard thoughtfully. "I asked 'im to help clean out some o' the thestral pastures, just over yonder." And to Harry's horror, he pointed back towards the Forest he'd just departed.

"You left him in there alone?!" Harry yelped with alarm.

"It's heavily warded against intruders!" Hagrid protested. "An' he's well within shouting distance—"

Harry took off once more, barreling into the Forbidden Forest. How could Hagrid be so stupid? Harry thought in a near-panic. Leaving a vulnerable first-year alone in the Forest? He could already envision the scene ahead of him: Damian, unconscious or badly injured in a pasture, Pettigrew already long gone with his new prize, headed back up to the castle to wreak who knows what havoc…

"DAMIAN!" Harry shouted hoarsely through the trees. "DAMIAN, WHERE ARE YOU?"

"Oi, I'm right here, calm your trousers!" came an annoyed voice from Harry's right. He turned and felt a wave of relief at the sight of Damian, shuffling over to him. "What d'you want?"

"What are you doing out here all by yourself?" Harry demanded, running up to the boy. "Don't you know it's dangerous to be alone?"

"Course, I do, I'm not an idiot," Damian scoffed. "I been using your gift, just like you told me." And he withdrew the Marauder's Map from his pocket, brandishing it for Harry to see.

Harry snatched the Map away from Damian and scanned its contents. He could see his and Damian's dots side by side at one end of the map, with Hagrid not far away at his hut. No Peter Pettigrew in sight. Nor did the man appear anywhere in the castle that Harry could see, as he scanned desperately for clues. To his relief, he saw his father and Dahlia together, headed towards the latter's office, and Neville appeared to have taken his advice and gone back to his common room. Meanwhile, past Harry and Luna were still seated together at the library, none the wiser.

"Good, that's good," Harry sighed with tremendous relief. "But Damian, we need to get you back to Hagrid. It's still dangerous out here tonight."

"Why tonight?" Damian demanded. "You don't think that Pettigrew nutter is gonna show his face again?"

"That's exactly what I think," Harry said solemnly, which caused Damian to go pale. "Stay close to me."

Harry and Damian hurried back to Hagrid's hut, wands drawn and scanning the dark treeline, but fortunately they were still alone. They reached the hut and found Hagrid washing his hands out back. "Hagrid, the school is in danger," Harry called out as they approached. "Can you and Damian hunker down here for the next couple of hours?"

"How d'you reckon?" Hagrid frowned. "Won' he be safer up at the castle?"

"I don't think so," Harry shook his head. Now that he had the Map firmly back in his possession, Damian was no longer in as much danger as he feared. And Pettigrew was soon to be in the castle himself, so there was less of a worry that he would come way out of his way to attack someone down here. "Can you protect him?"

"With my life," Hagrid said resolutely, reaching out to grab Damian's arm. "C'mon, Dursley, let's get inside. I'll put the kettle on."

"I'll let Dumbledore know you're here," Harry promised. "Stay safe, won't you?"

"You're not staying with us?" asked Damian. "Won't you be in danger going back to the castle?"

"I have to check on everyone else," Harry said vaguely. "Too much can still go wrong. I'll explain everything later!" And Harry took off across the grounds once more, checking over his shoulder to ensure that Damian and Hagrid entered the cabin and closed it tightly shut behind them.

Harry passed the Quidditch pitch on his way back to the castle and paused, inspiration striking him once more. "Accio Firebolt!" he bellowed, pointing his wand at the structure. With a loud bang, his broomstick broke free of his confines in the locker room and zoomed towards him, hovering to a halt beside him. This would allow him to cover more ground and reach his destination(s) safely.

Harry mounted his broom, checking the Map one more time. Hagrid and Damian were still completely alone in their corner of the Map, the Potters were safely in James' office, and Neville was in his dorm. Harry figured his best course of action would be to join his father and sister and hunker down with them until the danger passed.

But what if he could make especially sure that the Map was far from Peter's greedy hands? Surely he could hide it somewhere that the man would never be able to find it. If he planned to come after Harry or his family after all, keeping it on his person would pose an additional risk. But where to hide it? Somewhere far from prying eyes, somewhere Peter wouldn't think to look…

And Harry knew at once where to go. He kicked off the ground and shot into the air on his Firebolt, circling the castle. He located the Astronomy Tower and rocketed towards its summit, cresting the turrets and landing atop the observation deck. It was deserted, as expected – lessons had shifted elsewhere since the Tower had been closed for renovations. But Harry's destination wasn't far away, as he leapt from his broom and descended into the Tower towards the seventh floor.

Harry arrived at his intended corridor and paused to check the Map one last time. He was still completely alone...the closest person to him was Filch, several stories below him, far beyond the barricade preventing entry from below. He began to pace before the blank stretch of wall, thinking: I need a place to hide the Map...I need a place to hide the Map…

After his third pass, the door to the Room of Requirement appeared, and Harry rushed inside. He paused, able to hear his heavy footfalls and even his ragged breathing echo through the cavernous space. Where the hell was he? The Room had never created such a vast space for him before, and he felt rather like he'd entered a cathedral-like space similar to the Hall of Prophecy.

"Lumos," Harry muttered, taking in the foreign space for the first time. The Room was loaded with large pile of debris: centuries' worth of students concealing items from the staff. Old books, dressers, and miscellaneous contraband that certainly looked too dangerous to be allowed on campus. The age and state of decay of some of the items told Harry that the Map ought to be safe here, for days, weeks or perhaps centuries. He marched forward to locate a good place to hide it.

Harry heard movement nearby and flinched, wheeling around and pointing his wand at a cluster of pixies emerging from their hiding space, leering at him. Harry kept moving, looking for a spot that was both far from the entrance yet easy to access for future retrieval. Some place nondescript, yet easy to remember when he came back to retrace his steps…

He located a suitable spot soon after, spying a gaudy green dresser halfway up a nearby pile of debris. Some Slytherin's vanity object, no doubt, he thought to himself. Harry began to climb the precarious pile, aiming for a small cabinet just below the dresser. He would quickly stuff the Map inside, then return to the entrance and find his father and Dahlia to wait out the remainder of the evening.

But traversing the pile was easier said than done. He had to choose his foot and handholds carefully, or else risk toppling the entire structure over on top of himself. He stuck his wand between his teeth to make full use of both his hands, searching for the next item to grab a hold of and pull himself up high enough to store the Map in safely.

Harry's hand slipped, and he swore, causing his wand to slip from his mouth and tumble down the mountain of debris, clattering to a halt near ground level. Harry sighed and slid down the pile himself, making his way over to pick up the wand—

"Leave it, Harry."

Harry's blood ran cold at the voice. A light-tipped wand rounded the corner towards him, and Peter Pettigrew emerged from the darkness, eyes alight with malice. Harry froze, his wand just out of reach...he would not be able to reach it before Peter could hex him.

"Hello, Uncle Peter," Harry said, trying to keep his voice neutral. "Having a nice evening?"

"You've no idea how difficult it has been to get into this room," Peter muttered, looking around the cavernous space. "It's taken me all year to manage it."

"You were trying to get in here all along?" asked Harry, bewildered. "I thought you were coming after me!"

"Don't flatter yourself," Peter scoffed. "You were simply in my way. If we hadn't crossed paths that Halloween evening, you would never have been harmed."

He was on his way to the Room of Requirement, Harry realized. And I was on my way out of it. "But...you tried to kill me with that Excavation Curse!" he stammered.

"I was trying to expose the Room, you fool!" snapped Peter. "It would not open for me, and I thought it best to enter by force. And it might have worked, had Snape not shown up at an inopportune moment."

He couldn't get in because I was already inside, Harry realized. How many times had Peter breached the castle and attempted to get into the Room prior to Halloween, only for Harry's usage to prevent him from doing so?

"I couldn't sneak in the same way again, nor was it easy to get back to the Room after the area was sealed shut," said Peter, pacing frantically now as he scanned the piles of rubbish. "So I had to find another way – or person – to get in."

"That's why you attacked Damian," Harry deduced.

"I cared not who he was; he was simply the first student to walk by the Forest," said Pettigrew. "I hoped the Quidditch match would serve as a good distraction to give him a clear path. And if you hadn't interrupted him, he might have made it here unsuspected. But you always happen to be at the right place at the wrong time, don't you, Harry?"

"I have a knack for that," said Harry, slowly inching his way to his left. He could see his wand atop a pile of clutter a few feet away, and if he kept Peter talking long enough, he might be able to dive for it and have a chance to defend himself. "So why did you poison my sister's Kneazle?"

"Those damned cats made it impossible for me to get anywhere near the castle in my rat form," Peter grumbled. "They are unnaturally adept at hunting rodents. So I used that against them, and started capturing rats in the forest and coating their fur with scentless poison before releasing them onto the grounds. That certainly thinned the herd for me."

And you'll have Filch to answer for that someday, Harry thought gravely, remembering the grief upon the caretaker's face when he discovered Mrs. Norris had been killed. "Well, congratulations, it worked," Harry deadpanned. "And now you're here. But why?"

"My Lord told me that if anything ever went wrong, I must retrieve something for him," said Peter, still scanning the piles of discarded items all around him. "Something to help him return to power."

"Why are you still helping him?" asked Harry. "He's got the whole wizarding world against him now. Why not join the right side?"

"The right side?" Peter snapped, his haunted, sunken eyes locking onto Harry's. "The side that belittled me all my life? The side that chucked me in Azkaban without a fair trial? What makes you so sure that your side is the right one?"

"Voldemort is evil," Harry said imploringly. "Surely you must recognize that, Uncle Peter. He doesn't actually think you're important...he's using you."

That was clearly not the right thing to say. "I am the only one who remained loyal to him!" Peter shouted, stamping his foot in a rather petulant display of wounded pride. "I am the one the Dark Lord will reward once I have brought him back to full strength! I am important, and you and Dumbledore are nothing but fleas compared to my great might!"

To Harry, Peter seemed in that moment rather like a child throwing a tantrum. Was that really what this was all about? Was Peter so easily swayed by the first person who came along and lied about respecting him that he actually believed it? Could all of this had been prevented if someone had valued Peter for who he was instead of underestimating him at every turn? It filled Harry with equal measures of pity and disgust.

"I respect you, Uncle Peter," said Harry, trying a different tactic. "And I'm sorry for how my dad and everyone else treated you. That doesn't mean you have to worship a complete monster. You can turn against him now and all will be forgiven."

Peter's face twitched slightly at Harry's apology, but remained twisted in mingled anger and resentment. "I've made my choices," he said, with a practiced indifference that reminded Harry of Damian's defiant attitude. "And I shall live with them. Now I must complete my master's task and locate the—NO!"

Harry had seized his moment; Peter's eyes had wandered off, scanning the Room again, and Harry dove for his wand. He snatched it with the skill of a Seeker and twisted in midair, forming a Shield just in time to block Peter's incoming curse. Harry rolled onto his knees and twirled his wand, causing the towering pile of belongings behind Peter to collapse atop him; Peter spun around to see the incoming debris and swiftly transformed into rat form, scurrying away as it crashed down where he'd been standing a moment before.

"Come back, you coward!" Harry bellowed, giving chase. He rounded a corner, seeing the tiny rat tail disappear into a small opening in the debris. Harry flung a Blasting Curse at it, sending discarded trinkets flying through the air. He plowed through the cascade of falling objects, ignoring the painful thumps to the head he took as he charged after Peter.

Where did he go? Harry thought furiously, scanning the next row of objects. He strained to listen, doing his best to ignore the jangling of tumbling objects from the pile behind him. He heard a rustling of movement to his left and took off after it, desperately searching the darkened room for signs of the rat.

His Seeker skills alerted him to motion in his peripheral vision. He whipped his head around to see Peter in his rat form, clambering up the side of a tall debris pile and over the other side. Harry launched himself after the rat, climbing faster than he deemed safe, nearly slipping and falling multiple times. He reached the summit, pausing briefly to scan the room. He saw no sign of Peter, but the exit was to his left, so he ought to head there and cut the man off. He leapt to slide down the pile—

And a spell hit him straight in the chest in midair. Harry felt his arms and legs snap into place by his side, his spine righting itself like a statue. Body-Bind Curse, Harry realized as he tumbled helplessly down the side of the pile. He took several painful blows to the face and body as he fell head-over-heels down the mountain of debris, eventually landing on his side on the cool ground, contraband raining down upon him from above.

One such object landed directly in front of him, and he could do nothing but stare straight ahead at it, still frozen in place. A silver tiara, encrusted with bright blue diamonds, one that looked strangely familiar. It wasn't until he noticed the inscription along the bottom of the tiara that he recognized it: Wit beyond measure is man's greatest treasure. The diadem of Ravenclaw – he must have passed its likeness hundreds of times in the common room, atop the marble head of Rowena herself.

"Ah, you've found it," came a surprised voice from nearby. Peter sauntered over and plucked the diadem up off the ground, dusting it off and examining it. "Still in pristine condition. My master will be pleased to learn that it is unharmed. I know not why he seeks the diadem, but he insists it will help him return to full power."

Harry could do nothing but stare at Peter's feet, his body still stuck in its prone position tilted to one side. Peter knelt in front of Harry, wand trained in his face, looking regretful.

"I warned you not to get in my way, Harry," Peter sighed. "There was no need for any of this to happen...oh? What is this?"

Peter approached Harry's stoic form, peering curiously at Harry's neckline. Harry realized with alarm that the Time-Turner around his neck had shifted during the fall, exposing the golden chain to Peter. He was powerless to resist as Peter slowly extricated the chain from Harry's body, exposing the Time-Turner to the dim light. Peter's eyes went wide when he realized what it was.

"Blimey," he breathed, examining the slightly-damaged object. "Is this what I think it is? To think they entrusted one to a teenager...my master will be delighted if I bring this gift to him…"

Harry could say or do nothing, and did his best to express his undying rage through his eyes. Don't you dare take that, he thought helplessly. The idea of Voldemort with a Time-Turner was horrifying – surely the man would find ways to manipulate its powers to gain untold advantages. Yet Harry was powerless to stop Peter from stowing the Time-Turner away in his robes, looking pleased with his haul.

"I'll be taking this back as well," said Peter, brandishing the Marauder's Map in Harry's face; he hadn't even noticed the man take it from him in his despair over the Time-Turner's loss. "Not that I have much use for it anymore, but, well, I did create it after all. I do thank you for returning it to me."

To hell with that, Harry thought, channeling as much hate as possible into his expression to convey his disgust. To think Peter hadn't been after the Map at all...if Harry had just stayed in the future, none of this would have happened. Once again his rash decision-making had cost him dearly.

Peter's expression shifted to something unreadable as he pocketed his three new acquisitions. He kept his wand trained on Harry, and looked suddenly unsure of himself. "My master warned me not to let a single soul know what my mission here was," he muttered. "You have seen me take the diadem. It is regrettable, but...he will be most displeased if I let you live."

Harry realized with alarm that Peter was contemplating killing him, here and now. Peter's wand arm shook as he aimed the weapon at Harry's chest, as though summoning the will to cast the Killing Curse. Please, no, Harry pleaded silently, now trying to convey his desperate desire to live through his eyes. Flashes of his family ran through his mind – James, Lily, Dahlia, Damian, Sirius and Remus – and the thought of losing them all over again made his heart ache with despair.

But Peter seemed to be losing the battle with his own resolve. Slowly his hand dropped to his side, and he looked down at his feet in shame. "I cannot do it," he sighed. "You were too kind to me when I needed a friend. I can't watch the light leave your eyes...it would be a cruelty too many."

Thank you, Harry thought as relief flooded through him. I knew there was still some good in there somewhere.

"The flames will have to take you instead," Peter then muttered, casting an apologetic look at Harry. "I'm sorry, but I can't watch. I promise it will be quick." And Peter scurried away, disappearing around a corner and out of sight.

Harry's mind raced as he remained lying helplessly in place. What did Peter mean? Did he intend to leave Harry here to die? Would he remain frozen here until he died of starvation? That seemed an even worse fate than the Killing Curse. Coward, Harry thought. At least give me the dignity of a quick death.

But a more looming threat quickly emerged. Harry heard a roar in the distance, and an orange glow was cast to the vaulted ceiling from somewhere over the next pile of junk. Harry felt the hairs on his body stand up as the room began to rapidly fill with heat, as though someone had cranked up the temperature several dozen degrees higher.

And Harry soon realized why: a towering pillar of flame was rising in the distance, licking over the tops of distant debris piles. It appeared that the flames were alive somehow; they took the form of serpent heads, ravaging the space and devouring entire mounds of junk in its wake. Fiendfyre, Harry realized, having read about the dangerous Dark magic in his studies. It was unquenchable except by a skilled witch or wizard, and would consume everything in its path until it ran out of fuel. And with centuries of debris scattered about the room, that wouldn't be any time soon.

So this is it, then, Harry thought, watching helplessly as the fiery serpent heads annihilated ever-closer mounds of detritus, growing nearer to him by the second. This is how I die. He was ashamed – he'd failed once again. In moments he would be back before Death, his purpose in life unfulfilled, his quest to defeat the Dark Lord incomplete. He braced himself for the end, watching as the Fiendfyre spread towards him, threatening to engulf him whole…

Then, out of nowhere, two giant, blue serpent heads erupted into view, cutting across the path of the flames. The fire heads roared their displeasure as the newcomers, made of towering columns of water, lashed out at the fire, holding the advancing wall of fire at bay. Harry watched in terror and awe as two figures backed into view, keeping the water serpents active with their wands, fighting back the flames.

"He's here, Albus!" James Potter shouted, turning to see Harry lying on the floor. He muttered the counter-curse, and Harry sat upright, panting from exhaustion (and the stifling heat). "Are you alright, son?"

"Yes, fine," Harry muttered, locating his dropped wand a few feet away and picking it up. Fortunately Peter hadn't thought to take it with him.

"Evacuate the room!" roared Dumbledore, as he alone fought for control with the two water serpents fighting the advancing Fiendfyre. James grabbed Harry's hand and helped him stand upright, looking him dead in the eyes with a ferocious expression.

"You need to get yourself out of here!" James shouted over the roar of battling elements. "Go to your common room and stay there!"

Harry nodded. But just as he was turning to leave, a new arrival caught his and James' attention: a Patronus, soaring over the flames and hovering in the air before them. And when the thestral opened its mouth, it spoke in Harry's voice: "I believe Peter Pettigrew will attempt to breach the castle tonight. Find Dahlia, and I'll find Damian, then we'll meet in the Defense classroom."

The thestral disappeared into silvery wisps. James looked from the vanished creature to Harry, astonished.

"Was that your message?" he asked, bewildered. "But you're here...so where did the Patronus come from…?"

I'm out of time, Harry realized with dread. His past self had just left the library, and within minutes he would encounter Peter and Neville fighting on the third floor. "Neville's in trouble!" he shouted, and began sprinting for the exit. James made to follow, but a fiery serpent head lunged at him, forcing him to rejoin Dumbledore in fighting back the flames.

Harry burst out into the corridor, gratefully sucking in clean air. He took a moment to catch his breath and cough out as much smoke as he could, before taking off again. Peter Pettigrew had to be stopped at all costs...he may not be after anybody he cared about, but he had the Time-Turner, and that was reason enough for alarm. If he escaped the school grounds with it, the war against Voldemort would become that much more difficult to win.

Harry made a bee-line for the third floor, understanding at last that Peter was not after Neville at all, but the one-eyed witch passageway to Hogsmeade. Would Harry make it in time? And would Neville heed his warnings to stay away?

But to his dismay, neither proved true. He rounded the corner to find Neville already slumped on the ground, as numerous professors descended upon the area. Neville's eyes grew wide as he saw Harry sprint up to him.

"Harry?" he asked, bewildered. "But you were just over there...and now you're here…"

"What were you thinking, Neville?" Harry demanded. "I told you to stay away from here!"

Neville looked quite ashamed with himself. "I thought I could take him," he muttered. "You said he would be here, and I wanted to catch him—"

"Dammit, Neville!" Harry groaned. "Why would you put yourself in danger like that?"

"I had your Invisibility Cloak on!" Neville protested, revealing the silvery fabric he was laying on top of. "I thought there was no way he would see me before I could Stun him...but it was like he knew I was there waiting for him!"

Because Peter had the Map open to see him, Harry realized. And Neville had planted himself between the man and his intended escape route...no wonder they'd come to blows.

But if Peter wasn't taking the one-eyed witch's passage after all, where was he now? His next best option was to head to the Entrance Hall and make a break for the boundaries. And with the Headmaster and Defense professor preoccupied with the Fiendfyre in the Astronomy Tower, he would have a clear path…

Harry swore loudly and took off again, sprinting for the nearest stairwell. It can't end like this, he thought miserably. He can't get away with all of this. It's all my fault…

The double oak doors in the Entrance Hall were thrown open when Harry skidded around the corner, and a number of students were milling around it, looking perplexed. "Did a rat just blast the doors open?" Harry heard a Slytherin girl ask her friend, confirming his suspicions. He could only hope he wasn't far behind…

Harry ran through the doors out onto the grounds, cloaked in shadows from the semi-darkness of dusk. He scanned the grass spread out below him, praying that he could spot the rat before it disappeared out of sight. It was bigger than a Snitch, wasn't it? His Seeker skills had never been more critical than right now.

Then Harry heard a fierce yowl from behind him. He turned just in time to see Calvin the Kneazle bearing down on him, murderous intent in its eyes. Harry flinched, but the cat shot between his legs like a rocket, sprinting across the grounds towards the Forbidden Forest. What's gotten into him now? Harry wondered. Still suffering side-effects from the poison?

But Calvin's hunting instincts were true, and a moment later, Harry heard a faint squeak of terror. There was a small pop, and Pettigrew emerged once more down the hill, reverting back to his human form to avoid being mauled. Calvin launched himself at Peter, claws sinking into the man's leg, and Peter yelped in pain, struggling to get the cat off of him.

"PETTIGREW!" Harry bellowed, and he took off after the man. Peter's eyes bulged when he saw Harry sprinting towards him, and with a mighty kick, he sent Calvin sailing through the air, before running desperately for the treeline. Calvin landed on his feet and resumed the chase at once, hissing and spitting angrily at Peter's retreating backside.

Way to go, Calvin, Harry thought proudly as he chased after the two. For the first time in his life he was grateful for the cat's existence: as long as he was involved in the chase, Peter couldn't transform into a rat and evade Harry's notice. He was far too large to hide now, and Harry was faster thanks to his Quidditch training and slimmer figure. He could catch him before he reached the school boundaries to Apparate away.

Peter and Calvin disappeared into the trees, and Harry joined them seconds later, lighting his wand tip to see through the sudden oppressive darkness. He couldn't quite make out Peter due to the dense trees, but he weaved in and out, following the sounds of frantic footsteps and Calvin's angry battle cries. There's no escape, Pettigrew, Harry thought. You're mine now. You'll regret ever coming after me or my loved ones…

Harry launched himself into a clearing, pausing momentarily to catch his breath and strain his ears. Peter and Calvin were nowhere in sight, but he could still hear the Kneazle's yowling somewhere nearby, echoing through the trees. "Hominem revelio," Harry panted; his wand send out a pulse of blue light, and Harry briefly saw Peter's outline illuminated through the trees, running off to his left. Harry turned to resume the chase.

But he suddenly realized how cold it had gotten, his breath suddenly icy and foggy despite the warm June evening. The darkness was closing in on him more than ever, the light on his wand growing dimmer by the second. Harry realized what was happening a moment too late. Dementors, he thought with alarm. He'd completely forgotten they were patrolling the grounds, and they must have arrived to join the hunt themselves.

And he was caught in the crossfire.

Hundreds of dark hooded figures swarmed the sky, descending upon the clearing in droves. Harry panicked, tripping over a root and falling onto his backside, staring up at the fearsome sight. Dementors were no longer his greatest fear, but they continued to terrify him, and he shakily raised his wand, feeling all hope and happiness begin to drain from his body.

"Expecto patronum," he stammered, trying hard to focus on his eleventh birthday. "Expecto...expecto patronum!" Thin white mist began to issue from his wand, but the thestral Patronus did not come forth. The dementors were closing in now, sensing Harry's soul as ripe for the taking, unable to distinguish between him and their intended target.

Please, not now, Harry thought desperately, trying to keep his parents and Dahlia's happy faces at the forefront of his mind. "Expecto patronum!" he shouted hoarsely. "Expecto patronum!" But the faces were fading fast, as an ugly, weathered one replaced it in his mind: that of the nearest dementor, lowering its hood to claim his soul for its own.

Harry couldn't hold them all off. He struggled to remain conscious, but he was fading fast. For the second time that evening, he felt as though this was the end. He was powerless to resist the overwhelming force of the dementor army, sapping his remaining strength, coming to deliver him to Death's doorstep once more…

Then, a blinding flash of light overwhelmed Harry's senses. He blinked; something massive and white had swooped between him and the dementors, forcing them back into the sky. A Patronus, Harry recognized. But whose? The large beast roared and swiped at the hooded figures, keeping them away from Harry and pushing them slowly back out of the clearing.

Then, more Patronuses arrived to join the fight. A silver stag, phoenix, and bat exploded into view, forming a solid wall of light that nearly blinded Harry with their radiance. At once he felt his strength return, and happy memories of his family flooded his mind. I'm going to see them again, he realized with a burst of joy, scrambling to his feet and aiming his wand into the sky. "EXPECTO PATRONUM!"

Harry's thestral Patronus burst from his wand, joining the other four to hold back the influx of dementors. They began advancing on the hooded creatures, overwhelming them and forcing them into retreat. Finally the dementors gave up, turning back to glide over the treetops and return to the castle boundaries, leaving Harry alone and panting in the fast-returning moonlight.

"Harry?" he heard a voice call out from behind him. Neville Longbottom emerged from the darkness, joining him in the clearing. "Are you alright?"

"I'm okay," said Harry. "Was that your Patronus that saved me?"

"Yeah," Neville nodded, a grin forming on his face in spite of himself. "It was my first time getting a fully corporeal Patronus!"

"Well done," Harry appraised the boy. "I told you that you could do it."

"All thanks to your help," said Neville.

Moments later, Dumbledore swept into the clearing, followed by James and Professor Snape, all with their wands aloft. "Mr. Potter, are you—?" the Headmaster began.

"I'm fine, sir," Harry snapped. "Where's Pettigrew? We have to find him before he leaves the grounds."

"Hominem revelio," Dumbledore muttered, and the same pulsing blue light shot from his wand, spreading through the forest. "There is no sign of him. He must have escaped."

Harry swore loudly. "He has my Time-Turner," he confessed. "I'm sorry, sir, I know I should have been more careful with it."

"Pettigrew has a Time-Turner now?" Snape said, his face registering extreme alarm.

"The Ministry must be informed at once," James agreed. "Such a dangerous tool in the hands of a madman? Hogwarts will have to be evacuated at once. If he returns—"

"He won't be back," Harry muttered. "He got what he wanted. Now he's going to bring the spoils back to his master."

All three adults plus Neville stared blankly at Harry. Only Dumbledore seemed to grasp the significance of his words, and the Headmaster sighed heavily. "We must retrace precisely what has happened tonight to make that determination," he said. "Let us return to my office and discuss what has transpired."

The group began walking back through the forest towards the castle. Calvin the Kneazle rejoined them soon after, brushing up against Harry's leg and purring loudly, standing guard against the rat's reappearance. Harry realized that the five Patronuses also remained overhead, keeping them safe from rogue dementors. "What form is your Patronus, Neville?" Harry asked aloud, scrutinizing the largest of the five spectral figures.

"I dunno," Neville shrugged. "Looks like a large dog or something?"

"It's a bear," said James, glancing up sadly to the sky. "The same as your father's, Neville...I saw him use it during the war. Frank would be very proud of what you accomplished tonight."

Neville said nothing in response to this. Harry glanced at the boy and saw tears forming in his eyes, clearly overcome with the unexpected connection to his belated father. Harry knew the feeling precisely. He gave Neville a reassuring pat on the back, and the other boy nodded jerkily in thanks as they exited the trees and marched up to the castle in silence.

But Harry couldn't feel too grateful after what the night had cost him. Peter had taken the Time-Turner and the Marauder's Map, along with whatever that tiara was that he'd been after. Harry felt quite sure that he would not return to Hogwarts, but that was the least of his concerns now.

Voldemort has access to a Time-Turner now, he realized with dread. He didn't think the Dark Lord could be any more terrifying, but the thought of him with such a tool was a chilling prospect.
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James insisted on having the professors flank Harry and Neville on all sides en route to Dumbledore's office, checking around each corner, keeping an eye on their backs just in case. Harry didn't know why they bothered – Peter was long gone – but he kept quiet, lacking the energy to argue. It had been a draining couple of hours, not just physically but emotionally. He had thought he was about to die multiple times in that short span, and his nerves were fried.

And he had lost. The Time Turner was gone. The Marauder's Map – gone. The diadem of Ravenclaw – however the hell it was meant to help Voldemort, it too was gone. All in the clutches of Peter Pettigrew, who no doubt was en route to Albania as they spoke, making preparations to bring his master back to life.

Not all is lost, Harry forced himself to remember as they arrived at the Headmaster's Office and took the spiral staircase to the top. My family is still safe. I survived. And Voldemort isn't back yet. If things progressed as they had been thus far, he still had perhaps a year before Voldemort attempted his resurrection. And Harry had no intentions of letting things happen the way they had before.

Dumbledore conjured enough chairs for everyone to sit, but not all did – James remained stationed by the door, as though standing guard, while Snape stood stoically beside Dumbledore's desk. Harry and Neville sank into armchairs as Dumbledore took his own seat, and an uneasy silence fell as all eyes landed on the Headmaster surveying the four of them.

"I suppose we should start from the beginning," said Dumbledore. "As I understand it, this all began when Harry here sent a Patronus to his father warning him of a potential breach in the castle. Can you explain what led you to that conclusion, Harry?"

All eyes turned to Harry, who squirmed uncomfortably. The actual truth was that Luna's prophecy had alerted him to the danger, but he didn't want to expose her secret right away. He worried about how Luna might fare under the scrutiny of the Headmaster, and how the man might attempt to use her for his own gains. So he decided to stick with his original cover story, which had carried him so far.

"I had a vision," Harry fibbed lightly. "I accidentally fell asleep in the library and had a dream about Peter Pettigrew attacking the castle."

"What exactly did this vision entail?" Dumbledore pressed.

"It was...vague," Harry said lamely. "But I woke up and just knew something was wrong. So I sent my father a Patronus and went looking for Damian."

"Why him first?" James cut in.

"I gave him the Marauder's Map," Harry admitted, causing James' eyebrows to raise. "I figured if I could find him, I could make sure he was safe and use the map to locate Pettigrew."

"What is a 'Marauder's Map'?" Snape demanded from the corner.

"A live map of Hogwarts, that shows every person's position within the castle and grounds," Harry explained.

"Preposterous," Snape scoffed. "No such thing exists."

"I assure you that it does," James said, and Harry could sense the note of pride in his voice. "Though I wasn't aware it was still in the castle. So did you find him?"

"Well, first I ran into Neville," said Harry. "He was dueling Peter on the third floor—"

"Pardon my interruption," said Dumbledore, raising a hand to stop Harry. "But it was my understanding that this occurred after the incident in the Astronomy Tower?"

"Let me finish," Harry said glumly. "I saw Peter hex Neville and run away. And I saw he already had the Marauder's Map on him. So I figured, if I could get a head-start on Pettigrew, I could prevent him from ever getting the Map in the first place!"

"Oh, Harry," sighed James, realizing where this story was heading. "You didn't."

"I used the Time-Turner to travel back roughly two and a half hours," Harry explained. "Then I began searching for Damian."

"How did you come to possess a Time-Turner?" Snape demanded. "They are highly regulated and not meant for children!"

"Harry was granted permission by the Department of Mysteries to use one to attend his classes this term," Dumbledore said softly. Snape looked horrified by this information, and judging on what had happened, Harry couldn't entirely blame him.

"So I found Damian at Hagrid's and got the Map from him," Harry went on. "And I checked to make sure everyone else was okay. Then I decided to hide the Map somewhere Pettigrew couldn't find it."

"In the Astronomy Tower?" James surmised.

"The Room of Requirement," Harry nodded.

"I confess I have never heard of this room before tonight," Dumbledore admitted. "How did you come to learn of its existence, Harry?"

That story would take ages, Harry thought to himself. "A house-elf told me about it," he said (which was true in a sense – Dobby had directed him to the Room in his original timeline). "I used it sometimes to get in extra study hours or sleep using the Time-Turner, prior to Halloween."

"You were under strict orders to only use the Time-Turner to attend your lessons!" James snapped harshly. "Is that why you kept sneaking up there without permission?"

"Yeah," Harry shrugged glumly. He didn't even care that his father was angry with him; it paled in comparison to how angry he was with himself. "So I asked the Room to provide a place to hide the Map. Pettigrew must have followed me in, or else he was already there when I entered." The latter prospect suddenly seemed obvious in retrospect: Peter hadn't appeared on the Map because the Room of Requirement wasn't on it, either.

"But how would he have known you were in there?" James wondered aloud. "Or, if he was there before you, what was his purpose in using the Room?"

Harry hesitated. This was the moment he'd been dreading, the moment he knew was coming. Dumbledore's face may have been calm, but Harry sensed the intensity in his gaze, the burning desire to understand Pettigrew's intentions. This was Harry's crossroads moment: should he tell the Headmaster about the diadem, or keep that information to himself? Was it dangerous to arm the man with more information he could use to move human chess pieces around the board, placing them in greater danger than they ought to be?

"He wanted my Time-Turner," Harry eventually muttered. "He put me in a Body-Bind Curse and stole the hourglass along with the Map, then set the place on fire. It was fortunate that you found me in time."

"Fortunate that the Headmaster saw fit to add extra wards to the castle," James nodded, exhaling in relief at the memory of how close it had been. "He was alerted to someone entering the tower via broomstick and summoned me to investigate, and we found the room ablaze and knew someone must be inside."

Dumbledore didn't look as convinced by Harry's story as James did. "I do wonder how he knew you possessed the Time-Turner in the first place?" he mused. "You are certain that that is the only thing he has been after, all these months?"

"Pretty sure," Harry shrugged. "He kept going on about what a great gift it would be for his master."

Snape also narrowed his eyes at Harry, clearly not buying his story. "The boy is hiding something, Albus," he snapped. "This Time-Turner story makes little sense."

"What would Harry possibly have to hide?" James snapped, rounding on Snape. "Are you calling my son a liar?"

"He has been concealing crucial information from us for years, and you continue to trust him?" Snape scoffed at James. "You're a greater fool than I thought, Potter."

"Listen here, Snivellus—" James growled, but Dumbledore cleared his throat loudly to head off the argument.

"Now is not the time for petty squabbles," said the Headmaster calmly. "We are all on the same team here." He turned his steely blue gaze onto Harry. "You understand this, don't you, Harry? And surely you must understand the importance of sharing vital information with your allies?"

Harry felt a sudden surge of disdain towards the Headmaster. He still had not quite forgiven him for hiding so much from him in his original timeline...how dare he not share the prophecy with him? How dare he keep Harry in the dark for so long, leading him to his own demise? How dare he demand full transparency when he never gave such respect in return?

"You're one to talk, Headmaster," Harry spat, unable to control himself. "Sharing goes both ways, you know."

Dumbledore's eyebrows shot up, but he otherwise remained quite calm. "I fail to understand your point, Harry," he said. "I have never lied to you."

"You've lied to my father," Harry pointed out. "You told him you lost our family's Invisibility Cloak, when in reality you kept it and gave it to Neville."

James' head spun around so quickly Harry thought it might snap. "You did what?!" he gasped, staring at Dumbledore, who suddenly looked rather sheepish.

"It was never my intention to deprive your family of the Cloak forever," Dumbledore said, holding up his hands in a signal of peace. "I only meant for Mr. Longbottom to use it temporarily, until the need for it had passed—"

"You had no right!" James roared, rising to his full height and towering over the Headmaster's desk. "The Cloak was never yours to give!"

"Control yourself, Potter!" Snape spat, taking a step forward towards James. Both men had their wands drawn and looked ready for a fight, though it was Dumbledore that James was glaring daggers at. The Headmaster made no attempt to reach for his own, merely gazing up at James with a look of sad apology.

James rounded instead on Neville, pointing his free hand accusingly at the boy. "That Cloak doesn't belong to you, Longbottom," he said. "Give it back to my son, immediately."

"He already tried to, Dad," Harry said, seeing Neville's look of absolute terror. "I told him to keep it. Just for a little while."

"You...but...why?" James spluttered. "You realize that Cloak has been passed down over countless generations of Potters—"

"I understand perfectly well, Dad," Harry snapped, suddenly irritated at his own father's emotional outburst. "But he's got a bloody Dark Lord after him, doesn't he? I figure he needs it more than I do right now."

"The Dark Lord is dead, foolish boy," Snape scoffed.

"Voldemort is alive and well," Harry retorted. "He is regaining his strength, and with Pettigrew helping him, it's only a matter of time before he returns. Surely you've felt your Dark Mark burn more strongly in recent years?"

Snape flinched at the mention of his Mark, reflexively grabbing at his right forearm even though it was concealed by his sleeve. James looked astonished by Harry's grim declaration, while Dumbledore studied Harry with an odd expression. He seemed to be looking at Harry with fresh eyes, no longer as a child, but as someone to be taken seriously. About damn time, Harry thought defiantly, meeting Dumbledore's gaze with a look of grim determination.

At that moment, an oddly-shaped device buzzed on Dumbledore's desk; the Headmaster tapped it with his wand to silence it. "Ministry officials have just arrived at the front gate," he sighed. "I take it you will deal with them, Auror Potter?"

"I will," James nodded stiffly. "They will insist on conducting a search. Do we have any ideas as to Pettigrew's next destination?"

"Albania," Harry blurted out at once. All eyes turned towards him, astonished. "I, erm, had a vision about him there, in a forest. A few weeks ago."

"And you chose not to share it with anyone?" asked James.

"Didn't seem relevant at the time," Harry mumbled. Snape threw up his hands in exasperation, as if this was further proof of Harry's deception. And he's entirely right, Harry thought miserably.

"Tell the Aurors to clear the Forest and surrounding area for now," Dumbledore instructed James. "I will reach out to my contacts in the International Confederation of Warlocks and share our suspicions that he is headed for the continent."

James nodded, though he still looked rather cross with Dumbledore over the Cloak revelation. He gave Harry a questioning look, and at his son's nod of reassurance, he swept from the room, leaving an awkward silence behind him.

Dumbledore looked to Neville next. "You've been mighty quiet this evening, Neville," he said softly to the boy. "I must ask, how did you get involved in this mess?"

Neville squirmed uncomfortably in his chair. "Harry told me to avoid the third floor, because of Pettigrew," he said. "Only I decided to get my Cloak – er, Harry's Cloak, that is – and wait for him. I thought I could Stun him before he noticed I was there."

"Why on earth would you do such a thing?" Snape demanded. "What foolish notion possessed you to believe you could take on a Dark wizard like him?"

"I just...I didn't…" Neville stammered, looking increasingly uncomfortable. He gave Harry an apologetic side-glance before blurting out, "Harry always gets all the credit for fixing stuff! I was jealous, alright? I thought if I was able to capture Pettigrew, I'd be some kind of hero. It was stupid, I'm so sorry."

Neville blushed furiously, looking as though he wanted to melt in his seat. So that's what this is about, Harry realized. He never thought Neville would feel upstaged by him, but he hadn't considered what the past three years had been like for him. A celebrity from birth, destined for greatness, only to be overshadowed at every turn by Harry. Better in classes, better at fighting, better at Quidditch...it was no wonder Neville felt insecure around him, even if he wouldn't admit it.

"Well, if it's any consolation," Harry sighed, "I didn't do much fixing stuff tonight. If anything, I think I made it all worse."

"Which you seem to have a penchant for," Snape sneered. "Wouldn't be the first time you did everything wrong and made every situation ten times worse."

Harry nodded, unable to dispute that fact. He was well aware now that if he'd simply kept his mouth shut and stayed in the library with Luna all evening, none of this would have happened.

"I think it's best that you both get to bed, before the Minister and his delegation arrives," said Dumbledore, standing from behind his desk. "What's done is done. The only thing that matters now is how we choose to act moving forward." He gave Harry a deliberate look at this, as though reminding him of their conversation earlier that year. Harry avoided his gaze, his anger at the man dulled by the deep exhaustion slowly creeping into his brain.

Harry and Neville went their separate ways in awkward silence, heading to their respective common rooms. Harry was once again bombarded by concerned Ravenclaws when he entered, as they'd been ordered into lockdown with no explanation. He ignored them all, trudging straight up to his dorm and flopping onto his four-poster without even kicking his shoes off. He could not wait another second for the sweet bliss of oblivion to take him, to allow him to escape from the disappointment of reality for a little while.

The following few days were shrouded in uncertainty for most of the students, as Ministry officials came and went from the castle and professors remained tight-lipped about what had transpired. Many approached Harry, assuming (correctly) that he was involved somehow, and he reassured them that the danger had passed. Few believed him, of course, and whispers continued to follow him around from class to class.

Not that Harry paid them much mind. He was too wrapped up in his own self-doubts and self-hatred over how things transpired. He was particularly unsure if he ought to have said something about the diadem...should he have alerted the Aurors to the fact that Pettigrew had such a valuable (and perhaps dangerous) object? He had sent a coded letter to Saul Croaker updating him on what had happened, hoping he could give him guidance on the matter, but had yet to hear back from the man. Was he angry about the lost Time-Turner and giving Harry the cold shoulder?

Harry walked into the Great Hall on a mundane Wednesday morning to the sounds of excited chatter and more animated conversation than he was used to hearing in recent weeks. He learned why when his owl Bandit arrived to deliver his copy of the Daily Prophet, which bore the headline: 'PETTIGREW EVADES ICW FORCES IN N. ALBANIA'. The ensuing article described a near-capture of the man in a small wizarding village in the Eastern European nation, only for him to disappear through anti-Disapparition wards and escape.

"At least he's not hanging around here any more," remarked Terry Boot in good spirits.

"Wonder how he managed to crack the wards?" mused Sue Li. "My aunt is a curse-breaker for the ICW, and she swears their warders are better than even the goblins."

Harry suspected he knew the answer. Peter might not have been able to escape the wards, but he wouldn't need to if he simply turned himself back multiple hours with the Time-Turner and walked away before they could be erected. Shame and fear crept back into him as he thought about the implications of such a powerful tool in the hands of Voldemort, but there was nothing to be done about it now...he just had to hope the ICW could capture him before he reunited with his master.

Still, he was grateful for the more cheerful atmosphere around Hogwarts now that the threat of Pettigrew seemed to be behind them. His final exams proved to be a breeze, with the lone exception of Arithmancy, where he felt he might have scraped an 'Acceptable' grade at best. But that didn't matter to him. He'd decided long ago to drop the subject moving forward – it was too much trouble without the Time-Turner (and Hermione) to help him, and he had more important things to worry about moving forward.

Before Harry knew it, the Closing Feast had arrived, bringing the stressful school year to a close at last. It was an exuberant affair, as students excitedly discussed their holiday plans and relished in the freedom from classwork they'd finally achieved. Once everyone had eaten their fill, Dumbledore stood from his seat and raised his hands from the podium to call for silence.

"Another year in the books!" he announced mirthfully. "Congratulations to those of you graduating this year, and best of luck in your desired fields in the future." Harry spied a handful of seventh-years beaming at this, including Percy Weasley and Oliver Wood, no doubt destined to continue their successes in the Ministry and on the Quidditch field, respectively.

"I know there has been much speculation and concern surrounding the castle this year," Dumbledore continued on a slightly graver note. "However, I can assure you that the intruder outside our walls has departed Britain completely, and Hogwarts is safe once more. I would like to thank the members of staff who endeavored to keep our students safe this term, particularly Professors Snape and Potter."

A smattering of applause broke out for the two men, whom Dumbledore urged to stand together. Neither one looked thrilled; Snape hated being the center of attention, and James still appeared disgruntled with the Headmaster after their testy exchange in Dumbledore's office the night of the attacks.

"I also wish to bid farewell to Professor Potter after a successful year teaching Defense Against the Dark Arts," said Dumbledore with a sad smile. "He has decided to return to his duties as an Auror, but he will be greatly missed for his sharp wit and wealth of knowledge and experience."

Another round of applause came as students murmured sadly about the popular teacher's departure. James nodded politely at the students' acknowledgment, but didn't spare another glance at Dumbledore. Harry could tell that there was no love lost between the two men, and wondered if the revelation of the Headmaster's deception with the Cloak had solidified his father's decision not to return the following term.

"Enjoy your summer holidays and time with friends and loved ones," Dumbledore addressed the students. "I wish I could say the dark days are behind us, but there may yet be challenges ahead for our great school and nation. So relish in these happy days as we rally from our setbacks and prepare to fight on another day. Cheers!"

The students looked around at one another, confused by this somewhat morbid closing note. "What's he on about?" Terry Boot wondered aloud as they dug into their final meal. "He doesn't think Pettigrew is coming back, does he?"

"Yeah, he talks like there's a second war coming or something!" chuckled Anthony Goldstein.

Harry said nothing as the surrounding students laughed at this ridiculous notion. He didn't want to be the one to break the news that they might very well be a year away from Voldemort's return. Best let them go on about their happy lives while they still could, before things took a turn for the worse.

There was a great clamor and scrape of benches as students stood to return to their dorms for their last night in the castle. Harry stood to leave the Hall with them, but spotted Cho Chang and a gaggle of her girlfriends in one corner of the room, chatting animatedly. It's now or never, Harry thought to himself, heart pounding as he approached the group, who turned to view him suspiciously.

"Erm...Cho? D'you have a moment?" he said as confidently as he could muster.

"Need something, Harry?" Cho asked nonchalantly.

"Can we speak privately?" he asked, glancing awkwardly at her leering friends.

"Out with it, Potter!" snickered Marietta Edgecombe. "Anything you say to her will just get repeated to us later." The other girls giggled at this, confirming her words were true; nor did Cho correct her, so Harry sighed and pressed forward anyway.

"Can I write to you this summer?" said Harry.

"Whatever for?" asked Cho, eyebrows raising.

"Just...to chat," Harry shrugged awkwardly. "Maybe get to know each other better."

Harry waited for a response, as did all three of Cho's friends, staring at her expectantly. Cho looked from Harry to her friends, perhaps feeling put on the spot. Then, to his dismay, she laughed, high and shrill.

"Why should I want to get to know you better?" she scoffed. "What, just because you saved me from a couple broken bones, you think we're best friends now?"

"I just thought…" Harry stammered. "I wanted to tell you…"

"What?" Cho demanded. "Tell me what?"

Harry was crestfallen. Cho's friends laughed openly at his expense, but he didn't care one bit about them. The smug look on Cho's face was answer enough for him.

"Forget it," he grumbled, turning to go. The girls were stunned into silence as Harry exited the Entrance Hall, not sparing them a second glance.

He was halfway to the staircase when a voice called after him: "Harry, wait!" He turned to see Cho hustling after him, alone this time. "Where are you going?"

"Common room," Harry shrugged.

"But...but it sounded like you were about to say something!" said Cho, suddenly looking eager. "What did you want to tell me?"

Harry studied her expression, the way she looked far more interested in him than she'd shown at any other point this year. And he suddenly felt nothing towards her. Perhaps the Pettigrew run-in had reminded him of just how stupid and pointless all of this was. And he was no longer interested in playing such silly games with people who lacked the emotional maturity to be honest with him (or with herself).

"Nothing, Cho," said Harry. "Sorry for bothering you. Have a nice holiday."

"Harry—!" Cho protested, but Harry turned and left her behind in the Entrance Hall. Sirius was right after all: if she couldn't treat him with respect, he shouldn't waste his time. Cho was too wrapped up in her own image that she couldn't admit to what she really felt. And Harry wasn't interested in going around in constant circles with someone lacking that much self-awareness.

His mind was suddenly crystal-clear. He knew exactly what he wanted now, and he wasn't going to get distracted by shiny objects any longer. It was time to be honest with the person he truly cared about, the one he'd taken for granted for so long. And he didn't want to wait any longer.

He sat in the common room by himself, watching students file in and bid their friends goodbye before heading up to the dorms. He sat there for nearly an hour, nodding politely as his year mates passed him and wished him a happy holiday, until the person he most wanted to speak to entered.

"Hermione, wait up!" he called after her, intercepting her en route to the stairs. "I need to talk to you."

"I just, erm...I need to finish packing," Hermione mumbled, face flushing red as she'd clearly been trying to avoid him.

"It can't wait," Harry said firmly. He gently took her wrist and pulled her to a quieter part of the common room to speak privately. "I owe you an apology."

"An apology?" Hermione repeated, quirking an eyebrow. "I don't remember asking for one…"

"You didn't, but I owe it to you anyway," said Harry quickly. "Listen, Hermione...I'm an idiot. I never realized how much you meant to me and how much I've taken you for granted. You've been an immense help all year long, not just with homework but as someone I could rely on."

"It's nothing, really, that's what friends do—" Hermione tried to interrupt.

"Let me finish," said Harry. "I only ever viewed you as a friend for a long time, but I don't want to lose you if that's not what you're after. I really care about you, and if you want to be something more, I'm open to it. So, what do you think? Would you be interested in dating?"

Harry waited breathlessly for a response. Hermione stared at him, wide-eyed, looking stricken by her words. For a few wonderful seconds, Harry imagined her saying yes and them navigating a bright new future together. But then, to his surprise, Hermione sighed and dropped her head into her hands.

"Oh, Merlin, Professor Trelawney was right," she groaned.

"Trelawney?" Harry frowned, perplexed. "Right about what?"

"You don't remember what she said in our first lesson?" said Hermione, sounding miserable. "'You will crush on a rival and come to regret it'...and oh, was that true."

"She said that?" Harry muttered, thinking back. Perhaps he'd misheard her all those months ago...but then, the weight of Hermione's words hit him, and he brightened again. "So you do have a crush on me? Well, that's brilliant, right? Because I'm interested too!"

"Oh, Harry," Hermione said, looking back up at him sadly. "Everyone saw you approach Cho in the Great Hall tonight and ask her out. It's all anyone has been gossiping about ever since."

"You saw that?" Harry grimaced. "But, she said no, Hermione! So it's okay! I'm done with her completely!"

But Hermione shook her head. "I take it if Cho had said yes, you'd be writing to her this summer?" she asked. "And pursuing a relationship with her?"

"Erm...I guess, yeah," Harry said, not seeing her point.

"So I was just your second choice then," Hermione confirmed.

Harry's stomach dropped at this implication. "No, I didn't mean…!" he stammered. "I realized that she wasn't worth my time, and that you were the person I should've been with all along."

"Well, I wish you'd realized that sooner," Hermione sighed. "It hurt to see you choose her over me today. If you'd come to me first, I would have said yes. But I don't want to be with somebody who only wants me because all their other options dried up."

Harry realized he had made a colossal mistake. "Hermione, please, it's not like that—" he pleaded, gently taking her hands in his. But she pulled them away, turning towards the stairs up to her dorm, sniffling softly to herself.

Harry returned to his own dorm soon after for his final night in the castle. His roommates chatted excitedly about the upcoming summer, bragging about their plans and urging the others to write, but Harry shut himself in his four-poster, reflecting on his latest relationship woes. This must be a new record, Harry thought miserably to himself. Two girls interested in me, and I managed to lose both of them within an hour.

But he'd learned a valuable lesson in the process. He chose to follow his shallow desires, and they'd led him astray. Amidst all of Cho's mixed signals that year, he never stopped to wonder why he should put up with such shenanigans, when he had a steady, drama-free option right next to him all along. Part of him was proud of Hermione for having the self-respect to realize what he'd failed to learn about himself. She wouldn't have such head games played on her, intentional or otherwise, nor would she settle for second-best. Good for her, he thought. She deserves better than me anyway.

That bittersweet thought allowed Harry to sleep somewhat peacefully despite the unfortunate events of the evening. The next morning, he dragged his trunk down to the Entrance Hall, joining the queue of students waiting to board a carriage to the train station. He mostly tuned out the excited chattering of students around him, not that interested in their holiday plans and promises to write to one another. He had his eyes set on his own summer: studies to pursue, plans to set in motion, preparations to make…

"Potter."

The raspy voice shook Harry from his reverie; Argus Filch was beckoning towards him from the other side of the Hall. Harry tentatively approached, examining the caretaker – he looked dreadfully tired and sad, as he had been ever since Mrs. Norris' untimely demise. Harry never thought he would say so, but he felt sorry for the man.

"Mr. Filch," Harry nodded in greeting.

Filch looked to be struggling with his next words. Harry wondered if Filch was going to chew him out for the poisoning incident, perhaps blaming him for Pettigrew's actions. But instead the caretaker said, "I heard you saved the Kneazle, Calvin."

"Erm...yes," said Harry. "My sister's cat. Technically Madam Pomfrey nursed him back to health, but I got him the attention he needed."

"Right, right," Filch muttered, wringing his hands. "Calvin was a good friend to my Mrs. Norris."

Harry said nothing. Surely this was where the other shoe would drop? Was Filch bitter that the wealthy Potters got to keep their beloved pet while poor, forgotten Filch was left to mourn his only friend in life?

Instead, Filch awkwardly reached out and gave Harry a gentle pat on the arm. "You're a good boy," he mustered. "I don't believe what the others have said about you."

What have others been saying about me?! Harry thought with alarm. But he wouldn't look a gift hippogriff in the mouth. "Thank you, sir," Harry bowed. "And I'm dreadfully sorry for your loss. If I could have done anything for Mrs. Norris, I would have."

Filch nodded rapidly, tears filling his eyes. He turned to shuffle away without further comment, leaving Harry to shake his head in bewilderment. The caretaker had never done anything but despite Harry in all the years he'd known the man across both timelines. This was an unexpected development – perhaps Harry was sneaking out of his dorm less often, or else he was just getting better at not getting caught. But he never thought he'd ever find himself in Filch's good graces, and wasn't entirely opposed to it.

He heard snickers from behind him as students gossiped about this conversation, and did his best to ignore them as he rejoined the line. He realized that he must have a reputation by now for befriending the Hogwarts caretaker – not the most fashionable company to keep. And considering what happened with the previous caretaker, maybe Harry ought to avoid such a label.

Harry shuffled forward out onto the grounds, and spotted Luna Lovegood climbing into a carriage. He rushed forward ahead of the line to join her (earning no protests, since nobody else wanted to sit with Loony anyway). "Oh, hello Harry!" Luna said brightly as he shut the door and sat across from her. "Excited for your summer holiday?"

"Very," Harry nodded. Truthfully, he was eager to have some time to clear his head, even though he knew it wouldn't be a typical summer and he couldn't rest on his laurels for long.

"I hope you'll write to me," Luna continued. "Daddy is taking me to Algeria to hunt Crumple-Horned Snorkacks next week, but I'll be at home for the rest of the summer."

"I will," Harry promised. Then, remembering the prophecy Luna had delivered earlier that month, he said, "Actually, if it's all right with your father, I'd love to visit you."

"Ooh, really?" Luna smiled, her eyes lighting up at the prospect. "That would be delightful! I don't get many visitors these days. Usually it's just me and Daddy against the world."

"I'm excited to meet him," said Harry. He still felt like he owed Xenophilius Lovegood for publishing his story in The Quibbler in his original fifth year, even if he couldn't admit such. He also hoped to talk to the man about Luna's apparent gift of Sight, so that she could get the guidance she needed outside of Dumbledore's influence. He also wanted to learn more about Luna's mother and the circumstances surrounding her death, curious if she too had the Sight.

It was a mercifully short train ride home to London, which Harry shared with Daphne and her band of Slytherins rather than the trio. He wanted to give Hermione plenty of space, and Neville too had been avoiding him since his awkward admittance in Dumbledore's office. Harry hoped his relationship with the three was not so far gone that he couldn't repair things the following year. It would just take time for the passions of the previous year to settle down a bit.

When the train pulled into Platform 9 3/4, Harry lugged his trunk onto the station platform, spotting Damian doing the same from the next carriage over. Feeling suddenly apprehensive, he approached the younger boy. "You'll be alright this summer, will you, Dursley?" he called out.

Damian looked up at him, his usual look of passive disdain surprisingly melting away at the sight of Harry. "Yeah, 'course I will," he scoffed.

"Good," Harry nodded. "Just write if you need anything, yeah? We're family after all."

"Yeah, sure, maybe," Damian shrugged, before taking off across the platform. Harry watched him go, a vague feeling of dread in his chest slowly releasing itself when he saw the boy launch himself into his mother's waiting arms. He still remembered his traumatic summers at Privet Drive and would do anything to avoid the same fate for his cousin, but clearly Petunia cared more for her own kin than that of her orphaned nephew in another lifetime. Good for Damian, Harry thought with an odd mixture of relief and jealousy.

Harry's own mother was waiting to whisk her two children home to Godric's Hollow, where Harry deposited his things in his room and flopped onto his bed. He would relish in the brief respite summer granted him, but he knew he couldn't stay idle for long. He had to start being more proactive to bring the fight to Voldemort, rather than wait for things to happen around him. That would start the following week when he met with Saul Croaker to determine next steps.

The past three years had been a disastrous string of missteps and misfortunes for Harry. But he still had his family intact, and he still possessed information that could prove Voldemort's downfall. The grace period is over, Harry told himself firmly. No more mistakes from now on.

Easier said than done…
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Year 4-01: One Man's Treasure

Harry followed the news of the ICW's manhunt of Peter Pettigrew in Albania over the coming days. Or what little news there was, at least...the Daily Prophet was vague at best in providing details about the case. Harry suspected that Ministry was pressuring the paper to cover up their failures to apprehend the dangerous man, and most mentions of Pettigrew nowadays simply celebrated the fact that he had been 'driven out' of Britain by the Auror force.

Judging from James' reactions around the breakfast table each morning, he had noticed the same trend. "Rubbish as usual," he spat, tossing his copy of the Prophet aside and picking up the Salem Herald, the American wizarding publication he'd recently taking out a subscription for. "At least the international outlets are covering the story properly. Fudge's puppets are too afraid of criticizing him for fear of losing funding."

"Who cares about Uncle Peter now that he's gone?" Dahlia complained for the second time that week. "Can't we just forget about him and go on holiday? I wanna sunbathe in the Canary Islands again!"

"You can sunbathe at the creek with the local Muggles," Lily pointed out. "Besides, your brother has an appointment at the Ministry in two days."

"Ugh, you're still seeing that Unspeakable weirdo?" Dahlia scoffed at Harry. "Why, do they want to dissect your brain to see how demented it is?"

"They're mystified by my massive intellect," Harry quipped back, sticking out his tongue at her. "Doubt they'll take much interest in yours, unless they want to know the contents of the last two hundred issues of Witch Weekly."

"Enough," James sighed irritably at his children. "Harry has had a challenging year at school. These meetings are essential for him to develop his unique abilities. Besides, our family vacation will be in August, but it's a surprise."

James winked at Harry, who grinned at the implication. His father had been dropping subtle hints about the Quidditch World Cup over recent months, updating Harry about Ireland's progress through the tournament. They had advanced to the final just last weekend by defeating Peru, and Bulgaria was poised to flatten Slovakia in the other bracket to set up the same match-up as Harry's previous timeline. Harry had no doubt that James was subtly stoking Harry's excitement in the match in order to surprise him with tickets for his birthday in late July.

He had mixed feelings about going to the Cup this time around. He knew it was likely the Death Eaters would strike once more, and Barty Crouch Jr. would mount his escape and seek to rejoin Voldemort. Did Harry want to get caught in the middle of all that again? Should he attempt to stop it from happening? What ripple effects could that have on the timeline? It made his forthcoming meeting with Saul Croaker that much more important.

Harry was apprehensive as he headed down to the Department of Mysteries later that week. Much had happened since their last encounter – or more accurately, much had gone wrong. How much did Saul blame Harry for it all? Was he upset that he'd lost the Time-Turner he had been entrusted with? The silence was maddening, and Harry feared the worst.

He found Saul's office door ajar and slipped in with a knock, closing it behind him. "You're late," said Saul without looking up from his desk. He was perusing a heavy leather book, deep in concentration.

"Sorry," Harry muttered. "My father was preoccupied and couldn't bring me to the Ministry until now." That was partially true – James had been held up at home that morning, but Harry didn't exactly hustle to Level Nine upon arrival, dreading his meeting with Saul.

"No matter," Saul said with a wave of his hand. "Sit." Harry perched upon the chair opposite Saul's desk, as the man shut the thick tome and looked up at Harry.

"Before you say anything," Harry said hastily, "I'm sorry for losing the Time-Turner. It was foolish of me to put myself in a position where I could lose it."

"The blame rests entirely on me, I'm afraid," Saul sighed. "I was barely able to get approval from Fudge to let you use the blasted thing in the first place, as he didn't trust a teenager to handle the responsibility. For once, the fool was right...though I suppose a broken clock is right twice a day."

"What about the diadem?" Harry asked. "I mentioned it in my letter, but you never responded."

"Yes, that is what I have been looking into," muttered Saul, indicating the large book he'd been reading. "Not much literature exists on the object, aside from brief mentions of its abilities and the fact that it was lost centuries ago."

"What kind of abilities does it possess?" asked Harry.

"Allegedly, it bestows wisdom upon the wearer," said Saul. "Not unheard of in modern times – I believe you Hogwarts students are well-versed in smuggling Concentration Potions to cheat on your exams. Similar magic was likely applied to the object itself."

"So what would Voldemort want with it?" Harry pressed.

"That is the curious thing," Saul mused. "I very much doubt the Dark Lord cares much for its base properties, nor does he strike me as a mere treasure hunter. From what you described, it sounded like something he requires to regain his strength."

"How would that work?" Harry frowned.

"I have a theory, but I hope very much that I am wrong," Saul said darkly.

"And how do we determine that?"

"Hopefully, our field trip will enlighten us further," said Saul, glancing at the clock on the wall and rising from his seat. "Come."

"A field trip?" Harry repeated, surprised, as Saul led the way through the secret doorway into the inner sanctum of Saul's office. "To where?"

"Not far," said Saul. "Just across London. Take my arm, Harry."

Harry tentatively did so, unsure of what to expect next. Saul twisted on the spot, and the next thing Harry knew, he was being pulled into a horrible feeling of compression, as though he was being squeezed through an impossibly tight tube. After a few seconds of discomfort, he fell to his knees on solid concrete, dry-heaving from the experience.

"First time Side-Along Apparating?" Saul chuckled. "It's never fun, that's for certain."

"Not at all," Harry agreed weakly, slowly getting to his feet while fighting the urge to empty his breakfast onto the street. "Where are we?"

"Wool's Orphanage," said Saul, indicating the building before them. "Or what's left of it, anyway."

Harry frowned; they appeared to be standing in front of an office building, with multiple stories of workers toiling away at their desks in the windows. "This doesn't look like an orphanage," he muttered.

"The orphanage was actually an old church, which was torn down in the seventies," Saul explained. "Only the cemetery remains." And he indicated the fenced-off plot of land beside the office space, with small tombstones weathered by the elements still visible through the wrought iron bars.

"So why are we here?" asked Harry.

"The old matron is still alive, and she lives just down the street," said Saul. "I've arranged a meeting with her, so that we may gather some information."

Harry processed this as Saul led the way down a narrow side street. "Wait...this was Tom Riddle's orphanage, wasn't it?" he asked excitedly. "How did you find it?"

"By sheer trial and error," Saul muttered bitterly. "Got a list of every Muggle orphanage in the city over the past half-century and started making phone calls. By a stroke of luck, Mrs. Cole recognized the name Riddle, and she agreed to meet."

Something in Saul's tone made Harry think he was only telling a partial truth. "I can't imagine she was too pleased to be discussing him," he surmised.

"Yes, well, she may have hung up on me and refused to speak," Saul chuckled. "But I got her address from the yellow pages, and hopefully she'll be more amenable in person."

"What if she isn't?" Harry asked.

"That's where you come in," Saul grinned. "My poor, orphaned nephew, just trying to learn more about his long-lost grandfather Tom."

"You bastard," Harry groaned. He should have known Saul wasn't inviting him out of the goodness of his heart – he needed Harry to further his own gains.

"That's no way to talk to your favorite uncle," Saul scoffed. "Ah, and here we are."

They paused in front of a shabby apartment building as Saul checked the door numbers. He located number three and knocked. When no response came, he knocked again more firmly, until an elderly woman tottered across the room and opened the door for them.

"I'm not accepting solicitors," she croaked irritably at Saul.

"Pardon me, Mrs. Cole, but we spoke over the phone last week," Saul said politely. "It's about Tom Riddle."

What little color remained in Mrs. Cole's face drained at the sound of that name. "I told you, I don't wish to speak about that horrible boy," she said, making to shut the door in their face, but Saul prevented her.

"Please, hear me out," said Saul. "My nephew here, Harry Riddle, has been trying to learn more about his family. He's an orphan, like Tom was, and his grandfather Tom is his only link to his past. Can you tell us anything about him?"

Mrs. Cole surveyed Harry, who put on his best 'poor, lonely orphan' face. Eventually, she sighed.

"Very well; come in then," she said. "I'll put the kettle on."

"Thank you, ma'am," said Harry, as he and Saul crossed the threshold into Mrs. Cole's living room. It smelled musty and stale, and the decorations looked to have not been updated in decades. They sat on the sofa as Mrs. Cole prepared tea in the kitchen, bringing it out on a tray and setting it on the coffee table before settling into an armchair.

"I'll tell you what, boy," said Mrs. Cole, looking at Harry, "this is a tree you'd best not bark up. I don't know what became of your grandfather, but he was a wicked, wicked boy in his youth."

"So I've heard," Harry muttered. "But perhaps if I learned more about what he was like, I can ensure I don't make the same mistakes he did?"

"Hmph," said Mrs. Cole thoughtfully; that appeared to have been the right thing to say. "Well, I'm afraid I can't tell you much about where Tom came from. He was born just down the street, at the old orphanage, on New Year's Eve many decades ago."

"Were you there?" asked Saul.

"I had just started working there as a teenager," Mrs. Cole nodded. "And a girl about my age comes stumbling in from the snow, ready to burst. I suppose that would've been your great-grandmother."

"What was her name?" Harry asked eagerly.

"Poor thing never told me," Mrs. Cole lamented. "She died just after giving birth, unfortunately. Only thing she said was to name the boy Tom Riddle, after his father, with the middle name Marvolo, after her father."

That's something to go on, Harry thought to himself. Voldemort's mother had been a pure-blood witch, and Harry knew that tracking down her family would be essential. A first name was a good start to finding the answers he sought.

"You have a remarkably strong memory for your age," Saul commented. "Considering this was nearly seventy years ago now."

"Yes, well, you never forget a boy like Tom," Mrs. Cole said darkly, drinking deeply from her teacup. "Nor are you the first people I've told this story to. There was that strange man who appeared when Tom was ten or so – the boarding school teacher, with the odd purple robes."

Dumbledore, Harry realized. "Was that the last time you saw Tom, then?" he asked.

"Oh no, he came back during the summer months," said Mrs. Cole. "I dreaded the day he returned every year, you know. It sounds terrible to say, but I began to fantasize that he might die while away at boarding school, so that he could not return to torment the other children."

"Torment them how?" Saul inquired.

"He was a nasty bully," said Mrs. Cole bitterly. "The others were terrified of him. They swore up and down that he could make bad things happen to them, things they couldn't explain. Freak accidents and the like. Two poor kids were never quite the same after our day trip to the coast of Eastbourne...we could never pin it on him, but we knew somehow he was responsible for it all."

Harry could only imagine what a young wizard discovering his powers might be capable of as a bully. What if it had been Dudley who turned out magical instead of him, in his previous timeline? How would he have wielded such terrible power to torment others?

"What else can you tell us about him?" Saul pressed.

"He stole things all the time, too, I know it," Mrs. Cole continued, refilling her teacup with more amber liquid (which, Harry realized, was not heated and reeked of alcohol). "Again, we could never catch him with the things he took. But he had a knack for taking away the things the other children prized the most. It can't have been an accident."

"What of his later years?" asked Harry. "When he would come back for summers. What was he like then?"

"Wasn't around too much towards the end," Mrs. Cole shrugged. "He spent the nights here, but often left in the morning and would be gone all day. Strictly speaking, we weren't supposed to let him wander, but none of us were about to say no to him, and the children were happy to see him gone."

Harry wondered what the teenage Tom Riddle might have been up to while away on summer holiday from Hogwarts. He had the Trace on him, so he couldn't have gone far...perhaps spending time in Diagon Alley downtown, or its darker counterpart, Knockturn Alley? Or had he, like Harry, found a way to subvert the Trace and travel more freely?

"Do you know if any of his fellow orphans are still alive?" asked Saul. "If we wanted to ask one of them more questions?"

"Can't help you there," Mrs. Cole muttered, taking another deep drink of her 'tea'. "Couldn't tell you where any of the kids ended up today. And all the records are sealed today by the state, so you would need a judge's approval to view them."

Harry looked to Saul at this information. He wondered if the man might insist on delving deeper into Tom's history, perhaps Confunding a judge to unseal the records for them. But to his surprise, Saul looked satisfied by Mrs. Cole's answers.

"We appreciate your time, ma'am," Saul said with a small bow. "I know this must have been challenging to speak about."

"Hope it was worth it," Mrs. Cole muttered darkly, looking again at Harry. "I admire you for wanting to explore your family tree, but trust me, you should leave this trail cold. Only darkness awaits you along your paternal bloodline."

Harry felt an icy chill at these words, and did not doubt Mrs. Cole's words. He was fortunate that he was not, in fact, related to Tom Riddle, and privately agreed that the more he uncovered, the more sinister secrets would be unearthed.

"We'll see ourselves out," said Saul, rising and indicating Harry to do the same. Then, to Harry's surprise, Saul drew his wand and aimed it between Mrs. Cole's eyes. "Obliviate."

Mrs. Cole's eyes went out of focus, and she dropped her teacup, which spilled across the carpeted floor. After a moment, her head slumped forward and she gave a low snore, as though sleeping.

"Was that really necessary?" Harry asked as Saul cleaned the mess and levitated the cup back onto its tray. "She's a Muggle...it's not like she'll tell anyone we were here!"

"And what if the Dark Lord decides to come back and close off all ties to his childhood?" Saul said pointedly. "If he invades her mind and sees we visited her, our cover will be blown. Besides, she's had plenty to drink; she'll just assume she got a bit tipsy if she notices the gap in her memory."

Harry couldn't argue with that. It seemed overly-cautious to him, but he supposed there were risks involved in leaving her memory intact. He followed Saul out of the door and back out onto the street, walking back in the direction of the old orphanage.

"Well, that was highly disturbing," Saul muttered.

"Young Tom Riddle sure sounded like a menace," Harry agreed.

"That's the least of our concerns right now," said Saul. "Something else Mrs. Cole said could prove quite problematic for us. Let's discuss it back at the Ministry."

Saul extended his arm, and Harry took it, feeling himself spinning back into the terrible feeling of compression. They reappeared in Saul's office a moment later, with Harry once again slumping to his knees from discomfort. This time he was unsuccessful in holding down his breakfast, emptying his stomach onto the cold floor.

"I promise it gets easier over time," Saul chuckled as he waved his wand to clear up the mess.

"It had better," Harry muttered to himself as he stumbled to his feet. He followed Saul back into the main office, sinking gently into his armchair. "So, what did you learn from Mrs. Cole?"

"Something I'd hoped not to be the case," Saul muttered, dropping into his own seat. "But I fear that diadem Pettigrew found may be something far more sinister than we imagined."

"The diadem?" Harry frowned. "She didn't mention anything about a diadem…"

"Remember what she said about his thievery?" Saul pointed out. "'He had a knack for taking away the things the other children prized the most'. What does that tell us?"

"You think he is a treasure hunter?" Harry asked, confused.

"Yes, but not for the reasons you'd suspect," said Saul. "He coveted items that others considered sacred or important. And what could be more sacred than an object hand-crafted by a Founder of Hogwarts?"

"But why would he send Pettigrew to collect it?" Harry asked. "What makes it so important?"

"I've been working on a theory since you brought up the diary last year," said Saul. "And I'd hoped I was wrong, but now I fear that I am not."

"What does the diary have to do with this?" asked Harry.

"Everything!" Saul snapped. "For one thing, how many boys do you know who keep diaries? Much more of a female-coded activity."

"...And there's no way Tom Riddle would write down his thoughts for others to discover," Harry deduced. "So you think he stole that, too?"

"Probably from Myrtle Warren, the girl he killed in his sixth year," Saul nodded. "And how coincidental that the version of Tom that resided in the diary was eternally sixteen years old!"

"You think he created the diary around the same time as killing Myrtle?" Harry asked.

"At precisely the same moment, I fear," said Saul. "I believe he turned it into a horcrux."

"A what?"

"A vessel in which one conceals part of their soul," said Saul, standing to pace about the room. "It requires a terrible act, namely murder, to tear the soul in two and leave part of it inside another object. So long as the vessel remains intact, a person can survive even if their corporeal form is destroyed. The vessel can be anything, really...a trinket, an old shoe—"

"A diadem?" Harry realized with dread.

"Indeed," Saul said grimly. "Mrs. Cole confirmed to me that Tom had an obsession with collecting objects of sentimental value. If he turned Myrtle Warren's diary into a horcrux, it's plausible he did the same with Ravenclaw's diadem."

Realization was dawning on Harry fast at Saul's words. "That's what Death was talking about!" he breathed.

"Death?" asked Saul.

"When I went through the Veil," Harry explained. "Death said that Voldemort had split his soul to become immortal. And he did it multiple times."

"Just twice, we can hope," Saul muttered.

"Three times, at least," Harry corrected. "There's one inside Neville Longbottom's head."

Saul nearly collapsed back into his seat at this revelation. "How can you be sure?" he demanded.

"Death said that I had one in my scar," said Harry. "It's the reason I was able to come back...because that soul fragment went on to the afterlife, apart from mine."

Saul mulled this over in silence for a few moments. "That explains quite a few things," he muttered. "Your descriptions of your scar in the last timeline made little sense to me before. Hurting when you were around him...seeing visions through his mind...speaking Parseltongue…"

"Neville's is the exact same," Harry confirmed. "Does that mean he's a horcrux too?"

"It would seem so," Saul exhaled sharply. "So long as the Longbottom boy lives on, so too does the Dark Lord."

"You can't mean that he must be killed!" Harry protested. "Surely there's another way?"

"None that I know of," said Saul. "But I can consult with my colleagues abroad...discreetly, of course. If word ever got out about this, Longbottom would be hunted by every governing body in the wizarding world."

"So you think it was wise to hide the diadem from Dumbledore, then?" Harry asked hopefully. "I worried that he might make the connection to Neville's scar."

"It's possible that he arrives at the same conclusion, considering he knew about the diary," said Saul thoughtfully. "But a year has passed and he has not yet moved to eliminate the Longbottom boy, so it may be that he doesn't realize it. Albus is a smart man, too smart perhaps – too willing to sacrifice anyone and anything for a greater cause."

Harry nodded forlornly. He'd privately harbored the same fear, and still suspected the Headmaster had given him such a long leash in the last timeline in the hopes he might get himself killed to solve that problem. Would Dumbledore have resorted to killing Harry himself if that hadn't come to pass? He wouldn't risk the same happening to Neville.

"So we don't tell him," Harry nodded, silently grateful.

"For now," Saul corrected. "We have to figure out how many horcruxes may be out there and destroy them, and fast. If we are unable to, we may need all the help we can get."

"And we have to find a way to save Neville's life," Harry pointed out.

"If possible," Saul nodded. "I'm no child-killer, but if there is no other option, the boy must die to see the Dark Lord finished."

"Then let's find an alternate solution before it comes to that," Harry said grimly.

"I will work on it," Saul nodded. "In the meantime, you need to keep looking into Riddle's past."

"Why?" asked Harry.

"It's the only hope we have of locating his other horcruxes, if there are indeed more," said Saul. "Look into his childhood, his friends at Hogwarts, his family tree, his post-graduate employment."

"I learned a little last summer from the Muggle library," said Harry. "His Muggle father and his family lived in a village called Little Hangleton. No mention of his mother, however."

"That's a start," Saul shrugged. "Though I suspect his maternal lineage will be much more relevant to our interests. We also need to know who he was close to at Hogwarts...if he made a horcrux as young as sixteen, he likely learned about them from someone there. We'll need as many clues as we can get to find more of these objects, which in theory could be hidden anywhere in the world."

"But wouldn't Voldemort need to have them on-hand, in order to resurrect himself into a body?" Harry asked.

"Yes and no," said Saul. "It is possible to return without one, so long as any portion of the original soul is present. But the ritual does become more powerful if multiple pieces of the same soul are present."

"That's probably why he had Pettigrew retrieve the diadem," Harry realized.

"That is my suspicion as well," Saul nodded. "You told me he returned in your last timeline without a horcrux, but his body would have been much weaker than if he had a more intact soul fragment to work with. The diadem would allow him to return to a similar physical state as existed at the time of its creation."

Harry felt a shudder of foreboding at this. In theory, he'd faced the least intact version of Voldemort's soul the last time, the one that had been reduced the most. Imagining a Voldemort with more of his soul intact, at the height of his powers, was a chilling possibility.

"There's one other factor in our favor," said Saul. "He chose to hide a horcrux right under Dumbledore's nose, at Hogwarts. That means he likely chose to keep the others in symbolically significant places as well. That, combined with his penchant for notable artifacts, may give us a chance of locating and destroying them."

"I'll learn as much as I can, then," Harry nodded. "Do what you can for Neville."

"I will," Saul nodded. "I'd also encourage Longbottom to use extreme caution next school year – as should you, as we cannot be sure if the Dark Lord's plans involve you somehow."

"What could he want with me?" Harry frowned.

Saul said nothing at this, merely giving him a reproachful look. Harry deduced he was bound by his Unspeakable oaths not to reveal more. Is it something to do with the prophecy? he wondered. He was reminded of what Firenze said in the forest two years prior: that his and Neville's fates were linked somehow. If only he could hear what the damn prophecy said in the first place…

"Well, it might be difficult for Neville to lay low next year," said Harry. "If the Triwizard Tournament is still happening, he'll likely be entered as part of Voldemort's ploy."

Saul grinned at this. He began to say something several times before stopping short, clearly figuring out a workaround of his Unspeakable oaths preventing him from speaking plainly.

"There may or may not be an ancient object stored in the Department of Mysteries that matches the description of something you described from your previous fourth year," Saul said slowly.

"The Goblet of Fire," Harry nodded. "Has the Ministry asked for it to be prepared yet?"

"If they have," Saul said with a smirk, "and if Longbottom's name comes out of it this fall, he will be compelled to compete. We should endeavor to prevent that from happening at all costs."

"I will capture Barty Crouch Jr. at the Quidditch World Cup," said Harry resolutely.

"Good," Saul nodded. "And you should have backup in case things go south."

"You think I should tell somebody else what I'm doing?" asked Harry, surprised. "Won't they wonder how I knew about his existence?"

"Are you pretending to be a Seer or not, boy?" Saul scoffed. "Make up a story about a dream or something. Your father's a damn Auror – take advantage of that!"

Harry nodded slowly at this. He had definitely messed up enough things by attempting to solve problems by himself. He hated to worry his parents with such important matters, but the time for caution was past. The fate of wizarding Britain hung in the balance.

"I think my friend Luna Lovegood is a Seer," Harry said, remembering her prophecy a month prior. "A real one, I mean. Should I tell somebody, d'you think?"

"Somebody like Dumbledore, you mean?" Saul surmised. "No, I reckon the old fool doesn't need to know. I've never heard of a Seer in the Lovegood family, however."

"It's through her mother, Pandora," said Harry. "I don't know what her surname was."

"Find out," said Saul. "And keep her close if possible. Most people don't believe in prophecy when they hear it, but if you can interpret her visions correctly, they can give you forewarning of impending danger."

Harry nodded. Of course he would keep Luna close – he felt very protective of her already, and wanted to help her in any way he could. He resolved to owl her as soon as he returned home to solidify plans to meet up later that summer.

"Well, I'd best get back to work," said Saul, glancing once more at the clock on the wall. "Unless there's anything else you can think of?"

"Just one thing," said Harry. "I tried to cast a Body-Mirroring Charm a few months ago, but I blacked out. Is it possible for me to strengthen my magical core so I can perform more powerful spells like that?"

"Normally I would discourage it," Saul sighed. "Witches and wizards' cores grow at different rates, much like our bodies. For instance, we don't allow children to practice Apparition until they come of-age, though for some, it may be possible as young as sixteen or fifteen."

"Or fourteen?" Harry asked hopefully. "With all the time-traveling I did last term, I'm practically that age already." Indeed, his wrist-watch currently read the 3rd of September – a full sixty-two days of extra time added to his body thanks to the Time-Turner.

"There is a ritual that can strengthen your magical core, though it is illegal," Saul sighed. "It's perfectly safe, of course – simply a byproduct of the Ministry's outdated views on blood magic."

"D'you think you could help me perform it?" Harry asked excitedly.

Saul surveyed him through narrow eyes. "I really oughtn't let a teenager convince me to let them perform dark rituals," he muttered. "Though with a Dark Lord on the rise, perhaps conventional logic has to be set aside. I shall consider it...in the meantime, catch your target at the World Cup and learn what more you can about Riddle."

"I will," Harry nodded, standing to go. "Thanks, Mr. Croaker."

"Oh, enough of the pretense," Saul said dismissively. "The name's Saul. We're partners in this mess, whether I like it or not, and I'm not your professor or babysitter. Now get."

"Alright then, Saul," Harry chuckled, exiting the office. Saul remained as prickly a personality as ever, but he could tell the man was warming up to him. Harry had trusted the man with his deepest secrets, and so far Saul had proven reliable. Hopefully their partnership could continue for the foreseeable future.

Harry found himself unable to relax like he'd hoped as he returned home to play out the remainder of his summer. He visited the creek with Dahlia and went flying in the evenings with James, but his mind was often elsewhere, preventing him from enjoying his free time like he ought to be. He was itching to learn more about Tom Riddle and begin hunting for these horcruxes, whatever and wherever they were.

He was especially intrigued by Little Hangleton, wishing to visit the village but unable to think of an excuse to convince an adult to take him. He had realized it was the very same village that contained the graveyard where Voldemort resurrected himself, which meant that could be his next destination once Peter found him in Albania – if they weren't there already. He considered writing to Saul requesting another field trip, but the man had insinuated that he was bogged down with work and unable to devote much time to helping him.

Why couldn't he just Apparate there himself? Harry lamented that it was illegal before the age of seventeen, and that his core might not be developed enough yet. But then, Saul had said it was theoretically possible...what if he could do it after all? Harry had found a book in James' personal library in the basement about the process, which sounded rather simple to him. Destination, Determination, Deliberation…surely he could figure it out on his own!

He decided to throw caution to the wind one muggy afternoon, as he dozed off while sunbathing at the creek and awoke to find that Dahlia had returned home without him. He yawned and stretched, already dreading the long walk home in the dreadful sun. But what if I don't have to walk? he thought to himself. He had spent the past couple of weeks reading about Apparition studiously and decided now was as good a time as ever to give it a shot.

Harry bade farewell to the other teens and made to walk up the path to town, but slipped behind a large tree to make his escape. Destination, Determination, Deliberation… Harry pictured the back garden of his home and visualized himself spinning on the spot and re-appearing there. He certainly felt determined enough to learn this new skill, and had spent hours imagining the process so that he could be deliberate in his movement and thoughts.

Here goes nothing, Harry thought. Keeping the image of the garden firmly in his mind, he closed his eyes and twisted on the spot. He briefly felt himself being squeezed into a very tight space, then heard a deafening CRACK and felt a jolt of horrific pain before losing consciousness.

He awoke an unknown amount of time later, blinking back into reality as the sterile white lights of St. Mungo's shone judgmentally upon him. He groaned and rubbed his eyes, trying to get his bearings, feeling a flush of embarrassment when he saw his father sitting beside his bed, looking rather cross with him.

"Mind explaining what the bloody hell you were thinking, Harry?" James asked tiredly.

"Just thought I'd try some new magic I read about," Harry said vaguely. James obviously didn't buy it.

"What possessed you to believe you could Apparate at your age?" James demanded. "Not only is it highly illegal, it's extremely dangerous. If we'd found you a minute or two later, you could have died."

"What happened, exactly?" Harry asked.

"Well, your mother heard a loud crack in the garden," James explained. "Imagine her shock when she discovered the upper half of her son's torso bleeding out over her azaleas."

"Oh," Harry muttered, wincing at the mental image. He'd read about the possibility of Splinching in the book but had assumed it to be an unlikely side-effect for those less skilled. He looked down to see that his body was thankfully back in one piece, though his legs were tingling painfully, as though they'd spent considerable time separated from the rest of him.

"I'm sure it was nothing compared to the dozen or so Muggle kids who found your lower half by the creek," James muttered. "Took an entire team of Obliviators all afternoon to clean up that mess."

"I'm sorry," Harry mumbled. "I really thought I could do it."

"Look, Harry," James sighed, "I can tell that you're eager to grow up and do things normal adults can, but you simply aren't ready yet. You're still young, and have a lot of learning to do. So please, for the love of Merlin, slow down and stop over-exerting yourself! You're only going to keep hurting yourself."

"You're right," Harry nodded. "I'll be more patient." Though what he didn't say was his patience would last for the rest of the summer at most...he had every intention of performing the blood ritual Saul had mentioned to strengthen his magical core further. Mentally speaking, he ought to be nineteen by now, and he was growing tired of being trapped in a younger boy's pubescent body.

"I don't know what your rush is, anyway," James chuckled. "Look, I was your age once, and I get it...being a teenager sucks. But I promise that you will look back on these years as the best of your life one day. Why squander them? Enjoy your freedom and lack of responsibility while you still can! What's the big hurry?"

A Dark Lord on the rise, for one thing, Harry thought. But he couldn't exactly tell James all that he knew. And his father had a point: Harry did want to salvage some semblance of a childhood in this timeline, and although defeating Voldemort was his foremost priority, he had every intention of living a long and happy life afterward. He didn't want to look back on his Hogwarts years regretting all the things he failed to do that the other kids his age would one day relish.

"I'll slow down, Dad, I promise," said Harry. "This won't happen again."

"Good," James nodded, leaning down to kiss Harry on the forehead. Then he whispered in Harry's ear, "Now get some rest so you're back to full strength for the big game."

James dangled a handful of golden tickets in front of Harry's face. Harry feigned surprise and excitement as he took the tickets and examined them.

"We're going?" he asked as he took in the printed lettering: 422nd QUIDDITCH WORLD CUP FINAL – IRELAND v. BULGARIA – 18 AUGUST 1994.

"Sure are," James grinned. "Had to call in a few favors at work, but all four of us will be there together. An early birthday present."

"Thanks, Dad," said Harry, stretching to give his father a hug. Privately, he continued to harbor mixed emotions about the event, knowing the task he had ahead of him. Part of him wished he could just take on the Hungarian Horntail again rather than track and capture a wizard as dangerous as Barty Crouch Jr. It would be a risky maneuver, but if he pulled it off, he could deliver a serious blow to Voldemort's plans of resurrection.

And he would have his father there to help him. Saul was right: Harry could not keep charging into these situations alone and hope to save the day. There was too much at stake, too many people depending on him to succeed. He had a strong support system around him and had to learn how to use them when he needed help. His self-reliance had served him well when he was a poor orphan marked for death, but now it would only harm him and those he loved.

Time to put Gryffindor Harry to rest once and for all, Harry thought determinedly. The Hat put me in Ravenclaw for a reason, and it's about time I proved it right.

A/N: In addition to this chapter marking the start of a new year for Harry, it also marks a shift in the fic as a whole. Consider this the start of Act II: The Part Where Harry Doesn't F*$&! Everything Up All The Time. But Voldemort has some added tricks up his sleeve as well...if anyone manages to suss out this year's big twist ahead of time, I'll give you a gold star! Some of the seeds have already been planted a while back in the fic, so let the speculating begin…
Year 4-02: Pandora's Box

A/N: A bit of a plot-light, character-centric chapter this week...I originally intended both halves to be added onto the previous and subsequent chapters, but ended up enjoying it so much that I left everything in as a standalone unit. Enjoy!

It took a few weeks for Luna to respond to Harry's letter, and when she finally did, it came with excited ramblings about her visit to Algeria, along with an enclosed feather that she swore came off the back of a Blibbering Humdinger. (Though Lily was fairly certain it was a common Fwooper feather.) Luna invited Harry to come stay at his earliest convenience, as she would be home for the remainder of the summer.

"She lives in Ottery St. Catchpole?" said Dahlia excitedly when Harry brought up the topic over dinner one evening. "Ooh, Daddy, Ginny lives not far from there! Can I go visit her too?"

"That's a thought," James mused. "I believe the Weasley's and Diggory's are attending the World Cup next month as well...maybe we can sync up our schedules and join them for the Portkey journey."

So owls were sent and arrangements were made: Harry and Ginny would depart for the Lovegood and Weasley homes, respectively, three days prior to the match. They would then meet at the Burrow on the final evening and take the Portkey to the event all together.

Harry was eager to visit Luna, despite Dahlia's constant teasing about his 'third girlfriend in as many months' and James and Lily's not-so-subtle questions about his relationship with the girl. If they met her, they'd know our relationship was nothing like that, Harry thought irritably. Though after the mishap with Hermione the previous year, perhaps he ought to tread lightly with his female friendships, lest anyone get the wrong idea.

On the day of the trip, Harry packed a bag with all the essentials he would need for the next week and stepped through the fireplace into an unfamiliar living room. He was just getting his bearings when he saw a blur of platinum-blonde hair and was nearly bowled over by a running hug from Luna.

"You made it!" she said excitedly. "Daddy is so excited to meet you, come along Harry!"

Luna took Harry's hand and guided him into the kitchen, where a tall, eccentric man with frizzy shoulder-length hair was chopping vegetables. He beamed at the sight of Harry walking through the door.

"You must be Harry Potter," said the man, extending an orange-stained hand to shake. "Xenophilius Lovegood. I've heard so much about you from my Luna."

"Likewise," said Harry, shaking the hand. "Thank you for inviting me into your home."

"Oh, it's our pleasure!" Xenophilius smiled. "Luna has never brought a friend home before. I always worried that she wasn't getting along with the other children at Hogwarts."

"I'm honored," Harry chuckled awkwardly. Luna didn't appear bothered by her father's blunt remark; if anything, she was more excited than Harry had ever seen her.

"I have so much to show you!" she said, guiding him back into the living room. "Look at what we caught in Algeria: Daddy just mounted it last night! A Crumple-Horned Snorkack horn!"

She pointed at the wall, where a large, gray spiral horn had been prominently affixed for all to see. Harry got a foreboding feeling from the horn, though he could not say why. He politely listened as Luna pointed out other odd objects of interest decorating the room, describing the various far-flung trips she and her father had taken to retrieve them. Harry couldn't be certain, but over half of the creatures she claimed to have hunted sounded made-up.

Luna led him upstairs next, and Harry took in the framed pictures on the wall as she chattered away. Childhood photos of Luna, and a few family shots of her with her mother and father. Luna's mother was quite pretty but seemed rather reserved in the photographs, often shrinking beside her husband and smiling sadly at the camera, if she smiled at all.

"Daddy's room is upstairs in the loft," Luna explained. "My room is in here – I just finished cleaning it for your visit." Luna's room looked like a tornado had recently passed through, with clothes and papers strewn all over the space. She kicked a large pile of books aside to clear a path to her desk, where she showed Harry a drawing she'd completed during her trip.

"You see? This is a Crumple-Horned Snorkack!" she said. "I sketched it just before Daddy harvested its horn."

"Huh, neat," said Harry, though to him the picture looked nothing like the horn he'd seen downstairs. The one in the drawing was bright red and had little spikes protruding from its base.

"I'll show you to your room," said Luna, guiding him back into the hallway to another room on the same level. "This is where Mother used to do her...well, anyway, this room doesn't get used much anymore."

Harry noted the awkward pause in Luna's excited speech at the mention of her mother. "This is lovely," he said to break the tension, dropping his bag onto the spare bed and peering out the window. "Is that a garden I see in the backyard?"

"Ooh, yes!" Luna beamed; Harry's distraction had proven successful. "Come, let us pick some fresh flowers for your room...it's good luck for visitors, you know!"

Harry spent the remainder of the day struggling to keep up with Luna as she excitedly dragged him from place to place, explaining the significance of each and every decoration of the Lovegood home and surrounding area. It was clear that Xenophilius had raised Luna with a strong sense of family history, as she knew what every single item in her house meant and where it came from – or at least, where she believed it to be from.

By the end of the day, he was thoroughly worn out, and was grateful when Luna announced that she was retiring to her room. Harry returned to his own guest room, which he'd gathered was once a workshop where Pandora Lovegood had conducted her own experiments. He knew she'd died during a freak spell-crafting incident, and was curious to see if the room contained anything that would tell him more about who she was as a person.

After ensuring his door was closed, Harry moved to the small desk in the corner and began rifling through it, careful not to move anything out of place. Many of the drawers were filled with scribbles in foreign languages Harry didn't recognize, and some sketches of various magical animals, many of them birds. She obviously shared her husband's love of creatures, though the ones he saw in her notes appeared to actually exist at least.

Harry also located a small wooden box at the bottom of a cabinet, decorated with flower pins and bird stickers. An engraving at the base of the wood read, 'Property of Pandora Addams-Lovegood'. Harry could hear small items rattling about inside the box, though he could discern no way to open it. It appeared completely sealed from the inside, with no seams or latches indicating a lid or opening.

"Alohomora," Harry whispered, tapping the tip of his wand to the box, but nothing happened. He tried a variety of different charms, including a Revelio to search for hidden enchantments, but nothing happened. He was burning with curiosity about what might be inside, and almost considered breaking it open by force, but didn't want to intrude that heavily into an unknown woman's belongings. He returned the box to its rightful place and went to bed imagining what secrets might lay within.

Harry awoke early the next morning to the sound of heavy clacking and whirring machinery from elsewhere in the house. He got dressed and wandered downstairs, where he found Xenophilius toiling away over what looked like a large printing press.

"Hope I didn't wake you," said Xenophilius apologetically. "Just finishing up some last-minute copies of The Quibbler...we're running a special double-edition for wrackspurt mating season!"

"No problem," Harry said, stifling a yawn. "I was getting up anyway."

"I'll fix you some coffee," said Xenophilius, leading the way into the kitchen. "I imagine Luna will be sleeping in...I haven't seen her with that much energy in ages."

"Yes, she was quite eager to show me around," Harry chuckled. His feet were still sore from trying to keep up with the bubbly girl from place to place the previous day.

Minutes later, Harry and Xenophilius sat around the kitchen table sipping from their mugs. Harry realized this might be a good time to broach a topic he'd wanted to spare Luna from.

"Sir, if you don't mind me asking," said Harry cautiously, "I wanted to ask you about Luna's mother."

A brief look of sadness overcame Xenophilius at this mention, but he smiled sadly at him. "Ah, yes," he said wistfully. "Pandora was a wonderful woman...I am certain she would have loved to meet you."

"And I her," Harry nodded. "What was she like?"

"She was a kindhearted soul," Xenophilius smiled. "I met her many years ago, at a meeting for the P.A.M.C.C."

"The what?"

"The Preservation and Appreciation of Magical Creatures Conference," Xenophilius explained. "Pandora was there advocating against the forced capture and de-feathering of Jobberknolls. I was looking for partners in my ongoing research project on the relationship between Diricawls and Gulping Plimpies. It was love at first sight."

"Did she ever make...erm, predictions?" Harry asked awkwardly. "About the future, I mean?"

Xenophilius frowned slightly at this question. "She was full of all kinds of odd sayings and bits of wisdom," he said. "Mostly they were harmless...though they got rather morbid towards the end."

"In what way?"

"Just gloom and doom about a lot of things," Xenophilius shrugged. "Pessimism can be healthy in small doses, but it overwhelmed her in her later years. I also noticed her avoiding young Luna in the last few weeks of her life – I'm sure it wasn't intentional, and I hope Luna didn't internalize it."

Maybe she foresaw her own death and wanted to spare Luna from witnessing it, Harry realized. "Do you believe it's possible she was a Seer?" he asked.

Xenophilius actually laughed at this. "You are not the first to suggest such a thing about my Pandora," he said. "But no, I think not. I've long considered Divination to be a fool's errand...I could never get those blasted tea leaves to reveal any deeper truths to me. I did my best to discourage such ways of thinking, and will do the same for my Luna."

Harry remembered the framed photos on the wall upstairs – the sad look on Pandora's face standing beside her family. Had she felt smothered by her husband's stubborn refusal to accept Divination as a legitimate branch of magic? Why would a man with such eccentric views be so quick to dismiss such a phenomenon so quickly?

"Sir, if I may," said Harry carefully, "I believe Luna may have Seer qualities herself. If that is the case, perhaps we ought to encourage her to study the subject."

"What, let her enroll in classes with the fool Trelawney woman?" Xenophilius scoffed. "She and Pandora were friends at Hogwarts, believe it or not. Why Dumbledore allowed that fraud to teach his students is beyond me."

"She is a legitimate Seer as well," said Harry. "I know you may not believe in that stuff, Mr. Lovegood, but Dumbledore wouldn't allow it to be taught if it wasn't real magic."

Xenophilius considered this dubiously. "Dumbledore is correct more often than not," he acknowledged. "Though I still believe he was misguided in supporting the Goblin Rights Act of '74...Gringotts is operating an underground basilisk breeding program, I'm certain of it!"

"Just let her decide for herself, that's all I'm asking," Harry said diplomatically. "Luna's very passionate about so many things, and I'd hate to see that passion stifled."

Xenophilius smiled softly at this. Before he could respond, Luna skipped into the kitchen, her hair a wild mess but looking chipper and ready for the day. "Finish your coffee quickly, Harry," she instructed. "Mornings are the best time to catch nargles at the creek!"

"Will do," Harry laughed. He and Luna spent the subsequent hours splashing about in the creek, diving after gnomes that were always just out of reach. Harry had fond memories of hunting gnomes at the Burrow, though these were much more elusive, perhaps because they were in their native environment rather than intruding upon the Weasleys' garden. Luna got close enough to one to earn herself a nasty bite on the finger, though she was delighted by this outcome.

"Gnome saliva brings good luck, you know!" she said excitedly as she wrapped up the wound with conjured gauze.

"Was that something your mother used to say?" Harry asked.

"Mother used to take me down here all the time," said Luna cheerily. "She loved chasing nargles, even though we never managed to catch any."

"I learned about your 'nargles' in Divination last year," said Harry.. "Will you be taking the subject yourself next year?"

"Oh, certainly not," Luna said, shaking her head. "Daddy says it's a rubbish subject for frauds and liars."

"I wouldn't be so quick to dismiss it," Harry offered gently. "It has a lot of useful techniques to hone your mental abilities. It isn't all rubbish."

"Yeah, maybe," Luna shrugged. Harry decided to drop the topic, sensing her clear disinterest but hoping to convince her another time. He would hate to see her neglect an entire branch of magic that could help her get more in tune with her abilities – and with her own mother.

Another tiring day followed as Luna showed Harry all around the surrounding village at the outskirts of Ottery St. Catchpole. Many of the local Muggles seemed to recognize Luna, waving and smiling at her as she skipped past. They returned home for dinner with Xenophilius, then retired upstairs to bed early, with Harry marveling that Luna had not collapsed from sheer exhaustion yet.

While waiting for his turn to shower, Harry wandered back over to the desk in Pandora's workshop. He pulled the locked box towards him, having noticed a scribbled note on a scrap of parchment crammed in one of the desk drawers. It read, 'Hint: save the J's'. Remembering his conversation with Xenophilius earlier that day, Harry pulled out his wand and tapped it to the locked box, whispering, "Jobberknoll."

That seemed to be the missing password, as the box swung open with a gentle click. Curious, Harry lifted its lid, pulling out the contents from within. He found what looked like an ornate wedding ring, inset with a gaudy orange gem he did not recognize. It rested atop a small leather diary, which he opted to leave closed, not wishing to pry into another woman's personal writings.

There was also a small stack of photographs in the box, featuring more candid shots of Xenophilius and Pandora together in their youth. Harry noticed how much happier she looked in these photos, laughing riotously and looking adoringly up at her husband.

Harry also found a few photos that appeared to depict Luna's birth. It was an intimate home affair, with a young medi-witch assisting Pandora in a bathtub with her labor. Harry set aside some of the more graphic photos and located one where Pandora clutched a newborn Luna to her chest, silent tears of joy streaming down her face and a broad smile on her face.

"You opened it."

Harry wheeled around to see Luna standing in the doorway dressed in a nightgown, hair dripping wet. "I'm sorry," he said quickly. "I was just curious—"

"Father and I have been trying to open it for years," said Luna, entering the room to examine the box with wide eyes. "Glad someone's finally managed it."

Luna froze at the sight of the photos in Harry's hand. She took them from him and rifled through them one by one, saying nothing, rooted to the spot. She paused at the one of her mother holding her close to her chest, staring blankly at it for some time as Harry awkwardly stared at his shoes.

"I've never seen her look so happy," Luna breathed quietly. Harry looked up at Luna to see her blue eyes watering and her face twitching softly in the attempt not to cry.

Harry stood and wrapped Luna in a hug, which she eagerly accepted. She buried her face in his chest and sniffled softly as he patted her back. "She really must have loved you, to treasure these photos so much," he said.

Luna held him tight for a few moments before pulling away and wiping her eyes hastily. "Thank you," she said softly, collecting the box and the remainder of the photos before retreating to her own bedroom and shutting the door.

Harry hoped that he had not imposed by going through Pandora's things without permission. But Luna had seemed grateful, and apparently had never had success with opening the treasure box herself. He went to bed soon after, hoping he'd succeeded in setting both Luna and her father on a more productive path forward.

The following day was Harry's last at Luna's home, and to his relief Luna was content to spend it indoors, perhaps finally feeling the toll of her exerted energy. They did not discuss the box or its contents, but Harry did sense Luna to be in a good mood, which he hoped meant she wasn't cross with him for snooping. They played Gobstones and Exploding Snap in the living room (with Harry ensuring that they did the latter far away from the mounted horn on the wall), until Lily arrived to collect Harry in the early afternoon.

"You must be Luna," she smiled at the girl when she walked into the house. "Harry speaks very highly of you."

"Nice to meet you, Mrs. Potter," said Luna, shaking the woman's hand eagerly. "Does Harry get his green eyes from you? It is a sign that your ancestors were blessed by the wrackspurt demigods."

Lily chuckled awkwardly at this, looking quizzically at Harry (who could only shrug in response). They bade farewell to the Lovegoods soon after, taking the Floo directly to the Burrow. At once it was far more chaotic and noisy than the previous few days; the house was packed with both Weasleys and visitors.

"Hiya, Harry!" Ron greeted him from the sofa; he was seated across from Neville and Hermione, a chessboard set up between them. "Fancy a game or two? These lot don't want to play with me anymore."

"Sure," Harry grinned, taking Neville's seat; Hermione said a polite hello before excusing herself upstairs. Harry hated that things were still awkward between them, and hoped that they could go back to being friends soon.

After being thrashed soundly by Ron a few times, Harry excused himself to say hello to the other Weasleys. It occurred to him that this was his first time meeting Molly in this timeline, as she merely shook his hand warmly rather than stifle him with a hug like she would normally do. It turned out that the entire Weasley clan was in town for the Quidditch World Cup, contributing to the hectic environment; Harry eagerly shook hands with both Bill and Charlie, remembering both to be good men in his last lifetime.

Ron invited Harry out to fly in the back pasture later that afternoon, and they were joined by Ginny, Fred, George, and surprisingly Charlie, who was eager to get back on a broom after years of inactivity. Harry had a blast chasing Snitches with the elder Weasley, knowing that he had been Gryffindor's Seeker for many years before Harry attended Hogwarts. He managed to beat Charlie to four out of five Snitches before they called it a day.

"Damn, Potter, you're a helluva flier," Charlie admitted when they landed. "I'm a bit out of practice, but I would've loved to face you in my prime."

"Oh, save your excuses, old-timer!" Fred ribbed his older brother. "Harry beat you fair and square."

"Yeah, old man Charlie, too feeble to avoid a Bludger at half speed!" George chimed in, hearkening back to Charlie nearly falling off his broom from a well-placed Bludger hit. Charlie rolled his eyes at the twins, giving Harry an appreciative pat on the back as they stored their brooms back in the storage closet.

After a hearty meal with the dozen-plus attendees crammed into the kitchen, the group retired to the living room, sharing stories and catching up. Harry sensed that this was the first time in a while that all the Weasleys were all in one place at the same time, as Molly and Arthur were especially keen to hear how their eldest children were doing and the siblings swapped childhood memories and laughed raucously.

"Well, we'd best all get off to bed," Arthur eventually sighed, glancing up at the clock. "We have to be out the door by four-thirty to make it to our Portkey in time."

"C'mon, Potters," announced James, standing from his seat. "We're camping out in the back yard."

"Absolutely not!" retorted Molly. "We won't have our guests sleeping outdoors when we have beds available!"

"Mum, the house is crowded enough as it is!" Ron protested.

"Nonsense; we'll manage," said Molly, glancing around the packed living room. "Let's see...myself and Arthur will take the master bedroom. James and Lily can stay in Charlie's old room; Charlie, you'll stay with Percy—"

"Just like old times, eh, Perce?" grinned Charlie, jokingly grabbing Percy around the neck (which the younger Weasley flinched away from).

"The twins have their own room, Ron and Neville are together," Molly continued. "We can squeeze in Dahlia with Ginny and Hermione—"

"Ginny and I can share a bed," Dahlia agreed readily, draping her leg jokingly across Ginny's lap.

"And that leaves Harry with Bill," said Molly. "That alright with you, dear?"

"Sure," Harry shrugged, receiving a polite nod from the eldest Weasley sibling. He had never gotten to know Bill that well in his last timeline, but he was a member of the Order of the Phoenix and Ron always spoke highly of him.

Bill showed Harry up to his old bedroom and helped him set up his cot for the night. "I've heard a bit about you before, Harry," Bill remarked. "Ronald tells me you're one of the top students in his class."

"I've heard about you, too," Harry admitted. "Ron told me you're a curse-breaker in Egypt. Do you enjoy it?"

"Oh, very much," said Bill with a grin. "Challenging, but highly rewarding work. The goblins aren't the friendliest of coworkers, but they aren't so bad once you get to know and understand them."

"What is it exactly that you do as a curse-breaker?" Harry asked.

"A number of different things," said Bill. "Egypt, for example, is littered with old crypts and grave sites of wealthy men and women who chose to have their riches buried with them. When Gringotts purchases one of these sites to plunder said riches, they send in us first to make sure there are no magical traps set to protect them."

"Fascinating," Harry said, and he meant it. "How often are these places warded?"

"Depends on the level of wealth we're talking about," Bill grinned. "Last winter we discovered the tomb of an ancient pharaoh who happened to be a wizard. Took us the better part of two months to deactivate all the nasty traps left behind to maim or kill anyone who stuck their noses in. Got a nice bonus from that haul."

"And do you ever have to remove curses from the treasure itself?" Harry pressed. "Were any individual items protected that way?"

"Oh, all the time," Bill nodded. "Bloke I used to work with lost a hand to a nasty Withering Curse that had been placed on a silver chalice. Trust me, I've seen some things that would knock your socks off."

"Did you ever encounter a horcrux?" Harry asked innocently.

Bill's expression shifted instantly to one of shock and horror. "How on earth do you know of the existence of horcruxes?" he asked in a low voice.

"Erm...I overheard my dad talking about them at work once," Harry lied. "But he didn't say what they did."

"Nor should you worry yourself with the particulars," said Bill sternly. "As a matter of fact, I did encounter one once, in an old sarcophagus inside of a pyramid. I was not permitted to handle it; we had to call in a supervisor to transport it back to Gringotts to be disposed of discreetly."

"But you know how to identify them?" asked Harry.

"There are ways," Bill confirmed grimly. "Magic that dark always leaves traces. But enough about such things. It's best we get some sleep; we have an early morning."

"Right," Harry agreed, and minutes later he was tucked into bed, listening to Bill's light snores. He wondered if Saul would know how to destroy one of Voldemort's horcruxes if they managed to find one – he'd never thought to ask. Though he figured the most important part was locating them in the first place, not to mention determining how many there were. He could worry about destroying them when they got to that point.

Harry didn't get much sleep that night, mind still preoccupied by horcruxes. By the looks of things the next morning, he was not alone: aside from Arthur and James, everyone else was bleary-eyed and surly as they departed the Burrow at pre-dawn and headed down the road.

He heard a hushed, urgent-sounding conversation ahead of him, and quickened his pace to catch up with Ron and Neville. "I'm telling you, mate, these things might mean something," Ron was saying to Neville.

"Leave it, Ron," Neville muttered, rubbing his forehead.

"I'm serious!" Ron insisted. "You should write to Dumbledore, or at least tell—"

"What's going on?" Harry asked. Both boys turned to look at him.

"Oh, it's nothing, Harry, I'm fine," Neville said quickly.

"Neville's been having strange dreams lately," blurted out Ron, drawing a reproachful glare from Neville. "I think he should talk about them with somebody, because they're way too specific to not mean anything—"

"They're just dreams, Ron!" Neville huffed. "Everyone has them."

"Take it from me, Neville," said Harry helpfully. "Dreams are more important than people realize. Even if you don't think they mean anything, they could contain crucial information."

Neville surveyed Harry for a moment, as though remembering that the boy was supposedly a Seer. "Swear you won't tell anyone?" he asked. "Not even Dumbledore?"

"On my life," Harry agreed.

Neville glanced around once more to ensure no one else could overhear. Then he leaned in closer and said, "I had a dream about You-Know-Who last night."

"Voldemort?" said Harry, drawing a wince of discomfort from Ron. "What about him?"

"He was with Wormtail," said Neville. "They were plotting something...something about me. I don't know what, but they definitely mentioned my name."

"Did they say when?" Harry asked.

"Pettigrew wanted to do it soon, but You-Know-Who wants to wait...a few months, he said...and he mentioned torturing someone named Bertha Jorkins for information…"

That confirms the Triwizard Tournament plot is happening again, Harry thought to himself. "What else did he say?" he asked.

"You-Know-Who said something about a 'devoted follower' at Hogwarts," Neville continued. "Who d'you reckon that could mean? Snape, maybe?"

"I always thought he was secretly a Death Eater," Ron said darkly. "He sure seems to love the Dark Arts, doesn't he?"

"He was a Death Eater before," Harry confirmed, to Ron and Neville's astonishment. "But I don't think that's who Voldemort was talking about. I have an idea, though, and might know a way to stop him."

"How?" asked Neville, bewildered.

"We'll see in just a couple days," said Harry cryptically. "I'd best talk to my dad about this."

"But you promised you wouldn't tell!" Neville protested.

"I won't say a word about your dream," Harry promised. "Just my own suspicions. And believe me, my dad is no fan of Dumbledore's, so he wouldn't say a word anyway."

Neville looked marginally more relaxed now. "Thanks, Harry," he breathed. "You seem to understand this stuff a lot better than I do."

If you only knew how true that was, Harry thought sadly. He was perhaps the only person (besides Saul) who knew the true nature of Neville's scar and its implications for Voldemort's immortality. He silently prayed that Saul would be able to find a solution that could save Neville's life.

The sun was just beginning to peek over the hills as the group reached the outskirts of Ottery St. Catchpole. Arthur located their Portkey soon after: an old car tire, leaned up against a fence on the side of the road.

"Gather round, everyone!" he announced, beckoning the group to form a circle around the tire. "And leave some room on that side, for the Diggory's...they should be here shortly."

Sure enough, Cedric and his father soon arrived, waltzing down the street towards the group. And to Harry's shock, they were not alone: a third person walked excitedly at Cedric's side.

"Damian?" Harry gasped.

"Hey, cousin," Damian Dursley said with a sneer. "Surprised to see me?"

"I heard Damian would be home all summer, so I asked my father, and he was able to get an extra ticket for him," Cedric explained with a grin. "Hope that was alright."

"That's so kind of you, Amos!" said Lily, hugging Mr. Diggory before doing the same for her nephew. "So good to see you, Damian dear."

"You too, Auntie Lily," said Damian, returning the hug. "Hello, Professor." He nodded curtly to James, who did the same in return – it was clear to Harry that Damian held Lily in much higher regard than the other Potters. Perhaps that had to do with Lily being the only family member who bothered to keep in touch with the Dursleys…

"Less than a minute now!" Arthur warned, checking his pocket watch. "Everyone get a hand on the tire!"

The group crowded around the Portkey, straining to get a hand or at least a finger on it. Harry was squeezed very tightly between his father and Mr. Diggory, as Damian and Dahlia had to resort to climbing onto others' backs to reach it with their shorter arms.

"Here we go!" said Arthur. "Five, four, three, two, one—"

The Portkey activated, and Harry felt himself pulled from behind the navel and yanked towards some far-away destination. At least it's not Apparition, Harry thought as he awkwardly jostled between bodies with only two fingers glued to the tire. Finally they were deposited on a grassy hill, with many in the group toppling over from the rough landing and close quarters.

"Good, we all made it!" announced Arthur cheerfully after doing a quick head count. "Let's make our way to the camp site!"

The group wove their way through the throng of gathered witches and wizards, visiting from all around the world. Many sported the green-and-gold of the Irish squad, with Harry spotting a few Adrian Lynch jerseys in the crowd. But the vast majority seemed to be rooting for Bulgaria, with Viktor Krum's name appearing more than any other on posters and various team paraphernalia.

"Can't wait to see Krum play in person!" Ron said excitedly to anyone who would listen. "Seems like a scary bloke, but I hear he's a real demon on a broom."

"I'm sure he's terrifying," Harry chuckled, remembering Krum as a rather mild-mannered and surly individual in his last timeline. He wondered if the young man would once again be selected to represent Durmstrang in the Triwizard Tournament...but that thought reminded him of Voldemort's plot and the true reason he was here at the World Cup, and he snapped back into focus.

The Potter's, Weasley's and Diggory's all pitched their tents next to one another, and after much cajoling from the younger members, revised sleeping arrangements were made. One tent would comprise the younger boys (Harry, Ron, Neville, Damian, the twins, and Cedric), another would house the girls (Dahlia, Ginny, Hermione, and Lily), while the older men took the last (Arthur, James, Amos, and the three eldest Weasley boys).

That certainly contributed to a festive evening as Harry's tent stayed up late into the evening, excitedly discussing the upcoming match. Harry listened in on the fun and laughed along with the others, though his mind remained elsewhere. He waited until Damian nodded off in his cot (prompting Cedric to urge the others to sleep as well), then excused himself and headed out to the common area between the tents.

Harry found his father seated beside the campfire with Arthur Weasley and Amos Diggory, discussing their jobs and goings-on at the Ministry. Harry sat beside his father and waited until the latter two men excused themselves to bed before broaching the topic that had been on his mind all day long.

"Dad, can I talk to you about something?" said Harry.

"Sure, Harry, what's up?" said James with a big yawn and stretch.

"It's kinda important," Harry said. "I had another vision last night."

James' demeanor shifted at once to a serious one, and he shifted to sit closer to his son. "What kind of vision?" he asked.

"Something bad is going to happen tomorrow night, after the Cup," said Harry. "Death Eaters are going to attack the campsite."

"Death Eaters?" James scoffed. "They haven't been active since the last war."

"They're rebuilding," said Harry sternly. "Please believe me."

"I didn't say I don't believe you," said James softly. "Tell me more."

"They're going to humiliate the local Muggles and terrorize the magical community in a march," Harry went on. "And one of them will set off the Dark Mark."

James nodded slowly at this information. "I will pass along your concerns to the Aurors on duty," he promised. "But don't you worry about a thing. I'm certain that security is strong and we'll all be safe—"

Harry grabbed his father's arm and looked him firmly in the eyes. "I'm going to catch the man responsible for the Dark Mark," he said determinedly. "I know who he is, and where he's going to be."

"Harry, you cannot keep running off into danger like this," James said warningly. "Your visions are not always reliable, and you can cause more harm than good—"

"Then come with me," Harry insisted. "I'll prove it. The perpetrator is Barty Crouch's son."

James looked utterly shocked at this statement. "Mr. Crouch sentenced his son to Azkaban over a decade ago," he said. "He died soon afterwards. You shouldn't spread such dangerous rumors—"

"He faked his death, Dad!" Harry pleaded. "He's alive, and he's working for Voldemort!"

"Okay, Harry," James sighed heavily, standing to leave. "If you say so."

"I'm going tomorrow, whether or not you believe me," said Harry stubbornly. "And if he gets away, then it's your fault."

James snapped his gaze back over to his son with an expression of mingled frustration and anger. "Do not speak to your father that way!" he said in a harsh undertone. "Do you realize how difficult you've made my job recently? People talk about you at the Ministry, Harry...the boy who can't stay out of trouble. And I'm seen as some sort of failure for being unable to keep you out of it."

"I'm just trying to do the right thing!" Harry retorted. "Like you always taught me to do! Are you seriously blaming me for Fudge's incompetence and corruption?"

James' chest heaved with emotion as he considered Harry's words. Then, finally, he deflated. "Of course I'm not," he sighed. "And I'm sorry, I didn't mean all of that. I don't blame you for any of it. I just...I just wish you could have a normal childhood."

"We're well past that point," Harry said grimly. "The least you can do is trust me, and help me stay ahead of the trouble I can see coming."

"Of course I trust you, Harry," said James, giving his son a hug. Harry returned it gratefully, glad that his father was not upset with him. "Just promise you'll be careful, alright? I'll help you tomorrow if I can, but if you find yourself in danger, you back off and let me handle it, okay?"

"I will, Dad," Harry nodded. Though in reality, he had no intentions of backing off if he got Barty Crouch Jr. in his cross-hairs. He held onto that determination as he drifted off to sleep that night, sick of making mistakes and failing to capitalize on his foreknowledge of events.

Small doubts did continue to nag at his brain, as he wondered what the repercussions of his actions tomorrow might be. Would he cause unintended ripple effects by stopping the man in his tracks? How might Voldemort respond to one of his valued followers being caught in the act? What kind of Pandora's Box might he be opening by deviating from the well-worn path they were walking now?

But Harry decided it didn't matter. He would not let another dangerous weapon fall into Voldemort's hands if he could help it.

A/N: I want to briefly address a common concern I've seen in the comments recently: people are asking why Voldemort doesn't just use the Time-Turner to go back weeks, months or years to change everything that has happened thus far, including the attack on Neville. That isn't how Time-Turners work in my story – it can be used to travel back a maximum of 3-4 hours and then the sand must replenish itself, so you can't go back farther than that or repeatedly abuse it. Go back and re-read the second half of Ch. 21 for a more detailed example of how that can still be used to powerful effect!
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"Why the long face, Harry?" asked Cedric. "Not excited for the match?"

"Hmm? No, of course I am," Harry said quickly. He'd been lost in thought, plotting out his actions over the coming hours, meticulously crafting a game plan to foil the Death Eaters' plans for the evening. Cedric examined Harry curiously for a moment before shrugging and continuing on ahead with his father.

Everyone else in the large group was excited beyond belief as they made their way through the grounds up to the stadium, decked out in either green and gold for the Irish or red and black for the Bulgarians. Harry had opted for an Aidan Lynch jersey, supporting his fellow Ravenclaw, even though he suspected he would have a rough game tonight. Only Cedric had joined him in green (and Damian, naturally, who mirrored everything Cedric did), while most of the Weasley clan were supporting Krum.

"Weasleys, with me!" Arthur announced as they reached the stadium. "We're in the Top Box, with the Minister!"

"See you 'round, eh Harry?" said Neville as he and Hermione made to follow the redheads up to their special seating.

"Yeah, see you," Harry nodded. "Take care not to lose any valuables while you're up there!"

"Yeah, will do," Neville said with a tinge of confusion, before parting ways with the Potters. Harry remembered all too well how Barty Crouch Jr. had stolen his wand in the Top Box and used it to conjure the Dark Mark; with any luck, Neville would avoid a similar fate.

The Potters and Diggorys made their way through the packed main concourse to their own seats near the center of the arena. And unbeknownst to Harry, they would have familiar neighbors… "Ah, there's Dale now!" said James, greeting Dale Greengrass when they arrived at their section. "You remember my children, Harry and Dahlia?"

"But of course!" Dale beamed, shaking Harry's hand enthusiastically. "Daphne has nothing but wonderful things to say about you, Harry."

"Glad to hear it," Harry said honestly, peering around for the familiar blonde. "Where is she?"

"She and Mother think Quidditch is un-lady-like," Astoria rolled her eyes from beside her father. "It's just me."

"Don't listen to that stick in the mud," Dahlia giggled, giving her friend a hug. "We ladies can scream and holler with the best of 'em, right?"

"And who better to appreciate the physique of the athletes?" Astoria said with a cheeky grin. "I can't wait to feast my eyes on that dreamboat Krum…"

"Alright, enough of that," Dale groaned good-naturedly. But he then leaned in close to Harry and muttered, "But I'm eager to get a look at Krum myself – I hear he's quite the flyer!"

"Same," Harry agreed. He had, of course, witnessed Krum's brilliance in the air in his last timeline, and expected no different tonight. Perhaps the new Quidditch rules would alter the night's outcome slightly, but if anything, it just gave Krum more opportunities to show off his skill on a broom.

Once the stadium had filled around them, Minister Fudge took to the microphone from his box to welcome the crowd. Harry watched his speech through the Omnioculars his father provided, keeping tabs on the rest of the group behind the Minister. Barty Crouch Sr. had yet to arrive with his house-elf and concealed son, but Harry had to assume they would be in attendance. He had no reason to suspect Crouch Jr. would attempt to harm Neville or anyone else in this timeline as in the last. But he did feel a bit uneasy about allowing such a dangerous man to sit unchecked so near the Boy Who Lived…

"And here come the Bulgarians!" Fudge boomed. The crowd roared in appreciation as Krum led the team out of the tunnel, soaring high over the stands in tight formation. Harry's lingering memories of Krum had been of the gangling, awkward young man he'd known at Hogwarts – he'd forgotten how much of a natural he was on a broomstick, in his element, at the height of his powers. Krum pumped a triumphant fist in the air, looking every bit the global superstar he was.

There were suddenly whoops of delight as the Bulgarian cheerleaders flooded out onto the pitch: Veela, strutting proudly before the crowd and blowing kisses to the men in the stands. Harry felt the shift all around him: men were shouting, vying for their attention, some physically trying to climb down the supports to join them on the field as their wives and sisters struggled to hold them back.

Harry felt a powerful wave of magic assaulting his senses as the allure of the Veela nearly overwhelmed him. He slammed his Occlumency barriers into place, aided by years of nightly practice before bed. He looked around; Cedric and Damian were practically drooling from the mouth, staring slack-jawed at the gorgeous women, as too were Dale Greengrass and Amos Diggory. Only James stood unaffected among the men; he and Harry met eyes and shared a silent laugh of pity for their fellows, while Dahlia and Astoria made loud gagging noises to Harry's right.

The Irish took the field soon after, and Harry cheered appreciatively for Aidan Lynch as he led his team through their warm-ups. Despite their home field advantage, the cheers were less than for the Bulgarians, who had the star power and international fan base to compensate. Though if this timeline was anything like the last, the Irish would likely do just fine this evening, Lynch notwithstanding.

Ludo Bagman stood to take over for Fudge in the Top Box as the two teams faced off at midfield. "Good luck to both teams!" he boomed jovially. "Play hard and play fair, you lot. And the Quaffle is away – the finals have begun!"

It was clear to Harry in the first frantic three minutes of the match that Ireland was vastly superior to Bulgaria, as in the last timeline. Their Chasers were faster, their Beaters stronger and more accurate. The green and gold were on the offensive from the first second, mounting a formidable offense against the unprepared red and black, taking a 30-nil lead in the blink of an eye as the crowd roared appreciatively.

But high above the action, the match-up between Viktor Krum and Aidan Lynch was another story entirely. Lynch looked tentative and unsure, following Krum closely, afraid to let him stray too far. He didn't even appear to be looking for the Snitch; his eyes were firmly on Krum, afraid of the younger man wresting away control of the match unopposed.

"Lynch is playing too passively," Cedric muttered. "What is he doing?"

"He's setting himself up to get baited by Krum," James agreed. Harry watched on, already sensing what was to come, as it had come to pass in his prior timeline.

"And Krum's spotted something!" Bagman shouted into the microphone, as the Bulgarian flattened himself to his broom and rocketed towards the ground. "Lynch is going after him...he's gaining ground fast…"

That should've been his first clue something was wrong, Harry thought. Gaining ground on the best Seeker on the world, on the world's fastest broom? In hindsight it was blindingly obvious what Krum was about to do…

Krum reached out his arm as though to catch the Snitch, as he rapidly approached the grass below. Lynch did the same, oblivious to the ploy. Krum pulled up hard at the last second, toes skimming the grass as he canceled his dive at the last possible millisecond. Lynch was not so lucky – he tried to pull up but had gained too much speed, nosediving into the pitch with a dull thud.

"Ooh, rough luck there, Lynch!" shouted Ludo Bagman with glee as the Irish Seeker gingerly picked himself up from the grass. "Gotta be careful chasing the likes of Krum: ride like lightning, and you'll crash like thunder!"

"Brilliant Wronski Feint!" James laughed uproariously. "Never seen one in person before!"

"This is incredible flying!" Cedric said, in awe at the display Krum was putting on.

"Yeah," Harry agreed absentmindedly. But he couldn't bear to focus on the action happening down below. His Omnioculars continued to stray upwards, towards the Top Box, where the Weasley group was sitting. Neville, Ron and Hermione were excitedly watching the action, but directly behind them Harry could now see Winky the house-elf guarding an empty seat, which she continuously glanced sideways at in concern.

He must be there, Harry thought gravely. Why should he wait until nightfall to make his move? There was ample security around the Top Box, and the Aurors could take him into custody before he could hurt anybody. Now was as good a time as any.

"Dad...hey, Dad!" said Harry, elbowing his father in the side hard.

"KNOCK KRUM OFF HIS BROOM, LYNCH!" James shouted hoarsely. "Hmm? What is it, Harry?"

"Dad, look!" Harry insisted, handing over his Omnioculars. "Up in the Top Box!"

"What are you doing, people-watching during a game like this?" said James. "Bulgaria's getting flattened!"

"It's an emergency!" Harry shouted. James finally relented and took the device from Harry, looking as directed up into the Minister's seating area.

"What am I looking for here?" he huffed.

"The empty seat, behind Neville Longbottom," said Harry. "I think there's someone hiding under an Invisibility Cloak up there."

James squinted through the Omnioculars for quite some time. "Could be, I guess," he shrugged. "There are plenty of empty seats around—"

"Please, Dad, believe me!" Harry pleaded with him. "Crouch Jr. is extremely dangerous, and he needs to be stopped!"

James looked torn between watching the match below and listening to his son, but he finally sighed and stood from his seat. "I'll pass along the message to my colleagues," he said. "Be back shortly." And he made his way down the row and back into the stadium concourse below.

He was gone for several long minutes as the game degenerated heavily down on the pitch. Bulgaria had resorted to nasty fouls in a futile attempt to slow down Ireland's offensive onslaught, and the leprechauns were fighting the Veela on the grass far below. Two of the three Snitches had been caught already by Krum as Lynch flew around the pitch in a daze, but the score remained 150-110 in favor of the green and gold.

Movement caught Harry's eye from above, and he directed his Omnioculars back up to the Top Box. A team of six Aurors had swept into the box, wands drawn, causing considerable alarm; Minister Fudge had sprung to his feet, despite the Aurors clearly instructing everyone to stay seated. Harry could see a few familiar faces among the guards, including Kingsley and Tonks, so he had faith that they would do their job despite Fudge's blustering.

Winky looked extremely distressed as Kingsley jabbed his wand at the empty seat beside her. Harry watched as the man groped about the empty space, seemingly finding nothing. He also sent out a flare of light blue light from his wand, which apparently did not turn up anything suspicious. He turned to his fellow Aurors and shrugged.

He's not there, Harry thought with dismay, as Fudge began dressing down the abashed Aurors for interrupting the match. But Harry kept his eyes on Crouch Sr. and Winky, who each looked incredibly nervous at the turn of events. The Aurors eventually departed the Top Box, and James returned to his seat soon after.

"Kingsley sent along a Patronus saying it was all clear," James muttered as he took his seat beside Harry. He said nothing more, but Harry could feel his father's silent frustration with his son.

"Sorry, Dad, I really thought he was there—" Harry began.

"It's alright, son," James sighed. "Protecting the Minister is my job. I would never be angry with you if your visions suggested he might be in danger."

Fudge isn't the one that needs protecting, Harry thought bitterly. He wondered if perhaps Crouch Jr. had never entered the Top Box at all, or if he'd managed to slip out before the Aurors could conduct their search. Or was the timeline radically different once again, and Crouch Jr. was nowhere near the World Cup to begin with? Was he just misinterpreting Winky's body language as something less serious?

Raucous cheering broke Harry from his stupor, and he returned his attention to the action on the pitch as Krum entered a steep dive. Lynch followed tentatively, wary of another deadly feint, but Harry could see that Krum's aim was true. The Bulgarian snatched the final Snitch out of the air, and after a moment's confusion, the stadium erupted in thunderous applause.

"An incredible hat trick by Viktor Krum!" Ludo Bagman screamed hoarsely over the cheering crowd. "The first in World Cup finals history! But it's not enough to take down the Irish, who win the match 170-160 and claim the Cup!"

Some things never change, Harry thought as he watched Team Ireland land on the pitch and celebrate wildly at their victory. The Bulgarians looked utterly dejected, aside from Krum, who looked irate with his teammates for failing to give him any support whatsoever. Hard to blame him after the spectacular heroics he'd just put on display…

After a muted trophy ceremony, in which Fudge descended down to the pitch to bestow Team Ireland with the Cup, the crowd began to filter out towards the exit. "Sure to be a rowdy evening," remarked Dale Greengrass as their little group made their way through the throngs of people. "Nobody knows how to celebrate quite like the Irish."

Or the Death Eaters, Harry thought bitterly to himself. His mind was already hours ahead, plotting out the course his evening would take. His plan was risky, but if successful, it would make a bold statement. Draw a line in the sand. Perhaps this would be the wake-up call the Ministry needed to get their act together – he doubted it, but optimism was all he had to cling to these days.

Britain will not fall to these cowards hiding behind their masks, he thought resolutely. Not again.

The group reunited with the Weasley clan outside the grounds, most of whom were exhilarated from the match. "What a show!" Charlie Weasley was raving to anyone who'd listen, settling on Harry and Cedric as his latest audience. "Take notes, boys: that is how a Seeker ought to play this game...bold and fearless!"

"You'd better not try any of that against me next season, Potter," Cedric ribbed the younger boy lightly. "I'd like for both of us to make it to graduation with our necks unsnapped."

"No promises," Harry winked. "I have a knack for risking my own life unnecessarily as of late."

His attention was diverted by the sight of Neville, Ron and Hermione near the back of the pack, having a hurried, hushed conversation. He made his way over to them. "Something the matter?" he asked.

"Neville's misplaced his wand," Hermione sighed. "You should find a staff member and ask them to search the Top Box for it."

"I already told you, Hermione, I looked all over the box for it before we left!" Neville groaned. "It's not up there. Maybe I left it in the tent…"

"I wouldn't worry about it," Harry shrugged. "Wands always tend to find their way back to their true masters in time."

He neglected to mention that he knew exactly where the wand was: in the hands of Barty Crouch Jr., biding his time, waiting for his moment to strike. He must have slipped out of the box before the Aurors could search his seat – perhaps aided by Neville's wand to cloak his escape. With any luck, Harry would be returning that wand to Neville by night's end.

Harry hung back with the younger members of the group on the way back to the campsite, keeping one hand on his wand in his robes at all times. For all he knew, the Death Eaters could choose to mount their attack early, and the underage students would need protecting above all else. Neville in particular, who was both currently wandless and also the number one enemy of any Death Eater who crossed their path.

By the time they reached their circle of tents, the party was already underway. Charlie was dancing around the roaring fire in the twilight, shirtless, one hand beating his green-painted chest and the other clutching an open bottle of Firewhiskey. Bill and the other adults joined him soon after in the celebrations (as did the twins, who were swiftly turned away for being underage).

"Bed, all of you," Arthur said sternly, looking to the twins. "You two are responsible for the others tonight."

"You too," James said to Harry, taking his own sip of Firewhiskey. "You're in charge of your sister and cousin."

"Alright," Harry nodded solemnly. "But remember what I said last night." Harry retreated to the tent, hoping that his father would not drink to excess that evening – he might need his help after all.

Despite the lack of alcohol, the twins managed to concoct a decent party in their own tent, which the girls joined them for. Harry had no clue how they'd managed to procure ice-cold Butterbeer, but had long ago stopped questioning how the twins managed anything when it came to mischievous revelry. He sat with the rest of the group in a circle, laughing and enjoying the festive atmosphere.

But he kept one ear open to the outside world all the while, waiting for the other shoe to drop. He could not remember when the Death Eater attack had begun last time, and didn't want to let it degenerate to the same level it had the last time before taking action.

"You look distracted, Harry," Neville remarked during a lull in the conversation. "What's the matter?"

"I think something bad is going to happen tonight," Harry muttered. "An attack on the campgrounds."

"Who would do something like that?" Ron frowned.

"Death Eaters," Harry frowned, causing the two boys to look concerned.

"Blimey...did you have, like, a vision about it?" asked Neville quietly, as he was one of the few who knew Harry's Seer cover story.

"Something like that," Harry nodded. "But I could be wrong. Just being cautious is all."

Had he done enough in this timeline already to change the Death Eaters' plans? Would his foresight once again fail to materialize into reality? He'd been wrong before, and he feared all his preparation would be for naught…

He forced himself to not fret about it and enjoy the company of his friends and family. Fred and George were telling embarrassing stories about their brothers (including one another), drawing raucous laughter from the crowd. They even convinced an abashed Cedric to share the story of their successful prank during first year flying lessons, in which the twins had rubbed doxy powder on Cedric's broom, forcing him to spend hours in the locker room showers after scrubbing desperately at his sensitive regions.

"Scoot over, will you, Harry?" asked Ginny innocently, indicating the fold-out chair he was sitting in. Harry instead stood up and offered her the chair, which she reluctantly took; he'd spent the last fifteen minutes watching her unsuccessfully try to goad an oblivious Neville into inviting her to her sit in his lap. Dahlia was having similar bad luck flirting with a distracted Cedric, while Damian was bragging to a mortified Hermione about how much weight he could lift. Ah, young love, Harry thought bemusedly to himself, shaking his head at the obvious and ham-fisted attempts to woo the opposite sex.

Then, just as the festivities were winding down, there came quite suddenly a sound of screaming from far off in the distance. Everyone in the tent jumped to their feet, straining to listen.

"What's that?" asked Damian.

"Death Eaters," Harry said grimly, drawing his wand. "It's starting."

"What do we do?" asked Hermione fearfully.

"Get far away," said Harry. "Find the adults and run."

"What about you?" Damian demanded.

"I'm fighting," Harry said resolutely. "If no one else is willing to stop them, I'll do it myself."

"Harry, that's not a good idea," Cedric said warningly. "We should go to the adults and see what they think—"

"Yeah, these are dark wizards we're talking about!" Neville said fearfully.

"Then go," said Harry pointedly. "I won't ask anyone to follow me. But I'm not taking this lying down."

Before any of the others could protest, Harry left the tent, emerging into the already smoke-filled air. The adults' tent was dark, as his father and the others had clearly retired for the night after copious drinking. Harry could hear screams of terror and see far-off bursts of flame as the Death Eaters began their march through the campsite. Harry located the source of the commotion and set off, prepared to fight.

"Hold up, Potter!" came a voice from behind him. Harry turned; Fred, George, and Cedric exited the tent behind him. "We've got your back."

"Me too," piped in Neville, emerging from the tent behind them.

"You haven't got a wand, Neville," said Harry. "And they'll want you dead more than anyone else. Grab the others and run, now."

Neville froze under Harry's commanding tone, then nodded, and he and the five other youngest students scurried off into the darkness in the opposite direction. Harry turned to the older boys, who stood ready behind him, awaiting his lead. Harry was unaccustomed to being the leader, but apparently his D.A. skills from the previous timeline had carried over, and they looked to him for further instruction.

"Follow me," he said, and he set off at a light jog, the others close behind. The sounds of conflict intensified as they drew closer; people ran past in a blur, scrambling for safety, shouting in many languages. They passed by a couple tents that had caught flame; Harry doused them with water, and sensed the other three doing the same behind him. Their silent presence emboldened him, reminded him that he was not alone – a feeling he'd craved subconsciously for the past three years.

Harry rounded a corner, and there they were: Death Eaters, some three dozen in total, packed tightly together, marching down the center row of tents. They were laughing openly from behind their masks, lighting tents ablaze and levitating Muggles over their heads, cackling at their cries of terror.

"Uh, Harry, we should leave—" stammered Fred at the imposing sight. But Harry didn't hesitate. He walked out into the center of the Death Eaters' path, wand drawn, staring the group down.

"Stand aside, child!" one of the masked Death Eaters at the front jeered. "Run off to your mummy before you get hur—aaaaahhh!"

The man was cut off by Harry's wordless Bone-Breaker Curse, shattering the man's leg and sending him sprawling to the ground in agony. The procession froze momentarily in shock, looking from the fallen figure to the fourteen-year-old boy in their path.

"What on earth are you doing, Harry?" hissed Cedric.

"Sending a message," Harry growled. And he began firing curses into the crowd: Bone-Breakers, Cutting Curses, Bludgeoning Hexes, and every other dangerous spell that sprang to his mind. Several connected, causing more shouts of pain and surprise as four more Death Eaters fell to his wand. The tightly-packed group scattered; a few Apparated away out of fear, not expecting resistance, while most dove for cover amongst the surrounding tents.

"Harry, look out!" shouted George; his Shield Charm barely deflected a curse aimed at Harry's head. The Death Eaters were beginning to fight back; Harry shifted to defensive mode, blocking incoming curses and sending the occasional counter-curse back. He was forced to back away slowly towards cover as the Death Eaters began to regroup, their initial shock fading as they realized they still had the numbers advantage and were up against a group of teenagers.

"Lay your wand down, foolish boy," a voice hissed from behind a mask; Harry immediately recognized it as Lucius Malfoy's. "No need for anyone else to get hurt—"

"Tempesta electra!" Harry shouted. A dark storm cloud formed over the huddled Death Eaters, booming ominously with thunder and crackling with lightning. The Death Eaters were once again mystified, temporarily pausing to look up at the frightening cloud hovering over their heads. But this was no benign illusion like in Harry's second year; he'd been tweaking and updating the spell for this moment.

"No Dark Lord to protect you tonight," Harry said ominously, his Sonorous-fueled voice echoing through the clouds. "Flee now, or feel the wrath of thunder upon you."

And Harry swiped down with his wand. Thick bolts of electricity began to rain down upon the Death Eaters, eliciting more shouts of pain and fear. Loud pops rang out through the night as more Disapparated away into the night, their night of unopposed revelry come to an abrupt end. Others scrambled away, no longer interested in fighting, just trying to escape the torrent from Harry's storm.

But one of them would not be getting away. Harry stalked after his target, batting aside the man's feeble attempts to curse him as he stumbled backwards in the grass. Harry Stunned the man and bound him in thick ropes, kneeling before his enemy. He yanked off the mask to reveal the unconscious but fear-stricken face of Lucius Malfoy. Harry resisted the temptation to kick the man's teeth in; instead he took Malfoy's wand in both hands and broke it in two with a satisfying snap.

"Bloody hell, Harry," came an awed voice from behind him. He turned; Fred, George and Cedric were still crouched behind a nearby tent, wands drawn, shaking furiously. The latter was slowly approaching, looking down at the man Harry had just overpowered. "You just took on a whole army of Death Eaters by yourself."

"They're cowards," Harry spat, looking down at Malfoy with contempt. "The whole lot of 'em. One shred of resistance and they run for safety, like cockroaches." It had been a gamble on his part, but it played out exactly as he suspected: the Death Eaters lacked strong leadership and wouldn't expect anyone to put up a fight, and they had crumbled at the first sign of trouble.

"Boys!" a booming voice yelled from the darkness; James, Arthur, and Amos were sprinting up to the scene, eyes wide. James surveyed the landscape, checking first to ensure the boys were not hurt, then seeing the wreckage left behind by Harry's storm, then spying Lucius Malfoy Stunned and bound at his son's feet. "What in Merlin's name…?"

"Potter!" Amos suddenly gasped, pointing off into the distance. Everyone turned: the Dark Mark had appeared in the sky over a thicket of trees, roughly a quarter-mile away.

"Dad, what is that?" Cedric asked fearfully. The twins too looked to their own father for answers.

But not Harry. He gave James a different look, one of pure resolve. James recognized it at once, his eyes alighting in fear.

"Don't do it, Harry," he warned. But Harry ignored him. His main target would not get away on his watch.

Destination. Deliberation. Determination.

Harry spun on the spot, his father's shouts of protests being drowned out as he was pulled into the terrible feeling of compression and Disapparated away.

Harry emerged out the other end, gulping in a large breath as his feet touched down in a forest clearing. It was much darker here; the only light was the Dark Mark glittering in green over his head. Harry blinked a few times in rapid succession, eyes adjusting to the low light.

Then he saw him. Barty Crouch Jr., wand pointed upwards, admiring his handiwork painted across the skyline. Harry could not afford to waste a moment.

"Stupefy!" he shouted. His bolt of red light shot out across the clearing after the man. Crouch saw it coming just in time, flicking his wand to block the spell and turning towards his newest opponent. The man's face was screwed up in an expression of pure rage, and Harry felt the danger radiating off of the man. It gave him pause for the briefest of moments, long enough for Crouch to raise Neville's wand and say the dreaded words:

"Avada Kedavra!"

A bolt of green light erupted from the wand and shot straight towards Harry. He dove out of the way, but he needn't have, as the spell was intercepted by a large boulder tossed into its path, pinging harmlessly up into the sky. Crouch spun around wildly looking for the new arrival, and snarled as James Potter strode into the clearing, wand brandished, cool rage in his eyes.

"You will not harm my son!" James spat, and Harry felt a chill down his spine at the fearsome sight of him. He'd faced his father in practice duels, but had never seen him in a real battle before, and James struck an intimidating figure. Even Crouch seemed momentarily cowed, but he quickly sprang into action, launching a flurry of curses at the Auror.

James moved with lightning speed, faster than Harry could have imagined. His wand was a blur, deflecting spells and sending counter-attacks back at Crouch. Harry watched the two enemies duel with amazement, spellbound by the fearsome display of magic.

He shook out of his stupor and stepped forward beside his father. "Harry, get out of here!" James demanded.

"Not a chance," Harry snarled. He began firing spells of his own at Crouch, doubling the amount of offensive pressure on the man. Crouch erected a powerful Shield Charm and spun to his left, but James flicked his wand to animate the earth behind him, with miniature dogs forming from the dirt and nipping at Crouch's heels.

Crouch grunted in frustration and twirled Neville's wand around his head like a whip, sending a powerful blast of wind outwards to expel the animated creatures. He turned his wand back towards James, murderous intent in his eyes—

"Expelliarmus!" Harry shouted, and Neville's wand was wrenched from Crouch's hand, soaring up into the air for Harry to catch. James' follow-up jinx bound the man in thick ropes, as he toppled over to the ground, screaming with rage.

"You should have killed me, boy!" Crouch Jr. snarled at Harry as he and James closed in. "I'll remember your face...I'll make you suffer in ways you could never imagine!"

"You'll do no such thing," James said coldly, silencing the man with a harsh flick of his wand. "The dementors will no doubt be glad to see you again, Barty."

Small pops of Apparation appeared all around them as Aurors and Ministry officials arrived at the clearing to investigate. There were gasps of surprise all around when they saw who was bound at James' feet.

"What is the meaning of this?" Fudge said irritably as he walked to the front of the pack, freezing at the sight before him. "Merlin's beard, is that Barty Junior? I thought he was in Azkaban!"

"His father certainly has a lot to answer for," James said bitterly. "We need to find him and question him, along with that house-elf of his."

"If his house-elf is on the Ministry registry, it will be compelled to appear at my command," said Fudge. "We only need to learn its name."

"It's Winky," Harry piped up, and many heads turned towards him. Fudge looked astonished at the sight of the boy.

"How do you know this, young man?" Fudge demanded. "And what are you doing out here, caught up in all this?"

"It's my fault, Minister," James cut in, stepping in front of his son. "I took my son and ran, and we happened to cross paths with Crouch. He was only defending himself."

"You...but this...oh, very well," Fudge huffed. "WINKY!"

There was a small pop, and Winky the house-elf blinked into existence in the clearing. She immediately burst into frantic tears at the sight of her master's son, bound and helpless on the ground.

"Oh, Mister Barty, no! You was not supposed to leave the tent!" Winky wailed. "Why is you doing this?"

"Listen to me, house-elf," Fudge commanded. "I order you to locate your master, Crouch Sr., and bring him to me at once."

Winky shivered with fright at these words. "Winky is not to do it," she wailed. "Winky cannot disobey her master, who bade her be silent!"

"As Minister of Magic, I order you to do as I say!" Fudge blustered. But Winky only continued to stare fearfully up at the man, trembling but saying nothing.

"With respect, Minister," said a deep, booming voice, as Kingsley Shacklebolt stepped forward, "house-elves do not recognize any authority above their own master. The current laws do not compel them to betray their master's orders—"

"Perhaps new legislation is in order?" Harry piped in, thinking suddenly of Dobby and Kreacher, still serving their own twisted masters. "To allow house-elves to act against their masters if they are given conflicting orders?"

"Preposterous!" Fudge sputtered. "The pure-blood houses would have my head!"

"Then I'm afraid there is nothing we can do with Winky here," James frowned. "Unless you wish to bring charges against her?"

"She has been harboring a fugitive," Kingsley pointed out. "We can detain her and prevent her from serving her master further, but that is the extent of it."

"Fine," Fudge spat. "Take the elf away. And the runaway as well."

The Aurors moved forward to put Winky and Crouch Jr. in magical handcuffs, preventing them from Disapparating. Winky continued to sob openly, looking absolutely miserable as Kingsley gently led her away from the clearing.

"I'm putting you in charge of cleaning up this mess at the campsite, Potter," said Fudge harshly to James. "Round up whoever we captured and process them with the DMLE. What a bloody mess this night has become..." Then the Minister turned to leave, following Kingsley and the other Ministry officials out of the clearing.

Alone at last, James turned to Harry, examining his son head to toe. For a moment, Harry was certain his father was about to lay into him, to admonish him for his actions. Instead, he wrapped Harry in a tight hug, which Harry gratefully returned. He'd never known the protective embrace of his father before, but it was warm and comforting, and he relished in the moment for as long as possible.

"Let's get you back to your mother and sister," said James, turning to guide Harry out of the clearing. Harry made to follow, but took one step and stumbled, feeling a sharp pain shoot up his leg.

"Ouch!" he winced, looking down at his foot; it felt oddly numb, and his shoe felt as though it was filled with mush.

James helped Harry to the ground and removed his shoe and sock, immediately recoiling from the sight. "You've Splinched yourself again," he muttered, waving his wand over the affected area; Harry felt a hot warmth as James staunched the bleeding. "Lost two toes this time. Let's get you to a Healer."

Harry nodded, feeling suddenly light-headed; he must not have noticed the Splinching thanks to all the adrenaline coursing through his system. He took his father's hand, grateful for the support, and felt himself whisked away back into that horrible feeling of compression as they Disapparated from the clearing.
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Harry blinked awake an unknown amount of time later, half-expecting to see the sterile lights of St. Mungo's hanging overhead. It had become something of a common occurrence for him as of late, after all. Instead, he was staring up at white canvas, sunlight soaking through the tent onto his cot. He looked around, grasping for his glasses and locating them on a bedside table.

There was a startled noise from his left; Lily was seated at his bedside, and judging by the bags under her eyes, she had been there for some hours. "James, he's awake!" she gasped, clasping her son's hand and burying her head in his chest, sighing with relief. "Merlin, Harry, what's gotten into you?"

"I'm alright, Mum," Harry muttered, gently patting her head with his free hand. "It was only two toes...not like it was my whole lower half this time, right?"

"I prefer to see my son all in one piece, thank you very much," Lily huffed.

"You lost quite a bit of blood as well," remarked James, who had rushed into the tent and knelt by Harry's other side. "Why do you insist on trying to Apparate so young?"

"I told you, I wasn't letting Crouch Jr. escape," Harry said resolutely. "He's too dangerous."

"So dangerous that you thought you could take him alone?" asked James, eyebrows raised. "You should have at least let me Side-Along with you. You can't keep taking on dangerous dark wizards all by yourself!"

"And what on earth were you thinking, attacking those Death Eaters?" Lily demanded. "Cedric told us what happened...do you even realize how reckless that was?"

"I stopped them, didn't I?" Harry said defiantly. Then, remembering the full events of the encounter, he asked, "Were any of them captured?"

"Four of them," James nodded. "Including Lucius Malfoy, which is causing quite a commotion at the Ministry. Lucky for you, because they'll be more focused on him than on who actually caught him."

"Good," thought Harry bitterly. It hadn't been his primary aim, but if last night's events resulted in Lucius Malfoy going to Azkaban, it would be an even more successful evening than he dreamed possible. Two of Voldemort's most dangerous followers taken out in one fell swoop. "Can we go home now?"

"Our Portkey leaves this evening," said Lily. "You should be healed up by then."

"Everyone else has left already, then?" Harry surmised.

"They were supposed to this morning," James grimaced. "But once they heard what happened to you, they insisted on staying, to make sure you were all right."

"Can I go see them?" asked Harry, making to sit up, but Lily stopped him.

"You had to regrow two toes overnight," she admonished him. "You will stay in this bed until the Healers say you can leave."

"But—"

"Listen to your mother, Harry," James said sternly. Harry felt the heat of his father's gaze and held his tongue. He'd done plenty of disobeying his parents over the past twenty-four hours; it was best for him to keep his head down and follow orders for a while.

He remained in the tent for much of the day, which he learned was part of a makeshift field hospital erected on the campgrounds to assist anyone who was injured in last night's riot. "Honestly, Death Eaters, back in Britain?" muttered a young Healer as she attended to Harry's foot. "We expected much worse when we were called in to help – only a dozen or so injured."

"Thank the mystery man who held them off," said another Healer, attending to a heavily-bandaged man in the same tent as Harry. "Witnesses say one bloke held his ground and drove the Death Eaters away by himself. Can you believe it?"

"I bet it was James Potter," said the younger Healer admiringly. "That man never backs down from a fight."

At least I know where I get it from, thought Harry, electing not to draw attention to himself as the 'mystery man' they were speculating about. Best not to put an even bigger target on his back, from either the Death Eaters or the Ministry.

Harry was finally cleared in the late afternoon, after dutifully swallowing potion after potion and watching Healers wave their wands over his foot dozens of times. He slipped on his shoes and exited the tent, finding himself in a nearly-empty field. Most of the visiting witches and wizards must have left the grounds early after last night's chaos. It made it easier for Harry to navigate his way back to his own tent site, where the Potters, Weasleys and Diggorys sat in conjured chairs talking to one another.

They all fell silent at the sight of Harry, who immediately felt uncomfortable with the looks of awe and amazement in their faces. "Back in one piece," he quipped with an awkward grin, waving his newly-healed foot around as proof.

There was a blur of brown in his peripherals, and Hermione launched herself at Harry with a hug. "Thank god you're alright," she muttered. "We were so worried."

"Thanks, Hermione," said Harry, gingerly patting her on the back, glad at least that things were no longer awkward between them.

"Good on you, mate," said Ron, shaking Harry's hand fervently. "Fred and George told us what you did to Malfoy and those Death Eaters...serves them right."

"Are you crazy or something, cousin?" demanded Damian. "I thought you was just unlucky last year, but you really can't stop picking fights with blokes three times your age!"

"You get used to it after a while," sighed Dahlia. "He's an idiot, but he's our idiot." And she too gave Harry a hug – a rare display of sibling affection in front of others. He gratefully returned it, glad she was safe.

Harry received polite nods of encouragement from the older contingent, who had no doubt heard from James about his accomplishments the night before. Harry didn't like the way Cedric and the twins were looking at him – with a kind of reverence and respect they'd never given him before. To them, it must have appeared that he grew powerful overnight, when in reality it was the sum of the last three years of training, of devouring every book on combat magic in the Hogwarts library, of dueling with James and with Remus. Harry felt no different than he had the day before, and lamented that he may never be treated the same by his peers again.

It was a tricky tightrope he was walking: he wanted a normal childhood, the one he'd been deprived before, but he also wanted to prevent a catastrophic war. That inevitably meant drawing attention to himself at times, of showcasing strengths that no normal fourteen-year-old boy ought to have. Hopefully he could settle back into the background at Hogwarts, enjoying the Triwizard Tournament as a spectator (or helping Neville through if it came to that). He was sick of the spotlight and hoped to avoid it whenever possible.

Harry joined the group for a bit, listening to the scattered conversations about the match and last night's events. The adults looked stressed, no doubt anticipating a hectic few days at the Ministry to come. Eventually it came time to leave; the group packed up their tents and belongings and hiked up the hill to head home.

The Potters would be taking a different Portkey to Godric's Hollow this time, which was situated farther up the ridge from the rest. Harry bade goodbye to the Weasleys and Diggorys, following his family up the trail, eager to get home for some proper rest.

"Harry!" a voice called after him. "A quick word?"

Harry turned to see Bill Weasley hustling after him. "Erm...sure," he said, wondering what the eldest Weasley sibling wanted to speak about. He followed the man to a secluded spot, where Bill turned and folded his arms, regarding Harry with an odd expression.

"Who are you?" Bill eventually asked.

"Sorry?" asked Harry. "I'm...Harry."

"Yes, I know that," said Bill. "But who are you, really?"

"I don't follow," said Harry.

"Something about you isn't right," said Bill shrewdly. "You're hiding something. Don't deny it – I work with goblins, and they've trained me to be more perceptive than most of deceptive human behavior."

"I'm a Seer," said Harry cautiously. "But I don't want everyone to know that."

"So said your father when I asked him last night," Bill nodded. "But that doesn't explain everything. You fight like a grown adult, you know about things someone your age shouldn't, like Horcruxes, and you always wind up in the middle of trouble. Pettigrew, Quirrell, the Chamber of Secrets – not to mention whatever happened last night."

"I have visions of bad things that are going to happen," said Harry defensively. "And I try to stop them. Yesterday, I succeeded."

Bill shook his head adamantly. "There's more to your story," he insisted. "I've met Seers before, and even they tend not to understand their own visions."

"What does it matter to you, anyway?" Harry demanded, feeling on the back foot. "It has nothing to do with you."

"Doesn't it?" said Bill. "Ronald was Petrified by a basilisk last spring. And yesterday, you led Fred and George into battle against forty armed Death Eaters. And I know my brothers; they don't take orders from just anybody – they followed you like a leader. So I ask again: who are you, and what do you want with my family?"

Bill glared at Harry with an intensity he hadn't expected. Clearly he wasn't buying Harry's story in the slightest. So he decided to throw caution to the wind once more.

"You're right, I am hiding things," Harry admitted, meeting Bill's challenging gaze with one of his own. "I've been fighting the Dark Lord for three years, and I will continue to oppose his return for as long as it takes. I have no quarrel with your family, Bill, but they will be drawn into this conflict one way or another. Would you rather they charge blindly into the fray, or follow somebody who knows Voldemort's next moves?"

Bill looked surprised by Harry's words. "You believe You-Know-Who will return?" he asked.

"I know he will," Harry nodded. "He's biding his time right now, trying to rebuild his body. But he's close now, Bill, and if he does come back, it will take all we've got to stop him from rising to power once more."

"How do you know all of this?" Bill demanded.

"I can't tell you that," said Harry. "Not yet, anyway. Just know that I value your siblings' lives higher than my own, and I would never intentionally do them harm."

Bill scrutinized Harry for a few long moments. Eventually, he nodded. "My brothers trust you, even if I'm not fully convinced yet," Bill muttered. "Whoever or whatever you are, Harry Potter, just be careful, will you? Foresight is no excuse for recklessness."

"I've learned that lesson the hard way these past few years," Harry chuckled humorlessly. "I'll keep it in mind, thanks."

"Good," Bill nodded, turning to go. After a moment, he turned and looked back at Harry. "Stay in touch, will you, Potter? News travels slowly out of Britain, but it seems like things are happening quickly on the Isles nowadays."

"They are," Harry agreed. "Pay close attention to the news around Halloween – the Prophet isn't always reliable, but I'll write if I get the chance."

"Alright, then," said Bill, extending a handshake to Harry. "Stay safe." And he made to rejoin his family, as Harry did the same.

"What did William want?" asked James curiously.

"Wanted to stay in touch," Harry shrugged. "He's interested in my visions and wants to keep tabs on what's happening in Britain."

"You really oughtn't tell everyone your secret," said Lily worriedly. "I fear what could happen if the wrong person learned the truth—"

"I trust Bill," said Harry. And he meant it – despite the man's suspicion, Harry knew he was only looking out for his family. He'd always struck Harry as the silent, observant type, and that was confirmed by Bill's private confrontation. He didn't want to expose Harry's secrets; he merely wanted to understand them, to plan around them. That could be a useful ally to have down the road, if the necessity arose.

The Portkey deposited the Potter's straight back in their home back at Godric's Hollow, where Harry and Dahlia would spend the final three weeks of summer before school term resumed. Harry obsessively followed The Daily Prophet in the coming days, which was full of coverage on the 'incident' at the Quidditch World Cup. To Harry's relief, no witnesses had been able to identify the mysterious man who stepped forward and stopped the attack, though the papers praised the Auror Department, led by Rufus Scrimgeour, for their quick action in saving lives.

The revelation that Barty Crouch Jr. was alive and well was also a big talking point. Although he and Winky remained in custody, Crouch Sr. had gone into hiding and could not be located. The editorials section was full of writers into the paper suggesting that Crouch Jr. be given the Dementor's Kiss, as he was clearly too dangerous to be left alive. Harry secretly agreed, though he wondered if Fudge would be pressured into letting him live and simply return to Azkaban.

There was passing mention of a few other arrests made at the Cup. Harry recognized a couple of the names mentioned, including Yaxley and Avery, who were being charged with 'misdemeanor mischief and disturbing the peace'. Is that really how they choose to describe a terrorist attack?! Harry thought frustratedly. Though that was one downside of his timely action at the Cup: the Death Eaters hadn't had enough time to cause any lasting damage before being stopped in their tracks.

What was even more frustrating was the lack of coverage on Lucius Malfoy. The Prophet mentioned his arrest for 'fringe involvement' in the night's events, though they remained vague on his true role in the riots. He was the damn ringleader! Harry wanted to scream in their faces. He had a sneaking suspicion that the man would wriggle his way out of trouble once again, paying off the right officials to ensure his freedom. Harry's faith in the justice system at the Ministry was virtually non-existent at that point…

A much-needed distraction arrived via owl one morning in the form of Harry and Dahlia's school letters, instructing them on the books and supplies they would need to purchase for the upcoming year. Harry attempted to open his discreetly, but his mother snatched it out of his hands and read it for herself.

"You've dropped Arithmancy?" she said irritably, putting her hands on her hips. "Harry, that is an important subject for many career paths!"

"I'm rubbish at it!" Harry protested. "And I can't afford to take it without a Time-Turner anyway!"

"You can't just quit something the minute you start to struggle with it!" said Lily. "Why not drop Care of Magical Creatures instead?"

"It's an important subject too," Harry argued. "Dad didn't take Arithmancy either, and he turned out okay!"

"He's got you there, Lil," said James cheekily. "So what if he doesn't want to take the subject? Just because you got an 'Outstanding' on your Arithmancy O.W.L.—"

"It's not about me; it's about his future," Lily grumbled. But she eventually relented and moved on to her daughter's letter. Dahlia would be entering her third year, which meant selecting her first electives. "What are you planning to take, dear?"

"Arithmancy and Ancient Runes," Dahlia shrugged.

"That's it?" Lily demanded. "Surely you can fit in another subject or two on top of that!"

"But I'll be taking an apprenticeship with Madam Pomfrey this year!" Dahlia protested.

"A what, now?" asked James, suddenly intrigued.

"She thought I might make a good Healer some day," Dahlia shrugged. "What with all the time I spent in the Hospital Wing with Calvin last term, asking her questions."

"Will it count for a grade?" asked Lily skeptically. "There's no O.W.L. for Healing…"

"But there is a N.E.W.T. for Magical Medicine," said Dahlia. "It's only taught at Beauxbatons, but I can sit the exam if I want in my seventh year. Madam Pomfrey said she will help me learn and study for it, so I can go on to a Healer institute after graduation."

Both James and Lily looked stunned by this revelation. "How long have you been considering this, dear?" asked James softly.

"Since I wound up in St. Mungo's my first year," Dahlia shrugged. "I'm good with Potions and Charms, and Pomfrey reckons I'll be good with Runes, which are what you need for Healing."

"That's brilliant, Dahlia," said Harry honestly. "I had no idea you were interested in that."

"It is a respectable profession," Lily acknowledged. "But I expect regular reports from Madam Pomfrey on your progress – this is not an excuse to skip out on classes!"

"I won't," Dahlia grinned. "Besides, I can keep an eye on Harry this way, considering he winds up in the Hospital Wing at least three times a year."

"I'll have to make an effort to avoid it this year, then," Harry said, sticking out his tongue at her.

"Fine; I'll just ask Luna Lovegood what you're up to, then," Dahlia said with a devious smirk. "She can't tell a lie, so I can get all the dirty details of what you two were really up to at her house this summer." Harry aimed a kick at his cackling sister under the table, but only succeeded in stubbing his newly-regrown toes on the table leg, earning him an afternoon of numbness for his efforts.

With a week to go before term resumed, Harry accompanied James to the Ministry for a final meeting with Saul Croaker. He'd sent the Unspeakable a coded letter the week before, once again requesting access to the blood ritual the man had mentioned, but got nothing in return. Was Saul too busy, or simply ignoring the request? He wasn't sure which was worse.

"Close the door," Saul said as Harry entered his office on Level Nine. Harry complied; as soon as he did so, Saul stood and opened the way to his hidden sub-office, leading the way inside. Harry was excited to see a pentagonal star drawn on the floor, with different magical ingredients scattered at each of its tips and a smattering of runes drawn around it.

"You're letting me do the ritual?" he asked eagerly.

"I said no such thing," Saul snapped. "Your father barged into my office last week, you know. Demanded to know if I've been counseling you to act recklessly upon your visions. Two Splinches in a single summer, Potter? Quite impressive."

"He was angry?" Harry deflated.

"At first," Saul shrugged. "Calmed down the more he shouted, though. I reckon he's mighty proud of you – just concerned about your well-being, is all."

Harry's heart leapt at this. James was proud of him...it was all he'd ever wanted in his previous lifetime, and now he had concrete proof of it. "What else did he say?" he asked, trying not to sound too needy.

"He made me promise not to encourage you to take any more stupid risks," said Saul. "And I gave him my word."

"So what's all this, then?" Harry asked, indicating the diagrams on the floor.

"Oh, this? It's for conducting the Ritual of Ontogenesis," said Saul dismissively. "It's meant for augmenting magical power in young witches and wizards to accelerate core development."

"And why is it here?" Harry asked suspiciously. "If you promised not to let me do it?"

"Thought you might find it academically interesting," Saul shrugged. "Like the fact that the first step is to remove one's outer layers and sit in the center of the star – not that I can encourage you to do so, of course."

Saul looked expectantly at Harry, who slowly got the hint, a grin spreading across his face. Harry quickly pulled off his shirt, shoes and trousers, sitting cross-legged within the star.

"The next step would be for the theoretical participant to produce a blood sample," said Saul indifferently. "A small cut to the palm would suffice."

Saul tilted his head to the side, and Harry saw a small silver knife sitting innocuously outside the star. He reached for it and made a small incision across his palm, a trickle of blood rising to the surface of the wound.

"The blood would then be applied to each of the five intersection points," said Saul. Harry dutifully did so, smearing his palm in the required areas and watching as the outline of the star and the runes around it began to glow white, activated by his offering.

"A second party would then be required to perform the rites," said Saul, drawing his wand. "The incantation, for educational purposes of course, is 'Oblatio sanguinis, corpus crescere, puer homo factus'."

The glow from the outline of the star intensified at Saul's words, burning Harry's eyes with brilliant white light. He shut his eyes, resisting the urge to get out of the diagram, sitting quite still in his cross-legged pose.

"The ritual theoretically takes about fifteen minutes," he heard Saul say. "Then about five minutes is suggested for cool-down after it's done. Or so I'm told." Harry heard Saul's footsteps retreat towards the main office, clicking shut behind him.

Harry kept his eyes closed, trying to work through his Occlumency exercises to stay calm. His body felt like it was vibrating, as the white light flared all around him. Saul wouldn't let me do this if it was dangerous, Harry told himself. He said it was only illegal because of the blood offering.

But what if Saul had ulterior motives? What if he believed Harry to be too dangerous to be kept alive, with everything he knew? What if he was a Death Eater in disguise? Stop that, Harry chastised himself. If Saul was a Death Eater, he would've had plenty of opportunity to kill Harry, plenty of chances to run off to serve his master once more. Harry trusted the man with his life, and it was time to put his Galleons where his mouth was.

The vibrating of his body intensified, and now Harry felt like tiny needles were pricking at his skin from every direction. He fought to keep perfectly still, ignoring the dull pain as best he could. This will make me stronger, he reminded himself. This will bring my body up to speed with my mind. He was acutely aware of his heartbeat now, racing ahead as though to make up for lost time. He fought the urge to panic, controlling his breathing, keeping his limbs steady—

And then it was over. The brilliant white lights of the star began to fade, and Harry felt himself coming down from the intense experience of the ritual. He cracked an eye open; the star and runes had extinguished themselves, and the ingredients at the tips were nowhere to be seen, having been expended in the process. That wasn't so bad, Harry thought – a mild amount of discomfort was acceptable for the supposed gains he would soon see.

Harry glanced at a clock on the wall, remaining still for five minutes as Saul had suggested. When the time had passed, he gingerly stood, feeling a bit sore but no worse for wear. He got dressed and returned to the main office, where Saul was writing quietly at his desk, and sat opposite him.

"Thanks for the help," he said. "Why did you decide to let me do it?"

"Don't know what you're talking about," said Saul, a small grin playing at the corners of his mouth. "But if I did such a thing, it would be because I'm tired of fighting a shadow war with only a child as my ally."

"Does this make me a man, then?" asked Harry, raising his eyebrows.

"Not exactly," said Saul. "Magically speaking, you will reach maturity much quicker now – most wizards don't fully develop their core until age sixteen or seventeen, but yours should reach that point within the next few months. Physically you may progress more quickly as well, though that is only a side-effect of the acceleratory magic at play."

"I see," Harry nodded. He flexed his fingers and stretched his limbs; he still felt a bit tingly, but not too bad otherwise. "Hopefully this will let me Apparate without losing any more digits."

"Not that I would encourage such activity either," said Saul. "Though in theory, yes, that would be a benefit."

"Are there any downsides?" Harry asked, realizing he probably should have asked this sooner.

"You may find yourself more...aware of your magical surroundings than before," said Saul. "Though as a Seeker, I imagine you will see this as a positive."

"This won't give me an unfair Quidditch advantage, will it?" asked Harry, suddenly alarmed. Could he have accidentally closed the door on a professional sports career due to the illegal ritual?

"Perhaps against other underage students," said Saul. "Though that advantage will dry up as you reach age seventeen. It does not grow your core artificially; it merely accelerates the time it takes to reach its full potential. Now, let's talk about the World Cup."

"Do you think I did the right thing?" Harry asked at once, still feeling unsure about it himself. "Changing the timeline so radically?"

"It definitely introduces new elements of uncertainty to our plans," Saul acknowledged. "Though I think it is for the best, given how dangerous we know Crouch Jr. to be."

"Agreed," Harry nodded gratefully. "As long as he remains in custody through August, he won't be able to get to Moody...which makes it less likely that he is impersonated at Hogwarts."

"Very true," Saul nodded. "Though I would still keep my eyes open for abnormalities if I were you. We no longer know what the Dark Lord is planning, and his back-up plan could be twice as dangerous."

"I will," said Harry. "What about the Horcruxes? Have you come up with any plans to find them?"

"I am still researching the four Founders' objects to determine if any are viable candidates," said Saul. "We know at least one still exists in the Sword of Gryffindor, though its current whereabouts are unknown. The other two will be trickier to find, but I will do some digging to see if they've surfaced at any point in recent history."

"What should I do in the meantime?" asked Harry.

"Keep digging into Riddle's past," said Saul. "Figure out who he was close to at Hogwarts – professors, classmates, anyone else who may have information about what he was like as a child. As Mrs. Cole demonstrated earlier this summer, any tidbit of information could be vital to our success."

"I'll see what I can find," Harry nodded. He knew the school library had a compendium of student rosters dating back centuries, listing every witch and wizard who had attended Hogwarts. It could give him more insight into who Riddle may have surrounded himself with in Slytherin House (if anybody). He also wanted to see if he could learn anything about Riddle's mother's family – all he had was a first name (Marvolo), but it was a start at least.

"Keep me updated in the lead-up to Halloween as well," said Saul. "The theoretical object that the Ministry may have asked me to prepare is under strict supervision, so we can be sure it will not be tampered with until it leaves for Hogwarts."

"Will do," said Harry. His first step would be ensuring that Moody was not an impostor, and if he wasn't, enlisting the man to help him find anyone else who didn't belong in the castle. Paranoid and skittish as the man may be, Harry could use someone overly-cautious and trigger-happy to help him accomplish this task.

Saul dismissed Harry soon after, with strict instructions not to perform any magic for the next five days to let his core settle. That was no problem, as Lily confiscated his wand the second he returned from the Ministry anyway. Harry spent the last few days at home relaxing and skimming through his new textbooks, particularly Ancient Runes, now the only subject he hadn't taken before. He was grateful it was not an exam year, and the material didn't look too challenging, so he hoped the year would be far less stressful than the last.

Harry awoke on the morning of September the first to loud shouts echoing through the house from downstairs. He rushed from his room to find his father pacing about the kitchen, shouting and ranting to nobody in particular as Lily attempted to calm him down. "What's happened?" Harry demanded.

"That slippery sonuvabitch got away with it!" James fumed, kicking over a chair in frustration.

"Not Crouch Jr.?" Harry asked in alarm.

"No, Malfoy!" James seethed. "Got off with a slap on the wrist and nothing more...the slimy git!"

Harry spied an open copy of the Daily Prophet on the table and picked it up, scanning for the relevant article. He found it buried at the bottom of page six: 'LUCIUS MALFOY CLEARED; EXONERATED OF WORLD CUP CHARGES'.

"How did he get out of it?" Harry demanded. "He was caught red-handed!"

"He must have paid off the right people to look the other way," James grumbled. "And because his wand was broken, they couldn't perform Priori Incantatem to prove he'd actually done anything illegal."

Harry's stomach dropped at this. He knew it had been rash to snap the man's wand as he did, a decision made in the heat of the moment. In many ways, Malfoy walking free was even more dangerous than Crouch, because he wielded considerable political power to make the Potters' lives difficult. And he was one of the few people who actually knew Harry was the one who had fought back…

"I'd better go into work," James sighed, grabbing his cloak and heading for the door. "This is gonna be a nightmare to deal with…"

"Be careful, dear," Lily urged her husband, grabbing his arm and pulling him in for a kiss. "Don't do anything rash."

"I won't," James grumbled. "Have a good term, Harry – stay safe and look out for your sister." And he ruffled his son's hair before rushing to the fireplace and disappearing to the Ministry in a plume of green smoke.

Lily accompanied Harry and Dahlia to Platform 9 3/4 alone, seeing them off and wishing them well. Harry parted ways with Dahlia soon after and made his way through the train alone, searching for an empty seat. He located Luna Lovegood sitting alone and joined her compartment. He was pleased to see that she was reading a copy of Unfogging the Future.

"Taking Divination this year, Luna?" he asked hopefully.

"I am," Luna nodded, setting down the book. "Father disapproves, but he allowed it once I insisted."

"What changed your mind?" Harry asked.

"I found a dream journal in my mother's box, the one you opened," said Luna. "It made me reconsider a lot of what my father said about her visions, and I wanted to explore the subject for myself."

"Sorry again for snooping through your mother's things," Harry said apologetically, but Luna shook her head emphatically.

"Father and I are eternally grateful for you opening it," she said, smiling softly at Harry. "He thought those photographs and his grandmother's ring were lost forever."

"Happy to help," said Harry.

The compartment door slid open again, and Ron, Neville and Hermione stuck their heads in. "Alright if we join you two?" asked Neville.

"By all means," said Harry. The trio gratefully stowed their trunks in the overhead bins and took their seats. Harry noticed Hermione giving him an odd look as she did so, as though scrutinizing him. "Something on my face, 'Mione?" he quipped, flashing her a smirk.

"No, sorry," Hermione muttered, quickly looking away. "You just look...different, is all."

"Different?" Harry repeated, surprised. "I just saw you less than a month ago…"

"I know," Hermione frowned. "But you just look older, somehow. I can't explain it."

"Huh," Harry hummed, trying to sound indifferent. Was this a side-effect of the Ritual of Ontogenesis? Was his body already developing more quickly into adulthood? The past summer had also seen the beginnings of Harry's long-awaited growth spurt...perhaps the combination of the ritual, his better nutrition in this timeline, and the added weeks from the Time-Turner were making such changes more readily apparent.

"Well, of course he looks older," Luna said nonchalantly. "Harry is older than all of us."

"Actually, Luna," Hermione giggled, "I'm the oldest one here. I turn fifteen in just three weeks."

"Me and Neville are both older than Harry, too," Ron pointed out.

"Only by a day, but yeah," Neville shrugged.

"Luna just knows that I'm the wisest of us all," Harry joked, wrapping a playful arm around the girl's shoulders. "I'm an old soul, isn't that right?"

Luna quickly shrugged out of his grasp, still engrossed in her book, though a tiny smile played across her face at the gesture. Hermione beamed at this interaction, but quickly averted her gaze again when Harry arched an eyebrow at her.

Not her too, he grumbled internally. He did not need more rumors spreading about his supposed love life this term – Luna was too pure and fragile a soul to be sucked into the tornado of drama that seemed to follow him around year after year.

The train rumbled to life soon after, ferrying the students north towards their home for the next nine months. The group discussed the World Cup for a bit, especially the infuriating news about Lucius Malfoy, before discussion turned to the coming school year.

"Who do you think will be teaching us Defense this term?" Hermione wondered aloud.

"Whoever it is, I doubt they'll be better than Lupin and Potter were," Neville said glumly. "No chance you could convince them back, Harry?"

"Lupin's still traveling abroad somewhere, and my dad's busy back at the Ministry," said Harry. "But I think this year we'll get Alastor Moody – he's good."

"Moody? As in, Mad-Eye Moody?" Ron frowned. "My dad was just at his house last night. Got called in about a disturbance."

Harry's blood ran cold at that statement. "Are you sure?" he asked.

"Yeah," Ron nodded. "Guess he made a racket attacking some would-be intruder in his yard. My dad reckons it was no one, though; Mad-Eye always was rather paranoid, he says."

It couldn't have been Crouch Jr. this time, Harry thought. The Prophet had made it clear that he was back in Azkaban, under heavier surveillance this time. Had Voldemort instructed Pettigrew to attempt to impersonate the man instead? But then, who would be caring for the Dark Lord in his stead? Something didn't add up…

"Had any more dreams lately, Neville?" Harry asked thoughtfully.

"No, not really," Neville muttered, rubbing his forehead. "Scar's been prickling more lately, though, ever since the Cup. It feels like...well, I dunno how to describe it."

"Like Voldemort's angry?" Harry deduced.

Neville's eyes widened. "Yeah, kinda," he said. "How did you know…?"

"I would be angry if I were him, too," Harry shrugged. "Considering two of his biggest followers were exposed in a single night." That was a good sign at least: Harry's actions at the World Cup had slowed Voldemort's progress down. But he would not rest easy: he still had plans to sabotage the Dark Lord's resurrection plot, thanks to his newfound magical maturity via the ritual.

The trip into Hogsmeade was relatively quick and painless, and students began to excitedly disembark to head up to the castle. Harry grabbed his trunk and led the way out of the compartment towards the station platform—

"I know what you did, Potter."

Harry turned; Draco Malfoy was stalking down the corridor towards him, flanked on either side by Crabbe and Goyle. "Sorry?" Harry asked.

"I know what happened at the World Cup," Draco sneered. "And so does my father. You'll regret ever crossing my family, and you and your toerag of a father will pay for it."

Without hesitation, Harry drew his wand and calmly pointed it in Draco's face. "Name the time and place, Malfoy," he said coolly. "We can settle it between ourselves."

Draco paled, gulping as he stared down the length of Harry's wand. Everyone else around them froze, fearfully witnessing the tense stand-off.

"Let's go," Draco eventually spat to his two cronies, and they turned to exit the compartment. Harry calmly stowed his wand away and turned back to the group, who shook their heads in amazement.

"You're right scary when you want to be, did you know, Potter?" Ron whistled.

"Are you sure it's wise to provoke Malfoy like that?" Hermione worried aloud. "His father is a very dangerous man…"

"Perhaps," Harry mused. "But Draco isn't his father. I'm not afraid of him." He almost welcomed the antagonism from the blonde boy, itching for an excuse to humble him like he'd done to his father three weeks prior. Though Hermione had a point: it could cause more problems for James down the road, given his already-tenuous relationship with Lucius at the Ministry.

As usual, Harry was starving by the time the carriages delivered them to the castle and the students had taken their seats in the Great Hall. The Sorting Ceremony took forever to complete, due in large part to the storm raging outside delaying the arrival of the first-year boats. At least there are no surprise relatives in this year's class, Harry thought as he watched the young newcomers, including Dennis Creevey, get sent one by one to their new Houses.

Once the last name had been called, Dumbledore took to the podium. "Welcome back to another year at Hogwarts!" he beamed at them all. "We will begin the feast momentarily, but first a few announcements." A few students groaned impatiently at this, but Dumbledore pressed on.

"First, I would like to introduce our new Defense Against the Dark Arts Professor, Alastor Moody," said Dumbledore, gesturing to the grizzled man at the end of the Head Table. Moody scowled as the student body greeted him with polite applause, taking a surreptitious swig from his hip flask. Harry scrutinized the man as all eyes turned back to Dumbledore – it certainly looked like the real Moody, but then again, so had the impostor posing as him in his last timeline, so he would be taking no chances.

"Second, I regret to inform you all that this year's Quidditch season has been canceled," the Headmaster said solemnly, drawing a massive roar of disapproval. To Harry's right, Roger Davies stood from his seat in dismay – understandable, since it would have been his final season as a seventh-year before graduating.

"However," Dumbledore said loudly, holding up his hands for quiet, "the games will be replaced with something equally, if not more exciting. This year, Hogwarts will play host to the vaunted Triwizard Tournament."

Students began to mutter excitedly around Harry, as those who knew what that meant began to explain it to everyone else who was confused.

"In a few short weeks," Dumbledore pressed on, "we will be joined by delegates from two esteemed schools of the continent: Beauxbatons Academy and Durmstrang Institute. Each school will determine one representative to compete on their school's behalf, and after three dangerous tasks, the winner will walk away with the Triwizard Cup for their school."

That got the student body buzzing again. Suddenly Roger Davies looked far more intrigued, as though wondering whether he could compete on Hogwarts' behalf. Technically he is old enough to compete, Harry reasoned. Though I doubt the Cup picks him over Cedric in this timeline…

"More details to come when our delegates arrive in late October," said Dumbledore. "For now, we eat!" And with a clap of his hands, food appeared at the House tables, and the ravenous students began to load up their plates with food.

But discussion about the Tournament did not wane in the slightest. "I'm entering for sure," Anthony Goldstein said loudly. "Father says being chosen as a Champion is a prestigious honorthat will be remembered all your life."

"Me too," Michael Corner agreed eagerly. "How about you, Potter?"

"Not a chance," Harry shook his head. "Besides, you have to be of-age to enter."

"What? That's rubbish!" scoffed Anthony. "Says who?"

"His dad's an Auror; surely he would know," Sue Li shot back.

"But you would be a great Hogwarts Champion!" Terry Boot said encouragingly to Harry. "I reckon you're the strongest student in the school anyway."

"I doubt that," Harry chuckled. "And it sounds like a death trap anyway. I'll be happy to root for whoever our representative is."

Discussion turned elsewhere as the Ravenclaws began to gossip about who might be chosen. Harry allowed his eyes to wander around the Hall as he ate, gauging everyone's reaction to the news. The Hufflepuffs looked excited, with Cedric's friends clearly encouraging him to enter, though he seemed reticent to do so. The Gryffindors seemed especially keen, with many flocking around Angelina Johnson as their potential representative, while the Slytherins talked quietly to themselves, hiding their interest but no doubt scheming to earn their own glory.

Harry scanned the Head Table, his eyes landing once more on Mad-Eye Moody. His good eye was looking down at his plate as he ate, but his magical eye was trained firmly on the Slytherin table, where Neville was chatting with Daphne Greengrass and Tracey Davis. Was Moody's thought process the same as Harry's: wondering how Neville would be drawn into some nefarious plot via the Tournament? Or was he not the real Moody after all, scheming to put Neville's name in the Goblet of Fire himself once more?

Harry wouldn't be playing it passively this time. He intended to make sure Moody was who he claimed to be at the earliest opportunity, and make sure Dumbledore was aware of the potential plot. With any luck, the Tournament would simply be a passing interest in an otherwise-normal year, and Neville would not be caught up in this mess at all. Maybe this can finally be the year where nothing terrible happens at Hogwarts, Harry thought to himself.

Then, he had to laugh at his own foolish notion. Fat chance of that happening…
Year 4-05: To Helga the Spoils

It didn't take Harry long to get back into the swing of things at Hogwarts. All of the ill feelings towards him from his classmates had evaporated over the long summer, as they often did, and he actually enjoyed attending classes and spending time with his fellow Ravenclaws again. Maybe his hopes of a normal year weren't so outlandish after all!

But he had to remind himself that this year would be anything but. The Triwizard Tournament loomed large on the horizon, and with it the prospect of yet another Voldemort plot to undermine the normal operations of the school. Harry wanted to be much more proactive this year, hoping to prolong the grace period before the Dark Lord managed to gain a new body – if not prevent it entirely.

His first opportunity came on Thursday morning of the first week, when he had his first DADA lesson with Professor Moody. The entire class was abuzz with speculation about the man, with most hopeful that he would be able to continue the string of strong teachers after Lupin and Potter put all their predecessors to shame.

But Harry was curious for an entirely different reason. He paid careful attention throughout the man's opening lecture, in which he described the three Unforgivable Curses and asked the class to name each one. Harry was grateful to see that Neville was no longer as traumatized by the Cruciatus Curse in this timeline, though he did wither under the attention of the class as Moody described the Killing Curse and pointed out that Neville was the only one known to survive it.

All in all, the lesson gave the class plenty to chew on as they filed out of the room for lunch. Harry hung behind, waiting for the last few students to trickle out, before approaching the man.

"Good morning, Professor," he said conversationally. "Having a good term so far?"

"Potter," the man grunted in greeting. "Can't complain. You runts can be a handful, but I haven't had to hex anyone yet, so there's that."

"I'm glad to see you here, sir," Harry continued. "We could use someone who really knows their stuff when such strange events are happening in our world."

"No need to call me 'sir'," Moody scoffed. "Dumbledore had to cash in a big favor to get me here, no doubt about it. But if I get the chance to catch a dark witch or wizard in the act one last time, it'll be worth it."

Moody briefly stepped aside to take a deep swig from his hip flask. When he turned back towards Harry, he was surprised to see the teen pointing his wand directly at his chest.

"What's this about, laddie?" asked Moody, narrowing his eyes.

"You visited my house in Godric's Hollow two summers ago," said Harry. "What did we do there?"

"You've got a lot of nerve, boy—" Moody growled, taking a step forward.

"Don't move!" Harry shouted. "Answer the question."

"Your father asked me to train you with Veritaserum, ahead of your trial," Moody said exasperatedly. "If memory serves, you had the googly eyes for my pretty young trainee, Nymphadora."

Harry reddened slightly at this. "I did not," he retorted dumbly.

Moody laughed heartily at this. "You think I wasn't your age once?" he said. "I know that look anywhere, lad. Now put that wand away before you hurt somebody."

"Sorry," Harry mumbled, stowing his wand back in his pocket. As soon as he did so, however, Moody drew his own wand and aimed it at Harry.

"What on earth are you doing, Potter?" Moody barked. "You just let your guard down like that because I asked you nicely?"

"Erm...what?" Harry said, flabbergasted.

"Never let the enemy off the hook like that!" said Moody. "If I was a dark wizard, I could have easily killed you just then!"

"B-but you answered my question correctly," Harry said lamely.

"A smart wizard would have known you were on trial two summers ago, and that Tonks was my trainee back then," said Moody. "I could have fabricated that story and gotten lucky, couldn't I?"

"I suppose, but—"

"Luckily I'm not an impostor, and I can also tell you that I taught you to lie about your own address to practice subverting the Veritaserum," Moody continued. "But never ask a question so vague that it can be guessed at!"

"Right, I'll keep that in mind," Harry sighed. "I apologize, Professor...I thought it was possible you were drinking Polyjuice out of that hip flask to pose as the real Moody."

Moody considered this for a moment. "That would be rather ingenious," he muttered. He pulled out his hip flask and twirled his wand, conjuring a glass goblet out of thin air. He unscrewed the flask and poured its contents into the goblet, handing it over to Harry. "Fancy a taste?"

Harry took a sniff of the golden liquid; immediately the burning fumes of Firewhiskey filled his nostrils, tickling his throat. "No, thank you," he coughed.

"Hope you won't go tattling to Dumbledore that I'm drinking on the job," Moody said, refilling the flask with another twirl of his wand and Vanishing the goblet. "Only thing that keeps me sane when dealing with you twerps all day. Now, what made you suspicious of me in the first place?"

Harry wracked his brain for an acceptable answer, not wanting to divulge his ultimate secret to Moody. "Neville Longbottom had a dream over the summer," he finally said, remembering his conversation with the boy at the Quidditch World Cup. "A vision of Voldemort, talking about a servant he had planted at Hogwarts. You're new here, so you seemed like the most likely candidate."

"Aye," Moody nodded thoughtfully. "Dumbledore has similar concerns himself, which is why he recruited me. He believes this Triwizard Tournament business is a ruse for the Dark Lord to plant a spy in the castle. I suspect Igor Karkaroff myself."

"Karkaroff is a coward," Harry said without thinking. "He gave up his fellow Death Eaters to buy his freedom, and he wouldn't dare go back to Voldemort's service after that."

Moody raised his eyebrows at this. "You're a smart cookie, Potter," he appraised the teen. "Guess that's why the Hat made you a Ravenclaw. Maybe I ought to recruit you as a second pair of eyes and ears once our foreign delegates arrive."

"I think someone's going to put Neville's name in the Goblet of Fire," said Harry. "The Tournament might be a ruse just so he gets killed during one of the tasks."

"That would also be clever," Moody said thoughtfully. "Get him out of the way without anyone asking too many questions. He is underage, but theoretically, the magic of the Goblet would still be binding. You've put a lot of thought into this, haven't you, Potter?"

"I saw Voldemort with my own eyes in my first year," said Harry bitterly. "I know he's still out there, gaining power. And this has his handwriting all over it."

Moody nodded approvingly. "Constant vigilance, Potter," he said. "Dark days lie ahead of us, I fear, and you may find yourself in the firing line if you aren't careful."

"I will be," Harry nodded. "I'll keep an eye on Neville as well. He is likely in more danger than I am."

"Aye, probably so," Moody agreed. "Matter of fact, we should establish a code word or phrase, so that we can confirm each other's identities before discussing such matters in the future."

"Alright," Harry shrugged. "What did you have in mind?"

Moody thought for a moment. "To Godric the glory," he said softly.

"Huh? What's that?" Harry asked, frowning.

"The last words of Fabian Prewett," Moody said with a sad smile. "He and his twin brother were holed up with James and myself in a safe house shortly before we were called into battle. Write to your father and ask him what Gideon's last words were – you give me the first phrase, and I'll respond with his."

"Deal," Harry nodded. He left the classroom soon after with mixed emotions. On the one hand, he was now fairly convinced that this was the real Moody he was dealing with, and not an impostor. On the other hand, it meant that there could be another impostor hidden in plain sight, forcing him to treat everyone else as a potential spy. Saul Croaker was right: as reassuring as it was to know Crouch Jr. was in prison, being in the dark about the new reality was equally as scary.

"Hey, Potter!" a familiar voice flagged him down as he entered the Great Hall for lunch; Roger Davies was waving him over. "Still fancy playing Seeker this year?"

"Erm...I did, but the season was canceled, wasn't it?" Harry frowned.

"Yeah, but see, we're putting a petition together," Roger explained. "We may not have a House Cup to compete for, but we want to form an unofficial league so us graduating students don't completely lose a year of playing."

"Brilliant!" Harry grinned, surprised that such an initiative hadn't come to pass in his previous timeline. "Are all the Houses competing?"

"It won't be strictly divided by House," Roger shrugged. "Slytherin will probably remain intact out of pride, and the Gryffindor core too. But Durmstrang and Beauxbatons will surely have keen players as well, so I imagine there will be some mixing and matching."

Bet every team will be lobbying to get Krum on their team, Harry thought with a wry grin. And he signed the petition, encouraged by the number of signatures already present, hoping that Dumbledore would allow the student initiative to proceed.

It turned out that Roger wasn't the only Ravenclaw lobbying for signatures that morning. "Hiya, Harry!" said Hermione in an uncommonly-chipper voice as he sat down to eat. "Would you like to purchase a S.P.E.W. badge?"

Harry nearly choked with laughter at the innocuous question; he'd nearly forgotten all about Hermione's pet project in his original fourth year. "What's that?" he asked, feigning ignorance.

"The Society for the Promotion of Elvish Welfare," Hermione explained breathlessly. "It's a student organization to raise awareness about the mistreatment of house-elves in magical society."

"Right," Harry said slowly. "That sounds great, Hermione, but do you think it'll actually accomplish anything? Most people don't care about the issue, and the elves are happy where they are—"

"Not all of them!" Hermione said indignantly. "Did you know the Ministry is still holding Winky against her will for refusing to act against her master? And what of all the other elves suffering in silence, under the yoke of their own oppressive masters?"

Harry opened his mouth to retort, but quickly shut it again. She had a very good point: he'd forgotten about Winky's unjust imprisonment at the World Cup, and Fudge's obstinance in considering legislation to free them from such binding contracts. That wasn't even to mention Kreacher and Dobby, still stuck serving their own twisted masters...and what other pure-blood families must be harboring and mistreating their own elves?

"Do you have a mission statement?" Harry asked. "Or tangible goals to reach towards?"

"Erm...we're still in the early stages," Hermione said, surprised by his sudden interest. "But I figure if we get enough students interested, we can formulate a plan to—"

"That won't work, Hermione," Harry shook his head. "You've got it backwards: you have to establish the goals first and foremost, so that the people joining believe they are actually making a difference by contributing. Otherwise you're just making empty promises, and people will be able to see straight through it."

"Oh," Hermione said softly, considering this. "I suppose you have a point. I'll have to think about it."

"I'll sign up for a badge, though," Harry said, taking the clipboard gently from her. "How much is it?"

"Two Sickles," Hermione said, looking slightly ashamed now. "I'll get to work on that mission statement straight away."

"I'm sure it'll be great," Harry grinned, looking down at the list. There were three names already written down: Ron's and Neville's, as expected, and a third he was surprised to see. "You convinced my cousin to sign up?"

"Damian was quite keen, actually," Hermione said eagerly. "He's been passionate about magical creatures ever since he arrived at Hogwarts."

That made sense to Harry. The kid had spent half his time on campus down at Hagrid's helping with the animals, and he remembered how appalled Damian had been when they visited the kitchen elves the year before. "Well, good for him," Harry shrugged, jotting his own name down on the list and rummaging through his pocket for the silver, handing both back to Hermione.

Hagrid also seemed to be in good spirits during Care of Magical Creatures lessons, and Harry suspected he knew why. One lesson the following week had them herding hippogriffs from one pasture to another deeper into the forest.

"Makin' room fer the Beauxbatons horses," Hagrid explained when a Hufflepuff girl asked why. "Winged Abraxans, according to Dumbledore."

"You seem awfully excited about the other schools visiting, Hagrid," Hermione remarked at the conclusion of the lesson.

"Yeah, well, it'll be nice ter get some fresh blood 'round here," Hagrid shrugged. Then, he leaned in close so that only Hermione and Harry could hear him. "Rumor has it their Headmistress, Maxime, is over eleven feet tall! It'll be mighty fascinating ter get to talk with another—well, someone like me."

Harry remembered the fiasco over Rita Skeeter's article exposing Hagrid's half-giant status to the world, and how devastated Hagrid had been about it. He resolved to prevent such an article being written in this timeline – he would have to mention it the next time he saw her, which wouldn't be long now with the Triwizard Tournament approaching.

However, the initial excitement over the upcoming event waned as September dragged on and the rigors of regular schoolwork taxed the student body. Harry found himself once again behind on homework, spending nearly every free evening writing essays and completing worksheets. His previous fourth year had been trivial due to his exempt status from final exams as a school Champion; now he did not have that same luxury and would have to work harder.

He did not remain idle in his extra-curricular pursuits, however. He checked out a thick leather book from the library called the Hogwarts Student Compendium, containing student rosters for every incoming class. It seemed to be charmed to update itself with every new year, as the back page already contained the incoming Class of 1994, where Harry could see Dennis Creevey and every other first-year listed underneath their respective Houses.

Harry first flipped back to the 1930's and began searching, finding his first target under the Class of 1938: Tom Riddle, Slytherin. He did some quick math: assuming a roughly 20-year gap between generations, Tom's grandfather Marvolo might have arrived at Hogwarts as late as 1900, but probably earlier than that. He decided to start in the 1850's to be safe and work his way forward, combing through each and every student's name to be safe.

It was tedious work, and Harry felt himself growing tired by the end of his search. He was about to give up and call it a day when he found it: Marvolo Gaunt, a Slytherin from the incoming Class of 1879. Gaunt, Harry thought, mulling the name over in his mind. It didn't sound familiar to him, and he couldn't recall anyone else with that surname.

Reinvigorated, Harry pressed onward, hoping to find a trace of Voldemort's mother via another "Gaunt". He came across another soon after, Ominis, in the class of '86, which was too soon to be an offspring of Marvolo's – perhaps a brother or a cousin? No others emerged in the 1800's, and Harry started to lose hope again as the early 1900's produced no candidates either.

Then he found it: Morfin Gaunt, Slytherin, class of 1915. Is Morfin a girl's name? Harry thought, frowning to himself. The only other Morfin he could think of was a seventh-year Slytherin during his first year, and he was definitely a male. But maybe it was a gender-ambiguous name that could apply to either, and this was in fact the mysterious mother figure Harry was searching for.

Or maybe Morfin had a sister? Harry mused, flipping forward through the book. But no other Gaunts appeared before Tom Riddle's arrival at the school, and he had to assume Morfin was the last of his name. Voldemort's mother was a witch, wasn't she? Surely she'd attended Hogwarts, had she not? He sent off a quick letter to Saul that evening with his findings, hoping the man could shed some light on the topic and learn more about the Gaunt family himself.

But aside from that small discovery, there was little else for Harry to do on the investigative front. All of the students and staff were behaving normally, with the possible exception of the caretaker Filch, who was more surly and reserved than usual in the absence of his beloved Mrs. Norris. Harry figured Voldemort might choose a more obscure target to impersonate, perhaps someone from Beauxbatons or Durmstrang. Or maybe he wouldn't impersonate anyone at all, and his plans had radically shifted without Barty Crouch Jr. to do his bidding.

Harry received a care package from home in early October, with two large owls struggling to carry in the box full of sweets and pastries and drop it atop his breakfast with a loud crash. Harry ignored the ribbing laughter from his fellow Ravenclaws and tore open the letter, which contained lots of love from his mother, as per usual. He would save it and relish in the words of comfort another time.

Harry skimmed the letter until he spotted his father's trademark messy scrawl at the bottom of the page, adding a post-script to Lily's flowering language:

Harry,

I don't know why Moody would ask you such a morbid question as a dead man's last words. But if you must know, Gideon Prewett and his brother had a call-and-response motto they would sometimes say to one another before a big battle. Fabian would say, 'To Godric the glory', and Gideon would respond, 'To Helga the spoils'. Some Hufflepuff rallying cry, I guess.

Keep your nose clean and look after your sister this year. And enjoy the Triwizard Tournament! I might ask for time off of work to come watch the First Task with you next month!

Love, Dad

Harry chuckled at the mental image of the Prewett twins, whom he was often told behaved similarly to Fred and George Weasley. To Godric the glory, to Helga the spoils...it certainly sounded like something two cheeky Hufflepuffs might say as inspiration before charging into battle. It was yet another point in Moody's favor, another reassurance that the year might indeed pass without Voldemort successfully sabotaging Hogwarts from within.

The final week of October arrived before he knew it, and student excitement began to build up again when a notice was pinned outside the Great Hall, heralding the arrival of Durmstrang and Beauxbatons that Friday evening. Harry began to second-guess himself, wondering if he should be doing more to prevent another mishap with the Goblet of Fire – but what that might be, he didn't know.

Before Harry knew it, he found himself lined up on the Hogwarts lawn alongside his classmates, waiting in the chilly evening air for the other schools to arrive. "D'you reckon they're taking the train into Hogsmeade?" wondered Terry Boot aloud.

"They're coming from much farther than London," scoffed Michael Corner.

"Brooms, then?" said Anthony Goldstein. "Or Portkeys?"

"Could be," Harry grinned, not wanting to ruin the surprise. He scanned the skies as the rest of the students squinted down the grounds towards the village. Eventually, he spotted it. "Here they come."

Students oohed and aahed with delight as the Beauxbatons carriage descended from the sky, carried by a dozen winged horses. Madame Maxime led her students out of the carriage, the Beauxbatons seventh-years shivering in the cold Scottish air as they hustled towards the castle. Fleur Delacour was already complaining loudly about the weather to her friends; a few boys took notice as she passed by, and Harry too felt the distinctive Veela allure in the air before she disappeared from sight.

The Durmstrang ship arrived soon after, emerging from the depths of the Great Lake with a mighty crash of waves. Igor Karkaroff led his students in a single-file procession up the path towards the school, where he greeted Dumbledore warmly (and did his best to ignore Moody's baleful glares). Harry heard the squeals of surprise and delight as the other students realized that Viktor Krum was among them; the boy looked just as surly and standoffish as Harry remembered, no longer in his element on a broomstick hundreds of feet in the air.

Dumbledore beckoned everybody into the Great Hall, where students took their seats at the House tables. Ravenclaw's was far more cramped than usual, as Beauxbatons had chosen to join them, perhaps feeling more at home among other blue-clad students. Harry spied Roger Davies enthusiastically greeting Fleur, who gave him an appraising sort of look. Probably bragging about how he plans to be school champion, Harry thought with a smirk. Little does he realize who he is talking to…

"Welcome, one and all, to Hogwarts!" said Dumbledore, taking the podium and calling for silence. "To all of our esteemed guests from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang, we hope you enjoy your stay at our castle for the next year. And now, for the moment you've all been waiting for! Mr. Filch, the casket, if you please."

Argus Filch shuffled forward with a wooden box encrusted with jewels and placed it atop the podium. Dumbledore tapped it with his wand, causing the box to fall away and reveal the Goblet of Fire within, already glowing with blue flames within its brim.

"Any student who wishes to enter their name in the Tournament has twenty-four hours to place it in the Goblet of Fire," Dumbledore explained. "Only of-age students are permitted to do so. And I must warn you all: any student caught submitting a name on behalf of another underage student may result in expulsion from your school."

That caused murmurs of mild alarm from some of the students. Madame Maxime and Karkaroff looked mildly surprised by this statement, but they said nothing to contradict it. After all, none of the students they'd brought along were underage, and why would any of them help a Hogwarts student enter their name?

"Tomorrow night, our three champions will be selected, one from each school," Dumbledore went on. "Best of luck to all who choose to enter. Until then, we feast!" And he returned to his seat, leaving the students to excitedly gossip while loading their plates.

"Who d'you reckon the Hogwarts Champion is gonna be?" Terry Boot asked the table excitedly.

"Hopefully it's Davies," said Michael Corner, glancing at the Quidditch captain just down the row. "Ravenclaw hasn't had a Triwizard Champion in over three centuries; did you know?"

"It's usually someone from Slytherin," bemoaned Anthony Goldstein, frowning in the direction of the green and silver table. "Gits always want the glory for themselves...Marcus Flint certainly seems eager."

"I could see it being Angelina Johnson," said Padma Patil, glancing in the opposite direction. "Gryffindors are chosen nearly as often for their reckless bravery, and she'd be the first Hogwarts female in a long while."

"Maybe Cedric Diggory?" Harry suggested. But few seemed to consider that a real possibility, speculating on other viable options. Guess they'll all be surprised then, he thought somewhat smugly.

Harry hung around the Great Hall after his classmates headed to bed, as did many of the of-age students from each House. Once the tables had been cleared of food and silverware, Dumbledore waved his wand, and they were gently pushed to the sides of the room, leaving a large empty space in the center. He then moved the Goblet of Fire to the center of the room, still atop its podium, and drew an Age Line around it, a white shimmering circle suspended an inch or two off the ground.

"Rubbish," muttered George Weasley; he and his twin were observing from the back of the Hall, no doubt scheming. "We'll be seventeen in just five months – such rotten luck."

"What d'you reckon, Potter?" piped up Fred, spotting him nearby. "Any ideas on how to get your name in?"

"I'm not entering," Harry said adamantly. "And neither should you. You heard Dumbledore; you could get in big trouble—"

"No, he said other students would get in trouble for entering our names in," George pointed out with a devious grin. "I reckon an aging potion ought to get us in with a chance, don'cha think, Freddie?"

"Way ahead of you, Georgie," Fred grinned. And the two of them hurried off, no doubt to plot some hare-brained scheme to get across the Age Line. Harry chuckled as he watched them go, looking forward to seeing them make fools of themselves again for everyone else's entertainment.

Harry perched in a back corner at one of the displaced House tables, watching as students tentatively approached the Goblet. They stepped cautiously across the Age Line one by one, slips of parchment in hand, and dropped them into the Goblet, watching it flare ominously green in acceptance before returning to its placid blue state.

Harry watched a number of Hogwarts students, including Angelina Johnson and Marcus Flint, enter their names as their classmates cheered them on. A number of Durmstrang and Beauxbatons students also lingered; Fleur Delacour entered her own name in quickly before disappearing onto the grounds with a flock of girlfriends. Viktor Krum drew every eye as he strode confidently across the Hall and entered his name, also taking his leave soon after.

"Hey, Harry!" a friendly voice greeted him; Cedric Diggory had entered the Hall alone. "What're you doing down here?"

"Hey, Ced," Harry greeted the boy (now a man, he supposed). "Just watching people put their names in. Exciting, isn't it?"

"Yeah, sure is," Cedric grinned. He had his own folded slip of parchment in hand, flicking it nervously as he glanced at the Goblet. "I'm having second thoughts myself. Dunno if being a Champion is gonna be all it's cracked up to be."

"You'd be a brilliant Champion," Harry insisted. "Stop selling yourself short. And why are none of your friends here to root you on?"

"None of them are of-age yet," Cedric frowned. "But they kept pushing me to enter, so I came down here...oh bloody hell, this is stupid, I'm going to bed—"

"Come on, you noble git," Harry smirked, standing and grabbing Cedric's arm to guide him forcefully towards the Goblet. "Put it in, and quit doubting yourself."

Cedric peered at the Age Line apprehensively. "Guess this is why I wasn't put in Gryffindor," he chuckled. "Alright, here goes…" And Cedric stepped across the line, dropping his parchment into the blue flames. Harry clapped as the flames flashed green in acceptance, and a few other students milling about the Hall turned to watch, bemused, as a sheepish Cedric stepped away from the Goblet.

"Thanks, Harry," he grinned. "Shame you're underage – I reckon you could win the whole bloody thing if you were allowed to enter."

Harry felt a sudden surge of emotion, with images of the Tournament in his previous timeline flashing unbidden through his mind. Images of a bright green light exploding from a wand, claiming an innocent life in the graveyard...images of Amos Diggory, screaming in agony as he clutched his lifeless son outside the maze…

"Thanks, mate," Harry chuckled as he fought to remain in control of his emotions. "Guess I'll have to make do with cheering you on, eh?"

Cedric chuckled and gave Harry a friendly punch to the shoulder before departing from the Hall. Harry returned to his seat in the corner, hoping to blend into the background as students began to trickle off to bed. He was prepared to stay all night if he had to, if it meant catching someone in the act of trying to sabotage the Goblet...if only he had his Invisibility Cloak to remain totally concealed…

Suddenly, he felt the tip of a wand against his neck and heard a grizzled voice whisper in his ear: "Constant vigilance, Potter." He wheeled around; Moody was standing in the corner behind him, chuckling softly to himself.

"Professor Moody," Harry exhaled, heart pounding in alarm. "What are you doing here?"

"Same as you, apparently," said Moody. "Watching that blasted cup to make sure no one tampers with it. Dumbledore's orders."

"Right; that's good," Harry sighed. He was grateful to hear that the Headmaster seemed to be taking security more seriously this time around.

"Don't you have something to say to me, lad?" Moody asked.

"Oh, right," said Harry, remembering his father's letter. "To Godric the glory…"

"To Helga the spoils," Moody nodded. "Very good. Never assume I am the same person I was yesterday. If someone wants Longbottom dead, they could attempt to impersonate me at any time."

"Uh huh," Harry said, though privately he could have guessed it was the real Moody simply based on the abundance of caution he was exhibiting.

"You'd best run along to bed, lad," said Moody. "Anyone sees you lurking around here after curfew, they might start asking uncomfortable questions when things go belly-up tomorrow."

"If they go belly-up," Harry corrected him as he stood to go.

"Yes, of course," Moody scoffed, though it was clear his confidence was far less than Harry's that things would all go according to plan. "Off you get, Potter."

Harry left the Great Hall, hoping he'd done enough to prevent disaster. At least it seemed that Dumbledore and Moody were on top of things, and that gave him a good deal of comfort as he went to bed that night. Being in the dark was scary, but it was less so knowing that more powerful wizards than him were working towards the same goal.

Still, he found himself nervous as he filed into the Great Hall the following evening for the Halloween Feast. He couldn't bring himself to share the collective excitement of the students around him, still worried that something could go wrong during the selection ceremony. He spotted Neville at the Slytherin table, keeping to himself and eating his dinner calmly, fully unaware of the plot he may or may not soon be involved with.

After a hearty meal, Dumbledore finally stood and stepped up to the podium, calling for quiet. "The Triwizard Tournament is about to officially begin!" the Headmaster declared. "But first, in order to curb the number of posters hung outside by office, I have decided to approve the petition calling for an unofficial Quidditch league. Professor McGonagall has kindly agreed to organize the event; if you would like to play, please submit your preferred roster to her office by the twentieth of November."

A great roar of approval rose from this announcement. Roger Davies jumped up in triumph, looking more excited than he had the year before when they tied for the Quidditch Cup. Harry too was excited – he was sure to feel cooped up during a full year without Quidditch, and this would give him a competitive outlet. And what if he got the chance to fly against Krum? The possibility enthralled him.

"But now, for the big reveal!" said Dumbledore. "In just a moment, the Goblet of Fire will select three names to compete as champions for their respective schools. As a reminder, once a name comes out of the Goblet, the decision is final, and the chosen person must compete to the best of their abilities."

A nervous hush fell over the crowd as Dumbledore turned towards the Goblet, folding his hands patiently to wait. "What happens now?" asked Anthony Goldstein in a hush. "I thought the judges would pick a name out of the Goblet by hand!"

"Shh; just watch!" Terry Boot hushed him.

Just then, the Goblet of Fire flared bright red, and a piece of flaming parchment shot out of it. Dumbledore caught it in midair and unfolded it. "The Durmstrang Champion," he announced in a booming voice, "is Viktor Krum!"

A great roar of triumph raised from the Slytherin table as the Durmstrang students cheered for Krum, who stood and slunk forward to the front of the room to shake Dumbledore's hand. Many Hogwarts students also appeared excited by the prospect, craning their necks for a better look at him.

Soon after Krum departed into a side chamber, the Goblet flared red again, and Dumbledore snatched another piece of parchment from the air. "The Beauxbatons Champion is Fleur Delacour!" he announced.

Another cheer rose from the Ravenclaw table, though noticeably quieter – Harry saw that several of the Beauxbatons girls looked irritated at the choice. Harry joined the polite clapping as a beaming Fleur stood from her seat not far from his and hurried up to the front.

The Hogwarts students began muttering excitedly as all eyes turned back to the Goblet. Harry spied Roger Davies not far down the table, looking anxious and excited, still believing he had a chance at being chosen. Harry also glanced at the Hufflepuff table, where Cedric Diggory sat quietly as his friends chattered around him, far more reserved – few probably expected him to be chosen, even though he would prove to be a popular Champion.

The Goblet finally flared up red again, and Dumbledore unfurled the third piece of parchment. Harry immediately knew something was awry when he frowned down at the name in silence for a long while. The students murmured quietly to themselves, wondering what was taking so long. Harry watched the Headmaster stare down at the parchment with growing alarm, and his heart stopped when Dumbledore looked up towards the Ravenclaw table and locked eyes with him.

No, Harry thought with a feeling of dread as Dumbledore cleared his throat to speak. Please, no. I can't do this again.

Dumbledore finally cleared his throat. "The Hogwarts champion is Harry Potter," he said in a defeated tone.

At once there was a cacophony of noise around the Great Hall – yells of surprise and outrage, mostly from the older students. "He's not even of-age!" Roger Davies shouted in protest.

"Potter must've cheated!" piped in Marcus Flint from across the room, the Slytherins around him vehemently vocalizing their agreement.

Harry felt a distinct sense of deja vu as the timeline seemed to repeat itself again. Once more he felt the suspicious eyes of the entire Great Hall upon him, and he wanted nothing more than to disappear into the floor. And once more it was Hermione who nudged him hard and urged him to stand, as he awkwardly made his way up to where Dumbledore was standing.

"Sir, I swear I didn't enter—" he tried to explain, but Dumbledore held up his hand to stop him. He showed Harry the slip of paper, and Harry's heart skipped a beat when he saw the looping handwriting: HARRY POTTER – HOGWARTS.

Impossible, Harry thought. I didn't put my name in, and I know nobody else did. Why did the Goblet choose me over every other Hogwarts student? And why me instead of Neville?

"We'll get this sorted, Mr. Potter," said Dumbledore in a hushed tone. "Off you get." And he shooed Harry off to the side chamber, where Fleur and Krum were no doubt waiting, the only two people in the castle unaware of what had happened.

But Harry only made it a couple of steps before the Goblet of Fire flared red again, and a fourth piece of parchment flared upwards. Harry was the one to catch it out of the air, his Seeker instincts prevailing over Dumbledore's slower reflexes. A feeling of dread crept over him as he unfolded the parchment, already suspecting what he would find within. His heart dropped to his stomach all the same when he read the words:

NEVILLE LONGBOTTOM – ILVERMORNY.

A/N: Surprise! (Not really, I suppose. Everyone probably saw this development coming.) Who is the big villain/impostor this year? I'm eager to hear everyone's guesses, because I have a juicy plot twist cooking in the oven that I can't wait to serve up to you all. I'd be surprised if anyone manages to guess the truth, but the seeds have already been planted earlier in the fic and will continue to be throughout the year, so let's hear those wild conspiracy theories in the comments!
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Harry felt like he was in a dream, floating somewhere outside his body, observing the proceedings from afar. People all around him were arguing and shouting at the top of their lungs, pointing accusatory fingers at him and Neville as though they had just murdered somebody. Eventually Dumbledore raised his wand and shot a shower of sparks into the air to get everyone to quiet down.

"Obviously there has been foul play involved," the Headmaster said gravely. "Harry, Neville, did either of you enter your names in, or ask an older student to do it for you?"

"No, sir," both Harry and Neville repeated in unison.

"But surely they cannot compete, Albus!" Karkaroff protested. "Vot kind of deception are you pulling?"

"Zey are only leetle boys!" Fleur protested, turning her nose up at the two of them. Neville flinched away at her disdainful look, but Harry glared forcefully at her until she eventually turned her attention elsewhere.

"We must consult the judges on this matter," said Dumbledore. "What say you, Ludo? You're the Director of this Tournament. What is your judgment?"

Ludo Bagman froze at Dumbledore's question. Harry realized that he must have been promoted to Tournament Director at the last moment, since Barty Crouch Sr. was still on the run from the law. "Erm...well, seeing as how these two boys are underage," Ludo stammered, "I must rule they cannot compete, and a new Champion should be selected for Hogwarts."

"Zat settles it, then," said Madame Maxime, clapping her hands together decisively.

"You can't do that," Harry protested. "The magic of the Goblet of Fire is binding. If our name comes out, we must compete, or else risk losing our magic."

"'E knows an awful lot about this Goblet," Krum said suspicious.

"I fear Mr. Potter may be correct," Dumbledore muttered. "We will need to consult with Mr. Croaker in the Department of Mysteries on this matter. As of right now, I think we must allow things to stand and proceed with our four Champions."

"But this is preposterous!" Karkaroff spluttered. "Your school 'as an unfair advantage, Albus! Two champions instead of one?"

"Technically speaking, Mr. Longbottom was entered under the name of a different school," said Dumbledore, holding out the two slips of parchment bearing Harry's and Neville's names. "The Goblet must have been fooled into believing a fourth school was competing."

"Let me see that," Karkaroff muttered, snatching the two parchments from him. He glared down at them for a moment before huffing indignantly. "But look, they both 'ave the same signature!"

Harry frowned and pressed forward to see for himself, as did several others in the vicinity. Sure enough, it appeared that the same person had written both his and Neville's names down on the two bits of parchment. The looping handwriting looked vaguely familiar to Harry, but he couldn't quite place where he'd seen it before.

"You appear to be correct, Igor," Dumbledore remarked, examining the parchments more closely himself. "The same person must have entered both boys into the Tournament against their will."

"Pah!" Madame Maxime scoffed. "Obviously one of zem figured out 'ow to cross the Age Line and entered zem both! Zey are conspiring together!"

"But wait, I saw that one, in the Great Hall!" Karkaroff suddenly shouted, pointing a shaking finger at Harry. "'E was hiding in the corner, vaiting for everyone to leave! 'E must 'ave done it vhen everyone went to sleep!"

"I did not!" Harry protested. "Professor Moody was there the whole time; he can tell you – where is he, anyway?"

That question was answered immediately, as a door burst open and two people entered the room: Moody and Filch, the former dragging the latter by the collar. "Ouch, geroff, you barmy git!" Filch was protesting loudly.

"What is the meaning of this, Alastor?" Dumbledore asked, frowning.

"This slippery bastard was the only person to touch the Goblet after it arrived at the castle," Moody growled, forcing Filch into a chair and pointing his wand at the man. "I had my eyes on at at all hours after he brought it into the Hall. If the Goblet was tampered with, he's the only possible culprit."

"M-me?" Filch stammered indignantly. "How could I have...but surely you know I can't use...oh, this is absurd!"

Harry too found Moody's theory a bit hard to believe. Filch was a Squib – how could he have tampered with the Goblet of Fire, even if coerced into it? Unless he's under Polyjuice, Harry realized.

"We'll soon learn the truth," Moody growled, rummaging through his robes. He withdrew something that looked like a vial of silvery liquid. "Stand still, everyone."

Moody tossed the vial onto the floor in between everyone and jabbed his wand at it. Immediately the silver liquid exploded outwards, coating everyone in the room and causing them to splutter and cough. "Merde, I 'ave been poisoned!" Fleur wailed.

"Not poison, stupid girl," Moody growled. "It's Thief's Downfall. If anyone here is under Polyjuice or an Imperius Curse, we'll soon know."

Harry wiped the liquid from his eyes and looked around. Everyone looked the same as before, though with a few subtle differences; Fleur had mild acne peppering her brow, while Karkaroff had a nasty red scar across his face, running from his right eye to his left cheek.

"Concealing that with a glamour, are we, Karkaroff?" Moody sneered, seeing the scar for himself. "I believe I gave you that one, didn't I?"

"Surely this is illegal, Albus—" Karkaroff muttered angrily, re-applying his magical concealment and causing the scar to fade from view.

"You're one to give lectures about the law!" Moody barked. "Now for the Veritaserum." He removed another small vial from his robes, turning back towards Filch, who was drenched in the Thief's Downfall but appeared no different. Still dripping wet himself, Moody uncorked the new vial and forced Filch's head back, applying three droplets of the liquid onto the man's tongue. Filch's demeanor instantly switched to one of indifferent compliance, staring blankly ahead.

"What is your full name?" Moody demanded.

"Argus Vincent Filch," Filch said in a dull monotone.

"What is your purpose here at Hogwarts?"

"I am the caretaker, hired last year by Albus Dumbledore."

"Did you in any way tamper with the Goblet of Fire to alter its properties or affect the champion selection process?"

"No."

"Are you aware of any such plot to impact the Tournament?"

"No."

"Did anyone else handle the Goblet of Fire upon arrival to Hogwarts yesterday?"

"No. I received it from Saul Croaker and delivered it straight to Albus Dumbledore, as directed."

Moody looked up at Dumbledore and shrugged. "He's clear," the Auror growled, clearly not happy about this fact.

"But the Cup must 'ave been tampered with!" Maxime protested. "Surely zis cannot be!"

"Indeed," Dumbledore frowned. "It is highly improbable that the Goblet was tampered with after its arrival, as it has been closely monitored since then. There is a small possibility of an impostor at Hogwarts, but we must also strongly consider that it has been compromised in transit or in the Department of Mysteries."

"Saul Croaker wouldn't," Harry said adamantly.

"You may be fond of Croaker, boy, but you don't truly know him," Moody scoffed. "Every man's got his price."

"But vot is this?" Karkaroff gasped, eyes widening. "The boy is familiar with this Croaker fellow?"

"He has become something of a mentor figure for Mr. Potter as of late, yes," Dumbledore conceded.

"But zat is rich, Albus!" Maxime laughed harshly. "'E must be in cahoots with zis Croaker fellow! And you do not theenk to question ze boy?"

"Mr. Potter is a gifted young man, but I assure you he is not capable of tricking a powerful object such as the Goblet of Fire," Dumbledore said placatingly.

"He vould not haff to be, if he convinced Croaker to do it for him," Karkaroff pointed out.

This is not happening, Harry thought with a growing feeling of dread. Everyone was eyeing him suspiciously, especially the foreign delegation; even Neville seemed to be looking at him differently. Only Moody and Dumbledore seemed convinced otherwise.

"All possibilities will be exhausted, I can assure you," said Dumbledore calmly. "Ludo, would you kindly alert the Ministry to what has happened? And if you get the chance, do notify Mr. Potter and Mr. Longbottom's guardians as well...they will want to be involved, I am sure."

"Certainly, Albus," Ludo bowed; he looked quite eager to get out of the tense environment. He disappeared through a side door, and Harry desperately wished he could follow him.

Fortunately, it seemed Dumbledore was also of a mind to defuse the situation. "We will reconvene tomorrow once we have more information," he said sternly. "Igor, Olympe, inform your students that the result will stand for now. Alastor, kindly escort Mr. Longbottom back to his common room, then join myself and Harry in my office."

"Me?" Harry asked, surprised.

"Yes, Harry, you," Dumbledore said simply. Harry saw the look of concern in the Headmaster's expression, and knew he would want to ask him about his visions again. On the one hand he was grateful that the man was showing discretion in front of the other schools and not revealing his 'secret'; on the other hand, his vague response seemed to make them even more suspicious. The Durmstrang and Beauxbatons contingents filed out of the room, still glaring daggers at Harry, followed soon after by Moody and Neville, the latter of whom pointedly avoided eye contact with him.

"I apologize for dragging you into all of this, Argus," Dumbledore informed the caretaker, still shivering in his chair. He cast a drying charm on the Squib, removing the Thief's Downfall still dipping from his face and clothes. "I trust you will inform me if you witness anything suspicious in the coming weeks and months."

"Everything I witness is suspicious these days," Filch muttered under his breath, before he shuffled indignantly out of the room. Dumbledore went after him, beckoning for Harry to follow.

Harry felt numb; he could not process why this had happened. What would Voldemort want with me? he wondered. He doesn't need my blood. So why put my name in along with Neville's? And how had he done it in the first place? He could not formulate any cohesive thoughts or theories on the matter, focusing only on putting one foot in front of the other as he followed Dumbledore up to his office.

Harry heard a squawk as he sank into his usual chair across from Dumbledore's desk, and Fawkes the phoenix jumped from his perch and alighted on Harry's shoulder. "Hullo, Fawkes," Harry said dully; the bird bent its head to allow Harry to scratch under his beak.

"Fawkes seems to like you, Harry," Dumbledore smiled. "And I like to think that he is a good judge of character."

"Sir, I just want to say—" Harry began, but the Headmaster held up his hand to stop him.

"I know that this is not your fault, Harry," Dumbledore said kindly. "Professor Moody made me aware of your suspicions last month. I myself suspected foul play as soon as Bertha Jorkins went missing over the summer."

"So you believe me?" Harry asked, relieved.

"Unreservedly," Dumbledore nodded. "Though I fear others in the castle may not feel the same. I will do what I can to protect yours and Mr. Longbottom's reputations, but I cannot promise much."

"It is what it is," Harry shrugged. "And just so you know, I'll do everything I can to help Neville survive the Tournament. I don't care about winning, as long as we both make it through alive."

"Glad to hear it," said Dumbledore. "Now, before more guests arrive, do you have any more visions you wish to share with me?"

Harry thought for a moment about how much to share with Dumbledore. Screw it, he thought. Things are already bad enough; best not make them worse by hiding anything. "Yes," he said. "I had a vision about a maze. There was a trophy at the end, and it took me somewhere far away. A graveyard, I think. I saw the name Tom Riddle on a tombstone. I sensed danger there."

Dumbledore pondered this in silence for a long while. Harry hoped it was enough information to lead Dumbledore to the graveyard in Little Hangleton. And surely Dumbledore would know by now that the third task was a maze, validating his 'vision' further.

But before Dumbledore could say anything, the door burst open, and Moody strode in, looking surly. "Figured tonight was gonna go to hell one way or another," he grunted. "I just can't figure it, Albus. If it wasn't Filch, it had to be Croaker, or someone else in the Department of Mysteries."

"I would trust Saul Croaker with my life," said Harry adamantly. "I know for a fact it wasn't him. Please believe me, Headmaster."

Dumbledore scrutinized him for a moment. "I do, Harry," he said. "Though he was not the only Unspeakable with access to the Goblet. I will speak with Cornelius about conducting an investigation, but I don't know how fruitful it will be. The Department of Mysteries is one of the few Ministry branches with special immunity from the Minister's meddling."

Just then, the fireplace flared green, and a tall figure stepped through the grate. Moody immediately drew his wand and pointed it at the new arrival, only to find a wand being pointed right back at him.

"What score did you change on my aptitude test, when I completed my Auror training?" James Potter demanded.

"Stealth and Disguise," Moody growled. "After you showed me your Animagus form. And that form is...?"

"A stag," James confirmed. He then turned his wand on Dumbledore. "How many House points did you take from me in my sixth year?" he demanded. "When I blew up a cauldron in Slughorn's class?"

"Twenty-three," Dumbledore said calmly. "One for each student you inconvenienced with your selfishness."

To Harry's surprise, James then turned his wand on his own son. "Where did I take you for your tenth birthday?" he asked.

Harry's stomach lurched. "Erm…" he stammered. He had no earthly idea, as he hadn't arrived in this timeline until a year later.

"Come now, James, be reasonable—" Moody sighed.

"Answer me!" James demanded his son.

"Harry has been dosed with Thief's Downfall and answered numerous questions only he could have tonight," Dumbledore said calmly. "Kindly lower your wand now, Auror Potter."

James sighed heavily and obliged, massaging his temple; he looked tired. "Did you enter your name into the Goblet, Harry?" he asked hoarsely. "For Merlin's sake, if you never tell me the truth again for the rest of your life, please at least do so now."

"I swear, Dad, I didn't," Harry insisted. "I didn't want to compete."

"Then who did this?" James demanded, rounding on the Headmaster again. "Can't you keep my son out of danger for one godforsaken year, Dumbledore?"

"Watch your tone, James—" Moody growled warningly.

"Alastor, please," Dumbledore said tiredly, holding his hands up for peace. "This is the work of a powerful Dark wizard, acting on behalf of Lord Voldemort. Your son made us aware of a potential plot last month thanks to a vision, but did not realize that he would be caught up in it himself."

"What steps are being taken to find the culprit?" James demanded. "How are you going to solve this?"

"We have writing samples," said Dumbledore, procuring the two slips of parchment bearing Harry's and Neville's names. "Our first step will be to compare it against the handwriting of every student, staff member and guest within this castle."

James walked around Dumbledore's desk and craned his neck at the two names. "I'd like copies of those, if you don't mind," he said. "I can pull some strings in the DMLE to have them analyzed for a match – discreetly, of course."

"By all means," said Dumbledore, tapping his wand to the two bits of parchment; two identical copies sprang into being, which he handed to James. That might actually do the trick, Harry thought to himself. If the culprit was indeed a Death Eater, like Pettigrew or Crouch Jr., their records were already in the Ministry database and would be available to analyze.

"Perhaps the question we should be asking is not how, but why," Moody remarked. "Longbottom I understand, but why would the Dark Lord care about Potter?"

"I suspect the events of the Quidditch World Cup may be related," Dumbledore mused. "As I understand it, young Harry here made a lot of Voldemort sympathizers very angry."

"But they never publicized his name!" James protested. "Surely nobody realizes Harry was involved."

"Lucius Malfoy knows," Harry said glumly. "Draco told me so on the train earlier. Said his father would make me regret what I did."

"If I discover that Lucius is involved in this," James said through gritted teeth, "I'll wring his neck personally."

"Lucius Malfoy is a dangerous man," Dumbledore agreed. "Though the danger lies not in his magical strength, but his influence and reach. If he is involved, it will be difficult to use proper Ministry channels to investigate."

"I'll talk to Amelia about it straight away," said James. "She understands that better than anyone. Malfoy won't be able to bribe her into silence."

"Good, very good," said Dumbledore. "Alastor and I will do what we can here at Hogwarts. And Harry, I must stress the importance of sharing any information you come across, no matter how significant you think it is."

"Yes sir," Harry agreed. His brain felt numb; he wanted nothing more than to go to bed and pretend the day never happened.

"Get some sleep, Harry," said James, patting his son on the shoulder. "If you are forced to compete, you'll need to prepare hard."

"I will," Harry promised. He hoped the three tasks would be the same as his last timeline; if so, he felt confident that he could get through them all easily enough. Ensuring Neville did the same would be another story entirely.

Moody escorted Harry back to Ravenclaw Tower, giving him words of encouragement that washed right over him in his current state. He felt physically and emotionally drained from the stress of the past twenty-four hours, not to mention the unknown challenges of the months to come. He bade Moody good-night and entered the common room.

Immediately he was accosted by his House mates, who were eager to learn what had happened. "How'd you do it, Harry?" Terry Boot demanded. "How'd you get past the Age Line?"

"I didn't," Harry sighed tiredly. "And neither did Neville. Someone else did."

"Who?" asked Sue Li eagerly.

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. "Dumbledore suspects Voldemort to be behind it."

This was met by mixed gasps and laughs of incredulity. "That's the best you can come up with as an excuse?" Roger Davies scoffed. "Can't you at least own up to it like a man, Potter?"

"Nothing to own up to," Harry said hotly. "I didn't want to enter."

Roger shook his head in disbelief. "Unbelievable," he muttered. "I have to share a House with a liar and a sneak. And you can forget about joining us for Quidditch this year."

"Great; I'm not interested anyway," Harry rolled his eyes. "Now get out of my way; I'm going to bed." And he brushed past the seventh-year, no longer interested in defending himself over and over. He kicked off his shoes as soon as he entered the dorm and closed himself in his three-poster bed, eager to escape reality for a while and embrace the sweet nothingness of sleep.

Harry woke up late the following day, which was thankfully a Sunday. He'd half-hoped that the day before was all a dream, that he had only imagined being selected by the Goblet of Fire. Maybe he would go downstairs for breakfast and learn that it was Halloween all over again, that the selection ceremony had yet to begin. Or better yet, that he'd imagined it all, that Cedric Diggory was the one and only Hogwarts Champion, and he would get to enjoy the Tournament from the sidelines.

But as soon as he entered the Great Hall, he knew this was not the case. Dirty looks followed him from the door all the way to the Ravenclaw table, and as he approached his usual spot, several students got up to move farther down the row from him. Harry ate his breakfast in silence, doing his best to ignore the whispered gossip all around him. He wondered if Neville was receiving similar treatment, but the boy was nowhere to be seen.

The mail arrived soon after, with Bandit the owl alighting beside his plate to deliver his morning Prophet. Harry fed the bird a bit of toast and glanced at the headline before resuming his meal, as he often did. But he did a double-take at the front page, unfolding it fully and finding himself staring at a large photograph of his father. The article accompanying it made his stomach lurch horribly:

SON OF FAMED AUROR DISRUPTS TRIWIZARD TOURNAMENT AT HOGWARTS!

By Rita Skeeter, The Daily Prophet

"Last night marked the official start of the Triwizard Tournament, a long-standing tradition between the three major European magical schools: Hogwarts, Beauxbatons, and Durmstrang. However, the event rapidly devolved into chaos when a fourth name was unexpectedly chosen: that of Harry Potter, 14, son of renowned Auror James Potter.

Sources tell the Prophet that Mr. Potter was observed lurking around the Goblet of Fire the night prior to the selection ceremony. "He seemed awfully interested in the process for someone who wasn't allowed to enter himself," says an unnamed Hogwarts student in an exclusive interview. "Almost like he was plotting it all along."

Potter happens to be in the same grade level as Neville Longbottom, the Boy Who Lived, who was also selected as a school Champion for the Tournament. Many at the school believe this was a deliberate move by Potter to prove his superiority over his more famous classmate. "Potter's always showing off and trying to prove how great he is," the anonymous student continued. "Clearly he couldn't stand being overshadowed by Longbottom and decided to take matters into his own hands, so that he could try and embarrass him in the Tournament."

This is the latest of several incidents involving Mr. Potter at Hogwarts. The Prophet can now reveal him as the student who witnessed the murder of Quirinius Quirrell in 1992, as well as one of the students who entered the Chamber of Secrets in 1993. We have also learned from sources within the Ministry that Mr. Potter has had the Trace removed from his wand, an unusual occurrence for an underage student that suggests potential treachery and intent to do harm.

This raises serious concerns about the boy's father, James Potter, and what kind of son he is raising. Potter Sr. was a well-known prankster in his own Hogwarts years, and clearly this has rubbed off onto his eldest child, who appears to have no remorse for his disruptive actions. Is this the kind of role model we want in charge at the Ministry? What kind of menace to society will Potter Jr. be when he comes of-age in the wizarding world? The Prophet shudders to think."

The article continued on the next page, but Harry couldn't bear to read any more, tossing the paper aside in disgust. He heard loud guffawing from behind him, and turned to see Draco Malfoy and his cronies reading the article aloud to one another and laughing uproariously at it. Three guesses who the 'anonymous source' was, Harry thought angrily. Was this was Draco meant when he threatened Harry on the train earlier in the year?

Harry wasn't sure what surprised him more: that he was being blamed for the incident, or that Rita Skeeter was the one lofting accusations at him. Why was she so intent on burning bridges with him? Had she forgotten about their deal, and what he could do to her career if she stepped out of line? He was of half a mind to write a letter to Amelia Bones immediately and have her arrested, but he knew he'd likely see her soon for the Tournament anyway, and planned to confront her then.

Either way, it certainly explained why everyone was treating him with such disdain. Harry continued to see copies of the Prophet at meals and in the halls in the coming days, as everyone eagerly devoured Rita's words like gospel. Another year of being the school pariah, then, Harry thought glumly to himself. He was growing used to getting the cold shoulder from his classmates by now, but it was no less lonely and frustrating the more times it happened for no good reason.

There was certainly more of an edge of malice to things this time, however. This went beyond simple fear as during the Chamber incident or Pettigrew saga – people actively seemed to hate him for what he'd supposedly done. The number of people who 'accidentally' bumped him passing by at the Ravenclaw table, or 'failed' to hear him when he asked someone to pass a dish he couldn't reach...it was too deliberate to be incidental.

Harry desperately wanted to speak to Neville alone about the latest development, but he could not get anywhere near the boy. The Slytherins seemed to have embraced him as their 'true' Champion; even Draco seemed to be on good terms with him, or at least pretended to be. Whenever Harry spotted Neville in the halls and tried to approach him, it was like a wall of students shifted in front of him, as though the student body was working in tandem to keep him away from their precious Boy Who Lived at all costs.

Fortunately (or perhaps not), the opportunity came to him a few days later, rather than the other way around. Harry was the first to depart from the afternoon Care of Magical Creatures lesson, hustling up towards the castle to get some homework done in the library before dinner. But he sensed a large group of people following close behind him, and paused when someone called out his name.

A crowd of fourth-years was stood before him, looking suspicious and angry with him. Ron Weasley stood at the front, beside a nervous Hermione, while Neville lingered at the back of the pack, the others of all Houses acting as pseudo-bodyguards for him.

"Something the matter?" Harry asked tiredly, knowing that whatever this was would likely not be pleasant.

"Yeah, there is," said Ron, narrowing his eyes. "Why'd you do it?"

"Do what?" asked Harry.

"Don't be thick," spat Seamus Finnigan. "We all read about what you did to the Goblet of Fire. Why are you out to get Longbottom?"

"I didn't enter anybody's name into that Goblet," Harry sighed, rubbing his eyes. "Mine or Neville's. I wanted nothing to do with this Tournament—"

"Then why did you stay behind in the Great Hall the night before the ceremony?" Ron demanded. "My brothers saw you watching people entering their names – almost like you were waiting for everyone else to leave so you could do the same."

"How would I have gotten across the Age Line?" Harry pointed out. "I'm underage, if you've forgotten."

"You managed to get rid of the Trace, didn't you?" piped up Ernie Macmillan.

"Erm...yes, but I had nothing to do with that—" Harry stammered.

"Sure," Ernie scoffed. "Just like you didn't enter your name in that Goblet."

The surrounding students oohed as though Ernie had just made an excellent point, causing Harry to roll his eyes.

"And why did Dumbledore want to talk to you privately that night?" Ron pressed. "Neville said he called you up to his office alone after the ceremony."

"That's none of your business," Harry said hotly.

"Isn't it obvious? He suspected Potter but couldn't prove it!" said Seamus, earning nods of vigorous approval from the others.

Harry could tell that he was not going to convince any in their current riled-up state. "Neville, would you like to speak about this privately?" he said loudly, looking past the boldest students at the front to the timid boy lurking behind them.

"You're not getting anywhere near him," Ron growled, drawing his wand as several others around him did the same. "Not until you confess and apologize."

Harry almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation, if it wasn't so painful to see unfold. "I've done nothing wrong," he said, holding up his hands for peace. "And I'm tired of explaining that to people. So piss off." And he turned his back on the posse of students to march back up to the castle alone.

Harry sensed the spell coming from behind before Ron even finished his incantation. He whirled around, wand flashing through the air to bat the Tongue-Swelling Hex away and retaliate with a wordless Banishing Charm. It hit Ron with more force than he intended, causing the redhead to launch twenty feet backwards and land in a heap on his back. Harry glared at the others, daring any of them to make another move.

"Stop it!" Hermione wailed, looking extremely distressed by the turn of events. "All of you! This isn't the way to handle things!"

"I agree," Harry said simply, stowing his wand away. "I prefer handling things with words, but if anyone else wants a fight, I'll give you one." And he turned to resume his march up to the castle, still fuming. Once again he found himself at odds with Ron during the Triwizard Tournament, though it stung considerably less since he wasn't as close with the boy in this timeline. And the silver lining was that Neville still had him for emotional support, as he would need it much more than Harry in the months to come.

Still, he couldn't pretend that it was fun being ignored by his entire class. Even the few who seemed sympathetic to his cause, like Hermione, didn't want to be seen commiserating with him, only giving him sorrowful looks from afar. Even some of the teachers seemed to have bought into Rita Skeeter's lies; Professor McGonagall was far harsher with him than usual in Transfiguration, and Snape was downright nasty towards him, as though they were right back to their old timeline relationship.

"Dear, dear, another zero for the day, I'm afraid," Snape tsked softly as he walked past Harry's cauldron and 'accidentally' bumped his ingredients tray, sending them all into the broth and ruining the potion. "Do try not to be so clumsy with your...mistakes, Potter."

Don't engage, Harry thought angrily to himself as he set to work cleaning the overflowing cauldron before the mess reached the floor. He's trying to rile you up...don't let him win…

Fortunately, a reprieve from Snape's torment came in the form of Cedric Diggory, who poked his head into the classroom. "Professor Snape?" he called out. "I need to borrow Harry Potter."

"Mr. Potter has thirty minutes remaining in the lesson," Snape said coolly. "And he will need it to finish rectifying the mess he has made."

"Sir, I'm afraid it's important," Cedric grimaced. "It's for the Tournament."

Snape grumbled mutinously under his breath. "Fine, take the boy and go," he said dismissively, waving his wand to Vanish Harry's ruined potion in an instant. Could have done that earlier, Harry thought grumpily as he followed Cedric out of the classroom.

Neither boy said anything as they left the dungeons and wove through the castle towards their destination. Harry didn't want to say anything, unsure of where exactly Cedric's head was. Did he buy into the rumors about Harry's involvement? Fortunately, he didn't have to wait long for Cedric to broach the subject himself.

"Harry, I hate to ask you this," said Cedric nervously. "But did you use me to put your name into the Goblet of Fire?"

Harry's eyebrows shot up. "What? Of course not," he said. "Why would you think that?"

"It's just what people are saying," Cedric grimaced. "They saw you urge me on to enter my name in the Great Hall that night. There's a rumor that you used a Switching Spell or something so that I would enter your name instead of mine—"

"Bloody hell," Harry groaned, rubbing his face tiredly. "Cedric, I swear to you on my life that I had nothing to do with this. I would switch places with you in a heartbeat if I could. I'm tired of always being dragged into these ridiculous situations against my will!"

Cedric studied Harry for a moment, then nodded. "I believe you, Harry," he sighed. "I've tried to defend you, say that this isn't something you would do, but no one believes me. They think you're pulling one over on me—"

"I'm not concerned with what other people are saying," Harry shrugged. "Don't bother defending me if it'll hurt your reputation. I can handle being hated – I'm pretty used to it by now."

"You're the Hogwarts Champion, mate," Cedric said reassuringly. "People will come around once the Tournament starts."

"They'll just flock to Neville instead of me," Harry scoffed. "And that's fine. Let him have the limelight for a little while. I'll just keep my head down and do what needs to be done."

"And what needs to be done?" Cedric frowned.

"Figuring out who's behind this," Harry shrugged. "And keeping myself and Neville alive through the three tasks."

They had arrived at their destination: an empty classroom on the fifth floor. Harry bade Cedric goodbye before entering, where he found Krum, Fleur, and Neville already waiting for him. None of them looked too pleased to see him.

"If eet isn't ze cheater," Fleur scoffed.

"Whatever it is you think I did, I'm innocent," Harry said firmly.

Fleur narrowed her eyes at him. Suddenly, Harry felt a powerful wave of magic assault his senses; he was sorely tempted to begin bragging about his every accomplishment and win Fleur's affections back. She's directing her Veela allure at me on purpose, Harry realized. How dare she?

With a mighty snap, Harry slammed his Occlumency barriers into place and forced Fleur from his mind. Fleur physically staggered back half a step, feeling the connection sever abruptly. "Don't ever do that again," he snapped at her angrily.

Fleur looked briefly guilty but said nothing, tossing her hair back and looking elsewhere. Krum and Neville looked somewhat dumbstruck, having been affected by the allure themselves but not realizing what had happened between her and Harry.

Just then, the door opened again, and Ludo Bagman entered the room with a small entourage behind him. "Good afternoon, Champions!" said Ludo Bagman cheerfully, though none of them looked all too pleased to be there. "We've called you here to conduct the customary Weighing of the Wands. Mr. Ollivander here will be checking each of your wands to ensure they are in working order for the Tournament."

Harry watched dully as Ollivander inspected both Krum's and Fleur's wands, remarking on their unusual makes and cores. Eventually he turned to Harry, who handed his over at once. "Ah, yes, this was a delightful challenge!" Ollivander said with glee, turning the wand over in his palm. "Mahogany, twelve and three-quarter inches, with a Kneazle whisker core...the trickster wand!"

Harry cringed internally at this description, feeling the suspicious stares of the other three Champions, but he said nothing. Ollivander gave the wand a small twirl; rather than the gentle stream of wine he'd intended, a jet of liquid exploded from the tip, spraying all over the nearby wall and ceiling. "Highly temperamental magic for a refined palate," Ollivander remarked, somewhat bemused as he handed the wand back, "but undoubtedly working as intended for its owner."

Ollivander then turned to Neville, who procured a very familiar light brown wand. The old wandmaker took it with reverent care, examining it curiously. "Ah, of course," he breathed. "Holly and phoenix feather, eleven inches. A most extraordinary pairing." Harry eyed the wand with mild jealousy; he missed the natural bond he'd shared with it in his last timeline. It still felt like he was fighting the Kneazle core wand at times, constantly pushing himself to prove his worth with it.

Ollivander used Neville's wand to produce a flock of birds before handing it back to him. "Very good, very good!" said Bagman eagerly. "Now remember, Champions, your first task will be two Saturdays from now. Prepare for any eventuality! You're all dismissed."

"Not so fast, dearies!" a familiar sing-song voice rang out; everyone turned to see Rita Skeeter lurking in a corner, smiling sweetly at them. "We need photos and interviews with the school Champions!"

"Oh, right; very well," Bagman sighed, slinking off after Ollivander to leave the four Champions alone with her and the photographer.

"So, who wants to go first?" asked Rita, eyes greedily scanning the teens. "Mr. Longbottom, perhaps?"

"Actually, I'll go first," Harry piped up, drawing a look of mild surprise from Rita. He followed her across the hall into a separate empty classroom, where he immediately rounded on her as soon as the door was shut behind them.

"What're you on about?" he demanded. "Writing all that stuff about me and my Dad in the Prophet?"

"I just thought the people deserve to know what's happening around Hogwarts," Rita said, feigning innocence. "I follow the story, wherever it takes me."

"It's rubbish, and you know it!" Harry shouted. "You didn't even come to me to ask my side of it!"

"Oh, honey, reporting doesn't always work that way," Rita said in a patronizing tone that infuriated him even more. "Oftentimes we have to rush to print before we can gather quotes from both sides. Deadlines and all of that; surely you understand."

"I thought we had an agreement," Harry growled, taking a menacing step towards her. "I feed you valuable information, and you reap the benefits."

"I don't recall that being our agreement at all," Rita said, narrowing her eyes. "As I remember it, you tried to blackmail me in order to control the narrative in your favor. I nearly got fired for writing that piece about Dumbledore two years back."

"That's not my problem," Harry said hotly. "Now you're gonna go back and print a retraction about everything you said about me and my father. Or I'm going straight to Amelia Bones with what I know."

Rita did not look fazed by this threat. In fact, to Harry's horror, a sly grin spread across her face. "And what is it you think you know, dearie?" she asked, in a falsely-honeyed voice that reminded him chillingly of Dolores Umbridge.

"That you're an illegal Animagus," Harry said, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. "A beetle."

"How fascinating that you know my Animagus form already," Rita said with mock surprise. "Considering I only completed my registration four weeks ago."

Harry's heart skipped a beat. "Registration?" he repeated dumbly.

"Did you really think," Rita said sharply, all pretense of politeness evaporating, "that you could hold that over my head for the rest of my life, you stupid boy? I began the legal process the day after you threatened me. Two painstaking years of going through every step, by the book, under strict Ministry supervision, and I finally completed the process last month. And do you know what that means?"

Harry did know what it meant, and it was nothing good. He was now the one to back away in fear as Rita stalked towards him.

"I'm going to ruin your family," Rita snarled. "No teenage twerp is going to blackmail me and get away with it. I will smear your father's name through the mud until he's forced to flee the country, and while I'm at it, I'll make certain no one in this castle ever trusts you ever again."

"There's no reason we can't continue our cordial agreement," Harry said placatingly, trying desperately to remain calm. "I'll be your personal mole inside the castle—"

"No, my dear, I'm afraid our business here is concluded," Rita said, shaking her head. "I would say it's been a pleasure, but well, it hasn't. I suppose the pleasure will have to be all mine from here on out."

"You can't do this," Harry protested weakly. "Keep my family out of it, or I'll—I'll—"

"You'll do what?" Rita demanded. She watched him open and close his mouth a few times, powerless, then smirked in triumph. "That's what I thought. Now, I'm off to interview Neville...I'm sure he'll be scandalized to hear what vile things you had to say about him in private!" And Rita exited the room, leaving Harry alone with a sickening feeling in his stomach.

As if he didn't have enough on his plate already, now he had to worry about James losing his job because of his actions! He should have realized that his blackmail plan wouldn't be sustainable forever, and that Rita would take steps to protect herself. He could attempt to prove her guilt prior to her official registration, but that would risk her exposing his blackmail efforts, which would undoubtedly have even worse consequences.

Harry didn't bother returning to the other Champions for photographs, heading straight to the Great Hall for an early dinner. Most students were either studying or in class still, giving him a chance to eat quickly before any other students noticed his presence and began gossiping about him. He scarfed down a quick meal and got up to head to the library, intent to begin his preparations for the First Task—

"Oi, Potter!"

Harry turned around with a sigh, mentally preparing himself for yet another fight. Fred and George Weasley were approaching – Harry briefly had a flashback to his second year, when the twins had accosted him under the impression he'd been spying on Ginny in the bathroom. But they appeared docile now, no wands in sight. "Yeah?" he asked cautiously.

The twins stopped and examined him for a moment. "You playing Quidditch this year?" asked Fred.

"Erm," said Harry; that was far from the question he'd been expecting. "No, I guess not. The Ravenclaws don't want to play with me."

"Told ya Davies was a real git, didn't we?" George smirked. "But you know it's not restricted to House, right? Plenty of teams are mixing and matching."

"I dunno if anyone would want to play with me after what's happened," Harry shrugged.

The twins looked at each other. "We will," they said in unison.

Harry frowned. "Why?" he asked.

"Cause you're the best Seeker at the school, besides maybe Diggory," said Fred.

"Who we asked yesterday," George piped in.

"And he said he's already got a team."

"So now we're asking you!"

"You don't believe I put mine or Neville's names in, then?" asked Harry hopefully.

"We saw you take on those Death Eaters at the World Cup," Fred shrugged. "That's not something an attention-seeker does."

"To hell with Rita Skeeter's rubbish," George added with a smirk. "We know you're a good bloke, even if you're a bit crazy."

Harry wracked his brain, looking for some other excuse to prevent the twins from destroying their reputation by associating with him. "What about Ginny?" he asked. "Won't Gryffindor want to stay together?"

"She prefers playing Chaser," said Fred. "She joined a team of younger players for the practice."

"And Oliver graduated, so we'd have to recruit out of House either way," George added.

"What about the girls?" Harry asked, referring to the Chaser trio of Angelina, Alicia and Katie. "Are you sure they'd want to be associated with me?"

"We'll convince them," Fred winked. "Angelina's still a bit miffed about your selection, but she cares about winning more than anything, and I reckon we'd have a chance with you as our Seeker."

"A chance at second place, of course," George corrected. "Krum's playing with his Durmstrang blokes after all."

"He lost the World Cup," Harry pointed out. "We'll just have to repeat what the Irish did."

"I like that attitude, Potter!" Fred grinned, slapping him on the shoulder. "Is that a yes, then?"

"Yeah, I'm in!" Harry grinned. He had never considered the possibility of playing with his old Gryffindor teammates again in this timeline, and it sounded like a brilliant outlet to de-stress (and keep his Quidditch skills sharp).

"Splendid!" said George, clapping his hands together. "We'll just have to find a Keeper, but we know a couple people we can ask."

"Hopefully we won't have to ask Ron," Fred muttered darkly. "He's a fair flyer, but I'd rather not have him protecting our posts."

"I don't think there's much risk of that once he learns I'm on the team," Harry grinned. He had a brief but vivid memory of the entire school singing 'Weasley is our King' to celebrate Ron's failures and wasn't eager to relive the experience, even if the boy was annoying him now.

"We'll let you know when we start practicing," said George. "We'll probably have less time than usual to prepare, so hopefully we can improvise a game plan on the fly."

"I'm sure we'll figure something out," said Harry. He knew the Gryffindors' flying styles very well after five years of riding alongside them, and was excited to re-integrate with their formidable core.

Harry watched the twins depart, an odd feeling of gratitude welling up in him. As much as he didn't like to admit it, being the school pariah was a big drain on his mental health. Knowing that at least a few people in the castle had his back was enough to make him feel like it was worth continuing on.

A/N: Harry may have had some big wins lately, but that doesn't mean the losses are entirely behind him! Two steps forward, one step back, as they say...let's see if he can turn things around and win some hearts back for the First Task!
Year 4-07: The First Task

The encouragement continued for Harry in the days to come, in the form of several letters from familiar faces. Sirius and Remus both sent kind words of support, urging him to prepare hard and not worry about the lies Rita Skeeter was printing about him. Lily also sent a terse letter expressing her disapproval in his involvement with the Tournament, but wishing him luck and urging him to prepare hard for his first task. It was a small gesture, but another reminder that Harry was not alone in this situation and he had people in his corner rooting him on.

But the one person Harry hoped to hear most from, Saul Croaker, remained maddeningly silent. Harry had sent a quick coded message the day after his selection, seeking any information about what might have happened. He doubted Saul would know anything he didn't, though, and it was probably for the best that he didn't write back. If anyone spotted him opening a letter from Saul, it would only intensify the scrutiny and suspicion upon him.

Besides, finding the culprit would have to be a secondary priority now that a much more pressing issue loomed: survival. His first step would be to ensure that the First Task was the same as in his last timeline. He waited until his roommates went to sleep one night before casting a Disillusionment Charm on himself and sneaking out of Ravenclaw Tower. He'd been practicing the spell in the mirror in the bathroom for weeks, and while it wasn't as perfect as his trusty Invisibility Cloak, it would allow him to avoid detection from anyone not looking directly at him.

Harry crept through the castle, fortunately meeting no resistance en route to the grounds. He made his way to the broom shed outside the Quidditch stadium, unlocking it with a whispered "Alohomora" and slipping inside. His plan was to grab his Firebolt and fly out over the Forbidden Forest to locate the dragon enclosure he suspected would be there by now. However, when he reached the stall that should've held his prized broomstick, he found it empty.

His heart skipped a beat. Did somebody steal my Firebolt?! Harry thought with alarm. That was concerning enough as is, but his whole plan for beating the First Task had been to outfly the dragon as before. He couldn't do that on just any school broom...even with a Firebolt, the Hungarian Horntail had nearly eaten him for breakfast. But he couldn't dwell on it at that moment. He borrowed a broom from one of the neighboring stalls and took off into the night sky.

It took him an hour of silently circling over the trees to locate it: a heavily-warded clearing deep in the Forest, where four furious dragons were being wrangled by their handlers. Harry took stock of each of them, noting that they appeared to be the same breeds as before. He could not tell if any of them were nurturing eggs, but he had to assure the task would be the same as in his first timeline. He circled around and returned to the castle grounds, determined now to solve the case of the missing Firebolt.

Harry was tempted to raise the alarm immediately, but didn't want to alert the staff (or his classmates) that he'd been sneaking out of the castle late at night. So he waited until after his next Charms lesson to approach Professor Flitwick about the matter. "Mr. Potter!" Flitwick squeaked excitedly. "Preparing for your first task, I hope?"

"Yeah, sure am," Harry said evasively. "Sir, I went into the broom closet yesterday and found that my Firebolt was missing. D'you reckon somebody stole it?"

Flitwick sighed deeply at this, suddenly looking very guilty. "Ah, yes, I intended to tell you earlier," he muttered. "Your mother wrote to me a few days ago and requested that your broomstick be retrieved and owled back home."

"What!? Why?" Harry yelped in alarm.

"She seemed awfully concerned about your safety in the Tournament, being underage and all," Flitwick said sadly. "Said in her letter that you 'didn't need the distraction' at this point in time, and that you should focus on your preparation instead."

Harry cursed under his breath at this. He knew Lily didn't intend to sabotage his performance in the First Task, but he equally knew how stubborn his mother was and how unlikely she would be to change her mind. Now he would have to come up with an alternate plan to retrieve the egg safely.

That wasn't to mention the difficulties he would now have in the Quidditch league, as he relayed to Fred and George later that evening. "Ah, shame, that," Fred commiserated. "But that's alright. Even on a school broom I reckon you can outfly most folks here."

"Not like we're playing for anything but pride, anyway," George shrugged, also seemingly unconcerned. "Winning isn't everything."

"Just don't tell that to Angelina," Fred said in a more hushed tone. "She's determined to get first place at all costs."

"She's agreed, then?" Harry grinned. "And Katie and Alicia?"

"Sure have," George confirmed. "We found a Keeper, too – some Durmstrang bloke named Volkov. Dunno if he's any good, but beggars can't be choosers, I suppose."

"Brilliant," said Harry, figuring this could be a good opportunity to bond with students from the other schools. "I'm a bit busy preparing for the First Task at the moment, but I look forward to flying with you all."

"We'll plan on holding our first practice the week after the Task," said Fred.

"Assuming you survive it, of course," George winked.

"Not that we doubt you or anything."

"But do try not to get maimed, will you? We'd prefer our Seeker to have all four limbs intact!"

Harry laughed and bade them goodbye. He was grateful to still have the Weasley twins on his side – they brought a much-needed levity to his dire circumstances. It still stung to have Ron dead-set against him, but that was at least understandable – he was even more loyal to his best friend in this timeline due to his time spent among Hufflepuffs. If that meant Neville had steadfast support all throughout the Tournament, Harry could handle a bit of ill will in the short term.

It turned out that the twins weren't the only Weasleys in his corner, either. He was in the library working on Ancient Runes translation worksheets one afternoon when Ginny, Dahlia and Astoria walked up to his table, sitting around him without asking. "What's your blood type?" Dahlia asked without preamble.

"Erm...sorry?" Harry asked, bewildered. "No idea."

"Whatever; I'll just ask Mum," Dahlia sighed. "Madam Pomfrey asked me to help Snape restock potions for the First Task. Based on some of the supplies she's having me prepare, she seems to expect the Champions to get torn to shreds."

"Well, we each have to fight a dragon," Harry shrugged. "So that's a very real possibility."

All three girls' eyes widened at this information. "Blimey, a dragon?" Dahlia breathed. "That explains all the burn ointment I've had to mix this week…"

"But you're only fourteen!" Ginny gasped. "How do they expect you to take down a dragon?"

"They didn't expect any of us to be fourteen, for one thing," Harry sighed.

"What are you going to do?" asked a horrified Astoria.

"I have some ideas," Harry said vaguely, though he truthfully wasn't sure what his game plan was yet. "I'm more worried about Neville, to be honest."

"Everyone is," Ginny grimaced. "Besides my brothers, all of Gryffindor is rooting for him."

"And us," Dahlia said adamantly. "I've already hexed three people for spouting that Skeeter nonsense in the common room."

"You don't have to defend me," Harry said with a sad smile. "I can deal with the hate on my own."

"It's not just about you, dimwit," Dahlia scoffed. "Dad's reputation is on the line as well. He's threatening the Prophet with legal action, did you know? But so far they haven't issued a retraction."

"Controversy sells," Harry muttered bitterly. The Prophet had continued its speculation into the Potter family misdeeds in the weeks since Rita's first piece, as it was clearly a popular topic of interest. The more revered a man was in society, the more people wanted to see him knocked down a peg, Harry supposed.

"Well, good luck with your dragon, idiot," said Dahlia, standing to leave. "And try not to piss off any more reporters, will you?" And the Terrible Triplets departed, leaving Harry to his homework.

Dahlia's parting words did give Harry an idea, however. He packed up his things and headed to the Ravenclaw common room in search of somebody. He found her at a corner table, radish earrings swaying to and fro as she frantically filled out a dream chart, words spilling out over the intended boxes on the worksheet.

"Enjoying Divination, Luna?" asked Harry as he sat to join her.

"It's alright," Luna sighed, setting down her quill and flexing her hand. "The material is interesting, but I don't think Professor Trelawney understands it that well. She just spends all day predicting someone's imminent death in the castle."

"She's like that sometimes," Harry agreed. He too had noticed Trelawney's more morbid disposition this term, though with what he knew about the Dark Lord's bid for resurrection, it might be somewhat warranted. "Say, how's your dad doing? I've been meaning to write to him and thank him again for having me this summer."

"He was happy to have you," Luna beamed. "I know Daddy worries about me not having any friends at Hogwarts. Not that I need that many, of course – the voices always keep me company."

"...Right," Harry chuckled awkwardly. "Listen, d'you think he'd be interested in publishing a rebuttal in the Quibbler to Rita Skeeter's articles about me and my dad? I think people might be interested in reading that."

"Oh, I'm not so sure," Luna hummed thoughtfully. "It might interfere with coverage of wrackspurt mating season...Daddy said we printed over one hundred copies last month alone!

"I'd love to ask him anyway," Harry shrugged. "Maybe I can meet him for the next Hogsmeade weekend or something."

"Ooh, that's a splendid idea!" said Luna. "It's my first year going to the village myself...we can all get lunch together!"

"I'd like that," Harry smiled. He remembered how useful The Quibbler had been as a tool to fight back against the Daily Prophet's lies in his original fifth year, and figured it could once again help to curtail the effects of Rita Skeeter's vengeful rampage. He just had to hope that Xenophilius Lovegood could be convinced that such a story was worth risking his reputation for (whatever reputation that may be).

But once again, such matters would have to wait until after the First Task, which was fast approaching. Harry spent all his free time in the library, looking into potential methods of dealing with the dragon. His backup plan would be the Conjunctivitis Curse, which could blind the dragon and give him a brief window to sneak past it, but it was risky and far from foolproof. He hoped to think of something better suited to his own skill set and less prone to getting himself injured in the process.

The Monday before the task, Harry awoke early as usual and headed down to the Great Hall for breakfast before anyone else was awake. He found it was the only way to enjoy his meal in peace without gaggles of onlookers glaring daggers and gossiping behind his back. He was surprised to learn that he was not the only person employing this strategy, as he spotted Neville Longbottom alone at the Slytherin table, quietly consuming his meal. Perhaps he too was avoiding the crowds, or was nervous under so much scrutiny as a school Champion.

Harry knew he might never get another opportunity to talk to the boy alone, so he strode over and sat opposite Neville. "Morning, Nev," he said casually, causing Neville to jump.

"Harry!" he stammered, looking around for any other familiar face (which there was none in sight). "W-what is it?"

"Dragons," said Harry in an undertone.

"Sorry—what?" Neville asked, frowning.

"The First Task is dragons," Harry said. "We each have to face one, and retrieve an egg from its nest."

Neville frowned at this information. Then, to Harry's surprise, he said, "I know."

"You do?" Harry asked. "How?"

"Hagrid," Neville muttered, glancing up at the Head Table as though he'd get in trouble for ratting the man out. "He took me out to the Forest the other night."

"Oh...good, that's good," Harry nodded. "So, what's your plan?"

"Come again?"

"Do you have a strategy to beat it?" Harry pressed. "You have put thought into it, haven't you?"

"I...I mean, of course I have—" Neville stammered.

"If you need pointers on beating a dragon," Harry said, "there are a few books in the library I would recommend checking out—"

Suddenly, Harry felt a firm hand grasp his shoulder from behind. "Trying to steal secrets from the enemy, are we, Potter?" growled Ron, having just arrived into the Hall.

"Neville's not my enemy," Harry said smoothly, standing from the Slytherin table. "Just seeing if he needed any help with his task."

"Your help isn't appreciated, Potter," Ron snapped. "You probably want to feed him false information to embarrass him, don't you?"

"Are you really accusing me of trying to get Neville killed?" Harry scoffed, incredulous. "Blimey, Weasley, I knew you were thick, but I assumed you had more than one brain cell functioning up there!"

Ron looked very much like he wanted to haul off and hit Harry for this, but they were interrupted by a new arrival. "Is there a problem here, boys?" Professor Snape asked in a drawling tone, eyebrow arched suspiciously at their aggressive postures.

"Not at all, sir," Harry said, backing away from the situation. "Just wishing Neville good luck with his task." And he returned to the Ravenclaw table, hoping that Neville would be able to figure out the dragon on his own.

Later that morning, Harry received a memo requesting his presence at Professor Moody's office after afternoon classes concluded. He arrived at the DADA classroom and spotted a familiar figure waiting outside – one sporting spiky neon-green hair, leather jeans and a biker tee. "Wotcher, Tonks," he greeted the Metamorphmagus.

"Well well, if it isn't the newest Hogwarts Champion," Tonks said, quirking an eyebrow at him. "Who'd you piss off this time, Potter?"

"A Dark Lord," Harry shrugged casually. "I'll have to prank him twice as hard next time I see him."

"Funny," Tonks said sardonically. "Attitude like that, and you might set a new Tournament record. For quickest death, that is."

"I'm nothing if not an over-achiever," Harry quipped back. "What're you doing at Hogwarts, anyway?"

"Moody sent for me," Tonks shrugged. "He must've missed me after I graduated the training program last spring...poor guy missed being teased about his scars all day!"

"Who wouldn't?" Harry grinned. "After you, Madame Auror."

Harry followed Tonks into the Defense classroom. Moody was waiting for them, pacing restlessly at the front of the room. "Wotcher, Mad-Eye," Tonks greeted the man with a casual salute, jumping up to sit cross-legged on a nearby desk.

"Not so fast, Nymphadora," Moody growled. "Don't you have something to ask me first?"

"Come off it, I know it's you—" Tonks sighed.

"Humor me," Moody snapped.

"Fine," Tonks huffed. "What was the first comment you made to me when I was assigned as your trainee?"

"I believe I asked when the circus was in town, due to your pink hair at the time," Moody grinned. "And I told you to remove those gaudy earrings you had on, as they would be liabilities in combat."

"They were my grandmother's," Tonks muttered bitterly. "Can we move on now?"

"Not until I have verified your identity," said Moody. "What remark did you make about Harry when we left Godric's Hollow two summers ago?"

Tonks reddened furiously at this. "Ask me something else, Mad-Eye," she groaned.

"Answer, Nymphadora, or I can't know that it's you!" Moody demanded.

"Fine," Tonks huffed. "I said, at this rate, Harry will grow up to be as much of a heart-breaker as his father. Happy?"

Moody roared with laughter as both Tonks and Harry awkwardly avoided eye contact with one another. "Alright, you kids, enough teasing," he chuckled. "Let's get down to business. Potter has a task to prepare for, and we have to make sure he gets through it in one piece."

"Are teachers supposed to help the Champions with their tasks?" Tonks frowned.

"Nope," Moody shrugged. "But fourteen-year-olds aren't supposed to be able to enter, either. To hell with the rules! There's treachery afoot, and I don't give a damn about what's fair."

"Maybe I'll get disqualified for cheating," Harry grinned. "That would be the best outcome, really – then I can focus on helping Neville through the Tournament."

"Being alongside him presents potential opportunities to help, however," Moody pointed out. "You may be able to assist him better from there rather than the sidelines."

"Not for the First Task, anyway," Harry frowned. And he explained what he'd seen in the Forbidden Forest, and what he suspected (or rather, knew with near certainty) the task itself would comprise of.

"Bloody hell, they're making you fight a dragon?" Tonks whistled. "Is the Ministry trying to get you all killed?"

"They won't have to kill the dragons, just distract them long enough to retrieve the egg," Moody mused. "Certainly doable if you're clever enough. Got any ideas, boy?"

"I was going to use my broom to lure the dragon away," Harry admitted. "But I don't have access to my Firebolt right now, and don't trust the school brooms for the job."

"Nor should you," Moody agreed. "Your father tells me you have a Kneazle core wand. You may have an aptitude for illusory magic, which is why I've invited Tonks today to teach you a few tricks."

"Sorry to break it to you both, but I've never fought a dragon before," Tonks snorted.

"But you've used illusory magic in combat!" Harry insisted. "You can probably teach me a thing or two about deception to keep myself alive."

"There's something in that," Moody said thoughtfully. "Why don't we start with a warm-up duel? James tells me that young Harry here has become something of a force in that department."

"Oh, I wouldn't want to be responsible for bullying a school Champion so soon before a task," Tonks said, a mirthful twinkle in her eye.

"No risk in that happening," Harry shot back with a grin. "My mother taught me to never hit a girl, but I can make an exception."

"Ooh, you're asking for it now, Potter," Tonks grinned. She strode to the opposite side of the room as Moody cleared space for them to square off against each other. Harry was eager to test himself against Tonks once again – she'd bested him thoroughly the last time they dueled two years prior, but he'd gotten much stronger since then.

"Begin!" shouted Moody.

Tonks did not go easy on Harry, launching into a furious offensive that forced him onto the back foot. He quickly realized that she had grown stronger, too – she was no longer just a trainee, but a fully-fledged Auror herself. "What's the matter, Potter?" Tonks laughed. "Can't handle the heat?"

"Just letting you get comfortable," Harry quipped in response. He retaliated with a counter-offensive of her own, forcing her to dance away from his barrage of jinxes and hexes. Neither she nor Moody commented on Harry's use of dangerous curses like the Bone-Breaker – it must be standard procedure for Aurors to deal with after all.

"You've gotten better since the last time we fought," Tonks remarked as she spun away from a barrage of spellfire. "Your father's taught you well."

"I'm a quick learner," Harry shrugged, not letting Tonks' banter break his concentration.

"Unfortunately for you, I know your father's fighting style inside and out," Tonks grinned. And she launched back into the fight, keeping Harry on his toes, alternating between shielding and dodging spells. She's good, Harry thought. But she's not invincible. I just have to wait for an opening.

That opening seemed to come when Tonks stumbled slightly, losing her balance and nearly tripping over her own feet. Harry pressed forward for the winning blow, but Tonks thrust her wand at the ground and raised a plume of smoke, obscuring his view of her. He fired a few test spells into the haze, but none connected. "Hiding, are we, Nymphadora?" he taunted. "Afraid of getting bested by a teenager?"

A blur of motion caught his eye to the left, and he saw Tonks sprinting out of the smoke for the cover of a nearby toppled desk. She fired a few spells at him as she ran, which he easily sidestepped, sending a barrage back at her. His aim was true; Tonks was caught with his Tripping Jinx, sprawling to the ground on all fours. Harry followed it with a Binding Curse and Disarming Charm, watching triumphantly as Tonks was bound in heavy ropes and her wand clattered out of sight.

"Were those theatrics really worth it?" Harry scoffed, lowering his wand at the sight of his defenseless opponent.

"Weren't they?" a voice whispered coyly in his ear, as Harry felt a wand tip pressed to the back of his neck. "Drop it, Potter."

Harry groaned and dropped his wand, turning to see the real Tonks standing behind him, smirking in triumph. "How'd you do that?" he sighed in defeat.

"Diversion," Tonks grinned, summoning Harry's wand to hand and giving it back to him. "Your eyes were drawn to my clone leaving the smoke, so you didn't notice the real me Disillusioning myself and sneaking around behind you."

"But your copy was casting spells!" Harry protested, looking back to the spot where he'd seen Tonks trip and fall (which was now vacant).

"A trick you'll want to learn for yourself," said Tonks. "In order for illusions to be successful, you have to make your enemy believe they are real. Once the immersion is broken, all effectiveness is lost."

"I would have known that wasn't the real Nymphadora as soon as she tripped," Moody chimed in. "She may be clumsy, but she would never face-plant like that without rolling into the momentum."

"Exactly," said Tonks. "I was too focused on getting behind you to maintain the perfect illusion for my clone. You have to watch for tiny imperfections like that."

"But shouldn't I be learning how to do this myself, instead of how to counter it?" Harry frowned.

"What kind of asinine question is that?" Moody snapped. "Understanding the limitations of a branch of magic is the first step towards mastering it! You must learn what not to do in order to avoid making novice mistakes."

"We'll focus today on training you to recognize the flaws in illusory magic," Tonks agreed. "Tomorrow we can start easing you into using it yourself."

"Fine," Harry sighed, as Tonks crossed the room to prepare for another duel. He still felt entirely clueless about what he was supposed to be looking for, but figured it was good practice one way or another.

And as their duels wore on that afternoon, Harry gradually began to notice the small nuances in Tonks' illusions that she was talking about. Deviations from her usual movement style; behaviors that didn't perfectly line up with the flow of battle. He finally succeeded in recognizing another sneak attack an hour into their session; he ignored the version of Tonks that was sprinting head-on at him and spun around with a Shield Charm to deflect the real version's Stunner from behind.

"Good, Potter, good!" Moody barked. "That's a good place to stop for the day. You're beginning to get a handle on these things."

"Not perfect, but impressive for your first day encountering it," Tonks agreed.

"Thanks," Harry panted. He was tired from the physical and mental strain of their battles, but nonetheless pleased with himself.

"We'll reconvene same time tomorrow," said Moody. "But first, Potter, I want to give you something."

"Aw, Harry gets a gift and I don't?" Tonks pouted.

"Not a gift," Moody growled. He reached into his robes and withdrew what looked like a small, misshapen glass cube. Moody handed it to Harry, who turned it over in his palm; it was comprised of several different compartments, each containing a liquid of a different color and consistency.

"What's this?" Harry frowned.

"An Auror's Toolkit?" Tonks said in recognition. "Are you sure that's a good idea, Moody?"

"Reasonably so," Moody shrugged. "Every Auror worth his salt carries one of those around at all times, boy. It contains a small sample of key potions one might need out in the field. Poison antidote, Blood Replenisher, Veritaserum, Thief's Downfall—"

"And Polyjuice Potion," Tonks frowned. "Surely an underage student doesn't need access to this, Mad-Eye—"

"Harry is no ordinary underage student," Moody argued. "He understands that this is not a toy, or something to be abused. This is for life-or-death situations only, got it?"

"Got it," Harry agreed. He could see the dangers in giving such potent tools to a teenager, but had no intention of abusing the privilege. "But why are you giving it to me?"

"Because someone's out to get you," Moody growled. "Dumbledore may be convinced the impostor lies outside this castle, but I'm not so sure. Keep that on you, boy, just in case you need to get out of a tight spot. You're a clever lad; I'm sure you can come up with some creative solutions."

"Alright," Harry shrugged, slipping the cube into his robes. It must have been charmed, because he barely noticed it resting against his hip – not nearly the imposition he thought it might be. He had no idea what use he might have for such powerful potions, but it was better to have them and not need them than the other way around.

"Speaking of which, best not tell the Headmaster about this," Moody muttered. "I don't think he would agree with me giving you this. But then, Albus has never liked any plan that he is not completely in control of himself."

"Never thought I'd see the day you defy Dumbledore's wishes, Mad-Eye," Tonks whistled. "You have more of a rebellious streak than I gave you credit for."

"Soon he'll be dyeing his hair green and supporting the Weird Sisters," Harry quipped, earning him a scowl from the ex-Auror as he and Tonks shared a laugh at his expense.

Harry continued learning illusory magic from Tonks over the subsequent week, feeling gradually more confident that he understood the fundamentals well enough to perform it himself. In addition to self-cloning, Tonks taught him a few other useful tricks, such as creating copies of other people and objects, many of which fooled him into believing they were real. It was remarkably similar magic to Transfiguration, Harry realized, only instead of altering an object's properties, he was projecting those properties onto nothing.

One memorable duel came late in the week, when Tonks summoned a projection of Dahlia in an effort to divert his attention into protecting her from incoming spellfire. "Good work ignoring that one," Tonks admitted when Harry didn't take the bait. "How'd you know that wasn't your real sister?"

"Just a hunch," Harry shrugged. He'd only known his sister for three years in this timeline, but she didn't seem the type to scream 'Save me, Harry!' like a helpless child. She probably would have found some clever way to insult him, or blame him for involving her in the situation, rather than beg for help.

The only thing Tonks refused to teach him was the Body-Mirroring Charm, claiming that he was too young for it. But she didn't know he'd undergone the Ritual of Ontogenesis, and could likely handle the added strain to his magical core. A game plan was forming in his mind about how to deal with the dragon, and he felt more and more confident about it as the week went on.

But all that confidence evaporated on the day of the First Task. He entered the Great Hall early as usual, but found it already packed with excited students, eager for the festivities to begin. He had to endure the jeers and taunts of the other students as he ate, doing his best to ignore them along with the butterflies flapping madly in his stomach.

Fortunately, it wasn't all ill-will towards Harry. Luna sat across from him and offered kind words of encouragement, and he heard a few whispers of 'good luck' as he got up to leave the Hall. Fred and George Weasley loudly trumpeted his exit with an improvised song proclaiming his imminent victory in the task, which made him snort with laughter. It was a much needed reprieve from the stress of what the day would bring.

Harry arrived at the tent that had been erected at the outskirts of the Forbidden Forest, where he found Krum and Fleur already inside. Neither of them acknowledged his presence, going through their own mental preparations. Neville arrived soon after, looking pale and clammy; Harry thought about offering words of encouragement, but didn't think he could formulate words of his own due to nerves. He busied himself with stretches until Ludo Bagman arrived to begin the proceedings.

"Welcome to your first task of the Triwizard Tournament, Champions!" Bagman greeted the four of them. "I'm sure you're all anxious to learn what today's task entails...you will be facing dragons!"

He paused for dramatic effect, but none of the Champions reacted; clearly they already knew about the dragons. "Right, well," Bagman chuckled, clearing his throat. "You must retrieve a golden egg from the nest of your assigned dragon. Points will be awarded for creativity, showmanship, and of course, not getting burned to a crisp!"

Bagman again paused, this time for humorous effect, but again got no reaction. "Let's see who will be facing which dragon!" he chuckled awkwardly, procuring a small red bag to determine the order.

Fleur reached her hand in first and withdrew the Welsh Green, with a number three around its neck. Krum went next and procured the Chinese Fireball, wearing the number two.

Then it was Harry's turn. He wasn't sure which he was dreading more: facing the Hungarian Horntail again, or being forced to watch Neville do so himself, unable to assist him. Harry reached his hand in, feeling mixed emotions when he pulled out the Swedish Short-Snout, wearing the number one. That left a trembling Neville with the Hungarian Horntail in fourth position.

"Splendid!" Bagman said, clearly not sensing the palpable tension in the room. "Give us just a moment to set up, Mr. Potter, and we'll call you out to begin your task."

Harry nodded as Bagman departed from the tent, leaving the four Champions alone. Krum and Fleur walked to separate corners, pacing in place or muttering to themselves, mulling over their strategies in their heads. Neville was rooted to the spot, still staring down at the Horntail, shaking badly.

"Alright there, Neville?" asked Harry, walking over to the boy.

"Y-yeah," Neville said shakily. "You?"

"Hope so," said Harry. "Listen...there's no shame in surrendering if you can't complete the task. You may not get points, but surviving is the most important thing."

Neville's eyes suddenly snapped up to Harry's, peering at him with an intensity Harry didn't expect. "I'm not a quitter," he said adamantly. "I'm going to get that egg."

"You have a plan, then?" Harry asked hopefully.

"Yeah," Neville nodded. "We'll see if it works."

"Good luck, Neville," Harry said, giving him a reassuring pat on the back. He was surprised by the determination in Neville's expression now; his fear clearly had not overcome him like Harry suspected. Maybe he does stand a chance, he thought to himself, leaving the boy alone to prepare in peace.

First he had to get past his own dragon. And he didn't have long to prepare himself before a distant cannon blast beckoned him into the arena. "Good luck, everyone," he announced to the tent before leaving, striding purposefully down the narrow path through the trees to the arena entrance. No turning back now, Harry thought to himself as he stepped out into open air to begin the First Task.

The crowd roared at the sight of him, an equal measure of cheers and boos. Harry tuned them out and squinted across the clearing towards the Swedish Short-Snout, which was eyeing him dangerously, crouched low over its nest. Harry crept forward, inching ever closer, though those reptilian eyes never left his, daring him to make a move, to make a mistake.

Harry stopped halfway across the clearing. Here goes nothing, he thought to himself as he drew his wand. "Homunculi speculo!" he shouted, flourishing his wand through the air.

Harry once again felt a horrible sensation of his mind being ripped apart, but he did not black out this time. He opened his eyes, and found himself staring at five separate dragons, still leering menacingly at him. Or rather, the same dragon viewed from five different perspectives.

"A flawless Body-Mirroring Charm!" Ludo Bagman shouted into the microphone as the crowd roared its approval. "Mr. Potter has created five identical clones of himself...but which one is the real one? That's for the Short-Snout to figure out!"

In reality, as Tonks had taught him in their last lesson, all of the clones were the real Harry, and also none of them. Harry found that he could shift his perspective between them, as though inhabiting each briefly before his consciousness moved to the next. So long as he was not present within the copy of himself that the dragon chose to attack, it would not be able to physically harm him.

Harry decided to test this by sending one of his clones sprinting directly at the nest. The dragon roared its displeasure and sent a jet of flames at him; Harry abruptly pulled his consciousness from the clone, and when the flames subsided, his copy was slowly backing away, remaining perfectly intact. The crowd screamed in unison at this stunt, sighing with relief when they saw Harry unharmed.

"An unbelievable feint from Potter!" Bagman screamed with glee. "No free meals for this dragon...but can this strategy actually pay dividends?"

Harry knew the dragon would not be easily fooled. It was an intelligent creature, and already it seemed to be understanding the trick, still eyeing all five clones as equal threats. Harry slowly spread his forces out, his five copies forming a wide semi-circle around the dragon, forcing its attention in multiple directions. But the Short-Snout wisely stayed put, refusing to leave its nest to lash out at any of the clones just out of reach.

Luckily, he'd planned for such an outcome. His success in the previous timeline was not actually outflying the dragon, after all – it was tricking it into taking flight and leaving the nest unattended. And trickery was his new specialty.

Harry focused his attention away from his clones momentarily and onto the dragon itself. His next stunt would once again risk over-exerting his magical core, but he felt good so far. Hopefully the Ritual of Ontogenesis has completed its work by now, he thought as he brandished his wand once more. "Effingo creatura!" he shouted.

For a moment, nothing happened. The crowd murmured silently in confusion, unsure what his spell was meant to do. Then, there was a distant roar, and all eyes were drawn to the opposite end of the arena: a second Swedish Short-Snout had appeared, perching at the edge of the stadium and leering at the original.

The nesting Short-Snout bellowed angrily at the new arrival, but still did not leave its nest to meet the new challenge. Stubborn, are we? Harry thought irritably. Let's test your patience, then.

He sent his projection of the dragon airborne, flapping its massive wings over the crowd and diving towards the real thing. Harry muttered a hushed Incendio to add real heat to the projected flames shot from his illusion, flying over the head of the real dragon. The crowd must have felt the heat themselves, because they roared in appreciation at the spectacle. Even Ludo Bagman was rendered speechless, his commentary abandoned in favor of jumping up and down in his seat with glee.

Harry made his conjured dragon circle around in midair, swooping down low again over the Short-Snout for another feigned attack. This time he succeeded in getting the nesting dragon to rear up onto its back legs, swiping at the illusion with its front talons. It was no longer paying attention to Harry's clones, fully focused on the dive-bombing false dragon circling overhead. Come on, Harry silently egged it on. Just a little more...take off…

Harry urged his illusion in for another swoop, lower this time. The nesting mother actually flinched at the low approach, ducking out of the way of the swipe the illusion took at its head. This time the real dragon actually took a small leap after the retreating illusion, landing a few feet in front of the nest, leaving a small opening from behind…

The cheering crowd must have alerted the dragon to the danger, as it spun around just in time to see Harry sprint towards the nest and scoop the golden egg up in his arms. The Short-Snout roared angrily and whipped its tail around with alarming speed; it caught Harry fully in the chest, crushing his egg and sending him flying, over the arena wall and out of sight.

The crowd screamed in horror as the dragon roared in triumph. But both were too late to realize the truth: the dragon turned back just in time to see the real Harry, all illusions now dispelled, grabbing the real golden egg and sprinting out of reach. The Short-Snout sent a jet of flame after his retreating form; Harry felt the heat singe his backside as he dove for safety, the egg safely clutched under his arm.

"I don't believe what I've just seen!" Ludo Bagman shouted hoarsely as the crowd went wild. "Harry Potter has successfully retrieved his egg with impressive use of illusions! I don't think anyone was expecting such advanced magic from the youngster!"

Harry did not stick around to acknowledge the chants of "Harry! Harry! Harry!" rising from the stands. He was too relieved that his gambit had worked, and judging by the pain radiating from his back, the dragon flames had actually made contact with its intended target. He limped through the clearing towards the medical tent, where Madam Pomfrey shooed him inside and beckoned him towards a nearby cot.

"Forcing teenagers to fight dragons," Pomfrey scoffed as she waved her wand over Harry to examine him. "Never thought I'd see the day...Miss Potter, do you have the burn ointment?"

"Yes, ma'am," said a nearby voice. Harry realized they were not alone; Dahlia approached from the corner, dressed in white Healer trainee robes. "Let me see your back, idiot."

"Should I remove my shirt?" Harry asked.

"What shirt?" Dahlia grimaced.

Harry looked down, he hadn't realized that his shirt was barely clinging to his front in tatters, while the back must have been burned away entirely. He felt a sharp pain as Dahlia began to apply the cool ointment to his back, his burn wounds more severe than he realized.

"Quit squirming!" she chastised him. Harry sat still as Dahlia rubbed the ointment into his back. Gradually the pain began to lessen, replaced by a faint tingling sensation as the healing process began. Madam Pomfrey circled around to examine her work.

"Well done, Miss Potter," she appraised the girl. "Now, how do we go about bandaging the wound?"

"We don't," Dahlia recited at once. "Open air is the best way to let the ointment do its work."

"Well-reasoned, young lady," Madam Pomfrey smiled at the girl. "Five points to Gryffindor. Now up you get, Mr. Potter; you've got to go receive your scores from the judges."

Harry gingerly got to his feet, glad to learn that he could walk under his own power. "Feel alright?" Dahlia asked him.

"Yeah, right as rain," he nodded. "Thanks."

"Good," said Dahlia. Then she shoved him hard in the chest, nearly causing him to topple over. "Never pull a stunt like that again!" she wailed. "I thought you'd been killed."

"No dragon could ever hope to catch me," Harry winked as he wrapped his sister in a tight hug. "And now I know I'll always have you waiting to patch me up after."

Harry departed the tent and walked back out into the arena, nodding politely at the cheers sent his way from the stands. "And now, for the judges' scores!" said Bagman. He went first, sending a shimmering 10 into the air, earning the approval of the crowd. Wonder if he's got Galleons on me winning in this timeline as well? Harry wondered, slightly bemused.

Dumbledore was next, awarding Harry a 9. To no surprise, Karkaroff gave him a 4, drawing boos from the crowd; Madame Maxime clearly still held a grudge against Harry, for she too only gave him a 6 for his efforts. But Harry didn't care one bit about his score – he was just glad to be alive, and still consumed with worry for Neville's safety.

Harry was directed to a side section of the stands, where his family was waiting for him. "That was some of the best illusory magic I've ever seen!" laughed Sirius, wrapping Harry in a tight hug. "I told you that you could do it."

"Well done, son," James said, patting Harry on the shoulder affectionately.

Lily was beside herself with tears. "I th-thought we'd l-lost you," she sobbed, launching at Harry with a hug. "Don't ever s-scare us like that again."

"I won't, promise," said Harry, struggling to breathe through his mother's vice grip. A familiar face was peeking out at him from beyond the red hair in his face, and he laughed in recognition. "Uncle Remus!"

"Hey, Harry," Lupin grinned as Harry embraced him. The man looked more youthful and full of energy than Harry had ever seen; vacation had clearly done wonders for him. "I'd like to introduce you to somebody."

Harry realized that Lupin was holding hands with a young witch he didn't recognize, with sun-bleached hair and a friendly face. "This is Alessia," Lupin said, beaming at the woman and receiving a radiant smile in return. "We met in Italy a year ago."

"Almost a year and a 'alf now, darling," Alessia said in a heavy accent, giving Lupin a gentle kiss.

"And you've been traveling with him all this time?" asked Harry.

"Yes, well, it turns out I didn't make it much farther than Italy after all," Lupin smiled sheepishly. "My first stop was a Healer academy in Milan, to assist them with some werewolf-related medical research. I only intended to stay for a week or two, but then I met Alessia studying there, and well, I decided to stay."

"And here I thought you were living your best bachelor life all this time," Sirius grumbled, shaking his head in mock disapproval. "You went and domesticated yourself in the first month abroad."

"You're just jealous that he found a more beautiful partner than you could dream of getting," Harry quipped, drawing roars of laughter from Sirius and James. "Nice to meet you, Alessia."

The reunion was cut short by Ludo Bagman's magically amplified voice. "And here comes our second challenger!" he announced. "Put your hands together for Viktor Krum!"

The Swedish Short-Snout had been replaced by the Chinese Fireball, and Harry watched as Krum entered the arena and began his task. Harry's thoughts were still preoccupied with Neville's looming showdown with the Hungarian Horntail, barely able to focus on the action before him. Things seemed to be progressing much the same as in the last timeline anyway; Krum went for a Conjunctivitis Curse on the dragon's eyes, causing it to stomp painfully around and lose him points for smashed eggs, though he successfully retrieved his own.

Fleur was next, and Harry was impressed by her entrancing melody as she sang the Welsh Green (and half the crowd) to sleep. Only James, Harry and Lupin remained unaffected, watching as Fleur nearly escaped unscathed before a spurt of flame shot from the dragon's nose mid-snore and set her skirt ablaze, docking her more points.

Finally, it was time for the fourth and final test. Harry watched as the dragon handlers wrestled the massive Hungarian Horntail into the arena and shackled it into place. "Blimey, they're making Longbottom fight that?!" James whistled. That certainly didn't help Harry's nerves, as he said a silent prayer for Neville's survival, wondering how on earth the boy planned on succeeding in his task.

Soon the cannon blast heralded his arrival, and Neville shuffled into the arena, looking horrified by the sight of the dragon. It leered menacingly at him, already puffing hot flame in anticipation of roasting him alive. This cannot end well, Harry thought desperately. They really should stop this before he gets killed.

But Neville pressed onward. Harry realized that the boy was holding something in his free hand behind his back, though he could not see what it was. "What's his plan?" Sirius muttered worriedly. "He's got to do something…"

Neville drew his wand and muttered a quiet incantation. The small object in his hand zoomed forwards, landing with a silent plop between the dragon's feet. The Horntail looked down at it and sniffed, seemingly sensing no danger, before it returned its attention towards Neville.

"That was, erm, an interesting attempt at diverting the dragon's notice," Bagman chuckled nervously. "You'll have to do better than that, Mr. Longbottom!"

Neville began inching to his right, not making any sudden movements. The Horntail followed with its head only, eyeing him suspiciously. Impatiently, it sent a jet of flame in Neville's direction; the boy dove behind a rock for cover, but wasn't quite fast enough. His shirt sleeve caught fire, and he hastily extinguished it with a jet of water.

Neville remained crouched behind the rock, nursing his now-injured arm and occasionally peeking out around the rock towards the dragon. The Horntail did not advance, remaining perched over its nest, occasionally sending more jets of flame to discourage Neville from coming any closer. But that didn't seem likely – Neville was making no attempt to move from his spot of relative safety.

Then, Neville stood from behind the rock and shot a fireball at the dragon. It landed well short, sending a small puff of smoke in the air. The crowd murmured uncomfortably at this feeble effort.

"Fighting fire with fire, eh, Mr. Longbottom?" Bagman chuckled awkwardly. "A valiant effort, but perhaps not the best solution here!"

But Neville seemed undeterred. He continued to pop up and shoot tiny bursts of flame at the Horntail before returning to his hiding place. The dragon seemed unaffected; even the one burst that made contact merely dissipated against its tough scales. "What the hell is he doing?" Sirius muttered nervously. "He's not gonna hurt the dragon that way…"

"He's not aiming for the dragon," Harry realized, sensing Neville's plan seconds before it sprang into action. The boy's next puff of flame hit the small package at the dragon's feet, bursting open and unraveling a tangle of what looked like green wires. They began wrapping themselves around the Horntail's feet, causing it to roar angrily at the writhing mass threatening to root it in place.

"Ah, a bit of plant trickery from Mr. Longbottom!" Bagman said in recognition. "The young Herbology prodigy trying a unique strategy to take down his fearsome foe!"

The Horntail began stamping at the vines wrapping around it, but it did not seem to help much. "Aren't plants weak to fire?" Lily murmured quietly to herself, as the dragon seemed to realize the same thing. It sent a jet of flame from its mouth onto the vines, and immediately Harry understood what was about to happen.

Rather than burn the vines away, the flames seemed to feed into them, causing the vines to strengthen and grow, tightening their grip on the dragon's legs. The Horntail began to panic, shooting more fire at the vines, not realizing that it was only causing the plant mass to grow even faster. It took a matter of seconds before the vines began to snake up its torso and completely engulf the dragon, causing it to topple over, away from its nest.

The Horntail continued to thrash and rage within its bindings, shooting more angry flames everywhere, which only worsened its predicament. Soon not even its head was visible anymore, buried beneath a snarling mass of vines. The crowd, realizing what had happened, exploded with cheers as Neville calmly walked forward and picked up the egg, walking back to the starting area without breaking a sweat.

"What an ingenious strategy!" Bagman shouted as the crowd cheered its appreciation. "Not everyday that you see the Indonesian Fire Vine used as a weapon...the rare magical plant that grows not on water, but on flames! And Longbottom escapes intact with his egg!"

Harry breathed a tremendous sigh of relief, feeling lighter than he had in weeks. This was the task Neville was the most likely to fail at, with Harry unable to assist him, and he'd passed with flying colors. And that was reflected in the scores; three of the four judges awarded him a 9, with even a begrudging Karkaroff forced to award him a 6.

"That concludes the First Task of the Triwizard Tournament!" Bagman announced excitedly. "In first place we have Neville Longbottom with 33 points! In second is Harry Potter with 29, followed by Viktor Krum with 26 and Fleur Delacour with 25. Champions, please join me in the holding tent for further instructions on your next task!"

"See you soon, sweetheart," said Lily, kissing her son good-bye. "Take care of your sister, will you?"

"Looks like she's the one taking care of him," James remarked, eyeing Harry's exposed back. "He's nearly healed by now."

"Arrivederci, Harry," said Alessia, shaking his hand in farewell as Sirius and Remus both clapped him on the shoulders with pride.

Harry returned to the Champions' tent, where Krum and Fleur stood chatting in one corner while Neville sat on a cot in another, Dahlia applying ointment to his arm. Harry awkwardly stood in his own corner until Bagman hustled in, beaming widely.

"Splendid work today, lady and gentlemen!" he appraised them. "Your second task will take place on the morning of February the 24th. I can't tell you what it is just yet, but if you open up that golden egg of yours, it may provide you with some helpful hints!"

Bagman winked before exiting the tent, leaving the four Champions alone again. "Well done, all of you," Harry said sincerely to the other three. "Especially you, Neville...I was really worried."

"What for?" Neville shrugged nonchalantly. "As soon as I learned what the task was, I knew a fail-safe way to beat it."

"Yeah, nice thinking with that fire plant thingy," Harry agreed. "That was impressive to watch."

"Was it?" Neville asked, suddenly rounding on Harry. "Or are you just shocked that I proved to be competent at something for once?"

"Of course that's not what I meant," Harry said, confused. "I knew you could do it—"

"I wish you'd quit treating me like a baby, Potter," Neville scoffed. "I'm more capable than you seem to think I am. And I'm going to prove it by winning this Tournament." And he stomped out of the tent, leaving a perplexed Harry alone with the two elder Champions.

"Is 'e always like that?" Krum asked, bemused.

"Only recently," Harry grumbled, once again feeling mixed emotions. On the one hand he was grateful that Neville had survived the task. On the other, he feared that he'd alienated the boy by coddling him and making him resent Harry's over-protective nature. That instinct might drive him to do something stupid to prove himself. Something like win the Tournament by reaching the Triwizard Cup before the other three could stop him.

Which was exactly what Voldemort wanted.
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Try as Harry might, there was simply no patching things up with Neville in the days after the First Task. He continued to avoid Harry in the halls and at meals, and was continuously flanked by a group of loyal supporters, led naturally by Ron. Once again, any time he tried to approach the other boy, it was like a wall of students materialized in between them to keep them apart.

Why do I even bother trying? Harry wondered to himself. At times he felt like he was beating his head against a brick wall, dealing with these immature teenagers. But those immature teenagers would grow out of that phase eventually, and Harry would need to stay on good terms with them to fight the war that he knew was coming. He'd been young and stupid like them once – still was, in many ways – and knew he had to remain patient and be graceful when they eventually realized they were in the wrong.

Harry did notice that Neville's posse was far smaller than it was during their initial confrontation earlier that month, and they didn't all regard Harry with the same suspicion and dislike as before. In fact, a great many number of people seemed more cordial towards him in the aftermath of the task. He received kind words of support from students of all grades and Houses in the halls, and his year mates no longer shied away from him at meals and in classes. Harry wasn't overly concerned with his reputation among his peers, but it was at least nice to not be treated like a leper anymore.

His stress levels were also far lower than they had been in the lead-up to the dragon, now that he had nearly three months of freedom before the Second Task. He'd taken his egg to an empty classroom and submerged it in a conjured basin of water, confirming that he would once again have to retrieve something (someone) from the merfolk in the Great Lake. He would have plenty of time to research breathing methods and anything else he'd need later. For now, he wanted to enjoy the end of the fall semester while he had the chance.

But that was easier said than done, as one final 'task' remained before the holidays. The Monday after the First Task, Professor McGonagall announced the Yule Ball during her Transfiguration lesson, open to any fourth-year and above on Christmas evening.

"I expect everyone to be on their best behavior, and represent their school well!" McGonagall addressed her students sternly. "All Champions will be expected to bring a date and open the night with a dance." The entire class giggled and stole glances at both Harry and Neville on opposite sides of the room. Harry was morbidly glad to see Neville looking just as uneasy as he felt about that prospect.

Harry planned to be more proactive in finding a date this time around. He wanted to make sure he attended the Ball with someone he actually liked, even as just a friend, and didn't want to stress about it. He was approached by a few girls of various grade levels, even a couple seventh-years, but politely declined them all, deciding to try his luck with people he was already on good terms with.

But before focusing on that, he had his first training session with his new Quidditch squad later that week. He borrowed a school broom from the shed and approached the Gryffindors stretching on the pitch, already smiling at the prospect of flying alongside his old teammates again.

"Afternoon, Potter," said Angelina Johnson brusquely, offering him a handshake. "Welcome aboard." She didn't act outwardly warm towards him, which was understandable given her desire to be the Hogwarts champion, but nor was she cold and standoffish, which Harry counted as a win.

"Congrats on beating that dragon," Katie Bell greeted him with a kind smile. "It was quite impressive, with all those illusions."

"Thanks," Harry grinned. "It was nothing, really, just good luck."

"Modest as ever, just like I told you ladies!" Fred grinned, clapping Harry on the back. "No need to hide the fact that you're a beast, Potter; the whole school knows it by now."

"This is Volkov, by the way," said George, motioning to a burly seventh-year Durmstrang boy behind him. "Our new Keeper. He comes highly recommended." Harry nodded to the boy, who nodded stoically in return.

"We don't actually know if he's any good," Fred muttered to Harry in an undertone. "But he said he started for his House at Durmstrang, so he probably isn't complete rubbish."

"I'm sure it'll be fine," Harry shrugged, kicking off his school broom into the air. The team followed, forming in a semi-circle around center field.

For a long moment, nobody spoke, as everyone expectantly looked for somebody else to take the lead. "Blimey, I forgot Oliver's gone," Fred chuckled. "He was always the taskmaster telling us what to do out here."

"Why don't you take over, Angie?" George suggested. "You understand the offense better than anyone here."

"Alright, if everyone's okay with that," Angelina muttered, drawing nods of assent from all the others. "I reckon we should just start with warm-up drills. Potter, Volkov, just do your best and respond to our formations, deal?"

Harry and Volkov nodded. The Chasers began flying warm-up laps, already in perfect sync after three years of playing together. Fred and George playfully batted a Bludger back and forth between the two – their usual warm-up routine. Harry excitedly zipped around, wishing he had his Firebolt but still excited to be in the air again after a long absence.

A makeshift scrimmage began, with the Chasers alternating between offense and defense and practicing their moves. Harry wove between them effortlessly, already able to predict their tendencies and movements, searching for the Snitch while also interfering with plays whenever possible, as any good Seeker should do. He felt like part of a well-oiled machine, something he'd never felt with the Ravenclaws. As good of a Chaser that Roger Davies was, he had no grasp of building strategies to involve the other positions, something that the Gryffindors seemed to understand intuitively.

It also turned out that Volkov was an excellent addition to the squad. He blocked well over half the shots sent his way, including a couple spectacular saves that Harry was certain he'd never seen Oliver Wood perform. He could go pro, Harry thought as he marveled at Volkov's poise and confidence on the posts, pointing and barking orders in a language none of them understood but nevertheless made perfect sense within each play.

After an hour of tough flying, the team landed in high spirits, all looking excited and satisfied. "Bloody hell, Volkov, you're a superstar!" Fred laughed, clapping the Keeper on the back.

"Yeah, why the bloody hell didn't Krum ask you to join his team?" George added.

"I am not from Krum's House," Volkov said simply with a shrug. That made sense to Harry: Krum likely wanted to play with his own school teammates, even if the Keeper from a different House was a better player.

"You're not bad yourself, Potter," Alicia Spinnet appraised him. "How did you not crash into any of us during those scrimmages?"

"Yeah, it's like you could predict where we would all be!" Katie agreed.

"Just good instincts, I guess," Harry shrugged modestly. "I enjoy flying with you guys."

"Alright, let's not get too soft on each other just yet," said Angelina, doing her best to keep them all on task. "We have our first match in two weeks, the Saturday after our first Hogsmeade weekend, so we need to stay sharp."

"Who are we playing?" asked George. "Did McGonagall publish the schedule?"

"Ginny's team," Angelina grimaced. "A bunch of second- and third-years, by the looks of it. Including Potter's cousin." That surprised Harry: he hadn't expected Damian to play, but it seemed his interest in the sport was more than a way to pass the time with Cedric.

"Should be a cakewalk, then!" Fred grinned. "Mum will kill us for beating up our little sister, but it serves her right for abandoning ship."

"Don't underestimate the opponent!" Angelina said sharply. "It'll be snowing hard, so it won't be a fun time either way. And from what I've heard, that Dursley kid can hit a mean Bludger – heads on a swivel at all times!"

That was an understatement. Harry remembered his difficulties in dodging Damian's ball hits the previous year, resulting in a broken arm. How much better had he gotten in the past year of growth and practice?

Harry headed back up to the castle in high spirits, already looking forward to their first match in two weeks' time. As soon as he arrived in the Great Hall, however, he was approached by Cedric Diggory, looking rather concerned.

"Are you playing Quidditch this year, Harry?" asked Cedric.

"Yeah," Harry nodded. "With the Gryffindors, plus a Durmstrang bloke. Why do you ask?"

"Oh, blimey," Cedric muttered, running a hand through his hair. "Harry, I'm so sorry, I didn't know. I'm playing with the Ravenclaws. They invited me two weeks ago, and I just assumed you weren't playing because of the Tournament—"

"It's alright," Harry grinned, cutting Cedric off from his apologetic rambling. "It was a mutual decision, trust me. I don't mind you playing with them."

"You sure?" Cedric asked. "It might complicate things when you return to the team next year."

"Yeah, maybe," Harry shrugged. "They'll have to reckon with the fact that I single-handedly kicked their asses."

That drew a grin and an eye-roll from Cedric. "Alright, game on, then," he smirked. "Hope we meet in the finals."

"Unlikely, with Krum playing," Harry smiled sadly. "But best of luck to whoever of us has to go against him."

"Yeah, that'll be the quickest 0-3 in Seeker history," Cedric agreed.

"See you round, Ced," said Harry, turning towards the Ravenclaw table to grab some dinner.

"Oh, and Harry?" Cedric called out after him. "I'm taking Cho Chang to the Yule Ball. Is that alright with you?"

"Of course," Harry shrugged. "Why wouldn't it be?"

"Well...I'd heard rumors that you two had a history last year," Cedric said awkwardly. "I didn't want to presume—"

"Those rumors are bollocks," said Harry. "No hard feelings, really. Have a good time with her."

"Oh. Alright, thanks mate," said Cedric, looking relieved. "You too."

Harry chuckled to himself at this interaction. Cedric was too kindhearted for his own good – of course he wouldn't want to steal Harry's girlfriend or his Quidditch team from him! But truthfully, Harry was glad to be rid of Cho for a while and all her drama. Perhaps Cedric would be a good influence on her, mellow her out a little. Or, worst case scenario, Cedric would realize her true nature and leave her be. He wasn't too hard-pressed about either outcome.

It was a reminder that he still needed to secure a date for himself, which he decided to rectify that very evening. He scanned the Great Hall, spotting his target seated at a table nearby with her friends. He waited until she excused herself and gathered her things to exit the Hall, and followed her.

"Hermione? Hey, Hermione!" he called out after her.

Hermione turned to face him. "Evening, Harry," she said.

"Evening," he replied breathlessly. "Hermione, would you like to go to the Yule Ball with me? And before you say anything," he added hastily, seeing her eyebrows shoot up in surprise, "you're the first person I asked and I'm not asking as a last resort. I would really like to go with you."

Hermione considered this for a moment, then smiled sadly at him. "Thank you for saying that, Harry, it means a lot," she said sincerely. "I'm flattered, but you see, I've already been asked."

"Really?" said Harry, surprised. "That was quick." He had noticed Krum lurking in the library in this timeline, watching Hermione from afar, but hadn't expected him to make his move so soon after the Ball was announced.

"I'm sorry, Harry," Hermione said sincerely. "I would have said yes, it's just...well, you know…"

"Don't worry about it," Harry smiled easily. "Have a nice time." And he meant it – he still felt terribly about how he and Ron had ruined her experience at the Ball the first time around, and hoped things would go better for her now. He didn't know what Ron's intentions were, but prayed a silent prayer that he would have better tact this time.

"I can ask around and see if anyone else needs a date!" Hermione perked up, trying to seem helpful. "I think Marietta Edgecombe is single—"

"I'd rather take Moaning Myrtle," Harry scoffed. He froze at the horrified look on Hermione's face; he'd forgotten she didn't know about Marietta's betrayal of Dumbledore's Army in his last timeline. "Sorry, I didn't mean that. It's just, she's best friends with Cho Chang, and…"

"Oh, right, of course; I'd forgotten you and her were on bad terms," Hermione said (somewhat bitterly, Harry noticed). "Well, I can ask Sue Li, or Padma Patil—"

"I appreciate it, 'Mione, but I'll manage," he said. He wasn't yet so desperate as to beg friends to find him a date. Half the castle was still wary about him thanks to Rita Skeeter's smear campaign, but enough people seemed to have warmed up to him that he was certain he could find a willing date in time.

But he quickly found that his options weren't as broad as he imagined in his head. His next attempt came the very next day, as he joined Luna in the library to work on Divination assignments together. "Excited for the Yule Ball, Luna?" he asked conversationally as he proofread her essay on lucid dreaming.

"Oh, I think not," Luna said firmly. "The tea leaves forecast misery on Christmas Day; did you know? I can't imagine it will be a very good time."

"Maybe that just means you need a better partner," Harry quipped. "Has anyone asked you yet?"

"No," Luna shook her head, sounding thoroughly ambivalent about this fact. "I'm a third-year, after all, and very few students fourth-year and above take much notice of me. Aside from you, of course."

"Well...I'd like to take you, if you're interested," Harry said as nonchalantly as possible.

Luna looked up at him, studying him with her pale blue eyes. "No, thank you," she said matter-of-factly, before returning her attention to her paper.

Harry knew she meant no offense by the blunt response, but it still felt like being doused in cold water. "N-no?" he repeated. "You don't want to go with me?"

"Oh, that isn't it at all, Harry," Luna said, still sounding casual and unaffected. "You're quite handsome and would be a perfect gentleman, I am sure. But I think I would not have a good time. I do not enjoy large crowds or being the center of attention."

"I see," Harry said, feeling a bit disappointed. "Well, I respect your decision. I'll find somebody else to go with."

"I think you will find a more fitting partner soon enough," Luna mused. "Someone better-suited to your interests than I am."

Harry was puzzled by this remark. Did she not think he was interested in her? Truthfully, though, she wasn't wrong – Harry was fond of Luna, but more in a sibling sort of way, similar to the way he felt about Dahlia. Did Luna foresee him with someone he had better romantic prospects with? Or was it just an innocuous remark with no deeper meaning? It was always hard to tell with Luna.

It wasn't as if Harry was romantically interested in anyone at the moment, anyway. Since his ill-fated crush on Cho Chang the year before, he hadn't really been looking at his classmates in that way. Was it even worth devoting time to, with a Dark Lord on the rise? Or was he doing himself a disservice by ignoring that part of himself, the part capable of love and craving that special connection with a special somebody?

He waited until the following week to take his next shot. There was still one person in the castle he had formed a meaningful connection with, someone he knew he could bring to the Ball and have a good time. He spotted her exiting the Ancient Runes classroom alone one morning and made his move.

"Morning, Daphne," he greeted the blonde. "Got a minute?"

Daphne Greengrass gave him an appraising sort of look, as she so often did, as if judging if the person she was talking to was worthy of her attention. "Need another favor, Potter?" she asked.

"No, not at all," Harry shook his head. "I was wondering if you'd like to go to the Yule Ball with me."

Daphne's eyebrows shot up. "Why?" she demanded.

"What d'you mean, why?" Harry laughed. "Because it could be fun. You don't think so?"

"Your father didn't put you up to this?" Daphne pressed.

"What? Of course not!" Harry denied. "Why would you think that?"

"Oh, never mind," Daphne sighed. "My father's always wary about James Potter using him to push through some legislation or another."

"My dad would never use me as a political tool like that," Harry said flatly. "And I would never have asked you for that reason."

"Right, sorry," said Daphne. "Hermione Granger's been pestering me to ask my dad about introducing house-elf legislation to the Wizengamot, so it's been on mind lately. But to answer your question, I already have a date, so no. But thanks for asking."

"I see," Harry sighed. "Who are you going with?"

"Ron Weasley," Daphne grimaced. "Hadn't planned on it, really, but he bet me that if he won three straight games with the black pieces, he got to take me."

"Sounds like you got hustled," Harry chuckled. "Well, I hope you have a good time. Don't let that git disrespect you too much."

"Oh, I won't be accepting such treatment," Daphne said haughtily. "I've already told him I expect proper pure-blood courting manners from him. He'll be a perfect gentleman and show me a good time, or he'll regret it for the rest of his lonely days."

"Well played," Harry whistled appreciatively. He wondered if Ron realized what he'd signed himself up for...he wouldn't be getting the same casual, care-free evening as in the last timeline. He took no pleasure in seeing his once-friends miserable, regardless of their childish behavior this term, but still had to chuckle internally at the thought.

Still, it left Harry without a date for the Ball yet again, and his options seemed to be drying up fast. He was mentally preparing himself to say yes to the next reasonably attractive witch who asked him, but even that became a distant non-priority just a day later.

He received a letter via Bandit the following morning, glancing at it briefly before returning to his meal, only to do a double-take when he realized it was the person he was dying to hear from most: Saul Croaker. Harry tore open the letter and read:

Dear Harry,

Congratulations on completing the First Task. I heard you performed some impressive illusory magic to trick the dragon. Well done! I knew you could do it.

Sorry to hear that your classmates do not believe your story. Just keep a positive attitude and things will work out for the best!

The Department is under investigation at the moment so I cannot promise that we will meet again soon, but I will let you know if that changes.

If I do not see you, good luck on the Second Task!

Regards,

Saul Croaker

Harry knew that this was not the true message from Saul, and waited until later that afternoon when he could retreat to a quiet corner of the library and decode it. After finding a secluded spot and muttering the pass phrase, the letter re-scrambled itself and now read:

Harry,

Mrs. Cole died in her sleep two weeks ago. I only know this because I keep tabs on Muggle news, and she appeared in the obituaries. Police have no reason to suspect foul play, but it's very unlikely to be accidental. Whoever is now doing Voldemort's bidding likely killed her to cover up his tracks. That tells me that we are on the right track. Do not delay with your research into Riddle's past! If the Dark Lord is in the process of eliminating anyone with possible damaging information on him, we have to reach them before he can.

I have indeed been contacted by both Dumbledore and the Minister about possible tampering with the Goblet prior to its arrival at Hogwarts. I have no reason to believe a fellow Unspeakable was involved, but I cannot be certain. Due to my vows, I cannot reveal the identity of any of my coworkers. But if you would be so kind as to provide a list of as many known Death Eaters from your previous timeline that you can remember, I may be able to determine if there is a mole in our midst.

I looked into Marvolo and Morfin Gaunt per your request. The bad news is that Morfin is indeed a male. The good news – if we can call it that – is he died in Azkaban many decades ago. His crime? Murdering a Muggle family. That family being Tom Riddle, his mother and his father, in Little Hangleton. I cannot imagine that this is coincidental. I am unable to look into this connection myself due to scrutiny on my Department, but I urge you to dig deeper into the relationship between these two families, as it is clearly pivotal to our efforts.

I would also make a greater effort to bond with your fellow Champions, or anyone else you feel can be trusted from Beauxbatons and Durmstrang. If we are indeed on the cusp of another wizarding war, we will need as much international support as we can get. Krum is an international celebrity people will listen to, and the Delacour family has ties to higher-up officials in the French Ministry. Those are powerful allies you may need one day in the near future.

Do what you need to do in the Second Task, but do try not to draw too much attention to yourself. It is possible, if not probable, that your name was entered into the Tournament to gauge your strength after the World Cup fiasco. Your performance in the First Task may have drawn too much attention to yourself. Keep a low profile and stay out of the spotlight! The first people to be targeted in the last war were the ones that posed the greatest threat to the Dark Lord, after all.

Keep me updated on any further unusual occurrences at the school.

-Saul Croaker

Harry burned the letter shortly after reading, frowning at its implications. Saul was right: he needed to stay proactive and keep up with his investigations into Tom Riddle's past. He had a somewhat outrageous idea to do so, and as crazy as it sounded in his head, it seemed to be the best way to accomplish this goal. So he spent the rest of the week preparing, with plans to enact his bold strategy at his next Hogsmeade visit in a few days' time.

Harry accompanied Luna to the village via carriage, listening to her excitedly ramble about what she wanted to do during her first-ever visit. He mostly tuned her out, concocting some excuse to ditch her as soon as they arrived. But that would prove more difficult than he planned.

"This is all after our meeting at the Three Broomsticks, of course," Luna concluded after rattling off her extensive to-do list. "You haven't forgotten about it, have you?"

"Erm...forgotten about what?" Harry asked, bewildered.

"My father's joining us for drinks!" Luna sighed. "I told you two days ago, remember?"

"Oh...yes, of course," Harry muttered. She had probably done so during their latest library study session, but Harry was quite adept at tuning out her wild ramblings on a broad range of topics and probably missed it. It wasn't completely bad news, of course – it would cut short some of his plans, but he did still hope to convince Xenophilius Lovegood to publish something that challenged Rita Skeeter's vitriol in the Daily Prophet.

Luna squealed with delight and ran to give her father a hug when she spotted him across the Three Broomsticks. "Hello, my darling!" Xenophilius greeted his daughter. "And Harry, so glad you could make it! Please, sit, sit!"

They joined him at a nearby booth, where three glasses of Butterbeer already sat waiting for them. Luna barely touched hers, talking ten miles a minute as she told her father everything she'd been up to since leaving home some three months prior. Harry realized he wasn't the only expert in tuning Luna out, as her father too seemed to say "uh huh" and "how fascinating" a bit too quickly after every pause for breath.

"But enough about me," Luna finally said, turning to Harry. "Father, did you know that Harry's been made a Triwizard Champion? He was brilliant in tricking the dragon in the First Task!"

"Yes, I read all about it in the Prophet," Xenophilius chuckled. "Though that Skeeter woman seems hell-bent on downplaying your accomplishments and blaming your father for your poor upbringing. It was quite surprising to hear, as you struck me as a rather humble and well-adjusted young man when you visited last summer."

"I appreciate that, sir," said Harry. "And I hate to ask, but...considering you have a publication yourself, would you consider writing something of your own about the situation? Something in your own words?"

"Something a bit more flattering to you and your father, you mean?" Xenophilius said with a knowing grin.

"Erm...I didn't mean that necessarily, but—" Harry said awkwardly.

"Not to fret, Harry," Xenophilius chuckled. "I am well-aware of the power of the press, believe you me. Imagine the sorry state that research into billywigs might be in today if I hadn't exposed the Ministry's secret cross-breeding program with pixies last spring!"

"Yes, indeed," Harry said, stifling a laugh. "So would you consider it? I could give a quote, and you could maybe even interview my father—"

"Of course I will, Harry, don't you worry about a thing," Xenophilius smiled. "It's the least I can do for such a good friend to my dear Luna. What would you like the readers of the Quibbler to know?"

Harry spent the next hour or so talking with Mr. Lovegood about the true circumstances behind not only the Goblet of Fire, but also his past involvement with Pettigrew and with the Chamber of Secrets. He didn't expect half of it to wind up in the eventual article, but it still felt good to get it all off his chest and have somebody reaffirm that he wasn't, in fact, at fault for all the ridiculous situations he'd found himself in over the past three and a half years.

Eventually he ran out of things to tell Xenophilius, and his mind began wandering once more towards his intended plans for the day. Luna, perceptive as ever, seemed to pick up on this at once. "Thank you very much for the Butterbeers, Daddy," she said. "Harry wishes to leave us now; he is just too polite to say so out loud."

"Of course, of course!" Xenophilius beamed. "I wouldn't want to monopolize your entire field trip! A pleasure to see you as always, Harry."

"Likewise, sir," Harry nodded, standing to leave. His mind was already miles away, traveling step by step through the meticulous plan he'd crafted over the past few days. He headed for the exit, preparing to set his plan in motion, before yet another familiar voice called out after him.

"Hey, idiot!"

Harry turned to see Dahlia and Ginny sipping drinks at a corner table, smirking at him. He strolled over to join them. "Ladies," he greeted them casually. "First time in the village?"

"Sadly, yes," Ginny sighed. "My brothers have talked up Madam Rosmerta's Butterbeer for so long, I had to stop here first. So far it hasn't lived up to the hype."

"Better than the Hog's Head," Harry muttered, remembering his visit to the dingy establishment in his original fifth year, dusty glasses and all.

"Meeting the parents already?" Dahlia remarked, eyes flitting over to Xenophilius as he departed the pub. "I didn't realize you and Luna Lovegood were that serious."

"It's not like that," Harry grumbled. "We're just friends."

"You asked her to the Yule Ball," Ginny pointed out. "She told me in Herbology yesterday."

"Yeah, so what?" Harry shrugged. "I thought it would be fun. Doesn't mean we fancy each other."

"You're one to talk, Ginevra," Dahlia said mockingly to her friend. "You only said yes to Blaise Zabini so you could attend."

"Hmph," Ginny grunted in annoyance, taking another dip swill of her Butterbeer.

"Why don't you take Granger?" Dahlia suggested to her brother. "If she doesn't still hate you, of course."

"She does not hate me!" Harry protested. "Besides, I already asked, and she has a date."

"You've been rejected twice already?" Dahlia snickered.

"Three times," Ginny corrected, suppressing a giggle of her own. "Tori said he asked Daphne a few days ago."

"I asked my friends first; so what?" Harry groaned as Dahlia burst out into cackles of glee. "What do you even care? You're not old enough to attend yourself!"

"True," Dahlia shrugged. "Luckily, a fourth-year has already asked me, so I'll be there to witness your misery."

"What? Who asked you?" Harry asked, surprised.

"Neville Longbottom," Dahlia said nonchalantly. "C'mon, Gin, let's head to Honeydukes." And before Harry could say a word, his sister had grabbed her friend's hand and departed the pub, leaving him dumbfounded in their wake.

Dahlia was going to the Yule Ball with Neville? He had asked her?When?And what the hell was he thinking, asking the sister of a fellow Champion? Was he trying to get under Harry's skin? The thought made his blood boil.

Using my sister as a ploy to get to me, are you? Harry thought furiously. I'm done taking the high road. This will not stand. And he stormed out of the Three Broomsticks, all plans for the day discarded in favor of a new, singular focus.

He didn't have to search the village for long. A flash of red hair caught his attention outside Zonko's, as Ron, Hermione and Neville departed the joke shop, laughing and heading down the cobblestone main road. Harry stalked after them.

"Longbottom!" he bellowed. Neville turned along with several others in the vicinity; the boy froze in fear at the sight of Harry bearing down on him.

"W-what?" Neville stammered.

"Beat it, Potter—" Ron began, but Harry swiftly hit him with a Silencing Spell.

"You asked my sister to the Yule Ball?" Harry demanded.

Neville reddened furiously at this. "Y-yeah, I did," he said.

"You realize what people will say?" Harry demanded. "That you're messing with the sibling of a rival Champion? Not a good look, Longbottom."

"But you said we weren't rivals!" Neville insisted. "That you were just trying to get through the tournament alive!"

"That's not the point!" Harry said sharply. "What's your angle, huh? Trying to get under my skin? Throw me off before the Second Task?"

"Harry, no, I swear it!" Neville said, eyes widening. "I just...it's only…"

"Out with it!"

"I like Dahlia, alright?" Neville said, face beet red by this point. "She's clever, and pretty, and fun to be around. Ever since the Quidditch World Cup this summer, I've kinda had a...a c-crush on her."

"Oh, Merlin," Harry muttered. This was an even worse answer than the nefarious one he'd expected: Neville actually fancied his sister. "Look, you'd better not try anything funny, you hear? She's thirteen!"

"I would never!" Neville swore fervently. "I wasn't even gonna try to k-kiss her...I mean, not unless she wanted—"

"Bloody hell!" Harry swore, massaging his temple. "I don't need that mental image, alright? Just don't be a prat to her, or...or touch her, or even look at her—"

"Harry, you're not making much sense," Neville said cautiously. "Can we talk about this later?"

Harry realized that he'd drawn quite a crowd with his bluster; dozens of students had frozen on the street to watch the tense stand-off between two school Champions. "Right," he huffed. "Just...okay. Later, then." And he stormed off, his anger slowly being replaced by bewilderment.

He hadn't even processed the fact that his sister was entering dating age. Neville was an appropriate enough choice, and Harry believed the boy when he said he had no intentions of taking advantage. But his over-protective nature, along with his pride and the complications of the Tournament, clouded his reason and made his head spin at the idea.

This isn't the time to dwell on it, Harry decided, shaking his head to clear it. He already regretted the very public confrontation with Neville, knowing his hot head had prevailed over cool reason. He would have to calm down and consider this another time. Besides, the afternoon was drawing on, and he still had a big day planned ahead of him. He hurried down the street towards his next destination.

Harry popped into the pet supplies shop to purchase some treats for his owl, Bandit. But that was only his secondary objective in entering the shop. He also surreptitiously obtained a hair sample from the shop's owner, a nondescript middle-aged wizard, and carefully stowed it in a small conjured vial in his robes. He had decided that today was the day he would use the Auror's Toolkit for the first time.

He next ducked into a quiet alley and found a secluded spot, far from any prying eyes and ears. This would be the riskiest part of his plan: Apparating out of the village to somewhere he'd never been before. He'd considered picking a more visible spot to depart from, in case something went wrong and he needed rescue, but privacy was of the utmost importance for this particular mission, so he would have to take the chance and hope the Ritual of Ontogenesis had done its job.

Destination. Deliberation. Determination. Harry closed his eyes and visualized the spot he wanted to appear in. He turned on the spot, stepping sideways into the tight compression and vanishing from Hogsmeade.

He felt his feet touch down a split second later on solid ground, standing quite still for a moment to make sure everything was okay. All of his limbs still felt intact, and upon wiggling his toes, he determined that they were all accounted for. Harry opened his eyes and found himself at the outskirts of a different village, a quaint yet distinctly Muggle one, complete with paved roads and cars passing through the quiet downtown area. Harry steadied his nerves and strolled confidently into Little Hangleton.

He planned to scout the area first before enacting the next part of his plan. He'd studied a map of the village over the summer in a Muggle library, and knew vaguely where the key points of interest were. To the west he could see the cemetery, where the body of Tom Riddle Sr. lay – he would certainly have to take care of that before the Third Task began. Above it atop the hillside sat the Riddle estate, where Voldemort and Wormtail had briefly taken refuge – whether they were currently residing there was another mystery to be solved.

But those were not on the immediate agenda for today. Harry walked deeper into town, passing uncaring Muggles, searching for any kind of gathering place – somewhere he could fish for information. He found it in the downtown area: The Hanged Man, a small hole-in-the-wall pub, where middle-aged patrons sat drinking and conversing tiredly with one another. A sensible enough place to start.

Harry backed into an alleyway and crouched behind a dumpster, withdrawing his vial of acquired hair and the Auror's Toolkit. He unscrewed the compartment that contained the Polyjuice Potion and dropped the hair in, hearing it sizzle on contact with the potion as a vaguely stale odor emitted from it. Here goes nothing, Harry thought as he tossed his head back, dumping the Polyjuice down his throat and swallowing it before he could change his mind.

Within seconds, his body began rippling and morphing uncomfortably. Harry felt his hairline recede, his body shrink a couple of inches, his clothes grow a size too big for him. When the transformation was complete, Harry conjured a mirror, and found himself staring at a reflection of the pet shop owner back at Hogsmeade. After casting a quick glamour on his clothes to make them appear like nondescript Muggle attire, he strode purposefully out of the alley and into the pub.

Harry sat casually at the bar, stealing glances around the room, not trying to draw too much attention to himself. He couldn't yet gauge how friendly the local townsfolk were, how suspicious they might be of outsiders, and didn't want to overstay his welcome. He waited patiently until the bartender finished closing out the tab of another patron and sauntered over.

"What'll ya have, mate?" the bartender asked.

"Erm—" Harry said, realizing he didn't know how to order alcohol. "What would you recommend?"

"We've got house ale on tap," the bartender grunted.

"Sure, I'll take that," Harry agreed. The bartender poured him a glass and slid it to him; Harry took a sip, struggling to mask his grimace at the strong, bitter flavor. He set the glass back down, intending to quietly Vanish the rest of it with his wand later to avoid drinking any more.

"You're not from around here," the bartender said. It was not a question nor an accusation; just a statement of fact.

"Nope," Harry shook his head. "Just passing through."

"Hmph," the bartender said. "On business?"

"Something like that," Harry shrugged. Then, sensing that the bartender expected more of an answer, he said, "I used to work near here, matter of fact. For a bloke named Riddle."

"Riddle?" said the bartender, raising his eyebrows. "Now, that's a name I haven't heard in quite some time."

"Why? He move away or something?" asked Harry, feigning ignorance.

"You ain't heard?" another elderly patron chimed in from a few seats away. "Got 'imself and 'is family murdered. Must'a been decades ago now."

"Bit before my time," the bartender admitted. "Though they named a street and some other shite after him as a memorial. Left his house up on that hill...some still swear it's haunted to this day."

"That's awful," Harry sighed. "Did they catch the fellow who did it?"

"Some lowlife townie from across the river," the bar patron chimed in. "Name o' Gaunt...that whole family was fucked, I tell you. Ain't nobody liked 'em, and ain't nobody were surprised when 'e did it."

"Did they figure out why he killed the Riddles?" Harry asked. "I mean, did they know each other?"

"Way my father explained things, it came out of the blue," the bartender sighed. "Bloke just snapped and broke into their house unprovoked. Horrible, horrible stuff."

"That ain't the way I remember it!" the elderly patron said, sounding gleeful at the opportunity to recount the tale. He slid over a few seats to sit beside Harry. "What's your name, friend?"

"Dursley," Harry lied quickly. "Vernon Dursley."

"Owen Blakely, pleased to meet ya, Vernon," the old man said, eagerly shaking Harry's hand. He looked at least seventy or eighty years old – certainly old enough to remember such an event. "I'll be happy to tell ya what I know, if you wanna buy my next round."

"You've got a deal, Owen," said Harry, trying not to seem too eager about the forthcoming information.

"Right-o!" said Owen, clapping his hands together triumphantly and signaling to the bartender for a refill. "It weren't no random act o' violence, you see. 'Twas an act of revenge."

"Revenge?" Harry repeated, quirking an eyebrow. "Did this Gaunt fellow have grievances with Riddle?"

"Yer damn right he did!" Owen cackled. "Who wouldn't, after all? Considering Riddle's son ran off and knocked up Gaunt's sister!"

It took all of Harry's strength not to whip his head around and stare at the man in shock for this statement. "Did he, now?" he said mildly, taking another pretend sip of his beer.

"Me mum talked about it all the time when I was growin' up!" Owen said gleefully. "The trampy Gaunt girl down the lane, seducing the rich and handsome heir to the Riddle fortune? It was quite the story!"

"What happened to the girl?" Harry asked. "Why didn't Riddle take her in, keep the child?"

"Claimed that he never wanted nothin' to do with her!" said Owen. "Kept goin' on about bein' 'bewitched' or some nonsense. Load o' crock, if ya ask me...he probably got cold feet when she got knocked up and ran back to Daddy. The lass disappeared soon after that, never came back...no wonder the brother was bent outta shape about the whole thing."

"But that was years, many years later!" the bartender protested, having been listening in and doing a poor job of disguising it. "That business with the Gaunt girl happened two decades before the murders. Why would the brother wait so long if it was revenge?"

"Beats me," Owen shrugged. "I weren't there, were I?"

Why, indeed? Harry wondered. It made vague sense to Harry that Morfin Gaunt might despise Tom Riddle for what he'd done to his sister (or, from the sound of it, the other way around). But twenty-odd years after the fact? Harry had to wonder if Voldemort was involved somehow. He would have been a young adult around the time of the murders – perhaps he'd researched his heritage and traveled to Little Hangleton after graduation, only to discover the awful truth for himself…

"The Gaunts lived nearby too, then?" Harry asked.

"Oh, sure," said Owen, flinging his arm in the vague direction of the south. "Some crumbling shack down Country Lane. Ain't nobody's bothered to fix up the place after the last of 'em died, neither."

"How awful," Harry muttered, taking another fake sip of his drink. He set it back on the bar and feigned looking at his watch. "Oh dear, I must be going. But I appreciate the drink, and the story."

"A pleasure, Dursley," said Owen, shaking Harry's hand again. "Will we be seeing you again?"

"Perhaps I'll stop by tomorrow," Harry said vaguely, standing to go.

"Wait, sir! How will you be paying today?" the bartender interrupted him.

"But I've already paid, haven't I?" said Harry, casting a silent Confundus Charm with his wand tucked in his sleeve.

The bartender's eyes briefly went glassy and out of focus before he blinked and shook his head. "Right, of course," he muttered. "Safe travels, Mr. Dursley."

Harry nodded politely to both men and exited the pub. The sun was already getting low in the sky, and he wanted to scout out the Gaunt shack before leaving. It was the final piece of the Little Hangleton puzzle, aside from the graveyard and the Riddle house, and he wondered what clues might await him there about Voldemort's past, present and future.

Harry walked purposefully down the road in the direction Owen had indicated, not really knowing where he was going, but the quality of homes got progressively shabbier as he went along so he figured it was the right way. He eventually stopped to ask a kindly old lady sitting on her porch where Country Lane was, and she pointed him in the right direction.

The Polyjuice Potion had worn off by the time Harry reached the outskirts of town. This didn't concern him too much, as all the houses here appeared to be abandoned and in severe disrepair, telling him he was on the right track. He had no way of knowing which house, if any, belonged to the Gaunts, and wondered if he should pop his head into any of them and look around. But he had a feeling he wasn't in the right place yet, so he kept walking, fully aware of the late hour and planning to turn back soon if his search proved fruitless.

Then, he felt it. A strong sense of unease; an overwhelming feeling that he should turn back and leave this place forever. He instinctively flinched, drawing his wand and scanning the horizon, but sensed no movement. There's powerful magic nearby, he realized, and despite every fiber of his being begging him not to, he crept forward, keeping his eyes open for any sign of danger.

Following that uneasy feeling led him to the right place, and he knew it as soon as he laid eyes upon it: a house in ruins, falling apart and shrouded in the darkness of the old trees growing around it. The yard around it was overgrown and ensnared in weeds, and it was about as unwelcoming a sight as Harry could remember. Then again, that could be due to the powerful magic radiating in waves from the house – a slew of unseen enchantments warning any passers-by to stay well away. It was no wonder the Muggles had left this place alone.

Why would Voldemort bother to ward his old family home? Harry wondered. He very much doubted the man held any kind of sentimental feelings towards it – if he did, surely he would have fixed the place up a little. And yet, he seemed determined to keep people away from the site, as though it held some other significance to him. Unless Morfin or Marvolo Gaunt had done so themselves, to dissuade visitors…?

Without thinking, Harry took a step forward, over the threshold of the open gate and into the yard. At once he knew he'd made a mistake: the front door slammed open, and an ominous hissing sound voiced its disapproval of his presence. Harry's heart jumped to his throat as a literal wave of snakes poured out of the house, a writhing mass pulsing towards him, fangs bared to strike.

Harry turned and ran as fast as he could. He didn't look back, sprinting back up the lane until he could no longer feel the waves of cold and uninviting magic crashing over him. He skidded to a halt and turned around, panting heavily; the snakes no longer appeared to be following him.

Probably just an illusion, he told himself, forcing himself to pause and catch his breath. Nobody had given chase, so it was unlikely anybody had been alerted to his presence. But it was almost definitive proof that Voldemort was behind this, and that he really did not want people entering the shack.

Once Harry's breathing returned to normal, he turned and Apparated on the spot, reappearing in the dark alleyway in Hogsmeade. He checked to make sure he was fully back to normal before re-entering the main road, rejoining his classmates trickling back towards the station to catch a carriage back up to the castle.

Harry hastily scribbled a letter to Saul Croaker and sent it off with Bandit that evening. He spent the rest of the night in the common room by the fire, silently pondering what he had learned. Morfin Gaunt did have a sister, who apparently had not attended Hogwarts, but who seemed to have some magical prowess of her own. After all, how else would she have 'bewitched' Tom Riddle into impregnating her against his will? And had Morfin really killed the Riddles, or was it somebody else – somebody Harry now had definitive proof had visited the village for himself upon reaching adulthood?

He knew only two things for certain now. Voldemort had things he wished to hide, and had a heavily-warded location ideal for hiding something. It didn't take much of a stretch to put two and two together and have a decent idea of what might be concealed within the Gaunt shack…

A/N: I know that technically in canon the Muggles of Little Hangleton didn't know the Gaunts were involved in the Riddles' murders (blaming Frank Bryce instead). But some of them DID know about the Merope affair, so it seems likely that the older population would have been gossipy about the two families anyway, and I liked this method of Harry finding his way to the Gaunt shack on his own, rather than let Dumbledore solve all the horcruxes for him.

Up next: The Yule Ball! Let's hear those last-minute theories on who Harry's date will be...it's a pairing I don't see too often in fan fiction but one I'm excited to write about!
Year 4-09: Bell of the Ball

Who schedules a Quidditch match in the middle of December? Harry thought bitterly to himself as he trudged through the snow banks towards the pitch for his first match of the year. He did not envy Professor McGonagall's decision-making process, of course – she had to plan a schedule for all eight of the teams that had signed up, while also working around the Triwizard Tournament timetable. That meant a few games would have to be played in harsh wintry conditions, including this one.

Very few people showed up to watch as a result, which was fine by him. It was probably due as much to the lopsided match-up, pairing a bunch of upperclassmen with mostly second- and third-years, and also because the weekend before had featured Krum's team demolishing a Beauxbatons squad, with many students wanting to see the superstar Seeker in person.

"Warming Charms, everyone!" Angelina barked to the team as they went through their pregame warm-ups. "Let's take this win quickly so we can get back inside!"

Harry liked her confidence, and it was not ill-founded as he assessed the team pouring out of the tunnel towards the opposite end of the pitch. He recognized Ginny Weasley and Demelza Robins at Chaser, along with Damian Dursley and another uncoordinated-looking second year a Beater. Half of the team looked like they could barely stay upright on a broom, perhaps not realizing what they'd been signing up for without having played in a real match before.

"At this point, it'd be unethical to hit anyone other than our sister," Harry heard Fred remark to George as they zoomed by.

"Don't underestimate Damian," Harry called back. "He can give as good as he gets." They nodded their understanding as the two teams converged on center field to begin the match.

Madam Hooch walked out onto the pitch carrying the ball box, looking very much like this was not how she wanted to spend her Saturday. She blew her whistle and released the Quaffle, signaling the start of the match.

Harry thought the match might as well have been called within the first five minutes. Katie, Angelina and Alicia met very little resistance with their offense, carving through the patchwork defense of the opposition and racking up a 40-0 lead in the blink of an eye. Ginny and Demelza put up a valiant fight, and Damian placed a few solid Bludger hits that nearly did some damage, but Fred and George zeroed in on those three targets early and effectively neutralized the entire team.

Harry kept his focus on the enemy Seeker, a third-year Slytherin girl he didn't recognize. He didn't want to underestimate her, though – just because she lacked the financial influence of Draco Malfoy to make her House team didn't mean she couldn't play. She proved to be a decent flier, keeping up with Harry on his school broom and managing to avoid falling for any of his elaborate feint attempts.

But in the end, Harry's size, reflexes, and experience proved too much for her to handle. The first Snitch appeared near Volkov's goal posts, with Harry snatching it before the poor girl even realized it was there; the second was a decent foot race across the pitch, but Harry managed to box the opponent out and prevent her from getting too close before he plucked it out of the air as well.

Harry almost felt bad by the time he spotted the third Snitch, considering letting the enemy have one moral victory considering the 190-0 hole they were in. He waited five full seconds to give the other Seeker a chance to spot it, but when she didn't, he dove after it and brought the match to a merciful end.

"Good game," said Harry as he descended towards the pitch alongside his opponent. "You're a solid flyer. Just gotta sharpen those instincts to spot the Snitch earlier."

"Thanks," the girl smiled sadly. "I'm much better at Beater, but we couldn't find anyone else to play Seeker."

"Ah," said Harry. "Well, good effort then." They both landed and shook hands before going their separate ways.

Damian landed soon after, looking utterly dejected. "Chin up, cousin," Harry called out to him. "You played well today. Just an unlucky first match-up."

"Yeah yeah, spare me the sympathy," Damian scoffed. "I can take a beating on the chin. Just know that I'll punch back twice as harder next time."

"Wouldn't expect anything less," Harry grinned.

"Yo, Dursley!" called out Fred Weasley as he and George landed beside them. "You plan on trying out for Hufflepuff next year?"

"Yeah," Damian shrugged. "What of it?"

"Keep playing like that and you'll be a menace to the other houses for the next five years," said George with a mock salute.

"Thank Merlin we're graduating next year, eh, Georgie?" Fred grinned. "Poor Harry here has to worry about dodging his Bludgers for three more years!"

"Are you taking the mickey?" Damian frowned, as though unsure if the twins were mocking him.

"Don't mind these two," Harry laughed, slinging an arm over his cousin's shoulders. "They're just thankful there aren't two of you, because they only stand a chance against you two-on-one."

"I could always call up my brother Dudley, if you want to settle things the Muggle way," Damian said coldly, clearly still not understanding the joke.

But to Harry's surprise, Fred and George roared with laughter at this. "I like your cousin, Potter!" said Fred. "Joking aside, mate, you're really good. If you ever need some pointers, feel free to ask."

"Erm...alright, thanks," Damian said warily, turning to rejoin his squad.

The rest of Harry's team landed soon after, and they made their way to the locker rooms, laughing and discussing their dominant play in the match. After a quick change, they headed up the hill towards the castle, with conversation shifting to another, more exciting topic (for some)…

"Have you picked your dress out for the Yule Ball yet, Spinnet?" asked Angelina.

"Last Hogsmeade weekend," Alicia beamed. "Gold with red trim, to match Fred's robes."

"Ah, I was hoping to go in gold," Angelina sighed. "Well, I do have a nice powder-blue dress at home as an option...I can channel my inner Ravenclaw." She winked at Harry with this.

"What about you, Katie?" asked Alicia, turning to the shortest of the three girls.

"Oh, just an old hand-me-down dress from my mum," Katie smiled sadly. "Not that I have to worry about impressing anyone."

"C'mon, Potter, let's escape before we get sucked into the girl talk," George said loudly, playfully grabbing Harry by the arm to whisk him away. But Harry was confused by Katie's words.

"What d'you mean, Katie?" he asked. "Don't you have a date?"

"Nobody asked me," Katie shrugged indifferently. "I'm just going to tag along with these four – should be good fun all the same."

"There's still time," Angelina said encouragingly. "Plenty of blokes are still scrambling for dates...you'll get asked."

"Unlikely," Katie scoffed. "I'm too much of a tomboy and a Quidditch nut for anyone to come near me."

"I'll go with you," Harry blurted out quite suddenly. All eyes turned to him.

"Thanks, Potter, but I don't need a pity date," Katie smiled sadly.

"It's not out of pity," Harry said seriously, turning to face her fully. "I don't have a date yet, and I'd love to take you."

How had he not thought of this before? He knew Katie quite well from his previous timeline and always enjoyed her company, but for some reason never considered taking her to the Ball. She was sporty and didn't put a ton of effort into her appearance, but she was unpretentious and drama-free, which was exactly what Harry was interested in right now. The last thing he needed was a repeat of last year's Cho/Hermione snafu, and he could see himself having a great time with Katie.

"You don't want me as your date," Katie said, suddenly looking self-conscious. "I have two left feet, and I'll just embarrass you in front of the other Champions. Besides, there's plenty of prettier girls who would love to go with you."

"You're rather pretty yourself," Harry said honestly. "And I'm also a horrid dancer. We can suffer through it together, then laugh it off with these four afterwards. So what do you say?"

Katie looked stunned by his proposal. Angelina, Alicia and the twins stood off to one side, trying desperately to hide their obvious delight at this turn of events.

"Erm...yes, alright then," she said breathlessly. "I'll go with you, Harry."

"Really? Great!" Harry beamed. "I'll uh, see you there?"

"Okay!" Katie smiled back. Angelina and Alicia swiftly grabbed her arms and whisked her away into the castle, and the delighted giggling Harry heard as they departed told him that he'd made a good decision.

"Well done, mate," said Fred, slapping Harry on the back. "We've been trying to set Katie up with blokes for months."

"Yeah, you two ought to be good for each other," George agreed heartily. Then, his voice dropped to something darker and more intimidating. "But if you ever take advantage of her—"

"Or hurt her in any way—" Fred added menacingly.

"We'll make sure you regret it," George finished sternly.

"Of course I wouldn't!" Harry said quickly. "I like Katie. And I meant it when I said it wasn't out of pity."

"We know," Fred grinned. "You're a good bloke, Harry, even if our dearest little brother is convinced otherwise."

Harry grimaced at this. It was a shame to see Ron so dead-set against him in both timelines during the Tournament, though in this case it made a bit more sense, given that Harry was his best friend's opponent. How ironic that Harry's main support system seemed to be the Gryffindors once again, given that even his own House had largely turned against him!

But it was a massive relief to have his date sorted for the Ball, and he no longer had to invent an excuse for the increasingly-desperate girls who approached him in the final days before Christmas break began. He received a package in the mail from Sirius a few days later, containing a set of very fine dress robes, far nicer than he'd been expecting to wear. As Sirius had put it in his accompanying letter, 'No godson of mine is taking a beautiful witch to the dance without looking his absolute best!'

The Hogwarts Express arrived soon after to whisk away the first batch of students who would not be attending the Ball. Harry planned to take the second train home, on Boxing Day, to enjoy at least one week of his vacation with family before classes resumed in January. The lack of homework and the departure of many of his House mates actually increased his nerves, as he had little to distract him from the prospect of what he now realized might, in fact, be his first date with a girl in this timeline.

Did we say it was a date? Harry wondered, thinking back to his invitation and what he and Katie had actually said to each other. Does she expect it to be a date? Or are we just going as friends? Such questions weighed heavily on his mind as Christmas Day loomed large. He considered writing to Sirius and asking for advice, but didn't think the owl would reach him in time given poor weather conditions. He would just have to improvise and read the situation as best he could in the moment.

But that's what good teammates do anyway, isn't it? Harry figured. He and Katie were already somewhat accomplished in reading one another and responding to each other's cues. So what if the situation was a dance rather than a Quidditch match? It doesn't have to be a big deal if we don't make it one. There's nothing to be nervous about.

Easier said than done, of course. Harry awoke on Christmas morning feeling somewhat nervous, walking down to the Great Hall for breakfast. Students were grouped up according to family rather than by House, so Harry sauntered over towards the Gryffindor table in search of his sister. Ginny was with her brothers and Astoria was with her sister at the Slytherin table, so he expected to find Dahlia alone.

But to his surprise, she wasn't at the Gryffindor table at all. She was over at the Ravenclaw table, talking to two Beauxbatons seventh-year girls, one of whom happened to be Fleur Delacour. "Merry Christmas," he said to announce himself, somewhat confused.

The three girls looked up at him. Fleur looked as though an unpleasant aroma had wafted into the room, grabbing her friend and standing to leave. Dahlia gave a dejected sigh as Harry sat across from her.

"Must you always be a repellent for all the cool people who want to talk to me?" she lamented.

"Sorry," Harry shrugged. "Not exactly my fault though, is it?"

"I know," Dahlia groaned. "Merry Christmas, idiot."

"What were you talking to Fleur about?" Harry asked. "Not gathering intel about the next Task, I presume?"

"As if," Dahlia scoffed. "I was talking to her friend Isabelle, actually. She's studying to become a Healer at Beauxbatons and was giving me career pointers."

"I see," said Harry. "How's your apprenticeship going?"

"It's fascinating, really," said Dahlia, reaching for a jug of syrup to add to her French toast. "I've learned a lot already. Plus, the Tournament gives me tons of opportunity for hands-on experience. That's hard to get in peace times, according to Madam Pomfrey."

Hopefully the peace times continue for a bit longer, Harry thought morosely. If things didn't go according to plan, Dahlia might be thrust into more hands-on situations than anticipated…

Then to Harry's surprise, Damian waltzed up to join them at the table. "Morning, cousins," he announced, pulling plates of food towards him.

"Morning," said Harry, giving Dahlia a scathing look as she rolled her eyes at the new arrival. "Why are you still at the castle, Damian? You aren't old enough to attend the Ball."

"Thanks; I hadn't noticed," Damian grumbled. "Mum and Dad took Dudley to some wrestling tournament in Bristol. I'm stuck here until tomorrow whether I like it or not."

"Well, at least you have family here on Christmas," said Harry. "We can do something this afternoon...until the Ball, of course."

"Who are you taking, anyway?" Dahlia demanded of her brother. "Or did you give up and accept that you'll be alone forever?"

"Har, har," Harry said dryly. "I'm going with Katie Bell."

He waited a few seconds for Dahlia to laugh at this idea or mock him for his repeated rejections again. "Huh," she said instead, taking another bite of toast.

"That's it?" Harry demanded. "No snarky remarks about how I'll ruin it somehow, or how she can do better?"

"Nope," Dahlia shrugged. "Katie's a good person. I think it's a good match." That surprised Harry: his sister was always the first to take pleasure in his relationship woes, but it was nice to hear her being supportive for once.

"Well, I can't say I'm thrilled you're going with Neville," Harry sighed. "If I see him get out of line, or disrespect you in any way—"

"Oh please, I can take care of myself," Dahlia huffed. "I doubt he'd try anything funny, but if he does, he'll be walking bow-legged for a week." Harry chuckled at this image, feeling marginally better about the pairing than before.

The post arrived soon after, and Harry and Dahlia tore open a package addressed to the both of them. It contained a box of sweets from their mother, which they split evenly with Damian (or rather, watched as he wolfed half of it down by himself). Sirius and Remus also sent gifts to each of them: a nice silver ring and Italian leather trousers for Harry; and a set of golden bangles and a book on hypnotherapy for Dahlia. Harry felt a bit bad for Damian, noticing that the boy had received nothing from his family...hopefully he would still have Christmas gifts waiting for him back home tomorrow.

Harry taught Damian how to play Exploding Snap in an empty classroom until Peeves the Poltergeist arrived to unscrew the chandelier, forcing them to evacuate before Filch could arrive and blame them on it. They then went their separate ways as preparations for the Yule Ball began. Harry changed into the dress robes Sirius gave him, which magically adjusted to fit his form perfectly.

"Damn, Potter, you look like a grown-up in those," remarked Anthony Goldstein as his dorm mates all changed into their own nice robes.

"Thanks," Harry shrugged. In truth, he did look older than his physical age – the Ritual of Ontogenesis had indeed accelerated him into his growth spurt, making him look more mature than he had in either timeline. He had felt a bit self-conscious about taking an older girl to the dance – Katie was already sixteen, after all – but considering that he was mentally older than her, and now looked the part, he felt far more confident.

Still, he found himself fidgeting nervously at the foot of the Grand Staircase an hour later, along with many other students waiting for their dates to arrive. The Slytherins and Hufflepuffs had already arrived en masse, as it seemed only the Gryffindors were yet to descend from their tower. Harry watched as more and more students paired up and headed into the Great Hall.

Finally, the Gryffindors began to trickle down the stairs. Harry spotted his sister, wearing a modest green dress, her normally-wild mane of hair tamed into long black curls. She met Harry's eye and gave him a small smile and wave before approaching a slack-jawed Neville and taking his arm. The Weasley twins sauntered down the steps in style, wearing matching red pinstripe suits and greeting Harry with jumping high-fives.

The three Chasers arrived soon after, and Harry found himself staring in surprise at his own date. Katie normally wore rather unflattering, sporty attire, but the strapless gown she now wore really accentuated her impressively toned figure. Her hair, normally short and pulled back in a bun, seemed to have been magically lengthened, spilling in graceful waves over her bare shoulders. She spotted Harry and gave him a shy smile as she descended towards him.

"Hi, Harry," she greeted him. "Nice robes."

"Oh, thanks," Harry muttered. "You look...erm, wow…"

"It's too much, isn't it?" Katie groaned, feeling her hair self-consciously. "I knew it was over-the-top, but Angie and Alicia convinced me—"

"No!" Harry said quickly. "It's not too much. You look...absolutely stunning."

"Really?" said Katie, blushing slightly at the compliment. "Thanks! Shall we?"

"Let's," said Harry, extending an arm to guide her towards the Great Hall. Fred and George were performing some elaborate bow to the other two girls, who groaned loudly but nonetheless look pleased by the display, following Harry and Katie towards the entrance.

Professor McGonagall was waiting for them as they neared the great oak doors. "Potter, Bell, good to see you this evening," she said, giving them an appraising look that told Harry she approved of the pairing. "You will enter last with the other Champions. Please wait over here."

McGonagall directed them to a small alcove to the side of the room, where the other Champions and their dates were already waiting. Neville pointedly avoided Harry's eye, while Krum gave him a small nod of acknowledgment and Hermione mouthed "Hi, Harry!" at his side. Fleur Delacour's date, on the other hand, was not so subtle.

"Well, if it isn't the False Champion," sneered Roger Davies. "And what's this? Fraternizing with an opponent, are you?"

"I wasn't given much choice in allies this year," Harry said smoothly. "At least I chose someone from my own school."

Roger narrowed his eyes at this jab, as Fleur coolly ignored the two of them. Harry wondered what she had seen in Roger to decide to accompany him – he was handsome, sure, but just as blustering and boastful as every other moon-faced male who had succumbed to her Veela charms over the past few months.

"Hi, Katie," Dahlia greeted her House-mate. "I love your dress."

"Thanks, Dahlia!" Katie grinned. "Who did your hair like that?"

"My mum taught me how," Dahlia grinned. "Took a bit of Sleekeazy's Hair Potion, but I've had loads of practice; it was invented by my grandfather after all—"

"It was?!" Hermione gasped, putting a hand to her own straightened hair. "I had no idea! I had to use nearly half a bottle of the stuff to get mine under control."

"Once you learn how to use it, you won't need as much," Dahlia told her. "It's all about the application process. First you have to—" But before she could mentor Hermione on proper hair-care routine, McGonagall approached the small group.

"Champions, line up with your partners and follow me," she instructed. She led the way into the Great Hall, and Harry marveled once more at the room's transformation into an extravagant winter wonderland. Students clapped politely as the Champions and their dates made their way up to the High Table. Harry pulled out Katie's chair for her to sit, as Neville did the same for Dahlia to his left. You'd better be a perfect gentleman to my sister tonight, Harry grumbled internally. If I see you step one foot out of line…

But he had to admit that his sister looked quite pleased to be accompanying Neville. He tried his best not to listen in as she praised his inventive strategy to defeat the dragon in the First Task, and described her Healer training program with Madam Pomfrey. Once he was confident that Neville was not about to bad-mouth him or try anything stupid, Harry turned his attention back to his own date.

"What sounds good for dinner?" he asked Katie as the others stared, confused, at their empty plates.

"Erm...I don't know," Katie frowned. "I didn't see a menu…"

Harry grinned and cleared his throat. "Beef Wellington!" he announced clearly, and a second later, the dish appeared before him, steaming hot and ready to eat. The other Champions and their dates stared, bewildered.

"How did you know to do that?" Katie asked, wide-eyed.

"I'm full of surprises," Harry winked, digging into his meal. "What strikes your fancy?"

Katie grinned as she thought about her own options. "Caesar salad!" she eventually decided, and the leafy greens appeared on her plate, eliciting a laugh of delight. This empowered the others to order their own meals, as Dumbledore watched on with a twinkle in his eye, winking at Harry, who shrugged modestly in return.

Harry knew this was a prime opportunity to converse with the other school Champions, as it was rare for them to all be together without having to compete against one another. "So Viktor, are you on leave with your pro Quidditch team while you're here for the Tournament?" he asked Krum.

"Da," Krum affirmed. "They know I am still a student and vill not be playing full-time until I graduate. I vill play first full season next fall."

"I saw you at the World Cup last summer," said Harry. "Brilliant flying, mate. I hope I get a chance to face you in the scrimmage league before you leave."

"Not if we get to him first!" sneered Roger Davies from down the row. "We're in the semis against your squad, Potter! Luckily we have the best Seeker at Hogwarts, and we'll wipe the floor with you before Diggory gets his rightful shot at Krum."

"We'll see," Harry shrugged modestly. "It's all in good fun, isn't it? May the best team win."

"I 'ope you can fly better zan you can run," Fleur scoffed at Harry. "I 'eard ze Short-Snout burned your entire back in ze First Task."

"He wasn't the only one to catch fire, though, was he?" Dahlia piped in, glaring down the table at the French witch. Harry smiled internally at the way Fleur wilted under the remark from his sister.

"You have a lovely singing voice by the way, Fleur," Harry added sincerely. Fleur's eyes narrowed, first in anger and then in confusion at Harry's innocuous remark. She eventually decided that it was not worth responding to, so she merely gave a haughty hmph and turned away from him. Not an ideal first attempt at diplomacy, Harry groaned internally.

But he wouldn't press the issue further tonight, as he didn't want to give Katie the impression that he was neglecting her. They chatted about Quidditch for the remainder of the dinner, careful not to give any specific strategy away to two potential future opponents but excitedly recounting their previous victory and team synergy. Katie was eager to hear about the World Cup, which she'd been unable to attend, and Harry excitedly recounted it for her, well aware that Krum was within earshot and hearing every word of praise he heaped on the Bulgarian.

The dinner flew by, and far too soon for Harry's liking, Dumbledore stood to clear the dance floor and beckoned the Champions and their dates onto it. Harry took Katie's hand and led her out to the center, flanked by the others on either side. He turned to face Katie and saw that she looked equally terrified about the prospect of dancing. To his surprise, this calmed him, and he gave her a reassuring smile.

"If one of us falls, the twins will never let us hear the end of it," he whispered in her ear. She giggled at the thought, her tension relaxing somewhat at his quip. He took her hand in his and rested his other on her hip as they waited for the music to begin.

The Weird Sisters took the stage and struck up a slow ballad, and the Champions began to dance. Harry and Katie got off to a clumsy start, taking time to get in sync, but eventually managed to find a rhythm of shuffling forward, back, and to either side. Neither of them knew much about dancing, but both were trained athletes with good coordination, which helped offset the awkwardness. Once he was certain they were not seconds away from tumbling to the ground, Harry smiled reassuringly at Katie and managed to enjoy the slow dance as they wove in between the other pairs.

Soon Dumbledore took Madame Maxime's hand and led her onto the dance floor, which invited the other students to follow suit. Harry was relieved to no longer be the center of attention, as he and Katie now shifted their focus into not bumping into any of the other students, whom he was pleased to see were not all that coordinated themselves.

"We don't have to dance the whole time, if you don't want to," Harry said as the Weird Sisters switched to a slightly more upbeat tune.

"It's okay, I'm having fun," Katie shrugged. "You?"

"Me too," Harry grinned. So they continued to waltz in their own improvised rhythm, relaxing more and more with each passing song. Harry even felt bold enough to add some variety to their routine, twirling Katie around in a spin before pulling her back in, causing her to laugh delightedly at the stunt. Harry only tripped and lost his balance once, and quickly realized it was no accident as George Weasley brushed by with Angelina, grinning mischievously at him.

Suddenly, Katie screamed excitedly as the Weird Sisters transitioned into a song Harry did not recognize. "This one is for the ladies only!" the lead singer announced into the microphone. "Come on forward, you wonderful witches!"

"Do you mind, Harry?" asked Katie. "This is our favorite song!"

"Go for it," Harry chuckled, bemused, as Katie ran forward to grab Angelina and Alicia's hands and rush the stage. Harry joined the Weasley twins and all the other bewildered males, making their way towards the side tables as their dates danced and sang along to the anthem that had united them.

"Having fun, Potter?" Fred smirked as they plopped into chairs around the perimeter of the dance floor.

"Yeah, loads!" Harry grinned. And he meant it: he hadn't expected to enjoy the Ball as much as he was. Katie was easy company to keep, and he felt free to just be himself and let loose for a change after such a stressful term.

"Katie seems to be enjoying herself, too," George remarked, glancing at the girls jumping and dancing to the Weird Sisters nearby. "Looks like we don't have to hex you yet."

"Not that we ever doubted you," Fred winked. "After that show you put on with the dragon, we figured a little school dance shouldn't be too much trouble for you."

"How's your clue coming along for the Second Task?" asked George. "Got it figured out yet?"

"Yeah, just about," Harry said. "Why're you two so interested all of a sudden?"

The twins looked around them momentarily to see if anyone was listening, then leaned in close. "We stand to win quite a bit of money if you win the Tournament," said George.

"You or Neville," Fred corrected.

"What, did you place a bet on me or something?" asked Harry, alarmed.

"Quite the contrary," said George. "We're taking bets, you see, and nearly everyone's bet on Krum or the Beauxbatons girl. Even at very generous odds we only got a couple of takers for you two, so we won't have to pay out very much if it's a Hogwarts victory."

"I see," said Harry. "Well, I appreciate the support, I guess. I'm more interested in surviving the Tournament than winning it."

"Understandable," Fred grinned. "If there's anything we can do to help, say the word."

"Will do," Harry nodded. Then, inspiration struck: "Actually, there is something you can do."

"What's that?" asked George eagerly.

"Tell Neville to put his egg underwater," said Harry. "Only, don't tell him it came from me. I don't think he trusts me much right now."

"We can do that," Fred nodded. Then, frowning, he said, "Unless this is some kind of sabotage to destroy his clue?"

"The egg is speaking Mermish," Harry explained. "I want Neville to figure out the clue so he doesn't drown in the lake."

"Fair play," George grinned. "We'll drop him a hint or two. Leave it to us."

"He trusts us, though Merlin knows why," Fred winked. "We may have followed him around the castle in his second year declaring him the Heir of Slytherin."

Harry snorted with amusement at this image. He remembered the twins doing something similar in his original second year, and it had gone a long way towards lightening the tense mood around Hogwarts.

Just then, Katie, Angelina, and Alicia arrived from the dance floor, out of breath and giddy with excitement. The latter two flopped beside the twins, while Katie took the seat beside Harry. "My feet are killing me in these lifts!" Angelina complained, discarding the offending shoes with a sigh of relief.

"You could've done without them anyway," commented George. "I look two feet tall dancing next to you!"

"You do not," Angelina reprimanded him, swatting him playfully. "You look quite the distinguished gentleman on that dance floor, Mr. Weasley." That succeeded in getting a pleased grin out of George.

Harry took the opportunity to glance about the room and people-watch a little. Hermione was still dancing with Krum, looking quite pleased to be doing so, oblivious to the jealous glares of the girls all around her. Neville and Ron were seated at a table nearby, but Harry was glad to see Ron was not part of the Hermione hate club tonight. Instead he seemed to be chafing as Daphne adjusted his robes and reprimanded about something or other, but he still nonetheless looked pleased to be with his current date.

Harry's eyes also scanned the High Table, where much of the staff was seated and wearing their nicest attire. Moody was clearly inebriated thanks to whatever was in his hip flask, laughing jovially and chatting with Flitwick and McGonagall. Hagrid was eyeing Madame Maxime from afar, no doubt working up the courage to ask her to dance. Snape and Karkaroff sat at a far end of the table, engaged in hushed, urgent discussion – probably about their Dark Marks going haywire, Harry thought angrily.

He suddenly sensed that Katie had just asked him a question. "Sorry, what?" he said, turning his attention back to his date.

"I just asked if you wanted to keep dancing," she muttered. "But it's fine if you don't want to; I know you said—"

"I'd love to!" Harry grinned. "If you want to, of course."

"Sure!" Katie beamed. Harry stood and took her hand to lead her back out onto the dance floor. But before he could do so, they were accosted by the last person Harry wanted to encounter that evening.

"Ah, if it isn't the man of the hour!" a singsong voice called out that sent a chill down Harry's spine. He turned to see Rita Skeeter gliding over towards him, wearing a gaudy dress of bright purple, a glint of malice in her eyes betraying her otherwise-sweet disposition.

"Miss Skeeter," Harry greeted her with a false smile of his own. He wouldn't be losing his temper so publicly tonight. "I quite enjoyed your latest article. Your sources are keeping you well-misinformed."

"Oh, no need to be salty, dear," Rita smirked. "Your family may be quite adept at concealing its true colors, but the truth always comes out in the end."

"Yes, it does," Harry agreed, enunciating each word bitterly. Rita sneered, catching his drift but not acknowledging the implication.

"And who might you be, young lady?" Rita said, turning to smile at Katie.

"Katie Bell," Katie said warily, looking between Rita and Harry with mild concern.

"Delighted," Rita said, though her eyes suggested otherwise. "Harry here must have made quite the pitch to persuade you to accompany him tonight. Given his...shall we say...seedy reputation."

"Not everyone at Hogwarts reads the rubbish you put out in the Prophet," Katie frowned. "Harry's a good person, and I was happy to come with him."

"Don't engage with her," Harry sighed, attempting to steer Katie away from the conversation. "It'll only make things worse."

"But we're only just getting to know each other!" Rita smiled mischievously. "I'm sure the readers would love to learn more about the girl ensnared in the latest scheme by Hogwarts' false champion."

"If you write a single word about her," Harry growled, taking a step forward to get in Rita's face, "you'll regret it."

"I would never!" Rita smiled sweetly, showing no fear. "Write just a single word, that is."

"Come on, Harry, leave it," Katie groaned, and now she was the one steering Harry away. He was aware of the crowd that was watching the tense standoff, but he didn't care. He glared for a few seconds longer before tearing himself away from Rita and following Katie onto the dance floor.

"It should be illegal for her to do what she's doing to me and my family," Harry grumbled as the Weird Sisters struck up another tune.

"Agreed," said Katie. "But who cares what she has to say tomorrow? Let's just dance!" And she forcefully guided his hand back to her waist, resuming their improvised gait around the room. It was a more up-tempo song, forcing them to hasten their steps to keep up with the rhythm, and soon Harry's anger was forgotten in their mad dash about the floor. He and Katie laughed riotously as they struggled to stay in time, no longer self-conscious about anyone else watching in the slightest.

Harry had no idea how long he spent dancing with Katie, or how many songs the Weird Sisters cycled through. But soon he found himself swaying slowly to and fro to a slow ballad, the dance floor far less crowded than before – the night must be growing late as students trickled off to bed. Katie rested her head on Harry's shoulder, leaning into him as they danced, and Harry felt an odd swooping sort of sensation in his gut at the gesture.

A new form of nervousness was coming over him now, as he realized the Yule Ball was drawing to a close. What was the protocol for ending the night? What was he supposed to say to her? Was he supposed to escort her back to Gryffindor Tower? Was he supposed to...kiss her? The thought made him anxious as he swayed to the gentle beat, silently praying that the song would never end.

But he wouldn't get the opportunity to find out, as the quiet atmosphere was harshly interrupted by loud crackles and BANGS. Students flinched away from the center of the room as Harry, sensing danger, pulled Katie behind him in a defensive posture. But he found himself staring at his own cousin Damian, standing at the center of the dance floor, armfuls of fireworks at his disposal.

"FREE THE HOUSE-ELVES!" Damian bellowed. "UNSHACKLE THE SLAVES TRAPPED IN OUR BASEMENTS! DOWN WITH THE WIZARD HIERARCHY!"

Damian attempted to throw another handful of fireworks on the ground before he was roughly grabbed by Filch the caretaker, dragging him kicking and screaming from the room as the stunned crowd watched on. "I'd better go handle this," Harry said apologetically to Katie. "Sorry."

"I understand," said Katie quickly. And Harry hustled out to the Entrance Hall, where Filch was now physically blocking Damian from re-entering the Ball.

"You're not gettin' back in there, you little twerp!" Filch growled.

"You can't stop me, old man!" Damian said defiantly. "Or don't you care about how magical society mistreats those it deems inferior?"

"Mr. Dursley!" shrieked Professor Sprout, Damian's Head of House, exiting the Ball in her flowing gown looking quite cross. "This is unbecoming behavior from a Hufflepuff!"

"What do I care?" Damian scoffed. "This whole castle is complicit, I tell you, and I won't stand for it!"

"The Headmaster will be hearing about this, young man!" Sprout said angrily.

"Professor, let me," said Harry, stepping between his cousin and the adults. "Damian, let's go for a walk, shall we?"

Damian glared at Harry for a moment. "Fine," he spat, turning towards the exit and storming off.

"You'd best talk some sense into that cousin of yours, Potter," Sprout said warningly. "He's been warned not to step out of line too many times, and this could result in a suspension, or worse."

"I will, Professor," Harry promised, following Damian outside into the gardens. He found the boy petulantly kicking tree trunks, sending showers of snow into the nearby bushes (and drawing shrieks of surprise from the students lurking within).

"Come to lecture me on why I'm not acting like a 'proper Hogwarts student'?" Damian scoffed when he saw Harry approach.

"Nope," Harry shrugged. "Don't think I need to, since you already know it yourself."

Damian did not deny this. "I just don't understand how you can all be so blind," he said instead. "How you can just eat the food they prepare, sleep in the beds they clean for you…"

"It is unfair," Harry nodded. "And they should have a choice. But did you know the Hogwarts elves are offered pay and vacation time? And Dumbledore allows any of them to leave their contract with the school at any time, for any reason?"

Damian raised his eyebrows. "No, I didn't," he muttered. "But there are plenty of others that don't have that chance—"

"And that should change," Harry agreed. "But throwing a tantrum and ruining people's evenings isn't the way to convince them to change their minds."

"I know that," Damian sighed, kicking another tree in frustration. "Just sucks to feel so useless, ya know? Like, what else am I s'posed to do to help?"

"I hear you," Harry said. "But this isn't really about the house-elves, is it?"

"What're you on about?" Damian frowned.

"It's Christmas," Harry pointed out. "And your parents couldn't even be bothered to write you a letter. All your friends are either at home with their loved ones, or at a dance you weren't invited to. I imagine it's been a lonely evening."

Damian didn't respond immediately, but the way he angrily stared at his shoes told Harry he'd struck a nerve. "It's shite, you know, being stuck between two worlds," he finally grumbled. "You don't get it...your parents are magical. Mine just don't understand. I wish they would sometimes."

Harry did understand, oddly enough, what the Dursleys were like. Though unlike Damian, he did not care one bit about what Vernon and Petunia thought about Hogwarts, or him for that matter. How psychologically damaged might he have been in his prior timeline if he desperately craved their parental support? It only reaffirmed his decision to maintain a good relationship with his cousin now.

Harry stayed out in the snow with Damian for a long while, waiting patiently for the boy to cool off (literally and figuratively). "Tell you what," he eventually said. "I'll talk to my dad when I see him tomorrow. Ask him to work on bringing a bill to the Wizengamot floor on the matter."

"Really?" said Damian, surprised. "Why would you do that?"

"It's a good cause," Harry shrugged. "And you're right, it's long overdue. I'm sure he'll see reason."

Damian pondered this in silence while drawing a crude anatomical shape in the snow with his boot heel. "Right, well, I'm going to bed," he finally announced, turning to head back into the castle.

"Not yet, you're not," Harry shook his head. "First you're going back in there and apologizing to Professor Sprout. Then you're going to offer to clean the mess you made on the dance floor."

"Aw, come off it, Potter—" Damian whined.

"I mean it, Damian," Harry warned. "Sprout sounded like she was going to suspend you. Just please, take the high road this once and make it right."

Damian looked highly irritated by this, but he allowed Harry to escort him back into the Great Hall, where he muttered a terse apology to the Herbology professor. She allowed him to return to his common room with merely a fifteen point House deduction, giving Harry a grateful nod as the boy departed once more.

Harry turned to scan the nearly-empty room for Katie, but she was nowhere to be seen, nor were the twins and their dates. She must have gone to bed instead of waiting up, Harry realized. He would never find out what the proper protocol was for ending their night, and he found himself rather disappointed by that fact rather than relieved.

He made his way back up to Ravenclaw Tower alone, where his dorm mates were already asleep. He quickly changed and flopped onto his bed, exhausted but pleased with the night's events. He was vaguely concerned about the future, namely the fallout of Damian's outburst and Rita Skeeter's promises of further retribution in her next hit piece. He also planned to try and meet with Saul Croaker when he returned home for the half-holiday, anxious to speak to the man about all that had happened since the term began.

But for now, pleasant memories of the Yule Ball kept him content as he drifted off, the infectious sound of Katie's joyous laughter on the dance floor ringing in his ears and lulling him into a deep and restful sleep…

A/N: A couple of people correctly guessed Katie as Harry's date – I believe Bearsona09 was the first to do so! A few people also guessed Astoria Greengrass, and they get partial credit because that was actually my original plan when I started this fic. The idea was for Daphne to cash in the "favor" Harry owed her to take Astoria so she could attend the Ball with her friends, with a relationship forming from there. I ended up scrapping that plan because the age disparity was too hard to reconcile with Harry's recent growth (even though Astoria is only 13 months younger in this fic). You might have noticed loose strands of that intended storyline scattered through the first half of this fic, so good eye to those of you who picked up on it!
Year 4-10: Creature Cruelties

A/N: More of a plot-light chapter this week, but one that sets up a lot of important character and story arcs later on. Perhaps some of you will pick up on what I have planned for future years! Oh, and buckle your seat belts for a nasty little plot twist in this chapter that I guarantee none of you saw coming...enjoy!

"Why the long face, Potter?" asked Daphne Greengrass. "You look like someone killed your pet."

"Hmm? Oh, I'm fine," said Harry, tearing his attention away from the train window, watching the Scottish landscape zoom by. "Just thinking."

"How did you enjoy the ball?" asked Tracey Davis, turning away from her cousin Mark to give Harry her attention. "You went with the Bell girl, right?"

"Yeah, it was fun," Harry shrugged. "We both had a good time."

"Your face is telling a different story," Mark Davis pointed out. "What, did she spurn your advances at the end of the night?"

"No, nothing like that!" Harry huffed. "We just didn't get a chance to talk afterwards. I had to take care of my cousin Damian, and she left before I got back."

"Ah, yeah, I heard about that stunt," Daphne remarked. "Little twerp is lucky he didn't get expelled."

"You weren't there to see it, Daph?" asked Tracey, waggling her eyebrows playfully at her friend. "Did you and Weasley sneak off early to have your own fun?"

"Eww, don't be crass!" Daphne said haughtily. "If you must know, I mentioned I was still hungry after dinner, and he showed me how to get into the kitchens for a late-night snack."

"Daphne Greengrass, sneaking through the castle late at night?" Harry whistled. "I never thought I'd see the day." Daphne grumbled mutinously under her breath as the other three shared a chuckle at her expense.

"Well, your night can't have gone as poorly as mine," Mark smiled sadly at Harry. "Marietta Edgecombe slapped me when I tried to move in for the goodnight kiss."

"I told you not to take that bitch!" Tracey laughed at her cousin's expense. "She may be pretty, but she's got a mean streak to her."

"You're one to talk," Daphne ribbed her friend. "Theo Nott looked like he wanted nothing to do with you by the end of the night!"

"Don't bloody remind me," Tracey grumbled. "He disappeared with Draco and his mates before I even got the chance at a goodnight kiss!"

"D'you reckon you and Katie will see each other again?" Mark asked Harry.

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. "I mean, we're playing Quidditch together this year, so I'll 'see' her...but we never really discussed if we were going as friends or as dates."

"So ask her, you dolt!" Daphne laughed. "Maybe she wanted a kiss but didn't want to act like she was expecting one."

"Yeah, girls don't always come out and say that stuff," Tracey added. "You have to be more direct."

"Don't play their silly female games, Potter!" Mark scoffed. "You're a Triwizard Champion, for Merlin's sake – make the women come to you!"

Harry sat back and chuckled to himself as Mark, Daphne and Tracey bickered over the proper male-female courting etiquette. He was grateful that Katie didn't seem to follow such rigid gender conventions, though he was still unsure how to approach the topic, if at all. What if she just wanted to remain friends? What if he ruined their Quidditch dynamic by reading more into their fun evening than she did?

But that was a problem for another day. For now, he simply wanted to enjoy the last week of his holiday vacation with his family. The Hogwarts Express deposited him and the other students at King's Cross Station a few hours later, and he disembarked with his classmates ready for a relaxing few nights.

James and Lily corralled him and Dahlia into a family dinner that evening, eager to talk about how their year was progressing. "I want to hear all about your classes!" said Lily excitedly. "But first, Harry, how is your tournament preparation going? I expect you've devoted time to solving your clue for the Second Task?"

"I've already solved it," Harry confirmed. "I have to dive into the Black Lake and retrieve something from the bottom within an hour."

"Ah, an interesting challenge!" James mused thoughtfully. "I suppose you've been looking into methods of breathing underwater? There are a few options you can go for: gillyweed, a Bubble-Head Charm—"

"Don't feed him ideas; he needs to figure it out on his own!" Lily chastised her husband. Then, second-guessing herself, she added, "But do know that we will never judge you for seeking help if it's too difficult, dear. Your survival is the most important thing."

"I've got a handle on it, Mum," Harry chuckled. "I already have some ideas about what to do."

"Good," said Lily. Then, her face lit up with excitement as her next line of questioning began. "So I heard you took a fifth-year girl to the dance! Who's the lucky lady?"

"Katie Bell," said Harry. "She plays for the Gryffindor Quidditch team."

"That so?" James remarked. "Branching outside of your own House, then? Good for you."

"When do we get to meet her?" Lily asked excitedly.

"Mum, it's not like that," Harry groaned as Dahlia snickered at his expense. "We're just friends."

"Ah, I see," said Lily, sounding somewhat disappointed. She turned next to Dahlia, whose smirk was wiped from her face immediately. "And how did it go with Neville Longbottom, dear?"

"It was fun," Dahlia shrugged. He's very nice...almost too nice."

"Too nice?" Lily frowned. "What does that mean?"

"I dunno...it's like he was afraid to touch me or even look at me," Dahlia sighed. She narrowed her eyes at her brother after this remark, as though silently accusing him for it.

"Did he go on complaining about how horrible I am the whole night?" Harry asked bitterly.

"As a matter of fact, he didn't talk about you at all," Dahlia said snippily. "He was a bit preoccupied with his own performance in the Tournament."

"Has he figured out his clue yet?" asked Harry.

"Dunno," Dahlia shrugged. "He didn't talk about it much. I even offered to help him, but he said he wanted to 'figure it out on his own'."

"Noble git," Harry muttered.

"He's under quite a bit of pressure, you know," said Dahlia. "He feels an awful need to prove himself. A lot of his classmates don't respect him – they think he's some kind of fraud who doesn't deserve his fame. He wants to show that he can do this on his own."

"It's not about his pride!" Harry groaned. "Somebody's trying to bloody murder him! He ought to accept help when it's offered to him, instead of being a prat about it!"

"Maybe you ought to focus on yourself for a while, darling," said Lily cautiously. "It's kind of you to worry about your friend, but you have to put yourself first."

"Yes, I still don't like this Tournament business," James muttered. "Someone is trying to tear this family apart, and I won't have you sacrificing your own safety for someone else's."

If only you knew who that someone was, Harry thought bitterly. Hopefully things would never deteriorate to the level they had in his last timeline, and Voldemort's plot with the Tournament would never come to fruition.

"But enough about such horrible topics," said James. "This is a time of celebration! Your mother has some big news of her own to share with you two."

"Oh, James, don't…" Lily sighed, covering her face in embarrassment.

"What d'you mean?" James laughed. "It's a wonderful thing that's happened...don't be modest, tell them!"

Lily sighed, then turned to her two children. "I've completed my Potions Mastery," she said with a relieved smile. "Took the better part of four years, but I turned in my dissertation last month, and the committee has decided to approve my application."

Dahlia squealed with excitement and launched at her mother with a hug. "I knew you could do it!" she laughed. "Congratulations, Mum!"

"Wow, that's amazing!" Harry grinned. He'd known his mother to be hard at work in the background on her mastery all throughout his existence in this timeline, but didn't realize how close she'd been to completing it.

"Your mother is going to be honored at the next International Potions Conference this spring," said James proudly. "The first British Master in over a decade."

"The last one was your Professor Snape," Lily beamed. "I owe him so much for this, honestly...all the assistance and support he's given me over the years…"

"Yes, how benevolent of him," James grumbled, though he desisted under the wilting look his wife gave him at this remark. "Anyway, we should all be there at the ceremony to support her."

"They don't have to come if they don't want to," said Lily quickly. "These events are always stuffy and boring, for self-important wizards to brag about the advancements they've made in the field—"

"I want to come!" Dahlia said excitedly. "I might go for a mastery myself one day, and it will be interesting to learn more about it."

"Of course I'll come," Harry piped in at his father's subtle urging. "Wouldn't miss it for the world."

"That's unnecessary, really," Lily said modestly, though she remained in particularly high spirits for the remainder of the evening.

Harry slept in late the following morning, a luxury he didn't often allow himself. His parents informed him at lunch that they would be traveling to Sirius' home to continue the Christmas festivities, including a proper gift exchange and time to catch up with him and Remus. That sounded like exactly the kind of evening Harry needed to unwind: watching the Marauders get drunk and make fools of themselves as they reminisced on the good ol' days.

At five that evening, the Potters gathered around the fireplace as James grabbed a handful of Floo Powder from the hearth. "Black residence!" he announced, dropping the Floo Powder into the grate and stepping forward into the green flames. Lily, Dahlia and Harry followed, spinning quickly through the fireplace network until they stumbled out at their destination.

Harry looked around in amazement at the large parlor they'd just stepped into. It looked nothing like he expected: sparkling-clean, with vaulted ceilings and elaborate wallpaper lining the walls, the room populated with ornate furniture and decor.

"This isn't Grimmauld Place," he muttered without thinking.

"And why on earth would we go there?" a voice laughed from down the hall, as a beaming Sirius entered the room to greet them. "My dearest mother may have saddled me with that horrendous building, but she could never force me to live there."

"Padfoot!" James greeted his friend with a hug. "Not getting into too much trouble, I hope?"

"No more than usual," Sirius winked. "Though you should hear what happened with that Hit-Wizard when he found me and his daughter here—"

"For god's sake, Sirius," Lily huffed, clapping her hands over Dahlia's ears. "Must you be so crass around the children?"

"Oh, I think they're mature enough to handle it," Sirius grinned mischievously. "Besides, I hear young Harry here is courting older women now! Flexing your status as a Triwizard Champion, are we?"

"It's not like that," Harry sighed, rolling his eyes. "Katie's just a friend. She doesn't care about all that stuff."

"Ah, don't be so modest!" Sirius chuckled, throwing an arm over Harry's shoulders. "You might think that now, but I guarantee this Katie can be wooed by your charm like anyone else. I'll teach you all you need to know, young pup. But first, where are my manners? KREACHER!"

There was a small pop, and Kreacher the house-elf appeared, looking just as ragged, filthy and miserable as Harry remembered from his last timeline. "Master Sirius called for Kreacher?" he asked, eyeing the newcomers warily.

"Yes, Kreacher," said Sirius pompously. "These are our guests for the evening, the Potters. Treat them as you would treat myself, and get them anything they need. Anybody thirsty?"

"I could go for some wine," Lily piped up.

"You heard the lady, Kreacher," Sirius barked to his house-elf. "Chop chop!"

"Right away, Mrs. Potter," Kreacher croaked, shuffling towards the kitchen. But before he left their earshot, they could hear him muttering under his breath: "The Mudblood dares to defile the House of Black...her kind dares to drink from the stores of an Ancient and Most Noble House…"

Kreacher suddenly gave a loud yelp of pain as Sirius' boot made contact with the elf's backside, sending him sprawling against the opposite wall. "You will not disrespect my guests like this again, Kreacher!" Sirius said severely to the trembling elf. "Apologize to Mrs. Potter!"

"Sirius, that isn't necessary—" Lily said quickly.

"Yes, it is," Sirius huffed. "Now, Kreacher!"

Kreacher looked fearfully up at Lily, who was clearly uncomfortable with all of this. "Sorry, ma'am," Kreacher said with a shaky bow.

"It's fine," Lily sighed. Kreacher then scurried from the room, limping slightly from the physical blow he'd received.

"That little shit has been spending too much time talking to my mother's portrait, I just know it," Sirius said bitterly. "I usually make him stay at Grimmauld to keep him out of sight, but that might have been a mistake…"

"That's no excuse to hurt him like that," Harry pointed out.

"You didn't hear what he called your mother?" Sirius demanded, clearly still angry with his house-elf.

"I did," Harry nodded. "But he doesn't know any better. He's spent his whole life having his mind poisoned by your family...abusing him won't fix that much mental damage."

Sirius grunted unhappily, clearly recognizing the truth in Harry's words. But before he could respond, the fireplace flared green again, and Remus and Alessia stepped into the parlor, all smiles, oblivious to the awkwardness in the room. At once the tension dissipated as everyone greeted the newest arrivals.

Apparently this was Alessia's first visit to the house, which gave Sirius an excuse to perform an elaborate tour, allowing Harry to have a look around the place. The three-story manor was set on a hill overlooking a large plot of land in the countryside, and every room was filled with expensive-looking decorations and furnishings. Harry had no idea what a ridiculous home might cost, but could only imagine how bottomless the Black coffers must be to afford such an expense.

"So what do you think?" Sirius asked the Italian witch as they returned to the parlor. "Fit for a king, wouldn't you say?"

"It eez quite extravagant for just one man," Alessia remarked.

"Well, one must keep up appearances for the ladies," Sirius grinned impishly. "Besides, I have to spend all the Black family gold somehow before I expire."

"Not leaving anything behind for your kids, Padfoot?" James remarked.

"Kids?" Sirius repeated with a harsh laugh. "As if any woman could tie me down! Nope, it's the bachelor life for me, Prongs, and I wouldn't have it any other way."

"Nonsense," Alessia chuckled lightly. "Perhaps ze right woman simply 'as not appeared in your life yet."

"That's the spirit," Remus grinned, kissing his partner tenderly on the lips before turning back to Sirius. "I would have thought the same for myself before I met Alessia here. Don't close yourself off to the possibility, my friend."

"They're all conspiring against me, the lot of 'em," Sirius muttered just loudly enough for Harry to hear, drawing a chuckle from the teen. Then, more loudly, he announced, "Time for dinner!"

He ushered everyone into the dining room, where Kreacher had prepared an elaborate Christmas spread of roast beef and all the fixings Harry could imagine. He sat and eagerly piled his plate high along with the rest of his extended family. Soon the room was filled with the sound of mirthful laughter and tales being swapped between the adults and children alike.

Dahlia in particular was eager to speak with Alessia about her Healing career. "I 'ave just completed my training at Milan and earned my license to practice Healing," the witch explained. "I could 'ave applied straight away to a hospital, but decided to wait while Remus and I travel."

"And she will be a brilliant Healer," Remus added, squeezing Alessia's hand affectionately. "Once we figure out where we're going to settle…"

"Unless we decide to pursue other goals!" Alessia said excitedly. "Such as zis enterprise with Lily—"

"We haven't solidified any plans yet," Lily chuckled awkwardly, glancing at her children as she did so. Harry got the sense that she didn't want to discuss whatever Alessia was referring to. Dahlia also picked up on this, and unlike her brother, she had the gall to confront it head-on.

"What does she mean, Mum?" Dahlia demanded. "What enterprise?"

Lily gave Alessia an exasperated look before sighing. "We've talked about starting a company to produce potions to counteract lycanthropy," she explained. "But it was merely speculation, and we have no viable path forward—"

"It is not just speculation!" Remus pointed out. "It was the entire topic of your dissertation, was it not?"

"Yes, but it's all still theoretical," Lily groaned. "We don't know if what happened to you can be replicated with a potion—"

"But once other potion masters 'ave read your paper," Alessia continued, "they will look into the magic themselves. Eet could change the world, Lily!"

"That sounds brilliant, Mum," Harry added before his mother could express her self-doubt any further. "If you could invent a potion to rid a werewolf of their condition, that would be incredible!"

"Severus has told me the same," Lily said with a bashful smile. "Though I think he is just being nice."

"And I would agree with that sentiment," James interjected. "Though in this rare instance, I also think he has a point. Don't give up on this one, Lil – it could make you a household name for generations!"

"How's work been for you lately, Prongs?" asked Remus as he reached for another bowlful of pudding. "Any closer to catching the culprit behind the Triwizard Tournament mess?"

"Sadly, no," James muttered. "Fudge is dead-set on it being Croaker or someone else in the Department of Mysteries, but I'm not so sure. I still suspect Crouch Sr. myself, but we haven't had any leads towards finding him yet."

"And you're sure it's not Crouch's son?" Harry piped in.

"He is most certainly back in Azkaban where he belongs," James assured his son. "I went and checked myself...he's not getting out of there again anytime soon."

"You couldn't get anything out of ol' Barty's house-elf?" asked Sirius.

"She refused to turn her master in," James sighed. "We had to let her go after the thirty-day holding period was up."

"And now she's probably back at his side, helping him evade the law," Remus muttered sadly.

Harry remembered his promise to Damian at the Yule Ball, and figured this was as good a time as any to broach the subject. "Perhaps a law could be introduced to compel her to speak?" he suggested. "Maybe if she was allowed to leave the service of a known criminal, she would be free to provide the Ministry with information…"

"Impossible," James shook his head. "Never gonna happen. The Wizengamot is full of old pure-blood families, many of whom own house-elves – they would never agree to it."

"But if you spun it as a national security threat," Harry urged, "surely they would see reason! I bet Lord Greengrass would help you gather the votes—"

"I have leaned on Dale far too heavily in recent years," James muttered. "I owe that poor man too many favors. He wouldn't stick out his neck for such a frivolous matter."

"It's not frivolous!" Harry insisted. "What about Dobby?"

"Who's Dobby?" James frowned.

"The Malfoy's house-elf," Harry explained. "He disobeyed his master's orders to help Neville in our second year, because he knew about the diary. If he was free to leave his service, he would probably be able to expose all of that family's secrets to the Ministry."

James actually considered this. "There's something to that," he muttered. "Malfoy has been causing lots of problems for me lately. He's in Fudge's ear constantly, and I'm certain he's behind these recent Rita Skeeter hit pieces as well—"

"But there's more to consider there, James," Sirius said warningly. "Kreacher would be free to his own devices as well. He could waltz right over to the former Death Eaters and help them commit Merlin knows what crimes like at the World Cup all over again."

"All the more reason to treat him kindly," Harry pointed out. Sirius rolled his eyes, but did not retort, once again acknowledging his godson's point without saying as much.

"I'll put some feelers out," James sighed. "The Winky case might be enough to sway some of the neutral families. But if it proves to be political suicide, it's a non-starter."

Harry was frustrated by the idea that justice for the elves might only come about due to the whims of the current political climate. He could only imagine how upset Hermione and Damian might be if they were here themselves. But he held his tongue, not wishing to upset his father, forced to passively hope he would do the right thing (even if for the wrong reasons).

Once everyone had eaten their fill, they returned to the parlor for drinks and relaxation by the fire. The night devolved rather swiftly from there, with the three Marauders quickly getting drunk and loudly boasting of their past misdeeds to anyone who cared. Harry eventually made his escape after Sirius took him under his arm and loudly began to explain how to 'show Katie a real good time', prompting Lily to chase him around the room with an enchanted pair of boots kicking at his rear.

Harry wandered back into the kitchen to refill his goblet of Butterbeer. When he did so, he encountered a very grumpy house-elf slumped over the kitchen sink, washing a large pile of dishes and glasses entirely by hand.

"Not using magic to wash those, Kreacher?" Harry asked as he poured himself a new glass.

"Master Sirius is not allowing Kreacher to use magic for his task," Kreacher grumbled unhappily. "For insulting the Mud— the Potter woman."

Harry watched as the elderly elf struggled to grasp each piece of silverware and fine china, limbs trembling as he dutifully scrubbed the grime from each of them. He could tell that the task would take Kreacher hours to complete, if he was able to complete it at all...which would only incur the wrath of his now-inebriated master once more.

With a sigh, Harry drew his wand and swiped it at the kitchen sink. At once, the many dirty dishes levitated out of the basin and began to scrub themselves, before stacking themselves neatly on the counter. Kreacher turned, bewildered, to stare at Harry.

"I do not approve of the language you used against my mother," Harry told the elf firmly. "But it does not excuse Sirius' poor treatment of you. His cruelty is not justified simply because you are his property."

Kreacher regarded Harry curiously for this statement. "Young Mister Potter is a kind boy," the elf said with a reverent bow. "He is reminding Kreacher much of Master Regulus."

"Regulus?" Harry scoffed. "The Death Eater? I'd prefer not to be compared to that bigoted coward, thank you very much."

"No!" Kreacher snapped with surprising vigor. "Master Regulus was a brave young man! He treated Kreacher with respect, like you yourself do!"

"If you say so," Harry sighed, taking his leave of the kitchen. Regardless of how Regulus Black treated his house-elf, Harry couldn't so easily forgive someone who willingly entered Lord Voldemort's service. According to Sirius, his younger brother had taken after his mother Walburga, and judging from Harry's interactions with her portrait at Grimmauld Place, that won him no sympathy in Harry's eyes.

The night eventually drew to a close when Alessia had the good sense to drag Remus back home after he, James and Sirius jumped atop the grand piano and sang a rambunctious folk tune badly out of key. The Potters took their leave soon after, with Harry forced to assist a sloshed James through the Floo and upstairs to bed. All in all it had been an enjoyable evening, though it certainly gave Harry plenty to think about. He would have a few more days to sleep in and relax before Hogwarts resumed term.

But as usual, his visions of rest and relaxation were rudely interrupted at the first opportunity. He awoke the next morning to the sound of loud voices downstairs – his parents. Arguing over the way the night turned out? Harry wondered, rubbing his eyes tiredly and hopping out of bed to head downstairs to start his day.

But he did not find his father in the kitchen as expected – only his mother, reading the morning's Daily Prophet with a furrowed brow. "Something the matter?" Harry asked. "Where's Dad?"

"He's been called into work," Lily muttered fretfully.

"On a Saturday?" Harry asked, frowning. "Has something happened?"

"Rita Skeeter," Lily sighed, folding the newspaper and sliding it across the table for her son to read.

"Oh, bloody hell," Harry groaned. "What did that cow have to say about me this time?"

He craned his neck to examine the front page for himself. Nothing could have prepared him for what he read, his heart leaping into his throat as he absorbed the headline:

RITA SKEETER FOUND DEAD ON HOGWARTS GROUNDS

by Alexander Sommerbee, The Daily Prophet

"The Prophet is saddened and horrified to report that one of our own intrepid reporters, Rita Skeeter, age 44, has been discovered deceased on the grounds of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Ms. Skeeter was on scene reporting on the Yule Ball, the school dance held as part of the Triwizard Tournament. Ms. Skeeter did not report back as expected the following day, and her body was discovered last night by the school groundskeeper in a shallow grave in the Forbidden Forest.

No cause of death has immediately been made clear, but sources within the Department of Magical Law Enforcement suggest foul play. Representatives for the school could not be reached for comment—"

Harry set down the paper, unable to read on, hands trembling. "Who?" he asked weakly. "How?"

"No one has any idea, dear," Lily sighed. "Your father's been called in to lead the investigation."

Harry could hardly believe it. Rita Skeeter, dead? It made no sense to him whatsoever. Sure, she'd made enemies over her many years of dragging prominent names through the mud, but this seemed far too sinister to be real. Murdered at Hogwarts of all places? Supposedly the safest place in the wizarding world? Who could have done this? Who would have wanted to do this? It boggled the mind.

Could it have been somebody at the Yule Ball? He had seen her there – perhaps he'd even been one of the last people to see her before she met her untimely end. Could it have been the same person who put his and Neville's names into the Goblet of Fire? What motive would they have for taking such a risk at such a heavily-populated event, right under Dumbledore's nose? It didn't make one ounce of sense.

"Something else came for you this morning," said Lily, handing him a small slip of paper. "Expecting mail?"

"No?" Harry frowned. He glanced down at the letter: a simple Muggle postcard, bearing the phrase 'Greetings from Eastbourne!' overlaying a beautiful vista of the southern British coastline. He flipped it over to see no accompanying note, aside from a signature: Saul Croaker's.

Harry waited until he returned to his bedroom to decode the mysterious missive. "Veil of Death," he whispered, tapping his wand to the postcard. At once the hidden words appeared in the previously blank space, but to Harry's surprise, the message was quite short:

"Meet me inside St. Anthony's Church in Godric's Hollow, tonight at midnight. Come alone. -S.C."

Harry frowned at this. Why the need for such secrecy? Why couldn't he just meet Saul at the Ministry like usual? But he figured it must be urgent to warrant such a clandestine meeting on short notice. He would have to find a way to sneak out of the house and head to the small church across town that evening without being noticed.

But that proved a simpler job than expected. James was still at work at the Ministry when quarter to midnight rolled around that night, and Lily had already retired to bed, leaving Harry a clear path to escape. He cast Disillusionment and Muffling Charms on himself and slipped out the back door, crossing the yard and hopping the fence boundary to jog down the narrow lane into town.

The sleepy village of Godric's Hollow was deserted at this hour, and he encountered no resistance en route to the church. Harry paused at the front door, testing the handle and discovering that it was unlocked. With a final glance around, he slipped into the church, closing the door softly behind him.

It was eerily quiet inside the hallowed space, as Harry strained to hear anything in the silence. "Show yourself," he whispered, heart pounding in anticipation. After a few seconds, he heard a rustling from the opposite end of the room, and pointed his wand at the newcomer, sensing the other party doing the same.

"It is I, Saul Croaker," the other person announced. "Who goes there?"

"Harry Potter," said Harry, not yet lowering his wand. "What did we discuss during our first meeting together?"

"Your unfortunate travels through time and space," Saul sneered. "You hail from a universe in which there is a different Boy Who Lived, and that is…?"

"Me," Harry sighed. He lowered his wand as Saul flicked his to restore light to the darkened space, a glowing orb rising to the ceiling so that they could see each other properly. "Why all this cloak and dagger nonsense?"

"My Department is still under investigation," said Saul. "Minister Fudge is especially interested in the relationship you and I share. I could not be seen meeting with you for fear of retribution."

"I see," said Harry. "I take it you saw the headline in today's Prophet?"

"Of course," Saul muttered darkly. "Rita Skeeter's murder is a rather disturbing development. I take it you had no knowledge or involvement?"

"Of course not!" Harry scoffed. "I'm no murderer, even if I think she is...or was...a terrible person."

"I didn't think you were," said Saul. "But this begs the question of why. The Ministry will never suspect the Dark Lord as a potential candidate for her killer, so we have to ask the question ourselves."

"You think Voldemort is behind this?" Harry asked, surprised.

"We have to consider it likely," said Saul. "I take it this never happened in your previous timeline?"

"No," Harry shook his head vehemently. "And she was just as nasty to me back then. But why would Voldemort want her killed, if she's basically doing his bidding for him without realizing it?"

"That's what puzzles me also," said Saul. "We can safely rule out Malfoy, I think, as he would never betray someone so clearly invested in your father's downfall. What other reasons might the Dark Lord want her out of the way?"

"Maybe he doesn't want me being in the spotlight so much?" Harry speculated. "So if he does try to kill me, it won't draw as much suspicion?"

"Perhaps," Saul mused. "Unless she knew something that the Dark Lord didn't want to become public knowledge?"

"I have no idea what that would be," Harry muttered. "I saw her the night of the Yule Ball, you know. She threatened to write something about me and my date...you don't reckon that could be involved, could it?"

"Who was your date?" asked Saul.

"Katie Bell," said Harry. "I don't think her family is prominent in politics or anything."

"The name doesn't sound familiar," Saul frowned. "That's also unlikely to be the case. There is only one other possibility I can think of – a theory I've been working on for a while now. I don't think you're going to like it."

"What's that?" Harry frowned.

"The Dark Lord may have been doing you a favor," said Saul. "By removing one of your family's primary antagonists from the equation."

"Why on earth would he do that?" Harry scoffed.

"Think about it," Saul pressed. "You've encountered the Dark Lord twice now in this timeline, haven't you? And both times he tried to recruit you to his cause. Have you considered that he may attempt the same maneuver for a third time?"

"You think this is a ploy to get me to join his side?" Harry laughed. "Are you joking?"

"Afraid not," Saul said bitterly. "He may have had you entered into the Tournament as a test of your abilities. If he's impressed enough with your performance, he may seek to draw you in once more. He clearly sees your potential as a wizard, and if he doesn't seek to eliminate you, he may wish to instead turn you against Dumbledore."

"Well, I would never do that," Harry said adamantly. "Not a chance in hell."

"I know that all too well," Saul shrugged. "But this wouldn't be the worst news, would it? If he wanted you dead or discredited, he might have left Rita Skeeter well enough alone. Now he may seek to curry favor by showing he can assist in your rise to power by eliminating all future threats to your reputation."

"Seems a little far-fetched," Harry said skeptically. Though he couldn't entirely rule out the theory: clearly the Dark Lord wanted something from him, and had his eyes on Harry's performance in the Tournament. If it wasn't simply a bald-faced attempt to have him killed, this was a very real possibility.

"As I said, it's only a theory," Saul shrugged. "We will continue to assume the worst and hope for the best when it comes to the Dark Lord. But on to other matters. How did you like the postcard I sent this morning?"

"From Eastbourne?" said Harry. "What about it?"

"You don't remember?" said Saul. "Mrs. Cole mentioned the place in our meeting over the summer. Said there had been an incident there between Tom Riddle and some of the other children."

"Yeah, so what?" said Harry.

"So Mrs. Cole gets murdered, and you don't put any stock into the information she had to give?" said Saul. "Think, boy! These are the kinds of things the Dark Lord didn't want people to know about himself! Secrets that he wants lost to the grave!"

"So you think the Dark Lord is hiding some sort of secret in Eastbourne?" asked Harry.

"I suspected as much," Saul confirmed. "So I started poking around town, asking questions. Simple ones, you know – 'where would you take your kids to have a good time', that kind of thing. A common answer I got was the cliffs overlooking the sea, where a lot of school field trips take place."

"Like the one Mrs. Cole took her orphans on," Harry realized.

"Exactly," said Saul. "I started exploring the cliffs along the coast, and eventually stumbled upon a cave. Not one easily accessible by Muggles, of course, but this was no ordinary Muggle child we're talking about, eh? And what I found disturbed me."

"What did you find?" Harry frowned.

"I didn't make it in very far," Saul admitted. "But there was strong magic present, old magic that even I did not understand. Some kind of blood sacrifice was required to gain access, and I wasn't about to offer mine up freely to a potential Dark Lord. But the fact remains that someone does not want people poking their noses around inside that cave."

"Same with the Gaunt shack in Little Hangleton," Harry muttered. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

"That those would be two good hiding places for objects the Dark Lord wants to protect?" said Saul grimly. "I believe so."

"So what do we do next?" asked Harry.

"For the time being, nothing," said Saul. "I'm still unable to travel freely while the Department is under investigation, and I wouldn't dare attempt to breach such powerful enchantments without an expert assisting us."

"You think we'll need someone else to help us?" Harry frowned.

"Unfortunately, that may become necessary before long," Saul sighed. "The obvious candidate is Dumbledore, as he is one of the few men capable of facing the Dark Lord and living to tell the tale. If anyone could be trusted with this knowledge, it is him."

"How would we explain that we know so much about the horcruxes?" asked Harry.

"You would likely have to reveal your secret to him," Saul shrugged. "I know you are hesitant to do so, but we are rapidly approaching the point at which your foresight is no longer an advantage, and his expertise vastly outmatches both of ours."

"I know," Harry sighed. "But I still don't know if we can trust him with this knowledge. If he finds out Neville Longbottom has a horcrux in his scar, he might intentionally put him in harm's way to let the problem take care of itself. Like it did in my last timeline."

"Your concern for Longbottom's safety is admirable, Harry," said Saul, "but we are fighting a war here. If Longbottom has to die in order for the Dark Lord to be vulnerable—"

"But you said we could find another way to remove it!" Harry protested. "Without him needing to die!"

"I never said it was a guarantee," Saul cautioned. "We can continue to explore options, but it may be out of our hands."

"It will definitely be out of our hands if Dumbledore finds out," Harry pointed out. "I'd prefer not to hand over the reins and lose the ability to make that decision ourselves."

Saul considered this, then sighed heavily. "We will table this issue for now," he muttered. "But if the situation escalates and our advantage begins to deteriorate, we may have no choice but to place our trust in the most powerful wizard of our time."

Harry nodded his understanding. Dumbledore was the nuclear option – if Britain appeared to be on the brink of collapse under Voldemort's heel, he would have to get involved. Until then, Harry would continue his shadow campaign to thwart the Dark Lord's quest for immortality. As long as the possibility remained that Neville could survive this war, Harry would strive to protect the boy from all threats – even those within the ranks of the light.

"We must continue gathering intel and learning as much as we can," said Saul. "I'm afraid I can't be of much help, but I'd encourage you to keep doing what you've been doing."

"I need to return to Little Hangleton before the Third Task begins anyway," said Harry. "Voldemort's going to be in for a rude awakening when he tries to use his father's bones for his resurrection."

"Just be careful not to draw his attention," Saul warned. "Do not make it obvious that you were there. If he finds his father's grave excavated and with the bones removed, he'll know that treachery is afoot and we will once again find ourselves in the dark about his next moves."

"Understood," said Harry. Subtlety had never been his strong suit, but he felt confident he could sabotage the graveyard ritual plan without alerting the Dark Lord to his presence.

He and Saul concluded their meeting soon after, and Harry successfully managed to sneak back into his house and close himself in his bedroom without anyone noticing. He had trouble sleeping that night, the 'peaceful vacation' he'd hoped for no longer quite so relaxing after all. The many tasks that lay ahead of him were daunting, and he felt once more like he was struggling to keep afloat. Too much to do, too little time.

Perhaps Saul was right: it might be time for Harry to extend his circle of trust and share the burden with somebody else. But who that person (or persons) ought to be remained unclear, and he feared opening up a whole new can of worms by divulging his terrible secret with someone new.
Year 4-11: The Second Task

In years past, January had always passed by in slow-motion for Harry. The doldrums of the post-holiday school routine made the dreary days stretch interminably long, making Harry feel like he was trapped in a recurring loop of cold and darkness. This year however, Harry would like nothing more than for January to never end, as February would bring all kinds of unpleasant issues that he'd rather not face. This of course only made the month fly by, as the prospect of the Second Task and Harry's anxieties about Voldemort's scheming loomed large on the rapidly-approaching horizon.

Meanwhile, the trail of Rita Skeeter's murder ran cold, which was no surprise to Harry. The Daily Prophet was rife with speculation about the possible suspects, and once they realized no viable candidates had emerged, they turned their reporting to criticism of Dumbledore's running of the school. 'How could this happen at Britain's premier wizarding school?' one reporter asked. 'Will no one take responsibility for such ineptitude?' posited another.

Not that Harry could really disagree. Dumbledore was supposed to be the most powerful and insightful wizard of the century, but these incidents seemingly happened right under his nose year after year. Why was it always up to Harry to figure these things out when the Headmaster was supposedly so wise and responsible? It only reaffirmed his decision to keep certain secrets to himself, not trusting the man to do right by his students with that information.

Harry had no real choice but to get better. He spent all of his free time in the library or in the Room of Requirement, learning new magic and sharpening his skills. Much of it was combat-oriented, but he knew he had to broaden his understanding of many different disciplines. He was particularly interested in blood rituals after the success of the Ritual of Ontogenesis – what other rituals could he conduct to better his body and mind?

Such magic was outlawed in Britain, of course, and all the school-approved text on the subject was rather vague and didactic rather than explain how to perform it oneself. Harry considered getting a pass to the Restricted Section to look into more unsavory methods of self-improvement, but didn't want to draw too much attention to himself. Professor Moody would probably give it no questions asked, but Madam Pince was still suspiciously watching him via the school ledger and might alert Dumbledore to such troubling book check-outs by a fourth year.

For now, Harry decided to just focus on the Second Task and worry about the rest later. He'd opted not to use gillyweed this time, finding it a deeply unpleasant experience the first time around. Besides, he was certain Neville would favor the plant himself; he'd spotted the boy reading Magical Water Plants of the Mediterranean in the library, which meant the Weasley twins must have successfully tipped him off about his clue.

The way Harry saw it, he had three problems to solve: breathing underwater, regulating his temperature in the freezing water, and seeing through the dark and murky depths. A Bubble-Head Charm was a simple enough back-up plan to breathe, but was susceptible to being popped accidentally. Warming Charms worked for a time, but required focus to maintain with everything else going on. Harry could keep his wand tip lit with Lumos, but that would interfere with any other magic he would need to cast. He wanted to find the simplest and most fool-proof methods he could to ensure his safety and success in the task.

He'd also spent time wondering who his hostage might be in this timeline. Certainly not Ron – he was more likely to be Neville's if anything. Harry didn't have many close friends to speak of – perhaps Luna, though he didn't see her as often as he would like with how busy he was. The only person that made sense was Dahlia – he was highly protective of his sister and would do anything to keep her safe.

Unless she's Neville's hostage? Harry thought. Were he and his sister that close yet in this timeline? He wasn't actually sure – Dahlia acted nonchalant about the boy around her family, but she'd clearly been interested in him for years, and the feeling was now mutual. But if that was the case, who would Harry's be? His mother or father? Or perhaps, if the judges had taken notice of him and Katie at the Yule Ball...surely they wouldn't make that connection…?

"Knut for your thoughts, Harry?"

Harry startled, nearly jumping out of his seat in the library as he was pulled from his train of thought by none other than Katie herself. She stood expectantly beside his table, eyeing the dozen or so textbooks he had propped open before him.

"Oh, hey Katie," he said. "Just...daydreaming."

"What about?" she asked, taking the empty seat beside him.

"Nothing in particular," he muttered, face burning red. He didn't exactly want to admit that his head was now filled with memories of their last dance at the Ball...bodies pressed close together...imagining what could have been if Damian hadn't pulled his little stunt…

"What're you reading?" Katie asked, turning her attention to the books around him. Harry instinctively closed the one closest to him, worried that she'd think ill of him for reading about something as unsavory as blood rituals. Katie picked up a different one, raising her eyebrows at what she read.

"Pocket Charms?" she read. "Pretty advanced stuff for a fourth year. What're you learning that for?"

"Hmm? Oh, just a stupid idea I had," Harry chuckled. He'd learned the term from Flitwick the other day, when the man had seemingly drawn his wand out of thin air. When asked about it, the excitable professor described how he created a small 'pocket' enchantment to store his wand in, which he could then access from a designated entry point to pull it out. The idea intrigued Harry, but he wasn't yet sure if it was plausible to use in the way he envisioned it.

"Something to do with the Second Task?" asked Katie. "Have you figured out what you have to do yet?"

"We have to dive down to the bottom of the lake and retrieve something of value to us," said Harry. "In under an hour."

"Bloody hell, that explains why Viktor Krum keeps diving off his ship in the middle of winter," Katie muttered. "People thought he was just crazy."

Harry turned to face Katie directly. Her hair was back to its usual shoulder-length crop and she was wearing baggy workout clothes from a recent flying session. But she also wore a cheery smile and had Harry feeling totally relaxed in her presence, and he thought she looked just as pretty as she had when she was all dolled up for the Yule Ball.

Is now a good time to bring that up? Harry wondered. Should I tell her what I was thinking as the night was drawing to a close? But he couldn't seem to summon the Gryffindor courage to do so, merely searching her expression for some clue on how to proceed. Katie seemed to take his silence as a cue to change the subject, and the moment passed.

"So...how are you feeling about the next Quidditch match?" she asked. "We're playing against your old team, you know."

"Should be alright," Harry shrugged. "It's all just for fun anyway." Though he wasn't so sure if this would be the case. Roger Davies continued to be one of his most vocal detractors, and his behavior at the Yule Ball indicated that he still had a bone to pick with Harry. Would that translate to an ugly head-to-head match-up during their next game? Harry hoped not, but could never be too sure.

"Well...I can tell you're busy," Katie said decisively after another awkward pause, standing from her seat. "I'll leave you be. See you at practice?"

"Oh...yeah, alright," Harry said, surprised. "See you, Katie."

"See you!" she smiled, and she departed the library. Harry realized too late that she hadn't come over for any particular reason – she just wanted to spend time with him. Was she hoping to talk about what had happened at the end of the night...or rather, what had not happened? Was she after something more? Or did she just want to be better friends after their fun night out together?

Bloody idiot, Harry thought bitterly to himself. For how much older and more mature he was supposed to be, he still felt woefully out of his depth when it came to women and expressing his feelings. Why couldn't he just come out and say what was on his mind? Why was it that he could face down four dozen Death Eaters without fear, but the sight of Katie's questioning expression searching his face made his insides turn over?

Either way, now wasn't the time to ponder such questions. He had to set his feelings aside for now and focus on the other tasks ahead of him. There was another Hogsmeade weekend coming up shortly after the Second Task, and Harry felt compelled to plan out his next excursion to Little Hangleton to continue his research into Tom Riddle's past. Rita Skeeter's murder was a sobering incident, one that reminded him how ruthless Voldemort could be and how proactive he needed to be to prevent him from taking over Britain once more.

The combination of negative thoughts and emotions left Harry in a rather sour mood as he left the library and headed back to Ravenclaw Tower. He crossed through Central Hall, doing his best to ignore the many students milling about, when he heard the last thing he wanted to hear in that moment: the drawling voice of Draco Malfoy, echoing loudly through the space.

"...Just embarrassing, really, that Dumbledore allows such riff-raff to pollute our halls," he was saying. "Makes everyone look bad, having worthless Muggles like him around." The subject of discussion seemed to be Filch, who was meekly polishing a suit of armor with a simple rag and spray bottle. Filch could clearly hear what was being said about him, but was pretending not to hear.

A sizable group of Slytherins laughed at Malfoy's quip, along with a number of older Durmstrang students – ones that Harry supposed must be more sympathetic to such blood purity beliefs. "At least 'e knows 'is place," remarked one Durmstrang boy. "It is not as bad as letting Mudbloods study vith the other students. Karkaroff vould never allow it."

"I'm jealous," Draco groaned loudly; he seemed to be enjoying the large audience, empowering him to speak more freely than usual. "If Father wasn't a school governor, I would have gone to Durmstrang. Seeing the state of things under the Muggle-lover Dumbledore is just sad."

"It is a shame that ve are here to promote school unity," the Durmstrang boy scowled, eyeing a group of fearful younger students scurrying past. "I vould love to show some of these out-of-line Mudbloods their place."

"You shut your mouth."

Everyone turned; Harry had paused in front of the group, glaring at the boy. He recognized him as Marko Pavlovic, the Keeper for Krum's Quidditch squad and presumably for his Durmstrang House back home. Marko sneered at Harry, as did Draco and the other Slytherins.

"Got something to say, Potter?" Draco demanded.

"Not to you," Harry said dismissively to the younger boy. "You can shut your damned mouth though, Pavlovic. That kind of bigotry isn't welcome at Hogwarts."

"Is zat so?" Marko laughed, turning his broad shoulders to face Harry fully. "And who vill stop me?"

Harry drew his wand and pointed it between Marko's eyes. Immediately most of the group responded in kind, with over a dozen wands aimed back at Harry.

"Piss off, Potter," shouted Crabbe from the back of the group. "Know your place."

"You think you lot scare me?" Harry grinned. "There were more wands aimed at me when I kicked your fathers' asses at the World Cup. Ask Draco how that went for them."

A few of the Durmstrang boys looked surprised by this revelation, looking to Draco for confirmation. Draco's face scrunched up with rage, and he stepped forward to the front of the pack. "Diffindo!" he bellowed, sending the Cutting Curse directly at Harry.

He could have simply side-stepped the spell or blocked it with a Shield Charm. Instead, Harry batted the spell to his right – directly at Marko, who was unable to avoid the spell and took it straight to the leg, yelping in pain as blood spurted from his thigh.

The other Durmstrang boys stepped forward, faces contorted with rage. "You vill pay for that, Potter," one snarled, wand raised menacingly at Harry.

"Enough!"

A powerful Shield Charm erupted in between Harry and the larger group, and everyone spun around to see who had cast it. Severus Snape strode across the hall, looking furious.

"Potter attacked a Durmstrang student, Professor!" Draco shouted at once, pointing an accusing finger at Harry. "He should be expelled for that!"

"Quiet, you idiot boy; I saw the whole thing," Snape snapped, causing the blonde boy to pale at once. "Five points from Slytherin for stooping to crude violence."

"But he—" Draco stammered.

"Disperse, all of you!" Snape growled, addressing the entire group. The Slytherins and Durmstrang students glared from Harry to Snape for a moment, before stowing their wands away and slinking away. "And you...come with me."

Harry met Snape's glare with one of his own. The man had technically spared him from a messy fight that was sure to land more than one student in the Hospital Wing, so he had no reason to be cross with him, but it was a matter of principle. Harry stowed his wand away and swept after him, ignoring the many wide-eyed bystanders watching him go.

Snape led the way to his office in the dungeons, wordlessly beckoning Harry inside before slamming the door behind them. "What on earth were you thinking, Potter?" he demanded. "Taking on that many students twice your size?"

"I wasn't afraid of them," Harry said defiantly.

"I don't care what you're afraid of," Snape spat. "You didn't stop to think how it would look? A Hogwarts Champion, instigating a fight with students from another school in broad daylight?"

"They were talking about purging Mudbloods from Hogwarts," said Harry. "I wasn't going to take that lying down. But I suppose that's something you would have discussed in your own school days, isn't that right, Professor?"

"Detention for a week, Potter!" Snape said angrily. "My own teenage follies do not excuse your own. Control yourself, and stop making enemies with everyone you cross paths with."

"And why should I take advice on making enemies from you?" Harry glared. "Considering the allies you used to keep—"

"That's another week of detention!" Snape roared. "Keep it up, and I'll revoke your Quidditch privileges for the year. Now get out of my sight, and stay away from Malfoy."

"Sir," Harry said through gritted teeth, turning to go. His relationship with Snape was nowhere near as contentious as in his last timeline, and the man clearly had some kind of agreement with Lily to watch over her children in the castle. But it was hard not to loathe the man for his blatant favoritism and dark past, no matter the path he may have chosen now. He wondered how James would have reacted if he heard Snape talking that way in their school days, and felt that his own actions probably paled in comparison.

Snape did have a point, however: creating rapport with the foreign students would only become more difficult once word of incidents like this one spread. The Durmstrang and Beauxbatons visitors already hated him for his suspected cheating to enter the Tournament, and now they would hear that he'd caused harm to one of their own without the context behind it. So much for international diplomacy…

Thankfully, there was no retribution from the Durmstrang clan in the coming weeks, though Harry was careful not to stray too far in the castle alone. The foreign delegation mostly steered clear of him anyway, still not trusting him after all that had taken place this year. Perhaps Harry's display of strength at the First Task also deterred reprisals, proving to the other students that he was not a fourth-year to be underestimated in combat.

The clan mentality only intensified as the week of the Second Task arrived, with students flocking around their own Champions and preparing pins and banners to support them publicly. Predictably, Malfoy began distributing 'POTTER STINKS!' badges once more, and Neville was seemingly embraced by his Slytherin classmates, if only because he was the alternative to Harry. Now that's a sight you don't see everyday, Harry remarked to himself as he saw Crabbe and Goyle acting as bodyguards for the Boy Who Lived between classes...what would their fathers think if they saw this?

Harry found it simple enough to keep his head down and remain focused on the task ahead as Saturday morning rapidly approached. He had solidified his plans for the lake and even tested it with a few late-night practice swims, feeling confident that he could finish his task successfully. Now it was once again a matter of ensuring Neville also emerged unscathed. He would never admit it to the boy of course, but Harry was prepared to personally escort him all the way to the merfolk village and back if it meant disrupting any foul play on Voldemort's part.

He awoke earlier than planned on the morning of the Second Task, feeling jittery but nonetheless prepared. He headed to the Great Hall for breakfast, alarmed to see that it was already full of students, equally eager for the day's events to begin. Harry spotted a familiar face at the Ravenclaw table and made his way over to sit beside her.

"Morning, Luna," he greeted the blonde.

"Morning, Harry," she said matter-of-factly. "Sleep well?"

"More or less," Harry grumbled. "Just a bit nervous about the task, is all."

"I wouldn't worry about it too much," Luna shrugged. "The tea-leaves indicate calm waters and minimal storms today."

"That's...good, I guess," said Harry. What did 'minimal' storms mean? There wasn't a cloud in the sky outside, but Harry knew that Luna must be referring to the metaphorical climate here. She'd made a similarly gloomy forecast the night of Pettigrew's incursion into the castle last year, after all. "How has Divination been treating you so far, Luna?"

"It's alright," Luna sighed discontentedly. "It's an interesting subject, but I don't like Professor Trelawney much. All she does is fret about impending disasters and predict death and suffering."

"That sounds about right," Harry chuckled humorlessly. He'd gotten used to Trelawney's hijinks by now, though he supposed someone experiencing her for the first time might be a bit perturbed. Though come to think of it, she had been especially doom and gloom over the past year, forecasting death around every corner ever since the term began. Harry had a brief image of Cedric Diggory lying dead in the grass of the graveyard, and shook his head to clear it. That's not happening on my watch, he reminded himself firmly.

Luna accompanied Harry down to the lake as the student body began to migrate there for the task. It occurred to him now that Luna must not be his hostage, which left only one viable candidate in his mind. The thought send icy chills down his spine. She'll be fine, he reminded himself. Dumbledore wouldn't let anything happen to any of the hostages.

Harry was pointed in the direction of the northern shore while the rest of the students headed for the bleachers to the east. Fleur, Krum and Neville were already present, dressed in various swim apparel and doing their best to stay warm and limber for the event to start. Perhaps it was nerves or the frigid cold or both, but none of them spoke, all lost in their own mental preparations. Harry was happy to follow suit.

Soon after, Ludo Bagman walked up to the four champions, flanked by the other three judges. "Welcome to the Second Task, Champions!" he greeted them, beaming widely. "Your mission, as you have no doubt surmised from your clue, is to retrieve your most treasured possession from the bottom of the lake within one hour."

"And vot is our 'most treasured possession'?" Krum asked.

"It is the thing – or person – that you care about the most," Bagman explained, causing the other three champions to grimace. "Time is of the essence, so I suggest you not dilly-dally. Now, before we begin, the judges need to inspect any objects you plan to take with you into the lake, besides a wand."

Krum and Fleur had nothing for the judges to inspect, so they moved on to Neville. He procured a small lump of slimy plant material that Harry recognized all too easily. "Ahh, gillyweed!" Bagman chuckled knowingly. "I should have realized, considering that you are such a fair hand at Herbology, Mr. Longbottom...a wise choice!"

Bagman turned next to Harry, who handed over the blue-and-bronze cotton scarf his mother had gifted him for Christmas. "I see no objection to this," Bagman muttered, turning the fabric over in his palm. "But—oh, what's this I detect?" He waved his wand over the scarf, frowning at whatever feedback he received back.

"Let me see zat," Karkaroff muttered, snatching the garment out of Bagman's hands and performing his own wand diagnostics. "But surely zis is an illegal device, Bagman! He has hidden an enchantment within ze fabric!"

"Indeed he has," Dumbledore smiled, taking the scarf for himself. "A rather ingenious display of magic here: Mr. Potter appears to have created a Pocket Charm on one side of the scarf, allowing him to breathe in the oxygen stored within."

That was indeed what Harry had done: he'd gotten the idea from snorkels, the device Muggles used to breathe underwater. But rather than a tube sticking out above the surface at all time to draw in oxygen, Harry had filled a large pocket with pure oxygen and positioned the entrance within the scarf so he could suck in air from within. So long as he didn't lose the scarf, he would have hours of breathable air.

"There is indeed nothing illegal about this device," Bagman confirmed, handing it back to Harry. "Unless we want to ban all Muggle aides, like Miss Delacour's choice of footwear?"

Fleur was indeed wearing shoes with tiny fins at the ends, much like flippers. Madam Maxime looked anxious at this suggestion, so she shot a nasty look at Karkaroff until he backed down.

"Very good, Champions!" Bagman said, clapping his hands. "Take your places at the shore and wait for my signal. Remember, you have one hour!"

The four Champions took their marks, stretching and silently preparing themselves for the task. Harry looked to Neville at the far end of the row, trying to catch his eye and send him silent reassurances. But Neville was in his own world, muttering to himself, clutching the gillyweed tight in his shaking palm. No matter, Harry thought. He'll be fine. I'll be keeping an eye on him.

"Ladies and gentlemen," roared Bagman from his spot at the bleachers, "welcome to the Second Task of the Triwizard Tournament! The four Champions will have one hour to retrieve their prize from the bottom of the lake and return to shore. Are the Champions ready?"

All four sent various signals of readiness to Bagman, dropping into running stances.

"Then let the task begin!" shouted Bagman, and a loud cannon blast signaled the start of the event. At once all four Champions began their preparations; Krum began muttering complex incantations to partially transfigure himself into a shark, while Fleur erected a Bubble-Head Charm to cover her mouth and nose. Neville began chewing and painfully swallowing his gillyweed, as Harry merely tied the scarf around the lower half of his face and used a Sticking Charm to keep it firmly over his nose and mouth.

Harry and Fleur were the first to wade out into deeper waters. Harry dipped his head underneath the surface and took a few practice gulps to ensure his makeshift breathing device was working properly. Then he fired an orb of light into the dark waters ahead of him, centering it in his vision and concentrating on keeping it ten feet above and ahead of him at all times. Then he thrust his wand forward and thought, Accelerare!

At once he shot like a bullet through the water, his wand pulling him along as though attached to a tractor beam. He left Fleur and the others miles behind as he plunged down into the depths of the lake, quickly acclimating to the cold, ears popping from the shifting pressure as he descended further and further into the murky depths.

He could easily retrieve his prize and return to the surface within minutes at this rate. But his aim was not to win. He had to make sure Neville made it through the Task alive, unsure what hidden dangers may lie in store for him. The fake Moody had helped Harry through the Tournament in the last timeline, but what if Voldemort's aims had changed this time around? What if he'd entered both Harry and Neville into the Tournament to ensure their "accidental" deaths? Harry couldn't take that risk.

Harry paused his descent about halfway down the lake, waiting, listening. It was eerily quiet down here; the silence pressed upon him like a heavy weight, almost as oppressive as the darkness his dim light was struggling to penetrate. He mentally moved the light all around himself, checking to ensure he was not about to be ambushed by any unwanted predators.

Where is everyone? Harry thought impatiently to himself. A silent Tempus charm told him that nearly ten minutes had passed, and the merfolk lair was not far from where he was treading water. He was briefly torn: should he remain here and wait for all three to pass him by en route to the lake bed, or be more proactive and seek out potential trouble? Indecisiveness paralyzed him as he decided which was the best course of action.

His mind was made up for him when he heard muffled sounds of struggle somewhere to his right. Harry pointed his wand and shot off like a rocket towards the sound, projecting his orb of light ahead of him at all times.

He was met with a grisly scene: Fleur Delacour was struggling with a horde of grindylows, grabbing at her ankles and trying to climb up her torso to attack her. Harry wasted no time, firing silent Stunners at the tiny creatures and sending them spiraling back down to the depths. Fleur was briefly startled by Harry's appearance, aiming her wand wildly at him, but realized what he was doing and turned her attention back to the creatures below her.

But her distraction cost her: a stray grindylow leapt up and bit her hand, causing her to flinch and drop her wand, which drifted slowly down into the darkness. Another lunged at her face, popping her Bubble-Head Charm and leaving her unable to breathe. Fleur started to panic, thrashing wildly as the grindylows started to gain the upper hand, greedily dragging her down to the depths as more arrived to claim their prey…

Harry knew there were too many to take on with individual spells. He closed his eyes and summoned as much power as he could before silently casting, Stupefy Maxima! A wave of red light pulsed from his wand, Stunning everything it came in contact with. Dozens of unconscious grindylows floated harmlessly away, falling off of Fleur as her head lolled forward and her limbs went limp.

Harry knew he had no time to spare: within seconds, Fleur's unconscious breathing reflex would kick in and cause her to drown. He grabbed her waist and pointed his wand upwards, thinking, Ascendare! He was propelled upwards towards the surface with great force, clutching Fleur's limp form tightly. He had no free hand to pinch her nose and prevent her from inhaling...he could only pray that he got her out in time…

Then they broke the surface, launching several feet in the air before crashing back down to the water below. Harry steadied Fleur face-up on the surface and placed his wand to her chest, muttering, "Enervate."

Fleur's eyes flew open, and she instinctively started to flail about again, coughing up a lungful of water and swearing loudly in French. After a moment she recomposed herself, taking shallow breaths and clutching onto Harry for dear life, whom she was staring at with wide eyes.

"Are you alright?" Harry asked, his voice slightly muffled by the scarf still covering his nose and mouth.

"Why did you 'elp me?" Fleur demanded. "Why not leave me to fend for myself?"

"I'm not trying to win," Harry shrugged. "Can you float on your own?"

Fleur took a second to register this question in her shocked state. Eventually she nodded, and Harry released her, sending red sparks into the air to signal that she needed rescue. Then, with an apologetic look at Fleur, Harry dove beneath the surface, accelerating back down into the depths.

Harry did not stop this time, heading straight for the very bottom of the lake. Within minutes of departing the surface, he arrived at the merfolk village, its natural light removing the need for his own floating orb. He spotted the four hostages affixed to ropes at one end of the village and rushed over towards it.

Three of the hostages he recognized straight away, the same as they were in his previous timeline. Fleur's sister Gabrielle dangled just in front of him, looking peaceful and serene, flanked on either side by Ron and Hermione – Neville and Krum's hostages. But the fourth made Harry's blood run cold: his sister Dahlia, looking every bit like the ghostly-white corpse he'd seen when he encountered the boggart the previous year. He fought the desperate reflex to grab her and rush to the surface immediately.

She's perfectly safe, Harry had to remind himself. Dumbledore wouldn't let any of them come to harm. He had to stay focused on his mission: making sure Neville made it out of the lake intact. And hey, if Krum needed assistance himself, Harry would give it to him. As far as he was concerned, none of them were rivals – they were all in this together.

Motion to Harry's right caught his eye, and he realized why he had not encountered any merfolk yet: Neville was engaged in a silent argument with what appeared to be the chieftain of the village, dozens of spears pointed at him. Neville was gesturing wildly towards Dahlia, as though entreating them to let him take her as well. But the merfolk were shaking their head no, pointing towards Ron, clearly indicating that he was the hostage he was responsible for.

Harry rushed over to the group, causing brief alarm from the merfolk until he held up his hands in peace. He gestured to get Neville's attention, pointing from himself to Dahlia. I've got her, he tried to communicate silently with only his eyes. Neville frowned at him for a moment before nodding in understanding.

At that moment they were interrupted by the arrival of a third party: Krum, his upper half transfigured into a shark. The merfolk scattered as Krum headed straight for Hermione, biting her rope and grabbing her unconscious form before heading for the surface. Harry watched him go before turning back to Neville, giving him a reassuring nod. Let's get out of here.

Neville and Harry made their way over to their respective hostages. Harry severed Dahlia's rope with a Cutting Curse, and took the time to free her legs so that she could use them once they reached the surface. He grabbed her arm with his free hand and prepared to leave, turning to check one last time on Neville. He was struggling to untie Ron's bindings by hand, searching the lake bed for a rock sharp enough to cut the rope.

Harry groaned internally and fired another Cutting Curse, cleanly severing Ron's rope from the rock beneath it. Neville looked up, startled, as he realized what Harry had done. Harry merely gave him a sheepish shrug; Neville returned it, grabbing Ron and beginning to ascend towards the surface.

He'll make it, Harry told himself. The hard part was over. Now it was just a matter of getting himself and Dahlia out – and Gabrielle, whom he now knew to be perfectly safe but would still go a long way towards earning Fleur's gratitude.

With an apologetic glance back at the merfolk, he fired a third Cutting Curse at Gabrielle's bindings. The merfolk raised their weapons in protest, but Harry had already looped his wand arm through Gabrielle's and aimed it up at the surface. Soon the three of them were rocketing towards the surface, leaving the merfolk far behind in the darkness.

After about a minute they surfaced, arriving in the center of the lake. Dahlia and Gabrielle spluttered awake, disoriented, thrashing about in the water as Fleur had. "Relax," Harry reassured the girls as he removed his scarf from his face. "You're safe. Just breathe."

"Took you long enough, idiot," Dahlia quipped sarcastically, though she clutched onto his arm tightly for support. "Who's Blondie?"

"This is Gabrielle," Harry said. Gabrielle was blinking rapidly in the harsh sunlight, staring at Harry with wide eyes.

"Qui es tu?" Gabrielle demanded in rapid French. "Tu n'es pas ma soeur, où est elle?"

"C'est mon frère," Dahlia said reassuringly to the younger girl. "Il nous sauvera."

"Since when do you speak French?" Harry asked his sister as they began paddling towards shore.

"I'm learning," Dahlia shrugged. "France has some excellent Healing academies that I might apply to someday."

Harry was certainly grateful for it in the moment, as Dahlia's soothing words helped to keep Gabrielle calm as they traversed the lake surface. Ahead of him, Harry could see Neville and Ron swimming for shore, where Krum and Hermione had already arrived, the latter wrapped in a blanket as Madam Pomfrey attended to her.

Neville and Harry reached the shore around the same time, their respective hostages (plus one) in tow. Madam Pomfrey rushed forward to check on them all; aside from a small scrape to Neville's leg, they were all unharmed. "I mean really, allowing so many underage children to fend for themselves!" she huffed indignantly, casting Warming Charms on the youngest girls as they shivered in their towels. "Madness, utter madness this Tournament is…"

She's not wrong, Harry thought grimly. Then the next moment he was nearly knocked to the ground by someone moving very fast; Fleur rushed past him to scoop young Gabrielle in her arms, speaking to her in urgent French. Harry could not understand what they were saying, but gathered that Gabrielle was reassuring her sister that she was alright, gesturing to Harry with a shy smile.

Fleur set Gabrielle down and turned to Harry. "You saved me and my sister," she said breathlessly, moving forward to wrap Harry in a grateful hug. "My family is forever indebted to you."

"Don't mention it," Harry mumbled, cheeks burning with embarrassment, which only got worse when Fleur planted multiple kisses on both sides of his face. Dahlia snickered silently at his 'misfortune' as the other Champions and their hostages looked on, bemused and no doubt slightly envious.

Fortunately he was spared being the center of attention by the booming voice of Ludo Bagman overhead. "The four Champions have all returned!" Bagman said excitedly. "Miss Delacour of Beauxbatons failed to complete her task, finishing in fourth place." A smattering of polite applause ensued, but Fleur seemed unconcerned, walking up the path to the stands with Gabrielle's hand firmly in her own.

"Viktor Krum was the first to surface with his hostage safely in tow," Bagman continued. "He is awarded full points and first place in the task!" A roar of approval rose from the Durmstrang faithful as Krum nodded politely to his admirers, though his focus remained on Hermione, ensuring that she was alright.

"Neville Longbottom of Hogwarts surfaced second with his hostage, followed shortly by Harry Potter, also of Hogwarts," Bagman continued. "However, after conferring with the merfolk, we have determined that Mr. Potter acted valorously to free multiple hostages and assist another Champion with his own. That, in addition to his efforts to rescue Miss Delacour from grindylows, has prompted the judges to award him second place!"

A small cheer rose for Harry from the stands, which he noted was led mostly by the Gryffindor contingent and a portion of Hufflepuff House, spearheaded by Damian and Cedric. He noted that some of his own house mates joined in as well, giving him hope that perhaps he would not be the pariah of Ravenclaw House for much longer.

"Harry! Dahlia!" a voice called out; Harry saw Lily and James rushing down the path towards him. The former arrived first, rushing to check on her daughter. "Thank Merlin. Dumbledore said nothing bad would happen to you, but you never know—"

"I'm fine, Mum," Dahlia said, squirming out of her mother's smothering grasp. "Dumbledore explained the Stasis Charm to me in great detail before applying it; nothing could have gone wrong."

"Well done, Harry," James appraised his son, wrapping him in a relieved hug. "I knew you could do it, but it was torture, not being able to see you down there…"

"And the poor Delacour girl!" Lily sighed. "She looked terrified when the judges pulled her out of the water...that was very brave of you to help her."

Harry shrugged indifferently. "I'm not trying to win the Tournament," he said once again. "Just trying to get everyone through it in one piece."

"Noble git," Dahlia said, rolling her eyes. "Be right back." And she turned to approach Ron and Neville, the latter immediately turning to ensure she was alright. Harry felt an odd sensation in his stomach at the sight of Neville pulling his sister in for a tight hug, but ultimately decided it was alright. He was a good person, and Dahlia could fend for herself.

Harry began walking up the path to rejoin the student section, flanked on either side by his parents. He spotted Katie Bell standing anxiously off to one side, waiting for him. "We'll give you a moment," Lily said tactfully, grabbing her husband's arm and steering him away to give their son privacy.

"Hi," said Harry awkwardly as he approached Katie.

"Hi," she said back, smiling nervously at him. "Did it go alright?"

"Yeah," Harry nodded, stopping in front of her. "Better than expected, honestly."

"Congrats on second place," Katie said, her hands fidgeting with her overcoat; she looked unsure if it was appropriate to embrace him. "We were all rooting for you."

"Thanks," Harry smiled. Then, feeling emboldened, he took her hands in his and pulled her close, placing his lips gently to hers in a small kiss. Her eyes went wide with surprise at the gesture as they pulled apart, then her face burned bright red and she giggled in a very un-Katie-like manner.

"I was hoping you would do that at the Ball," she admitted with a sheepish smile.

"Me too," Harry grinned. "Shame that we got interrupted."

They stood there giddily for a moment, fingers interlocked, just smiling at each other. Harry spotted the Weasley twins plus Angelina and Alicia spying on them from afar, looking positively delighted.

"So there's a Hogsmeade weekend coming up," Harry said after a moment. "Care to join me for a proper date?"

"I'd like that," Katie beamed. She stood on tip-toes and gave Harry another gentle kiss, then grinned and turned to head back to her friends. Harry watched her skip away, his heart feeling lighter and more overjoyed than it had in quite some time. At that moment, he felt as though he could conjure the world's brightest Patronus with the memory of the last few minutes.

It was only later that afternoon that Harry remembered his plan to travel to Little Hangleton during the next Hogsmeade Weekend. Bugger, he thought irritably when he realized he'd double-booked himself. But surely he could make both work, right? Countering Voldemort's schemes was important, but so too was pursuing his own personal life and living the childhood he never got to the first time.

Surely he could do both things at the same time, right? He'd managed so far...how hard could it be?
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Not that it mattered much to Harry, but he did find his popularity to be on the rise within the castle after the Second Task. Word must have spread about what he did for Fleur in the lake, as well as his confrontation with the Slytherins and Durmstrang students a few weeks prior. Most no longer regarded him with open hostility, and he even received some nods and smiles of encouragement from other students in the hallways.

At least it was no longer a nightmare dealing with his own House, and Harry didn't feel accosted by angry glares and muttered gossip every time he passed through the common room. His old Quidditch teammates remained rather frosty around him, but his classmates were back to their old selves and people didn't shy away from him when he sat down at the Great Hall for meals anymore. Harry was far from a social butterfly of course, but it was nice to no longer be treated like he had the plague.

Harry's focus remained on the future, however, with several key events on the horizon. First was his upcoming Hogsmeade weekend, for which he'd accidentally double-booked himself. He had a date with Katie Bell, which he had no intentions of backing out of and was quite looking forward to. But he also intended to sneak off and Apparate to Little Hangleton before the day was up. He had unfinished business in the sleepy village, namely the cemetery, before the Third Task came around.

There was also the upcoming Quidditch match scheduled for the second week of March. He felt a particular drive to perform well against his old team, especially considering that Roger Davies remained one of his biggest detractors in the castle. It would be a far more difficult match-up than their first, and they only faced an even tougher foe if they somehow advanced to the finals. The team hadn't been able to practice much due to weather conditions and hectic schedules, so it would be a difficult task.

There wasn't much point in fretting over things outside his control, so Harry just put his head down and went about his routine as usual. Students left him be for the most part, and he was fully prepared to do nothing but eat, sleep and study until Saturday rolled around. But an unexpected disruption came on Thursday, as Harry followed his classmates up towards their afternoon Arithmancy lesson, and an airy voice called out after him.

"'Arry? 'Arry Potter!"

Harry turned; Fleur Delacour was marching down the corridor towards him. Everyone turned to stare; aside from the natural attention Fleur attracted from the male population of Hogwarts, it was rare to see two Triwizard Champions interacting in the castle at all.

"Hello, Fleur," Harry greeted her neutrally, masking his surprise at being approached.

"Can we speak?" she asked. "Privately?"

"Certainly," Harry shrugged. He led the way to an empty classroom and opened the door for her, closing it shut behind them.

Fleur turned and crossed her arms, scrutinizing Harry closely. "I 'ave come to offer my apology," she said after a moment's silence.

"For what?" asked Harry, bewildered. "I didn't think I needed one…"

"For calling you a leetle boy at our first meeting," said Fleur. "It 'as become clear that I was mistaken. You are no boy, and you are far more capable than you appeared at first blush."

"Oh," said Harry. "Erm...thanks, Fleur."

"I believe that you are 'iding something," Fleur continued, still scrutinizing him from behind her closed body language. "It eez most curious. I 'ave not decided why, though, because I do not theenk you wish to hurt anybody."

"I'm just trying to survive this tournament," said Harry. "And help Neville Longbottom survive as well."

"And myself?" Fleur asked, arching an eyebrow. "Why 'elp me in the lake? I am a competitor."

"I'm not trying to win," Harry insisted. "You are not my competitor. We're both in this together, do you understand?"

"I do not," Fleur muttered. "Explain."

Harry sighed, wondering how much to divulge with Fleur. This was similar to Bill Weasley's confrontation back at the Quidditch World Cup, except Fleur was not angry with him, merely curious. He believed she could be trusted, but didn't want to give up all of his secrets so easily.

"You know our country had a Dark Lord recently," he began slowly. "Voldemort."

"I 'ave heard, of course," Fleur huffed. "Ze Longbottom boy killed him. So what?"

"He's not dead," Harry corrected her. "He's in hiding, regaining his strength. He's the reason Neville got entered into the Tournament, and possibly why I was as well. Can you think of a reason why he would do such a thing?"

Fleur contemplated this. "You think zis Dark Lord was 'oping you and Longbottom would die in ze Tournament?" she deduced.

"Yes," Harry nodded. "But there's more to it than that. He's planning something big, for the Third Task. He's preparing to come out into the open, and to use Neville to make a statement."

"'Ow can you know all of this?" Fleur demanded.

"Call it intuition," Harry shrugged. "I'm asking you to trust me. War is coming, and when it does, all this school rivalry bullshit will mean nothing. Can we please work together instead of against one another?"

Fleur considered this thoughtfully. "I 'ave asked many of ze students about you," she remarked. "Zey are afraid of you. Zey think you are dangerous and untrustworthy."

"Does 'they' include Roger Davies?" Harry asked with a knowing smile.

"Merde, 'e was a terrible date," Fleur lamented. "So full of 'imself, and eet was not just my allure causing it either." Harry chuckled good-naturedly at her plight.

"So do you think 'they' have a point?" Harry asked pointedly.

To his astonishment, Fleur smiled. "You saved my life, 'Arry Potter," she said. "I do not take zis lightly. I may not understand ze game you are playing, but I feel compelled to trust you anyway."

"Thank you," Harry nodded gratefully. "The third task is a maze, and someone is going to try to sabotage the other Champions so that Neville reaches the end first and walks into a trap. So stay sharp, and keep an eye on threats beyond the task itself."

"I will," Fleur nodded. "And do you think Krum can be trusted as well?"

"I believe so," said Harry. "Tell him the same if you get the chance. Whoever is behind this might try to get us to turn against one another in that maze, so don't let your guard down for a second. Even with me or Krum."

"Very well," Fleur smiled. She stepped forward and placed a chaste kiss on his cheek. "Be careful, 'Arry Potter."

"You too," Harry stammered as Fleur left the room. Even with his Occlumency blocking her passive allure, she remained a striking presence, and he lightly touched his cheek, savoring the simple gesture.

But Fleur was more than just a pretty face to him. He felt – hoped – that she could be a powerful ally in the future, which he was in dire need of. He'd relied heavily on Saul Croaker for support over the past few years, and knew he would need to extend his circle of trust eventually to win this war. Perhaps he could fulfill Dumbledore's original wish for the Triwizard Tournament: establishing alliances with the other school Champions to form a united front against Voldemort.

Either way, it was nice to no longer be the mortal enemy of an entire school. Much of the Beauxbatons crowd was following Fleur's lead and treating him more respectfully, some even sitting near him at the Ravenclaw table during meals. Harry even spotted Dahlia chatting with Fleur's friend Isabelle one morning at breakfast, suggesting that the Potter name no longer carried so much baggage for his sister as well.

Saturday soon arrived, and Harry woke up feeling nearly as nervous as he had the day of the First Task. He had things he wanted to accomplish in Little Hangleton today, but he was mostly stressed about his upcoming date with Katie. What would they talk about? Would they even get along outside the context of their shared love of Quidditch? What if he said something foolish that made her dislike him? What if this proved to be as disastrous as his first date with Cho in his last timeline?

Stop that, Harry chastised himself as he got dressed and headed down to the Entrance Hall. Katie's not as high-maintenance as Cho was. At worst, it'll just be two friends having a nice time in the village. Still though, his heart hammered hard as ever as he descended the many steps from Ravenclaw Tower, anxious to see how the day would progress.

Katie was waiting for him downstairs. She wore a plain, checkered Muggle overcoat, jeans, and red-and-gold winter boots that matched the scarf tied around her neck. She spotted Harry descending towards her and beamed radiantly at him. He smiled back – that easy smile of hers never failed to warm his heart.

"You look nice," Harry remarked as he took her arm and led her out the front doors once Filch waved them through. "Sorry I'm late."

"Oh no, I'm the one that's early," Katie said quickly. "I've always been an early morning person. Eager to start the day, you know?"

"I get that," Harry chuckled. He was more inclined to sleep in whenever possible, but he knew Katie had a competitive drive to improve herself every day with early workouts and admired her dedication.

Harry helped Katie up into a thestral-drawn carriage, which whisked them down the path to Hogsmeade Village. He made light conversation along the way, asking about her classes, discussing the upcoming Quidditch match. She answered with short, concise responses, rarely leading the conversation with questions of her own.

Harry was no expert with women, but he knew Katie well enough to deduce that something was off. She was usually the chatterbox, always full of energy and eager to talk about whatever sprang into her mind. She seemed attentive and energetic now, but was uncharacteristically muted in conversation. Was she just nervous about the date? Or was something else weighing on her?

The carriage deposited them in the village, and Harry led the way to the Three Broomsticks, a popular starting point to the day for students to warm themselves up from the cold with Butterbeer and warm food. Harry ordered drinks for both of them as they settled into a corner booth. He waited a few more minutes for Katie to speak her mind, and when she didn't, he decided to address things head-on.

"You alright, Katie?" Harry frowned. "You're awfully quiet today."

"Hmm? Am I?" Katie said nonchalantly, taking a deep swill of her Butterbeer. "Just a bit nervous, is all."

"Uh huh," Harry hummed, not altogether convinced. His senses were screaming at him that something was awry, something he needed to address here and now. "Seriously, Bell, what's up? Did I say something wrong?"

"No, of course not," Katie muttered. Then, after a moment's awkward silence, she blurted out, "What happened with you and Fleur Delacour two days ago?"

"Fleur?" repeated Harry, surprised. "Oh, that? It was nothing. She just wanted to thank me for helping her in the lake and apologize for some of the rude things she'd said about me before."

"Oh," Katie said softly, frowning to herself. "Because there were rumors going around that you and her snuck off to an empty classroom to...I dunno, snog or something."

Harry cursed under his breath. He should have realized what their private conversation might've looked like, especially after the rumors surrounding him and Hermione the year before.

"I don't think I'd have a chance in hell of getting Fleur Delacour's attention in that way," Harry chuckled. Then, seeing the perplexed look on Katie's face, he quickly added, "Not that I'd want it, mind. She's far too judgmental and full of herself."

"But you must admit she's quite beautiful," said Katie, searching his face. "More beautiful than I am."

"I wouldn't agree with that," said Harry carefully, knowing he was treading through a minefield. "She's attractive on the outside, sure, but it's what's inside that matters most to me. You're ten times more enjoyable to spend time with, and I find you quite attractive as well."

That seemed to help Katie relax somewhat. "Fleur acts like she's above everyone else in the castle," she scoffed. "Like nothing could ever live up to her oh-so-lofty standards."

"She sure seemed to be having a blast with Roger Davies at the Yule Ball," Harry said sardonically. "I could practically hear her swoon every time he bragged about how many Quaffles he could juggle with one hand."

That drew a snort of surprised laughter from Katie, effectively breaking the awkward tension between them. They spent a few more minutes ribbing the Beauxbatons Champion, whom Harry now realized had been a major source of self-consciousness for Katie. He was all too happy to assuage her fears by bashing the part-Veela, even if he didn't fully believe some of the things he said to knock her down a peg.

Conversation turned elsewhere as Katie gradually returned to her normal, cheerful self. "So what are your parents like?" she asked. "I've heard a lot about your dad and what he's done, but what is he like outside of all that?"

"He's a good man," Harry said thoughtfully. "A bit strict and over-protective, but he means well."

"He really was one of the best professors we ever had," Katie sighed. "Him and Lupin both. I'm glad to hear he's not secretly some sort of monster."

"My mum would be the first to set him straight if he was," Harry chuckled.

"What's she like?" asked Katie.

"She's brilliant," Harry grinned. "She's Muggle-born, so she always had to work hard to get what she wanted. She just achieved her Potions Mastery a couple months ago."

"Really? Good for her!" Katie beamed. "Father was just telling me that Britain doesn't have nearly enough of those to go around."

"What does your dad do?" asked Harry, realizing he knew very little about Katie's personal life.

"He's a breeder," Katie explained. "Raises magical creatures on our farm and sells them to pet stores and the like. He has a side business selling feathers and eggs and other ingredients to potioneers – Professor Snape is one of our steadiest customers."

"Perhaps my mum will become another one for you," Harry grinned.

"Hope she won't need too much," Katie grimaced. "Dad keeps saying if demand continues to grow, I might need to come home and help tend to the farm. He and my brother can barely manage it on their own."

"You have a brother?"

"Colin," Katie nodded. "He's five years older than me. Joined the family business as soon as he graduated three years ago."

"And I take it that isn't in your plans?" Harry surmised.

Katie sighed sadly at this remark. "My dad seems to expect me to," she muttered. "I help out every summer when I'm at home. But I want to try my luck with Quidditch first – see if I can go pro. I write to Oliver Wood sometimes, and he thinks I can do it if I keep training hard."

"Good for you," said Harry. "And what does your mum think about all this?"

"Dunno," Katie shrugged glumly. "She died when I was three."

"Oh, hell. I'm sorry," Harry said, suppressing a wince. Leave it to him to trample indelicately around a sensitive issue. But to his relief, Katie just smiled at him.

"It's alright; it was a long time ago," she said cheerily. "I know she would encourage me to follow my dreams. I hope Father understands when the time comes."

"Me too, then," said Harry. "Let me know if you need a big, scary guy to help straighten him out."

"Yeah? Do you know of anyone like that?" Katie asked sarcastically, looking around the room exaggeratedly as though searching for someone with that description, causing Harry to snort with laughter.

"Maybe I shouldn't be threatening your dad on our first date," Harry chuckled with a wry grin.

"Don't worry, he's a big softie," Katie giggled. "It's Colin you have to worry about. If he found out that his baby sister was snogging some guy—"

"Have you been snogging someone I don't know about?" Harry quipped, raising his eyebrows in amusement.

"Oops...I may have been getting ahead of myself there," Katie smirked, face reddening slightly. Harry felt a shiver of excitement run down his spine, and smiled in spite of himself, his face no doubt turning a similar shade of scarlet.

They sat and chatted for a while longer, their glasses long emptied of Butterbeer but the conversation sustaining them nonetheless. Harry was pleased to find that he could talk to Katie about anything, from Quidditch to her family's farm to their classes to how unpleasant they both found Professor Snape to be. Eventually they stood to leave the pub, emerging on the frosty main road of the village.

"Wanna check out Zonko's?" Katie suggested.

"Sure," Harry shrugged. Anywhere warm where they could continue chatting sounded nice to him.

"C'mon, I know a shortcut," said Katie, grabbing his hand and leading him down a side alleyway. They wove through the back channels of the village, eventually turning into a small alcove and finding themselves up against a solid brick wall.

"Erm, Katie? I think this is a dead end," Harry remarked, looking around the secluded spot.

"I know," said Katie breathlessly. Then before Harry could register what was happening, she pushed him back against the wall and kissed him. And this was no chaste peck on the lips – she smashed her face into his, leaning into him with a vigor he hadn't expected. Harry responded in kind, pulling her close and returning the kiss eagerly. Neither of them really knew what they were doing, but they were united by mutual desire and clumsy curiosity.

I could get used to this, Harry thought to himself as he succumbed to the blissful pleasure of the moment.

All in all, Harry's date with Katie was one of the best days he'd ever had.

It wasn't just the stolen moments hidden away in back alleys (though those would endure happily in his memory forever). It was the simple pleasures of mutual connection, of experiencing the joys of life with another person. Walking down High Street hand in hand, laughing at whatever silly jokes popped into their heads. Gossiping about classmates. Sharing their hopes and fears of the future. Such intimate conversations that Harry never thought he could have with another person – a catharsis he never dreamed possible.

The hours seemed to melt away as Harry's anxiety disappeared and he was able to fully relax at Katie's side. Visiting from storefront to storefront, with no particular aim in mind but to live each new experience through the eyes of the other. Sitting side by side in Madam Puddifoot's, once the site of Harry's most unpleasant dating experience, now spent in blissful silence, cozied up close for warmth and comfort. It just felt...natural, like he and Katie had fallen into perfect sync and could effortlessly co-exist as one.

Is this what life could be? Harry thought to himself in amazement. No worries in the world? Just peace and companionship? In all the tumult of his efforts over the past three and a half years, he'd forgotten that this was what he was fighting for in the end. A life free of Voldemort. A life where he could discard such worries and simply enjoy his time with the people he cared about. It was all he'd ever wanted and more, and he didn't want this day to ever end.

But the sun was drifting lower and lower in the sky, and Harry knew his time was running short. He yearned for this not to be the case, wishing he could just wile away the weekend with Katie. They could return to the castle together, enjoy a warm meal...perhaps steal away somewhere private and continue where they left off in the alley…

It took all of Harry's self-control to tamp down on this desire and do what he needed to do. "Hey, Katie?" he said as they exited the Hogsmeade pet supplies shop (which was apparently one of her family's clients). "I hate to say this, but...I actually have plans for this evening."

"Oh," said Katie, sounding somewhat crestfallen. "What kind of plans?"

"My godfather Sirius is in town," Harry fibbed. "I promised him I would meet him for dinner and drinks at the Hog's Head."

"I see," said Katie. "Well, I wouldn't mind meeting him!"

"Well...I dunno how much time he has," Harry said, awkwardly rubbing his neck. "And I haven't seen him in a while—"

"Okay, I get it," Katie nodded, still looking a bit put-out. "See you back at the castle?"

"Definitely," Harry grinned. "If you're free tomorrow, maybe we can study together or something."

"I'd like that," said Katie. And Harry leaned in for another tender kiss, jolts of pleasure rippling through him from the simple touch. Once again he was sorely tempted to throw his plans to the wind and see where the rest of the day might take him. But Voldemort loomed large on the horizon, and he knew he could not delay, so he regretfully said his goodbyes and they went their separate ways.

Harry backtracked through the winding back alleys that hours before had been the site of one of the most pleasurable moments of his life. But now, he had far different aims. He double-checked to ensure nobody was around to see him before turning on the spot and Apparating away from the village.

He emerged on the outskirts of Little Hangleton, close to where he'd appeared the last time he came here. To the east lay the small downtown area, with the run-down neighborhoods beyond containing the Gaunt shack. But he turned and headed in the opposite direction, towards the more affluent side of town, where the former Riddle family had once resided.

Harry felt a sense of foreboding as he approached the town's cemetery, flanked by an imposing iron-wrought fence. He was unsure if his unease came from the bad memories of this place in his previous timeline, or lingering Dark magic from whatever preparations had already been made here. Harry stopped at the entrance, suddenly hesitant to enter the site of so many nightmares that had plagued his dreams. But he took a deep breath and crept in anyway, knowing what must be done.

"Hominem revelio," Harry whispered. His wand sent a small pulse of magic through the graveyard, telling him that there was nobody else with him here. "Specialis revelio." Another pulse shot out that would alert him to any magical traps or enchantments set here, perhaps in case Voldemort had expected any unwanted visitors. But he detected nothing, and continued creeping forward, despite his senses screaming at him to run the other way and never return.

Eventually he arrived at his destination: a large statue of the Angel of Death, looming large over the spooky scene. Below it lay a marble headstone reading TOM RIDDLE, which he knew stood at the plot of land containing the remains of Voldemort's Muggle father. Remains which could not stay here any longer.

With a quick glance around to ensure he was still alone, Harry got to work. He began gouging deep chunks out of the ground with his wand, levitating the loose earth and setting it off to the side of the grave. He kept at it for several minutes, emptying the plot of land until he could see the wooden coffin resting six feet below the surface.

Harry carefully levitated the box up and out of the ground, setting it on the grass before him. He felt dirty for performing such a crude act as defiling a dead body, but surely this paled in comparison to what Voldemort would do to it if given the chance. So Harry set his qualms aside and carefully removed the lid of the coffin, recoiling from the rancid stench that wafted out of the box.

There was not much left of Tom Riddle Sr. some fifty-odd years after his murder – just a decaying skeleton tucked within a frayed old Muggle suit. "Sorry, Mr. Riddle," Harry muttered regretfully as he pointed his wand at the remains and Vanished them, leaving the coffin empty before re-sealing it.

Part one of his plan was complete. Now came the second part: ensuring that Voldemort did not become suspicious of any tampering with his father's grave. Harry could have conjured fake bones or some other means of magical trickery, but didn't believe the Dark Lord would be so easily fooled. No, he would have to resort to a more banal form of subversion.

Harry located another tombstone a couple rows down, bearing the name 'Stephanie Chapman', who had died about five years before Riddle Sr. did. He hated to defile more than one gravesite, but hoped that this Ms. Chapman would understand, given the circumstances. Harry began the painstaking process of excavating her grave, once again removing the dirt from above her coffin and setting it off to one side.

Finally, Harry managed to reach her coffin and levitate it out of the ground. Fortunately, he would not have to disturb Stephanie Chapman's remains, as he simply brought the coffin over to Tom Riddle's grave and lowered her down into the already dug-out site. He brought Riddle's now-empty coffin over to Ms. Chapman's grave and did the same, before dumping the dirt back into the holes and carefully smoothing the mounds. For good measure, he cast a subtle Fertilization Charm to ensure the grass grew back over the freshly-filled graves and blended in with the rest of the overgrown locale.

The switch was complete, and despite the grisly nature of the act, Harry felt relieved. If things did progress to the point they had in his last timeline, Voldemort would be in for a rude surprise when the 'bone of the father' turned out to be someone he shared no relation with. From what Harry knew about sacrificial blood rituals, such a mistake could produce disastrous results, and with a little luck the ritual might fail completely, if not backfire in spectacular fashion.

This was not all Harry had planned, however. He reached into his robes and pulled out a small shrunken bag, which he then enlarged to full size. Inside were three metallic objects, shaped like miniature discs with cones facing outwards from the center. Harry doubted any wizard would be able to recognize the device (and he was counting on it). Muggles referred to them as "claxons".

Harry had gotten the idea from the Weasley twins, in fact, in his previous timeline. While experimenting with products for their joke shop, they had once released a prototype 'Decoy Detonator' in the Gryffindor common room, causing a tremendous ruckus and scaring the entire House half to death. In researching the Muggle equivalent of such devices, Harry had come across the loud noise-makers, once used during the wars as a means of warning British citizens of incoming warplanes.

Nowadays, they were sometimes sold as aftermarket additions to automobiles, allowing Harry to locate and purchase them in Godric's Hollow at a Muggle automotive supplies shop over Christmas break. There was nothing magical about them – they operated with a simple mechanical switch, powered by batteries. If Voldemort or anyone else used a detection charm to search for magical traps in the graveyard, they would not find these claxons. If things went south and the resurrection ritual went underway, Harry wanted a backup plan to draw as much attention to the graveyard as possible.

Harry buried each of the three claxons around the perimeter of the graveyard, placing small rubber balls over the entrance of the horns under a thin layer of dirt. Each of these balls was tied to a string, with the other end connected to the mechanical switch that powered on the claxon. If Harry summoned the balls to him from the graveyard, they would lift the dirt off of the horn and flip the switch, activating the noisy machine. That would ensure that the entire valley would be flooded with the deafening noise of the claxons until they were found and deactivated, hopefully causing Voldemort and the Death Eaters to flee.

It wasn't a foolproof plan, but it was the best Harry could come up with for now. He of course had no intention of letting the graveyard plot proceed as planned, and would have additional backups in place in case the worst happened to him or Neville. But it gave him some small measure of comfort that things would not all go according to plan for Voldemort this time around, and he'd taken proactive measures to slow his progress.

By now the sun had dipped below the horizon and the sky was rapidly dimming from its golden glow to cool darkness. Harry checked his watch; it was half past six, meaning he still had roughly thirty minutes to return to Hogsmeade and make his way back to the castle before curfew. He headed for the graveyard exit, his mind drifting back to Katie, wondering if perhaps he could meet her after dinner...if they could sneak off and continue their escapades elsewhere in the castle…

Harry took one last glance back as he exited the graveyard. Behind it he could see the upward slope leading to Riddle Manor, sitting atop the hillside, vacant for decades as a lasting reminder of what had happened there. He turned away from the sight, only to do a double-take as his brain registered that something was awry.

The lights of the manor were on.

How odd, Harry thought. The home was vacant, wasn't it? But then he remembered with a jolt that Voldemort and Wormtail had briefly used the home as a hiding spot the previous summer. Was it possible that they had returned? Heart hammering, his instincts once again telling him to flee, Harry turned and began to steal his way up the slope towards the illuminated house to investigate.

Harry reached the low brick wall surrounding the property and paused, unsure how to proceed. He considered casting another Revelio to check his surroundings, but the last thing he wanted to do was alert Voldemort to the presence of another wizard. After weighing his options, he settled on a course of action, backing down the hill a ways to enact his plan.

Harry cast Disillusionment and Noise-Canceling Charms on himself before closing his eyes to focus. "Homunculi speculo," he muttered, and after the brief and unpleasant sensation of his mind being torn in two, he found himself staring through the eyes of his mirror projection, which was also invisible and sound-proofed. Harry guided the apparition forward to scout out the area.

His clone, which was not made of anything tangible, walked straight through the brick wall and crept across the unkempt lawn to the manor. The light seemed to be coming from the second floor, meaning he should be safe to discreetly enter the house without attracting any attention. Harry directed his clone straight through the back door, once again unwilling to draw any attention by opening or closing any entrances that oughtn't be disturbed.

Harry found himself in a dusty old kitchen, listening intently to the ancient creaks and groans of the old house. He stole forward towards the hallway, keeping his eyes and ears out for any sign of movement. For all he knew, Nagini could be lurking nearby, and he didn't want to risk the snake sensing a presence that shouldn't be there.

Harry located the main stairwell and began ascending slowly. His footsteps may be muffled, but he still felt a strong sense of unease, not wishing to take any chances. He reached the landing and began to climb the second set of steps when a high, chilling voice made him freeze in place.

"My potion, Wormtail."

The voice was coming from a room at the end of the hall on the second floor, which Harry could distantly see over the top step. He dared not move any closer, not now that he had confirmation of precisely who was present ahead of him.

"Yes, my Lord," came the stammering voice of Peter Pettigrew. Harry heard the man quite clearly now, shuffling across the room towards his master. There was a brief silence and the sound of liquid sloshing in a bottle as Voldemort (in whatever horrific form he now found himself in) drank its contents.

"You've done well all these months, Wormtail," Voldemort remarked. "Our journey is nearly at an end. Soon I will be back at my full strength, and you will no longer need to perform such ministrations for me."

"Forgive me, my Lord," said Peter shakily, "but why not perform the ritual now? We have the diadem you requested, and all of the other ingredients are ready—"

"No!" Voldemort said sharply, and Harry could practically see Peter flinching in response to the harsh rebuke. "I require the Longbottom boy's blood; I have told you this. I will not have a repeat of your failure to apprehend him like three years ago."

Briefly, Harry had a mad idea to rush into the house and overpower Wormtail here and now. He would have the element of surprise, and he doubted Voldemort would be able to muster much of a defense in his current vulnerable state. It was crazy, suicidal even, but the thought of terminating the threat here and now was an enticing one.

But then, to Harry's amazement, a third voice chimed in: Peter and Voldemort were not alone. "Allow me, my Lord," said the voice, a male's. It was vaguely familiar to Harry, but he could not quite place it. "I can easily capture Longbottom within the castle and obtain his blood for you."

"Your eagerness is duly noted, my faithful friend," said Voldemort thoughtfully, "but his death must appear to be an accident. The Tournament provides a perfect cover for his demise, such that our hand is not tipped to Dumbledore or to the Ministry."

"What of the Potter boy, my Lord?" asked the mysterious man. "I still do not understand why you requested his name be entered."

"My reasons are my own," said Voldemort evenly. "I admit that I did not expect him to survive the first two tasks unassisted, and he has proven more competent than I envisioned. But it is no matter – Longbottom must be the one to reach the Cup first."

"I will see to it, my Lord," said the man.

"What other reports do you have from Hogwarts?" asked Voldemort.

"It has been difficult to move freely through the castle," the man said bitterly. "The Auror Moody is suspicious of everyone, and I dare not risk drawing his attention. But I believe that no one suspects my disguise as of yet."

"Good," said Voldemort. "Are you certain that Longbottom is prepared for the maze?"

"I will find a way to ensure he knows what is coming," said the man. "He is stubborn and wishes to figure it out on his own, but I have managed to manipulate the oaf Hagrid to give him hints in the past."

"Very well," said Voldemort. "Use extreme caution, and do remember the primary task I have set for you. If the opportunity presents itself, I expect you to obtain that which I seek above all else."

"Yes, my Lord," said the man. "It has been elusive thus far, but I will manage."

"I also have it on good authority that another of my targets will come out into the open soon," Voldemort continued. "I do not need him alive. Do what you can to eliminate him, and make it look like an accident if possible – we do not want a repeat of the Rita Skeeter fiasco."

"It will be done, my Lord."

"Now, take me downstairs, Wormtail," Voldemort ordered. "We must continue training our new recruit, and there is much for him to learn in so little time."

It was time to go. Harry released the Body-Mirroring Charm, causing his clone to vanish and his mind to return to his body on the hillside. He dared not Apparate from here, lest he tip off Voldemort that a wizard had been lurking nearby. He crept backwards down the hill, then turned and ran down the winding road that led back to the main village. He waited until a lone car rounded the bend out of sight before closing his eyes and twisting on the spot, Apparating away.

He reappeared in the same spot he'd disappeared from in Hogsmeade earlier that day. It was dark now, as only the shopkeepers remained in the streets, closing up their store fronts. Harry hustled down the path towards Hogwarts, hoping his late return would not draw too much attention to himself. He could not see any students ahead of him; they must have all returned from the village by now.

The bright lights of the Entrance Hall spilled out across the grounds as Harry hustled up to the castle. He could not hear any voices coming from the Great Hall beyond – dinner must be long over, and the students had returned to their common rooms. Harry felt badly that he would not get to see Katie again before bed, and hoped that she didn't feel that he'd ditched her completely.

Harry slipped through the great oak doors into the silent Hall, hoping to reach Ravenclaw Tower undetected. Unfortunately, he barely made it up the first staircase before he was spotted by Filch, who reprimanded him for returning past curfew. Luckily he was let off with just a warning...perhaps Harry defending him from Malfoy and the Durmstrang boys' taunts had endeared him to the Squib somewhat.

Harry managed to slip through the Ravenclaw common room without drawing further attention to himself and hurried to bed, closing himself within his four-poster. He had a number of urgent owls to send off in the morning – one to Saul informing him of what he'd heard, and another to the Auror office, providing an anonymous tip as to where Peter Pettigrew might be found.

But that could wait until tomorrow. Harry sat wide awake, thinking about what he'd learned. There was indeed an impostor in the castle, and it certainly wasn't Moody (or Hagrid for that matter). He continued to wrack his brain for why the voice had sounded so familiar, but just could not place it to save his life. He would inform Moody about what he'd learned the following day, now that he knew without a shadow of a doubt that he was innocent.

Voldemort desired another "prize" from within the castle, but it didn't sound like someone he wanted dead. Another Horcrux, perhaps? It seemed unlikely for there to be multiple in the castle, but he couldn't think what else that could mean. And who was this "target" Voldemort wanted dead, and how did he plan to get him out into the open?

But the most important thing was knowing the main plot was still underway. Voldemort still planned to kidnap Neville via Portkey during the Third Task for his resurrection ritual. He wanted Harry dead in the Tournament, and whoever the impostor was would likely make his life in the maze difficult. Was that why he'd entered Harry to begin with? In the hopes of offing another dangerous future enemy? Or were there more complex motives at play that not even Voldemort's followers were privy to?

Harry would have three long months to mull this over before the Third Task. Hopefully when the time came he would have a more concrete plan in place to thwart Voldemort's plans. Until then, he would continue to prepare for the worst and hope for the best.
Year 4-13: Sensing the Unseen

"Again, Potter!" roared Professor Moody, as Harry gingerly picked himself up off the floor once more. "Your enemies won't be so merciful every time you get knocked to the ground!"

Harry gritted his teeth and dropped back into a dueling stance, despite his body screaming at him to lie back down. He'd spent nearly every afternoon in the DADA classroom dueling with Moody, ever since he returned from Little Hangleton and shared what he'd overheard there. He left out the part about Apparating to the village illegally, of course, and framed it as another vision. Regardless, Moody had insisted on more intense training to prepare him for what was out there.

"Is that really the best you've got?" Moody demanded as he deflected yet another flurry of spells sent his way. "Any Death Eater worth their salt would wipe the floor with you, boy!"

Harry somehow doubted that, but Moody's words got under his skin regardless. He redoubled his efforts, wand slashing through the air in a desperate attempt to break through the ex-Auror's defenses. He'd quickly realized why Moody was so feared among Death Eaters during the first war: the man was ruthless, powerful and unbelievably quick despite his advanced age. He had to be, in order to call himself one of the few wizards who had faced off against the Dark Lord and lived to tell the tale.

"Stop!" Moody barked, as yet another spell chain from Harry's wand splashed harmlessly against the man's Shield Charm. "Why are you using such weak spells in combat, Potter? There's a time and place for Disarming Charms, but a life-and-death fight is not one of them."

"I'm trying to diversify, like you taught me," Harry panted, resting his palms on his quivering knees – he was thoroughly exhausted from the workout. "So I'm not predictable."

"Your spell vocabulary needs updating, then," Moody said gruffly. "You can't be throwing such weak charms around in the heat of battle. You want spells that can do real damage: Blasting Curses, Bone-Breakers, Cutting Curses and the like."

"It didn't seem appropriate in a school setting," Harry mumbled, knowing at once that this was not the right thing to say.

"Do I look like I give a rat's ass about Ministry regulations?" Moody demanded. "You've got a bloody Dark Lord after you, lad! Sanguis vapori!"

Harry's eyes widened as Moody fired the Blood-Boiling Curse directly at his chest, and he flattened himself to the ground to avoid the nasty purple jet of light. "See?" said Moody. "No more difficult to block than a Disarming Charm, but the psychological impact affected your reaction."

"Because it could have killed me!" Harry protested.

"I would have used the counter-curse before that happened," Moody muttered, rolling his eyes. "But my point remains: you can't be afraid of using or facing such dangerous magic, because in a real battle, every advantage counts."

"Great," Harry groaned, struggling back to his feet. "Can we take a break now?"

"Do you think the Dark Lord would give you the same courtesy?" Moody demanded. "Again! Stupefy!"

Half an hour later, Harry limped out of the classroom, sore from head to toe, feeling like he'd been hit by a train and then run over multiple times for good measure. He was frustrated: not only had the Aurors failed to find anybody at Riddle Manor thanks to his anonymous tip, but Harry was more convinced than ever that he was not prepared for a real fight. He knew that Moody meant well, and that such draconian training methods would serve him well in real combat, but right now he wanted nothing more than to hex the man senseless for it. After a nice, long bath and full night's rest, of course.

These training sessions also cut into the precious free time Harry had to spend with his new girlfriend. Between his training and Katie's upcoming O.W.L.'s, they barely had time to see each other outside of Quidditch practices. They made time for meals together and the occasional study session in the library, but rarely got to sneak off and truly enjoy their time together like they both wished they could. Such was the harsh reality of the double-life Harry was forced to live…

Harry still hoped to flush out the impostor within the castle before the Third Task arrived in June, and had replayed the conversation he overheard in Little Hangleton over and over in his mind. One line in particular from the mysterious new follower of the Dark Lord stuck out to him as a potential clue.

So on a frosty Saturday afternoon in early March, Harry made his way down the hill to pay Hagrid a visit at his hut. There was still snow on the grounds, and Harry would have liked nothing more than to stay inside and bundle up by the fire. But duty compelled him onward, unwilling to leave any stone unturned.

To Harry's surprise, Hagrid was not alone. Damian Dursley was also present as he approached the hut, and he appeared to be in the middle of a heated debate with the half-giant. "...Told ya they ain't got no conscience about it!" Hagrid was saying.

"That's rubbish!" Damian protested. "No creature would willingly choose to enslave themselves, or kid themselves that they enjoy it!"

"House-elves are just differen' like that!" said Hagrid. "They don' like havin' to provide fer themselves or take vacations and whatnot. It benefits them as much as us."

"No it doesn't!" Damian insisted. "We've just tricked them into believing that!"

"Is now a bad time?" Harry said tentatively to announce himself.

"Oh, hey there, Harry!" Hagrid greeted him. "Yer cousin an' I were just discussing the 'plight of the house-elf', as he puts it."

"They deserve rights like any other intelligent being!" said Damian.

"They do have rights, Dursley, that's what I been telling yeh," said Hagrid. "But more than that is gonna have to wait. What yer describin' will take years to change."

"Well, maybe it shouldn't have to!" Damian bellowed frustratedly, kicking a nearby fence post in frustration. He grabbed a shovel leaning up against the hut and stalked off in the direction of the Forbidden Forest, still silently fuming.

"He's got passion, tha's for sure," Hagrid chuckled as he watched the second-year go. "He'll be alright. Anyhow, why don't yeh come inside fer some hot tea, Harry?"

Harry gratefully accepted the offer, following Hagrid into his much-warmer hut and sitting at the table. Fang the boar hound jumped up to greet him, and Harry carefully extricated himself from the gentle beast's fierce licks and paws to the face. Hagrid poured Harry a cup of steaming liquid before sitting opposite him, his chair creaking ominously under his weight but somehow holding.

"How've yeh been farin'?" Hagrid asked Harry. "With the Tournament goin' on and all that."

"Not too bad," Harry shrugged, taking a tentative sip of his scalding liquid. "Just one task to go, and I feel alright about my chances."

"How about yer classmates?" asked Hagrid. "They treatin' you alright? I heard wha' happened with Ron Weasley and his lot a few months back."

"It's no big deal, really," Harry shrugged. "They just got caught up in the heat of the moment. It'll all blow over soon, I'm sure."

"Tha's the spirit!" Hagrid beamed. "Don't you fret about bein' unpopular, now. I didn' have many friends myself growin' up at Hogwarts, but things worked out alright in the end. We can't all be Slug Club members, after all."

"Sorry?" Harry frowned, confused. "What's a 'Slug Club' member?"

"Oh, right, that was a bit before yer time," Hagrid chuckled. "Before Professor Snape showed up, ol' Professor Slughorn taught Potions 'round here. He had a 'Slug Club' for students he thought showed potential. Very exclusive, very elite."

"I take it you didn't get invited?" Harry surmised from Hagrid's bitter tone.

"Nah, he only invited pure-bloods, mostly," Hagrid sighed. "Students whose folks were famous in the wizarding world. Or just the super smart ones, like Riddle."

"Tom Riddle?" Harry asked with a jolt.

"That's the one," Hagrid said darkly. "He was ol' Sluggie's favorite. Always chattin' him up between classes, tryna win him over with his charm. Bunch o' rubbish...me n' Dumbledore knew he was up to no good, but none of the other teachers could see it."

"What happened to Professor Slughorn?" Harry asked.

"No clue," Hagrid shrugged. "Retired, I guess, 'bout a decade ago. Probably off rubbin' shoulders with the high and mighty somewheres."

Harry mulled this over in his mind. Tom Riddle had been close to this Slughorn fellow – perhaps even closer than the typical student-teacher relationship. Was this worth exploring further? Could Slughorn be located and approached about the topic, assuming he was still alive? He would definitely have to ask Saul about this at the next opportunity.

"Anyway, enough about all that," Hagrid said, shaking his head of the negative thoughts clearly swirling through his brain. "What did ya come to see me for?"

"Oh, right," said Harry, remembering the reason he'd come down here to begin with. "I had a question for you. About the First Task."

"Oh?" said Hagrid. "Mighty fine job yeh did there. Glad ter see yeh make it through alright...I knew yeh couldn't 'ave put yer own name in after seeing that dragon."

"Thanks," Harry chuckled. "Neville did great as well. You told him about the dragons, didn't you?"

Hagrid stiffened a bit at this. "Er...strictly speakin', I shouldn' admit to such a thing…" he said evasively.

"I'm glad you did," Harry said quickly. "It probably saved his life...good thinking on your part."

Hagrid relaxed visibly at this. "Least I could do," he shrugged. "Though in truth, it weren't entirely my idea."

"Someone else suggested you tell him?" Harry asked casually, trying to hide his excitement. "Who was it?"

"Oh, that woulda been…" Hagrid sighed heavily. Then, he paused, frowning a little. "Tell yeh the truth, I don' exactly remember."

"You don't?" said Harry, surprised. "Where did this happen?"

"It was right here, in me hut," said Hagrid, scratching his beard. "Someone came knockin' after dark...we shared a bottle o' Firewhiskey and talked about the First Task...blimey, who was it?"

"A staff member?" Harry urged, realizing how close he might be to catching the culprit. "Or a student? Male or female?"

"Male, musta been," Hagrid said, still looking puzzled. He stared blankly into the distance for a moment before shaking his head in defeat. "Eh, musta had a few too many that night. But whoever it was, I owe 'em mightily, as does Neville."

"No kidding," Harry said, forcing a hollow chuckle, though internally he couldn't believe his bad luck. This was the smoking gun that could have pointed to the impostor! Why oh why had Hagrid drank too much that night? Unless the impostor planned it that way to cover their tracks, he realized. Got him so drunk he wouldn't remember the conversation.

"I offered ter help with the egg clue, but Neville wouldn' hear it," Hagrid chuckled. "Kept goin' on about 'honor' and wanting ter prove himself without any help."

"Well, luckily he did," said Harry, declining to mention his ploy with the Weasley twins to slip that info to the boy. "He handled himself well in that lake."

"Yeah, he told me all about it last week," Hagrid smiled knowingly. "Gentle creatures, those Merfolk, mighty misunderstood. Dumbledore introduced me to their chief once, but I couldn' understand a word 'e was sayin'. Shoulda realized that's what that infernal screamin' was all about!"

"Anyway, I'd best get back to the castle," said Harry, looking up to the darkening skies. "Thanks, Hagrid."

"Anytime," Hagrid winked. "Maybe yeh'd best go check on that cousin o' yours, out in the thestral pasture. He might appreciate the help in clearin' out the snow."

"Will do."

Can Damian even see thestrals? Harry wondered as he made his way down the dirt path into the Forbidden Forest. That question was answered rather quickly when he spotted his cousin in the middle of a clearing, shoveling snow in a straight line, and bumping directly into a thestral, falling flat on his backside with a groan.

"This bloody pasture is haunted!" he huffed.

"Not exactly," Harry chuckled, hopping the fence to join him. "Haven't dealt with thestrals before?"

"What're they, some kinda ghosts?"

"More like winged horses. They're invisible to humans unless you've seen death."

Damian frowned at this. "That sounds made up," he decided.

"Come and see for yourself, then," Harry shrugged. He walked over to the corner of the enclosure, where a group of thestrals were huddled under a thicket of trees, shivering under a thick blanket of snow. He drew his wand and cast Drying Charms on them, melting the snow on their backs and giving them a warm blast of hot air. The thestrals eagerly approached him, rearing their heads with approval.

"What's makin' that noise?" Damian demanded, walking towards him. But he walked straight into the path of another thestral, falling over face-first into the snow. Damian sprang back to his feet, startled; he cautiously inched forward, arms outstretched, until he made contact with the thestral's bony side.

"The hell kind of sorcery is this?" Damian demanded suspiciously.

"Like I said, you have to have seen someone die," Harry explained patiently. "You're lucky if you can't see them yet."

"How come you can see them?"

"I watched my Defense professor get murdered in my first year," Harry explained. "Been able to see them ever since."

Damian stared in shock at this revelation; clearly he hadn't know that about Harry. But he recovered quickly, working his way up the side of the thestral until he located the head, stroking its mane gently.

"I hope they're friendly," Damian said warily.

"Sure they are," said Harry. "Most docile beasts around. Why don't you give him an apple?"

Harry plucked the fruit from a nearby tree and tossed it to Damian. The boy cautiously held it up over his head, and to his astonishment, the thestral began to take sloppy bites out of it, which from his view must have been more like watching the apple vanish bit by bit into thin air.

"Cool," Damian breathed in awe. He had a twinkle of excitement in his eye that Harry hadn't seen before in his younger cousin.

Harry set to work clearing the heavy snow banks from the pasture. Hot flames spread out from his wand, licking the frozen earth and melting the offending white powder into puddles. He taught Damian the spell so that he could help, with strict instruction to never use it while pointing his wand at other people. The devious grin on Damian's face as he cleared swaths of snow away with the flames was slightly concerning, and Harry hoped he hadn't just given his cousin a new tool to terrorize his classmates with.

Once this task was completed, the sun was beginning to set, and Harry accompanied Damian back up to the castle. For once the boy did not run away from him or make snide remarks, merely keeping pace with him. Harry realized this might be a good opportunity to bond with his cousin, something he'd long been meaning to do.

"How was your Christmas break?" he asked. "Have a nice time with your family?"

"It was alright," Damian shrugged. "Dudley was on his high horse about placing third in his wrestling tournament, and Dad didn't give a toss about what I'd been up to."

"Good for Dudley," said Harry, choosing to skate past the thorny second half of that sentence. "D'you two get along well?"

Damian mulled this over for a minute before answering. "We used to," he said. "Lately he takes after my dad more. Ever since my Hogwarts letter came, and we had that row."

"You had a row with your dad?" asked Harry.

"The night before I left for school, first year," said Damian. "He didn't want me to come...said it was a freak school for freak people. Mum insisted I had to go, and eventually Dad said fine, whatever, and that I should just stay here if I wanted to go so bad."

"Blimey," said Harry. "I'm sorry."

"Funny thing is, I didn't even want to go in the first place!" Damian laughed hollowly. "I was happy to go to Smeltings with Dudley, but Mum wouldn't have it."

That seemed rather unlike Aunt Petunia to Harry. She was always eager to stamp out any hint of magic in her household...why would she suddenly be so supportive of her own son being magical? Had something happened in this timeline to cause such a personality shift? Or was there more to her than meets the eye?

"Maybe you could come visit sometime this summer," Harry suggested. "I think you'd enjoy Godric's Hollow."

"Yeah, maybe," Damian shrugged. "You have no idea how boring Little Whinging can be in the summer."

Oh trust me, I do, Harry thought bemusedly, though he did not say this aloud. The thought of spending another summer at Number Four Privet Drive sounded like cruel and unusual punishment.

"Anyway, good luck in the Quidditch match next weekend," said Damian as they arrived in the Entrance Hall and went their separate ways. "Even though I hope Diggory kicks your arse."

"Thanks a lot, cousin," Harry chuckled, playfully punching the pre-teen on the arm for his quip. Damian was as loyal as Hufflepuffs came, and there was no one he was more loyal to than Cedric Diggory.

Harry had spent many a practice mulling over his upcoming match-up with the older boy and how to possibly outfly him. He would once again be at a disadvantage in both size and speed, as his mother still insisted on keeping his Firebolt to remove her son's temptation to spend all his free time flying. Harry had grown considerably over the past year, but he was still a couple inches shy of Cedric's height and not quite as filled out in body mass yet. He would not fare well if their match involved a lot of close-quarter combat between the Seekers.

The only real chance he had was to simply spot the Snitch before Cedric did. Harry felt confident in his ability to juke, dodge and feint, but such skills would only take him so far. At the end of the day, it would came down to who saw the little golden ball first, and Harry was determined to come out on top. The winner would be going up against Krum in the final in May, a daunting but exciting prospect. Harry knew Cedric would also be itching to test his mettle with the best of the best and would not go easy on Harry.

Harry worked extra hard in practices, recognizing how important their next match would be. He even began waking up early to join Katie for her early morning workouts, which doubled as a way to stay fit and to spend more time with his girlfriend. One such morning saw them jog two miles around the pitch, which Katie considered light cardio but had Harry's side in stitches by the final laps. My stamina could really use some work, Harry thought miserably, knowing this would also aid him in his training with Moody.

After changing and showering separately, they headed back up to the castle hand in hand. Classes were already in session, but both of them had a free period, giving them a bit more time to themselves. "Want to head to the library?" Harry suggested as they crossed through the empty halls. "Or...I dunno...somewhere quieter?"

Katie raised a mirthful eyebrow at him, but sighed. "Afraid I have a lot of work to do," she grumbled. "I still have to finish an essay for Moody before lunch, and I'm afraid Flitwick has set a pop quiz for this afternoon I haven't studied for."

"I can help with that," Harry offered as they headed for the library.

"You think you can help with O.W.L. level material?" Katie asked. "It's pretty advanced stuff."

"I like to read ahead," Harry shrugged. In truth, he'd already completed the O.W.L. material in his last timeline, and was pretty sure he'd aced his exams in both Charms and Defense.

"Bloody Ravenclaws," Katie muttered, shaking her head. "If I hadn't taken pity on you and agreed to a date, you'd probably be reading on to N.E.W.T. level by now."

"Who says I'm not?" Harry grinned cheekily. "I'm an over-achiever, Miss Bell. I can snare pretty witches with one hand and read textbooks with the oth—"

Then, without thinking, without being consciously aware of what he was doing, Harry plunged his hand into his robes and spun around, wand in hand. His Shield Charm was erected in the nick of time, blocking the incoming Cutting Curse with a resounding gong.

Harry's wand flashed through the air in a blur, firing three follow-up spells in return. His opponents were unable to block them, either too surprised by his speed or not expecting him to return fire in the first place.

Three people fell to the floor; one, Markus Flint, was out cold from a Stunner. The other two were not so lucky; one Durmstrang boy was scrabbling at his face from Harry's Bat-Bogey Hex, while Marko Pavlovic screamed in agony, clutching his shattered leg thanks to the Bone-Breaker Curse.

Katie gasped in fear at the gruesome sight. "H-how did you know they were there?" she asked timidly. "That spell came out of nowhere!"

"Dunno," Harry muttered, keeping himself between Katie and the assailants. But they looked to be out of the fight completely, each consumed with the consequences of Harry's retaliation.

Several doors banged open as students came rushing to hear what had caused all the commotion. Murmurs broke out immediately as the large crowd came upon the three incapacitated seventh-years, with Harry standing over them, wand drawn.

"Move aside, move aside!" barked Professor McGonagall as she swept into the corridor, Professor Flitwick hot on her heels. She took one look from the three downed boys to Harry and Katie before demanding, "Explain yourself, Potter!"

Harry opened his mouth to protest, but Katie jumped in on his behalf. "It was self-defense, Professor!" Katie insisted. "We were just walking, and one of them fired a Cutting Curse at Harry's back! He Shielded to protect both of us, then returned fire."

McGonagall knelt down to examine the damage to Marko's leg, while Flitwick performed the counter-curse for the other Durmstrang boy's affliction. "The bone is shattered," she remarked. "Potter, did you use a Bone-Breaker Curse? That was very reckless!"

"I aimed at the legs," Harry muttered. "And I wasn't really thinking – I thought it was life or death, Professor." Indeed, his Little Hangleton excursion and his recent fights with Moody had instilled fresh paranoia into him, and his first instinct when attacked was to think the impostor had come to finish him off at last.

"Be that as it may," McGonagall huffed, "that is a completely unacceptable spell to be throwing around at Hogwarts. Come with me, Potter."

"I'm coming with him, Professor," Katie said adamantly, stepping beside Harry with a defiant look on her face.

"Oh, very well, Miss Bell," said McGonagall. "Filius, can you assist Mr. Pavlovic to the Hospital Wing?"

"Certainly, Minerva," said Flitwick, conjuring a stretcher and levitating it underneath the still-moaning Marko. He then turned to the other two boys. "I suggest you two return to your quarters until called upon by your Headmasters." Flint and the other Durmstrang boy, both now free of their afflictions, looked at each other and shrugged before slinking off down the hall.

Harry followed McGonagall in the opposite direction, already irritated at what was to come. He was certain to get chewed out for using magic that was frowned upon as "dark". But so what? Madam Pomfrey would be able to mend Marko's leg in minutes, and his life was never in danger. Meanwhile, the Cutting Curse, while not considered "dark", could have caused lasting damage to him or Katie, severing a limb or puncturing a key organ. If anything, Harry wished he'd responded with even greater force!

He was rescued from his spiral of negative thoughts by Katie, who gently slipped her hand into his and sidled up next to him. "That was really brave what you did," she whispered in his ear, leaning up to kiss him on the cheek. At once Harry was at peace with his decision – if Katie stood behind it, he would too, no matter the consequences.

McGonagall led the way into the Staff Room, where a handful of teachers were milling about, drinking tea and conversing lightly. "Albus, we have a problem," McGonagall announced. Dumbledore, who was conversing with Professor Snape, stood to greet them.

"What is the matter, Minerva?" he asked.

"It wasn't Harry's fault, Headmaster!" Katie blurted out. "Someone tried to hex him from behind. He was just defending himself."

"With a Bone-Breaker Curse!" McGonagall retorted. "Marko Pavlovic's right leg was destroyed when I arrived!"

"Vot?" demanded Karkaroff, jumping to his feet from the corner of the room and stomping over. "He attacked Pavlovic again?!"

"In self-defense, again," Harry retorted, meeting Karkaroff's glare with one of his own. Dumbledore stepped neatly between them to defuse the tension.

"Peace, Igor," Dumbledore said diplomatically. "We will need to hear from all parties before rushing to judgment."

"That is vot you said last time!" Karkaroff roared, pointing an angry finger at Harry. "And the boy walked free!"

"He was given detention, as was the boy who instigated the fight," Dumbledore pointed out. "Mr. Potter has a right to defend himself from unprovoked attacks."

"No, no, I will not have this!" Karkaroff spluttered furiously. "It is the second time 'e has hurt my student, and I will not have it!"

"If I may," came a drawling voice; everyone turned to see Professor Snape approaching the group. "I have it on good authority that this attack has been brewing for weeks now. I've received several reports from my Slytherins that Flint and others from Durmstrang were plotting revenge against Potter."

"And you didn't think to report it?" McGonagall demanded, looking affronted by this news.

"I spoke with Mr. Flint and attempted to have him see reason," Snape shrugged. "As always, he proves to be thicker than a troll's club and didn't listen. I also presumed that certain parties would appreciate discretion in this matter." Snape gave a pointed look at Karkaroff after this remark, causing the man to grumble irritably.

"It seems to me that the situation is quite clear," said Dumbledore after a moment's silence. "Mr. Potter's use of force was clearly in self-defense, even if his methods were, shall we say, distasteful. Though come to think of it, Igor, isn't the Bone-Breaker Curse regularly taught to your own students in their Defense courses?"

"My students know better than to use it in the halls!" Karkaroff sputtered indignantly.

"But not to throw Cutting Curses at the backs of defenseless students," Snape muttered, drawing another murderous look from Karkaroff.

"Enough!" Dumbledore groaned, signaling for Snape to back off. "Both parties will be appropriately dealt with for their actions. Harry, please return to your common room."

"He vill not be punished?" Karkaroff demanded. "For breaking the leg of my student?"

"Your student should count himself lucky his curse did not connect with Mr. Potter," Dumbledore said sternly. "It could have resulted in charges for premeditated attempted murder. It is grounds enough for me to remove him from the premises as a danger to my students, wouldn't you say, Igor?"

Again, Karkaroff's face purpled with rage, but he knew he was not winning this argument. With a final glare at Harry (which was returned in kind), Karkaroff swept from the room, undoubtedly to check on his student in the Hospital Wing.

"Let's go, Harry," Katie whispered, gently guiding Harry towards the door. With a final look at the gathered staff, Harry followed her, amazed that he wasn't in trouble.

"I'm surprised Professor Snape stood up for you back there," Katie remarked as they traversed the empty halls. "I thought he hated you."

"He's not all bad," Harry shrugged. "He may be a bastard, but he usually does the right thing in the end." He had to assumed that Snape was looking out for him on his mother's behalf. Surely he recognized the true danger of the situation, given that his Dark Mark must be growing stronger by the day. Karkaroff knew it too, but was too stupid to realize that the true enemy lay outside these walls, and he would be just as screwed if the Dark Lord were to return.

Harry realized that he wasn't paying attention to where they were going, allowing Katie to guide him along. "Say, Katie? This isn't the way to Ravenclaw Tower," he remarked.

"I know," Katie grinned, roughly pulling him to the side and into a hidden alcove. "I just wanted to repay the favor for protecting me." And she pulled him close for another deep, passionate kiss, which Harry eagerly reciprocated.

Worth it, Harry thought as he enjoyed the spoils of having a girlfriend once more.

Snape's benevolence wasn't the only oddity that weighed on Harry's mind in the coming days. How had he been able to sense and intercept the Cutting Curse before it hit him? The spell was silently cast and completely out of his vision – by all accounts, he should have been bleeding out on the floor before he even realized what had hit him.

But that wasn't even the first time it had happened this school year. He'd sensed Ron Weasley's hex after Care of Magical Creatures class as well, blocking it before the poor kid had even finished the incantation. He hadn't thought much of it in the heat of the moment, but that didn't seem typical. Could most wizards sense magic they couldn't see, or anticipate it coming?

It was another question for Saul Croaker the next time he saw the man. It was too dangerous to write to him regularly, given that the Ministry was still watching him like a hawk. The occasional coded message was not sufficient to pass information back and forth at the frequency Harry needed. Saul's last missive had come the week before, responding to Harry's news from Little Hangleton, suggesting that they may be able to meet over Spring Break at the end of March to discuss things further.

Harry thought back to the previous August, when he'd completed the Ritual of Ontogenesis in Saul's office. What had he said about potential side-effects? "You may find yourself more aware of your magical surroundings than before." Did that explain his newfound reflexes? Was he able to detect magic in the air more acutely? It was certainly a useful ability to have, giving him a sort of sixth sense for danger. It had saved him multiple times this year already.

But such questions would have to wait. The week of the Quidditch match arrived, and tensions were unusually high for an unofficial match. Gryffindor and Ravenclaw had traditionally gotten along quite well, but seemed to be mortal enemies now, as nasty glares and scuffles in the hall intensified in the lead-up to the game. The Hufflepuffs and Slytherins were largely siding with the team of mostly Ravenclaws, the former to support Cedric and the latter to spite Harry.

"Let them chirp," Angelina muttered on the morning of the game as students jeered at their approach over breakfast. "We'll let our play do the talking." Harry opted to join his new teammates at the Gryffindor table, feeling the hostile eyes of his House mates upon him from the moment he walked into the Hall. Hope they'll be in a forgiving mood when I kick their asses, Harry thought defiantly.

An hour later, the team was suited up and seated in the locker room as Angelina Johnson went over their final game plan. "Davies is a good player, but we should have the advantage over the other Chasers," she said, looking to Katie and Alicia. "They aren't as coordinated as we are, and we should be able to handle our own without much assistance." The other two girls nodded their agreement with this.

"That leaves Diggory as their most dangerous player," Angelina continued. "No offense, Potter, but without your Firebolt, it's dangerous to leave you unsupervised with him. So Fred, George, I want you to focus most of your attention on him."

"Roger that," Fred nodded, fist-bumping his twin and giving Harry a look of reassurance. Harry returned it, still lamenting that his trusty broom languished back in Godric's Hollow but feeling determined to make the most with what he had.

"Other than that, just remember what we practiced and avoid major mistakes," said Angelina. "Let's go kick some Ravenclaw ass!"

The team cheered, though a couple also threw apologetic looks to Harry for the quip. He couldn't care less – his own House had turned on him during the Tournament, and now they would reap their due rewards. They'll think twice before disrespecting a Potter, Harry thought – today, he would be a proud Gryffindor through and through.

Soon Madam Hooch summoned them onto the pitch, and they took off into the chilly air. The snow had finally melted, but conditions were still frigid, and Harry cast a Warming Charm on himself that he hoped would hold for the duration of the match. The Gryffindors received a raucous welcome, with cheers and boos raining down upon them. Harry spotted his family in the stands, cheering and waving, including his sister – for once she would not have to root against him in a match. Harry intended to make the most of it.

The teams faced off at center field to begin the game. "Hey, Potter!" Roger Davies taunted. "Enjoy the final Quidditch game of your Hogwarts career!" Harry ignored him, just grateful that Roger would be graduating this year and his unpleasantness would be gone from the team. He tuned out the crowd and the hostile team across from him, steeling himself for action as Madam Hooch blew her whistle and tossed the Quaffle into the air.

"And the game is underway!" shouted Lee Jordan over the roaring crowd. "It's Alicia Spinnet with the Quaffle, dodging past Chang, passing off to Johnson…"

Harry did his best to keep one eye on the action below while also keeping tabs on Cedric, hovering nearby. The sixth-year may be friendly and harmless off the pitch, but on a broom he was terrifying: a predator lying in wait, poised to strike at any moment. Harry knew he could not let him out of his sight for even a moment, lest he spot the Snitch and immediately put distance between himself and Harry to catch it.

"KATIE BELL SCORES!" Lee Jordan exclaimed excitedly, wearing his Gryffindor loyalty on his sleeve. "That's 10-nil to the red team."

Harry spotted Roger Davies chewing out his fellow Chasers after the play, including a disgruntled Cho Chang. He felt a small amount of satisfaction from watching his old teammates bicker and argue over who was to blame.

But he couldn't relish in the moment for long. The most dangerous player on the pitch wasn't involved in the action below, still staying level with Harry, eyes peeled for any sign of the Snitch. Harry kept his focus on Cedric, daring him to make a mistake, to avert his attention for just a moment too long…

Harry instinctively ducked as a Bludger came whizzing past his right ear from behind, hurtling harmlessly away. "Potter's got eyes in the back of his head!" Lee Jordan said in amazement. "That Bludger should have knocked him into next April!"

Harry saw the offending Ravenclaw Beater fly by, shaking his head at the failed ploy. It was the second time that month that Harry had sensed an incoming threat he couldn't see. Was Saul's theory correct after all? Were his senses more attuned to latent magic in the air thanks to the Ritual of Ontogenesis?

But he didn't have time to ponder this before he saw Cedric enter a sharp dive towards the ground. Harry swore and dove after him, knowing it was futile to try and catch the larger and faster boy. But his senses told him something was awry – Cedric didn't seem to be zeroing in on a single target, just racing towards the grass far below. Was this a feint of some kind?

A tinkle of gold caught Harry's attention in his peripherals, and he peeled off to the left after it. Cedric was too preoccupied with his elaborate feint to notice, pulling out of his dive just in time to see Harry pinning the Snitch against the far goalposts and snatching it out of the air.

"Harry Potter has caught the first Snitch of the match!" Lee Jordan shouted over the cacophony of cheers and groans from the mixed crowd. "Nice feint attempt by Diggory there, but Potter somehow read him like a book and made him look the fool!"

Cedric looked unhappy with himself as the two teams aligned at center field to begin the second period. Harry was relieved that he would not be getting swept 0-3 today, but knew he could not rest on his laurels. He would have to catch at least one more Snitch in order to ensure his team's victory today.

And that became doubly apparent as Chaser play resumed below. As always, Roger Davies was doubling down on dominating the goalposts, directing his Beaters to focus solely on Angelina, Alicia and Katie. Harry was left well alone, but with Fred and George playing a more balanced game and continuing to harass Cedric, the opponents managed to rack up several goals and nearly erase the 50-point lead Harry had given them.

Harry knew he would have to end this match as quickly as possible. If things dragged on like this, he might need to catch all THREE Snitches, or worse, watch the score get out of hand to where the Snitches no longer mattered in the score. Davies may be a git, but he was a talented Chaser, and his unbalanced offensive approach was currently paying dividends.

Just focus on Cedric, Harry thought to himself. The older boy was playing more passively now, unwilling to commit to any feints or trickery lest Harry gain the upper hand again. Harry kept his eyes peeled for another speck of gold, praying that he would have an easy path to victory, that he wouldn't have to tussle with the stronger Hufflepuff at all…

But it was not to be. Harry spotted the second Snitch soon after, but to his dismay, Cedric was between him and his goal. Harry gritted his teeth and rocketed forward, knowing that Cedric would have plenty of time to react. Indeed, he barely got past Cedric when the larger boy realized what was happening and gave chase.

Soon Harry found himself shoulder-to-shoulder with Cedric, each jostling and bumping each other in an attempt to gain dominance. The Snitch was straight ahead of them – it would simply be a matter of strength to determine who could muscle their way to the finish. Harry tried his hardest, pushing with all his might against Cedric's sturdy frame in the hopes of knocking him off-course. But Cedric's size and speed won the day, his broom keeping a handle's-length ahead for much of the way and effectively boxing Harry out en route to catching the second Snitch.

"Diggory catches Snitch number two!" said Lee Jordan to a much more raucous crowd reaction. "The blue team takes the lead, 120 to 80!"

Harry could see his teammates below, looking exhausted from the grueling fight. The Ravenclaw Beaters were relentless, ensuring that the Chasers (nor Volkov, their Keeper) got a moment's respite from the Bludger onslaught. Harry signaled to Madam Hooch for a timeout, and beckoned his team down to the pitch for a quick meeting.

"We need to switch things up," Harry suggested. "You guys can't keep getting beat up like this."

"It's what we signed up for, Potter," Angelina huffed. "Don't worry about us."

"Diggory's their best player," Fred added. "We need to keep him in check to have a chance."

"Diggory won't matter if the Chasers push the lead to sixty or more," Harry pointed out. "Let me handle Diggory. Fred, George, you focus on keeping these four alive."

"Are you sure, Harry?" George frowned.

"Positive," Harry nodded. "Keep us within fifty, and I'll handle the rest."

Angelina looked skeptical with this approach, but the twins gave her nods of reassurance. She eventually agreed, and the team took to the skies again to begin the third and final period of the match.

Roger Davies clearly had not updated his team's strategy during the timeout, as his Beaters continued to focus solely on the Chasers and Keeper. But Fred and George were right there to defend them, allowing Angelina, Alicia and Katie to mount a counter-offensive of their own. They managed to take back two quick goals before Davies wised up and ordered his team into a more defensive posture to stem the bleeding.

That was one problem taken care of. The other remained at large, however: Diggory, prowling the field, no longer molested by Bludgers and given free reign to hunt. Harry was anxious, knowing the risk he was taking by ordering Fred and George to leave them alone. If Cedric managed to spot the Snitch first, it would all be over, with only Harry standing between him and his prize.

Harry knew it was futile to try and keep pace with Cedric, so he focused all his attention on locating the Snitch. The Chaser play below had stalled, and all eyes in the crowd were on the two Seekers, on the hunt for the elusive third Snitch that would win the game. Time seemed to slow for Harry as he focused all his attention on the field around him...would he spot the tiny golden ball in time…?

And there it was. Hovering just below Volkov, at the southern end of the pitch. Harry's heart sank; once again, Cedric was between him and the Snitch, and if Harry went for it now, the older boy would once again have time to set up a blockade and muscle his way to the tiny ball first. Harry couldn't take that risk. But he also couldn't allow Cedric time to spot it himself, or it would be over anyway.

It was time to do something drastic. Something that would either make him look like a genius, or an utter moron.

Harry flattened himself against his broom and sped off towards the goalposts – in the opposite direction. His only hope was for Cedric to give chase, to commit to the wrong course of action. Even then it would take a combination of luck and skill to achieve what he was aiming for.

But part one of the plan seemed to have worked. "Potter looks to have spotted something!" Lee Jordan exclaimed. "He's racing for the goalposts, but Diggory's going to get there in time!"

Harry sensed Cedric coming up fast behind him. He'd deliberately flown at less than full speed, allowing the Hufflepuff ample time to catch up and prepare a defense. Harry waited until Cedric was a few feet away, hurtling in for a devastating shoulder check, before springing his trap.

Harry yanked hard on his broom and flipped over onto his back. Cedric, who was unprepared for the maneuver, shot underneath him, his momentum carrying him farther than expected from the missed contact. Before Cedric could recover, Harry was off, now hurtling as fast as his school broom could take him towards the Snitch.

"FRED! GEORGE!" Harry bellowed to the twins, who were hovering nearby. "KNOCK DIGGORY ON HIS ARSE, NOW!"

The twins looked at each other and nodded, peeling off from the Chasers to join the Seeker chase. Cedric had righted ship and was now shooting off after Harry, but his progress was slowed by a pair of well-placed Bludgers, forcing him to slow and dodge them.

Meanwhile, a play was developing right underneath Harry as he sped for glory. Roger Davies had the Quaffle, and was now taking advantage of the twins' absence to mount an attack of his own. He didn't seem to get the memo, directing his Beaters to clear a path for him to the goal, oblivious to the fact that Harry was flying uncontested towards the Snitch, just ten feet or so above him.

Davies heard the cheers of the crowd and seemed emboldened by them, refusing to pass the Quaffle as he carved a path through the defense. He ducked under Angelina's outstretched arm and roughly elbowed Katie in the face before rearing back for a shot. He fired at the right goalpost; Volkov made a valiant effort to save it, but a Bludger to the shoulder knocked him off-course and the Quaffle sailed through the hoop.

Davies did a fist-pump as the crowd went wild at the play. It took him a few seconds to realize that he was not the source of the commotion. Harry had swooped in unnoticed and snatched the Snitch from beneath the left hoop, ending the game on the spot and causing the crowd to go bonkers.

"I've never seen a feint like that in a live match before!" Lee Jordan shouted hoarsely. "Potter fooled Diggory with a full field-length feint to divert him away from the Snitch. Roger Davies scores for blue, but it's not enough as the red team wins, 160 to 140!"

Harry felt elated and relieved that his foolhardy plan had worked as he landed on the pitch, soon to be swarmed by his teammates. His first concern was not celebration, however. "You alright, Katie?" he asked his girlfriend.

"Never better!" Katie beamed. Her right eye was rapidly swelling from Davies' elbow and a trickle of blood ran down her temple, but it did not diminish her radiant beauty in Harry's eyes. She grabbed him around the neck and kissed him deeply, earning whoops of delight from their teammates.

"Hey, lovebirds, save some for the rest of us!" George quipped. He too embraced Harry excitedly, as did Fred and the other Chasers.

"Alright there, Volkov?" Harry asked the stoic Durmstrang Keeper.

"I 'ave had worse," Volkov shrugged. His right shoulder was bent at an odd angle, likely dislocated, but he remained in good spirits, a small grin tugging at the corners of his lips.

Roger and the rest of the blue team immediately headed to the locker room, clearly too bitter with the result to congratulate the other team. There was one exception, however. "Good game, Harry," said Cedric, approaching the group and offering a handshake. "You were the better flyer today."

"Just got lucky, that's all," Harry shrugged modestly. "You had the advantage the whole way through."

"And I squandered it," Cedric grinned knowingly. "Seriously, nice work. You deserve the chance to fight Krum."

"Thanks," Harry grinned. Then they were interrupted by a mob of students rushing the pitch to congratulate the winning team. Most of them were Gryffindors, but students of other Houses were also present, even Ravenclaw, as several of Harry's classmates approached to offer their well-wishes and compliments on his gutsy play.

Harry made his way back to the locker room hand-in-hand with Katie, flanked by his teammates, feeling overjoyed at the result. In the grand scheme of things, this impromptu Quidditch tournament meant absolutely nothing. But it felt good to have something fun to look forward to, something that wasn't life-or-death with razor-thin margins of error. He would get to test his strengths against Viktor Krum, the best Seeker on the planet, and that thought terrified and excited him in equal measure.

Now if only he could convince his mother to let him have his Firebolt back for the final match...

A/N: I originally wrote the scene with Damian for Year Three, but wound up cutting it at the last minute. I remained attached and held onto it, hoping to find a place for it later, and luckily I did! Gonna try to include more little slice-of-life interactions between Harry and the side characters to flesh out their relationships moving forward.

P. S. – I borrowed a bit of fanon magic from one of my other completed fics ('Evangeline's War') for the concept behind this chapter. If you enjoy my writing style, or philosophical musings on the nature of magic itself, you should check it out sometime – I'm quite proud of it!
Year 4-14: The Potion Master

"Everyone keeps staring at you, Harry," remarked Luna serenely. "D'you think it's because your glasses are on crooked?"

"Yes, I'm sure that's why," Harry chuckled, adjusting his glasses with a grin. He'd been drawing furtive glances and nods of encouragement around the castle ever since his big Quidditch victory over Cedric, and even some appraising looks from the female population. Nothing like a library study session with Luna Lovegood to pour cold water on his delusions of grandeur with a much-needed ego check.

"The weather is finally improving," said Luna, staring out a window onto the sunny grounds. "Father says we might be able to go wrackspurt-hunting over Spring Break if it's warm enough."

"Shall we take a walk outside?" Harry suggested. "Such a beautiful day as this deserves to be enjoyed properly."

"I think I'll pass," Luna sighed. "Straying too far from home seems dangerous these days."

"Trelawney rubbing off on you, is she?" Harry chuckled. The professor had become something of a recluse in recent weeks, forecasting danger at every turn and refusing to leave her quarters near the Divination classroom. She saw nothing but death and suffering on the horizon whenever she looked into his or Neville's crystal balls or tea-leaves, which was as annoying as it was disconcerting.

"I don't know if I'll continue with Divination next year," Luna sighed wistfully. "I don't feel like I'm learning anything, and the perfume in that attic gives me a headache."

"I see," said Harry. "Well...hopefully you stick with it. I'm sure your mother would have encouraged you to."

"We'll see," Luna shrugged noncommittally. Harry wasn't exactly Trelawney's biggest champion, but he didn't want to see Luna's own Seer talents go to waste. As Saul Croaker had said, having such a powerful gift and the ability to channel it was invaluable, especially as they pressed onward into the unknown. Any kind of insight Luna might be able to provide about the future was worth subjecting her to a subpar instructor in the short term.

Harry eventually bade Luna farewell and stood to leave the library. He hoped to get in a few laps around the Quidditch pitch while the weather was still nice. But as he headed for the exit, he spotted Fleur Delacour perusing the shelves and decided to greet her.

"Anything I can help you find, Miss Delacour?" he asked.

Fleur turned to face him, face already scrunched up in annoyance, but she relaxed when she saw he was not just some allure-addled admirer. "Oh, bonjour, 'Arry," she greeted him. "Just doing some research."

"For the Third Task?" he asked with a knowing grin.

"Per'aps," Fleur said evasively, narrowing her eyes slightly in suspicion.

"If that's the case, you may want to check out the creatures section," Harry suggested. "None of those will do you much good." He indicated the armful of books she was carrying, ranging from dark spell recognition to disenchanting cursed objects.

"Creatures?" Fleur muttered. "We do not 'ave to fight another monster, do we?"

"Lots of smaller ones, actually," said Harry. "Are you taking Care of Magical Creatures with Hagrid?"

"Non, I am not," said Fleur. "Though we are allowed to audit any class we wish. You theenk it would be helpful?"

"Depends," Harry shrugged. "How do you like your chances against a Blast-Ended Skrewt?"

"What eez that?"

"Something worth looking into," Harry winked. "Best of luck to you, Miss Delacour." And he exited the library, laughing internally at the bewildered look on Fleur's face. He doubted there was a single book in the library that mentioned the dangerous cross-breed Hagrid had invented.

As Harry crossed the room, he spied Hermione and Krum seated side by side at a table, books strewn open around them. Hermione appeared to be laser-focused on homework, while Krum was looking up at Harry, an eyebrow quirked curiously at him. He must have noticed the other two Champions conversing in private, perhaps wondering what the topic of conversation was. Harry gave Krum a polite nod before exiting the library.

Should he alert Krum to the dangers of the Third Task as well? The creatures were one thing, but the hidden threat of the impostor was also something worth warning him about. Harry still remembered the vacant look on Krum's face in his last timeline, forced by the Imperius Curse to torture Cedric, and hoped to avoid such an outcome again.

But even approaching Krum was a dangerous proposition nowadays. He was often flanked by his Durmstrang mates, including Marko Pavlovic, who shot Harry nasty looks every time they passed in the halls or at meals in the Great Hall. Harry had no idea what Krum thought of him in this timeline, or if he would be amenable to Harry's warnings. Perhaps he too had asked around the school and heard of Harry's "dangerous" reputation, and intended to steer well clear himself.

Maybe Harry would get the chance to speak with Krum around their upcoming Quidditch final. Tensions would be high in the lead-up to the match, but during or after might be a good time to approach him. Harry could even see a world where he allowed Krum to beat him, in order to soften him up enough for a cordial conversation.

But no, Harry's competitive spirit would never let that happen. He wanted to beat Krum, and badly. Now that the weather was improving, he was finding time to fly almost every day, either during practices with his team or by himself on the pitch. He was growing tired of using the school brooms and wished desperately to have his Firebolt back, and began scheming ways to convince Lily to let him have it the next time he saw her.

Fortunately, such an opportunity arose a few days later, when Harry received a letter from James at breakfast:

Dear Harry,

I wanted to remind you that the International Potions Conference is coming up on the first Saturday of April. Your mother will be honored there for her mastery, and she would like for you and your sister to be there. Luckily, the event will be held at Hogwarts this year, so you will not have to travel. Make sure you have something nice to wear.

I know these events aren't the most exciting to attend and you may find yourself bored talking to a bunch of stuffy old potioneers. Just remember that this is a very important day for your mother, and we are doing this to support her. I expect you to be on your best behavior and represent your family well – these events can be important networking opportunities, even if you don't end up going into the field yourself!

Congratulations again on your Quidditch victory! Amos Diggory now owes me a bottle of Firewhiskey, and it's been fun to rib him about it over the past couple of weeks. I'm excited to see you fly against Krum, and I'm sure you are too. No pressure, of course – he is the best of the best, and there's no shame in losing to an elite athlete such as himself.

I can't make any promises, but if the potion conference goes well and you play your part, I can try to convince your mother to let you have your broom back for the final match. Just don't act desperate about it! You know how stubborn your mother can be when she's on one of her crusades.

Speaking of which, I hope you are still preparing hard for your final task! You've done wonderfully in the tournament so far, and we will be very proud if you manage to win. But your survival comes first and foremost – do not slack off or take anything for granted! Dumbledore still has concerns about a plot against Neville Longbottom's life – personally, I think he's gone a bit barmy, but I would still exercise caution just in case.

Love,

Dad

P. S. – Feel free to invite Miss Bell along to the conference! Your mother is eager to meet her, even if I have convinced her not to pester you about it.

Harry hadn't even considered inviting Katie as an option. That would certainly go a long way towards making the event more tolerable. He was a bit nervous about introducing Katie to his parents, though he knew it was irrational – James already knew her from his year of teaching, and Lily would of course love the girl immediately. Still, it was a step they hadn't taken yet, and it made him anxious to think about all the same.

That anxiety didn't abate much when he brought up the subject with Katie later that day. "Of course I'll go with you, silly!" she smiled. "I was going to be there anyway. My dad goes every year, to network and advertise ingredients from the farm. This way you'll get to meet him!"

"Great," said Harry, suppressing a groan. Now both of them would be meeting each other's parents – twice the reason to be anxious and dread the event. He would rather face off with Krum on a toy broom and complete the Third Task with a prank wand than endure a fancy networking event. It's for Mum's sake, Harry reminded himself. And Katie will be there. It'll be alright.

To take his mind off of it, Harry spent the next few evenings in the Room of Requirement practicing his spell work. He hadn't utilized the room much lately – though it still vaguely smelled of smoke and ash due to the Fiendfyre damage it had sustained the year before, it remained a sanctuary of sorts.

Harry envisioned a makeshift combat arena complete with moving training dummies and various cover areas to resemble a battlefield environment. He spent hours dancing and dodging about the space, taking out dummies with the powerful new spells and curses he'd added to his arsenal. It wasn't as if he could practice the Blood-Boiling Curse or Entrail-Rupturing Curse against other humans, so he had to make do with maiming and disemboweling the plastic dummies the room provided.

Eventually Harry paused for breath, panting and examining the devastation he had wrought around him. It took him a moment to realize that his mind had subconsciously recreated the graveyard at Little Hangleton, with the cover areas resembling tombstones and other stone effigies marking the various plots. He felt a shiver of foreboding as he realized that his brain was still preparing for such a fight to happen once more.

That won't come to pass this time, he told himself adamantly. He had already taken steps to prevent Voldemort's resurrection in this timeline, and planned to take more before the Third Task. But the night was still deeply ingrained in his mind, and he desperately wished to avoid the same feeling of helplessness he'd felt on that terrible night.

The evening of the potions conference arrived sooner than Harry would have liked. He opted to wear the same dress robes he'd worn to the Yule Ball, after Katie reassured him it was not a faux pas to do so. The castle was mostly deserted when he made his way up to Gryffindor Tower, with most of the student body enjoying the pleasant spring weather outdoors. He would have loved to join them in relaxation, perhaps with a casual broom ride around the grounds, but instead he readied himself for a boring evening to support his mother.

Katie and Dahlia were both waiting for him outside the portrait of the Fat Lady. Both wore simple dresses for the occasion, Katie's blue with a matching hair tie and Dahlia's red with little frills. "You look beautiful," Harry greeted his girlfriend with a smile and a kiss.

"And you're dashing as always," Katie complimented him back.

"What am I, then, yesterday's trash?" Dahlia quipped, forgotten to one side.

"Your beauty goes without saying, Dahlia," Katie smirked. "Unless you're fishing for compliments from your brother?"

"Hmph," Dahlia sniffed, her snark clearly outmatched.

"Not inviting Neville to the conference?" Harry asked his sister.

"Why would I?" asked Dahlia, folding her arms. "He's not my boyfriend or anything."

"Oh," said Harry, surprised. "I just thought—"

"He didn't have the balls to ask me out properly after the Ball," Dahlia shrugged. "And I wasn't going to waste time waiting for him to do so. Now c'mon, we're gonna be late." And she led the way down the stairs, a bemused Harry and Katie following behind.

The conference was to be held at a little-used banquet hall in the south wing of the castle. Most students usually avoided the place, known as one of Peeves the Poltergeist's favorite haunts, but Dumbledore must have found a way to tempt him away for the evening. The place looked more opulent and full of life than Harry could ever recall, filled with ornate decorations and round cloth-covered tables surrounding a simple stage.

Already the room was full of guests, with more trickling in by the minute. Harry, Katie and Dahlia entered the hall and looked around; it appeared that the rest of the Potter family had not arrived yet. Katie led Harry across the room towards a large man sipping a cocktail in the corner.

"Hi, Daddy!" she greeted the man with a warm hug. "This is the boy I was telling you about, Harry Potter."

"Pleasure to meet you, Harry!" grinned the man, giving Harry a firm handshake. He was a burly fellow who looked like he spent most of his time working outdoors, but he had a cheery air about him that reminded Harry much of Katie's own pleasant demeanor.

"Likewise, Mr. Bell," said Harry politely.

"Please, call me Elias. Katie's told me a lot about you...she says you're a most impressive young man."

"Oh, I don't know about that—" Harry chuckled modestly.

"Please...top of your class, a talented Seeker, and the youngest-ever Triwizard Champion to boot?" Elias Bell grinned. "Don't sell yourself short, Harry! I'm sure you'll go on to great things in life."

"Thank you, sir," Harry bowed. "So, Katie tells me you run a farm?"

Harry chatted with Elias for a few minutes about the magical creature business, which sounded surprisingly complex and interesting to him. Care of Magical Creatures had never been a favorite subject of his, mostly because it involved learning how to survive such dangerous beasts with only minimal instruction from the rather reckless Hagrid. Elias invited him to come visit over the summer, to which Harry readily agreed.

"And you must be the youngest Potter," said Elias, offering his hand to Dahlia as she approached. "I believe congratulations are in order for your mother's achievement!"

"You should tell her yourself!" Dahlia encouraged. "She just arrived."

Indeed, Harry spied his mother and father entering the hall across the room. Lily Potter looked stunning in an elegant purple gown, beaming and accepting the praise of several attendees. James looked similarly pleased, a proud husband on his wife's arm as they glided elegantly across the space.

Harry gently took Katie's arm and guided her towards his parents, feeling a bit nervous. "Hi, Mum," he said, clearing his throat. "This is my girlfriend, Katie."

"Oh my, is it really?" Lily said excitedly, wrapping Katie in a hug. "So great to finally meet you, dear! You must be something special to catch our Harry's eye."

"Nice to meet you too, Mrs. Potter," Katie smiled shyly. "Congratulations on your mastery."

"Good to see you again, Miss Bell," James grinned, shaking Katie's hand.

"You too, Professor," said Katie. "We've missed having you around this year."

"You were brilliant in the Quidditch match last month," Lily complimented her. "Dahlia always said you were a wonderful Chaser. Have you ever thought about going pro?"

Katie beamed and began explaining her hopes of playing professionally after graduation. Harry relaxed, relieved that introducing one another to their parents had gone so smoothly. He should have figured as much: everything about Katie just felt natural and easy. Almost too easy, in fact. Don't be pessimistic, Harry reprimanded himself. You're entitled to having good things happen to you, too.

"Hey there, kid," said another familiar voice. Harry turned to see Remus Lupin entering the hall, his girlfriend Alessia on his arm. Remus was wearing a tailored Muggle suit that made him look quite distinguished – a far cry from the shabby second-hand attire he used to sport. Alessia looked lovely as always beside him in a matching black gown.

"Uncle Remus!" Harry grinned, wrapping them both in a hug. "What are you doing here?"

"Supporting your mother, of course," said Remus. "Though I was also invited independently, believe it or not. A lot of potion masters are eager to meet me."

"Zey all want samples of 'is blood," Alessia smiled knowingly. "He 'as become quite the story around ze world."

"Yes, well, we'll see about that," Remus chuckled nervously. "I'm happy to be cured, of course, but I don't exactly look forward to a life of being dissected by curious scientists and Healers."

"No, just ze pretty redhead potioneer you grew up with," Alessia quipped, winking at Harry.

Remus reddened a bit at this. "That's...you know that isn't why…" he stammered, but Alessia put him out of his misery with a tender kiss. Remus grinned stupidly at the affectionate gesture, and Harry couldn't bring himself to tell the man that he had lipstick on his mouth. It was too endearing a sight for the man who had suffered such a miserable and lonely life before Alessia entered it.

The small group eventually dispersed and moved on to mingle with other guests. It was a surprisingly well-attended affair, with the banquet hall soon becoming filled with potioneers of all backgrounds. It was an international conference, after all, and Harry saw men and women from all over the world greeting his mother and offering their congratulations.

Eventually a short but excitable man took the stage and signaled for everyone to take their seats. "Welcome, one and all, to the 379th Annual International Potions Conference!" he announced in an American accent. "I'm President Victor Williams. We thank you all for coming, and we also thank Severus Snape for graciously offering up Hogwarts as a venue to host the event."

A smattering of applause met this announcement. Lily smiled over at Professor Snape, who smiled back – an expression that looked quite foreign on his usually dour face.

"As always, we are here to discuss the latest news and developments in the world of potion-making," said Victor. "But this year, we also come together to welcome a new member into the fold. Please join me in congratulating Britain's newest Potion Master, Lily Evans-Potter!"

A raucous round of applause rose for Lily, who stood and acknowledged the praise. Victor eagerly waved her up to join him on the stage, and after a moment's hesitation, Lily did so, turning to face the crowd.

"Thank you, this is a tremendous honor," she said. "None of this would be possible without my amazing family, so thank you to my husband James and my children Harry and Dahlia for supporting my dream all these years." More applause rang out at the mention of the famed Auror, as James blew kisses to his wife.

"I'd also like to acknowledge Severus Snape for his mentorship and assistance throughout the process," Lily continued. "His insight and unwavering support was invaluable through even the toughest of days...thank you, Sev." Snape preened under the glowing praise, which to Harry once again seemed foreign and unnatural for the man.

"I'll be eager to discuss my dissertation with many of you this evening, theorizing on the usage of basilisk venom as a medicinal tool rather than a destructive one," said Lily. "For that, I extend my gratitude to Remus Lupin, who kindly allowed me to use his blood for my research and inspired me to think beyond the conventional wisdom for my hypothesis."

Harry glanced over at Remus and Alessia, both looking pleased at Lily's words. He also heard the hushed murmurs of the crowd around him at the mention of the ex-werewolf...Remus' story was internationally known by now, and he would certainly find himself to be popular in conversation this evening.

"And finally, I'd like to thank one more person," Lily concluded. "I wouldn't be where I am today without the teachers who fostered my love of learning from a young age. So I'd like to dedicate this honor to my old Potions professor, Horace Slughorn."

Harry's neck nearly snapped with how fast he whipped his head around towards the source of the new round of applause. He watched as a short and squat man with a thick handlebar mustache stood and acknowledged Lily's praise with a deep and dramatic bow.

So that's the infamous Slughorn, Harry thought to himself. He remembered Hagrid's words from the month before and vowed to speak with the man before the night was up. If there was any chance he might know something useful about Tom Riddle's past schemes, it was worth looking into.

Victor Williams presented Lily with a special plaque commemorating her mastery, drawing a final round of applause before she re-took her seat. Moments later, food and drink appeared on the tables all around the room, inviting all to eat and enjoy one another's company.

"So, Katie, have you been keeping our Harry in line?" Remus asked, grinning at the girl seated beside him. "He must be hard to keep tabs on, with how much he likes to wander."

"He's rather good at disappearing when he wants to," Katie quipped, sliding her hand into Harry's. "But I'm usually good at guilting him into inviting me along."

"He needs someone to drag him out of the library every once in a while," James agreed with a smirk. Then, after a concerned look from Lily, he added, "Though I'm sure you're encouraging him to prepare hard for his final task."

"Of course," said Katie. "Not that he needs the help. He was awfully impressive in the first two tasks."

"Pride cometh before the fall," Lily sighed worriedly, turning to her son. "You have been preparing, I hope, dear?"

"I have," Harry nodded. "I have to face a variety of magical creatures in an enchanted maze."

"Hopefully none of Hagrid's monstrosities," James grimaced. "That man has a proclivity for breeding beasts that never should have seen the light of day.

"That's for sure," Harry agreed with a chuckle, remembering his interaction with Fleur in the library earlier. Though perhaps he shouldn't be so blasé about it...the impostor Moody had been making things easier for him in his previous timeline. The maze was sure to give him much more trouble this time around, now that Neville was the intended victor and Voldemort wanted Harry dead as a main priority.

Once most of the guests had eaten and drank their fill, they stood to spread out and mingle throughout the room. Lily was whisked away immediately, a popular topic of conversation this evening with many wishing to discuss her mastery and ideas with her. She looked perfectly at ease in this environment, happily holding court with other experts in her field and engaging them with in-depth discussions on her unique contributions to the subject. Not bad for a Muggle-born, Harry thought with pride.

Across the room, Harry spotted Horace Slughorn engaged in animated conversation with an elderly Asian witch. He waited until the two parted ways, then guided Katie over towards the man.

"Mr. Slughorn?" Harry announced himself. "I'm Harry Potter. Lily Evans-Potter's son."

"Dear me...of course you are!" Slughorn said, eyes widening in recognition as he shook Harry's hand enthusiastically. "I knew both of your parents well, naturally. I can see so much of James in you...but those eyes are unmistakably your mother's."

"It's a pleasure to finally meet you," said Harry, an easy smile on his face. "My parents spoke of you often. You were their favorite Hogwarts professor."

Harry had no way of knowing if this was actually true (and in fact doubted it to be the case). But his suspicion was correct that it was the right thing to say, as Slughorn glowed with pride at these words. "I am honored," he beamed. "They were among my favorite students I've ever had, indeed, indeed."

"That is saying a lot, sir," said Harry. "Considering the number of gifted students you must have had over the years."

"Oh, certainly," Slughorn said, clearly right at home with this sort of hammed-up, overly-indulgent conversation. "But I know a brilliant witch or wizard when I see one, and your mother stood out to me straight away."

"The same way that Tom Riddle stood out to you, sir?" Harry asked innocently.

He could not miss the mild look of panic that crossed Slughorn's face, nor the way his breath seemed to hitch in his throat. But Slughorn recovered quickly with a smile. "Much the same, much the same," he said vaguely. "If you'll excuse me, Mr. Potter, I must speak to President Williams about...something." And Slughorn hurried off, clearly intending to get as far away from this conversation as possible.

"That was odd," Katie remarked as he departed.

"Yes, it was," Harry agreed.

"Who's Tom Riddle?" asked Katie, looking quizzically at Harry.

"An old acquaintance of my family's," Harry said cryptically. And he guided her back across the room, engaging other attendees in conversation and accepting their congratulations on Lily's behalf.

Harry had little doubt now that Slughorn not only remembered Tom Riddle, but knew things about his past that he wanted to distance himself from. He desperately wanted to follow Slughorn and ask follow-up questions, but suspected it would do him no good. He'd have to think of a subtler approach.

As the night wore on, Harry quickly learned just how dull of an event a potions conference could be. The older attendees may have been eager to discuss the nuances of their craft with one another, but it made Harry want to crawl under a table and take a nap. Katie too looked less than enthused to be there, though she put on appearances otherwise as she joined her father on his rounds as he advertised his fresh supply of Mooncalf milk to the gathered crowds.

Eventually, Katie was able to make her escape. "I've got to finish a project for McGonagall's class," she told Harry. "Any chance you can join me?"

"I'll look for you in the library later," Harry promised. "I've got to stay and support my mother."

"I understand," said Katie sadly. "Join me for a run tomorrow morning?"

"Wouldn't miss it," Harry grinned. He hesitated before bidding her farewell; Katie's father and his own parents were both lurking nearby. But Katie, Gryffindor as she was, just grinned and pulled him in for a lingering kiss before departing the hall. Harry rolled his eyes as he met his father's gaze and received a surreptitious thumbs-up, nor did he miss his mother's tiny smile as she pretended not to have seen the intimate interaction.

Harry resumed his rounds, joining his parents as they made their way around the room greeting the other guests. He allowed himself to be paraded around, his various accomplishments put on display to make James and Lily look better by association. "A Triwizard Champion, at your age?" whistled an elderly African wizard as he shook Harry's hand. "Most impressive, young man, most impressive."

"Top of his class, as well," Lily beamed.

"And a first-rate Seeker at that!" James added. "He'll be facing off against Viktor Krum next month in a winner-takes-all match!" Lily looked exasperated at this mention, but it certainly seemed to delight the man all the same.

"Speaking of which," Harry muttered to his father once Lily was out of earshot. "D'you reckon she'll let me have back my you-know-what for the match?"

"Just keep playing along," James said through a fake smile as he nodded to a well-dressed man passing by. "If this night goes off smoothly, we just might be able to talk her into it later."

"Alright," Harry sighed. Then, in a change of tactics, he asked, "Any luck in tracking down Pettigrew?"

"Not yet," James sighed. "We received an anonymous tip about his whereabouts a few weeks back, but it didn't turn up anything. Though I suspect you already know this?"

"Sorry?" asked Harry, raising his eyebrows.

James leaned in close to his son, a knowing look in his eye. "An anonymous tip from a Hogwarts owl, providing suspiciously specific information?" he muttered under his breath. "I can read between the lines, Harry. Why didn't you just come to me directly with your vision?"

Harry groaned internally; he clearly wasn't as subtle as he thought he was. "You never seem to believe my visions when I bring them up," he sighed. "So I tried a different method."

"I believed you at the World Cup," James pointed out. "But you can't just pick and choose what you share with us, Harry. Your visions aren't totally reliable, and we need as much information as possible to figure out what to do with them."

"It isn't the first time I've dreamed about Little Hangleton," Harry insisted. "Please, Dad, you have to believe me on this one. Something bad is going to happen there."

"I hear you, son," James reassured him. "We are keeping a close eye on the village and the graveyard there for signs of dark magical activity. We have been since October, in fact."

"You have?"

"After you spoke with Professor Dumbledore last fall. Believe it or not, he also takes your visions seriously. So please, stop keeping them to yourself and come to one of us straight away if you think something is wrong."

"Alright," Harry sighed. James was right: Harry had to be more forthright with his knowledge of future events to prevent the worst from happening. He'd even contemplated telling James his secret in full, but could not quite bring himself to do so. He could not bear to think how his relationship with his parents would change if they discovered he was not the same boy they'd raised for the first eleven years of his life.

With the night winding down, small groups were congregating back around the tables, engaged in small talk or simply sharing drinks and appetizers that had been supplied by the house-elves. Harry once again spied Horace Slughorn across the room, a small pile of pastries in hand, taking a seat by himself in the corner.

Now's the best chance I'll get, Harry thought to himself. He carefully extricated himself from his current conversation and crossed the room until he reached Slughorn's table.

"Professor Slughorn?" Harry announced himself. "I wish to apologize for earlier. If I said something to upset you, I assure you it was not my intention."

Slughorn sized Harry up for a moment, before beaming up at him. "Not at all, my boy!" he reassured Harry. "Just old memories cropping up, not your fault in the slightest."

"May I join you for a drink, sir?" Harry asked politely, slipping into the seat opposite his. "I would be honored to get to know the man my parents respected so much."

"I would be delighted, my boy!" said Slughorn eagerly. "I've heard a great deal about you as well this evening...perhaps you'll go on to even greater things than your parents!"

He reached across the table for a nearby bottle of wine, but Harry beat him to it.

"Please, allow me," he said, picking up the bottle himself and uncorking it with a flick of his wand.

"Are you quite old enough to be drinking, young man…?" Slughorn asked dubiously.

"Of course," Harry lied smoothly. He twirled his wand to summon two goblets to the table, both of which he filled to the brim with the cool red liquid.

"Impressive charm work, Mr. Potter," Slughorn appraised him as he accepted the glass Harry offered to him. "Your mother was also quite gifted in that field, you know."

"Is that why you invited her into your Slug Club?" Harry asked casually, taking a sip from his own cup (and ignoring the impulse to pucker his lips at the sour taste).

"Oh, it was certainly one of many reasons," said Slughorn. "She also had a keen mind for Potions, of course. At the time I suspected that perhaps Mr. Snape was doing her assignments for her, but I believe tonight has thoroughly disabused me of that notion."

"You must have had many brilliant students in your club over the years," Harry commented as Slughorn took a deep swill of his drink. "The best minds to ever pass through Hogwarts."

"Indeed," Slughorn nodded. "Four decades of brilliance, many of whom now occupy the highest positions in our society."

"Absolutely," Harry agreed. "Though none quite so brilliant as Tom Riddle, I imagine?"

Slughorn froze quite abruptly, looking once again stricken by Harry's words. "The name is not that familiar to me," he said evasively. "I was not particularly close with all of my students, you must understand."

"But you were close with Riddle, weren't you?" Harry pressed, leaning in close. "He was closer with you than anyone else at the school, wasn't he?"

Slughorn opened his mouth to retort, but found his words caught in his throat. He looked down at his goblet, eyes wide. "What have you done…?" he murmured fearfully.

"Answer the question, Mr. Slughorn," Harry said coolly.

Slughorn looked around wildly for assistance, but no one paid him any mind. He hadn't noticed Harry raising Muffling and Notice-Me-Not Charms around them; nor had he noticed Harry slipping Veritaserum into his goblet before handing it to him.

"Yes," Slughorn croaked, unable to lie. His eyes were slowly becoming glossy and unfocused, the effects of the truth potion gradually overcoming his fight-or-flight instinct.

"He considered you something of a confidant, did he not?" Harry deduced. "For his less than savory explorations of magic?"

"Yes," Slughorn admitted, despite trying to fight the truth from coming out.

"Did he ever ask you about Horcruxes?" Harry asked.

Slughorn looked to be panicking behind his glossy eyes, veins bulging in his neck and temple as he desperately fought against the Veritaserum. "Yes," he eventually grunted.

"What did he want to know?"

"He...sought understanding of its mechanics," Slughorn said, panting heavily with effort. "The effects that the ritual has upon one's soul."

"Was that all he asked about them?" asked Harry.

"No," said Slughorn. "He was curious about the implications of creating more than one. Splitting the soul into a more magically potent number of pieces."

"How many?" Harry pressed, heart pounding with fear.

Slughorn gulped, face twitching with the effort to resist the truth potion, but it was futile. "Seven," he croaked.

Harry felt a chill down his spine. Seven pieces...seven Horcruxes...it was more awful a thought than he could have imagined. He'd thought – perhaps hoped – that there were only a small handful: the diary, the diadem, and perhaps one more. But it seemed that Tom Riddle had indeed delved into dark magic so horrible that none could comprehend the depths of the evil he'd committed.

Slughorn suddenly grabbed Harry's arm and stared fearfully into his eyes. "You must understand, I had no idea what he would become!" he pleaded with Harry. "I never would have...knowing what I know now...such a fool I was…"

"I understand completely, Mr. Slughorn," Harry said sympathetically, drawing his wand and pointing it in the man's face. "Obliviate."

Slughorn's eyes slid out of focus as Harry removed the memory of their conversation from the man's mind. He then hit Slughorn with a silent Stunner and gently rested his head on the table, propping up his arms so that it looked like he was sleeping. Harry grabbed the bottle of wine and placed it next to him, so that he would simply think he'd drank too much, then dispelled all of his enchantments and stood to leave.

Nobody seemed to notice Harry's temporary absence or re-appearance at the event. He mingled politely with a few more guests, looking for an opportunity to make his escape. The party seemed to be winding down; guests were trickling out of the hall, and Filch had already arrived to begin sweeping the floors, a subtle indication for others to take their leave as well.

Eventually Harry spotted Lily seated at a table alone, kicking her heels off and reaching for a bottle of wine herself. He moved to join his mother, sinking into the seat beside her.

"These things always drag on for far too bloody long," Lily muttered, pouring herself a glass with one hand while massaging her ankle with the other. "You don't have to stay all night, dear."

"I think I'll turn in, then," Harry agreed. "I'm getting tired." In fact, he felt wide-awake, but was still so horror-struck by what he'd learned that he needed time alone to process its implications.

"Good night, sweetheart," she said, leaning over to kiss him on the forehead. "Keep preparing for that Third Task, will you?"

"I will," Harry promised. Then, clearing his throat awkwardly, he said, "Say Mum, I've got a Quidditch game coming up against Viktor Krum. It's a really important one for me...d'you think it would be possible if…?"

"Oh, all right," Lily huffed. "You've been a good sport tonight. You can bring your Firebolt back with you after Spring Break."

"Thank you, Mum," Harry said, breathing a sigh of relief. "I'll see you soon. And congratulations again." He kissed her on the cheek and stood to leave the Hall.

He needed to speak to Saul Croaker, and urgently. To hell with the investigation on the Department of Mysteries...he would find a way to meet with him over the coming spring break one way or another. Step one would be sending off a coded message relaying what he'd just learned, and making arrangements for another secret rendezvous. Perhaps at the church in Godric's Hollow again?

Harry felt an odd sensation bubbling up within him as he made his way up the stairs towards Ravenclaw Tower. At first he assumed it was anxiety, brought on by his latest revelation and the impending danger of the Third Task. But he quickly realized that it was some physical ailment brewing in his stomach, causing him discomfort. Dinner didn't agree with me, I guess, he thought.

But the next thing he knew, his body gave a great lurch, and he dropped to his knees, coughing and wheezing in the empty corridor. His insides felt like they were on fire; pain radiated throughout his entire body as he twitched and spasmed uncontrollably.

I've been poisoned, Harry realized with horror.

"Help," he croaked, but could not muster the strength to raise his voice. "Somebody…" His vision was growing blurry and dark; he could barely move his limbs, dragging himself helplessly through the empty corridor. I'm going to die here, thought Harry. Nobody will find me in time…

The Auror's Toolkit. Harry desperately clawed at his robes, trying to free the small glass cube from the folds. He finally wrenched it free, fingers trembling as he brought it up to his face, searching for the correct compartment. Only two liquids remained, and one of them was the silvery substance he knew to be Thief's Downfall. He fumbled with the lid of the other, praying that it was the poison antidote that would save his life.

Harry pried the compartment open and brought the rim to his lips, shakily drinking in the foaming liquid. Some of it dribbled down his chin as his body continued to convulse, but he forced the rest down before the cube dropped from his trembling fingers.

His vision was going dark, and he knew there was nothing more he could do. He could only pray that the antidote would save him as he slipped from consciousness, the world fading around him in a haze of blurred colors and distant sounds…

Harry didn't know how long he'd been out when he regained his senses. He was no longer face-down on the floor, so he reckoned he must have been moved – but nor was he staring up at the ceiling of the Hospital Wing, as he might have expected. He seemed to be sitting upright in a dark, enclosed space, groggily attempting to get his bearings.

Then, a cold jet of water sprayed him in the face, causing him to splutter and cough violently. He tried to wipe away the liquid from his eyes, but found that he could not move his arms; they were pinned to his side, held in place by what felt like thick ropes. His legs and torso were also bound tightly in place, strapped to what seemed to be a hard wooden chair.

The jet of water ceased, and a light was thrust into his face. Harry blinked rapidly until the blurred shapes and colors resolved themselves into the face of Severus Snape, hovering over him, wand pointed directly in his face.

"Rise and shine, Potter," Snape said sardonically.

"What the hell...?" Harry croaked, once again trying and failing to free himself. "Professor Snape? What is this?"

"Horace Slughorn has been murdered," Snape said simply, eyes narrowed with suspicion. "You have a lot of explaining to do."
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"Murdered?" Harry stammered, momentarily pausing in his attempt to break free.

"Poisoned," Snape said simply. "Laced into a bottle of wine. A slow-acting strain, by the looks of it...he was assumed to be sleeping until someone attempted to wake him and found that he was dead."

Harry's mind raced. Someone had poisoned the wine at Slughorn's table...the same wine he himself had drank. It was indeed fortunate that he had the antidote on hand, or he would have surely met the same fate in that lonely corridor before he was discovered.

Then, Harry remembered with a jolt that his mother had also drank wine at the event. "My mum—" he began in a panic.

"Is safe," Snape reassured him. "Nobody else at the conference drank the poisoned wine. Or so I thought, until I left for Ravenclaw Tower looking for you and found you unconscious in the hallway."

"You were looking for me?" Harry asked cautiously.

"Before the Aurors arrive to begin their investigation," said Snape. "They'll want to question everyone who was there to find a suspect. You are fortunate that I found you before they did."

"Funny, I don't feel that way at the moment," Harry deadpanned, struggling with his binds to prove his point.

"This is merely a precaution until I determine your motives," Snape sneered. "If I am satisfied, I will let you go. But first, you're going to answer a few questions of my own."

"What kind of questions?" Harry asked nervously.

"The same kind the Ministry will be asking you as a murder suspect, if I don't like your answers," Snape said crossly. "Fortunately for you, I'm fresh out of Veritaserum, but rest assured that if you attempt to lie to me, I will know."

Harry felt a sharp jab assaulting his senses, an unpleasant sensation that he recognized immediately from his previous timeline. Snape was forcing his way into his mind. Unlike Dumbledore, who favored gentle prods and light, subtle touches with his Legilimency, Snape's was like a battering ram at the gates, threatening to burst through Harry's defenses. Harry didn't know if his self-taught Occlumency would be of any help here.

"Where's Dumbledore?" Harry asked nervously.

"The Headmaster is away from the castle this evening," said Snape. "He will return momentarily, once the news reaches him. If you'd like, we can wait for him to arrive before you answer my questions, but I suspect you don't want him to hear this, do you?"

Harry said nothing in response. That was, in fact, the last thing he wanted in this moment. He hardly trusted Snape with his secrets, but the thought of what Dumbledore might do with the knowledge Harry had obtained tonight filled him with dread.

Snape seemed to take his silence as answer enough. "Did you poison Horace Slughorn?" he demanded.

"No," Harry said at once.

"Were you aware of any attempt to poison him?"

"No!" Harry denied vehemently.

"I saw you put up wards and sit down to speak with him, boy," Snape growled, drawing closer to Harry's face with an angry expression. "If you attempt to subvert or avoid my questions, I will hand you over to the DMLE in an instant. Did you slip anything into Slughorn's drink?"

"No," Harry stammered, but at once felt a sharp flare of Legilimency wash across his subconscious.

"Do not lie!" Snape seethed. "What did you put in his drink?"

Harry struggled to think of an excuse, but could not see an easy way out. "Veritaserum," he eventually sighed.

Snape arched an eyebrow in surprise. "Where did you come across Veritaserum?" he demanded.

"Professor Moody gave it to me," said Harry. "An Auror's Toolkit."

Snape narrows his eyes at this. He reached over to a nearby table, procuring the glass cube and dangling it in front of Harry's face. "This one?" he asked.

"Yes."

"And judging by the fact that it contains no poison antidote, I presume that is why you are still alive after sharing wine with him?"

"Yes," Harry sighed.

"Did you know the wine was poisoned?"

"No. I wouldn't have drank it otherwise."

Snape's face twitched in annoyance, but he appeared satisfied on that front – for now. "Why did you administer Veritaserum to Slughorn?" he continued.

Harry certainly did not want to reveal his motives to Snape. But nor did he want to anger the man by obviously lying and risk being questioned by the Ministry – or worse, by Dumbledore. Selective truths, he told himself, remembering his training from nearly three years ago.

"For information," he eventually said.

"Obviously," Snape rolled his eyes. "What kind of information?"

"The kind that the Dark Lord would want to die with him," said Harry.

Snape's eyes flashed dangerously at this. "Are you working on behalf of the Dark Lord?" he demanded. "Or sympathetic to his return?"

"No," Harry growled. "Are you?"

"Of course not, you imbecile," Snape sneered. "His return would present a significant threat to my safety. And that of your family, as I'm sure you are aware."

"That's why I'm working against him," said Harry.

"And yet, you continue to withhold information from his greatest enemy," Snape glared. "If you learned information pertinent to the Dark Lord's destruction, surely Albus Dumbledore would be the first person who should know about it."

"I don't trust what he'll do with the information," said Harry.

"Why not?"

"Would you?" Harry laughed hollowly. "Have you even noticed what the past four years have been like for me? Fighting dark wizards, a basilisk, and the shade of a Dark Lord?"

"That is because you have a remarkable tendency to stick your nose in where it doesn't belong," Snape grumbled.

"Wrong," said Harry. "I'm merely doing what Dumbledore should have been doing all along: keeping Neville Longbottom safe."

"What is your interest in Longbottom?"

"The Dark Lord wants him dead at all costs," said Harry. "And Dumbledore is not doing enough to protect him."

"I assure you that Dumbledore has the utmost care for Longbottom's well-being," said Snape. "You need not worry about—"

"If he believed that sacrificing Longbottom's life was necessary to win the war, he would do so," said Harry. "I cannot let that happen."

"Why not?"

"Because he was dealt an unfair hand in life!" said Harry, the words spilling out of him in an emotional torrent. "Marked for death as a baby. Orphaned and alone. Hunted by a Dark Lord. No one deserves such a fate. I feel compelled to protect him and help shoulder the burden placed upon him. It's not fair that I should have everything he ever wanted, only for him to die young and miserable. It should be me in his place."

Harry found that he was crying. He had never put into words before why he had taken the course of action he had in this life, but now it made sense to him. He felt terribly guilty for the choice he'd made in the afterlife, not realizing that somebody else would be forced to carry the weight he once had.

Snape was unmoved by his display of emotion. He waited until Harry's sniffles subsided before continuing. "Tell me, Potter," he said. "Are you a legitimate Seer?"

Harry felt another jab of Legilimency, and knew it was no use in lying. "No," he admitted.

"And you knowingly lied to the Headmaster about being one?"

"Yes."

"How do you know all that you do, if you are not a Seer?"

"I can't tell you that."

"Why not?"

"Because you're the right-hand man to the two most powerful wizards alive," Harry said simply. "I can't let what I know fall into the wrong hands."

"If you think you are smarter than Albus Dumbledore, then you are a greater fool than I imagined possible, Potter," Snape sneered.

"You agree with his methods completely, then?" Harry shot back. "You've never differed on how to handle a problem?"

Snape hesitated, and it was clear that Harry had struck a nerve. "Dumbledore has his reasons," he said neutrally.

"Does he now?" Harry scoffed. "How'd that work out for the Longbottoms? Or Quirrell? Or Skeeter, or Slughorn?"

"He faces a formidable threat," Snape argued. "The Dark Lord is more powerful than you know—"

"And you fancy your chances against him?" Harry challenged. "If he knew what I learned tonight, he'd stop at nothing to kill me, just as he killed Slughorn. Do you really want that knowledge yourself? When you may soon find yourself in his presence, subject to the same questioning you're giving me now?"

Once again, Snape said nothing in response to this barb. Harry knew he had a point: could Snape withstand Voldemort's Legilimency to obtain dangerous information? As gifted an Occlumens as Snape may be, would he be willing to take such a risk, given the stakes involved? The dead potion master in the banquet hall was proof enough of what might become of anyone with such information.

Before Snape could respond, there was a flash of light, and a silver phoenix Patronus flew into the room. "I am in my office," the voice of Albus Dumbledore echoed through the room. "Find Harry Potter and meet me here as soon as possible." And the phoenix dissolved to mist, leaving Harry and Snape alone once more.

They eyed one another warily for a moment longer. Snape looked uncertain for the first time, as though internally debating how to proceed.

"What do you intend to do with the information you obtained tonight, Potter?" he asked. "If you sincerely hope to stand up against the Dark Lord on your own—"

"I'm not alone," Harry countered. "There are others. I can't tell you who, but rest assured, Albus Dumbledore is not the only person taking active steps towards Voldemort's defeat."

Harry felt another jab of Legilimency as Snape contemplated this. He hoped that the veracity of his words would carry through. Snape's black eyes were inscrutable, studying Harry, deep in thought. Finally, with an exasperated sigh, Snape flicked his wand, Vanishing the ropes holding Harry in place.

"You trust me, then?" asked Harry, rubbing his sore wrists.

"I trust nobody but myself," Snape scoffed. "For now, our goals are in alignment. But if I ever discover that you pose a threat to my well-being, I will not hesitate to kill you."

"Duly noted," Harry grumbled.

"Now, the Headmaster will want to know what has happened here tonight," said Snape. "Can you provide any insight that I cannot?"

"No," Harry shook his head in frustration. "I have no clue who's behind it all. Skeeter, Slughorn, the Tournament...if it isn't Crouch Jr., I cannot fathom who it could be."

"Then I will decline to mention this little interrogation to the Headmaster or the Ministry," said Snape. "Or your ill-timed conversation with a soon-to-be dead man. And I suggest you do the same."

"Why help me?" Harry asked, puzzled. "What do you stand to gain from this?"

Snape studied him for a long moment. "Consider it a favor to your mother," he said simply. "Why ruin the pinnacle achievement of her career by dragging her son into a murder investigation he has no good defense for?"

Harry nodded slowly at this. He'd known Snape and his mother to be friends once upon a time, and was beginning to suspect that one party still had strong feelings for the other. Harry couldn't be sure, but he also felt that Snape was hiding something himself. He must have some ulterior motive to keep Harry's secret...whether it was for nefarious aims, or to hold it over his head at a later date, remained to be seen.

He stood, stretching his limbs as Snape handed his wand back to him. "And the Toolkit?" Harry asked, indicating the glass cube on the table.

"I hesitate to see what use a teenager like yourself has for such a device," Snape frowned.

"I'd be dead right now without it," Harry said simply. "How d'you think my mother would have reacted if I didn't have the antidote?"

Snape groaned, and thrust the Auror's Toolkit towards Harry. "I won't even bother asking what you did with the Polyjuice Potion," he muttered. "I'm sure I don't want to know."

"You probably don't," Harry agreed. He wondered if Snape assumed it was something juvenile, like stealing a female classmate's hair. That was probably less scandalous than the truth, so might as well let him go on believing it.

Snape led the way out of the dungeons and up to the Headmaster's Office. They passed by several Aurors on the way, with Snape directing them towards the banquet hall. "Acid pops," Snape announced when they reached the stone gargoyle guarding Dumbledore's office, then he and Harry ascended the spiral staircase.

Dumbledore was pacing back and forth behind his desk, finally sitting when he saw Snape and Harry enter. "Ah, good, you found Harry," said Dumbledore. "What have you determined, Severus?"

"Horace Slughorn succumbed to a dose of slow-acting poison, administered via a bottle of wine," said Snape. "He was presumed to be sleeping, but when guests were unable to rouse him, James Potter alerted the Aurors at once."

"And do we know where this wine came from?" Dumbledore inquired.

"The conference purchased them and had them stored in the kitchens," said Snape. "They arrived yesterday morning, and I asked the house-elves to deliver them after dinner. Beyond that, I am unsure who handled the bottles."

"The Aurors will get to the bottom of it, surely," Dumbledore muttered. "You secured the tainted wine, I presume?"

"And every other bottle in the room, to be safe. As far as I know, only one bottle was poisoned, but I will need time to analyze them all."

"Very well," Dumbledore sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly behind his glasses. "Are you aware of anyone who might have wanted Horace dead, Severus? Any possible motive you can think of?"

Snape's eyes darted over to Harry briefly. "None comes to mind," the man shrugged. "He had many friends, so it isn't a stretch to imagine he had a few enemies as well."

"Yes, well, Horace was particularly resistant to Voldemort's machinations during the first war," Dumbledore mused. "Tom sought his help in building connections with Britain's elite, but he refused to give it."

Harry had not known this. He'd assumed Slughorn must be a man with bendable morals, being a Slytherin and a former friend of Riddle's, but perhaps he'd misjudged the man. His mother had been rather effusive in her praise of the former professor tonight, after all.

"Will you be needing anything else from me, Headmaster?" asked Snape.

"Go speak with the Aurors, offer your assistance in the investigation," said Dumbledore. "I need a moment with Harry alone."

"But don't you trust Professor Snape, Headmaster?" Harry asked innocently.

"Unreservedly, my boy," said Dumbledore. "But this concerns just the two of us. Thank you, Severus."

Harry gave Snape a pointed look, as if to emphasize his point. Still think the Headmaster knows best? he silently demanded. Snape's lip curled in obvious disdain at the dismissal, but he nodded and swept from the office.

"What can I help you with, sir?" asked Harry uncertainly.

"I am aware that you were present at the conference this evening," said Dumbledore. "I take it you saw Mr. Slughorn before you departed?"

"Erm...yes," Harry said nervously. "I spoke with him briefly, mostly about my mother."

"And I don't suppose you noticed anything suspicious?" Dumbledore asked.

"No, sir."

"I suspected as much," Dumbledore sighed, rubbing his eyes once more. "Horace was a good man. I'd hoped tonight was a sign that he was re-integrating into society, but sadly that is no longer a reality."

Harry sat patiently as a heavy silence fell between them. He was unsure what Dumbledore wanted from him, and was wary of an impending line of questioning.

"Is there anything you would like to share with me, Harry?" asked Dumbledore after a moment.

"Like what, sir?"

"Any insight into today's events?" Dumbledore pressed. "Motives behind the attack? Theories as to the attacker?"

"I am certain Voldemort is behind it," Harry responded. "But I don't know who is acting on his behalf within the castle."

"And what business would Lord Voldemort have in murdering ex-professors in broad daylight?"

"No clue," Harry shrugged.

He felt no prod of Legilimency at this statement, but he couldn't shake the feeling that Dumbledore knew he was lying anyway. The old Headmaster regarded Harry wearily, his expression inscrutable, but Harry thought he sensed disappointment in the man's eyes.

"I know you are hiding things from me, Harry," Dumbledore sighed.

"What kind of things, sir?" Harry asked, schooling his features despite the dread settling in his stomach.

"I know that you have twice illegally Apparated to Little Hangleton during your Hogsmeade weekends," said Dumbledore. "I know that you know more about what's going on than meets the eye. For the life of me, I can't understand why you conceal the truth from me."

Harry's mind raced...how had Dumbledore known about his field trips to the village? He remembered his father mentioning that they had been watching the village closely – perhaps they could tell when someone Apparated there. But how much more did Dumbledore know? Did he know about the graveyard excavations? The trip to the Gaunt shack?

"It seems we both know more than we're letting on, don't we, sir?" Harry sighed.

"Indeed," Dumbledore nodded. "Perhaps it is time we work together instead of keeping one another in the dark?"

"I agree completely," Harry nodded. "Why don't you go first, Headmaster?"

"Me?" Dumbledore frowned. "What have I kept from you, my boy?"

"It would've been nice to know you're watching Little Hangleton before I wasted so much of my time there," Harry said hotly. "And perhaps if I'd known the Philosopher's Stone was secure, Quirrell would still be alive. You've allowed me to do a lot of damage by leaving me in the dark."

"You are not wrong, Harry," Dumbledore nodded. "I've underestimated you in the past, and I won't easily do so again."

"Good to hear," said Harry. "So let's start with the prophecy. Mind sharing its contents with me?"

Genuine shock registered in Dumbledore's face; he clearly hadn't been expecting this question. "Prophecy?" he repeated.

"The one Professor Trelawney made fourteen years ago," Harry said coolly. "The one that caused Voldemort to target the Longbottoms. You heard it, didn't you?"

"I...there is no possible way you could know of the prophesy's existence," Dumbledore breathed. "Unless Saul Croaker—?"

"I worked it out myself," said Harry. "But I know it's there, in the Department of Mysteries. And I'm beginning to suspect that it involves me somehow."

"That is...inaccurate," Dumbledore said slowly. "I cannot reveal the contents of the prophecy to you, but rest assured that it does not involve you."

"And why can't you reveal it?"

"Harry, you must understand that the act of witnessing a prophecy is crucial to its accuracy," Dumbledore said exasperatedly. "Prophecies tend to be self-fulfilling – the knowledge gained by learning their contents often leads one down a road they would not normally have taken, thus bringing about the proper conditions to fulfill it."

"So you won't tell me...because you think it will cause me to act differently?" Harry deduced.

"In short, yes."

"I see," said Harry. "So instead, you will allow me to march onward to my death with no idea what is coming for me."

"Harry, your safety is very important to me," Dumbledore frowned. "If I believed you to be in mortal danger, I would do all I could to protect you."

"Really?" Harry scoffed. "No offense, Headmaster, but my life has been threatened every single year I've been at this school. And if you haven't noticed, I was entered into this Tournament against my will, and someone clearly wants me dead. So forgive me if I don't feel entirely safe in this situation."

"I have no reason to believe this plot is targeted at you," said Dumbledore. "Your entry into the Tournament may have been a failed ploy to humiliate you, and nothing more."

"I assume Hagrid told you what the centaurs said about me?" Harry pressed. "How I'm some kind of 'trickster', whose fate is tied to Neville's? Is that why you don't trust me?"

"It is not a matter of trust, Harry—"

"It absolutely is!" Harry shouted, getting angry now. "You expect me to trust you with everything I know, when I'm left to my own devices? I'm fighting for my life, Headmaster! You think I'm the best duelist in the castle because I like fighting? Or that I learned how to Apparate just for fun? I know there's a war coming, sir, and I'm doing my best to protect myself and my family."

"No one is comfortable with a threat like Voldemort looming," Dumbledore agreed. "You and I happen to be among the few who believe he's still out there. I've been working very closely with your father to ensure—"

"My father is not the one in the Tournament!" said Harry. "Nor is he the one who can see the future! So why are you going behind my back, when you expect me not to do the same?"

"Your point is duly noted, Harry," Dumbledore said tiredly. "But you are still just a child—"

"JUST A CHILD?" Harry roared, jumping to his feet. "I'm fighting men three times my age on a regular basis! I faced down forty Death Eaters at the World Cup by myself, because no one else was willing to do it! So don't talk to me like I'm some little boy who needs to be sheltered. Because when Voldemort shows up at our doorstep, I'll be the first one to greet him."

"That is precisely what concerns me, Harry," said Dumbledore. "You should not have to shoulder all this responsibility yourself. You should allow the adults to fight these battles for you."

"Yeah, well, they've done a pretty piss-poor job of it so far," Harry retorted. "If I sat back and waited for you to solve all my problems for me, my sister's bones would still be lying in the Chamber of Secrets, and my own will likely be strewn about the maze in a few months' time."

"You're right, Harry," Dumbledore sighed. "We have failed you badly. Please, allow me to make it right. If you know something that can aid us in Voldemort's downfall, now is the time to share it so I can take steps to see it through. I may even allow you to help if the situation warrants it."

"How benevolent of you," Harry grumbled. "Perhaps I'll extend you the same invitation on my next excursion."

"I really don't think that's the path you should be taking right now, Harry," said Dumbledore. "We have a common enemy. Now is not the time to be petty."

"I prefer to think of it as being practical," said Harry indifferently, turning towards the door. "I've seen what happens when you keep your secrets to yourself, Headmaster. It ends with a lot of undue death and suffering." And without asking to be dismissed, Harry exited the office, slamming the oak door shut behind him.

What a sanctimonious prick, Harry fumed as he stormed back to Ravenclaw Tower. Just be a good boy and tell me everything you know, while I refuse to do the same.

He couldn't tell Dumbledore the true cause of his resentment, of course: the fate he'd met in his previous timeline, losing his godfather (and his own life) to the Veil of Death. None of that would have happened if the man just showed a shred of respect for anyone else's agency but himself! If Harry had known that Voldemort would attempt to plant false memories in his head, and the prophecy was safe within the Department of Mysteries, he never would have gone there in the first place.

Was he overreacting? Should he place more trust in the most powerful wizard of all time? The man did have a point: for as much as Harry had covered for Dumbledore's mistakes, so too had it gone the other way. Dumbledore had rescued him in the Chamber of Secrets, in the Room of Requirement the year after, and was perhaps the only man alive capable of standing up to Voldemort in a duel. And given what Harry had learned tonight from Slughorn, it might be prudent to place a little bit of trust in such a man.

But his refusal to share the prophecy had made up Harry's mind for him. The hypocrisy was too much for Harry to stand: asking for information while providing none in return. Dumbledore was afraid of what Harry might do with said information? Well, then he'd best be terrified of what Harry could do when left in the dark.

Predictably, there was unrest among the student population the following morning when the Daily Prophet announced the tragic death of Slughorn within Hogwarts grounds. A few people knew that Harry had been present at the conference, but no one asked him about it. If anything, it caused people to look at him suspiciously again – something of a common routine throughout the school year for Harry.

Not that I can blame them, Harry reasoned. I always seem to find myself in the middle of these situations somehow. Perhaps if they knew he'd nearly succumbed to the poison himself they'd think differently. But no, as usual, Harry would find himself blamed for a situation in which he was an unwitting victim himself.

Harry was pulled out of Charms class later that morning and summoned to an empty classroom, where Ministry officials had set up an investigation headquarters. "Good morning, Mr. Potter," Amelia Bones greeted him tersely. "Do you know why you've been called down here this morning?"

"I have a good idea, yeah," Harry sighed.

"We're just waiting for two more," said Amelia. She leaned in close, studying Harry closely. "But off the record, how are you feeling, Harry?"

"Fine," Harry shrugged indifferently. "Just trying to stay ahead of everything happening around here lately."

"You and me both," Amelia sighed. "My niece Susan tells me you've earned quite the reputation around the school. A gifted duelist, I hear...perhaps you'll have a future in the Auror Office alongside your father."

"Yes, perhaps," Harry said vaguely. He hadn't given much thought to his career path in this timeline. He'd been working towards being an Auror last time, though now the idea held less appeal. Hopefully the threat of Voldemort would be gone by the time he graduated, so he could pursue something less intense. But if he wasn't, Harry couldn't see himself doing anything else but fighting.

They sat in silence for a few minutes until the door opened again, and Katie and Dahlia were led into the room and directed to sit beside Harry. "Thank you all for coming," Amelia greeted them. "You three are the only students who were present at the potions conference last night. I understand you two were there to support your mother?"

"That's right," said Harry, speaking on behalf of himself and Dahlia. "I invited Katie along as my date."

"I see," said Amelia, as Mafalda Hopkirk scribbled something down in her notes beside her. "Did any of you encounter Horace Slughorn at the event?"

"Harry and I spoke to him briefly," Katie answered. "I don't really remember what about, though. It was a long night."

"Understandable," Amelia nodded sympathetically. "And none of you witnessed any suspicious activity while you were there? Anyone who seemed tense or hostile around Mr. Slughorn?"

"Nothing comes to mind," said Harry, as Katie and Dahlia nodded their agreement.

"Very well," Amelia sighed, rubbing her eyes tiredly. "We have to talk to everyone there, you see, but of course none of you three are under suspicion. Professor Snape has already attested to all of your whereabouts throughout the event."

So he didn't tell the Ministry about my secret meeting with Slughorn, Harry thought. Perhaps he had gotten through to the enigmatic man after all. He still didn't know if Snape could be trusted with all that he knew, but it was at least a sign that he wasn't fully in Dumbledore's pocket. Whether that was ultimately a good thing once Voldemort returned remained to be seen.

"Is my mother okay?" Dahlia blurted out, sounding worried. "Was anyone else injured?"

"No one else was poisoned as far as we know," Amelia reassured her. "I've spoken to your father, and he recused himself from the investigation to be with your mother. She's a bit rattled, as I'm sure you can imagine."

"We'll see her in a couple of days anyway," Harry reassured Dahlia, squeezing her hand. She nodded, clutching him tightly for support.

"I think that's everything we need from you," Amelia sighed, signaling for Mafalda to stop writing. "Miss Bell, I've also spoken to your father, and he requested that you come straight home next weekend."

"Alright," Katie nodded. She and Harry had briefly discussed spending time together at Godric's Hollow over the coming break, but it was understandable that their parents would be overly-cautious after such a horrible event.

"You may return to class," said Amelia. "Please let me know if you remember anything noteworthy from the conference."

Harry led the way out of the classroom, still holding his sister's hand. They were silent for a few moments as they made their way back to their respective classes. Finally Katie said, "This doesn't have anything to do with you, does it, Harry?"

"What? Of course not," Harry said at once. "Why would you think that?"

"I don't know," Katie sighed. "People are talking about you in Gryffindor, and, well, strange things always happen around you, don't they?"

"As if it's ever his fault," Dahlia scoffed. "How many bloody dragons and dark wizards does Harry have to fight before people realize he's not evil?"

"Of course I don't believe that!" Katie said hurriedly, clutching Harry's arm affectionately. "I trust you, Harry. I just wish you weren't always in the middle of all the trouble around here."

"Well, you know what they say about trouble," Harry sighed. "It's like a stray dog: play with it once, and it follows you home."

Harry became more aware of the whispers around him as the week went on: students gossiping behind his back, throwing him worried looks in the halls and at meals. Serves me right for having good things happen to me, Harry thought sarcastically. Get a girlfriend? Win a Quidditch match? Here, now you're framed for murder. It was a microcosm of his Hogwarts experience in this timeline: two baby steps forward, one giant step back.

Luckily, he only had to endure this treatment for one week until spring break arrived. He didn't anticipate it being a very relaxing vacation – Lily and James would no doubt want to keep their children close after what happened at the conference. Besides, Harry wasn't going back to Hogwarts until he could have a lengthy conversation with Saul Croaker. Too much had happened since their last meeting, and they wouldn't get to talk again until after the Third Task.

Harry felt as though he was at a pivotal crossroads in his life. He now knew the enormity of the task ahead of him – the true depths of Voldemort's evil. Seven tethers to life that would need to be destroyed in order to see the man's demise. And that was assuming the Dark Lord himself could be located and killed, a task that would only get more difficult if he succeeded in resurrecting himself. How he proceeded from here, and whom he decided to bring along with him, would have ripple effects far out into the future.

As expected, when Harry and Dahlia returned to Godric's Hollow, they were given strict instruction to remain in the house at all times during the break. It led to a rather dull holiday for Harry, spent idly flipping through textbooks he'd already read in full and enduring minor pranks from his equally-bored sister. He yearned to take the Firebolt out for a spin, having been deprived of it for nearly a year now, but was not permitted to even approach the brood shed.

Harry had only one true item on his agenda for the break, however, and that was meeting with Saul. He sent a coded message on the first day of vacation, demanding to meet and saying it was urgent. He received nothing in reply for a long while, a maddening silence that had him cursing Saul's name (and Fudge's for imposing such restrictions on their ability to speak freely).

Finally, with two days left until the return to Hogwarts, another postcard arrived addressed to Harry. This one depicted the Tower of London and was once again signed by S.C.

"Who's sending you postcards?" asked James curiously as he watched Harry casually pocket the laminated paper.

"My roommate Terry," Harry lied. "He's visiting London with his folks."

Luckily, no further questions arose, and Harry waited until he was safely back in his room to decode the postcard. He muttered the pass phrase and tapped his wand to it, watching as a short message appeared:

'Same place, same time. Come alone.'

Saul must have been in a hurry to send this off if he didn't have time to write a proper message. He wondered just how strictly the Ministry was monitoring his activities, if he couldn't even write a simple letter. Harry hoped he wasn't causing problems for Saul by sending him letters on a near-weekly basis, even if they were carefully coded to prevent anyone else reading their true message.

Harry snuck out of bed at a quarter to midnight, careful to silence his footsteps before creeping down the hall and down the stairs. He noticed that his father had placed an alarm ward on the back door, which he carefully deactivated before slipping out into the backyard. He hopped the fence and hurried down the road into the heart of Godric's Hollow, already anxious about the conversation to come.

Harry paused in an alley, waiting for a lone straggler to disappear down the street, before crossing the road to St. Anthony's Church. He cautiously slipped into the front door and closed it behind him, finding himself in the oppressive silence of the main cathedral.

"Croaker?" he whispered into the darkness.

Saul emerged from the opposite side of the room, wand held aloft. "Name of the person we visited together last summer?" he demanded.

"Mrs. Cole," said Harry. "Location on the postcard you sent me last Christmas?"

"Eastbourne," said Saul. Both he and Harry relaxed, as Saul flicked his wand to restore dim light to the room so that they could see each other.

"What the hell happened with Slughorn?" asked Saul at once. "Skeeter was one thing, but two murders at Hogwarts in the same school year?"

"He met the same end," Harry muttered. "The impostor got to him."

"We're certain it was the same person who committed both murders?" asked Saul.

"Yes," said Harry. And he filled Saul in on everything that happened in Little Hangleton during his last visit, including the conversation he overheard between Voldemort and his newest recruit. Saul listened intently without interruption, stroking his chin thoughtfully, frown deepening by the minute.

"Sounds like this was pre-planned, then," he eventually remarked. "If the Dark Lord intended to draw him out of hiding, then this was no spur-of-the-moment crime of opportunity."

"And you think Skeeter was?" Harry frowned.

"It's possible," Saul mused. "Her death was far messier and less easy to explain away. The shallow grave, the lack of plausible deniability...Slughorn's death feels more streamlined, like a trained assassin carried it out."

"And yet, it almost went wrong again," said Harry. "I shared that bottle of wine with him, before he died."

Saul's eyes went wide. "What on earth for?" he breathed. "And how are you alive?"

"Moody gave me an Auror's Toolkit months ago," said Harry, withdrawing the small glass cube from his robes and displaying it to Saul. "If it wasn't for the poison antidote within, I wouldn't be standing here now."

"But you spoke with Slughorn that night?" Saul pressed. "Any idea what might have caused his murder?"

"I know exactly what caused it," Harry sighed. "And it's not good news for us."

"Well, out with it then, boy!"

"I found out from Hagrid that Slughorn and Tom Riddle were rather close while Tom was in school," Harry explained. "So I thought, if anyone had insight about his early forays into Dark magic, it would be Slughorn. So I decided to slip Veritaserum into his drink and ask him about it."

"That was incredibly risky, in a room full of potioneers no less," Saul muttered, shaking his head. "What if Slughorn had been trained to fight the truth potion?"

"He wasn't, thankfully," said Harry. "And what he told me was rather disturbing."

"Go on."

"I asked if Tom ever mentioned Horcruxes," said Harry. "Sure enough, Slughorn was the one who explained to him what they are and how they work. And when I pressed for more, Slughorn admitted that Tom asked about the effects of splitting the soul more than once."

Saul blanched at this, clearly sensing where this conversation was heading. "More than once?" he repeated weakly.

"Into seven pieces, to be precise," said Harry.

Saul took this in for a long moment. Then, quite unexpectedly, his knees wobbled and he lost balance, slumping sideways into a pew. Harry rushed forward to help the man sit; Saul was spry for his age, but he looked to have aged multiple decades in the past few minutes.

"Harry," Saul breathed, and it was a testament to his fear that he did not call Harry 'boy' or 'Potter'. "This is far beyond anything I imagined. We can't do this on our own."

"We've managed so far, haven't we?" said Harry.

"We are treading water at best," said Saul. "If the Dark Lord truly does have seven Horcruxes – all of which are likely heavily protected – then we may not stand a chance."

"I refuse to think that way," said Harry. "I'll fight to my last breath hunting them all down."

"And at this rate, it will cost you your last breath," Saul groaned. "We have to take this to Dumbledore, kid. He's the only person I would trust to handle something of this magnitude."

"Well, I don't," Harry said stubbornly. "He hasn't proven to be much use at anything lately."

"He's the most powerful wizard of the century—" Saul began.

"Yeah? So everyone keeps telling me!" Harry said hotly. "And what's he got to show for it? Three people murdered within his own castle – nearly five, if I hadn't found the Chamber of Secrets on my own two years ago. A Dark Lord rising to power uncontested. Hell, Neville's got a piece of him in his damn forehead, and Dumbledore's none the wiser!"

"Alright, then the Ministry," Saul said. "We'll go to Bones in the morning. She can free up resources to help us—"

"There are former Death Eaters crawling all over the Ministry," Harry pointed out. "If a single person reports back to Voldemort what we're after, we'll never find them all."

"Your father, then!" Saul said, exasperated. "He's clever, and he can be trusted."

"I don't want him to know I'm mixed up in all this," said Harry. "I can't even bear to tell him I'm a time-traveler. It'll ruin our relationship permanently."

"Harry, listen to reason!" Saul groaned. "Our little two-man operation is not going to cut it any longer! You're still a Hogwarts student, and I'm stuck under investigation and unable to travel freely. We have to bring more people into the fold – preferably people who know how to handle what we're up against."

"I know," Harry sighed. He'd long since come to the same conclusion, and had been giving this very question some thought. "I have an idea of who we can approach."

"Who's that?"

"Bill Weasley," said Harry. "He's a curse-breaker, and he already suspects that I know more than I'm letting on. We can swear him to secrecy, and he can help us hunt and destroy the horcruxes."

"Can he be trusted?" Saul asked skeptically. "The Weasley family is notoriously loyal to Dumbledore, so your little secret might wind up in hands you don't want it to anyway."

"I'll see if he's willing to swear an oath," said Harry. "He's spent years working in Egypt raiding tombs, and he's encountered horcruxes before. He's the perfect person to help."

"Sure, he'll be useful for entering the cave and the Gaunt shack," Saul acknowledged. "But what help will he be in finding more such hiding spots? He doesn't understand Riddle like we do, and we don't understand Riddle like Dumbledore does."

"I'm not sure Dumbledore understood him all that well either," Harry retorted. "He never caught wind of the horcruxes himself, did he? We've learned more in the past year than he has in fifty."

"He's working with incomplete information. If he knew what Slughorn told you, he'd dedicate his efforts to tracking these objects down. We simply do not have the means or knowledge to find them all."

"We may be closer than you think," Harry pointed out. "The diary's already been destroyed. We know where the diadem is, and we know of at least two more potential hiding places. That could mean four horcruxes down already, and just two to go."

"Three to go," Saul corrected.

"I think just two," Harry reasoned. "Slughorn said Voldemort wanted to split his soul into seven pieces. That means six horcruxes plus himself."

"And how do you factor in the diadem?" Saul demanded. "If he reintegrates that fragment back into his soul, will he seek to create another to get that number back up to seven?"

"He might," Harry shrugged. "Either way, that's over half the horcruxes accounted for, isn't it? And we can continue looking for significant hiding places for the other two or three."

"And if we can't find them?"

"Then we can go to Dumbledore with what we know," said Harry. "But we've made good progress without him. Why place our faith in somebody who might ruin everything we're working towards?"

"How would Dumbledore ruin it?" Saul frowned.

"Neville's a horcrux, remember?" said Harry. "I suspect that Dumbledore realized the same about me in my previous timeline. And what did he do? Let me run off to my death in the Department of Mysteries. My life didn't matter to him, so long as my death served a greater purpose."

"That's all well and good, Harry, but what if Neville does need to die?" Saul groaned. "Tell me: if you were the only person alive with that knowledge, would you be willing to cast the killing blow yourself?"

"I would find another way to purge the soul fragment without killing him," Harry said confidently.

"That may not be an option," Saul retorted. "If leaving Longbottom alive meant the Dark Lord would tyrannize the country for decades more, would you allow countless millions to suffer for one boy?"

"You aren't getting it, Saul," Harry grumbled. "He is me, do you understand? I'm the one that should have been in his spot. I owe it to him to find a way to save his life."

"And if there isn't one?"

"There will be," Harry said firmly. "I'll never forgive myself if he could have been saved and Dumbledore jumps the gun trying to solve things how he sees best."

"The way Dumbledore sees best is very often best for everyone," said Saul.

"You may have known Dumbledore as a powerful wizard in his day, but I'm the one who has been dealing with him the past five years," said Harry. "He's in over his head and he knows it. He's all but begging me to help him solve these issues because he can't do it alone. He's old, tired, and outmatched, yet he thinks he can act as war general and fix everything on his own without outside input."

"And you think you can do a better job?"

"Yes," Harry said adamantly. "In fact, I do. And already have."

Saul looked like he wanted to retort further, but said nothing. He began pacing up and down the pews, muttering to himself under his breath.

"I asked Dumbledore about the prophecy," Harry spoke into the silence. "He wouldn't tell me because he thinks it could become self-fulfilling or some nonsense. Do you agree with him?"

Saul looked up at Harry, regarding him with an odd expression. "A curious thing for him to say," he said. "Implying such a prophecy existed, of course...it would mean that he thinks you may be involved in it somehow."

"I figured as much," Harry sighed. "And I don't suppose that entitles me to hear what it has to say?"

"No, it would not," Saul said flatly. "This hypothetical prophecy, whose existence I cannot confirm nor deny, would only be accessible by the maker, the witness, or the subject."

"But if the subject was ambiguous?" Harry pressed. "If the name on the label had a question mark next to it?"

"Irrelevant," said Saul. "The magic of the Hall of Prophecy would reject you for attempting to take it. The only way you're hearing the contents of that prophecy is if the witness tells you, or the subject somehow gets his hands on it otherwise."

"So you understand why I can't trust Dumbledore, then?" Harry insisted. "He refuses to tell me the truth when it could mean my life depends on it! Why should we tell him anything in return?"

Saul considered this for a long while. "I don't like it at all," he sighed. "But for now, we stay the course. You focus on getting through your final task alive. Once the investigation on my department ends, we can speak with Bill Weasley and look into the two hiding spots. But if those trails run cold, we may have to seek the wisdom of someone more knowledgeable than ourselves."

"Fine," Harry shrugged. He didn't care if this was only a temporary arrangement; he would find ways to keep extending the timetable and leaving Dumbledore out of the loop. He just knew deep down that telling him about the horcruxes would spell disaster, and that Neville would be the one to suffer for it. He still felt indebted to the boy for shouldering the load of expectation on his behalf, and would do all he could to ease that burden for Neville.

"Be careful, Harry," said Saul ominously. "We don't know who can be trusted at Hogwarts right now. Don't let your guard down for even a second while the impostor remains at large."

"Understood," Harry nodded. "Same to you...there are many within the Ministry who will be sympathetic to Voldemort if and when he returns."

"Believe me, I know it," Saul muttered darkly. "As loathe as I am to admit it, you're one of the few people I do trust at the moment."

"I'm flattered," Harry said with an ironic bow.

"Don't squander it, kid," Saul warned. "We're fighting a war that few people even realize exists. We cannot fail."

That sobered Harry up significantly. He departed the meeting with Saul feeling not much better about their circumstances. He'd somehow maneuvered through the past week without divulging his secret to anyone new, which felt like a small victory, if one at all. Was he making a mistake by playing his cards so close to the chest? Was Snape correct in his assessment that he was using the exact same playbook as Dumbledore himself?

But his thoughts eventually strayed to Neville, blissfully unaware of the danger and still dreaming of fame and glory in the Third Task. The boy who had been thrust into a role he was ill-prepared for, who seemed fated to die a cruel death. A fate that should have belonged to Harry.

I'll see you through this, Neville, Harry swore to himself as he settled into a restless sleep that night. Even if I have to drag you kicking and screaming away from Death's door.
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Harry was not too eager to return to Hogwarts once spring break was over. He had only two months left until the Third Task, and while the maze itself didn't worry him, the behind-the-scenes plot surrounding it most certainly did. Neville seemed determined to believe the Tournament was legitimate, and if someone was clearing a path to the Cup for him, he might wind up in mortal danger before Harry could do a thing to stop him.

All there was to do was prepare. He was reading far ahead on magical creatures, making sure he was fully prepared for any and all beasts he might face in the maze. He didn't know what other horrors the judges had prepared for him that he simply hadn't seen in his last timeline, since the impostor Moody had been clearing the way for him. Best not to leave a single stone unturned.

Harry headed downstairs for breakfast on the morning the train was set to depart. He found his father in the kitchen, engaged in low conversation with an unexpected guest. "Oh, Harry, you're up early," said James. "You remember Dale Greengrass? I believe his daughter Daphne is in your year."

"That's right," said Harry. "How do you do, sir?"

"Good to see you again, Harry!" Dale greeted him with an enthusiastic handshake. "Splendid work in the Triwizard Tournament so far. I hope you're training hard to win the grand prize?"

"I'm more focused on surviving the final task, but I appreciate it," said Harry diplomatically.

"Don't mind us, son; we're just wrapping up some political business," said James. Harry set about preparing breakfast around the kitchen as he casually eavesdropped on the two men's conversation.

"Lords Nott and Selwyn are going to raise the biggest fuss, of course," Dale was saying. "They've owned house-elves for centuries and won't like this 'radical' change to tradition. And the other pure-blood seats will follow suit."

"Well, Dumbledore will no doubt be able to sway the Light faction to our side," said James. "And I've asked Sirius to give testimony on Kreacher, which might go a long way towards convincing some of the more traditionalist factions."

"I'm more concerned about how the moderates will lean," Dale muttered. "I think I can convince Patil and most of the Muggle-borns to join us, but swaying the minds of even half-bloods will be difficult."

"Are you actually introducing house-elf legislation in the Wizengamot?" Harry asked excitedly, unable to keep out of the conversation.

"We're working on it," James sighed. "After what happened to Slughorn, we really want to get a hold of Crouch Senior to see if he knows anything. The only way to do that is to update the laws and force Winky to cooperate."

"But it won't just be about compelling her to speak, right?" Harry pressed. "You'll push for them to earn rights and not be forced into slavery?"

"That will take longer than a single vote to achieve, I'm afraid," James grimaced. "The first step is allowing house-elves to act against their masters' wishes if they are abused, or given orders that are illegal or immoral. That will open many people's eyes to how bad the elves actually have it, something the pure-blood families don't want to happen."

"Your father's right, Harry," said Dale sympathetically. "Real change takes time. Just because progress is slow doesn't mean it isn't worth taking the first baby steps."

Hermione and Damian won't like hearing that, Harry thought to himself. But he wouldn't argue the point. Even if the road to freedom was long, any step in the right direction was worth pursuing.

Dahlia woke up late as usual, protesting as her mother shooed her out the door before she could enjoy a full breakfast. Soon they were back on the Hogwarts Express, whisking them back north to finish the school year. Harry found Luna Lovegood in an empty compartment and joined her, noticing that she seemed more pale and sickly-looking than usual.

"Alright there, Luna?" he asked. "Have a nice holiday?"

"I stayed in my room most of the week," Luna sighed miserably. "Daddy was quite concerned. But he doesn't understand the danger that's out there."

"Luna, you can't take everything Trelawney says seriously," Harry chastised her lightly. "She's always forecasting bad things happening, and most of them don't come true."

"Didn't you see what happened to Horace Slughorn, Harry?" Luna demanded. "Things aren't right at Hogwarts this year, and I intend to tread carefully."

"That's...different," Harry said slowly. "Slughorn was targeted for a reason. What reason would anyone have to target you, or Trelawney for that reason?"

"I don't make the rules, Harry," Luna shrugged. "I just follow the signs as best I can."

"Well, follow your intuition, I suppose," Harry muttered. Far be it from him to discourage her talents of foresight, even though he seriously doubted she was the one in danger. It was yet another reason to hope the impostor was caught soon, just for the peace of mind it would bring.

It seemed that Luna was not the only paranoid person in the castle at the moment. Many other students were more skittish than usual as term resumed, traveling in tight-knit packs in the halls and avoiding Harry like the plague. After what happened to Skeeter and Slughorn, there was a pervading sense of unease in the castle, one that left Harry feeling on-edge. We can never just have a normal year at Hogwarts, can we? he lamented.

Harry used to take comfort in the daily rigors of Hogwarts curriculum, but right now, it felt more like a giant waste of time. Writing pointless essays, completing the same homework assignments he'd already done in another timeline...it was just time-consuming. He hadn't appreciated what a valuable commodity time was until he didn't have enough of it! He wished he could spend his time on more fruitful activities, like researching for the Third Task or hunting Horcruxes with Saul Croaker. Being trapped in a fourteen-year-old's body was starting to wear on him mentally.

Quidditch practices were his only real reprieve during the week, and even that was feeling more like a chore than usual. Angelina Johnson was transforming into a taskmaster like Oliver Wood had once been, desperate for a victory against Krum's team despite the odds against them. She pushed the team extra hard during scrimmages, to the point that even Katie (the most athletic among the group) was completely exhausted by the end of each session.

Harry needed a more productive outlet to get his frustrations out. So on the first Saturday back from break, he snuck out of the Great Hall after breakfast, keen to get some more combat training in. He headed straight for the seventh floor and paced in front of the blank stretch of wall three times, imagining the combat arena he wanted to relieve some stress in. The door materialized, and he walked forward to enter.

But something felt off. He had a sneaking suspicion that something was awry – that he was being watched. He paused, focusing on the magic around him, his mind reaching out in search of the hidden threat.

He spun around with lightning speed, firing a silent Stunner down the corridor. He didn't see it collide with anything, but he heard a distinctive thump as something large dropped to the ground. He crept forward on high alert, half-expecting a gang of Durmstrang students to jump out and assault him at any moment.

His foot collided with something invisible, and he paused. "Revelio," he muttered, pointing his wand at the ground. The Disillusionment Charm lifted, and he saw Fleur Delacour sprawled on the ground, unconscious.

"Oh, bloody hell," he groaned. "Ennervate."

Fleur blinked awake, looking around wildly to gather her bearings. She looked up and saw Harry's wand trained upon her, before sighing and covering her face in embarrassment.

"Merde, I am sorry, 'Arry," said Fleur. "I did not mean to frighten you."

"Why are you following me?" he demanded.

"I wished to speak with you after breakfast," she explained. "Then I saw you sneak out of ze Hall, and I was curious where you were going, so I followed you."

"While invisible?"

"Eet was stupid, I know," said Fleur, face flushed red. "You 'ave many mysteries I am curious about. Now, will you be a gentleman and 'elp me up?"

Harry sighed and extended his hand, lifting Fleur to her feet. "What did you want to speak with me about?" he asked.

Fleur wrung her hands together, looking nervous. "I am frightened, 'Arry," she muttered. "After what you said about ze Dark Lord...and what 'appened to Mr. Slughorn...are you quite certain we are safe in ze castle?"

"Reasonably certain," said Harry. "The plot involves Neville Longbottom, and it won't take place until the Third Task. Whoever is behind this will seek to get us out of the way, but not kill us necessarily."

"Okay, I see," Fleur sighed, sounding marginally more relieved. "Madame Maxime says zere is nothing to fear at Hogwarts, but I'm not so sure."

"The impostor wouldn't dare harm you or any other student before the Task," Harry reassured her. "It would be too large of a risk. As long as you stick with friends and don't wander off alone, you'll be fine."

"You do not seem to fear wandering off alone," Fleur remarked. Her eyes darted over to the door to the Room of Requirement, then back to Harry, her expression clearly indicating curiosity but a conviction not to pry.

"Well, come along, then," Harry chuckled. He led the way to the door, opening it to allow Fleur inside. She marveled at the enlarged space, filled with target dummies, raised platforms, ramps and cover areas.

"What is zis place?" she asked.

"The Room of Requirement," Harry explained. "It takes the form of anything you ask it to be."

"C'est magnifique," Fleur breathed, strolling through the makeshift arena in awe. "We do not 'ave anything like this at Beauxbatons."

"I come here sometimes to let off steam," said Harry. "It's sort of a sanctuary for me. I hope you won't tell anyone else it's here."

"Your secret is safe with me," Fleur grinned. "May I stay and watch?"

"Erm...I suppose," Harry said awkwardly. He briefly wondered if this was some ploy to gather intel on Madame Maxime's behalf, but figured it didn't matter. Nothing he did in here would be relevant for the maze anyway.

Harry moved to the center of the room, stretching his limbs in preparation. "You may want to stand behind something," he warned her. As he did so, a transparent barrier appeared in the corner, allowing Fleur to watch without fear of being hit by errant spells or shrapnel. She dutifully shuffled behind the barrier, leaning against the wall to watch.

Harry knelt beside a small cover spot and closed his eyes to get in combat mode. Fight for your life, he told himself. In three, two, one…

He took off running, firing spells over his shoulder as he did so. The target dummies sprang to life, moving around the battlefield in a rough imitation of enemy fighters. His first spell missed wide, but his next two were on target, one splitting open the nearest dummy's chest and the other causing it to explode outward, spraying shards of wood everywhere.

Harry rolled behind a wall, imagining curses flying over his head. He flicked his wand at a nearby pillar, transfiguring it to water and launching it across the room. At the last second he hardened it into a block of ice, shattering on impact with another dummy and causing it to smash against the opposite wall.

He kept up this relentless pace for another five minutes, dispatching enemies and moving from spot to spot to avoid being surrounded. The room continued to spawn more dummies every time he took one out of commission, ensuring there was always a constant stream of targets. Harry turned off his mind, focusing only on his own breathing, movements and spell casting, refusing to slow down, refusing to surrender.

Eventually he tripped, causing him to slam face-first into a low wall instead of vaulting over it as he intended. He saw stars, but staggered back to his feet, wildly throwing more spells at the incoming dummies. He was far off the mark, and soon he found himself on his knees, cursing himself for his clumsiness as five dummies encircled him in a tight formation.

"Mon dieu," Fleur gasped, walking out onto the battlefield to check on him. "That was impressive, 'Arry."

"Not impressive enough," he muttered, spitting blood on the ground dejectedly. "In a real battle I'd be dead."

"Your nose is broken," Fleur said worriedly, the target dummies moving out of her way as she approached, eyes wide.

"Eh, I've had worse," Harry grinned. Though in truth, his head was throbbing painfully, and the room was still spinning around him.

"I am 'orrible with Healing spells," Fleur muttered. "Shall I walk you to ze Hospital Wing?"

"That would be very kind of you," said Harry. He accepted her hand as he got to his feet, immediately feeling dizzy from the movement. He resisted the urge to vomit and headed for the exit, Fleur close behind.

"You say zat we are safe 'ere," Fleur remarked as their made their way through the castle. "And yet you fight as if danger is around ze corner."

"I told you, war is coming," Harry shrugged. "We're safe here in the castle, but out in the real world will be a different story."

Fleur considered this in silence for a few moments. "Are you a time-traveler?" she eventually asked.

It took all of Harry's self-control not to whip his head around and stare at her in shock. "What makes you think that?" he asked casually.

"You are far more capable than anyone in your year," said Fleur. "More than anyone in my year, for zat matter. You seem to always know what eez happening, and are always present when ze bad things happen."

"Interesting theory," Harry quipped. "Maybe I'm just a naturally-gifted student with rotten luck."

"Pah," Fleur chuckled. "So what is it then, voyageur? Your secrets are safe with me."

For a maddening moment, Harry considered telling her the truth. He truly believed Fleur could be trusted, and having a confidant in the castle would be a tremendous relief. But he remembered the fear in her voice when she approached him, and didn't want to burden her with all that he knew. Not yet, anyway...she was still just a student, after all.

"If I ever get flung into the past, I promise you'll be the first person I call," he quipped. "Sounds like a smashing good time if you ask me."

Fleur giggled at his joke, a light tittering sound that made the hair on his neck stand up. "Fine, keep your secrets, voyageur," she smiled. "But I want you to teach me 'ow to fight like that sometime."

"It won't be of much help in the maze, I promise you that," said Harry.

"Non, per'aps not," said Fleur. "But if war is coming, I wish to be prepared."

"I suppose I can do that, if I have the time," Harry shrugged. Fleur beamed at this, an infectious gesture which he returned with a smile of his own.

"Harry?!"

Katie's shriek of alarm pulled Harry from his thoughts, as she spotted him from across the corridor and peeled off from her group of friends to hurry over. "What the hell happened?" she demanded, cupping his damaged face in her hands.

"Fleur's got a mean left hook," Harry grinned bloodily. Fleur giggled again, but Katie did not look amused.

"We're going to Pomfrey right now," she said, taking his hand in hers and guiding him away.

"That's where we were already—" Harry tried to protest, but Katie would not be deterred, all but dragging him to the Hospital Wing.

Madam Pomfrey was not present when they arrived; instead, Dahlia was treating a first-year girl who seemed to have succumbed to a bout of unending hiccups. "Look what your brother did to himself!" an exasperated Katie announced, presenting Harry as if he were a misbehaving dog.

Dahlia looked up nonchalantly at Harry's bloody face. "Katie finally get tired of dealing with your crap?" she deadpanned.

"Domestic violence joke; nice one," Harry quipped, rolling his eyes. "Care to patch me up, darling sis?"

"Sit," Dahlia instructed, pointing to an empty bed. Harry obeyed, grateful for the chance to not have to balance as the world continued spinning rapidly around him. Katie sat beside him, gently fussing over his face.

"Did you need something, Fleur?" Katie asked sweetly. Harry turned; Fleur was standing in the doorway behind them.

"Ehm, no," said Fleur. "Just making sure zat 'Arry is alright."

"Thank you, Fleur, I'll be fine," Harry said, smiling at the blonde. "We'll talk later, okay?"

"Very well," Fleur said, nodding politely before taking her leave. Harry turned back to Katie, amused by the suspicious look in her eye.

"What did Little Miss Perfect want?" she asked.

"Miss Perfect?" Harry repeated, arching an eyebrow. "Is someone jealous?"

"I am not!" Katie denied, face flushing red. "I just...didn't expect to see you two together, that's all!"

"Riiight," Harry grinned. "Well, you missed the part where I Stunned her when she tried to follow me under a Disillusionment Charm. She watched me practice my combat spells until I ran into a wall, then offered to help me down here."

"You were practicing combat spells?" Katie asked. "Where?"

"Erm...a secret room," he admitted. "I'll show you another time."

Katie said nothing, but Harry sensed the wheels turning in her head at this revelation. It dawned on him that it was indeed a bad look for him to bring Fleur to his secret room before ever telling his own girlfriend about its existence. To compensate, he leaned in and planted a tender kiss on her cheek. It left a bloody streak behind, but she sighed and took his hand in hers, content to let it go for now.

Dahlia eventually came over to have a look at him. "So who do I have to thank for caving your face in?" she asked, grabbing his chin to tilt his head to and fro.

"Brick wall," Harry muttered. "Real stoic bloke. No sense of humor, that one."

"Uh huh," Dahlia hummed, pointing her wand at his face. "Episkey."

Harry winced as he felt his nose contorted itself back into place with a small crack. He barely had time to recover before Dahlia was shining a light into his eyes, directing his pupils side to side.

"You're concussed," she concluded, pocketing her wand. "Lay down, idiot."

Harry acquiesced, gingerly lying back onto the pillow. He reached out for Katie to join him; she hesitated, but eventually joined him on the bed, allowing him to wrap his arms around her and hold her close.

Dahlia walked back into the storage area and returned with a vial of murky liquid. "Drink," she ordered, handing him the vial. "Stay like that for half an hour, and if the dizziness goes away, you can go."

"You're the best," Harry grinned, taking the potion and swallowing it in a single gulp. It wasn't nearly as unpleasant as Skele-Gro, though it caused the spinning in his head to momentarily reverse direction, doubling his sense of vertigo.

"So how long have you had a 'secret room'?" Katie asked, nuzzled up against his chest.

"Erm...a while," Harry admitted. "It's kind of a place for me to get away from it all sometimes. I'm sorry for not telling you about it."

"I wish you felt more comfortable sharing these things with me," Katie sighed. "I can respect your privacy, I just...want to feel included sometimes."

"I know," said Harry. "I'm not a very trusting person by nature. I'm trying to fix that."

Katie looked up at him curiously. She briefly shifted positions to draw her wand, aiming it at his face.

"You're not going to hex me for this, are you?" Harry asked in half-jest.

"I should," Katie grinned, "but I'll take pity on you this once. Scourgify."

Harry felt the dried blood evaporate from his face, and Katie leaned in for a kiss. He pulled her in closer, grateful that she wasn't truly mad at him.

"Oi, break it up, lovebirds," Dahlia shouted from across the room. "Don't make me deduct House points!"

"As long as you take them from Katie, not me!" Harry shouted back. Dahlia shot him a rude hand gesture, which he gladly returned.

Katie did seem more muted than usual in the coming days, though Harry couldn't be sure if he was the root cause. Their schedules were getting more hectic, with Katie's O.W.L. exams and the final Quidditch match against Krum's squad on the horizon. All the same, Harry made a point to avoid Fleur for a while, lest Katie get the wrong impression again. Privately, however, he did enjoy the French witch's company and wished they could just be friends instead of rivals.

Meanwhile, Harry was growing more and more excited for his upcoming Quidditch match. Having his Firebolt back made him feel whole again. He'd been missing this: the unrestrained freedom of the skies, the raw speed and adrenaline that only the best of the best could give. He realized how spoiled he'd been in his last timeline, always having access to the top-of-the-line brooms despite his meager upbringing. As the expression went, he couldn't learn to appreciate something until he was deprived of it.

But even the best of the best wouldn't be enough to beat Krum. It leveled the playing field in one respect, but still left a wide gulf of sheer talent and experience that would leave Harry a massive underdog in the match. Though he felt good about the team in practices, he knew they faced a formidable task, and could only pray he wouldn't be totally humiliated in a 0-3 rout like Krum's last two opponents. (Three, really, if you counted the World Cup.)

Of course, his detractors were eager to rub in the skill disparity as the match rapidly approached. "Your lucky streak is over, Potter!" A Slytherin seventh-year sneered at him. "Krum's going to wipe the floor with you!"

"Is ze leetle boy going to cry?" a Beauxbatons girl taunted in the halls. "I 'ope you do not soil yourself!"

Part of Harry had assumed that he'd have more fans for the upcoming match, given that his team was the last remaining Hogwarts squad in the tournament. But he'd underestimated Krum's star appeal; it seemed that nearly the entire school was rooting for the Durmstrang squad. Even a few Gryffindors had gone rogue, sporting the Bulgarian colors and joining in on the trash talk in the lead up to the match.

Harry couldn't bring himself to care, however. The death of Slughorn and its aftermath had reminded him of what real stakes lay out there, and how meaningless this Quidditch match was by comparison. All he could muster was excitement at the chance to fly against Krum and measure himself against the best player in the world. He might get crushed – in fact, it was probable – but life experiences like that didn't come around every day.

Angelina Johnson was less relaxed in her own approach as match day loomed. "Your passes have to be more accurate than that, Alicia!" she barked at her fellow Chaser. "Two of Krum's teammates are in the pro league with him, and they'll capitalize on every sloppy throw like that!"

"If the twins could give me some cover, I might not make those mistakes as easily," Alicia grumbled, rubbing her shin painfully from where a Bludger had left a nasty purple bruise.

"They have to keep their focus on Krum," Angelina retorted. "He'll put us away within five minutes if we leave him to his own devices."

For once, Harry was unsure if he agreed with this strategy. From what he'd seen of Krum from the three matches he'd watched him play, he played about the same whether Bludgers were flying around him or not. And as good as the twins were, they were still a far cry from the professional Beaters Krum was used to avoiding. It would ultimately be up to Harry to keep the man away from the Snitch – he was the only one with a broom fast enough to keep up.

There was only one advantage Harry had over Krum: length. Unlike Cedric, who was built like a traditional athlete, Krum was on the smaller side, a couple inches shorter than Harry and just as thin. He was stronger than he appeared, sure, but he was definitely built for speed and agility rather than close-quarters combat. If Harry could stick close to him in the air, he might have a chance at boxing the man out and beating him to the Snitch with his longer wingspan. That was a tall order, of course, but it was a better game plan than nothing.

The jeers and catcalls from fans were one thing – the treatment from the Durmstrang contingent was quite another. Harry decided to take his own advice and stop traveling through the castle alone, lest Pavlovic or any other instigators decided to mess with him. The nasty looks and muttered insults in foreign languages were disconcerting, but hopefully harmless. Harry didn't know how much influence Krum had over his fellow students, but hopefully if he could get on the man's good side, things would settle down with time.

Match day arrived, and Harry could never recall a more lively atmosphere in the Great Hall. The entire student body of all three schools seemed to be planning to attend, with many sporting the crimson and black of Team Bulgaria in support of Krum. This was a bit confusing, given that the team of mostly Gryffindors would be sporting the red jerseys today, but there was no question who had the most support going into the match.

"Good; I like being the underdogs," Angelina said confidently as the team walked together down to the pitch. "All the better when we surprise them with how well we can play."

Harry quite agreed. If anything, the past four years at Hogwarts had instilled an inferiority complex in him that would serve him quite well today. He was used to being underestimated, being rooted against, and took perverse pleasure in wiping the smirks off of his detractors' faces. The others seemed quietly determined as well; the normally-jovial twins were brimming with intense energy, and the Chasers wore similar looks of consternation.

But the biggest surprise came from their Keeper, Volkov. He was always quiet and reserved, but today he seemed especially menacing, wearing a fearsome look of resolve. He met the glares of his countrymen with one of his own, daring them to speak out. Harry wondered what the House rivalry system was like in Durmstrang – he sensed a deep resentment between Volkov and Krum's squad that might embolden him to play harder than ever.

The stadium was rumbling so loud from students packing into the bleachers above that Angelina Johnson's locker room pep talk could barely be heard. Harry was paying her little mind, knowing that her intricate strategies for dealing with Krum would likely falter. It would be up to him to beat the man one-on-one, regardless of what the Beaters did. A daunting challenge, but one he felt ready for.

Soon, the time had come. The team flew out onto the pitch under a chorus of boos and a few cheers. The stands seemed to have been magically expanded, as countless hundreds of students and even some members of the public had come out to watch. Harry spotted his family among them: James, Lily, Dahlia, Sirius, Remus and Alessia, all waving and clapping for him. He greeted them with a few back-flips and barrel-rolls on his Firebolt to get ready.

The black-clad Durmstrang team flew out in formation soon after, drawing a deafening cheer from the crowd. They looked fiercely coordinated already, warming up in tight spirals around one another and looking supremely confident in their victory. If Harry didn't know any better, he would assume this to be a fully professional squad – Krum's influence surely rubbing off on the other students.

"Welcome to the final match of this year's inter-mural Quidditch league!" Lee Jordan announced over the speakers. "In the black uniforms we have Team Durmstrang, led by their star seeker, Viktor Krum!"

Krum pumped his fist for the crowd, looking fully in his element. As always, Harry was struck by how the normally mild-mannered and awkward young man seemed to transform into a superhero on a broomstick, striking quite the imposing figure.

"As with the World Cup, it will once again be up to a Ravenclaw to stop him!" Lee continued. "In the red jerseys are the surviving Hogwarts team, captained by Angelina Johnson and headlined by fellow Triwizard Champion, Seeker Harry Potter!"

Harry performed a few more warm-up flips, mostly to tune out the cacophony of insults and scattered cheers from below. He didn't care about the crowd today. The only other person who existed, as far as he was concerned, was Viktor Krum.

Madam Hooch marched out to midfield with the ball box as the two teams lined up to begin the match. Harry tried to meet Krum's eyeline and give him a friendly nod, but the opposing Seeker didn't even look at him. Not giving me the respect I'm due, eh? Harry thought hotly. I'll just have to prove myself to you, then.

"The Quaffle is released, and the game begins!" Lee Jordan announced excitedly. "It's Durmstrang with possession, pushing it up field...ooh, a nice hit on Alicia Spinnet there from the Beater…"

From the opening moments, it was clear that Krum's squad was employing a very different strategy. Their Beaters were almost exclusively focused on the Chasers, ignoring Harry completely. And who could blame them? With Krum as your Seeker, you could afford to take more risks than you might normally be able to.

"A nice pass there, and here's the shot...SAVED BY VOLKOV!" Lee exclaimed, as the crowd reacted to the fingertip dive from the Keeper. "And he is fired up, folks!"

Indeed, the normally-reserved man was barking at the opposing Chasers in a language Harry didn't understand. Looks like House rivalries are alive and well at Durmstrang as well, Harry thought, bemused.

Harry kept the majority of his attention on Krum, never letting the man stray too far away from him. But the Snitch was slow to materialize, and so too was the offense of the teams down below. The Hogwarts squad had difficulty pushing through the stout Durmstrang defense with the twins playing cautiously, and Volkov continued making spectacular saves to prevent anything slipping through.

Katie was the first to break the ice. She made a nice spin maneuver to evade her blocker and dodged a Bludger, streaking towards the right goalpost. Marko Pavlovic got in position to defend, but she switched hands at the last moment, flicking the ball through the left hoop as the crowd cheered.

"KATIE BELL SCORES!" Lee Jordan shouted. "The lengthy scoring drought is broken, and Hogwarts leads, 10-nil!"

Harry watched as Pavlovic chewed out his teammates for letting her through. Focus on your own job, Harry grumbled to himself. Don't blame others for your own mistakes.

Play resumed soon after, and the defensive stalemate continued. Neither team seemed too eager to overextend – the Hogwarts squad didn't want to push into a numbers disadvantage, and Durmstrang seemed content to keep the score close and let Krum handle things on his own. That meant all the more pressure on Harry to perform, as he did his best to tune out the action below and focus on finding the Snitch…

Suddenly Krum entered a sharp dive, rocketing towards the pitch at lightning speed. Harry dove after him, wind screaming past his ears as he fought to keep up. Krum was hurtling towards the grass at an alarming rate...if he wasn't careful, he would crash—

Then Krum pulled up sharply, barely avoiding a violent collision with the earth. Harry followed suit, forced into a tight roll to avoid both the ground and Krum himself. The crowd cheered in appreciation of the show of athleticism.

"A mighty Wronski Feint from Krum, his signature move!" Lee Jordan said excitedly. "It nearly dupes Potter, but not quite!"

"I'm not as thick as Aidan Lynch, Krum!" Harry jeered as he zoomed past Krum on his way back into the air. Still Krum didn't even acknowledge him, merely returning to his previous height and circling menacingly as before.

Meanwhile, Durmstrang managed to slip a goal past Volkov's defenses, leveling the score at ten apiece. I'll just have to catch two Snitches at this rate, Harry thought to himself. A tall task against Krum, but doable. He put on a burst of speed, determined to spot the tiny golden ball before the Bulgarian did…

He and Krum spotted it at precisely the same moment, darting around midfield. They both shot after it, neither able to gain a significant head start over the other. Harry's heart pounded from the incredible speed, never having flown quite so fast next to another player before. But he did not back down from the challenge, shoulder to shoulder with Krum, arms outstretched together side by side…

It happened in the blink of an eye. Krum's elbow jutted out, knocking Harry's arm askance. Harry stumbled slightly and righted himself, but his momentary lapse cost him as Krum's fingers wrapped around the tiny golden ball in milliseconds.

"KRUM'S GOT THE FIRST SNITCH!" Lee shouted as the crowd roared its approval. "Durmstrang leads, 60 to 10!"

Dammit, Harry cursed himself. His strategy had worked perfectly: his slight size advantage had given him a chance at the Snitch with his longer reach. But Krum's savvy and unexpected move had thrown him off just enough to give him the advantage. The difference between a professional and an amateur, Harry figured—

WHAM!

Harry was nearly knocked off his broom by a Bludger to the back, flattening him to his broom and nearly causing him to topple over the handle to the ground. There was a great roar of disapproval from the crowd, as even those rooting for Durmstrang protested the flagrant late hit.

"THAT'S A FOUL!" Lee Jordan shouted angrily. "Todorov hit that Bludger well past the whistle, and that'll be a penalty!"

Madam Hooch rushed over to chastise the offending Beater, whom Harry recognized as the second Durmstrang boy to attack him in the hallway weeks prior. But surprisingly, Hooch was beaten to it by Krum himself, who got in his Beater's face and began chewing him out in rapid Bulgarian. Todorov threw up his hands in mock innocence, but looked suitably dressed-down by his Seeker and nodded timidly.

Angelina called a timeout as the team descended to the pitch to check on Harry. "You alright, Potter?" she asked.

"I'll be fine," Harry grimaced. Pain radiated between his shoulder blades, but he didn't think anything was seriously damaged. Besides, adrenaline and righteous fury was pumping through him in equal measure, allowing him to ignore the pain and focus on the next Snitch.

"Fred, George, you have to be more accurate with your hits," Angelina told the twins. "Krum was able to ignore your Bludgers completely—"

"It won't matter how accurate they are," Harry sighed. "He can avoid them just the same. These two should focus on helping the Chasers."

"The Durmstrang Chasers are just as fast as Krum," Angelina pointed out. "Half of them have Firebolts as well. There's no point—"

"If I may," an unexpected voice spoke up, as Volkov stepped forward between them. "I suggest going after Pavlovic. 'E is their defensive anchor, and you vill have an easier time scoring if he cannot coordinate vith his team."

Angelina looked thoughtful at this suggestion. "You're sure of this?" she asked.

"I 'ave played against him for six years," Volkov shrugged.

Angelina turned to Harry. "And you think you can keep up with Krum without help?" she asked.

"I have to," Harry shrugged.

Angelina sighed; clearly she didn't like this plan much. "Alright, we'll focus on goal-scoring for now," she said. "But we're counting on you, Potter."

"What else is new?" Harry said with a wink. The team took to the air and reset for the second period of play. Katie was awarded a penalty shot for the late hit on Harry, which she jammed straight through the center hoop with a furious shout.

As play resumed, immediately Harry could see that Volkov's proposal was sound. Pavlovic was clearly uncomfortable sitting in his Keeper's box, unable to roam freely to help his Chasers without the twins pelting him from all angles. It allowed Angelina and Alicia to sneak in two quick goals to bring them within 20.

Harry forced his attention back to Krum, unwilling to let his attention lapse like that again. The Bulgarian continued to ignore him, hunting for the Snitch, pretending that Harry did not even exist. Harry was less passive this time, briefly riding alongside Krum and giving him a few shoulder checks to remind him that he wouldn't get off easily.

Suddenly, Krum shot off like a rocket across the pitch, barreling towards the Hogwarts goal posts. Harry gave chase, wary of another feint but not willing to let Krum get too far ahead in case the Snitch was indeed ahead. He kept his eyes peeled for any sign of the golden ball, scanning his peripheries for any sign of trickery—

Then Krum flipped over on his broom faster than Harry imagined possible, and was suddenly flying full-speed directly at him. Harry flinched, rolling out of the way as the crowd screamed in anticipation of a collision. "Whoa, a near-miss there from the Seekers!" Lee Jordan shouted.

But Harry had a feeling of dread as he quickly spun around to follow Krum's trail. He spotted the familiar tinkle of gold in the distance, a split second before Krum grabbed the second Snitch out of midair.

"Another fantastic feint from Krum!" Lee Jordan shouted as the crowd roared its approval. "This one has Potter looking the fool, and Durmstrang jumps far ahead to a 120-50 lead!"

Harry cursed himself for his foolish mistake. He'd used the exact same fake-out against Diggory in his last match, albeit not nearly as controlled and elegant as Krum made it look. And he indeed did look foolish as the Durmstrang squad high-fived their captain for his successful ploy.

Angelina tried to signal for another timeout, but Harry waved her off. No change in strategy would improve his odds against Krum. He would have to find a way to beat the man at his own game. He simply had to be better, as every tiny mistake would cost him against the pro. Get your head in the game, Potter, Harry told himself angrily as he tried to clear his head of self-loathing thoughts.

"Marry me, Krum!" one of the Beauxbatons girls screamed from the stands, causing giggles from the surrounding female students. Krum ignored the outburst, merely returning to midfield for the face-off. It gave Harry an idea, however...one that he wasn't sure would work, and that felt somewhat cruel, but might just give him the edge.

It was clear he couldn't beat Krum in tactics or skill. But he might be able to beat him psychologically.

He waited until play resumed and zoomed close to Krum for a flyby. "None of the Durmstrang girls want to date you, Krum?" he taunted as they passed one another. "Had to resort to asking out underage children from other schools?"

Krum's neck whipped around at lightning speed, staring at Harry with a bewildered expression. Harry schooled his features, resisting the immediate impulse to apologize. It was clear that he'd struck a nerve, as Krum shook off the insult and resumed his hunt of the Snitch.

Harry did not give him any space. He turned around and sped to catch up to Krum, sliding up alongside him. "Shame Hermione's going to dump you as soon as you leave," said Harry. "Must be a blow to your ego to get dumped by a fifteen-year-old."

Krum grumbled something under his breath in Bulgarian, but ignored Harry and sped off again. Harry did not give chase, allowing the man to stew in silence for a while. Hermione would kill me if she heard what I was saying up here, he thought to himself. It occurred to him that this might not be the best tactic to earn Krum's trust, but there was no doubt his methods were effective. His competitive drive won out over any sense of morality as he prepared to crank up the heat.

"Fleur and I were laughing at you two in the library the other day," Harry mocked the next time the Seekers crossed paths. "She already have you chained up in the library? Is she gonna have your Firebolt on a leash during your next pro match?"

"Shut your mouth," Krum growled, acknowledging Harry's taunts for the first time.

"Bet you hear that a lot from Hermione, don't you?" Harry winked. He then sped away before Krum could retort, leaving him once again to his simmering anger.

Meanwhile, in the main match far below, the tides were slowly turning in favor of the Hogwarts squad. The Gryffindor Chasers had figured out the Durmstrang defense, able to exploit tiny missteps and sneak through a couple more goals. The score was now 130 to 80 in favor of Durmstrang...one more goal from Harry's team, and he would have a chance at victory if he caught the final Snitch.

Harry continued to chirp at Krum every time they got close to one another. Krum managed to ignore Harry's taunts, but he was clearly angry at the constant needling. Occasionally Harry would say nothing as he passed by, just to hear the frustrated mutterings under the Bulgarian's breath, telling him he was indeed getting under his skin.

"ANOTHER GOAL FROM ANGELINA JOHNSON!" Lee Jordan shouted. "The Hogwarts squad pulls to within 40 points!"

The Durmstrang team was clearly getting frustrated by their defensive woes. Todorov once again fired a late Bludger at Harry's head, which he dodged with ease. The crowd roared in displeasure, especially after Madam Hooch didn't see the flagrant foul attempt. But Harry couldn't care less about such childish antics.

"Shame your Beaters can't aim," Harry fired at Krum when play resumed. "Seems to be a recurring problem for you pure-bloods."

Krum narrowed his eyes at this jab, but did not respond.

"Maybe that's why you're into Hermione," Harry continued. "You're hoping to muddy your blood a little so the next generation actually stands a chance—"

Krum huffed and threw a rough shoulder-check at Harry, who deftly rolled over the top of Krum to his other side.

"Hard pill to swallow, isn't it?" said Harry. "That you're going to lose the match and the Tournament to a filthy half-blood—"

Krum sharply entered another dive, rocketing towards the pitch once more. Harry gave chase, but immediately suspected a feint. Krum was making no adjustments to his dive, merely taking the shortest possible path towards the ground. There's no way he saw the Snitch, Harry thought. He's bluffing…

Then, Harry saw it. In the corner of his eye, a tinkle of gold, over by the Durmstrang goal posts. Harry did not overreact, pulling level with Krum and pretending to join him in the dive. Krum ignored him, laser-focused on the ground, on pulling off the feint—

Harry threw his shoulder into Krum, hard, knocking the Bulgarian off-course. Then Harry yanked up on his broom, a split-second before impact, shooting across the pitch towards glory.

Krum realized what was happening a moment too late. By the time he had adjusted course and taken off after Harry, it was all over. Harry snatched the third Snitch out of the air, and with it, the victory.

There was a shivering second of shocked silence, then the crowd exploded with cheers. "I DON'T BELIEVE IT!" Lee Jordan screamed hoarsely into the microphone. "Harry Potter has beaten Viktor Krum to the Snitch! And the Hogwarts team wins, 140 to 130!"

Harry let loose months of pent-up frustration and anxiety with a primal yell of euphoria, as he took his victory lap around the pitch. Students from all Houses were cheering him on, and his teammates were openly crying with joy. Harry swooped down to land on the pitch, and his team piled atop him, yelling madly and squeezing him tight.

Harry got up and hurried over to Krum as soon as the other Seeker landed. "Viktor, I didn't mean a word of it, I swear," he said hurriedly, feeling terrible for what he'd said. "I am so sorry—"

"Da, I know," Krum said, surprising Harry with a small smile. "I haff heard much worse. Aidan Lynch threatened unspeakable acts against my mother...this vas nothing." And Krum extended his hand to Harry, which he eagerly shook.

"You were the better flyer today," Harry said earnestly. "Your team just let you down, like in the World Cup."

"I could haff been better," Krum shrugged. "You fly well, Potter. Let us talk next week."

"Yes, let's," Harry said, surprised at the positive outcome. The simple words from the soft-spoken Seeker felt like the greatest compliment anyone had ever given him.

The next moment, Harry was nearly bowled over by students as they flooded the pitch, a large group consisting of multiple Houses lifting him off his feet and onto their shoulders. Harry spotted his family in the crowd; Dahlia and Lily were hugging and crying, Sirius and Remus were jumping up and down like schoolboys, and James was shouting to anyone who would listen: "That's my son right there! My son beat Viktor Krum!"

It was an even better feeling than winning the Quidditch Cup the year before, Harry thought. Who cared if this was an unofficial match that counted for nothing? Who cared if the Third Task still loomed large and Lord Voldemort still wanted him dead? For one day at least, he got to be on top of the world.

This was a moment Harry would cherish for the rest of his life.
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Year 4-17: The Third Task

Harry allowed himself a couple of days after the Quidditch match to bask in the glory of being the school hero. Beating Krum's team had granted him near-mythical status in the castle among the other students, as just about everyone he passed greeted him with high-fives and words of praise. He even signed a couple autographs for younger students! It was like being the Boy Who Lived all over again, except this time, it was for something he'd actually worked hard for and accomplished himself.

But suddenly it was June, and Harry had a Third Task to prepare for. Students once again moved on, having their own end-of-year exams to worry about. Even Katie was unable to spend much free time with Harry, her O.W.L. exams looming large in just a couple of weeks.

That was fine by Harry. It allowed him to buckle down and focus on his preparations without distraction. He spent far more time in the library than he ever had in either timeline, researching every possible magical beast they could throw at him in the maze and how to deal with each one. He even did a bit of digging into the darkest creatures imaginable, but eventually came to the conclusion that they would never make the Champions face a Nundu or a Chimaera and focused on the tamer breeds.

It was clear he wasn't the only Champion feeling the crunch. Harry entered the library on a rainy Sunday afternoon and spotted Fleur at a table by herself, perusing a heavy tome called 'Brutal Beasts of Britain and Beyond'. He redirected his path and sat across from her.

"Don't think you'll find much of use in there," he grinned. "No way they'll throw something that dark at us."

"Don't be so certain," Fleur sighed, setting the book down in front of her. "Madame Maxime insists zat I prepare for all possibilities."

"I highly doubt they'll make us fight a Lethifold," Harry chuckled, indicating the page she'd been reading and the horrifying hooded carnivore depicted upon it. "They were expelled from Europe centuries ago for a reason."

"All ze same," Fleur shrugged, closing the book. "What are you up to?"

"Same as you, I reckon," said Harry, pulling out a few books of his own from his bag. "Want to compare notes?"

Fleur narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. "Is zat allowed?" she wondered aloud.

"Don't see why not," Harry shrugged. "What're they gonna do, force us to duel instead? Though I suppose that's on your agenda as well."

"Indeed," Fleur grinned mirthfully, looking over the books he'd procured. "Very well. I 'ave read two of those already. I took notes—"

Fleur dove into her own bag, and soon they were quietly chatting over their combined notes, brainstorming on the kinds of beasts they might be expected to face. Harry could feel many curious eyes upon them from around the library, no doubt wondering what two rival Triwizard Champions might be discussing. The truth would no doubt shock them.

The murmurs eventually rose to a crescendo, and Harry sensed a third party lurking nearby. "Pardon me," Krum announced himself awkwardly. "May I have a vord, Harry?"

"Hello, Viktor," Harry greeted the older man. "Please, join us."

Krum quirked an eyebrow curiously, looking to Fleur for confirmation. She nodded her agreement, and he took the empty seat beside Harry, intensifying the whispering all around them.

"I vish to apologize on behalf of my countrymen," Krum said sincerely to Harry. "I vas aware of the way they treated you, and vish that I had spoken up earlier."

"That's alright," Harry shrugged. "I think I handled them alright on my own."

"Not all at Durmstrang share such disgusting blood purity beliefs," Krum said darkly, a shadow of anger crossing over his face. "I vill not stand for such talk in my presence ever again."

"I appreciate that," Harry said, shaking the man's hand. "I never thought you believed that nonsense anyway. You wouldn't be dating Hermione otherwise."

"Indeed no," Krum chuckled. "My own father vas surprised when he heard, but I set him straight."

Harry once again felt embarrassed about his actions in the last Quidditch match. "Honestly, Krum, I shouldn't have said what I said about you and her," he said. "It was out of line."

"All's fair while in the air," Krum recited with a grin. "It is a common saying in Quidditch circles. I know you are not so cruel in real life."

"Good," Harry sighed with relief.

"However, I vill do you a favor and not mention this to Hermoninny," Krum smirked. "She vould not be so forgiving, I think."

"You're probably right," Harry grinned sheepishly.

"So, vat are we discussing here?" Krum asked, looking around the table at the scattered books and notes.

Harry and Fleur shared a look at this. Then, Harry drew his wand and cast a Muffling Charm around their table, ensuring they would not be overheard by the many curious bystanders trying to listen in.

"We are preparing for ze Third Task," said Fleur. "Discussing creatures we may 'ave to face in ze maze."

Krum narrowed his eyes in confusion. "Preparing...together?" he frowned. "But why?"

Harry sighed, and launched into an abbreviated version of the story he'd told Fleur months prior. By the end Krum looked shocked and surprised.

"You believe your Dark Lord is involved?" Krum asked. "Karkaroff vas one of his followers...he vill not like to hear this."

"I'm sure Dumbledore has tried to warn him already," Harry reasoned. "And no, he wouldn't be happy to know the truth."

"Karkaroff vas never the most popular Headmaster," Krum chuckled. "Even among pure-bloods some of his views are seen as...extreme."

"Glad to hear not everyone agrees," Harry nodded. "When war breaks out, we'll need support from as many people as possible."

"You speak as if war is inevitable," Krum said worriedly. "Do you truly believe it?"

"It's coming one way or another," Harry muttered. "Whether in a month, a year or longer, Voldemort is out there scheming, and we need to be ready."

Krum and Fleur took this in soberly, looking concerned. "Well, I came in here to prepare for the Task as well," Krum sighed. "May I join you?"

"Certainly," said Fleur. And the three of them began talking in hushed tones about the various threats the maze might pose. It must have been quite the odd sight for passers-by, seeing three of the four school Champions working together. It was rare enough to see any two of them interacting in passing, much less conspiring in secret.

Surely it would appear oddest of all to Neville Longbottom, who happened to walk past their table half an hour later. He stared in bewilderment at the scene, as the other three Champions paused their conversation and stared up at him. Harry gave Neville a little smile of reassurance and beckoned him over, but the boy merely narrowed his eyes in suspicion and hurried off, no doubt to inform Ron and Hermione of this latest development.

Why won't he trust me? Harry lamented. Of course, coming across such a scene would do him no favors – it would certainly appear that the other three Champions were scheming without him. But Neville wouldn't understand that it was for self-preservation...he was not the one the impostor would be targeting once the Task began. And Harry didn't know how to begin to explain that to him.

He would need to be warned sooner or later, of course. Harry contemplated approaching Hermione about the problem, or perhaps the Weasley twins again. It frustrated Harry to no end that Neville was so obstinate in his denial of the true threat that was out there. He had successfully pinned all of his problems on Harry and wouldn't hear otherwise. Hopefully Dumbledore can talk some sense into him, Harry thought.

As the day of the Task rapidly approached, Harry also devoted more time to his dueling practice in the Room of Requirement, wanting to keep his combat skills sharp. In addition to any human resistance he might face in the maze from the impostor, he still could not shake his nightmares of the graveyard. He felt he'd done a good enough job of heading off that particular threat, but in case everything else went wrong, he wanted to be able to think sharply in a fight.

Fleur and Krum joined him for a few of these sessions, which proved less useful for Harry than he'd hoped. They were fine duelists, though painfully by-the-book and unwilling to adapt their styles to the brutal conditions of actual warfare. Both of them were intent on standing in one place, as though in a sanctioned duel, as Harry repeatedly tried to urge them into movement. Standing still on a battlefield was certain death.

But Harry stuck with it, hoping to drill better instincts into them. Things would be easier for him in the maze if he didn't have to worry about the other two succumbing to their unseen threat (and becoming a threat themselves). In turn, he learned a few useful spells from the other two, which weren't taught in the Hogwarts curriculum. That at least made their sessions worthwhile, and gave him hope that things would go smoothly for the Third Task.

Ultimately, Harry knew the night would only be a success if the adults around him were able to intervene properly. He wrote a letter to James the week before the Task, providing more details from his "dreams" and insisting that the Little Hangleton graveyard needed to be monitored carefully. If the worst were to somehow happen, Harry could always send off a Patronus and alert the proper authorities where Neville had been taken. That, coupled with the preparations he'd already made in the graveyard, should hopefully sabotage Voldemort's plans.

And as loathe as Harry was to admit it, there was no one he trusted more to handle the threat than Dumbledore. The man may be worthless when it came to preventing tragedies from happening to begin with, but he was rather adept at disrupting them once already in motion. So on the night before the Third Task, Harry headed up to the Headmaster's office to swallow his pride and share what he knew.

"Enter," Dumbledore called when Harry knocked, and Harry walked into the room. The Headmaster was seated behind his desk, hands folded together, as though already anticipating Harry's arrival.

"Good evening, sir," Harry said, sitting in his usual armchair. "I'd like to discuss the Third Task with you."

"I expected you might," Dumbledore nodded. "Have you had any visions about the event you wish to share?"

"Yes, several," Harry said. And he launched into a detailed explanation of how he expected the evening to go. The Cup being turned into a Portkey, the kidnapping plot, and the resurrection ritual – all told through the lens of vague dreams and visions Harry had 'experienced.'

"You paint a very troubling picture for the evening," Dumbledore muttered, having hardly reacted at all to Harry's lengthy tale. "Though I do wonder what Neville has to do with this particular plot of Voldemort's at all. Assuming all you have told me is true, what would he stand to gain from Neville's presence at the ritual?"

Harry paused before answering, unsure if it was wise to spell out Voldemort's exact logic, lest he reveal that he knew far more than he was letting on. "That's the part I was hoping you could fill in, Headmaster," he sighed. "Why would Neville need to be involved at all?"

"I admit that I am unfamiliar with the specifics of dark rituals like the one you describe," Dumbledore mused. "Though we can draw some inferences. I imagine you know, for instance, that Tom Riddle's father and grandparents are buried in the Little Hangleton graveyard?"

"Yes," Harry nodded, knowing it was futile to deny it. Dumbledore knew he'd gone to the village multiple times by now.

"As such, the decision to hold a ritual there may be pivotal," said Dumbledore. "Using the bones of a close relative could, in theory, strengthen any attempt Voldemort makes to regain a body."

"I may have, erm, dealt with that possibility already," Harry admitted. "I dug up Tom Riddle Senior's grave and Vanished his bones."

Dumbledore raised his eyebrows at this. "Some would look down upon such an act as inhuman, Harry," he remarked impassively.

"Yeah, well, I figured Riddle would rather that happen than whatever his son had planned with them," Harry huffed.

To his surprise, Dumbledore smiled at him. "I would be inclined to agree with you," he said. "I happen to be of the belief that the souls of the dead care not what becomes of their physical forms once they depart. During the war, Voldemort performed some heinous acts on the bodies of the dead...creating Inferi, mutilating corpses to send gruesome messages. Your actions are a far cry from such monstrous deeds."

"But could Voldemort come back by using somebody else's bones?" Harry asked worriedly. "If, say, I moved somebody else's coffin into his father's plot of land?"

"Ah," Dumbledore said thoughtfully. "That I cannot be sure of. But knowing how intricate and exact such rituals can be, I imagine using the remains of a non-relative could prove disastrous for Tom."

"So you think I've done enough to prevent his plan from happening?" Harry asked hopefully.

"We are acting under the assumption that things will play out exact as you have foreseen them," Dumbledore said cautiously. "I remind you that this hasn't always been the case. I appreciate you coming to me with this, as we may indeed arrive at the truth by association. Kernels of truth can always be found in every vision, even if they appear inaccurate at first blush."

Harry nodded at this. It was as close to reassurance as he was going to get from the Headmaster. "And what about the Portkey?" he asked. "Can we be sure that the Cup won't be tampered with?"

"That will be trickier to ensure," Dumbledore sighed, "but not impossible. Once Bagman places the Cup in the center of the maze, the judges are forbidden from approaching it, for fear of tampering with the integrity of the Tournament. There will be staff members patrolling the perimeter of the maze at all times, though we are only permitted to enter if a Champion calls for assistance."

"And you will check to make sure nobody tampered with the Cup before Bagman places it?" Harry asked.

"I will try," Dumbledore sighed. "I do not know if it is permitted by the rules. The other schools may view it as an attempt to give Hogwarts an unfair advantage in the Tournament."

"To hell with the rules!" Harry said exasperatedly. "Neville's life is on the life here – surely the rules can be bent, just like they did to allow a fourth Champion to compete!"

"I understand your concern, Harry," Dumbledore said placatingly. "I will share these concerns with Mr. Bagman and the other judges. I am certain they will not object to an examination of the Cup before it is placed."

Harry couldn't help but feel like Dumbledore was patronizing him. Did the Headmaster truly believe this plot was real? Or was he just assuaging Harry's worries, assuming his visions to be misleading once more? Harry couldn't care less about the integrity of the Tournament at this point...he was of half a mind to sneak out of the castle later tonight and burn the entire maze down to prevent the Task from happening in the first place.

"Well, that's all I can really say," Harry sighed. "And I don't suppose you have any leads on who the impostor in the castle is?"

"I'm afraid not," Dumbledore grimaced. "Though I will be keeping a close eye on everyone on my own staff when the Task begins."

"Well, that's a relief," Harry said sardonically, standing to leave. "Good to know you're on the case once again. Surely everything will go as smoothly as it always does."

"I would remind you who you're speaking to, Mr. Potter," Dumbledore said warningly. "Your help is appreciated. Best of luck tomorrow – focus on what you need to do, and we'll take care of the rest."

Unlikely, Harry thought, but he held his tongue. He crossed the room towards the door, pausing with his hand on the knob.

"Does Neville know about all this?" he asked, turning back to the Headmaster. "Shall I let him know in the morning? Just so he is aware of the danger?"

"I would imagine he won't receive it well coming from you," Dumbledore said with a knowing, sad smile. "Leave it to me, Harry."

"Fine," Harry shrugged, and he turned to leave. Dumbledore was probably right on that front: Neville was far too suspicious of Harry to take anything he said seriously. It would be far more impactful to hear from Dumbledore, a man Neville clearly respected and looked up to. Hopefully that would finally instill in the boy that this was a matter of life and death, not of fame and glory as he still seemed to believe.

Harry didn't sleep well that night. Old nightmares from a past that never happened continued to plague him, replaying in his mind. Cedric, dead...that at least seemed to be off the table now. A Dark Lord, emerging from the bones of the father...hopefully prevented as well. But the possibility of a graveyard showdown continued to worry Harry, and he felt maddeningly in the dark about how the evening would play out.

He was exempted from his lessons that day, left to his own devices wandering the grounds, pondering his game plan for the evening. Get to the Cup first. If you don't get there first, alert Dumbledore and Apparate to Little Hangleton. Or should I alert my father and the Aurors? Activate the claxons and deal with Wormtail. Or should I ignore Wormtail and focus on getting Neville out first?

Too many possibilities rattled around in his brain, contingent on everything else that led up to whatever situation Harry found himself in. The only things he knew for sure was that the impostor at Hogwarts would be helping Neville reach the Cup, and that Dumbledore and the Aurors were keeping a close eye on Little Hangleton. Which force would prove superior to the other? How successful would the kidnapping plot ultimately be? Too many questions with wide-ranging implications for Harry's liking.

He badly wanted to let off some of his pent-up energy in the Room of Requirement, but forced himself to rest instead. He had a feeling he was going to need to conserve as much energy as possible for the evening. He doubted it would be a simple race through the maze and nothing else – every instinct screamed at him that things would somehow go very, very wrong in a myriad of ways.

He sat with his fellow Ravenclaws at dinner, their words of encouragement bouncing off of him as he forced himself to eat something. Fleur sat at the opposite end of the table, her Beauxbatons faithful hyping her up around her. Over at the Slytherin bench, a similar scene was playing out around Krum and Neville, each at opposite ends of the table, their nearest supporters whispering platitudes in their ears.

The Hall began to empty as students poured out onto the grounds towards the maze. Harry put it off for as long as possible, sitting and pretending to eat more as those around him got up and wished him good luck before departing. Finally, satisfied that he could be alone, he got up, took a deep breath, and marched out to face whatever the night had in store for him.

Harry arrived at what was once the Quidditch pitch, coming upon an eerily familiar scene. Grandstands had been erected for students and visitors, as everyone cheered and chanted excitedly for the start of the Third Task. Tall hedgerows, nearly twenty feet tall, loomed overhead, extending off into the far distance. It gave Harry an unwelcome feeling of deja vu.

Ludo Bagman spotted Harry approaching and hurried over towards him. "Harry, my boy, you made it!" he beamed. "Come, your family is already here."

Bagman hustled Harry over to one side of the stands, where James, Lily, Sirius, Remus and Alessia were waiting for him.

"There he is!" James laughed, pulling his son in for a hug. "Excited for the big day?"

"You could say that," Harry muttered. "You got my letter, I hope?"

"I did," James said seriously. "And the Aurors are on standby in case anything goes wrong. You have nothing to fear."

"You'll do wonderfully, dear," said Lily, embracing Harry in a tight squeeze. "Do your best and keep yourself safe."

"Don't do anything I wouldn't do, eh, pup?" Sirius grinned devilishly.

"As if that means anything coming from you, Padfoot," Remus quipped, patting Harry on the shoulder. "Good luck, Harry."

Dahlia hurried over, already dressed in her white Healer trainee robes. "Just wanted to request you don't blow yourself up, idiot," she deadpanned. "We're running low on burn ointment."

"I'll try to avoid the Blast-Ended Skrewts, then," Harry smirked, accepting his sister's hug. He then watched as she tentatively approached Neville to wish him luck as well. Not completely over him, then, are we? he thought bemusedly to himself.

Then Katie threw herself into his arms, rushing down from the stands. "Please be safe," she whispered in his ear, sounding incredibly nervous.

"I will," Harry assured her. She gave him a needy kiss, only breaking off when an irritated Filch shuffled over to direct Harry towards the other Champions near the entrance to the maze.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Third Task of the Triwizard Tournament!" Ludo Bagman announced with his magically-amplified voice. "Today's task is simple: the Champions must navigate a maze, which is filled with dangerous traps and tests of skill. At the center of the maze lies the Triwizard Cup...the first person to touch it will be named the winner!"

Harry glanced around at the other three Champions. Fleur and Krum eyed him warily; he nodded in reassurance to them. He tried to make eye contact with Neville, but the boy was pointedly avoiding his gaze, merely stretching and staring resolutely ahead at the maze.

"The Champions will enter the maze in the order of their placement in the previous two tasks," Bagman explained. "Neville Longbottom of Hogwarts will enter first, followed by Viktor Krum of Durmstrang in second place, Harry Potter of Hogwarts third, and finally Fleur Delacour of Beauxbatons. Ready, Champions? On my mark!"

Neville stepped forward, looking determined. He'd better not get a completely free pass to the Cup, Harry thought worriedly. This was the risk he'd taken in not trying harder to win the first two tasks: he was powerless as he watched Neville jog ahead into the maze, getting a head-start in a challenge that would already be rigged in his favor.

Krum stepped up next. He gave Harry one last look and nod that said, I'll look for him. Bagman gave him the signal, and Krum also entered the maze, disappearing into the darkness.

Finally, it was Harry's turn. He was tempted to just run ahead early and sprint off in search of Neville, but he forced himself to wait for the signal. At Bagman's mark, he rushed ahead, the sounds of the crowd almost instantly extinguished by the towering hedges swallowing him in darkness. He was on his own now.

Harry did not slow down at the first fork in the road, immediately turning left. He had no real strategy in mind; he could only do his best to retrace his steps from the previous timeline, based only on the vague memory of that fateful night five years prior. And he had good reason to believe he would not have it so easy this time around…

And he was right. He rounded a corner and found himself face-to-face with a large snake, hissing and spitting at him. If only I was still a Parselmouth, Harry lamented as he leapt backwards out of striking range. The snake coiled itself into a defensive position, blocking his path forward.

Harry scrutinized the snake closely. It had shimmering purple scales and frightening green eyes, eyeing him suspiciously. An Ashwinder, Harry recognized. It was immune to fire and most curses, making it a tricky foe to conquer for the unprepared. Luckily, it had one glaring weakness.

Harry unleashed a torrent of water at the Ashwinder, cascading over the snake like a flood. The Ashwinder hissed its displeasure, or perhaps that was the sound of its fiery scales reacting to the dowsing they received. The snake turned and slithered away desperately; Harry carefully directed the stream of water to the right, down a side corridor, forcing the snake to flee in that direction. He then canceled the spell and sprinted past, raising a small stone barrier behind him to ensure he could not be chased from behind.

The eerie quiet settled over the maze again, as Harry continued creeping forward. He contemplated firing a ball of light into the air to illuminate his path, but did not want to give the impostor an easy way of locating him. He also muffled his footsteps for good measure, stealing forward through the night like a ghost, hoping to avoid any more encounters…

But it was not to be. He nearly walked face-first into a mass of spider webs, its maker clicking pincers at him along with three of its best friends. Hagrid and his acromantulas, Harry groaned to himself. He wondered how Aragog was faring in the Forbidden Forest these days...but that was a question for another day.

The solution was much simpler than the Ashwinders. Harry unleashed a massive wall of flame, burning through the corridor and sending the acromantulas screaming away. It also had the side benefit of burning away the cobwebs, giving him a clean path forward. All it cost was the smell of burning silk and singed hedges left behind.

Unfortunately, fire would do Harry no good for his next obstacle: a massive Blast-Ended Skrewt, parked right in the middle of the path. It spotted Harry and scooted forward towards him, spewing bouts of flame at him. Harry backed up, waiting for an opening. The Skrewts could theoretically be taken down by magic, but the easiest thing would simply be to avoid them.

He waited until the Skrewt fired another ball of flame at him, then made his move. He sprinted towards the Skrewt, casting a Springing Charm on the ground in front of him before jumping. He sailed ten feet over the Skrewt's shell, landing in a roll safely on the other side. He quickly raised another stone barrier to prevent the Skrewt from following him...it would eventually break through, but he was already long gone, winding his way through the dark hedgerows again.

Minutes later, Harry came across another fork in the road. "Point me," he whispered, placing his wand flat atop his open palm; it spun around and pointed straight forward, into the hedge blocking his way. No real help in making a decision. He glanced left and right, unsure where he was within the maze, trying to determine the best path forward.

Then he heard a loud shout of alarm from somewhere to his right. Definitely a male's voice – too deep to be Neville's. The impostor must have gotten to Krum, Harry thought. He remembered the Bulgarian being Imperiused in the last timeline, and figured the same must have just happened. Harry headed in the direction of the sound, hoping to head Krum off before he could attack Fleur (or himself).

The silence seemed louder than usual as Harry crept forward through the maze. He kept his ears strained, listening for any sound of struggle or movement. He did not encounter any more creatures or obstacles for the next several minutes, concerning him greatly. He felt as though he was only halfway through the maze or so, and could only imagine things would get tougher as he got closer to the Cup.

Soon Harry got the distinct feeling that he was being watched. He'd long learned not to discount such instincts, especially now that his senses were heightened by the Ritual of Ontogenesis. He carefully checked each and every corner he passed, half-expecting the impostor (or a bewitched Krum) to leap out at him. His sense of paranoia grew, and he resolved to just push onward and keep his eyes peeled for any—

"'Arry."

Harry spun around. Fleur Delacour was standing twenty feet away from him down a hedge row, an odd expression on her face. "Fleur?" he called out. "Are you alright?"

"I know you want me, 'Arry," Fleur purred, and she began to walk slowly towards him.

"Sorry, what?" Harry said, bewildered. He felt her Allure assaulting his senses, a powerful blast that he struggled to Occlude away.

"You can 'ave your way with me, 'Arry," Fleur said seductively, hips swaying invitingly as she sauntered towards him. "Your leetle girlfriend could never compare to me."

"Fleur, what the hell's gotten into you?" Harry asked nervously. She was now unbuttoning the top of her shirt, exposing more skin than he was comfortable seeing. Something was very wrong here.

"Come now, 'Arry, forget zis silly Tournament," Fleur smiled. "Let us 'ave some fun instead."

Fleur stepped out of the shadows and into the moonlight for the first time. Harry saw at once that her normally blue eyes were gray and devoid of features. Imperius Curse, Harry realized at once.

His wand flashed through the air at the same time as Fleur's, their spells colliding in mid-air with a mighty bang. Harry rolled to the side, raising a Shield Charm to deflect Fleur's volley of hexes. Her seductive expression had melted into one of pure rage, as whoever was controlling her forced her on the offensive.

Harry fired a careful selection of spells at her, including Stunners and a Disarming Charm. She easily swiped them away, firing a much more dangerous selection of curses his way. His training with Moody assisted him mightily, as he was able to stand tall against the hazardous spells and block them precisely.

But Harry knew he was at a disadvantage here. He did not want to harm Fleur or find himself in a prolonged duel. He had one more trick up his sleeve, one that he hoped would bring things to a mostly-painless conclusion.

He dropped his Shield and fired a volley of hexes at Fleur's head. She raised a Shield of her own, her attention diverted from the small glass object Harry tossed at her feet. She turned her attention back to Harry, lip curled in a snarl, raising her wand to attack once more—

"Reducto!" Harry bellowed.

Fleur once again prepared to Shield herself from the spell, but it was not aimed at her. The curse instead smashed into the Auror's Toolkit at her feet, causing it to explode violently, sending a shower of pulverized glass up into the air. Along with it was the last remaining potion within the toolkit – the Thief's Downfall – which coated Fleur from head to toe.

Fleur coughed and spluttered from the murky liquid, dropping her wand as she wiped the substance from her eyes. Harry summoned the wand to him as he cautiously stepped forward. "Fleur…?" he asked cautiously.

Fleur looked up at him in alarm, her eyes back to their natural blue state. "'Arry?" she asked tentatively. "What 'as happened? How did I get here?"

"You were placed under an Imperius Curse," Harry explained. "I just lifted it."

Fleur winced as she felt her face; tiny shards of glass were embedded into her skin from the Auror's Toolkit, causing pinpricks of blood to appear all over her face, chest and arms. "Sorry about that," Harry muttered, using a modified Summoning Charm to remove as much of the glass from her body as possible. He then conjured a small cloth and handed it to her, allowing her to wipe the blood, sweat and potion from her face.

"Thank you," Fleur muttered. She looked down and hurriedly re-buttoned her top, looking embarrassed. "I 'ope I did not harm anyone else."

"You may have gotten to Krum," Harry said apologetically. "But I doubt you did any lasting damage. Remember, we aren't the primary target of this plot."

"Yes, right," Fleur nodded, taking a deep steadying breath. "'Ave you seen Longbottom?"

"Not since the start," Harry sighed. "We'd best hurry to get to the Cup before he does."

"We?" Fleur asked, raising her eyebrows. "You do not wish to part ways?"

"And risk one of us getting Imperiused again?" said Harry. "No chance. We're in this together now, Delacour."

He handed Fleur her wand back. She looked uncertain for a moment, then nodded in agreement.

"Lead the way, voyageur," she sighed.

Harry did so, pressing forward into the darkness once more. He felt marginally better with Fleur behind him, but not much. The true threat was not the unseen enemies trying to take them down – it was the unaware fourteen-year-old elsewhere in the maze, oblivious to the danger, rushing forward to claim a prize that would be his ruin.

Harry and Fleur encountered a few more beasts along the way, but fortunately none too difficult to deal with. Another Ashwinder, a few acromantulas, and a Skrewt which Fleur cleverly encased in ice long enough for them to slip past. Harry was correct that the path to the Cup was far more difficult this time around, with the impostor throwing as much in their path as he could to slow them down. But thus far, they were managing just fine, thanks in part to their extensive research together in the weeks prior.

They were only forced to stop in their tracks when they reached the sphinx, sitting in their way and smiling mysteriously at them. "You are close to your goal, young ones," said the sphinx. "And you are not the first to reach me. Will you turn and find a different path like the other, or answer my riddle?"

"Let's hear it, then," Harry sighed impatiently. Fortunately, being a Ravenclaw had given him plenty of experience with cryptic riddles to enter the common room each night.

The sphinx smiled wider and recited her riddle:

"I am forged in flame, though cold to the touch,

Something highly coveted, but not appreciated as such.

The result of desperation, something difficult to swallow,

You may have asked for me, but I'll leave you feeling hollow."

"Forged in flame…" Fleur muttered, her eyes scrunched up in concentration. Harry too pondered the clues, though he suspected the flame bit was a misdirection. Metaphorical flames, perhaps...cold to the touch...difficult to swallow...he couldn't think of any object that fit the description. Unless it wasn't an object at all...some kind of idea or concept...a desired outcome, but one with negative consequences…

"A Pyrrhic victory," Harry concluded.

The sphinx smiled and stepped aside for them to pass. Wasting no time, Harry grabbed Fleur's wrist and hurried forward with her, not wanting to waste any more time. Neville could have already found an alternate way through...they had to hurry before he reached the Cup on his own…

Then, Fleur gave a shuddering wail of despair as they rounded the corner. A pale figure was lying sprawled on the ground before them: her sister, Gabrielle, eyes staring vacantly at the sky. "It's alright," Harry reassured Fleur, stepping forward as the prone figure on the ground transformed into his own sister, Dahlia, with a crack. He calmly pointed his wand and muttered, "Riddikulus."

The boggart vanished into the night, and they pressed onward. The maze was darkening the further they went, indicating that they were approaching the center.We have to be near the Cup now, Harry thought. Hopefully Neville hasn't reached it yet. But there was no use in worrying over outcomes beyond his control. He continued onward, sensing the end was near, their goal in sight…

And there it was. Around the next bend, the shimmering Triwizard Cup, not yet claimed by Neville or anyone else. Harry and Fleur paused, momentarily transfixed by the sight.

"There it is," Fleur breathed, staring at the Cup. "It is almost over."

"Not quite," Harry reminded her. "We have to be very, very careful. If it is a Portkey, we'll need to have the judges come to inspect it before we do anything else."

"And 'ow will we know if it is a Portkey?" Fleur asked.

"Good question," Harry muttered. "Perhaps some diagnostic charms will tell us the truth?"

"Pah," Fleur scoffed with a grin. "And you told me zat curse detection would be useless in ze task! Allow me."

Fleur approached the plinth upon which sat the Triwizard Cup. "Be careful not to touch it!" Harry reminded her, slowly following her.

"I know, thank you," Fleur said snippily. She paused in front of the Cup, eyeing it warily. She drew her wand and waved it over the Cup, muttering incantations under her breath. Harry watched as pulses of magic washed over the two of them, providing Fleur feedback that he did not know how to analyze himself. Something to file away for later study, he decided.

"I sense a few enchantments on ze Cup," Fleur announced. "A Flesh-Detection Charm and an Alarm Ward, although ze latter 'as been deactivated."

"Probably meant to alert the judges to who touched the Cup first," Harry reasoned. "What else?"

"Something else," Fleur muttered, frowning as she analyzed whatever her spells were telling her. "Ah, yes, a Portkey. Eet is well-hidden within the other magic of ze Cup."

"Can you tell where it would take us?" Harry asked.

"Non, not exactly," Fleur frowned. "Somewhere very far from 'ere."

"Little Hangleton," Harry muttered under his breath, nodding to himself. "That settles it, then. We call the judges and see what they have to say."

Harry raised his wand and fired red sparks into the air, briefly lighting up the night sky.

"Doesn't zat mean you 'ave forfeited the task?" Fleur asked.

"I don't bloody care," Harry laughed. "I would have forfeited a long time ago if I wasn't trying to protect Neville."

"You are too noble for your own good," Fleur chastised him with a smile. "I suspect you would 'ave wiped ze floor with all of us if you were not—"

There was suddenly a powerful gust of wind, knocking both Fleur and Harry backwards from the plinth. They quickly got back to their feet, struggling against the gale-force winds attempting to push them farther back into the maze. "What is this?" Fleur asked worriedly.

"Our impostor probably isn't too happy we're between Neville and the trap," Harry muttered. He swiped his wand fiercely, sending a rush of wind of his own directly into the gust, neutralizing it. "SHOW YOURSELF, YOU COWARD!" he shouted into the night. "FIGHT US FACE TO FACE LIKE A MAN!"

Whoever lurked in the shadows did not respond – at least verbally. Harry heard a twisting and snarling of vines to his right, causing him to redirect his attention there. The nearest wall of the maze appeared to be retreating from him, leaving him and Fleur in a rather empty stretch of land. "What is 'appening?" Fleur asked nervously.

"Be ready to fight," Harry growled. He didn't know exactly what was about to happen, but he knew it wasn't good.

His suspicions were confirmed when the shifting maze wall retreated abruptly into the earth. Revealing the army of creatures waiting to strike on the other side.

Harry leapt into action at the same time as the waiting beasts. He unleashed a torrent of flames from his wand, causing the acromantulas at the head of the pack to flee in terror. But the flames did nothing to stop the Blast-Ended Skrewts that followed, continuing to charge at the two Champions.

"'Arry, what do we do?" a horrified Fleur asked, her jinxes bouncing harmlessly off the shells of the incoming Skrewts.

"Aim for their underbellies!" Harry shouted, currently preoccupied with dispatching an attacking sphinx by tethering it to the ground with conjured chains.

"I cannot see ze underbellies!" Fleur shrieked with terror.

"Then bloody well expose them!" Harry roared. With a mighty flick of his wand, the earth beneath the Skrewts launched them ten feet into the air. Fleur did not hesitate to begin firing Stunners at the exposed flesh, taking several of them out of commission.

A flash of movement caught Harry's eye in his peripherals. He turned, half-expecting to see another creature sneaking around him for a surprise attack. But what he saw instead horrified him even more: Neville had apparently taken their temporary distraction as an opportunity to make a run for the Cup. Harry saw the look of undisguised greed in the boy's face, the promise of fame and glory shining in his eyes as he sprinted headlong into Voldemort's trap…

"NEVILLE, NO!" Harry shouted, firing a powerful Banishing Charm at the boy. Neville was launched off his feet, colliding with a nearby hedge and becoming entangled by it. Harry turned his attention to the Cup, intending to place a repelling ward around it—

But a scream from behind him diverted his attention once more. A Skrewt had gotten too close to Fleur, lighting the hem of her robes on fire. She panicked, falling to the ground, her attention split between trying to stop the oncoming beast and extinguish the flames, failing at both tasks.

And still all around Harry, more creatures were steadily approaching on all sides. Too many threats to deal with at once. He had to do something drastic to gain control of the situation.

Harry summoned as much magical power as he could muster. With a roar of great effort, he waved his wand around his head, causing chunks of earth, stone and hedges to swirl around him. He configured them into a makeshift dome, encircling the three Champions and the Cup, then swiped his wand downward. The gathered material was transfigured into steel, creating a metallic dome that loomed over their heads.

Creatures banged up against the makeshift cage, screeching their disapproval. Their prey was feet away but tantalizingly out of reach. With the immediate danger out of the way, Harry turned his attention back to Fleur, helping her extinguish the flames that had eaten away at her robes up to her knees.

"Are you okay?" he asked her.

"Fine," she grunted in obvious pain. From the angry red welts on her pale shins, she had sustained significant burns.

A rustling behind Harry made him turn once more; Neville had extricated himself from the hedge and was eyeing him warily. He was closer to the Cup than Harry was, and Harry wasn't sure if he had the strength remaining for another spell to stop him.

"Let me have this one, Potter," Neville shouted defiantly. "It's my victory. I've earned it."

"Neville, you idiot, shut up and listen for once!" Harry bellowed. "The Cup is a Portkey! If you touch it, you'll be captured by Voldemort!"

"You just don't want me to beat you!" Neville retorted. "The great Harry Potter, genius student and brilliant Quidditch player, can't stand to see someone else have the spotlight for even a second!"

"You think I give a shit about the spotlight?" Harry groaned. "I'm trying to protect you, you prick! I have been for the past four years!"

"I didn't bloody well ask for it!" Neville shouted. "Nobody respects me because you always show up and one-up me! And I'm sick of it! Maybe I want to be the one people look up to for once!"

"So you're a selfish, vain moron, got it," said Harry. "I should have just Stunned you and put you in a broom cupboard this morning. Then you wouldn't be making this so difficult for everyone."

"So you have been plotting against me!" Neville shouted in apparent triumph. "I've seen you talking to Fleur and Krum. That afraid of me, are you, that you had to team up with the other Champions to take me down?"

"None of us are enemies in this, Neville!" shouted Harry. "We're all being played by Voldemort, don't you get it? Didn't Dumbledore explain that to you?"

"There's nothing for him to explain," said Neville stubbornly. "Because you're making up fantasies to prevent something good happening to anyone but yourself!"

Bloody Dumbledore, Harry thought, angrily cursing the man for his stupidity. Of course he hadn't spoken to Neville, warned him of the dangers. He probably thought he was doing Neville a favor by sparing him from worrying about the hidden threat that he assumed to be benign. When – if – Harry got out of this maze, he was going to have a few choice words with the Headmaster.

"I'm not going to argue with you about this, Neville," Harry said, rubbing his temple tiredly. "Now, let's sit here and wait patiently for the judges to arrive, and then we can discuss—"

He was cut off by a loud hissing noise to his right. Harry turned as an Ashwinder wriggled through the bars of the cage, jumping up to snap at him. He dove to the ground to avoid it, then sprayed the snake with water until it retreated, still hissing angrily at him.

Harry got back to his feet and turned just in time to see Neville sprinting towards the Cup, triumph in his eyes. "NEVILLE, DON'T!" he bellowed.

Desperate, Harry thrust his wand forward and used the same Propulsion Charm he'd used in the lake for the previous task. He was lifted off his feet and dragged through the air, approaching the Cup with lightning speed. Neville's eyes widened as he saw Harry's hand outstretch towards the Cup, intending to grab it first. He too dove, fingertips extended to grab hold of it himself…

Neville's finger touched one handle of the Cup at the precise moment that Harry wrapped his hand around the other. Both boys immediately felt the tug behind the navel as the Portkey whisked them away from the maze to a destination far, far away…
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Harry landed awkwardly on his hands and knees, unable to right himself properly after such a haphazard Portkey journey. Neville similarly stumbled and fell sideways, knocking Harry to the grass.

"What the hell—?" Neville groaned. "Where are we?"

"Get off, you prat," Harry muttered, roughly shoving Neville out of irritation. "We're in deep shite, that's where."

"But...but it's over, right?" Neville said uncertainly. "The Tournament's over?"

"Sure is," Harry grumbled, hurrying to his feet. "And now the real task begins."

Harry tried spinning on the spot, unsurprised when he was unable to Apparate away. He then grabbed Neville's arm and touched the Triwizard Cup with the other hand, but nothing happened – the Portkey was inactive. Voldemort had wisely erected wards to prevent any magical form of escape.

"What is this place?" Neville asked, standing to get a look around.

"Keep your voice down," Harry hissed, pulling Neville down low. Through the dim moonlight, Harry saw hazy rows of tombstones extending out into the darkness, confirming his worst suspicions.

"Expecto patronum," Harry whispered, and his thestral Patronus erupted from his wand. "Go to Dumbledore, and then my father," Harry instructed the silvery specter. "Tell them we've been taken to the Little Hangleton graveyard. Voldemort is here. Come quickly." The Patronus shot off into the night, disappearing from sight.

"Who is that?" Neville asked, finger pointing shakily into the distance. Harry squinted and saw a huddled form moving in their direction. They only had seconds to spare until their location was revealed.

"Accio rubber balls," Harry muttered, jabbing his wand into the air. He expected to hear the sound of his buried claxons shrieking through the night, activated by his makeshift switches. But nothing happened.

Impossible, Harry thought. Have the claxons been discovered? Surely not...there was nothing magical about them to give them away to diagnostic charms.

"Accio red rubber balls," Harry growled, thrusting his wand back into the air. Then, when he was met once more with silence he tried, "Accio claxons!" Still there was nothing – his planted trap simply would not activate.

Just then, Neville howled with pain and dropped to the ground, clutching his scar in pain. "Harry!" Neville grunted through gritted teeth. "He's here!"

Harry didn't need to ask to know who Neville was referring to. Nor did he need to wait for the shuffling man to walk out into the moonlight to know that it was Pettigrew, holding a bundle of blankets that could only be one thing – or person.

A high, cold voice rang out into the night, causing a chill to run down Harry's spine: "Kill the spare."

"Neville, run!" Harry shouted, preparing to defend the boy helplessly writhing in pain at his feet. It wasn't until he saw Peter raise his wand that he remembered that he, Harry, was the spare.

"Avada Kedavra!"

Harry dove behind the nearest headstone as the flash of green light rocketed across the clearing towards him. It smashed into the stone, showering him with debris.

But Harry did not remain idle. He sprang back to his feet, firing a salvo of curses Pettigrew's way. Peter was forced to drop the bundle in his arms to defend himself, his Shield Charm barely withstanding the force of Harry's blows.

Harry did not slow down, ducking behind another headstone as he continued throwing spells without abandon. Bone-Breakers, Blood-Boilers, and every other nasty near-lethal spell Moody had taught him. Even in the dim lighting Harry could see Peter's eyes go wide, perhaps not anticipating such a powerful response.

"Finish him, you fool!" Voldemort shrieked from the ground. Peter snarled, his own return volley equally as lethal as Harry's. He was forced once again to dive behind a headstone, the curses sizzling menacingly overhead as they sailed off into the night.

It was difficult to break through Peter's defenses, reminding Harry much of their previous fights at Hogwarts. But it was apparent that Harry was far stronger now – he had the advantage in both stamina and raw power. His training had paid off...Peter's defenses were waning, and he was clearly on the back foot, forced to alternate between Shielding minor curses and ducking the nastier ones.

Finally, Harry got his opening. Peter tripped, falling flat on his back as his shield crumbled under a Blasting Curse. Harry, filled with hatred at the man who had ruined the last four years of his life, did not hold back in his anger:

"Crucio!"

Peter screamed in agony as Harry's curse connected, causing him to writhe about in the grass. Harry strode forward, heart pounding in his throat as he channeled his pent-up anger and aggression into the spell. After fifteen seconds or so he released the curse, causing Peter to gasp for air, still flat on his back.

Harry strode forward, standing over the man and aiming his wand at Peter's face. "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kill you," he spat.

He expected Peter to cower in fear and beg for mercy. What he didn't expect was for the man to laugh, an unsettling cackle of near-insanity. "You think this is funny, Pettigrew?" Harry demanded.

"You were right about the Potter boy, my Lord!" Peter laughed gleefully. "He does have a darker side to him!"

"What are you—?" Harry frowned. Then a jet of blue light hit him in the arm, causing his limbs to snap together as he toppled over backwards. He was powerless to do anything, staring straight up at the sky from his back, caught under the Body-Bind Curse.

Another black-robed figure strolled into view, face partially obscured by the hood pulled over his eyes. Harry only caught a glimpse of a pepper-gray beard peeking out from the shadowed face, as the figure pointed his wand down at him.

"Shall I finish him, my Lord?" the figure spoke in that maddeningly-familiar voice Harry still couldn't quite place.

"Not yet," came Voldemort's high voice. "Tie him up with the Longbottom boy. I wish to meet him face to face before he dies."

Harry was levitated into the air, transported back to where Neville still lay, cowering and moaning in pain from his scar. Harry floated helplessly towards a bubbling cauldron, full of what he was sure was the ritualistic potion to revive Voldemort to full strength.

Where the hell is Dumbledore? Harry thought helplessly. Surely his Patronus should have arrived by now. Had it failed to deliver the message? Was Dumbledore being held up by something – or someone? And what about Harry's father? Was he simply biding his time, rounding up the Aurors? They ought to be here already!

The hooded figure deposited Harry on the ground in front of a nondescript headstone as he attended to Neville. As he did so, Harry managed to barely make out the inscription carved upon it:

Unknown mother

? - 31 December 1926

Survived by her son

Ecclesiastes 3:1-2

As Neville was roughly tied to the headstone beside him, Harry's stomach lurched as he realized who was buried beneath their feet. This isn't Little Hangleton, he realized with horror. We're at the wrong graveyard.

Through the darkness now Harry saw the outline of the office building he'd visited with Saul the previous summer, once the site of the orphanage in London where Voldemort had grown up. He'd never thought to wonder what became of Merope Gaunt after she passed away following her son's birth. Now, he knew...and he was powerless to stop what Voldemort had planned with her tonight.

Harry was re-positioned so that he was facing the cauldron alongside Neville. Peter staggered back into view, shaking from Harry's brief torture but no less determined to fulfill his task. He carried the bundle of blankets containing Voldemort up to the cauldron and dumped him inside, causing a loud splash as the baby-like figure dropped in.

"Bone of the mother," Peter chanted, "unwillingly given to restore her son." The ground at Harry's feet split open, as a single bone levitated upwards and into the cauldron, which began to hiss and spit violently.

If I could somehow summon my wand… Harry thought, straining to use silent and wandless magic to retrieve his only tool. Or else Dumbledore will never figure out where we are…

"Blood of the enemy," Peter continued, stalking over towards the two boys, "forcibly taken."

As the hooded figure watched on menacingly, Peter knelt beside Neville and slashed his upper arm with a silver knife, causing the boy to groan in discomfort. Peter brought the knife back to the cauldron and flicked the blood into the mix, causing another violent stirring within.

"Flesh of the servant," Peter trembled, holding the knife aloft, "w-willingly sacrificed." Harry averted his eyes as Peter severed his own hand, howling in pain but nevertheless dropping his offering into the cauldron.

"And s-soul of the host," Peter whimpered, "reunited with the body to become whole again." Harry saw Peter retrieve the diadem of Ravenclaw from within his robes, shakily dropping it into the cauldron. He fell backwards, clutching his stump of an arm as the cauldron began to boil over, angry multi-colored bubbles foaming out of the top as it did its work.

Harry silently prayed that something would go wrong, that somehow Voldemort was mistaken as to the identity of the bones he'd taken. But he knew deep down that it would not. Soon the cauldron was engulfed in radiant flames, and when they subsided, a hunched figure remained in its place. Black smoke billowed around it, forming into robes as the figure stood upright. Harry gawked in horror at the visage of the Dark Lord standing before him, but not the one he expected.

Voldemort did not resemble the same pale, noseless, snakelike figure he had in Harry's last timeline. He much more closely resembled the memory of Tom Riddle from the diary, with wavy brown hair and smooth, handsome facial features. The man appeared to be in his late thirties or early forties – perhaps the age he'd been when the diadem Horcrux was created, Harry realized. But when Voldemort turned to face the two boys tied up at his feet, there was no mistaking those blood-red eyes, devoid of all semblance of humanity.

"My wand, Wormtail," Voldemort said. He no longer sounded high and reedy: he spoke with the eloquence and command of someone far younger, still in his prime. A quivering Peter reached back into his robes and withdrew the familiar bone-white wand, which Voldemort took and turned over in his palm contemplatively.

"Now, your arm," he demanded. Peter tried to proffer his injured arm, but Voldemort roughly grabbed the intact one, pulling down the sleeve to reveal the Dark Mark branded upon it. He pressed his wand to the mark, causing it to illuminate in dark black ink, summoning the other Death Eaters to join them.

As he waited for the new arrivals, Voldemort stalked over towards Harry and Neville, examining them both curiously. "How kind of you to join us this evening, boys," he said with a mocking smile. "We had a last-minute change of venue, of course...I know not how Dumbledore discovered my plans and sabotaged my father's grave, but fortunately, I had a spare parent to work with."

I should have just left Riddle's bones alone, Harry thought miserably. We would be in Little Hangleton right now. Dumbledore and the Aurors are probably there right now, wondering where we are.

"Though I do wonder how it is that you managed to find yourself here, Harry Potter," Voldemort continued. "I was not expecting you to reach the Portkey."

He flicked his wand to release Harry from his Body-Bind Curse, allowing him to speak through his bindings. "I have a habit of showing up where I'm not wanted," Harry growled.

"So I have heard," Voldemort mused. "I admit I was not terribly surprised that you survived the three Tasks, though I had hoped otherwise. I often wondered, after our first meeting three years ago, if you could have truly been the one after all."

"The one?" Harry frowned.

"But then, Dumbledore did not tell you?" Voldemort laughed in surprise. "The great fool has kept the truth from you all these years? The reason your fate has been linked to Longbottom's from birth?"

The prophecy, Harry realized with a jolt. So he was a part of it after all. Did Voldemort know its contents? Would he share it with Harry if prompted?

"Erm...I don't know what you're talking about," Harry lied.

Voldemort narrowed his eyes at Harry, as though sensing he knew more than he was letting on. "Hmph," Voldemort muttered. "Perhaps you do know after all. You would not seek trouble so readily otherwise. If you believed a meeting such as this to be inevitable…"

"Inevitable?" Harry repeated, heart hammering.

"It matters not now," said Voldemort. "I have you both here, and you shall both die tonight. Ah, and here come our distinguished guests."

The moonlit sky was darkened by the arrival of smoky figures, resolving themselves into the form of Death Eaters as they landed in the graveyard. To Harry's horror, there were far, far more present here than in the last timeline – rather than seven or eight faithful servants, there were nearly three dozen of them, forming a layered semi-circle around the Dark Lord. Even Voldemort seemed surprised by the number.

"Well, this is many more than I had called for," Voldemort mused. "What is the meaning of this?"

"My Lord," drawled a familiar voice, as a hooded Lucius Malfoy shuffled forward and dropped to one knee. "I have taken the initiative to begin recruiting. When I learned of your impending return, I began reaching out to interested parties. They are here on my invitation, to commit themselves to your cause."

When the hell did this happen? an alarmed Harry wondered. The Lucius he knew from the previous timeline had been a pathetic coward of a man, abandoning his Lord the second he could. But now he was showing true dedication?

"And how did you come to know I would return?" Voldemort asked, sounding a bit suspicious himself.

"There were signs, my Lord," Lucius said. "There were whispers...James Potter attempting to sway the Minister, to convince him of your rising threat level...his son, claiming to have encountered you at Hogwarts...but Fudge never knew, never suspected the truth…"

"And so it shall remain," Voldemort nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer. "You have done well, Lucius. Your new recruits shall be Marked and initiated this very evening, if I deem them worthy."

The other hooded figures shuffled in apparent excitement at this. Harry felt his stomach drop, realizing that his proactive measures to combat Voldemort's return may have inadvertently boosted the Dark Lord's recruiting numbers.

"For those of you who are new here," Voldemort proclaimed, addressing the sizable crowd before him, "behold: I am Lord Voldemort. In the flesh, despite false rumors of my death. If you came only to assuage your doubts of my existence, be assured that I have returned to full strength. If any of you wishes to leave, now would be the time, but I would not recommend turning your back against me."

Several masked figures shuffled uncomfortably at this thinly-veiled threat. Not a soul moved.

"Very good," Voldemort smiled. "Tonight marks the beginning of a new era for magical Britain. The scourge of impure bloodlines taking control of our great nation, under the tyranny of Muggle-lover Albus Dumbledore, will soon come to an end. With your help, I will purge this nation of its filth, and return power to those who truly deserve it."

There were excited murmurs throughout the crowd, no doubt mainly comprised of pure-bloods. Harry wondered bitterly how many of them were secretly hiding Muggle-born relatives in their family trees, or perhaps even had Muggle parentage of their own.

"Lord Voldemort rewards those who are most faithful to him," Voldemort continued. "I first wish to acknowledge the great wizard Peter Pettigrew."

There were muffled scoffs and guffaws of laughter as Peter shakily stood to join Voldemort. "Do not laugh!" Voldemort shouted, and a fearful silence fell over the onlookers. "You think this man weak? You think him not great? None of you underwent the trials and tribulations this man did. He broke out of Azkaban Prison, stole riches from Hogwarts Castle from right under Dumbledore's nose, and brought me back to full strength. Show him the respect he is due!"

Hesitantly, the onlooking Death Eaters dropped to one knee as a show of submission. Peter looked pleased by the praise, and Harry knew from the previous year just how susceptible the man was to positive affirmation. And the man looked even more pleased when Voldemort waved his wand, conjuring a silver hand to replace the bloody stump left behind by the ritual.

"I also wish to acknowledge another," Voldemort continued as he beckoned for Peter to return to the circle. "A new recruit, one who has served at my side faithfully for the past year – though he might interpret that statement somewhat differently."

"My Lord," said the mysterious hooded figure, striding forward and dropping to one knee.

"I am told that our new recruit wishes to discard his old name and adopt another," said Voldemort. "Have you decided on your new moniker?"

"Yes, my Lord," said the man. "I wish to be known as the Reaver."

Voldemort chuckled appreciatively at this. "How apt," he said. "Very well, Reaver. Are you prepared to complete the final task I have set for you?"

"I am, my Lord."

"Good," said Voldemort. "The castle should be free and clear for you to do as you need, with everyone else distracted with the Third Task. Retrieve what I seek and return to me...and this time, do not bother maintaining appearances if you are discovered. Your subterfuge will no longer be needed after tonight."

"As you wish, my Lord," said the man now known as 'Reaver'. He reached into his robes and rummaged around his neckline for something, and Harry's heart plummeted when he saw his own stolen Time-Turner, gleaming on its golden chain. The man turned the hourglass over three times, and promptly disappeared into the past. Harry imagined him reappearing and informing Pettigrew of the ritual's success in this exact same spot, several hours prior.

"And finally, some unfinished business!" Voldemort announced, returning all attention to himself. "As you can see, ladies and gentlemen, we are joined by two guests this evening. I assume most of you know who they are: Harry Potter, son of the Auror James Potter, and Neville Longbottom, the so-called 'Boy Who Lived'."

The Death Eaters, now noticing the two teens tied to the headstone for the first time, jeered and laughed openly at the boys' plight.

"There are still those who believe Longbottom is somehow more powerful than I, the greatest wizard of all time!" Voldemort scoffed. "I hope that tonight will dispel any such rumors, as I will see to it that nobody ever mistakes the boy's luck for skill ever again." The Death Eaters snickered at the morbid implications of that statement.

"First, however, I wish to make the acquaintance of our other young friend," said Voldemort. He flicked his wand again, releasing Harry from his binds. "Stand up, Mr. Potter, so everyone can see you properly."

Harry shakily did so, looking around subtly for any kind of escape. He had no wand, but he could make a run for the exit somehow. But as he looked for a way out, the Death Eaters began to spread out in a wide circle around them, ensuring that he had no clear path to run to.

"Let me kill the boy, my Lord," Lucius Malfoy spat. "He and his father have caused me much grief these past few years."

"You will have your opportunity, Lucius," Voldemort dismissed him. "First, I must offer the boy a choice."

"What kind of choice?" Harry demanded, forcing himself to not sound afraid.

"A simple one," Voldemort smiled. "Join me, or die."

Harry blinked; he had not expected this. "Why would you want me to join you?" he demanded.

"You are talented, there is no doubt," said Voldemort. "I could mold you into a powerful wizard, more powerful than any besides myself. And more importantly, I would be able to show magical Britain how the mighty Potter name has fallen – how even the son of the leader of the Light can be swayed by the Dark."

Harry heard the appreciative chuckles of the Death Eaters around him. He could see the logic in it: James Potter would be a major source of inspiration in the coming war, and for the public to see his own son turned against him would be a crippling blow to his reputation.

"I choose neither," Harry said defiantly. "I want nothing to do with you."

"Neutrality is not an option, Harry Potter!" Voldemort spat. "Choose, or I will hunt your family down and flay them all alive – even your pretty little sister."

Harry weighed his options. He had no desire to join Voldemort, but he wondered if he could buy himself enough time for someone to come and rescue them. Perhaps Dumbledore would be able to figure out their location with time? Would he have known where Voldemort's mother was buried, if he traveled to Little Hangleton and found the graveyard there deserted? It was worth a try.

"What would I have to do to join you?" Harry asked.

The Death Eaters scoffed in disbelief at this. "Surely he jests!" a voice rang out. "The Potters are your biggest enemies. He is lying, my Lord."

"I am well aware of his father's allegiances," Voldemort said evenly. "But I am also aware that we are not our fathers, are we not? Merlin knows I have nothing in common with my own. So what about it, Harry? Would you pledge your allegiance to me?"

"Let Neville go and I'll do it," Harry said boldly.

The Death Eaters laughed even harder at his bravado. "You have no bargaining power here, Harry," Voldemort chided him. "You will submit to me and take my Mark, or die alongside your little friend. Decide now."

Harry looked at Neville. The boy was staring at him, horrified...whether from the Dark Lord or from Harry actually considering the offer, he couldn't be sure.

"I propose an alternative," said Harry. "A duel, one on one. You and me."

The Death Eaters murmured in disbelief at his audacious request. Even Voldemort seemed momentarily stunned, before his face broke out in a malevolent grin.

"You wish to challenge me?" Voldemort chuckled. "A fourteen year old boy, up against the most fearsome Dark Wizard alive?"

"That's right," Harry nodded. "If I win, I get to walk away."

Harry hoped that he could goad Voldemort into a fight by appealing to the man's ego. And by the thoughtful look on Voldemort's face, he seemed to actually consider the offer. Harry knew he stood little chance against the Dark Lord, but he could see no other alternative. He had to buy time somehow...to stall Voldemort long enough for help to arrive…

"Very well, Harry Potter," Voldemort eventually said. "I accept your terms. A duel for your life."

"My Lord," Lucius breathed, shuffling forward nervously. "I must advise against this. The Potter boy is more skilled than you realize—"

"More skilled than I, Lucius?" Voldemort demanded, eyes flashing dangerously at the remark. "More skilled than the most dangerous wizard of all time? I think not. I have heard of your failures at the World Cup at Mr. Potter's hand, but do not mistake his luck for talent."

Lucius bowed, looking cowed, and silently retreated back into the circle of followers. Peter stepped forward into the clearing, and at Voldemort's urging, he handed Harry his wand back before retreating as well.

"Whenever you are ready, Mr. Potter," Voldemort smiled, dropping into a mocking bow and preparing for a fight.

Harry twirled his wand between his fingers, steeling himself for the worst. There was no running, no Disapparating away...he would simply have to fight, and hope for the best.

He held nothing back, firing the most powerful spells he could muster at Voldemort. The Dark Lord did not even flinch at the display of dangerous magic, simply absorbing them all with a shimmering silver Shield Charm, an advanced one that Harry did not even recognize.

Harry did not remain idle, firing another flurry of curses while also flicking his wand upwards. Chunks of earth were gauged out of the ground, which Harry sent flying at Voldemort before transfiguring them into molten lava. Voldemort actually laughed as he calmly pointed his wand at the red-hot material, hardening it and allowing it to fall harmlessly to his feet with a dull thud.

"I see your father's influence in your fighting style," Voldemort remarked. "He is a Transfiguration specialist, is he not? He is lucky I was interrupted before being able to kill him in the last war."

"Do not mistake his talent for luck," Harry retorted, throwing Voldemort's words back at him. The Dark Lord sneered, but merely readied himself for the duel to resume.

Harry threw another bout of dangerous curses his enemy's way, looking for any sort of opening. But Voldemort's defenses were air-tight; his Shields and parries were precise and impeccably-timed, as were his deft movements to avoid the select spells he couldn't easily block.

Harry couldn't shake the feeling that Voldemort was just toying with him. He made no effort to return fire, simply allowing Harry to unload his arsenal against him. He was simply watching, assessing, judging. Getting the measure for the young man Harry had become. And it was disconcerting just how easily he was able to neutralize everything Harry threw his way.

"Homunculi speculo!" Harry shouted, splitting his consciousness between three bodies. There were murmurs of surprise from the Death Eaters at this advanced display, but Voldemort was unmoved.

"I do wonder who taught you illusory magic," Voldemort mused, eyeing the three Harry Potters before him. "Although I hear the Auror Moody has taken a Metamorphmagus as his latest protegee? Perhaps you've spent time training with her."

Harry ignored him. He flitted his consciousness between each of the three bodies, firing spells from each in turn. Voldemort stepped to and fro, dodging and blocking the onslaught coming from three different sources. But he still wore a broad smile, as if enjoying the fight, rather than treating it as a serious matter of life or death.

Eventually, the Dark Lord reacted, waiting for a pause in Harry's attacks to unleash a torrent of black smoke at all three of the copies at once. Harry wasn't sure what it was, but he knew he didn't want it to hit him. He released his hold on two of the copies of himself and focused on defending himself within the third, summoning a blast of wind to dissipate the smoke and keep it away from himself, forcing Voldemort to cancel the spell before it could hit his own followers.

"I am not so easily fooled, Harry Potter," Voldemort scoffed. "You must be better than that if you hope to best me!"

Harry knew he had to try something desperate, something Voldemort wouldn't expect. He tried a high/low combination Moody had taught him, diverting the enemy's attention to two separate threats while leaving a potential opening for a third. Voldemort Shielded the lower one while ducking beneath the higher one, leaving Harry with a brief window to slip something through:

"Imperio!"

For the briefest of moments, Harry was granted a glimpse of the dark, twisted inner workings of the Dark Lord's mind as his own attempted to overpower it. Then Voldemort's Occlumency shields slammed back into place and Harry was forced backwards, physically and mentally, as the two glared at one another from across the clearing.

"An Unforgivable Curse, Harry?" Voldemort asked, and he actually looked angry this time. "Has Moody been teaching you how to fight dirty to get what you want?"

"I've picked up a few things of my own," Harry countered. "Are you the sum of every teacher you've ever had, Tom?"

Voldemort's nostrils flared dangerously, but he did not argue the point. "Enough games, Potter," he snarled. "Time to show you what magic can truly be capable of."

Now it was Voldemort's turn to go on the offensive. Harry's eyes widened at the ominous, crackling bolts of light sent his way, forced to dodge the majority he didn't recognize while only Shielding and blocking the ones he couldn't afford to. The Dark Lord's wand was a blur in the night, launching curses with speed and power Harry hadn't imagined possible. Voldemort was truly superhuman – whatever rituals he'd performed on himself gave him unreal reaction speeds and spell-casting capabilities few men could ever dream of.

Harry quickly realized it was a lost cause. He was already winded, his magical power waning fast under the onslaught of powerful magic. He fought valiantly, despite knowing the end was near. It was only a matter of time before his defenses faltered.

Finally, they did. Harry batted aside a Blood-Boiling Curse, only to be faced with an ominous blast of jet-black energy directly at his head. Harry flattened himself to the ground to avoid it, twisting desperately to raise his wand to deflect the next curse, but the follow-up Bone-Breaker Curse hit him in the left upper arm, causing him to cry out in pain and drop his wand.

He desperately tried to pick it up again, but he was granted no reprieve as he heard Voldemort's triumphant voice shout out into the night: "Crucio!"

Harry's body exploded with pain. It was a slow death by a thousand tiny knives, stabbing him repeatedly from all sides, inside and out. He didn't know how long he was held under the torture, but by the time Voldemort lifted the curse, his voice was gone and his mouth gaped open in a noiseless scream of pure agony.

Harry fought to maintain consciousness, twitching helplessly and gasping for air. He heard the appreciative laughter of the gathered Death Eaters, and the soft footfalls in the grass as the Dark Lord approached his fallen foe.

"You fought well, Mr. Potter," Voldemort appraised the teen, towering over him with a mocking smile. "Lord Voldemort respects talent, and you have it in spades. You may have surpassed even your own father one day, if not for me."

Harry could not muster a response. He merely glared balefully up at the Dark Lord, refusing to show fear in what would surely be his last moments.

"Farewell, Harry Potter," Voldemort sighed, almost sounding disappointed as he aimed his wand between Harry's eyes. "As a reward for your efforts, I will make your death quick and painless. Avada—"

"Wait!"

Voldemort paused, the green glow of his wand tip extinguishing as he turned towards the disruption: Neville was struggling against his bonds. "I wish to bargain as well. A duel for a life."

"I will be happy to grant you the same chance that Mr. Potter had," Voldemort said evenly, "as soon as I have finished with—"

"Not for my own life," Neville interrupted. "For Harry's life."

Both Harry and Voldemort narrowed their eyes in confusion at this statement. "You wish to test yourself against me...to save your friend?" Voldemort repeated.

"That's right."

"Don't bother, Neville," Harry rasped through gritted teeth. "I'm dead already."

"It's my fault you're in this mess to begin with!" Neville protested. "I'm the one that should die, not you. If I win, Harry walks free...I won't flee either way."

Voldemort remained silent in the face of this proposal. The crowd of Death Eaters began to whisper all around them at this new development. That seemed to make up the Dark Lord's mind – tonight was clearly about theatrics for him, and he wasn't going to show weakness in front of an audience.

"Very well, Neville," said Voldemort. "A duel for your friend's life. Honorable, but foolish."

Voldemort strode away from Harry and flicked his wand to free Neville from his bindings. Harry saw the boy shakily stand, eyes still squinting against the obvious pain in his scar, and shuffle forward into the clearing. Noble prick, Harry thought – he couldn't even bring himself to be angry with the boy now, who had clearly seen the error in his ways.

Peter came forth and handed Neville his wand. Harry watched as the teen nervously flicked the holly wand between his fingers. The twin cores, Harry realized...Neville was the one with the phoenix feather wand in this timeline. Would that protect him once more? Would he have the strength to overpower Voldemort if their wands connected?

Harry, along with the gathered Death Eaters, could only watch on with bated breath as Neville squared off across from Voldemort. "Whenever you're ready, young Longbottom," Voldemort smiled, giving Neville a mocking bow. Harry saw the dangerous glint in his eyes that told him the Dark Lord would not be playing games this time – he sought to kill.

Neville eyed his arch nemesis warily for a moment. Then, a look of determination – or was it resignation? – crossed over his features, as he and Voldemort both shouted into the night:

"Stupefy!"

"Avada Kedavra!"

The red and green bolts of light met in the center of the clearing, and immediately erupted into a golden beam of light, connecting the two wands together. Both Neville and Voldemort looked shocked by this development, but neither broke the connection.

"What is this magic?!" Voldemort snarled.

"Don't let go, Neville!" Harry shouted hoarsely. The boy briefly jerked his head in confusion towards Harry, but quickly returned his attention to the matter at hand, placing both hands on his wand in a desperate attempt to hold on.

A brilliant glow rose up above the two combatants, as a large golden dome of light appeared over their heads. The gathered Death Eaters shouted in fear and confusion as both Neville and Voldemort disappeared within the opaque dome, with none able to see what was transpiring within.

"Do nothing!" Voldemort shouted to his gathered followers. "He's mine to finish! Mine alone!"

Come on, Neville, Harry thought desperately, nursing his broken arm as he began to slowly inch his way over to his wand. Just keep holding on. If he could reach the spot where he wand lay, he might be able to pull off one last desperate stunt to get them out of this mess. He could send another Patronus to Dumbledore...perhaps re-activate the Portkey and escape…

Harry was forced to avert his eyes as a blinding flash of light flared up, illuminating his entire vision. At first he thought it was a side-effect of the golden dome erected around Voldemort and Neville. But when Harry opened his eyes once more, his heart soared when he saw Albus Dumbledore appear in the center of the courtyard, Fawkes the phoenix on his shoulder, looking absolutely furious.

The Death Eaters clearly noticed him too. "It's Dumbledore!" one of them shrieked in terror. Several of them tried to Apparate away, but were unable to due to the wards. Several were struck down immediately as Dumbledore began to rain down spells upon the hooded figures.

"Harry!" Dumbledore shouted over his shoulder. "Where is Neville?"

"In the dome, with Voldemort!" Harry shouted back. Dumbledore cast a worried look at the golden dome before resuming his assault, forcing the Death Eaters to scatter around the graveyard.

More people were rushing into the graveyard now, causing Harry's heart to leap: his father, James, followed soon after by Moody, Tonks, Shacklebolt, and numerous other Aurors. They immediately began to engage with the Death Eaters, who found themselves with no choice but to fight back. Soon the darkened space was illuminated not only by the golden dome, but the flurry of spellfire being exchanged.

Harry dove to his left and grabbed his wand, just as his father appeared beside him. "Harry, you need to get out of here!" James said as he ducked underneath a Blood-Boiling Curse. "Get yourself back to the castle!"

"What about Neville?" Harry asked as his father helped him to his feet.

"Let us handle that," said James. "Now go!"

Harry's arm instinctively lashed out, batting aside a smoking yellow curse aimed at his father's head. He joined James in returning fire, causing the offending Death Eater to howl in pain from Harry's Bone-Breaker to the elbow before James' Stunner silenced him.

"They're escaping!" a gruff voice called out from Harry's left. He turned; a group of Death Eaters were sprinting for the gate, presumably to bypass the wards and Apparate away to freedom. Harry twirled his wand over his head like a lasso, latching onto the retreating figures and yanking them backwards. They were forced to resume the fight, Aurors raining down spells upon them.

"Nice one, kid!" the same voice appraised him. Harry turned to see Rufus Scrimgeour, a senior Auror he knew to be James' boss, grinning at him. He returned the gesture.

Then Harry gasped in horror as Scrimgeour took a sickly orange curse directly to the head, causing him to crumple to the ground and move no more.

Harry turned to engage the offender: Lucius Malfoy, his hood having slipped in the heat of battle. They glared at one another for a moment, then began to duel in earnest. Harry realized at once that he was the superior fighter; Lucius possessed a dangerous arsenal of spells, but was clearly out of shape and out of practice, his movements slow and erratic.

Harry transfigured a nearby headstone into stone daggers, launching them at Lucius from all sides. The silver-haired man raised a sloppy Shield Charm that the sharp objects nearly penetrated, then quickly retreated, seeking safety in numbers amongst his other hooded comrades.

"Fight me like a man, Malfoy!" Harry shouted angrily at the man. "I thought you wanted to kill me, or do you only hunt defenseless prey?"

But before Harry could re-engage with the man, there was a deafening crack as the golden dome at the center of the graveyard shattered, a shower of sparks raining down from above. Voldemort stood in plain view now, causing the collected Aurors to gasp in fear and awe. "He's real," muttered a dumb-founded Tonks to his right.

The tide of the battle shifted quite suddenly, as the Aurors now found themselves on the back foot with Voldemort entering the fray. His wand danced elegantly through the night, green bolts of death shooting out to seek more victims. Dumbledore was forced to focus on deflecting the Killing Curses to protect his allies, rather than engage the Dark Lord directly.

There was suddenly a high keening noise in the air, and Harry felt the magic in the air shift abruptly. "The wards are down!" a Death Eater shouted. At once hooded figures began to Disapparate from the graveyard, making their escape. Surely it's almost over now, Harry thought. Voldemort will retreat at any minute, and we'll be safe—

Then Harry was forced to duck as a fiery serpent dipped low overhead, nipping at his hair in a blaze of searing heat. Harry watched on in terror as Voldemort commanded a multi-headed serpent of Fiendfyre, lashing out against the various Aurors gathered around him. Dumbledore was attempting to counter with the same water serpent he'd used in the Room of Requirement the year before, though it was a tall task in containing the many heads of his opponent.

"Harry, go!" James roared as he rushed forward to aid Dumbledore in countering the Fiendfyre. "Get yourself to safety!"

Harry nodded, and prepared himself to Apparate back to Hogwarts. He felt a double sense of urgency now: not only did he need to escape Voldemort, he knew the mystery man, the 'Reaver', would have a clear path to his goal at the school with no Aurors or Dumbledore to stop him. Whatever he was after, Harry was the only person who could raise the alarm and attempt to get in his way.

Then Harry spotted a figure cowering behind a headstone: Neville, just a few meters away from the Dark Lord, spells and fiery debris raining down all around him. He looked utterly lost and defenseless, and would certainly become collateral damage if this destructive fight continued for much longer.

Neville had attempted to lay down his life for Harry's tonight. No matter the consequences, Harry couldn't let that deed go unrecognized.

He changed course, sprinting directly into the heart of the action instead of away from it. "NO, HARRY!" James shouted. This got Voldemort's attention, who turned to see Harry running directly towards him. Harry's stomach dropped as the handsome Dark Lord grinned and directed his wand towards Harry—

Harry dove at the same moment a fiery serpent head lunged directly at him. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as the Fiendfyre approached, maw opened wide to consume him in a fiery death. But with the skill of a Seeker, Harry twisted in midair, hand catching hold of Neville's arm just before he Disapparated, leaving the heat of the graveyard behind as the two boys vanished into the crushing darkness.

A/N: Final predictions about the impostor/mystery man/'Reaver'? Who is he, what is he after, and how has he gone undetected for so long? The answers are coming next chapter, and I can't wait to drop the bombshell!
Year 4-19: The Reaver's Tale

A/N: Since the beginning of Year Two, I have been building up towards a massive reveal that has been brewing in the background of this fic. And the moment has finally arrived. Somehow, despite me leaving behind some pretty BIG clues, so far nobody has guessed the full truth. Enjoy the ride!

For the second time that evening, Harry found himself face-down in the grass from the rough long-distance journey. He could still faintly smell sulfur and ash wafting from his clothes, telling him their escape from the Fiendfyre had been quite the close call. He raised his head to see that they had arrived at his intended destination: the gates of Hogwarts, the castle glowing warmly atop the hill before them.

To his left, he heard Neville retching from the unpleasant Apparation beside him, letting him know the boy was still alive. "Alright there, Neville?" Harry asked, groaning as he forced himself to his feet.

"I think so," Neville said shakily. "Why the hell did you come back for me?"

"You offered to die for me back there," Harry shrugged. "Seemed only fair."

Neville studied Harry for a moment, then looked up to the castle. "What do we do now?" he asked.

"We find help," Harry said firmly. He led the way through the gate, which was thankfully unlocked, and headed up the darkened path towards the castle.

Harry had no clue how much time had passed since the Third Task began – likely several hours by now. Far off to his right, Harry could see the entrance to the maze, but the bleachers were long deserted, an uncomfortable silence settling over the grounds. "Where is everybody?" Neville wondered aloud, mirroring Harry's thoughts.

Then, a booming voice echoed across the grass towards them. "Potter? Longbottom?" Hagrid gasped, shuffling through the darkness towards them, lantern in hand. "Blimey, are you two alrigh'?"

"We're fine, Hagrid," Harry lied, knowing time was of the essence. "Where is everyone?"

"Dumbledore 'n yer dad went off lookin' fer you two," Hagrid muttered. "Asked the staff ter take everyone else up to their dorms. What the ruddy hell happened ter you two?"

"Long story," Harry sighed, massaging his temple. His broken arm throbbed painfully and his body still involuntarily twitched every so often from the Cruciatus Curse, but adrenaline and sheer determination urged him onward. "Have you seen anyone acting suspiciously, Hagrid? I think something bad is going to happen in the castle tonight."

"Can't say fer certain," Hagrid said, stroking his beard. "It's been a mighty strange night all 'round, though, truth be told."

"What's wrong, Harry?" asked a frightened Neville. "You don't reckon Voldemort will come after us here?"

"His servant might," Harry muttered, remembering the mysterious 'Reaver' disappearing into the past. "He's after something Voldemort wants. And we're the only ones who know he's here. Come on."

"What's this abou' You-Know-Who, then?" Hagrid asked, but Harry was already off, running towards the castle, a bewildered Neville close behind him.

"Expecto patronum," Harry muttered, summoning his thestral Patronus. "Go to McGonagall. Tell her an impostor is in the castle as we speak. Make sure the students are safe, and Neville and I will meet her in the Headmaster's Office."

"Are you sure this is a good idea, Harry?" Neville asked worriedly as the silvery thestral galloped ahead of them up the hill. "Shouldn't we just find a place to hide or something?"

"You should," Harry corrected. "You're the one in more danger, and no offense, you're not as strong of a fighter."

"No," Neville said with surprising conviction. "I'm not letting you put yourself in danger alone. I'm coming with you."

Harry huffed, annoyed by the boy's obstinance. But he figured it would be smartest to keep Neville close in order to keep an eye on him, and there was logic in the safety of numbers. "Fine," he said. "Stay close to me, then."

They reached the Entrance Hall, which was eerily quiet. Harry poked his head into the Great Hall, only to find it deserted as well. He didn't like this...he wished there was a teacher or staff member patrolling nearby that he could recruit to the cause. But there was no time to waste searching for one. "Come on," Harry muttered, leading Neville down a hallway to the left.

They passed the kitchens, en route to the secret passageway that led up to the third floor not far from the Headmaster's Office. They reached the tapestry concealing the shortcut entrance, but before Harry could move it aside, he heard hushed voices floating down the corridor towards them. Harry shifted in front of Neville and drew his wand as the voices drew closer.

Two figures rounded the corridor and froze at the sight of the two boys. "Blimey, Harry, Neville, where have you been?" Cedric breathed. "Dumbledore sent an entire search party after you two!"

"What are you doing here?" Harry demanded, not lowering his wand.

"Damian was hungry," Cedric shrugged, indicating the younger boy beside him. "I offered to escort him to the kitchens for a snack."

"It's not safe out here," Harry warned. "There's someone dangerous in the castle tonight. Go back to your common room until Sprout says otherwise."

"But you're out here," Cedric frowned. "And Ravenclaw Tower's miles from here! What're you on about, Potter?"

"There's no time to explain!" Harry sighed exasperatedly. "We need to go, now. Get Damian back to his dorm."

"I'm not letting two fourth-years wander off alone on a night like tonight," Cedric said firmly. "Not when the entire Auror force is out looking for you. I'm pulling Prefect rank and taking you both back to your common rooms."

Harry massaged his temple in frustration. "We're going to see McGonagall in her office," he eventually said. "You can escort us there instead. Deal?"

Cedric studied Harry for a long moment, clearly conflicted. "Fine," he eventually nodded.

"I'm coming too!" Damian insisted.

"No, you're not!" Cedric and Harry said at the exact same time.

"Fine, then I'll just sneak out again after you leave," Damian said stubbornly, crossing his arms.

We don't have time for this, Harry thought. The impostor already had at least two hours' head start on whatever he was after, and for all they knew he could be nearing his goal at this very moment. "I don't care who comes," he eventually huffed. "But nobody's going off alone tonight. If you're coming, then come. And watch your backs."

Harry slipped behind the tapestry and began climbing up the sloped path to the third floor. Based on the numerous footfalls and sounds of panting behind him, all three of the other boys had followed.

He emerged on the third floor corridor, cautiously peering around the tapestry to ensure they were alone. "Wands out," he whispered, as Neville, Cedric and Damian climbed out behind him. "Cedric, where are all the professors?"

"No idea," Cedric muttered. "Must be with McGonagall, I reckon."

"Let's get there quickly, then," said Harry. He led the way down the hall in the direction of the Headmaster's Office, the other three following in his wake.

What Harry did not expect was for a fifth voice to breach the silence and call out after him: "Harry!" All four turned to see Luna Lovegood hustling down the corridor after them.

"Luna?" said Harry. "What are you doing out of Ravenclaw Tower?" That was in fact a question that could be applied at any point in the past few months: Luna had been reclusive lately, refusing to leave the common room except for meals and classes. She looked pale and sickly as ever, but currently her eyes were fearful and wide, and she walked with an urgency Harry hadn't seen from her before.

"Harry, we have to go see Professor Trelawney," she said in a dire tone.

"Trelawney?" Harry frowned, confused. The Divination professor had been equally reclusive this term, not even coming to the Third Task earlier that evening. "No, Luna, we have to see Professor McGonagall."

"But I think it's really, really important that we go and see Trelawney," Luna insisted.

"Listen, Luna," Harry groaned. "A lot's been happening tonight, alright? We don't have time for this right now. We're going to the Headmaster's Office, and then we can talk about—"

"Harry James Potter!" Luna shouted, stomping her foot in frustration. "You told me to follow my intuition, didn't you? Well, that's what I'm doing! And my intuition says we need to go to Trelawney tonight!"

"Yes Luna, I did say that, but…" Harry began. Then he paused thoughtfully. He'd been attempting to foster Luna's latent Seer abilities all term – who was he to deny her the moment she showed actual signs of premonition? What if her 'intuition' was a legitimate call to action, a sign that they needed to be elsewhere?

Harry had no real plan other than speaking to McGonagall. No leads, no clue where to begin searching for the impostor. This was a real clue, a signal that perhaps they knew where to go after all. And given Luna's agitated state, time was clearly of the essence.

"Expecto patronum," Harry said, summoning his Patronus once more. "Tell McGonagall that I'm taking a group of students to Professor Trelawney's classroom. Send assistance straight away."

"Shouldn't we wait for the professors to come with us, Harry?" Cedric asked nervously as the thestral galloped off to deliver the message.

Harry opened his mouth to retort, but Luna beat him to it. "There's no time!" she wailed. "We have to go, now!"

"Lead the way, then," Harry said. Luna took off down the corridor, the four boys following close behind.

Harry felt a sense of foreboding as they hurried towards the Divination classroom, unsure of what they might find there. Was there something hidden there that the 'Reaver' sought? Had Voldemort stashed another Horcrux there? Or was Trelawney herself involved in this plot somehow? Something didn't add up, but there was no time to stop and wonder what was going on.

After countless staircases and winding corridors, they arrived at the ladder that led up to the trap door to Trelawney's classroom. Harry knew at once that something was very wrong. The trap door was in splinters, as though someone had blasted it to bits in an effort to break through it. The room was dark and silent above them, as the five students nervously peered up into it.

"I don't like this," Cedric muttered. "Should I climb up and have a look?"

That didn't sound like a wise decision to Harry. But before he could answer, they heard a nearby scream, coming from somewhere down the corridor to their right.

"That sounded like Professor Trelawney," said Neville, wide-eyed. "You don't reckon…?"

Luna had already taken off after the noise, and Harry had to sprint after her to keep up. The wailing and sounds of agony grew louder and louder as they approached, until they found themselves outside the locked door to an empty classroom. Horrible sounds of human suffering emanated from within.

"Harry…?" Cedric said in alarm. But Harry wasted no time. He swiped his wand, blasting the door open and rushing inside. The sight he was greeted with made his stomach squirm.

Professor Trelawney lay flat on her back in the middle of the classroom, immobile but screaming bloody murder. Blood was flowing from her eyes, nose and ears as she stared, wide-eyed and horrified, up at the ceiling. Kneeling over her was the school caretaker, Argus Filch, jamming a wand roughly between her eyes, performing some sort of unseen cruel torture upon her.

"Great Merlin!" Cedric gasped as he entered the classroom beside Harry. Filch's gaze snapped up at them, noticing the intruders. At once he stood, snarling angrily at them. Harry remembered Voldemort's parting words in the graveyard: 'Do not bother maintaining appearances if you are discovered.'

"Cedric, watch out—" Harry said as Filch raised his wand:

"Avada Kedavra!"

Harry tackled Cedric to the ground as the room was illuminated in green light. Harry scrambled back to his feet, already terrified by what he would see. Cedric, dead because of him once again? Neville, Damian or Luna, hit by the Curse intended for him? But what he saw instead was equally as tragic.

Professor Trelawney's screams had finally ceased. She lay silently gaping at the ceiling, dead.

Harry stared blankly down at his late professor's form for a moment. Then suddenly there was a blur of movement as something crossed the room very fast. He turned in time to see Damian launch himself at the caretaker, tackling him roughly to the ground.

"You bastard!" Damian growled, grappling with Filch. "You killed her!"

Harry rushed forward to help, but it was quickly apparent that Damian Dursley was in his element. The large boy, young as he was, had easily overpowered the much older man, his Muggle wrestling background giving him the upper hand. Damian wrenched the wand from Filch's grasp and leveled heavy blows against the man's face and torso until he was yelping and groaning in pain.

"Damian, get off him!" Harry ordered. Damian obeyed, and Harry hit Filch with a Stunning Spell, leaving him unconscious on the ground beside his victim.

Cedric groaned and picked himself up off the floor. Neville and Luna entered the room tentatively, eyes wide at the sight. "He killed her," Luna sniffed, slowly approaching Trelawney. "Poor Sybill...she didn't deserve this."

"She's with your mother now, Luna," Harry said softly, placing a hand on the girl's trembling shoulder. He waved his wand and conjured a small blanket, covering the professor's upper half so that her gruesome face was hidden from view. She looked peaceful that way, lying still in death – a fate she had clearly foreseen but did not deserve in the slightest.

Harry and the others turned their attention to Filch. "I don't understand it," Cedric muttered. "I thought Filch was a Squib? How could he use magic?"

"That is not Argus Filch," Harry sighed. "He's somebody else, using Polyjuice Potion."

"But who?" Neville wondered aloud.

"We'll know in a moment," Harry shrugged. Already signs of transformation were appearing on Filch's face, bubbling and contorting themselves into a new form. They watched as the caretaker's visage was replaced with that of a man in his early fifties, with wavy, pepper-gray hair and a matching beard. They all looked down upon the man, confused.

"Who is he?" Cedric asked. "He looks kinda familiar."

"Yeah, I feel like I know him somehow," Neville muttered.

"Doesn't look familiar to me," Damian scoffed.

"Because you never met him, Damian," Harry sighed. "He was before your time at Hogwarts." He had finally realized who the impostor was, and it filled him with an aching sense of dread.

"You know him, Harry?" Cedric asked. "Who is he?"

"You know him too, Ced," said Harry. "Look closer. Imagine him without the beard, and about twenty years younger."

Cedric scrutinized the man closer, frowning. Then, he let out a surprised gasp when he figured it out himself. "Professor Lockhart?" he breathed. "But that's impossible! He's so...old!"

"Could it be his father?" Neville wondered.

"No, it's him alright," Harry muttered bitterly. He knelt down and reached into Gilderoy Lockhart's robes, withdrawing the Time-Turner on its golden chain. "Now we know what this thing has been up to for the past year."

Harry had long theorized how much one could stretch time using the Time-Turner, as he had briefly experimented with during his third year. If once could theoretically repeat the same segment of time over and over, how many times could you repeat the process? Based on Lockhart's advanced age, the answer was apparently many magnitudes more than Harry had fathomed possible.

"The Map!" Damian gasped suddenly, rushing over to a desk shoved up against one wall of the room. Harry's heart skipped a beat as he saw Damian grab the Marauder's Map, active but forgotten as Lockhart had done whatever he had been doing to Trelawney before they arrived.

"Give it here, Damian," Harry said. The boy reluctantly handed Harry the map, who scanned it briefly to ensure there were no more unwelcome surprises lurking in the castle. He spied a large contingent of teachers converging on their location, McGonagall at the lead. No time to waste, then.

Harry pocketed the Map, intent on never parting with it again. He then set the Time-Turner on the ground and smashed it with his heel, sending pulverized glass and enchanted sand spilling across the stone floor.

"What are you doing?" Neville gasped. "Don't you know how powerful that thing is?"

"Sure do," Harry muttered darkly. "And I'm not letting it fall into the hands of Voldemort ever again." He swiped his wand and Vanished the remains of the Time-Turner...penance for his mistake in losing it the previous year. He couldn't take the risk of something happening to the Time-Turner en route back to the Ministry, not now that the Death Eaters were operational again.

All subsequent questions were headed off when Professor McGonagall rounded the corner and entered the classroom, followed by several other teachers. She stared at the scene in shock.

"What in Merlin's name—?" she stammered. "Is that Sybill Trelawney? What is she doing under that sheet?"

"She's dead, Professor," Cedric sighed, pointing at Lockhart. "He killed her."

McGonagall and several other teachers gasped in dismay at this news. "No," McGonagall moaned, nearly losing her footing as several other teachers helped her remain upright. "She was adamant that someone else would die in the castle this year...and it was her all along...Merlin bless her…"

"But who is he?" Professor Sprout demanded, pointing at the impostor. "And how did he enter the castle?"

"That's Gilderoy Lockhart, Professor," Harry responded. "I know it doesn't look like him, but it is. He was impersonating Argus Filch using Polyjuice Potion."

"So he's the one," a voice growled from behind McGonagall; everyone turned to see Professor Snape, glaring balefully at the man. "Someone has been stealing boomslang skin and lacewing flies from my stores all term."

"I— but—" McGonagall stammered, clearly unsure how to react in this situation. She turned to face the five students standing in one corner. "Mr. Diggory, why have you allowed four underage students to wander out of bed at this hour? You should know better!"

"It's my fault, Professor," Harry piped up before Cedric or Luna could say anything. "I forced his hand and brought us all here. I sensed that Professor Trelawney was in danger and came to try and rescue her, but failed."

Professor Flitwick approached Trelawney's still form and knelt beside her, waving his wand over her body. "Dead," he confirmed with a sigh. "Killing Curse."

"A third teacher murdered on school grounds, in as many years?" McGonagall muttered to herself. "Unthinkable, truly unthinkable…"

Harry could tell that McGonagall was too distressed to take charge in this situation, so he did so himself. "Professor Snape," he said firmly. "Do you have any Veritaserum? We will need to question Lockhart before the Ministry arrives."

Snape eyed Harry warily for a moment, as though briefly scandalized to receive orders from a child. But to Harry's surprise, he nodded and swept from the room, headed to his office to retrieve the Truth Potion.

"Professor Flitwick, can you take Luna back to her dorm?" Harry requested. "Professor Sprout can do the same for Cedric and Damian. They don't need to be here for this."

"What about you and Mr. Longbottom?" demanded Professor Sprout. "What business do you have being here?"

"We deserve answers," Harry said flatly. "We both witnessed the resurrection of Lord Voldemort tonight, and I want to know what this son of a bitch has to answer for."

The staff was too stunned by the revelation of Voldemort's return that nobody chastised him for the language (or for giving orders). At once they seemed to spring into action; Professor Flitwick took Luna by the arm and guided her away, as Professor Sprout ushered Cedric and Damian from the room. Professors Sinistra and Vector worked together to levitate Trelawney's body onto a stretcher and cart her away, while McGonagall secured Lockhart more firmly in conjured ropes and propped him upright into a wooden chair.

Then there was another blaze of phoenix fire as Dumbledore appeared in the center of the room. "Albus!" McGonagall stammered at once, wringing her hands nervously. "Sybill has been murdered...and look, it's Gilderoy Lockhart, but now he's—"

"In a moment, Minerva," Dumbledore said patiently, turning at once to the two teen boys. "Harry, your father is on his way. Are you and Neville alright?"

"Yes, sir," Harry nodded. "What happened to Voldemort?"

"He fled, along with his closest supporters, once he saw that you two had escaped," Dumbledore responded. "But he is a worry for another day now. Tonight, what's important is that you both survived."

"How did you find us in London?" Harry asked.

"Ah," said Dumbledore. "Well, we arrived in Little Hangleton to find it deserted, as you can imagine. While contemplating other places you might have been taken, I considered the possibility that Voldemort had discovered that his father's bones were missing. If he intended to use them for his resurrection ritual, he might seek organic material from another direct relative, and there was only one other place I could think of where he could get it."

Once again Harry lamented his decision to interfere. If only he hadn't sabotaged Riddle Sr.'s grave, none of this would have happened. They would have been in Little Hangleton when Dumbledore arrived, and the ritual would have been foiled.

Dumbledore turned his attention to the man bound to the chair in the corner, clicking his tongue disapprovingly. "Oh dear, Gilderoy, what have you done to yourself?" the Headmaster sighed sadly. "Effects of prolonged Time-Turner usage, it would appear. And do we know what has become of the device?"

"I destroyed it, sir," Harry replied.

"A wise decision, I would wager," Dumbledore nodded. "I imagine Saul Croaker will be glad to hear it as well. Perhaps Fudge will finally end the witch-hunt he's been conducting upon the Department of Mysteries for the past year."

"I reckon Fudge will have more things to worry about in the coming weeks," Harry muttered. "Surely he can't sweep Voldemort's return under the rug, can he?"

"Oh, I think not," Dumbledore muttered. "Nearly every Auror in the Ministry witnessed him this evening and will spread the news far and wide. Fudge will have a lot on his plate for the foreseeable future."

Rapid footsteps approached from the distance, and James Potter skidded into view, rushing into the room. "Harry," he exhaled, pulling his son in for a protective hug. "Thank Merlin you're alright. I thought you were done for."

"I was worried about you too," Harry muttered as they broke apart. "Did we lose anybody in the fight?"

"Rufus Scrimgeour is dead," James said morosely. "Tonks' lung was punctured and Moody got half his hand blown off, but they were both in good spirits as they were taken to St. Mungo's."

"And what about the Death Eaters?" Harry asked hopefully.

"We arrested five of them," James nodded. "We couldn't identify any of them yet, but we don't think they were part of the inner circle. None of them bore the Dark Mark."

So Lucius Malfoy slipped away once again, Harry thought bitterly. He would never forget that the man requested to kill Harry personally...Harry would make sure that the reverse would prove true if they ever crossed paths in battle again.

Snape returned to the room, holding a vial of clear liquid. "Headmaster, I have brought Veritaserum," he announced. "Shall we wait for Ministry officials to arrive?"

"No, they will be preoccupied with sorting out the fiasco in London for some time," Dumbledore muttered. "Let us determine the extent of Mr. Lockhart's crimes for ourselves."

Snape and James moved over to the unconscious wizard strapped to the chair. As James held Lockhart at wand-point, Snape tilted the man's head back and placed three drops of Veritaserum on his tongue before retreating.

"Ennervate," James muttered.

Lockhart spluttered and came to, looking about the room wildly. However, the effects of the Truth Potion quickly set in, leaving him glassy-eyed and staring blankly ahead.

"What is your name?" Dumbledore demanded.

"Gilderoy Artemis Lockhart," Lockhart dully recited.

"Are you working on behalf of the dark wizard known as Lord Voldemort?"

"Yes."

"Are you responsible for Neville Longbottom and Harry Potter being entered into the Triwizard Tournament?"

"Yes."

The adults exchanged terse looks, as Harry and Neville did the same.

"How have you gone undetected in the castle for so long?" Dumbledore demanded.

"Originally I was ordered to impersonate the Auror Moody," said Lockhart. "However, I was unable to apprehend him at his home before term began. So I instead traveled to Hogwarts and subdued Argus Filch to assume his identity. I knew from my brief employment at the castle that the caretaker was often overlooked and allowed to roam the castle freely."

"How did you get the names of Neville Longbottom and Harry Potter into the Goblet of Fire?" Dumbledore pressed.

"I received the Goblet of Fire from Saul Croaker while posing as Filch on the day it arrived at Hogwarts," Lockhart explained in a dull voice. "As per my master's orders, I entered Longbottom's name under a separate school and used a Confundus Charm to trick it into believing there were four schools competing."

"But that's impossible," Harry muttered. "Filch was dosed with Veritaserum and Thief's Downfall the following day and professed his innocence. I was there; I saw it."

A devious grin spread across Lockhart's face. "I allowed Filch to return to his duties on Halloween after I finished with the Goblet," he smirked. "I did not spend the entire year at the castle, you see. I was very careful to wipe Filch's memories every time I took his place to do my master's bidding, and replace them with false ones to cover my tracks. Memory Charms always were my specialty...the real Filch never suspected a thing."

That also explains why Hagrid couldn't remember who tipped him off about the dragons, Harry realized. Lockhart must have wiped the memory of Filch's visit from his mind before leaving. It also explained why Harry had recognized the handwriting on the parchments used to enter him and Neville into the tournament...how many times had he seen Lockhart's looping handwriting on the blackboard in DADA lessons two years prior?

Harry thought back to every time he'd seen the caretaker in the past year. Filch was present at the Yule Ball, where Skeeter was taken...at the Potions Conference, where Slughorn was murdered...at the Third Task, to sabotage the other Champions in the Maze… He had even caught Harry sneaking in past curfew from his Hogsmeade visit, when he'd visited Little Hangleton for the second time and overheard Lockhart in Riddle Manor. And of course, thanks to the Time-Turner, he was able to be in both places at once.

"What about Harry Potter?" Dumbledore pressed. "How did you enter him into the Tournament?"

"A simple Switching Spell," said Lockhart. "When Cedric Diggory entered the Great Hall to submit his name, I swapped his parchment with my own, bearing Potter's name upon it. Diggory did the rest."

"But how would that fool the Goblet?" James frowned. "It still could have chosen another Hogwarts student."

"Yes, it could have," Lockhart shrugged. "Potter was not the Dark Lord's priority...his entrance into the Tournament was simply a bonus."

All eyes turned to Harry, who was gobsmacked by this information. The Goblet chose me of its own accord? he thought, bewildered. Over everyone else at the school? He supposed he ought to feel honored that the Goblet of Fire deemed him worthy, but right now he couldn't muster any emotion but disgust. Besides, it meant that Cedric didn't actually enter his name after all...would the Goblet have chosen him over Harry if given the choice? He supposed they would never know now.

"But why?" asked James, exasperated. "Why do any of this? Why serve the Dark Lord?"

Lockhart's dreamy grin faded and was replaced by a nasty, disdainful look. "The Daily Prophet ruined me," he spat. "I could not find work in the wizarding world after I was fired from Hogwarts. I was a laughingstock. I sought out Peter Pettigrew in Albania when the Prophet reported his presence there. I had heard rumors, during my brief time at Hogwarts, that he was in league with You-Know-Who. Pettigrew introduced me to the Dark Lord, and he offered me a chance to redeem myself – to prove what a powerful wizard I truly was. And the world would see what a mistake they made painting me as the fool."

"That's why you killed Rita Skeeter," Harry piped up in realization. "For revenge."

"That cow deserved it," Lockhart seethed. "I saw her at the Yule Ball, while disguised as Filch, and I wanted her to pay for ruining my life. So I kidnapped her, murdered her and quickly buried her in the Forest before returning to my post."

"But the Dark Lord did not order you to do this?" asked Dumbledore.

"No," Lockhart shook his head. "My master was displeased with my actions and feared it would draw unwanted attention. But it turned out to be a valuable distraction to allow me to pursue my true targets."

"Like Slughorn," Snape surmised.

"The Dark Lord has wanted him dead for many months," said Lockhart. "He saw an opportunity to draw him out of hiding at the Potions Conference thanks to the Mudblood woman's mastery—"

"You dare use that word—?" James growled, but Dumbledore held up his hand for silence.

"Why did Voldemort want Horace Slughorn dead?" the Headmaster asked.

"I do not know," said Lockhart. "He only told me that he needed to be silenced. That he knew things that would be best left unknown to the world in death."

Harry felt the heat of Snape's gaze, scrutinizing him from across the room. He knew the man disagreed with Harry's decision to keep said information out of Dumbledore's hands. But there was no chance Harry was about to divulge what he knew now, not to the man about to be called back into Voldemort's service. So he avoided Snape's eye and said nothing.

"And finally, Sybill Trelawney," Dumbledore sighed tiredly. "Why did she become a target of Voldemort?"

"She had information the Dark Lord sought," Lockhart explained. "It was my job to invade her mind and retrieve it for him, given my expertise with the mind arts. I intended to do so much sooner, but she proved difficult to get to without drawing suspicion, given how reclusive and paranoid she'd become."

"What information were you after?" asked James.

"A prophecy," said Lockhart. "Made to Albus Dumbledore in 1980. I was not told its subject or its significance – I was merely to retrieve its contents and bring it to my Lord."

Harry's head snapped over to Dumbledore, and this time it was the Headmaster who avoided his gaze. "And did you obtain the information you sought?" Dumbledore asked impassively.

"I did not," Lockhart said bitterly. "Trelawney seemed to have zero recollection of this prophecy, or any other she's made throughout her life for that matter. There was a prolonged gap in her memory of the interview with Dumbledore in 1980, and I could not access anything within, no matter how hard I dug."

"So why kill her?" James demanded. "Wouldn't Voldemort want to torture her himself to get that information?"

"My orders were to leave no loose ends," Lockhart shrugged. "She had nothing more to offer the Dark Lord."

The casualness with which his former professor spoke about murder was chilling for Harry to hear. This was clearly not the same Gilderoy Lockhart who had boasted about false accomplishments in his youth. This was a hardened killer, forged by prolonged exposure to dark magic and Merlin knows what else.

"I have a question," Snape spoke up. "Why do you appear so much older? What have you been doing for the past year?"

"My Lord was angry with me for failing to subdue Moody," said Lockhart. "He felt that I was not yet skilled enough to carry out the tasks he required of me. He knew I needed years, perhaps decades of experience in a short amount of time. So he gave me the Time-Turner and instructions on how to use it to complete my training."

"But surely you couldn't travel back that far," James muttered, confused. "Time-Turners can only go back a handful of hours at a time before they need to recharge."

"There are ways around that restriction," Harry piped in. And he launched into a brief explanation of his own usage of the Time-Turner in his third year, and his theory that it could be done indefinitely given enough free locations to move between in order to avoid your past and future selves.

"So you could use the Time-Turner to re-live the same stretch of time, over and over?" asked James, clearly trying to wrap his head around the concept himself.

"Yes," Lockhart confirmed. "Sometimes dozens of times in a single day. Moving from room to room, reading every tome my master gave me, practicing new spells, performing blood rituals on myself. The Dark Lord even used it as a punishment at times – after the Skeeter incident, I was forced to endure fifty cycles in a row without sleep."

"Doing so over the course of a year would certainly have a toll on one's physical health," Dumbledore remarked. "You ought to be around thirty years old, but you look over fifty. Why subject yourself to such abuse?"

"Because I will be rewarded beyond my wildest dreams!" Lockhart laughed. "I will be my master's most valued and loyal servant – his right-hand man when he takes control of the country! I will have power, influence, and respect...not to mention a pure-blood bride of my choosing!"

"But you're a half-blood, Gilderoy!" James scoffed, clearly disgusted with what he was hearing. "Your master is clearly manipulating you for his own gain. And if you haven't noticed, you've been caught red-handed – you won't be getting any of these things now."

"You think Azkaban Prison can hold me?" Lockhart cackled. "How naive! My master is more powerful than any can imagine, and as soon as I'm free, I will prove just how dangerous I can be, and how foolish you are to underestimate the Reaver of Memories!"

The adults seemed unmoved by this declaration, but a chill ran down Harry's spine. He knew there was truth in Lockhart's statement: Azkaban was not as secure as the Ministry believed, and if he was still imprisoned there when Voldemort freed his followers the following year, he would indeed become a force to be reckoned with. Yet another item to add to the list of things Harry needed to prevent from happening…

"I think we have heard enough," Dumbledore muttered. "Auror Potter, I hereby remand Mr. Lockhart into your custody. Can you handle him on your own?"

"Certainly," said James. He Stunned Lockhart and levitated the bound man off the ground, chair and all. "I will take him into the DMLE immediately. They'll be rather busy this evening, but I'll make sure they know this is a high-priority suspect."

James gave Harry another loving hug before departing, with the unconscious Lockhart floating along behind him. Dumbledore and Snape turned their attention to the two teens standing before them.

"Headmaster," said Neville nervously. "I still don't understand everything that happened tonight. Something happened when me and Voldemort fought...our wands sort of connected...and I saw my p-parents—"

"A full accounting of the night is clearly in order," said Dumbledore. "Neville, you and I will now return to my office and you can tell me everything that happened. I will answer your questions to the best of my ability."

"What about me?" Harry demanded. "I was there too. I fought Voldemort as well...do I not deserve answers?"

"You will get them, Harry," Dumbledore said placatingly. "But another night. For now, you need to get yourself to the Hospital Wing."

"No, I don't," Harry denied stubbornly. But as he did so, he felt himself swaying on his feet, nearly too weak to stand. His adrenaline was wearing off now, and he felt the effects of the night catching up to him. His head was swimming with exhaustion, his broken arm was throbbing painfully, and still he felt sharp jabs of pain all over from the after-effects of the Cruciatus Curse.

"Severus, will you kindly escort Mr. Potter to the Hospital Wing?" Dumbledore asked.

"I will," Snape nodded.

"After that, I think you know what I must ask of you," Dumbledore said grimly. "I imagine your master will be displeased by your absence tonight...can I count on you to make amends and regain his trust?"

Snape paled considerably; clearly returning to Voldemort's service was the last thing he wanted to do. But he nodded stiffly, before beckoning for Harry to follow him from the room.

Neither Snape nor Harry spoke as they traversed the corridors towards the Hospital Wing. That was just fine with Harry – he didn't want to rehash the night's events any longer. He felt a dull sense of defeat, knowing that he had failed once again. Voldemort had returned to full strength despite his best efforts, and his support base appeared to be even stronger than before. His and Neville's survival felt like hollow victories – a temporary reprieve from years of pain and suffering to come for countless others.

Snape escorted Harry to the door of the Hospital Wing, pausing before he departed. "What happens now, Potter?" he hissed. "What is to be done?"

Harry looked up at the man. For the first time he could recall, he saw raw fear etched across Snape's face. He was so afraid to return to Voldemort's side that he was seeking reassurance from the teen – an oddly heartbreaking sight.

"I don't know," Harry sighed despondently. "He will want the prophecy next, I expect, from the Department of Mysteries. Hopefully he will be preoccupied with that before waging a proper war."

Snape's black eyes studied Harry's face for a moment longer, before he nodded and swept down the corridor. For the first time in his life, Harry wished him well. The man had protected his secrets thus far and clearly had reason to watch out for him – it was only right to repay the favor.

Harry entered the Hospital Wing, which was peacefully quiet at this late hour of the night. Two of the beds were currently occupied, by fellow Champions Krum and Fleur, both fast asleep but looking relatively unharmed. Thank Merlin for small victories, I suppose, Harry thought to himself.

There was a shuffling sound from the back of the room, and Dahlia emerged from the storage room, still wearing her white trainee robes. Her eyes went wide when she saw her brother stumble in. "Harry!" she gasped, standing quickly and rushing over to examine him. "Are you alright?"

"I will be," Harry mumbled. "Just need some sleep, I think."

"Come here," Dahlia said, gently taking him by the hand and guiding him to an empty bed. Harry sank into the pillow, head feeling heavy, ready for the nightmarish day to be over.

Dahlia began to wave her wand over her brother, muttering incantations under her breath. Runes began to appear over him in midair, and she froze at whatever they told her. "You've been put under the Cruciatus Curse?" she gasped, her green eyes snapping to his, seeking confirmation.

"Yes," Harry nodded, too detached from reality to even care about that horrifying fact. "For at least a minute or so; I can't really remember."

Dahlia, still shaking slightly, continued to wave her wand over him. "Your arm's broken," she remarked, pausing at his left side.

"Bone-Breaker Curse, courtesy of Lord Voldemort himself," Harry quipped humorlessly. He could not bring himself to meet his sister's eye this time, knowing that if he saw her reaction, it would make it feel real again. He didn't want to engage with what had happened right now. The fugue state he was currently in was a blissful escape.

Dahlia stood and disappeared from his bedside for a moment, swiftly returning with an armful of vials. "Open," she instructed. Harry dutifully parted his lips and allowed her to tip three potions into his mouth. They burned as they went down his throat, but it didn't bother him – he was no longer in his conscious body. He yearned to not feel, to be far away from this room, this reality.

"Now, try to get some sleep," said Dahlia, sitting in a chair to his right. "You'll feel better in the morning."

"Thanks, sis," Harry slurred. Sleep sounded good right about now. Nothing bad could happen to him while he slept...he couldn't possibly screw his life up any further in the far-away realm of dreams and nothingness.

It took Harry a moment to notice a slight pressure in his right hand. He forced his eyes to stay open a moment longer to glance down at it. Dahlia was clutching his hand in hers, a silent, comforting embrace. They met eyes, and he saw the fear in her expression. But she gave him a reassuring nod, a resolute set in her jaw. You're not alone, she seemed to be saying with the simple gesture. I'm with you. I'll take care of you.

And Harry broke. He was overcome with silent, heaving sobs as the gravity of the night's events came crashing down upon him. Dahlia did not let go of his hand, did not mock him for his display of raw emotion. She just sat there with him, giving him silent strength and reassurance as the potions took effect and his sobs gradually receded, guiding him into peaceful sleep.
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Harry didn't know how long he remained unconscious in that bed. When he awoke, he still felt pressure on his right side, and thought perhaps he'd slept only minutes, with Dahlia still holding his hand for comfort. But when he forced his eyes open, sunlight was streaming in through the windows, and Katie Bell's head was resting on his right arm, dozing softly as she slumped over in her bedside chair.

And Katie was not alone. "Harry!" exclaimed Lily Potter, jumping to attention in her own seat when she saw her son was awake. "Thank Merlin you're alright...Madam Pomfrey was considering transferring you to St. Mungo's."

"Why?" Harry croaked. "I feel fine." He flexed his left arm, feeling the mended bone stand firm; even the tingling sensation from the Cruciatus Curse was greatly diminished, although he still felt sore all over.

Katie jerked awake at his movement, eyes widening when she saw Harry's eyes watching her. "Oh, Harry!" she sighed, leaning up to kiss him tenderly on the cheek. "How are you feeling? You sounded awful the last couple of nights...thrashing about and screaming in your sleep…"

"I'm alright, honest," said Harry. He didn't remember anything after falling asleep, but clearly his dreams had not been kind to him. "And what do you mean 'couple of nights'?"

"You've been out for three days now," Lily said worriedly. "Ever since...well, everything happened. Lots of people have been by to see you, but we wanted to let you rest."

"What people?" Harry asked.

"Classmates, teachers, your fellow Champions..." Lily recited. "Not to mention Minister Fudge and Amelia Bones, hoping to interview you about what happened."

"Is it really true?" Katie asked fearfully. "Neville's been telling everyone such terrible things...did you really see him return? Did you really...fight him?"

"Yes, it's true," Harry said dully. Katie whimpered and buried her head in his chest, trembling and holding him close. Lily tried to keep a brave face, but she too looked pale and terrified by her son's plight.

"We're taking you home as soon as you're well enough," said Lily adamantly. "You don't have to spend another minute in this castle than necessary."

"I'm going to finish the year," Harry said adamantly. "It won't look good for me to run and hide. Everyone needs to see me stay strong and carry on as normal."

"Why do you burden yourself so much?" Katie asked weakly. "No one would think less of you for leaving. Hell, everyone expects you and Dahlia to transfer away next year—"

"No," Harry shook his head. "I'm not going anywhere. Hogwarts is my home."

That clearly was not the answer Lily wanted to hear. She began to protest, but Madam Pomfrey bustled over, insisting on checking Harry's vitals now that he was awake. By the time she tottered away, satisfied with his progress, the moment had passed, and Lily merely looked upon her son worriedly.

"Where's Dad and Dahlia?" Harry asked.

"Dahlia's got final exams this afternoon, but she'll be back soon," said Lily. "Your father's attending Rufus Scrimgeour's funeral. He's been named the new head of the Auror Office and has to keep up appearances."

"What about your O.W.L.'s?" Harry asked Katie.

"Finished the last one yesterday," she replied. "I did rubbish, though, I know it; I was too worried about you to focus on anything else."

"Sorry," Harry mumbled, but Katie wouldn't hear it.

"Do not apologize for us caring about you!" she reprimanded him. "You could have died in that graveyard. We almost l-lost you."

"But we didn't," Lily said, gently placing a hand on Katie's back to calm her. "That's the important part. Now you're safe, and we can look ahead rather than worry about what's already passed."

Good words to live by, Harry reasoned. He knew he could drive himself crazy wallowing in despair over all the mistakes he'd made up to this point. But that was out of his control now. What really mattered was what he did from now onward – he had to look forward rather than languish in the past.

But first, he had to get up to speed with the present. "What's been happening in the past few days?" he asked. "Do you have any copies of the Prophet I can read?"

Lily and Katie shared a significant glance. "Perhaps you should just rest," Lily said awkwardly. "You don't need to concern yourself with all that right now—"

"I'm awake now, and I want to know what the hell's going on," Harry insisted.

Lily sighed despondently. "Madam Pomfrey doesn't want you agitated while you heal," she said. "But I guess you deserve to understand." She reached below her chair and withdrew a folded copy of the Daily Prophet, which she handed to her son. Harry unfolded the paper, and immediately felt his heart rate spike as he read the headline:

DUMBLEDORE, AUROR DEPT. UNDER FIRE FOR FAILURE TO APPREHEND YOU-KNOW-WHO

By Alexander Sommerbee, The Daily Prophet

"The wizarding world is still reeling from the news that the Dark Lord Voldemort has returned, following a failed plot to kidnap and murder the Boy-Who-Lived, Neville Longbottom. According to our sources, Mr. Longbottom valiantly fought the Dark Lord to a draw until backup arrived to assist him.

Sources with knowledge of these events tell the Prophet that a group of Aurors, led by James Potter, along with famed 'Defender of Britain' Albus Dumbledore, arrived late on the scene and failed to capture the infamous Dark Lord. A small number of agitators were captured, but they did not bear You-Know-Who's 'Dark Mark' and denied all involvement in the Dark Lord's return.

This fiasco raises serious questions about the Auror Department's readiness to deal with existential threats to our great nation. Potter, who assumed control of the Office following the tragic death of Rufus Scrimgeour in the battle, has come under fire in recent months for his questionable leadership and aggressive politicking. He drew criticism earlier this year for introducing a controversial bill to the Wizengamot, co-sponsored by Lord Dale Greengrass, which would strip pure-blood families of their right to own house-elves.

'I join my fellow Britons in thanking Neville Longbottom for rising to the occasion once again,' said Lord Corban Yaxley in a statement to the Prophet. 'However, I question whether someone like James Potter has what it takes to guide us through the dark times ahead. Perhaps it is best that he steps aside and lets somebody else – someone less radical and power-hungry – take the lead for once.'

Albus Dumbledore has also drawn heavy criticism in recent years, particularly for a slate of deadly incidents at Hogwarts School. We reported last week about the murder of Sybill Trelawney at the hands of a disgruntled former employee – already the fourth such death in as many years, following those of Horace Slughorn, Quirinius Quirrell, and our own Rita Skeeter.

'Can we truly trust Dumbledore to protect our children in the days to come?' worried Lord Quincy Nott. "Hogwarts used to be the safest place in the wizarding world – now it seems to be a breeding ground for dark activity. It's been fifty years since Dumbledore defeated Grindelwald...is he simply past his prime?'

James Potter's eldest son, Harry Potter, also drew controversy for his role in this year's Triwizard Tournament at Hogwarts. Young Mr. Potter illegally entered the event last fall, and sources indicate that he may have attempted to sabotage fellow competitor Neville Longbottom during the final task. Could he have been involved in the plot to kidnap the Boy Who Lived? If this is any indication of what James Potter's influence leads to, it bodes poorly for the future of the Auror Office – and magical Britain as a whole.

You-Know-Who is currently believed to be hiding abroad in Albania after escaping custody. For more on his possible whereabouts and motives, see pg. 6."

Harry couldn't believe his eyes. He'd thought that surely the Ministry wouldn't be able to smear his name this time, not now that there was definitive proof of Voldemort's return. But it seemed that Lucius Malfoy's influence continued to pay dividends, as he had found a way to spin the reporting to serve his purposes anyway.

"Sweetheart, calm down," Lily warned; a monitor at Harry's bedside was beeping angrily due to his rising fury. "Your father has it under control. The only thing he cares about is your safety."

"What a load of rubbish," Harry spat, tossing the paper across the room. "How can they get away with this? And why isn't Lucius Malfoy in jail? He was at the graveyard, and he brought at least thirty people with him!"

"That will be difficult to prove," Lily sighed. "Your father says they're having difficulty pinning anything on the men they captured. They all claim they had no idea what they were arriving to when invited to the graveyard, and the most they can be indicted for without evidence is resisting arrest."

"So give them Veritaserum, and make them admit to what they were doing there!" Harry huffed.

"They have excellent legal solicitors holding up the process," Lily sighed. "Your father suspects Mr. Malfoy to be behind it."

"And what's this nonsense about Voldemort being abroad?" Harry demanded, ignoring the winces of his mother and girlfriend at the use of the name. "That's obviously a lie to make Britain believe he won't come after them again!"

"You think he's still in the country?" Katie asked, wide-eyed. "But...but surely he won't start another war like last time, right? The Prophet says he wouldn't, that he's in exile."

Harry almost envied Katie of her naivete, and couldn't bring himself to burst her foolish optimism in that moment. "I suppose that doesn't matter right now," he sighed. "Me and Neville got out, and that's what's important."

"Well said," said Lily, and she leaned down to plant a kiss on Harry's forehead. "It's a very complicated time, Harry, but you don't need to concern yourself with that. You just focus on your healing."

The next few days were a fugue of intermittent sleeping, endless potions, and periodic visits from friends and family. Dahlia and James arrived in the afternoon to check on him and reassure him that they would take care of him, which gave him some small comfort. He tried to ask his father what was happening at the Ministry, but James was evasive, promising to tell him more on a later date. Many of Harry's classmates came to give their well-wishes...even Ron, who finally apologized for his poor behavior over the past year. Harry begrudgingly accepted, with the sad understanding that he would never have a close friendship with the boy in this timeline.

Harry also spent his time catching up on the wall-to-wall news coverage of Voldemort's return. In addition to pinning blame largely on James Potter's shoulders, the Prophet also seemed intent on pushing the narrative that Voldemort was hiding out of the country, with little interest in returning. Harry knew this had to be an invention of Malfoy's, and he could hardly believe anyone would fall for it. Of course Voldemort wouldn't leave Britain when he had unfinished business there!

There was very little mention of Gilderoy Lockhart's arrest, aside from a short blurb mentioning his capture. The Prophet reported that he would be imprisoned in Azkaban for the murder of Sybill Trelawney, but there was no mention of him being in league with Voldemort at all. In fact, it wasn't even mentioned in the context of the graveyard battle...just as an unrelated side curio, quickly forgotten by the public in favor of more pressing matters.

Finally, in the last week of the school term, Madam Pomfrey released Harry from her care. James and Lily wanted him to come straight home, but Harry insisted on finishing the year with his classmates. Everyone gave him curious stares in the halls and classes and steered clear of him, as though afraid he was unstable after such a harrowing experience. Harry couldn't be sure how many of them believed the garbage the Prophet was churning out, but at least he got some well-wishes and smiles from strangers and acquaintances alike.

Two days before the students departed for the summer, Harry received a summons to Dumbledore's office. He didn't know what for, but he fully intended to chew the man out for his failures to warn Neville about the dangers of the Third Task, among other things. However, when he rounded the corner to the Headmaster's Office, he was surprised to run into Neville himself, also making his way towards the stone gargoyle.

"He asked for you, too?" Harry asked when the boy spotted him in return.

"Guess so," Neville shrugged. "Any idea what this is about?"

"Nope," Harry shrugged in return.

The two teens walked up the spiral staircase to the Headmaster's Office. The oak door was ajar, and Harry could hear sounds of furious shouting coming from within the office. He pushed the door open, and was surprised to see Fleur seated in an armchair alongside her mother, while the man Harry recognized as Fleur's father shouted hoarsely at Dumbledore, sitting calmly behind his desk.

Mr. Delacour turned at the sound of the new arrival, his anger dissipating at once. "Ah, you must be 'Arry Potter," he said, extending his hand to Harry. "And Neville Longbottom! I am Fleur's father, Sebastian Delacour."

"A pleasure, sir," said Harry, shaking the man's hand before Neville did the same.

"I am sorry you 'ad to see me like zis," Sebastian Delacour said bitterly, taking a breath to steady himself. "I was just expressing my disappointment with your Headmaster about ze safety standards of 'is school."

"And I must again repeat my sincerest apologies," Dumbledore said patiently. "The Triwizard Tournament was an unfortunate stain upon our two nations' shared history. I hope that we can rebuild trust and work together in the war that is to come."

"Pah! And now you wish to drag France into your own domestic problems?" Sebastian scoffed. "We will not be returning to Britain, Dumbledore, so long as you allow madmen like your Dark Lord to roam free!"

"I am sorry to hear it," Dumbledore sighed. "I have tremendous respect for our French allies, and hope you will not interpret my own failures as those of my countrymen."

"Per'aps not," Sebastian huffed. "Apolline, Fleur, let us go. We will return home tonight."

"Please, Papa," Fleur pleaded. "I wish to return home on ze carriage with my friends tomorrow."

"Hmph...very well," Sebastian nodded. "Come, let us not waste any more of ze Headmaster's time."

Fleur and Apolline stood. The latter gave Harry a polite kiss on both cheeks, doing the same for a blushing Neville. Harry gave Fleur a look that said, we'll talk later. She seemed to understand, nodding as she departed from the office after her mother.

"My family seems to owe you two debts now, 'Arry Potter," said Sebastian gravely to Harry. "One for each of my daughters. Please, if you need anything, anything at all, I am in your service."

"Erm...I'll keep that in mind, thanks," Harry nodded, as Sebastian swept from the room. He felt uncomfortable having someone else in his debt, but perhaps he could call on the Delacours as allies in the future if the necessity arose.

"That was an unfortunate incident for you to walk in on," Dumbledore apologized as Harry and Neville sat in the vacated armchairs. "The Delacour family is well-known abroad for their fierce temper, and I hope you never find yourselves on the receiving end of it."

"Can you blame them though, sir?" Harry pointed out. "Considering all that's happened in the past few months."

"You are not wrong," Dumbledore admitted. "I have made many mistakes recently. In fact, that is the reason I have called you both up here tonight...I wish to rectify another one."

"What mistake, sir?" Neville frowned.

Dumbledore gave Harry a significant look, then sighed heavily. "It is time, Neville, that I tell you something that I should have many years ago," he said. "And as hesitant as I am to involve Mr. Potter, he has no doubt been dragged into this mess alongside you, and deserves the truth as well."

"You're going to tell us the prophecy?" Harry asked, raising his eyebrows.

"Yes," Dumbledore nodded. "As you both learned from your former Professor Lockhart the other night, I was witness to a prophecy in 1980, shortly before the two of you was born. The late Sybill Trelawney delivered the prophecy, and Lord Voldemort learned of it, causing him to target the Longbottom family when Neville was a baby."

"But why?" Neville asked. "What did the prophecy say?"

Dumbledore sighed resignedly and drew his wand. With a flick in the air, he opened a cabinet to his left, from which floated the stone Pensieve. "Perhaps it is best if you two heard it for yourselves."

With another flick of his wand, silvery mist began to rise out of the Pensieve, twisting and shimmering in the air, eventually forming into the ethereal outline of a person: Trelawney. When she opened her mouth, she spoke in the same raspy, foreboding tone she had when Harry witnessed her prophecy in his original third year:

"The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord approaches… Born to those who have thrice defied him, born as the seventh month dies...and the Dark Lord will mark him as his equal, but he will have power the Dark Lord knows not...and either must die at the hand of the other for neither can live while the other survives… The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord will be born as the seventh month dies…"

Harry felt a chill of foreboding as Trelawney dissolved back into mist and disappeared into thin air. The Pensieve floated back into its cabinet, and Dumbledore returned his attention to the two boys seated before him.

"Do you both understand the significance of the prophecy?" he asked them.

Harry turned to Neville, seeing that the gears were turning in the boy's head. "So, it means…" Neville said slowly. "That Voldemort targeted me as a baby...because he thought it referred to me?"

"That is correct," Dumbledore nodded. "You were one of two boys whom the prophecy could refer to."

"But then...does that make me the other?" Harry asked. "Born as the seventh month dies...I was born at the end of July, the same as Neville."

"Yes," Dumbledore nodded. "But Voldemort decided to go after the Longbottoms first, perhaps seeing them as a bigger threat due to their pure-blood status."

"But what if he was wrong?" Harry demanded, his heart suddenly pounding faster. "What if the prophecy had meant me instead?"

"Voldemort made a terrible mistake that evening, for many reasons," Dumbledore explained softly. "Not least of which because he only heard half of the prophecy – the first half. The second half leaves little doubt that Neville is the boy in question."

"Why?" asked Neville.

"The Dark Lord will mark him as his equal," Dumbledore recited with a sad smile. "Voldemort sealed his own fate, and yours, by attacking you that evening. He gave you that scar, and in the process, transferred some of his abilities to you. In essence, he created the very enemy he sought to destroy."

"But...but I don't have power the Dark Lord knows not!" Neville protested. "Harry's way more powerful than I am...it can't be me!"

"I suspect that Voldemort had his own doubts about the true subject of the prophecy," said Dumbledore. "He sought to test Harry in the Tournament and in that graveyard, to see what he was capable of. But it was you, Neville, who surprised him. I believe you scared him when your wands connected, and your willpower overcame his. Your love for your parents gave you a strength he could never understand. That, I think, leaves little doubt that you are the boy of the prophecy."

Neville fell silent, contemplating this in silence. Harry did the same, absent-mindedly rubbing his chest, over the dark stain Voldemort's shade had left in his first year. He'd never told Dumbledore about that stain – what if that was the 'mark' the prophecy referred to? What if he still was the person who was supposed to kill Voldemort in the end?

Dumbledore eyed Harry warily, as though reading his mind. "I know what you're thinking, Harry," he said, a hint of warning in his voice. "And you must understand now why I was reluctant to tell you the truth. If you should have some...delusions of grandeur, shall we say, in thinking yourself to be the true Chosen One—"

"I'm not interested in grandeur," Harry muttered darkly. "I just want the bastard dead. What's the harm if there's two of us trying to end him?"

"Harry, what did I tell you about prophecies?" Dumbledore sighed heavily. "They are self-fulfilling. If you hadn't heard the contents of that prophecy, you never would have believed it referred to you, and now you may find yourself on a collision course with a Dark Lord that you have no business with."

"That's where you're wrong, sir," Harry growled, his lingering resentment for the Headmaster rearing its ugly head again. "Voldemort represents everything I stand against. With him back, my family is no longer safe. I would be on the front lines whether or not I'd heard the prophecy."

"But now you have unduly burdened yourself," Dumbledore cautioned. "Your life will be in even greater danger the more you actively antagonize Voldemort. If he believes you to be actively working against him—"

"I am actively working against him, Professor," Harry retorted. "I have been for four years, or haven't you noticed? This changes nothing."

"And I have attempted to dissuade you at every step along the way," Dumbledore pointed out. "None of the adults in your life wanted you to put yourself at such risk."

"Hang on," Neville piped up, clearly brooding on something. "So Harry knew this was coming all along?"

"More or less," Harry shrugged. "I did try to warn you."

Neville nodded forlornly, and turned to Dumbledore. "And you knew that Harry knew?" he demanded. "Without thinking to talk to me about it?"

"Neville, you were – and are – so young," Dumbledore sighed. "It didn't seem right to burden you with such worries before you were ready."

"Before I was ready?" Neville scoffed, and Harry knew immediately that Neville wasn't pleased with this answer. "Sir, I've faced down this mad bastard three times already. Four if you count when I was a baby. I don't think I was 'ready' for any of those, either."

"You're right, Neville," said Dumbledore, looking at the boy with shimmering blue eyes. "Will you forgive an old man his mistakes? I will not so easily discount your input again."

Harry wanted to scream in frustration at this obvious manipulation tactic. He's using you, Neville! he wanted to shout. He only told you because I forced his hand! But Neville was clearly moved by the old man's crocodile tears, his own anger dissipating as quickly as it had come.

"I appreciate that, sir," Neville bowed reverently.

"There is a silver lining to this situation," said Dumbledore. "Voldemort was unable to retrieve the prophecy from Trelawney's mind, and still does not know what the second half says. Therefore, in his mind, it is still ambiguous which one of you is truly the boy of prophecy, and he will seek to clarify that before making his next move."

Harry frowned as he processed this. "Why is that good news?" he asked. "Doesn't it mean that my family is in even more danger now, if he thinks I could be the 'Chosen One'?"

"Temporarily, perhaps," said Dumbledore. "But your father is a smart man, and knows how to keep his family safe. Besides, Voldemort himself wouldn't dare attack you again personally, until he is certain what the prophecy says."

"How can you know that?" Harry demanded. "It wouldn't be the first time you've failed to keep someone safe."

Dumbledore's eye twitched slightly at this rebuke, but he otherwise did not react. "Professor Snape has ingratiated himself within the Dark Lord's inner circle, and is providing me regular updates," said Dumbledore. "He reports that Voldemort has grown 'obsessed' with getting his hands on the prophecy and is scheming ways to do so."

Would've been nice to know that last time, Harry thought bitterly. He'd walked headlong into Voldemort's trap in his last timeline, not realizing what he was after, and it had cost him and Sirius their lives.

"I must therefore stress the importance, to each of you, to keep your wits about you in the coming months," said Dumbledore. "If Voldemort believes he needs one or both of you to obtain this prophecy, he will stop at nothing to do so. That could mean kidnapping, as in the maze, or some other form of trickery to lure you away from safety."

Like implanting false memories in my head, Harry thought glumly. He glanced at Neville, who was rubbing his scar absent-mindedly...perhaps Harry ought to take it upon himself to teach the boy some Occlumency.

"I would also ask that you keep this information to yourselves for now," Dumbledore continued. "The fewer the people that know the full contents of the prophecy, the less likely it will be to fall into Voldemort's hands."

"What about Ron and Hermione?" Neville asked at once. "I tell them everything, and they'll want to know the truth as well."

Dumbledore considered this for a long moment. "I suppose an exception can be made for them," he eventually muttered. "Just be sure they understand the importance of discretion as well."

"Yes, sir," Neville nodded. Harry failed to see how Ron and Hermione would be any more trustworthy than his own confidants. Did Dumbledore believe Harry would run off and tell everyone he knew what the prophecy said? Yet again, the man's true feelings about Harry shone through with his actions, even when his words paid lip service in an attempt to placate him.

Just then, Dumbledore's fireplace flared green, and a familiar rotund face appeared in the grate. "Is now a good time to come through, Albus?" called out Cornelius Fudge, looking somewhat cross.

"As good as ever, Cornelius," Dumbledore sighed.

The Minister's face briefly disappeared, then three people stepped through the grate and into the office: Fudge, Percy Weasley, and a third man carrying a large camera. Harry recognized him as the Daily Prophet photographer that had taken the Champions' photos at the Weighing of the Wands last fall.

"Ah, good, already here," Fudge remarked, eyeing the two teens seated across from Dumbledore. "I've come to deliver the winnings for the Triwizard Tournament."

"I see," said Dumbledore evenly. "By all means, proceed."

"Congratulations then, Mr. Longbottom," said Fudge cordially, extending his hand to Neville. "You have won the grand prize of one thousand Galleons and will have your name printed in the Prophet tomorrow commemorating your victory. Well done, lad."

Percy plopped a sizable sack of gold into Neville's lap. The boy looked down at it, confused.

"I don't understand," Neville muttered. "Harry and I touched the Cup at the same time. Shouldn't we be splitting the prize?"

"Ah, yes, well," Fudge chuckled, shooting Harry a dismissive glance, "Mr. Potter fired sparks into the air shortly before touching the Cup himself. Therefore, the judges have determined that he was already disqualified from the Third Task at that point. Leaving you as the sole victor!"

Neville shot an astonished look at Harry, who merely shrugged. "Congratulations," he deadpanned. He couldn't care less about the money or the recognition – Neville could have it all.

"Now come, stand up, my boy!" Fudge said jovially. "Calvin here is going to take a photo for the Prophet, just you and me. It will be the talk of Britain, I can assure you of that!"

Neville sat in silence for a moment, gears turning in his head. "You want to take a picture with me?" he repeated.

"A sign of support from the Minister of Magic to the young Champion of his home nation!" Fudge beamed. "A great honor for a young man like yourself."

"I'm afraid I don't feel all that honored, Minister," Neville said. "If anything, I feel used. Like you only want the picture to prove to people that you have the support of the Boy-Who-Lived."

Fudge's smile evaporated, and he suddenly looked as though he smelled something foul. "Ah...well…" he chuckled nervously. "It would be a much-needed morale boost for the nation, I readily admit. What with this You-Know-Who business giving folks quite a fright—"

"You-Know-Who 'business'?" Neville laughed. "You mean his return to power? Yeah, I'd say people are rightfully frightened. And his name is Voldemort, Minister."

Fudge and Percy both winced at the use of the name. "People could use a reminder that you're out there opposing him, Neville," Fudge said weakly. "It would be a great help—"

"—to you," Neville finished the sentence for him. "Sorry, Minister, but I'm not interested in being your mascot. Your political career means very little to me." And with that, Neville stood from his seat and crossed the room, slamming the door in Fudge's face as he exited the office. Fudge looked absolutely stunned, and Harry thought that Dumbledore looked quietly amused by the whole thing.

"I'll be happy to take a picture with you, Minister Fudge," Harry offered with false enthusiasm.

"Yes, I'm sure you would, Mr. Potter," Fudge said sourly. "Come along, Wembley, we're leaving." And Fudge stepped back through the fireplace, the photographer close behind him. Percy paused before following, eyeing Harry suspiciously.

"I would think carefully about how you address the Minister, Mr. Potter," Percy said coldly. "It might make things rather...difficult for your father."

Percy moved to exit via the Floo, but Harry was out of his seat in a flash, pinning Percy against the hearth, fury in his eyes.

"I don't remember asking your goddamn opinion, Weasley," Harry snarled. "I suggest you think twice before threatening my family again."

"Harry," said Dumbledore warningly. With a final glare, Harry released Percy, who looked briefly cowed before scurrying along after his boss, the Floo deactivating behind him.

"As loathsome as the Ministry's attitude towards your family may be," Dumbledore said, "I'm afraid Mr. Weasley has a point. Your father is in a precarious position right now, and I'm certain the Prophet will only amplify their criticism as long as Fudge is feeling the political pressure."

"Yes, you're right, sir," Harry sighed, re-taking his seat and forcing himself to calm down. His quick temper would only cause problems for James if he couldn't rein it in.

"I take it you know that your parents were a part of my secret organization during the last war?" Dumbledore asked.

"The Order of the Phoenix, yes," Harry nodded.

"We will be convening again over the summer," said Dumbledore. "I hope your folks will consider joining again, in order to combat Voldemort's machinations in Britain."

"I'm certain they will," Harry agreed. "And I'll be there, too."

"I'm afraid it's too dangerous for someone your age to join," Dumbledore sighed. "You're only fourteen—"

"And you continue to labor under the delusion that I'm just some naive kid," Harry retorted. "You know damn well I'm not like every other student my age. I've been in this fight since I was eleven, and I've known this day was coming all along. I will be at those meetings, and I will be informed on what is going on."

Dumbledore studied Harry for a moment, before sighing. "Of course, your parents will have final say in whether or not you—" he began.

"I can make my own decisions," Harry retorted. "I'm fighting, whether you or my Mum or Dad like it or not. So you might as well clue me in so I don't walk into any more traps."

Dumbledore looked deeply displeased by this development, but he acquiesced. "Very well, Harry," he said. "I hope that you will respond in kind and share what you know with us as well. It's the only way we can win this war."

"I'll consider it," Harry shrugged. "You still have a long way to go to rebuild the trust you've lost with me over the past four years." And he stood to leave the office, leaving the Headmaster alone with his thoughts.

Harry had difficulty sleeping that night. The words of the prophecy rang in his ears – the promise that either himself or Neville must be the one to kill Voldemort, or die trying. But which one of them was the true boy of the prophecy? And what was this mysterious 'power the Dark Lord knows not'? Harry certainly didn't think he knew of any magic that Voldemort didn't, nor did Neville for that matter. Dumbledore's 'love' theory sounded like a load of hogwash to him.

But he decided it ultimately didn't matter. He would do everything in his power to stop Voldemort, and so would Neville. Whoever cast the finishing blow didn't truly matter in the end – their path was the same regardless, their fates inextricably tied to the very end. That knowledge ultimately allowed him to drift off to sleep, content in knowing that his plan remained unchanged: destroy or be destroyed.

There was a melancholy in the air as the school year finally came to a close. While normally the halls would be buzzing with excited chatter about upcoming holiday plans, now there were hushed and worried conversations about the future. Were they safe? Was there a war coming? A few even came up to Harry to ask his opinion on the matter, and he merely told them to keep a close eye on the news and remain vigilant...Moody would be proud.

The Hogwarts Express was not due to depart until the morning after the Closing Feast, but students flooded out onto the grounds after their meal to watch the Durmstrang and Beauxbatons students depart. There were tearful goodbyes and promises to write from those few students who had forged bonds across school lines.

Harry spied Krum and Fleur talking off to one side, and when they spotted him, they waved him over. Harry glanced around the crowd until he spotted Neville, gently grabbing him by the arm and steering him over towards the other two Champions.

"Shall we all talk privately for a moment?" Harry suggested.

"Yes, let's," Krum agreed.

The four Champions walked off a ways from the rest of the students to speak without being overheard, drawing a significant number of curious eyes in their direction. They all eyed each other for a moment, unsure who should talk first.

"I would like to apologize," Fleur blurted out, turning to Krum. "I 'ope I did not 'urt you too much in ze maze when I attacked you."

"Not your fault," Krum shrugged impassively. "You vere not in control of yourself. I do not blame you."

"I need to apologize too," Neville sighed, looking pleadingly at Harry. "I should've listened to you from the start. I was so blinded by the glory of winning that I couldn't see you were only trying to protect me."

"How about we all stop bloody apologizing to one another?" Harry suggested. "We all got played by Voldemort. We're in this together now, so let's put everything behind us and figure out how to proceed from here."

"Sounds good to me," Krum agreed, and Fleur and Neville nodded alongside him.

"Now, I don't care what the Daily Prophet is saying," said Harry. "War is coming, and Voldemort will do everything he can to take control of Britain. And if he accomplishes that, who's to say he won't extend his influence to greater Europe and beyond?"

"France would be 'is next target, surely," Fleur muttered worriedly. "I agree, 'Arry. This eez not just a 'civil war' as ze French press 'as been saying. I will 'elp however I can."

"As vill I," Krum vowed. "They claim your Dark Lord is hiding in Albania, which is not far from Bulgaria. My country has not yet forgotten vot Grindelwald did to us, and we vill not stand for another Dark Lord rising to power."

"Good," Harry nodded. "We should all stay in touch as much as possible. Neville and I can keep you both updated on what's really happening, since the Prophet won't be the most reliable news source for a while."

"Oui, I wish to stay informed," said Fleur. "I will be working at Gringotts starting next month. Do you theenk it will be safe there?"

"Yes, most likely," said Harry. "Voldemort wouldn't anger people by targeting the banks so soon. What will you be doing there?"

"Just clerical work, to improve my English," said Fleur. "Do you think this wise?"

"For now, it should be safe," said Harry. Then, as an afterthought, he added, "Have you considered going into curse-breaking? Gringotts has a great program for it."

"I 'ave considered it," Fleur shrugged. "Will it be a useful career path to pursue in zis war?"

"More than you could know," Harry said with a smile. Having more people he could trust who knew how to destroy Horcruxes might prove critical in the years to come.

"How can you know so much about the future?" Krum asked, narrowing his eyes at Harry. "You seem to always be many steps ahead of everyone else." Fleur and Neville seemed to be wondering the same thing, scrutinizing him closely.

"It's...complicated," Harry shrugged. "For now, let's just say I feel a strong sense of deja vu. And so far, my instincts have been pretty accurate."

"Hermoninny believes you to be the next coming of Merlin," Krum smirked. "She is very impressed with you."

"I'm only one person trying his best," Harry sighed tiredly, not wishing to be thought of as some genius. "And I was horrible to her last year. Promise you'll be good to her, will you?"

"We vill remain pen pals this summer," said Krum. "I enjoy her company. She vill be a brilliant witch one day."

"She already is," Harry agreed with a smile. "And I'm glad to hear you will stay in touch."

"You must write me often as well," Fleur demanded of Harry. "Already our younger sisters are pen pals...my Gabrielle is very fond of your Dahlia."

Harry had heard the same from his own sister. Dahlia wanted to practice her French as much as Gabrielle did her English, and the two girls seemed to have bonded over their shared plight as younger siblings to over-achievers hogging the adults' attention.

"I think you'll be hearing from me very soon," Harry predicted. He had not forgotten Sebastian Delacour's offer for help, and suspected he may call in a favor or two in the near future. Voldemort's decision to fake his own exile from Britain may just invite their international allies to join the fight against him.

"Farewell for now, voyageur," said Fleur, kissing him on both cheeks before doing the same for Neville and Krum. "I would tell you to stay out of trouble, but I think zis is impossible for you."

"You're probably right," Harry chuckled. "I seem to attract it like a magnet."

"Goodbye, Potter," said Krum, offering a firm handshake. "I hope that one day vhen this is all over, we can fly together again."

"I'd like that," Harry agreed.

He and Neville watched on as the two Champions returned to their classmates and filed down the grounds to their quarters. The Hogwarts crowd oohed and aahed as the Beauxbatons carriages flew off into the sunset, while the Durmstrang ship sank into the depths of the lake, never to return.

"See you next school year then, yeah, Harry?" Neville offered as students began filing back to their dorms to pack.

"Probably sooner than that," Harry predicted. "It's going to be an unusual summer for us all, I expect."

Unfortunately for him, not everyone at the school seemed ready to accept that fact just yet. Katie spied him from across the grounds and rushed over to bid him farewell with a lengthy kiss.

"You're coming to the farm this summer, aren't you?" she asked. "Daddy says he's happy to have you anytime."

"We'll see, Katie," Harry sighed. "My parents will probably want to keep me on a short leash for a while. I'll try to see if I can convince them otherwise."

"Oh...alright," Katie said, sounding disappointed. "Well, it would be peaceful and relaxing there, if you can change their minds."

Harry somewhat doubted her assessment. Peaceful, sure, but he didn't think he could relax in such an environment. A month ago he might have felt differently, but now, the thought of spending valuable time lounging around with his girlfriend only made him anxious. There was too much that needed doing, too many things to worry about to turn his mind off to what was happening in the world. He certainly appreciated Katie's happy-go-lucky attitude, but it simply wasn't in the cards for him in the foreseeable future.

As if to exemplify this, his final night at Hogwarts was a restless one, with much tossing and turning and not much sleeping. He laid there wide awake, thinking about all he hoped to accomplish in the coming summer. Speaking to Saul, meeting with the Order of the Phoenix, and potentially recruiting Bill Weasley to the Horcrux hunt...so much to juggle for one teenage boy.

The next morning, Harry made his way down to the Entrance Hall, where students milled about waiting to catch a carriage to the train station. He spotted Argus Filch grumpily ushering students through the door – the caretaker had been found drugged and unconscious in his quarters, and when revived, he had no recollection of Lockhart's manipulations. After a brief stay at St. Mungo's, he had opted to return to work...probably a good alternative to fixating on the horrors he'd been subjected to.

Harry spotted Damian Dursley shuffling aimlessly around the Hall and made his way over to him. "Hey, cousin," Harry greeted. "Got big plans for the holiday?"

"Eh, not really," Damian shrugged. "Mum and Dad want to save money this year, so we aren't going anywhere. I'll probably just be home all summer."

"Ah, I see," Harry commiserated. He knew just how boring a full summer on Privet Drive could be. "Well, maybe you could come and visit sometime."

Damian's gaze snapped up to his. "You think so?" he said.

"Sure, why not?" Harry shrugged. "Family's more important now than ever. We gotta stick together, yeah?"

"Yeah, suppose so," said Damian. He joined Harry as they walked out to the grounds to catch a carriage ride to the train station. Suddenly, Damian froze, standing stock-still and staring straight ahead.

"Something the matter, Damian?" Harry asked.

"What...what is that?" he demanded, pointing.

Harry followed his gaze and saw that Damian was pointing at the creatures hitched up to the front of the carriages. "Those are thestrals," Harry explained softly. "Remember? We took care of them for Hagrid back in the winter."

Damian continued to stare blankly at the winged beasts. "I can...I can see them," he muttered.

It took Harry a moment to register what he meant. Then he remembered that the thestrals had been invisible to Damian up to this point. He must have gained the ability to see them after witnessing Trelawney's murder. That moment must be replaying itself in his mind at this very moment, as Harry saw the boy begin to tremble slightly.

"Come here, Damian," said Harry, gently taking the boy by the arm and leading him up to the nearest thestral. "They're completely harmless, remember? Look, I think this one recognizes you."

The thestral turned its head to Damian, whinnying softly and nudging the boy's hand with its nose. Damian tentatively raised his hand to stroke the creature's cheek, to which it closed its eyes and grunted appreciatively.

"This is the form my Patronus form takes," Harry reminded him. "There's nothing scary about them, not really. Death is a part of life like anything else...what's important is that we accept that and continue on living without fear."

Damian nodded forlornly at this. He quickly climbed up into the carriage, and Harry followed, closing the door behind them so they could be alone. Damian sniffled quietly to himself all the way to the station, and Harry said nothing, simply sitting beside his younger cousin and giving him silent reassurance, as his own sister had done for him in the Hospital Wing.

A fierce storm lay ahead of them, and Harry knew he would need to be strong for those he cared about looking to him for answers.
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Year 5-01: A War of Discretion

"This is the worst," Dahlia whined as she and Harry lay listlessly in the living room for the fifth straight day. "Three straight summers with canceled holiday plans."

Indeed, James and Lily had been planning another family trip to the Canary Islands for the start of the summer. And yet again, those plans were dashed by current events: first by Peter Pettigrew's escape from Azkaban, then by the Death Eater attack at the World Cup, and now by Lord Voldemort's return.

"It's for good reason, Dahlia," Harry reminded her, as he absentmindedly tossed a toy Snitch up in the air from his back. "We're in danger as long as Voldemort's out there. Our family is near the top of his hit list."

"Can't we at least go down to the creek?" Dahlia begged, leaping from the couch to hover anxiously over him. "I'm so pale from being cooped up in that frozen castle all year."

"Mum and Dad said no," said Harry flatly. "It's not safe."

"C'mon, you can come with me!" Dahlia insisted. "Neville told me you haven't got the Trace on you...bring your wand, and you can protect me if anything happens!"

"Too risky," Harry shook his head. "Not gonna happen."

"Fine," Dahlia huffed. "I'll just go by myself then. Try and stop me."

Dahlia marched dramatically towards the back door, but Harry hit her with a Freezing Charm, causing her to stand in place like a statue.

"I won't let you," he said adamantly. "Don't make me keep you frozen like this until Mum gets home."

Dahlia pouted as soon as he released her from the charm. "I'll tell her you've been doing underage magic on me," she threatened. "The Ministry can't punish you, but she can."

"You do that," Harry shrugged. "And I'll tell her exactly why I did it. I think she'll see things my way."

"Ugh, you suck!" Dahlia groaned, and stomped petulantly up the stairs. Harry let her go, almost daring her to try sneaking out an upstairs window. He knew for a fact that his father had placed Caterwauling Charms on all of them, and that might provide some small entertainment on a painfully-boring day.

Harry certainly wished to keep his sister safe, but he also had ulterior motives for playing prison guard. He was determined to get into the Order of the Phoenix meetings this summer, and that would never happen if his parents were cross with him. He had to play good citizen for a while and be on his best behavior...sneaking off to the creek with Dahlia would certainly do him no favors if they were caught.

It was difficult to get James and Lily together at one time to ask them, however. Both were dreadfully busy at the moment – James was doing double-duty at the Auror Office and playing lobbyist with the politicians in the Wizengamot. He was determined to get the house-elf legislation passed now more than ever, knowing how pivotal the creatures were in carrying out ignoble deeds for their Death Eater masters.

Lily, meanwhile, was hard at work getting her new business off the ground, along with Remus and Alessia. According to her, she was zeroing in on a potion recipe that could cure lycanthropy, and was hoping to secure grant funding for the expensive ingredients necessary to mass-produce it. She worked all day (and sometimes all night) at Remus' new home in her makeshift lab, testing and re-testing with different ingredients and dosages. "If we can get to the werewolves before You-Know-Who does, we can make this war far safer for everyone," she explained over dinner one evening.

Harry busied himself by staying in touch with everyone he'd promised to write to over the summer. Fleur and Krum were both giving him regular updates; the former had just completed the move to London to begin her work at Gringotts, while the latter was reaching out to his contacts back home to gauge the international temperature on Voldemort. Hermione informed him that she would be leaving home soon to stay with the Weasleys at an 'undisclosed location', while Saul Croaker delivered the good news that his department was no longer under investigation and they could meet in person again in a couple of weeks.

It was frustrating to not know exactly what was happening out in the world, as once again the Daily Prophet provided few answers. After the initial hysteria surrounding Voldemort's return had died down, they went right back to their old standby of criticizing James Potter and Albus Dumbledore for their various failures.

The one curious thing about the Prophet's coverage was its positive spin on Neville Longbottom. Rather than ridicule him like they had done to Harry in his last timeline, they upheld the Boy-Who-Lived as a symbol of purity and courage in the face of dark times. They praised him for his heroic duel against Voldemort in the graveyard, whose details were muddied but always depicted with the conclusion that Neville had held his own.

Harry wondered if Fudge still held out hope for earning Neville's favor (and endorsement) to salvage his crumbling political career. The man was taking it in the shins from the public, even if the Prophet reported otherwise. James often told him that nobody respected Fudge at the Ministry and they all believed it was a 'matter of time' before he was either sacked or resigned.

Harry followed the case of the captured Death Eaters with interest, but it was clear that they would eventually be released with only minimal charges of criminal mischief. Lockhart was sent to Azkaban for his murder of Trelawney, but zero mention was made about his motives or involvement in the Triwizard plot. Lucius Malfoy clearly had his hooks deep in the Ministry (and the Prophet), and Voldemort was clearly winning the information war thus far.

One bit of good news did come in mid-July, buried several pages deep into an inconsequential day of news: the House-Elf Liberation Program (H.E.L.P.) had passed in the Wizengamot, by the narrowest of margins. It prompted a rare family celebration that evening, as both James and Lily returned home before dusk to enjoy dinner and drinks with their children.

"Cheers to small victories!" James said, somewhat sardonically, raising his glass of Firewhiskey into the air. Lily half-hiccuped, half-giggled as she did the same, downing her glass as Harry and Dahlia sipped on their own Butterbeer.

"What will this actually change, Dad?" asked Harry after his parents both finished belching fire.

"Not – hic – too much," said James. "Full freedom would have never passed, so we had to compromise. Now, owners are required to offer them meager pay and vacation time if they want it."

"They'll never ask for that," Harry frowned. "Working for free has been ingrained into their culture for centuries."

"Yes, well, one step at a time," James sighed. "We can also compel them to speak against their masters if there is a warrant for their arrest, and they can earn their freedom if their master is convicted."

"Like Barty Crouch?"

"In theory, yes. Though the Ministry has bigger fish to fry right now. I'm sure it'll come up at the next Order meeting."

"Sweetheart, not in front of the children," Lily muttered. Harry figured this was as good a time as any to make his move.

"Actually, Dad, I would like to be in that meeting," said Harry. "I want to join the Order of the Phoenix."

"I don't think that would be wise," James muttered. "You're underage, and you're still in school—"

"Cedric's still in school, and he's joined; he told me in a letter yesterday," Harry pointed out. "And he hasn't seen half of what I have. I've already fought Voldemort three times, just like you. Don't I deserve to know what's going on?"

"I don't like it, dear," Lily fretted. "You should be focusing on your studies, not fighting wars."

"I haven't been able to focus on my studies at all lately," Harry pointed out. "Either I'm involved in a murder-kidnapping plot, or some Dark wizard is trying to kill me or my sister. It would be easier to just tell me what's happening so I can stay prepared, isn't it?"

Lily prepared to shut his argument down, but James rested a calming hand on her arm. "Actually, Harry has a point," he said. "He's known about this war coming for years, and we didn't listen to him. Last month he nearly died because of it. I think we owe him some answers."

"But he's just a child!" Lily groaned. "He has no business getting involved!"

"We were practically children when we joined the Order," James pointed out. "He's not much younger than we were, and he's far more mature and responsible than either of us were back then. If he finds himself in danger again in the future, don't you want him as prepared as possible to survive?"

Lily didn't look happy about this argument. "I thought this was all over fourteen years ago," she muttered as she took another deep swill of Firewhiskey. "Fine. You can attend, Harry, but if you even think about joining the fight again before you're of-age, you can forget about all of it."

That was the best Harry could hope for. Under his father's warning glare, he remained silent for the rest of the evening, and excused himself to bed soon after. He'd gotten the answer he was looking for – no use in poking the bear further.

The following week passed by more quickly, now that he finally had something to look forward to. Harry could occasionally hear his parents bickering downstairs or in their bedroom late at night, perhaps reconsidering their decision to let him join the Order. But when the day came, neither of them told him otherwise, and he wisely remained silent, assuming that the argument had resulted in his favor.

The family ate a quick early dinner that Saturday evening before moving towards the fireplace to travel to their destination. "Where is the meeting being held?" asked Harry.

"Grimmauld Place," James grimaced. "Dumbledore asked Sirius if they could use his manor, but he didn't want people coming and going there, so he offered up his spare townhouse instead."

"He doesn't mind other people 'coming and going' at his place…" Lily muttered under her breath.

"Hey, we agreed not to judge Padfoot for his...eccentric love life," James lightly chided her, winking at Harry lecherously. "Ready to go, gang?"

"Can I come?" Dahlia asked.

"Yes, but not to the meeting," said Lily firmly. "You'll be upstairs with Ginny and the other children."

"But Harry's allowed in!" Dahlia protested.

"He's already fought the Dark Lord and lived to tell the tale," James said grimly. "He's earned that privilege." Dahlia pouted about this, and from the look on Lily's face, Harry's mother clearly still didn't agree with the decision either.

The family stepped through the Floo minutes later and emerged within the familiar dark and grungy walls of Grimmauld Place. Harry heard voices wafting down the hall – clearly many other Order members had arrived already.

"Ah, there's the Potters!" smiled Molly Weasley, shuffling into the living room to greet them. "And you brought the children, how wonderful! My youngest are upstairs with Hermione; they'll be glad to see you both while the meeting is going on."

"Actually, Mrs. Weasley, I'll be in the meeting," Harry corrected her.

"What? No, certainly not," Molly tutted. "You're far too young—"

"Too young to fight Voldemort?" said Harry, causing her to flinch. "I've got more experience fighting dark wizards than half the Order."

"He's right, Molly," said James lightly. "It's my decision, and I've allowed it."

Molly clearly didn't like this answer, but she merely huffed and shuffled out of the room. Lily ushered Dahlia towards the stairwell as the other Potters made their way towards the main meeting room.

Inside was a long conference table, with members standing casually around it in conversation. Harry recognized nearly everyone in attendance: Sirius, Remus, the Weasleys, Tonks, Kingsley, Moody, and just about every other member of the Order in his past timeline. There were two new welcome additions in the form of Cedric Diggory and his father, and Harry made his way over to the former.

"Hey, Ced," he greeted the Hufflepuff. "How's your summer been so far?"

"Rather dull, to be honest," Cedric shrugged. "I had plans to holiday on the coast with my folks, but things have changed now, what with everything else going on."

"Understandable," Harry nodded...it was an uncertain time for everybody. "What about Cho? Got plans to see her?"

"Er...actually, we split up," Cedric grimaced. "I overheard her at the Closing Feast making fun of your dad with her friend Marietta. I confronted her about it, and when she tried to walk back what she said, I told her I'd had enough."

"Blimey, I'm sorry," said Harry. "You didn't have to do that for us."

"Wasn't for you, really," Cedric grinned. "Truthfully, it opened my eyes to the kind of person she really is. Says all the right things to your face, but stirs up drama behind your back. I don't want to be with someone like that."

"Fair enough," Harry nodded. His reasoning was much the same as Harry's for deciding not to pursue things further with Cho – she still had a lot of maturing to do.

"Ah, Mr. Diggory!" said James, walking up to the pair. "How are you, young man?"

"I'm good, Profess—I mean, Auror Potter," said Cedric with a sheepish grin. "Congratulations on your promotion."

"Thank you," James inclined his head. "Looking forward to your final year at Hogwarts? Any idea what you'd like to do after?"

"Dunno yet," Cedric muttered. "My dad wants me to go into politics, but I'm not sure it's for me. I thought about becoming an Auror, but I didn't have the grades to get into Snape's N.E.W.T. Potions class, so that's out of the question now."

"Don't be so sure," James shrugged. "Dark days are ahead of us, and the Ministry might need to relax their recruiting standards to match the rising threat of Voldemort. The force would be honored to have a bright young wizard of your caliber in it."

"Oh...I appreciate that, sir," Cedric said humbly. James gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder before moving on to mingle with other guests.

"Wotcher, Harry!" a cheery voice sang out as Tonks approached from across the room. "They let you into this circus?"

"Fighting a Dark Lord and surviving tends to open doors for you," Harry quipped, accepting her hug. "Tonks, this is Cedric Diggory."

"Blimey, is it really?" Tonks whistled, standing back to survey the tall and handsome young man. "Last we met, you were just a scrawny second-year."

"You two know each other?" Harry asked, surprised.

"We were in Hufflepuff together for a couple years," Cedric grinned. "Looking punk-rock as ever, Tonks. You dated Charlie Weasley back then, didn't you?"

"Ugh, don't remind me," Tonks groaned, rolling her eyes. "That boy only had eyes for the creatures in Kettleburn's class. I threw myself at him for seven years and he was oblivious the whole time."

"I did my best to steer him your direction," Bill Weasley chuckled as he approached the group. "But my brother just never showed interest in pretty witches that way."

"Hey, Bill," said Harry, shaking the man's hand. "How's the curse-breaking life?"

"Quiet, as of late," Bill sighed. "Gringotts recalled me back to the London branch while they deal with some international regulations. I'll be training new recruits for the foreseeable future."

"Hey, more opportunity to meet people, right?" said Cedric. "Bet your dating prospects weren't so hot out in Egypt."

"Yeah, turns out the profession doesn't tend to attract the pretty witches," Bill grinned. "Something about the constant risk of death and dismemberment, I guess."

"Hey, don't threaten me with a good time," Tonks snorted. "Sounds like a quiet day at the Auror Office. Maybe I've been barking up the wrong Weasley tree all these years!"

"I'm sure Bill will meet someone soon," Harry smiled. He remembered visiting the Burrow during his original fifth year and hearing word that Bill and Fleur had become an item. He knew she intended to work at Gringotts in this timeline as well – perhaps as a curse-breaker, even – so it was possible such a pairing would come to fruition once more.

A hush suddenly fell over the room. Harry turned; Dumbledore had walked in, striding towards his seat as everyone somberly fell into place around him. Harry sat between his parents, Sirius and Remus as everyone took their seats, Dumbledore at the head of the table with James and Snape on either side of him.

"Thank you all for coming," Dumbledore said once everyone was settled. "I recognize many of you from the last war, and appreciate you joining the cause once more. For those who are new, we are the Order of the Phoenix, an organization designed to counteract Lord Voldemort's schemes in Britain and beyond. We have a few prominent members of the Ministry of Magic here—" Dumbledore motioned to James, Arthur and Amos, "—but I would urge you all not to advertise your membership in public, lest we attract negative attention from Fudge and his ilk."

"Are we doing something illegal by being here?" Hestia Jones asked nervously.

"Not necessarily," Dumbledore said carefully. "The Ministry frowns upon vigilance justice, but that is not our primary aim. That said, some of our covert operations may lead to situations where violence is unavoidable."

"That might pose an issue for some of us, sir," spoke up Tonks. "I can't afford to lose my job in the Auror Office for this."

"I can protect you from some of the fallout if it comes to that," James reassured her. "Amelia Bones is a reasonable witch who knows the true threat that's out there. It's Fudge and the administrators we have to watch out for."

"They've been going after you hard in the Prophet lately," Kingsley commiserated. "Same with you, Albus."

"Fudge has long considered me a threat to his power," Dumbledore explained. "Less so now that I've been at Hogwarts for so long. Auror Potter is the one he truly fears at the moment, however. He is concerned that James has enough respect and influence to get Fudge sacked so that he can take his place."

"I have no aspirations to be Minister of Magic," James sighed. "Not that Fudge cares or believes it. As long as I'm influential within the Ministry, he'll seek to strike me down."

"And he has powerful allies aiding him in that," Dumbledore added. "Lucius Malfoy has been rallying support against you, possibly on Voldemort's orders. They have much to gain from limiting the power you have to enact change within the Ministry."

"Passing the house-elf legislation frightened them, I think," James muttered. "A lot of the Death Eaters have house-elves who know things that could potentially incriminate them."

"This was discussed in the last meeting with the Dark Lord," Snape added. "Several of them, including Malfoy, had their elves killed in order to protect their secrets."

Harry felt a dull blow to his stomach at this news. Dobby's dead? he thought, dismayed. How tragic that the elf who so badly desired freedom would lose his life as a direct result of gaining it.

"Does that mean we can arrest Crouch now?" Tonks asked James.

"We know where he is hiding thanks to Winky, but he's no longer a priority for us at the moment," said James. "The DMLE has too much on their plate as it is. Besides, he may prove useful to us in the future."

"Useful? How?" asked Kingsley.

"Setting aside the treachery with his son," said James, "he hates dark wizards more than anyone I know, and has an uncanny knack for catching them. He also has connections overseas that we might need, given his long tenure as head of the Department of International Cooperation."

"That may well be important in the months to come," Dumbledore mused. "I have reached out to my colleagues in the International Confederation of Warlocks, but they do not wish to get their countries involved in our 'civil war', as they call it."

"Sebastian Delacour might be willing to help," Harry piped up. "He owes me a favor from the Triwizard Tournament."

"The Delacours are indeed influential within the French Ministry, though I do not think they will wish to work with me directly," said Dumbledore. "Do not squander that relationship, Harry. Keep a line of communication open, and perhaps something fruitful can come of it later."

Harry nodded thoughtfully at this. It was one of the unfortunate downsides of the Order of the Phoenix: Dumbledore was in charge, and as he was coming to learn, the number of people who distrusted the man was growing by the day.

"Alastor, do you have anything to report from the Longbottom residence?" asked Dumbledore, turning to Moody.

"All quiet so far," Moody said gruffly. "The lad doesn't appear happy to be cooped up in that little house with Augusta, but he looks healthy enough."

"He spotted me hiding in his back garden a couple of days ago," Tonks admitted. "Asked me to relay the message that he wants to leave and be with his friends."

"Neville needs to stay with his grandmother for a while longer," said Dumbledore. "The blood wards need time to recharge whenever he returns home, in order to keep him safe from Voldemort."

At least his grandmother doesn't abuse him, Harry thought bitterly. He suddenly remembered Damian Dursley, stuck at home on Privet Drive, and resolved to send him a letter as soon as possible (the Muggle way, of course, lest he piss off Uncle Vernon with an owl).

"Now, I wish to turn the floor over to Severus Snape," said Dumbledore, turning to the potion master seated to his right. "He has ingratiated himself within the Death Eaters as a spy. What can you tell us, Severus?"

"The Dark Lord called a meeting of his most faithful last week," said Snape. "To discuss their plans for the future."

"Could you identify any of the other members?" asked Kingsley.

"I can make educated guesses," said Snape, "but masks are mandatory during such meetings. The only one I can say with certainly is Malfoy, as the Dark Lord has taken residence in his manor."

"We know where he is?" piped up Tonks. "Let's go trap the bastard!"

"A great many things must be done before we can take the fight to Voldemort," said Dumbledore patiently. "For now, it is useful enough to know where he is. Scaring him out of hiding would only expose Severus' treachery, and send him elsewhere to hide far from our surveillance."

Tonks didn't look happy with this, nor did Kingsley or James. Clearly the Aurors preferred direct action to playing defense.

"But why is Malfoy not in jail?" piped up Harry. "He was at the graveyard, and now we know he's harboring Voldemort!"

"No one besides yourself and Neville saw him at that graveyard," James said sadly. "And unfortunately, memories taken from underage wizards are not admissible as evidence in court. Nor can we prove he is harboring Voldemort, as he would be long gone by the time we got anywhere near the Manor."

"But I don't understand," muttered Amos Diggory. "The Prophet has been saying You-Know-Who fled to the continent, perhaps for Albania. How can that be, if we know he is still in the country?"

"This is a fiction invented by Lucius Malfoy," said Snape. "The Dark Lord does not wish to create panic or cause the Ministry to mobilize against him. This gives Minister Fudge plausible deniability to ignore the threat at his doorstep, and to convince the public that there is no immediate danger. Thus giving the Dark Lord time to plan his next moves."

"It also gives us time to prepare," Dumbledore pointed out. "Voldemort would not dare move out of the shadows within Britain now, or else give away the fact that he remains on the Isles. It also may prove to be a strategic misstep for him, if we play our cards right."

"In what way?" asked Sirius.

"By faking his exile to the continent, he risks inviting other nations into the fight against him," said Dumbledore. "If we can convince the international community that Voldemort poses a threat to them, we may be able to recruit allies from abroad to join the fight."

"Viktor Krum alluded to that the last time I spoke to him," Harry added. "Bulgaria was ravaged by Grindelwald and will not respond well to another Dark Lord on the continent. Maybe he can help us."

A few adults looked at him thoughtfully after this comment. Not all were as impressed, however.

"Must we rely on the fleeting friendships of teenagers?" Dedalus Diggle scoffed. "I don't feel comfortable relying on the whims of a fourteen-year-old."

Harry opened his mouth to retort, but to his surprise, Moody beat him to the punch.

"You underestimate young Potter at your own peril, Diggle," Moody chastised the man. "There are only four people at this table who have fought the Dark Lord one-on-one and lived to tell the tale, and he is one of them. Can you say the same?"

Dedalus looked suitably cowed by this rebuke and retreated back into his chair without further comment. Several other adults who had been eyeing Harry suspiciously now seemed to view him with newfound respect.

"Severus, do we know what Voldemort plans to do next?" James asked Snape.

"Yes," said Snape. "The Dark Lord remains wary of Longbottom, as well as your own son. He wishes to retrieve a prophecy from the Department of Mysteries, in order to determine what threat they might pose to him."

"Wait, I'm sorry," Lily jumped in with a frown. "What's this about a prophecy? And what does it have to do with Harry?"

Snape suddenly looked supremely guilty. What does he know about the prophecy? Harry briefly wondered, before Dumbledore chimed in.

"Do you remember, Mrs. Potter, when I warned you and James about a potential threat against your lives at the end of the last war?" said Dumbledore. When Lily nodded he continued, "I made the same warning to Frank and Alice Longbottom before their deaths. The truth is that I witnessed a prophecy, shortly before your son was born, that spoke of the impending birth of a boy with the power to defeat the Dark Lord."

"It must have meant Neville, then," James surmised, also looking surprised by the information.

"So Voldemort assumed as well," said Dumbledore. "Which is why he targeted the Longbottoms instead of you. However, he now has reason to believe it may have referred to Harry."

All eyes at the table turned to Harry, incredulous. "But why?" Lily stammered, instinctively grabbing her son's hand protectively.

"Voldemort only heard part of the prophecy, the first part I just described to you," explained Dumbledore. "The second part makes it unambiguous which of the two boys the prophecy referred to."

"Well, who is it, then?" demanded Sirius.

"That, I cannot share with you all," Dumbledore sighed, glancing surreptitiously towards Snape. "We cannot risk that information trickling out of this meeting. For now, we must keep the ambiguity intact."

Snape looked irked to not be allowed to know the full truth, but he held his tongue, casting a fleeting glance at Harry before returning his attention to the Headmaster.

"So You-Know-Who wants this prophecy," said Arthur Weasley slowly, still processing along with everyone else at the table, "in order to know for certain which of the two boys is a greater threat to him?"

"That is correct," said Snape. "He has already begun plans to infiltrate the Department of Mysteries, although it will take much time and resources to pull off, even for someone as well-connected as Malfoy."

"And we must have measures in place to stop him," Dumbledore nodded. "I propose a guard rotation, stationed at the entrance to the Department of Mysteries. If anyone attempts to break in, we'll have people there to stop them."

"I don't understand," James muttered. "Why is guarding this prophecy so important? What does Voldemort actually gain by obtaining it?"

"Information," said Dumbledore simply. "Voldemort does not like being in the dark, and he will not wish to begin his takeover of Britain until he knows precisely what he's up against."

"But doesn't that put a bigger target on both Harry's and Neville's backs?" James frowned. "If this prophecy makes it clear which one of them it refers to, why not give Voldemort the prophecy directly, so that the other boy won't be in unnecessary danger?"

"Because this provides a valuable distraction," said Dumbledore. "So long as he is fixated on this prophecy, we have a window of opportunity to recruit allies and set up our defenses. If he moves out into the open now, Britain will not be prepared. Right now what we need is time."

"But you're putting two boys' lives at risk for no reason!" Lily protested. "If Harry isn't the one, he shouldn't be wrapped up in all this, and the same goes for Neville!"

"Harry and Neville will be perfectly safe," Dumbledore assured her. "Voldemort will not dare move against Hogwarts so long as I am there. I propose that a handful of Order members remain stationed at the school at all times. And James, I hope that you would see fit to dispatch a number of Aurors to the school as well."

"I'm of a greater mind to just send my children abroad," James scoffed. "Send Harry and Dahlia to Beauxbatons or Ilvermorny, far from this madness!"

"Voldemort may likely interpret that as an attempt to flee from him," said Dumbledore. "Thus putting your family in even greater danger, and making it more difficult for the Order to protect you."

"I'm not leaving Hogwarts, Dad," Harry said firmly to his father before he could retort. James eyed him warily, but bit back his next remark.

"So, it's settled then," Dumbledore said. "Kingsley, can I leave you in charge with drawing up a guard rotation schedule?"

"Very well," Kingsley bowed. The tension in the air was palpable; Harry could feel his parents' silent frustration with the Headmaster's decision. He too disagreed with the plan. Why put lives in danger for something that doesn't actually matter? he wondered. He remembered Arthur Weasley's gruesome injuries from Nagini in the previous timeline, and hoped to avoid such accidents this time around.

"Pardon me, sir," said Harry, "but what good would guards do in stopping Voldemort if he decides to breach the Department?"

"And what makes you believe the Dark Lord would do so himself?" Snape scoffed at him. "He has many lieutenants who would be happy to retrieve it for him."

"But they won't be able to," said Harry. "It can only be accessed by—"

"Be quiet, Harry," Dumbledore said with surprising urgency.

"It sounded like he was about to say something important, Albus," James frowned, looking from Harry to Dumbledore. Snape also eyed Harry curiously.

"Yes, he was," Dumbledore agreed. "And it mustn't reach Voldemort's ears."

"Don't you trust Professor Snape not to pass it along then, sir?" Harry asked innocently.

"It is not a matter of trust," Dumbledore sighed. "It is imperative that as few people understand how the Hall of Prophecy functions, lest that information trickle back to Voldemort."

"That does sound like a matter of trust to me, Albus," James pointed out. "Do you not trust everybody at this table?"

"Hey, what'chu lookin' at me for?" protested Mundungus Fletcher, as a few of the Aurors had given him pointed looks at this statement. "I ain't said a bleedin' thing to anybody!"

"Discretion and trust are different things," said Dumbledore. "We all have different roles to play in this war, and knowing too much can distract from the task at hand."

"So you're keeping us in the dark intentionally," Lily huffed. "I thought the point of these meetings was to stay informed."

"The point is to stop Voldemort in his tracks," Dumbledore corrected her. "And might I remind you that your own friend Peter Pettigrew turned against the Order? Even those you might trust the most can be swayed under the right circumstances."

"How dare you throw that in our faces?" Remus demanded, as Sirius nodded angrily alongside him. "Are you suggesting that another one of us will rat you out?"

"I dearly hope that not to be the case," Dumbledore said placatingly. "I merely wish to rectify the mistakes I made in the last war. Information is key in a shadow war such as this, and it mustn't be treated frivolously."

A few people grumbled unhappily at this answer, but nobody argued the point. Snape in particular looked disgruntled to be left in the dark yet again.

"I believe that will be all for tonight," Dumbledore concluded. "I urge you all to keep your eyes and ears open for anything happening behind the scenes. Meeting adjourned."

Hushed conversations resumed as everyone stood from the table and broke off into smaller groups to discuss the new developments. Harry made to slip out of the room undetected, but he was intercepted at the door.

"A quick word, Harry?" said Dumbledore. Harry felt his heart skip a beat, but he schooled his features and simply nodded, allowing the Headmaster to follow him into the next room.

"I appreciate you heeding my warning and keeping what you know about the prophecy to yourself," Dumbledore said. "I know you disagree with my methods, but I assure you, controlling the flow of information could very well be the thing that wins us this war."

"If you say so," Harry shrugged, keeping his face and voice as impassive as possible.

"I'm afraid I have more to ask of you," said the Headmaster. "I am certain that your friends upstairs will wish to know what was discussed at the meeting. I must urge you not to tell them everything you know, as it might complicate matters for us in the future."

"In what way, sir?" Harry asked innocently.

"I assume you are aware of the unique bond that Neville shares with Lord Voldemort through his scar," said Dumbledore. "It is my fear that Voldemort may attempt to access Neville's mind via this connection, and obtain secrets we desperately wish to keep from him. Surely you understand how dangerous that would be?"

"I suppose it would," Harry shrugged. "But isn't it also dangerous to leave Neville in the dark? I mean, we saw how that played out in the maze last month."

"That was different," Dumbledore sighed. "Voldemort did not have a corporeal form then. Now that he possesses a body and a mind, he may become aware of his connection with Neville and use it to his advantage."

"In that case, shouldn't Neville be aware of that connection himself?" Harry argued. "So that he can learn to recognize it and fight back against it?"

"We will cross that bridge when we get to it, Harry," said Dumbledore. "For now, we will merely observe Neville and see if he behaves abnormally under these new conditions. Spare him the horrors of knowing what that connection might enable Voldemort to do to him."

"I understand your point, sir," Harry nodded. "Will that be all?"

Dumbledore studied Harry for a moment in silence. "It will," he nodded. "I will see you at Hogwarts for the start of term in September...unless we meet at another Order meeting before then." And the Headmaster swept from the room, heading for the exit.

Harry walked back into the conference room, spotting Bill Weasley sipping a cocktail in a corner by himself. "Bill, d'you have a moment?" Harry asked as he approached the redhead.

"Sure," Bill shrugged, and he followed Harry out of the living room and into an empty side parlor, eyeing the teen curiously.

"Last summer you asked me to keep you in the loop on what's going on," Harry said in a hushed tone.

"I did," Bill nodded. "What of it?"

"There's more to all this than I've let on," said Harry. "To Dumbledore, to my parents, or anybody. Can I trust you?"

Bill frowned. "Why me, before any of them?" he asked.

"I can't explain here," Harry said, glancing over his shoulder. "Can you meet me at the Ministry next Friday?"

"I...suppose I could," Bill said, slightly bewildered. "But why?"

"I really can't tell you," Harry said apologetically. "But I swear to you I'll tell you everything there. Can you promise not to tell anyone else we're meeting?"

Bill looked even more perplexed now than ever. "I don't feel that comfortable sneaking around behind Dumbledore's back," he muttered. "But I suppose I can hear you out this once."

"Great," Harry nodded. "And we won't be alone. There's someone else you need to meet."

"Someone else?"

"Can't explain here," Harry muttered again as he turned to leave. "See you on Friday in the Atrium?"

"Alright," Bill sighed. Harry left him to consider this in silence, hoping he would heed Harry's request for silence. Having to explain his sneaking around to his parents would only attract more questions he couldn't answer.

Harry wandered into the living room and mingled with the other attendees for a bit. Eventually he saw his parents extricating themselves from a discussion with Amos Diggory, and made his way over to them.

"I'm getting tired," Lily said with a yawn. "I'll go find Dahlia so we can head home."

"I'll get her," Harry offered. "I'd like to say hello to Hermione and the Weasleys."

Harry headed up the stairs in search of the other teens in the house. He heard muted voices wafting down the third floor hallway towards him, which quickly fell silent with whispered "shh's" as he approached. He saw light flooding underneath a closed doorway, and knocked before entering the room.

Hermione, Ginny and Dahlia sat atop the bed, looking anxiously at him; Ron, Fred and George stood leaning against the far wall, the latter two casually hiding something behind their backs. Extendable Ears, Harry figured.

"Hey, everyone," he greeted the room. "The meeting's over."

"You're lucky you get to attend," Ron moped. "We all want to know what they're talking about."

"Don't suppose you can let us in on any secrets?" Fred said, half-jokingly and half-eagerly.

"Dumbledore thinks it's best that you don't know," Harry shrugged. At once he saw the crestfallen looks on the others' faces, the desperation to not be left in the dark. A feeling he knew all too well. "Luckily for you, I don't give a shit what Dumbledore thinks is best."

The six teens' faces lit up as Harry shut the door behind him and cast a Muffling Charm on it. "Wicked!" said George, as the three boys came forward eagerly to hear what he had to say.

"Do we know what You-Know-Who is up to?" Hermione asked him anxiously. "Or where he's hiding?"

"He's at Malfoy Manor," said Harry, drawing gasps of surprise. "He's only pretending to be on the continent so that people aren't alarmed and Fudge can play dumb."

"I knew it!" Ron said triumphantly. "Er, well, I mean Neville did. He insisted that You-Know-Who wouldn't leave Britain until he got what he wanted here."

"But what is he after?" Hermione pressed. "Why stay in the country if he can't make himself known?"

"I suppose Neville told you two about the prophecy?" said Harry, looking to Ron and Hermione for confirmation. They looked briefly stricken at its mention, but they nodded. "Voldemort wants to get it. He's planning to break into the Department of Mysteries to steal it from their records."

"What prophecy?" asked Fred, as George, Ginny and Dahlia looked on curiously as well.

"It's...complicated," Harry muttered. "But there was a prophecy made before Neville was born that suggested he could have the power to destroy Voldemort. And Voldemort only heard half of it, so he wants to hear the other half to figure out what he's missing."

"But Neville said…" Ron muttered, gears turning in his head. "Neville said the prophecy could have been referring to you." Dahlia's eyes widened with fear at this revelation.

"And that's the whole point," Harry sighed. "Voldemort isn't sure which one of us is the bigger threat to him. So he wants to hear it to be sure. And the Order are placing guards in the Ministry to stop him from getting to it."

"They think You-Know-Who will try to break into the Ministry?" Hermione gasped.

"Not him directly," Harry corrected. "He's trying to lie low and pretend he doesn't exist for a while. He'll send followers into the Department after the prophecy, but they won't be able to get it. Only the subject or witness of a prophecy can retrieve it from the shelves."

"So that means…" said Ron slowly, "that only Neville, Dumbledore, or You-Know-Who can get it?"

"Correct," Harry nodded. "And Neville needs to know that, d'you understand? Voldemort might try to lure him into the Ministry to pick up the prophecy for him. Under no circumstances can Neville be allowed to do that. He has to be aware of any attempts Voldemort makes to manipulate him into going."

"B-but Dumbledore told us not to tell Neville anything," Hermione protested. "He's been sending us letters demanding to know what's going on, but we aren't allowed to tell him."

"Let me, then," Harry grumbled, feeling angrier with Dumbledore by the minute. "Leaving Neville in the dark is the worst thing we can do right now. I'll make sure he's prepared for what is to come."

Just then, there was a loud knock on the door, causing all of the teens to flinch. "Harry? Dahlia?" called out James. "It's time to go."

Harry quickly canceled his Muffling Charm and opened the door. "Coming, Dad," he said, beckoning for Dahlia to follow. She tentatively slid off the bed and followed her brother out of the room, casting a last furtive glance back at the others before shutting the door behind them.

"You'll have a chance to see your friends again soon," James reassured his children, assuming that was the cause of their silence. "We'll be back here for the next meeting before the summer is over."

As soon as he got back to his bedroom in Godric's Hollow, Harry began composing a letter to Neville. He knew exactly how Neville felt: cooped up at home, left out of the loop, desperately wishing to know what the hell was going on. To hell with Dumbledore...the kid deserved answers! It was a cathartic experience, writing the letter that Harry wished he could have gotten in his original timeline. It was well past midnight by the time he completed his multi-page explanation and sent it off with Bandit into the cool night.

Harry considered all that had occurred in the past few hours. It felt good to be included in strategy talks for once, though he could not help but feel frustrated with Dumbledore's passive behavior. It was as if the man expected everything to fall into place of its own accord, and for everyone to play their parts dutifully without asking questions. Harry knew that wasn't how people worked – when backed into a corner with incomplete information, they tended to make mistakes. The truth was the safest option for everyone.

He also thought ahead to his upcoming meeting with Saul and Bill. Bringing the eldest Weasley into the fold came with its risks, but his expertise might prove invaluable. It had been a year now since he and Saul realized the existence of Horcruxes, and they had yet to identify, locate or destroy a single one. Harry was itching to begin the laborious process of un-tethering Voldemort's soul from this reality, piece by piece.

Should he tell anybody else his secret? Would it be beneficial for his father to know the truth? It might make things easier in some respects, but also more difficult in others. Harry finally felt loved and respected within his own household, and was deathly afraid of disrupting the new balance he'd struck. Would his parents look at him differently if they knew he was not truly their son? Would they resent him for erasing the existence of the boy they'd lovingly raised for eleven years? He couldn't bear to take that risk.

Dumbledore wasn't the only person who saw the value in discretion.

A/N: Please don't hurt me for killing Dobby! I tried to find a way around it, and it wasn't even in my original plans, but there's no way Lucius Malfoy would risk his secrets getting out after the new law passed. Yet another reminder that every change to the timeline will have unexpected consequences...luckily, some more positive consequences from the new law are soon to come in the next few chapters!
Year 5-02: Family Secrets

Harry snuck cautiously down the stairs, listening intently for any sign of movement below. He paused at the landing and craned his neck around the corner, peering into the kitchen to see if anyone was up and about. He breathed a sigh of relief when he found that it was empty...his parents must have already been up and out of the house, attending to their respective duties. He crossed the living room towards the fireplace, confident he could make his escape quietly.

He had plans to meet with Saul Croaker today, but wasn't technically sure if he was allowed to leave the house. He'd brought it up weeks earlier over dinner, receiving only a vague response from his distracted father in return. He hadn't brought it up since, figuring it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.

Besides, he had reason to want this particular meeting kept quiet. Bill Weasley would be accompanying him, and Harry did not want to publicize his newfound partnership with the man. If things went well, then there would be one more person in on his secret by the end of the day, which could mean a significant burden off of his shoulders.

Harry knew the Potter fireplace was directly connected to the Ministry Floo Network as a perk of James' Head Auror status – it was just a matter of knowing the proper password. Fortunately, Harry had overheard his father using the Floo to get to work the other day, so he knew just what to do. He grabbed a handful of Floo powder from the urn and stepped into the grate, declaring, "Ministry of Magic: Prongs!"

After an uncomfortable but mercifully brief spinning ride through the Floo, Harry emerged in the Atrium. The place was humming with activity already, as employees hurried off to work, giving him no more than a passing glance as they walked by.

Harry received a visitor's badge at the security checkpoint and found a secluded area to wait, partially concealed behind a pillar. He scanned the crowd for Bill Weasley, keeping an eye out for a tall head of red hair. Finally, he saw the man wandering around near the fountain, hands in pockets, trying to look casual. Harry wove his way through the throng of people to greet him.

"Hey, Bill," he greeted the man. "Thanks for coming."

"Sure," Bill shrugged. "Where are we going?"

"Department of Mysteries," said Harry. "We have a meeting with Saul Croaker."

Harry led the way through the Atrium towards the lifts. Unfortunately, their clandestine operation was not to go off without a hitch.

"Well, well," a snooty voice called out after him; he turned to see Percy Weasley strutting up to him proudly in his purple administrative robes. "What brings you to the Ministry, Mr. Potter? I'm surprised to see your father has let you out of the house by yourself, considering the trouble you seem to cause wherever you go."

"Not that it's any of your business, Weasley," Harry growled, not backing down against the redhead. "But I have a meeting this morning, and your brother happened to agree to accompany me."

"Is that so?" Percy sniffed, eyeing Bill warily. "Good morning, William. I trust that you are aware of the reputation the Potter family currently holds?"

"I'm well aware, thank you," Bill said evenly. "How have you been, Perce? We've missed having you around at family gatherings."

"I choose my company carefully these days," Percy shrugged indifferently. "I suggest you do the same, and not waste your time with those who can do nothing for you."

"It's not what I can do for you, but to you, that you ought to worry about," Harry said hotly, taking a step forward towards Percy.

"Don't, Harry," Bill said warningly, placing a hand on Harry's shoulder. "It's not worth it."

"You'd best heed my brother's advice, Potter," Percy sneered. "The Minister is watching your family very carefully, and the consequences may be dire if they catch even a whiff of untoward activity." And Percy spun on his heel to stride away, head held high.

"What a prick," Harry huffed.

"I don't disagree," Bill sighed. "But he has power now, and it's best not to upset him any further."

Harry and Bill managed to snag a nearly-empty lift, as they were one of the few groups heading down into the bowels of the Ministry instead of up to the administrative levels. "Was Percy invited to the Order of the Phoenix?" Harry asked once they were alone.

"Can't tell him about it," Bill shrugged. "He's too close to Fudge. If the Minister found out Dumbledore was running a secret society under his nose, we would all be at risk of losing our jobs."

"Blimey...I'm sorry," Harry muttered. "Your own brother…"

"He's made his choices," Bill shrugged. "Percy always said he would be the most powerful of all the Weasleys, and he's sold his soul to achieve it. I just hope he doesn't get burned from flying too close to the sun."

Harry felt for the whole Weasley clan over this ordeal. He knew a thing or two about keeping secrets from one's family, but at least he and his own family were on the same side. It must've been painful to not be able to trust someone you love.

They reached Level Nine and made their way down the cool, black-tiled halls. When they reached Saul's office, Harry knocked and pushed the door open, inviting Bill inside.

Saul stood from behind his desk as Harry shut the door behind them. "You must be Bill Weasley," he said, extending a hand to the redheaded man. "A pleasure."

"Likewise, Mr. Croaker," muttered Bill, still looking somewhat confused as he accepted the handshake.

"Has Harry already explained what you're here for?" asked Saul.

"He hasn't explained anything," said Bill. "Just said he might have some answers for me, whatever that means."

"I do," Harry nodded. "But first, I need to know if you're willing to swear a vow."

"An Unbreakable Vow?" said Bill, eyes widening. "Blimey, Harry, what kind of mess have you gotten yourself into?"

"A big one," said Saul grimly. "We wouldn't have invited you if it wasn't serious, Weasley."

"It's just to ensure you won't run off and tell everyone what I'm about to share with you," said Harry. "But I promise you, Bill, it's important."

Bill eyed Harry warily for a moment. "Very well," he eventually sighed. "But I wish to set the terms myself."

"That's acceptable," Harry nodded. "Saul, will you be our bonder?"

Saul nodded. Bill and Harry stood facing each other, hands outstretched, linking arms up to the elbow. Saul waved his wand over their arms, causing thin golden strands of light to weave themselves around the embrace.

"I, Bill Weasley, swear not to repeat anything that I learn in this meeting to anyone, unless expressly given permission to by Harry Potter or Saul Croaker," said Bill solemnly. "On my magic and my life." The golden strands of light briefly flared intensely around their arms before settling back to their original state.

"Do you, Harry Potter, swear to tell me nothing but the truth in this meeting, to the best of your ability?" Bill continued. "Nor will you lead me into mortal danger against my will?"

"Erm…" Harry hesitated, considering the words. "I swear to tell only the truth, and while I cannot promise that there won't be danger, I will not knowingly place you in harm's way without your knowledge. On my magic and my life."

Bill pondered this for a moment, then nodded. Once again the golden light strands flared brilliantly to signify the accepted terms. Bill nodded to Saul, who waved his wand once more, causing the light strands to disappear as Bill and Harry released one another.

"So let's hear it, then," said Bill, sinking into a nearby armchair and eyeing Harry warily. "You've piqued my curiosity, Potter."

Harry sighed as he sank into the opposite armchair, deciding where to start. Might as well start from the beginning, he figured. "Bill, I'm a time-traveler," he said bluntly. "I came here from an alternate universe where I was the Boy-Who-Lived instead of Neville Longbottom. And since I arrived four years ago, I have been actively working to slow down Voldemort."

Bill took this in quietly, blinking rapidly as he processed the information. He glanced at Saul, who merely shrugged and nodded forlornly.

"Well, you promised to tell the truth, so I can't very well dispute that, as odd as it sounds," Bill muttered, shaking his head. "How far back did you travel?"

"Five years," said Harry. "I was nearly sixteen when I was killed in battle, and I was sent back to my eleven year old body."

"So that's how you know things that are about to happen," Bill said thoughtfully. "You're not a Seer – you've already lived this before."

"Yes, but everything is slightly different," Harry explained. "Small changes between our universes, things I can't perfectly predict. But the big picture remains the same: Voldemort is back, and we have to stop him."

"So why are you telling me this, and not your father, or Dumbledore?" Bill demanded.

"I can't tell my family," Harry sighed. "They'll never see me the same way again, and I don't want that. As for Dumbledore, well, he's the reason I died last time, so forgive me for not fully trusting the man when he keeps his own cards close to the chest."

"But why me, then?" Bill demanded. "What makes me so special?"

"You're a curse-breaker," said Harry. "And you're in the Order. Do you remember last summer, when I asked you about horcruxes?"

A bit of color drained from Bill's face at this. "How could I forget?" he chuckled humorlessly. "Please don't tell me you stumbled across one."

"Bill, it's worse than you can imagine," Harry sighed. "Voldemort has them. It's how he survived the last war, and how he returned to power last month."

Bill's eyes went wide. " Them?" he repeated. "You mean to suggest that he made more than one?"

"He made at least six," said Harry.

Bill nearly toppled out of his chair at this news. "Bloody hell, Harry," he groaned. "You're telling me the Dark Lord has no fewer than six horcruxes, which could be anywhere in the world, and until they're found, he is immortal?"

"It's not all bad news," Saul chimed in. "Two of the horcruxes are already accounted for: one was destroyed, and the other integrated back into his current body. On top of that, we know of at least two potential hiding places where we believe more horcruxes could be hidden. The Dark Lord prefers to use valuable items as his soul vessels, and his hiding places seem to hold sentimental value to him in some way."

Bill ran a shaking hand through his air. "So you recruited me to help you break into these warded spots, and destroy the horcruxes within?" he repeated. "And there's a chance that You-Know-Who will catch us in the act?"

"A small chance," Harry corrected. "I don't think he keeps close tabs on his hiding places, assuming them to be well-guarded. One of his horcruxes was destroyed and I tripped the enchantments protecting another, and he was none the wiser to either one."

"We have to take this to Dumbledore, Harry," Bill pleaded. "This is well beyond anything I could have imagined. We'll need the entire Order's help to pull this off—"

"You heard what Dumbledore said at the last meeting," Harry retorted. "Discretion is key, and we can't risk letting this information slip back to Voldemort. If he knows we're after his horcruxes, he'll relocate them all, and the war will be lost."

"Just Dumbledore, then," Bill insisted. "He'll know how to handle this."

"There's something else, Bill," said Harry. "Another reason not to tell Dumbledore...and the reason I died in my last timeline."

"What's that?"

"We believe Neville Longbottom is a horcrux," said Harry. "Created inadvertently, the night he killed Voldemort. If Dumbledore knew, he might do something that gets Neville killed."

"If that's true, then Longbottom may need to die anyway," Bill frowned.

"Not unless we can find a way to remove the soul fragment without killing him," said Harry. "You know people who specialize in death magic, don't you? Surely you could ask around and find out if it's possible?"

Bill considered this for a moment. "I've made contact with a necromancer or two in my travels," he said vaguely. "But I've never heard of anything like this...a horcrux, inside a living person? It's unfathomable."

"It's worth looking into, isn't it?" Harry pointed out. "At least now that we have a bit of time. If there is a way to save him, we owe it to him to try."

Bill looked supremely uncomfortable, squirming in his seat as he attempted to wrap his head around it all. "I never would have agreed to a vow if I'd known this was a possibility," he sighed. "This is too much for one person to handle."

"That's why there are three of us," said Harry. "And if we need to bring in a couple more people, we can. But for now, the fewer people that know about this, the better."

Bill stood from his seat and began pacing to and fro across Saul's office, muttering to himself. "Where do we begin?" he asked.

"Eastbourne, I reckon," said Saul. "One of the two warded locations is there, and it's the least likely one we'll be seen at. We can scout it out, and you can tell us what needs to be done to break in."

"And to clarify, this is a location that You-Know-Who warded himself?" Bill asked weakly.

"It's unlikely he made it impossible to breach," said Harry. "He'll want to have left an easy way for himself to get in and check on it, if needed. And it may have been created decades ago, before he was at the height of his powers."

Bill swallowed hard and nodded. "Very well," he sighed. "I'll need some time to prepare. There are only a few known methods of destroying horcruxes, not all of which are safe. Unless either of you two knows how to cast Fiendfyre safely, I'll have to gather supplies."

"Dumbledore destroyed one using phoenix flame," Harry recalled. "Is that something we could replicate?"

"Not unless one of us bonds with a phoenix," Bill scoffed. "Yet another reason to involve Dumbledore, if you ask me—"

"Not happening," Harry said flatly.

"Then give me a few weeks," said Bill. "We'll travel to Eastbourne by the end of the summer. And I can't believe I have to ask this, Harry, but how are you going to assist us when the school year resumes?"

"I'll do whatever research I can from the castle," said Harry. "I can sneak out if I really need to, or else we can meet up on Hogsmeade weekends."

Bill shot an incredulous look at Saul, who could only shrug sympathetically, as though saying, see what I've had to deal with on my own?

"There's something else we need to discuss," Harry went on. "Saul, I finally learned the prophecy from Dumbledore."

Saul raised his eyebrows. "Did he, now? I'm bound by my oaths not to repeat it, so you will have to recite it in order for me to speak freely about it."

Harry nodded and cleared his throat. He recited the full prophecy from memory, which was easy given how many times he'd replayed it over and over in his mind over the past month. Bill and Saul listened intently, and when Harry was finished, Saul released a deep exhale.

"Thank Merlin," he muttered. "It has been so difficult speaking in circles about this with you – now we can address it directly."

"So you must realize the prophecy could refer to me, as well?" said Harry. "Dumbledore is certain that it means Neville, but I'm not so sure."

"But Neville has been 'marked', hasn't he?" Bill said thoughtfully. "That scar on his forehead would certainly point to it."

Harry responded by unbuttoning his shirt and exposing his bare chest to the room. "Voldemort gave me this in my first year, when his disembodied spirit flew through me," he said. "It's benign, but it's permanent...that certainly qualifies as a mark if you ask me."

"And what about the 'power the Dark Lord knows not'?" Saul frowned. "As much as you might pretend to be, you are no Seer."

"I traveled through the Veil of Death and survived," Harry pointed out. "And traveled back in time to an alternate dimension. That's magic even Voldemort couldn't perform, isn't it?"

"You truly think you could be the one that defeats You-Know-Who?" Bill asked.

"Why not?" Harry shrugged. "I'm already focused on destroying his horcruxes, and I'll be there whenever we take the fight to him directly. It doesn't matter to me one way or another who the prophesied boy is...my path is the same."

"Then that's all you need to concern yourself with," said Saul firmly. "I'm sure Dumbledore reminded you that prophecies are self-fulfilling – the magic behind them lies not in foreseeing the future, but in manipulating people into acting towards a fixed outcome, even if they wish to avoid it."

"But why would I try to avoid it?" said Harry. "I want Voldemort dead, and knowing that either me or Neville has to do it doesn't change that."

"Your interpretation of the prophecy may be flawed," Saul pointed out. "' Either must die at the hands of the other'...have you ever considered what that might mean? What if the boy whose life you are so desperate to save has to be killed by the Dark Lord, in order to rid the world of his horcrux?"

Harry's blood ran cold at this thought. "You think...Voldemort has to kill Neville?" he asked weakly.

"Is that an outcome you find acceptable?" Saul asked pointedly. "What if your fruitless attempts to save the boy's life only makes that outcome unavoidable? What if, by keeping him alive, you only prolong the inevitable and necessitate a sacrifice you don't want to make?"

"That...doesn't matter right now," Harry said stubbornly. "We don't have to worry about that until all the other horcruxes are destroyed. Let's focus on them first, and then decide what to do about Neville."

Bill and Saul eyed Harry warily, but both eventually nodded. "We will tentatively plan to meet again at the end of August," said Saul.

"We need to pick a different meeting place," said Bill at once. "Order members will be stationed just down the hall starting soon, and I don't want to answer any questions about why I'm down here."

"Why will Order members be stationed here?" Saul frowned.

"Voldemort wants the prophecy from within your department," said Harry. "You may want to set up some defenses inside, if you haven't already."

Saul blanched at this information, but nodded his understanding. "There isn't much to be done if the Dark Lord himself decides to come and get it," he muttered. "But I can make life more difficult for any cronies he decides to send through first."

The three went their separate ways; Saul entered the Department of Mysteries to begin his preparations, as Bill and Harry took separate lifts back to the Atrium. Harry felt slightly better about everything; bringing Bill in on the secret had gone more smoothly than he expected. He still sensed hesitation in the man, as though he was uncomfortable hiding things from Dumbledore. But that's what the Unbreakable Vow was for: he couldn't betray Harry's secrets even if he wanted to.

It felt good to be making progress, especially when the opposite seemed to be true in the public sphere. The Daily Prophet was relentless in their criticism of the Auror Office, painting James Potter as an inept and ineffectual leader who needed to be replaced. Harry eventually stopped reading the morning paper in detail, merely skimming the headlines to see if anything noteworthy had happened. The finer details usually just made him rage.

But one morning in late July, a unique headline caught Harry's eye. He immediately set aside his breakfast to read:

BOY-WHO-LIVED CRITICIZES FUDGE; DEFENDS POTTER, DUMBLEDORE

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"Famed teenager Neville Longbottom visited the Prophet headquarters earlier this week, and offered a stunning rebuke of our Minister of Magic, Cornelius Fudge. Longbottom, 14, has largely remained silent since his triumphant Triwizard Tournament victory last month, along with his heroic defense against You-Know-Who. But in a new statement, Longbottom has a lot to say about the state of our Ministry.

'It's appalling to see how James Potter and Albus Dumbledore have been treated in the press lately,' Longbottom told reporters. 'They have been fighting against the threat of [REDACTED]'s return for months, and do not deserve criticism for his return.'

Longbottom then named several high-ranking Ministry officials whom he alleges are complicit in the Dark Lord's return to power. The Prophet cannot print these names for legal reasons.

The teen also singled out fellow student Harry Potter, 14 (son of James) for his involvement in the June plot. 'Harry [Potter] is the reason I survived the Tournament in the first place,' claims Longbottom. 'He should have been the rightful winner, not me. I'm sick and tired of seeing him and his father's names smeared in the Prophet.'

'The Prophet stands by its coverage of recent events concerning the Dark Lord,' says Editor-in-Chief Barnabus Cuffe. 'It's unclear whether Longbottom was coerced or bribed by the Potter family into making these public statements. Regardless, it is disappointing to see a young, impressionable young man become convinced by the inflammatory rhetoric that Potter and his ilk have been pumping out.'

It also calls into question the teaching methods being employed by Headmaster Albus Dumbledore at Hogwarts School. 'Dumbledore has been brainwashing and poisoning the minds of generations' worth of witches and wizards for decades,' said Lucius Malfoy, member of the Board of Governors for Hogwarts. 'It's about time the Department of Magical Education takes interest in our children's education and takes a closer look at how our fine institution is being run.'

Lord Malfoy's comments come soon after the announcement that the Ministry would be appointing a new Defense Against the Dark Arts professor themselves, after a long string of failed experiments at the position. For more on potential candidates, see pg. 8."

Harry set down the paper thoughtfully. He hadn't heard back from Neville since sending the letter explaining the details of the Order of the Phoenix meeting. Clearly, it had inspired the boy to fight back against the press and use his own positive reputation to defend Harry and his father. It was heartwarming to see, though Harry worried that it would only drag Neville down into the dog house with them.

Later that day, Harry risked a quick trip into town to the local bakery in Godric's Hollow, purchasing a small cake for Neville's birthday. He sent it off with Bandit that evening, hoping the teen was staying sane in isolation at home. He would definitely have to thank Neville in person the next time he saw him.

Speaking of birthdays, Harry's own was just two days later, and both James and Lily took the afternoon off to spend time with their children. "Here's to fifteen years!" James beamed, toasting to his son across the kitchen table. "And many, many more!"

"Amen to that," Lily muttered, taking a deep drink from her goblet.

"Too bad we couldn't have Moony and Padfoot over," James lamented. "Maybe we can convince them to come over for a proper celebration this Saturday. What d'you think, Lil?"

"Can't," said Lily. "I promised Petunia I'd join her family for dinner that night."

"Ah, shame, that," James sighed. "Maybe later in the month, then—"

"Can I come too, Mum?" asked Harry.

"You want to see the Dursleys?" Lily said, surprised.

"I promised Damian I'd see him before summer was over," Harry shrugged. "And it's been a while, hasn't it? Might as well keep in touch with family."

"Well, isn't that sweet?" Lily smiled at her son. "I've been saying the same thing for years! Maybe we should all go together!"

"Ew, no way!" Dahlia gagged. "Dudley is such a creep!"

"I, uh, think I have plans that evening," James said, awkwardly rubbing the back of his neck.

"Do you?" Lily asked with a knowing smile. "The same night you just tried to schedule a dinner with your pals?"

James opened his mouth to retort, but knew he was caught. "Very well," he sighed. "Been a while since I've seen Vernon and Petunia myself...might be interesting." The way he emphasized 'interesting' told Harry that James was clearly not looking forward to this meeting whatsoever.

Harry was morbidly curious himself. He was far enough removed from his last timeline that he no longer had crippling anxiety about the prospect of revisiting Privet Drive. He no longer feared Vernon's shouting, or Dudley's fists, or Petunia's strict rules...he was his own man now, able to stand up for himself. Besides, he now knew the signs of abuse to look out for, and wanted to make sure Damian wasn't suffering the same fate he himself had in another life.

Lily insisted that everyone dress up to make a good impression on their hosts for the evening. Problem was, most of the Potter family's "fancy" attire was geared towards wizarding events, not dinners with magic-phobic Muggles. Dahlia broke out the same dress she'd worn to the potions conference earlier that year, while Harry opted for his nicest jeans and a button-down shirt (which he had to magically lengthen, given how much he'd grown since he last wore it). James cycled through a number of dress robes and Ministry outfits before his wife gave up and allowed him to go in a simple jeans-and-t shirt combo with a mismatched blazer jacket.

James Apparated them directly onto the driveway of Number Four Privet Drive, which Harry was certain would mortify Petunia. Lily apprehensively approached the door and rapped three times with the knocker. It swung open, and Petunia stood in the doorway, eyeing her four guests warily.

"Oh, you're early," she remarked, not sounding entirely pleased by this fact. "Please, do come in." And she ushered them inside before any of the neighbors could spot the odd ensemble entering her home.

The entryway looked nearly identical to how Harry remembered it. Same furniture, same ugly wallpaper, same pictures of baby Dudley on the walls (plus a few of Damian's). Harry eyed the cupboard under the stairs apprehensively, Occluding away the dark memories that threatened to creep back into his psyche.

"Darling, the Potters are here!" Petunia announced, leading them into the living room. Vernon Dursley stood from his armchair with great effort, shutting off the TV before lumbering over to greet them.

"So these are the in-laws, are they?" he sneered, eyeing them suspiciously. "Lily and Jacob, is it?"

"It's James, actually," James corrected, extending a hand of greeting. "Nice to see you again, Vernon." Vernon eyed him for a moment longer before reluctantly shaking the man's hand.

"And you remember little Harry and Dahlia, don't you, Vernon?" Petunia said nervously, motioning to the two children. "They were much younger the last time they came over—"

"Ah yes, of course," Vernon grumbled, glaring especially at Dahlia. "You're the little girl who flooded our entire kitchen!"

"It was only one burst water pipe!" Lily chuckled nervously. "Young witches are prone to accidental magic, you see...and we got it all cleaned up within the hour, didn't we?"

"Hmph," Vernon sniffed, before sizing up Harry. "You're a bit of a string bean, aren't you, son? My Dudley could snap you in half like a twig."

"He'd have to catch me first," Harry said with a wink. He no longer feared his uncle, now that he'd learned how to defend and stand up for himself. "I don't imagine Dudders is used to running for his meals, is he?"

Vernon purpled slightly at this comment, but before he could retort, footsteps pounded down the stairs behind them. "Harry! Dahlia!" exclaimed Damian, face lighting up at the sight of the Potters.

"Hey, cousin," Harry grinned. "Having a good holiday?"

"Erm...yeah, sure," Damian shrugged, glancing awkwardly at his father. Harry noted Vernon's glance flit over to his youngest son, eyes narrowed, and wondered if he'd ordered the boy not to complain while guests were over. At least the boy looked relatively healthy; he still appeared well-fed and wore clothes that actually fit him. Apparently being a direct descendant entitled you to proper childcare in the Dursley household.

"Well, let's get this over with, then," said Vernon. "Petunia, where's Dudley?"

"At the Polkisses," said Petunia. "He promised he'd be home by six."

More likely he's roaming the neighborhood with his gang, looking for children to bully, Harry thought.

The Potters followed Petunia into the kitchen, where six chairs were crammed around the tiny circular dinner table. "It'll be a tight squeeze," Vernon remarked. "Perhaps your two youngest ought to stand at the counter—"

"Nonsense; we can make this work," James said, drawing his wand. And before Lily could protest, he twirled it over the table, causing it to lengthen, chairs bumping aside as it stretched out towards the back door. James then transfigured the grandfather clock from the entryway into two more chairs, creating a seventh and eighth seat to accommodate everyone.

"You...that...thing…" Vernon spluttered, looking fearful and furious at the same time as he eyed James' wand warily.

"We can put it back to normal before we leave," Lily said hastily, looking frightened by her sister and brother-in-law's reaction. "Right, dear?"

"Hmm? Oh yes, of course," James said, noticing his wife's fierce look. "My apologies, Vernon, I should have asked first."

Vernon's mustache twitched as he muttered incoherently under his breath. Before he could go off on another tirade, the front door opened and closed, and heavy footfalls signaled the arrival of Dudley.

"There he is!" Vernon said eagerly, his anger dissipating at the sight of his favored son. "Training hard with the Piers lad, were you, boy?"

"Sure was, Dad," Dudley nodded. He looked as large and unpleasant as Harry remembered him.

"Dudders, say hello to your Aunt Lily!" Petunia said sweetly. "This is her family, the Potters. You remember your cousins, Harry and Dahlia?"

"Oh, yeah. Hey," Dudley grunted in their direction. Harry sensed Dahlia shift subtly behind him, clearly wanting nothing to do with the boy.

"Hey, Big D," Harry said casually. Dudley narrowed his eyes in confusion, as though wondering where Harry learned that nickname. But he ignored the quip, lumbering around the table to plop down in his favorite chair.

"Dinner's just about ready," Petunia announced. "Just waiting on the turkey to finish baking in the oven."

"Oh, let me help you with that, Tuney," Lily said at once, following her into the kitchen.

"Me too," said Dahlia, making her own escape. The five remaining boys sat at the table, eyeing one another awkwardly. None of them really had much in common with one another.

"So, boy," sneered Vernon, leering across the table at Harry. "What's your story? You an athlete, or do you just read all day?"

"Erm...I play Quidditch," Harry muttered. Never in his previous timeline had Uncle Vernon shown any interest in Harry's extra-curricular activities.

"Quidwitch? What the ruddy hell is that?" Vernon demanded.

"It's a bit like football," Harry explained. "Only, it's played in the air, on broomsticks."

"Broomsticks?" Vernon spluttered. "Preposterous...the beauty of a great game, tarnished...so what do you do in the air, then? Prance about like a poof and wave that fancy stick of yours about?"

"Harry's a Seeker, Dad," said Damian. "Best in the entire school. He beat Viktor Krum in a match last year."

"Vicky Crumb?" Vernon scoffed. "What kind of mamby-pamby nonsense are they teaching you at that school?"

"Damian's an excellent Beater," Harry added. "He carries a wooden bat and hits metal balls at the opposing players."

"I'll be trying out for my House team next year," said Damian excitedly, looking to his father eagerly for approval.

"Hmph," Vernon huffed, giving his son an appraising sort of look. "If only you could be more like Dudders, playing a real man's sport like wrestling. Tell your brother about your last tournament, son."

Dudley gave Damian a guilty sort of look, as though recognizing exactly what his father was doing. "Er, I got third," he shrugged modestly with his broad shoulders.

"Shoulda been second!" Vernon said triumphantly. "That Beckett kid cheated, I tell you. But still – a bronze medal! Do they even give medals for Quodpot, son?"

"Hufflepuff won the House Cup in my first year," Damian shrugged. "Well, we tied, technically."

"Ha! A tied victory?" Vernon scoffed. "That's what's wrong with society nowadays. Everyone gets to be a winner, instead of having to work hard for it."

Damian stewed silently in his seat at this. Harry got the sense that this was not the first of such conversations around the Dursley family dinner table. Vernon was a strong-willed man who never admitted to being wrong – that must have been difficult for Damian to deal with.

"How's business going, Vernon?" asked James politely. "Still doing sales for that grill company?"

" Drills, Potter, Grunnings produces drills," Vernon corrected him nastily. "And I've been promoted to regional manager as of two years ago."

"Congratulations," said James neutrally.

"And what is it you do, exactly?" Vernon asked. "What kind of employment does your kind offer?"

"Well, I recently taught classes at Hogwarts, for your son actually," James explained. "But recently I was appointed head of the Auror Office, at the Ministry of Magic."

"The Aura Office?" Vernon scoffed. "What, do you read people's 'energies' or some such?"

"Aurors are like magic special forces, Dad," said Damian eagerly. "Uncle James is a brilliant fighter. He captures dark wizards for a living."

"Hmph," Vernon sniffed. "But you couldn't catch that tosser making trouble fifteen years ago, could you? Petunia told me all about him. Some wizard terrorist or something."

"No, he's been a problem for us lately," James sighed. "I'm afraid he's returned to power recently."

"Well, then you must not be doing a very good job," Vernon remarked. James said nothing to this, merely taking a large gulp of his water and stewing in silence. Harry had a distinct feeling that Vernon might actually enjoy perusing the past few editions of the Daily Prophet…

The women returned with the food shortly after, and the two families began to eat largely in silence. Lily and Petunia carried most of the conversation themselves, chatting like two sisters catching up on months' worth of life experiences. They did their best to involve their respective families in the discussion, but no one seemed interested in participating. This was a bad idea, Harry thought, realizing that his gut instinct to avoid the Dursleys like the plague might have been the correct choice.

"So, Harry," said Aunt Petunia, unexpectedly addressing her nephew politely. "How has our Damian been faring at school? He doesn't tell us very much about his time there."

"Oh," said Harry. "Erm...good, I think. He's made friends, and he'll likely make the House sports team this fall. He's quite good."

"You haven't told us about any friends!" Petunia said excitedly, turning to her youngest son. "What are their names?"

"Erm...well, there's one, who's a bit older," said Damian awkwardly. "Name's Cedric. He'll be graduating next summer."

"He sounds nice," said Petunia. "What does he want to do?"

Damian looked to Harry for answers, who found that he didn't actually know the answer to that. "Dunno," Harry shrugged. Cedric had never aged past seventeen in his mind – it hadn't yet fully hit him that the teen would now get to grow up and have a life of his own. What would he choose to do after graduation? How would he influence the war to come? It set Harry's imagination alight.

"I saw the letter your school sent earlier this week," said Petunia. "It said you get to pick elective courses for next term. Have you decided which ones you will pursue?"

"Definitely Care of Magical Creatures," said Damian, eyes lighting up with excitement at the subject. "Hagrid's already shown me loads of animals we get to take care of. Thestrals, centaurs, nifflers, unicorns—"

There was suddenly a loud clatter of china as Vernon slammed his fork to his plate. "I don't want to hear anymore!" he shouted. "Ruddy unicorns...no boy of mine should be studying this crap! He should be taking real subjects, for real people—"

"Vernon, dear, now isn't the time—" Petunia said anxiously.

"And you cannot continue to feed this fantasy!" Vernon said, pointing an accusing finger at his wife. "The boy is wasting his life at that school, and I'm sick of it!"

Vernon stood in a huff and grabbed his dinner plate, stalking off to the living room to eat alone. Dudley cast a fearful look from his mother to his retreating father, opting to grab his own plate and follow the latter out of the kitchen.

There was a supremely awkward silence after their departure. Petunia looked to be on the verge of tears. "I'll just, erm, nip into the bathroom for a moment," James coughed, hurriedly standing and retreating to the entryway.

"Say, Harry, can I show you something in my room?" asked Damian quietly.

"Erm...alright, sure," Harry shrugged. It wasn't as if he was eager to spend another moment at the table given the awkward turn in conversation. He followed his youngest cousin upstairs to the second bedroom (which had once been his), and took in the space. Once again it looked about as he remembered it: a single twin bed, sparse decorations, and a school trunk propped up against the wall.

"Can you unlock it for me?" Damian asked in a whisper, pointing to his trunk; the latch was clamped shut with a padlock. "Mum and Dad won't let me open it until school starts again, but I want to get ahead on my reading."

Harry sighed and knelt to examine the padlock. "Do you have a penny or something lying around?" he asked.

"Think so," Damian muttered. He walked over to his desk and rummaged through the drawers before producing a small bronze coin. Harry pointed his wand at it, transfiguring it into a thin sliver of metal. He inserted it into the padlock and caused it to conform to the pins, taking the shape of a key. He turned the lock open and removed the makeshift key, handing it to his cousin.

"Don't get caught with this," he warned. "Leave it locked whenever they're around, and only use it when you know the coast is clear."

"Wicked," Damian grinned. "Thanks, Harry."

"No problem," Harry nodded. "How are things actually going around here? Family not giving you any problems?"

"Dad's gotten nastier over the years, ever since I started at Hogwarts," Damian said glumly. "I hear him and Mum arguing a lot about me. But he never hits me or nothin', if that's what you mean."

"Okay," Harry nodded. "And you promise to write to me, if things do get bad?"

"How would I reach you?" Damian frowned. "I don't have an owl."

"I'll send Bandit by every once in a while," said Harry. "Let him in through your window, but don't let your parents see."

"Alright," Damian shrugged. "If you insist."

"Good," said Harry, wrapping an arm around his cousin in a half-hug. "See you on the Hogwarts Express, yeah?"

"Yeah," Damian nodded. Harry stood to leave, content that at least his cousin was safe for now. But if he caught a whiff that Vernon was treating his son poorly, there would be hell to pay.

Harry crossed the upstairs hallway towards the stairs, pausing when he heard hushed voices wafting from the stairwell. Lily and Petunia were engaged in quiet conversation on the landing. He paused beside the bathroom door to listen.

"...didn't have to come," Petunia was saying.

"Of course I did," Lily insisted. "What kind of sister would I be if we never saw each other?"

"You know I'm always glad to see you," said Petunia anxiously. "It's just, with Vernon...you know how little things about your world can set him off easily…"

"I thought we went over this, Tuney," Lily said firmly. "You have to put your foot down with Vernon. He may be your husband, but he doesn't get to control who you see and what you talk about."

"Yes, you're right, Lil," Petunia sighed. "I'll see you this weekend, right? To visit Mum and Dad?"

"Keep your voice down—" Lily hissed.

Evidently, Harry had not been the only one eavesdropping, as Dahlia suddenly gasped from below and marched to the foot of the stairs. "You're seeing Gran and Grandpa?" Dahlia asked, frowning up at her mother. "I thought you said they died when we were little?"

"Yeah, what d'you mean?" Harry demanded from above, having been under the same impression. He never knew his grandparents on either side of his family, and simply assumed them all to be dead. By the look of panic on Lily's face, she clearly believed her children were under that assumption as well.

"Erm...it's complicated, dear," Lily said, wringing her hands nervously together.

"You mean you haven't told your own children the truth?" Petunia demanded of her sister. "What your own people did to them?"

"Not our people," Lily protested. "Twisted, horrible people—"

James hurried into the room, as though sensing the tension brewing. "Time to go, Potters," he announced loudly. "Petunia, thank you for your hospitality as always."

Petunia merely gave James a jerky nod of the head in response. James roughly guided his two children out the front door, Lily shuffling along behind them. He put out both arms for his family to take hold, then Apparated them back to Godric's Hollow.

Lily made a beeline for the stairs as soon as they touched down in the living room. Harry vaulted the couch and blocked her path. "What happened to your parents, Mum?" he demanded.

"Harry, please, move aside—" Lily said softly.

"Mum, why are you acting so weird?" Dahlia demanded, coming up behind her. "Why can't you just answer—"

"For Merlin's sake, you two!" Lily wailed; angry tears spilled down her cheeks. "Just get out of my damn way!" And she brushed forcefully past her son, disappearing up the steps, the door to her bedroom slamming shut behind her.

"What the hell was that about?" Harry muttered.

"Harry, Dahlia…" James sighed, massaging his temple. "Why don't you sit down?" He motioned to the couch; the two siblings shared a curious look before sitting there, James sitting opposite them in an armchair.

"What's going on, Dad?" asked Dahlia.

"Your mother doesn't like to talk about what happened to her parents," said James. "It's...not a pretty tale."

"But they're alive?" Harry asked.

"Yes," said James. "In a sense."

"What does that even mean?" asked Dahlia. "You told us they died in the last war."

"Not...exactly," James sighed. "The war was a difficult time for our family. Both mine and your mother's parents went into hiding for their safety, because of what we were doing on the front lines. Unfortunately, my parents died of dragon pox before you were born. The Evans side survived unscathed."

Harry sensed the hesitancy in his father's tone. "But…?" he urged him on.

"Well, we assumed it to be safe after Voldemort was killed," said James. "So your grandparents moved back home. As it turned out, some of the Death Eaters were displeased by their master's defeat, and wanted to take out their anger on us."

"Us?" Harry repeated.

"It's only logical," James shrugged. "The young, heroic Auror and his Muggle-born wife, who were instrumental in fending him off? We were given Orders of Merlin for our efforts during the war. And they wanted us to pay."

"They went after you?" asked Harry.

"They tried," said James. "But we kept our home heavily warded, and didn't go out in public without backup. Eventually, we think they gave up and decided to go after an easier target."

Harry had a bad feeling where this story was going. "Mum's parents?" he asked.

"We never expected them to become a target," James sighed heavily. "Perhaps we should have used stronger protections. A group of Death Eaters broke into their home, and...they hurt them, badly. I rounded up some Order members as soon as they tripped the alarm wards, but by the time we got there, the damage was done."

"What did they do?" Harry asked fearfully.

"They tortured them with the Cruciatus Curse," James said bitterly. "For nearly fifteen minutes. They say the damage is irreparable after about five...they were damn near catatonic for years. Now, they're shells of their former selves, confined to an institution out in the countryside."

Harry had a vivid recollection of meeting Frank and Alice Longbottom at St. Mungo's in his original timeline, having suffered a similar fate. And they had been wizards...how much worse would the damage be to mere Muggles? He could see now why Lily didn't want to talk about it.

Dahlia gave a small sniffle beside him, looking distraught. Harry placed a comforting arm across her shoulders. "Who would do such a thing?" she asked tearfully.

"They were led by one of Voldemort's fiercest supporters," James muttered darkly. "She was the one who did most of the torturing herself. And when she was questioned about it, she didn't show a bit of remorse...she actually laughed when describing it before we sent her to Azkaban."

"Who was she?" Harry asked, a feeling of dread settling in his stomach. He had a feeling he already knew exactly who his father was talking about.

James gave him a bleak look before sighing: "Bellatrix Lestrange."
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It took Lily a couple of days to recompose herself and face her children again, where she apologized for losing her temper. No apology was needed, of course – Harry could only imagine the burden she'd been carrying for the past fourteen years. To know that your own parents were suffering such an awful fate, and there was nothing to be done about it, must have been hell to reckon with.

Learning the truth about his Evans grandparents reawakened some unpleasant feelings and memories for Harry as well. It had taken him time to get over his hatred of Bellatrix Lestrange, for what she'd done – what she'd taken from him. Sirius falling through the Veil had plagued his dreams for much of his first and second years, with Bellatrix's cackling laughter ringing ominously in his ears. Now, her treachery hit that much closer to home, and he yearned to see her pay for it all.

Still, family was family, and Harry had just learned that he had two living grandparents he'd never gotten to meet before. He insisted on accompanying his mother and Aunt Petunia to see them the following weekend, and when Dahlia learned of this plan, she wanted to go too. Ultimately James decided to provide moral support for his family as well, and it became a full family outing.

Lily Apparated them to a small hospice clinic out in the countryside. "This was the only place that could take them," she muttered sadly. "St. Mungo's doesn't treat Muggles, and we couldn't explain what really happened to non-magical doctors. They believe it was an electrical accident that gave them lasting nerve damage."

"Are the Muggle doctors able to treat them?" asked Dahlia.

"They can only provide comfort measures at this point," Lily sighed. "There's a Healer from St. Mungo's who comes once a month, who pretends to be a nerve specialist. But there isn't much she can do either, unfortunately."

A lone car pulled into the parking lot, and Petunia Dursley stepped out, eyeing them warily. "Is the witch-doctor here yet?" she asked Lily tersely.

"The Healer should be here shortly," Lily gently corrected her sister. Sure enough, a minute later there was a soft pop as a woman in plain white scrubs appeared out of thin air, looking nervous at being spotted using magic but relaxing when she recognized them.

"Ah, Mrs. Potter, Mrs. Dursley," the woman greeted them. "Ready to go in and see them?"

"We are," Lily nodded. "These are my two children and my husband."

"A pleasure," said the woman, shaking each of their hands. "Healer Brown, nice to meet you."

"Any relation to Lavender Brown?" Harry asked.

"My niece," smiled the Healer. "Are you Harry Potter? She's said kind things about you as a classmate."

Wish someone would tell the Daily Prophet that, Harry thought bitterly as he followed Healer Brown into the building.

The hospice center was full of aging Muggles, most of whom were at the end of their long lives. An atmosphere of death and decay lingered in this place, and it made Harry supremely uncomfortable. He was not the only one; he could feel Dahlia trembling beside him, and took her hand to comfort her.

A clinic worker showed them to a room near the back of the center. When they entered, Harry saw a man and woman, perhaps in their sixties or seventies, each sitting in a wheelchair. The woman had gray hair with hints of auburn in it – undoubtedly the source of Lily's own strawberry mane – while the man was blonde and balding. When his eyes opened at the disturbance, Harry was startled by the piercing gaze, surveying them with the same trademark green eyes that he and his sister had inherited.

"Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Evans," said Healer Brown, closing the door behind her as she drew her wand. "How are we feeling today?"

Neither of the Evans spoke, staring blankly straight ahead as Healer Brown began her diagnosis. Dahlia leaned forward to analyze the runes that popped up, and let out a shuddering sigh of despair at whatever they told her.

"Hello, Mum," said Lily softly, dropping to one knee in front of her mother. "How have you been? I told you about my potions mastery the last time I was here – well, I've started my own business now! I'm working to secure funding for my new potion that could change thousands of lives."

Mrs. Evans appeared to have not heard a word of what her daughter said. She stared unblinkingly at the wall, as though not a single other person was there in the room with her.

"Mum, do you remember my family?" Lily said, motioning to the other Potters behind her. "That's my husband James, and my two wonderful children, Harry and Dahlia. Do you remember your grandchildren? Do you remember holding them when they were little?"

Still her mother did not respond. If she wasn't upright and breathing, Harry might have thought her to be dead.

"They seem to be doing better than normal today," Healer Brown remarked. "No recent episodes, and no signs of self-harming."

Self-harming? Harry thought with mild alarm. He had no idea what kind of effects the Cruciatus Curse could have on Muggles, but if this was considered a good day, he didn't want to imagine what a bad one might look like.

"Petunia, why don't you tell Mum and Dad about Damian?" Lily urged her sister. "You haven't talked about him in years."

"Oh, no, I don't think that would be—" Petunia muttered dismissively.

"C'mon, Tuney, they can hear you!" Lily insisted. "They'll want to know how their youngest grandson is faring at his new school!"

"Very well," Petunia eventually sighed, shuffling forward to address her parents. "Damian is entering his third year at...that school. The one Lily went to. He seems to be doing well. Making friends. Playing sports."

"Tell them more!" Lily insisted, turning to Harry and Dahlia. "Maybe you two can fill in the blanks about your cousin?"

"Erm…" Harry said, wondering what he should say. He realized it was as much for Petunia's benefit as his grandparents, and without Vernon there to blow his lid, perhaps he could make a positive impression. "Damian's been doing better lately. Had some trouble fitting in at first, but he made some good friends last year. He's an excellent athlete, and he cares deeply about animals. Always hanging out in the pastures helping the gamekeeper care for them."

Petunia turned away from him, and Harry thought he heard a sniffle. Was he getting through to his hardened aunt? Was having a wizard for a son finally softening her stance on magic?

Just then, there was a low, guttural moan from their right; everyone turned to see Mr. Evans slumped over in his wheelchair, rocking slowly back and forth. "Oh, no," Healer Brown muttered. "Stand back, everyone. There might be an episode coming on."

That certainly sounded ominous. Harry backed away from his grandfather, wondering what that could mean. But he didn't have to wait long to find out.

Mr. Evans suddenly lurched forward, toppling out of his wheelchair and falling to the floor. He began convulsing violently on the carpet, limbs flailing stiffly all about. James shuffled forward to help him up— "No! Give him space," Healer Brown barked. "There's nothing to be done until the episode has passed."

The Potters were helpless as they watched Mr. Evans spasm uncontrollably at their feet, emitting pitiful moans of excruciating pain all the while. Dahlia whimpered and buried her face in her father's chest, who stroked her hair gently. Lily continued to kneel beside her mother, silent tears streaming down her face, and Petunia went stark white, turning to leave the room in a hurry.

For some reason, Harry felt the urge to follow her. He too exited the room and found his aunt frantically pacing the halls, wringing her hands together and attempting to compose herself.

"Aunt Petunia?" Harry called out. She looked up at him, a look of such anguish and despair that gave him pause. Never in either timeline had he been able to muster up much sympathy for his aunt, the source of so much misery in his childhood. But right now, she looked like a frightened child in need of comfort. So he closed the distance between them and wrapped her in a gentle hug.

Petunia stiffened at first, but relaxed slightly at his touch. After a moment, Harry pulled away in time to see his aunt wiping away tears. "You're a good boy," she muttered tersely – about as glowing a compliment he could expect from the uptight woman.

"I'm very sorry about your parents, Aunt Petunia," said Harry sincerely. "They didn't deserve this."

"Those evil people who did this..." Petunia trembled. "Monsters...ought to rot forever in hell...despicable, just despicable…"

"I know the woman who did this to them," Harry said solemnly. "And I swear to you, if I ever cross paths with her again, I will make her pay."

Petunia regarded him warily at this statement. For a moment, Harry wondered if he'd offended her sensibilities by threatening violence against another woman.

"Make the bitch suffer," she spat instead. And Petunia turned to march towards the exit, leaving a stunned Harry behind in her wake.

A somber atmosphere pervaded the Potter household for days after the hospice visit. James and Lily dove back into their respective workloads, and the normally-rambunctious and energetic Dahlia kept to her room most of the day, clearly affected by what she had seen. Harry set his sights on his upcoming outing with Saul and Bill at the end of the summer, where he hoped to explore at least one of the potential horcrux hiding places they'd discovered thus far.

However, an unexpected event popped up in mid-August, as Harry was listlessly flipping through his new textbooks on a muggy Friday afternoon. The fireplace flared green, and James stepped through the Floo, home early from work.

"Get dressed," James ordered his son as he headed upstairs. "We have a meeting tonight."

Another Order meeting already? Harry thought. He wondered if anything substantial had actually changed, or if Dumbledore simply wanted to touch base regularly with everybody. Either way, he quickly changed into a nice set of robes and joined his parents for departure.

The first clue that something was awry was that Lily ordered Dahlia to stay behind. The second came when they stepped through the fireplace and emerged not at Grimmauld Place, but in Remus and Alessia's new home in the countryside. Harry had only been on one occasion, to visit his mother and tour her new potions lab in the basement.

"I thought all the Order meetings would be at headquarters," Harry remarked as he looked around.

"This isn't an Order meeting," James muttered under his breath. "And I expect you to keep quiet about this one." That certainly piqued Harry's interest, as he followed his parents into the main dining hall.

Sirius, Remus and Alessia were already present, greeting the Potters as they arrived. Also present was Amelia Bones, Head of the DMLE, and Dale Greengrass, a prominent Wizengamot member. Harry greeted each of them in turn before taking his seat beside Lily, as James took the head of the table.

"Thank you all for coming," James said to the gathered crowd. "I know this was last-minute, and we have a rather small party today, but I wanted to meet at least once before the summer is over. I only invited people I know we can trust."

"What exactly is this about, James?" asked Amelia, frowning.

"We all know that Voldemort has returned," James said, causing Amelia and Dale to flinch mildly. "And none of us believes the hogwash that he's on the continent. So I want to establish this as a place where we can discuss strategy and plan political maneuvers in the months to come."

"Sorry, but shouldn't we wait for Dumbledore to talk about this?" asked Remus.

"Dumbledore isn't invited," James said flatly. "I respect the man, but I don't know if he's the right person to lead us through this war. We will be meeting separate from the Order of the Phoenix, to discuss the things we don't want Dumbledore to know about."

"We're hiding secrets from Dumbledore?" Sirius asked, looking astonished. Then, a devilish grin broke out across his face. "It'll be just like the ol' Hogwarts days. I love it."

"Ugh, not this again," Amelia muttered with a sigh. "I thought my days of wrangling you boys as a prefect were over."

"Ah, but you never turned us in back then, either," Sirius pointed out with a wink. "Because you secretly loved us, Lia. And the feeling is mutual." Amelia rolled her eyes at this obvious flirt, though her cheeks did flash pink at the remark.

"What kind of things are we keeping from Dumbledore?" asked Dale.

"Just a few things here and there," James said cryptically. Just then, there was a whoosh of flames from the other room as the Floo activated. "Ah, that must be our last arrival."

Everyone turned as another man walked into the dining room. Harry's eyes went wide, not expecting him to make an appearance in Britain ever again. Clearly Amelia Bones was of the same mind.

"B-Barty Crouch?" she gasped. "But James, he's a fugitive! There's been a warrant for his arrest for a year now!"

"I'm well aware," James sighed. "But this is war, Amelia, and we need all the help we can get. Perhaps Barty here can work off some of his debt to society by joining the cause."

"Not that I have much bloody choice in the matter," sighed Crouch Senior, who looked thinner and paler than the last time Harry had seen him. "Considering you threatened to turn me in if I didn't join."

"I'm not entirely comfortable with this," Amelia muttered nervously as Crouch took an empty seat.

"Neither am I," James shrugged. "Technically, we could be found guilty of harboring a fugitive if word of this meeting got out. So if anyone has cold feet, now is the time to get out."

Harry glanced around the room. Everyone looked a bit nervous by Crouch's presence, but nobody moved or said a word.

"Good," James nodded. "Now, Barty, what's the word you've been hearing on the street in France? What has been the Ministry's stance on this Voldemort news?"

"You've been hiding in France?" Amelia gasped. "And their Ministry knows you're there?"

"The French Ministry has long distrusted Britain, ever since the Grindelwald War," said Crouch. "They resent the Brits for taking credit for Grindelwald's defeat, even though more French fighters died than any other nationality and Dumbledore waited until the last possible moment to enter the fray. I sought asylum in Paris through my contacts, and it was granted discreetly."

"Of course it was," Amelia grumbled. Harry didn't understand all the nuances of international wizarding relations, but it seemed that Crouch was a master at manipulating the system, much to Amelia Bones' distaste.

"As for You-Know-Who," Crouch continued, addressing James now, "the French have adopted a tentative policy of neutrality on the matter. They do not wish to interfere in British matters, so long as the Dark Lord does not extend his influence beyond his own borders."

"Surely they can't be that naive," Harry scoffed. "Voldemort will just move on to the continent as soon as he has Britain under his control. And by then, it'll be far too late to stop him."

"A point that I would urge you to relay to your French colleagues," James told Crouch. "Harry is right...Britain doesn't have the means to combat Voldemort on its own, and if we could get support from abroad, perhaps ICW forces—"

"No nation will agree to send their own people to another war abroad," Crouch sighed. "Not as long as they feel they aren't threatened on their home turf."

"Then we have to make them believe they are threatened at home," Harry chimed in. "Voldemort is recruiting giants and werewolves from the continent as we speak. Hagrid isn't going to be able to sway them otherwise."

"How did you know about that?" James asked, arching his eyebrows. "Nobody knew about Hagrid's mission except a handful of us within the Order—"

"I stopped asking questions about Harry's knowledge years ago, James," Remus smirked. "Your boy's a damn genius – best to take what he has to say seriously."

"We've finally got permission to test our potion on live subjects," Lily added. "Remus has been putting out word to the British werewolf community, looking for volunteers. There are plenty of people desperate enough to accept an experimental treatment that could kill them."

"And once word of a successful treatment reaches the rest of the world, we should have the werewolves firmly on our side," James nodded. "There's nothing Voldemort could offer them that would be better than a permanent cure for their affliction." He gave his wife a look of such admiration and pride that made Harry's heart swell with warmth.

"Mr. Crouch, do you know Sebastian Delacour?" Harry asked, turning to the man.

"Not personally, but by reputation," Crouch grumbled. "Delacour isn't on the French Wizengamot, but he might as well be. He has a lot of votes in his pocket and has tremendous influence over affairs."

"You should speak to him, then," said Harry. "He owes me a favor or two...I bet he could help rally support for our cause."

Crouch's eyebrows raised at this. "Having a man like Delacour in your debt is a powerful weapon, Mr. Potter," he said. "You could amass a lot of power for yourself with his help."

"I don't want power," Harry said flatly. "I want Voldemort dead. And if he can help achieve that goal, that's good enough for me."

"If you say so," Crouch shrugged. "I'll owl him and try to set up a meeting...he's not the easiest man to gain an audience with."

"I'll let him know you're coming, then," said Harry. "I saved both of his daughters' lives...he owes us a damn audience." Crouch inclined his head at this, as James and Lily both looked upon their son with pride.

"Dale, what about our own Wizengamot members?" James asked Dale Greengrass. "How many of them could we convince to accept foreign help, if it was offered to us?"

"Not many at the moment," Dale sighed. "Few people want to piss off Fudge, and fewer still want to acknowledge that You-Know-Who remains a threat to Britain. Right now we can barely muster the votes to expand the Auror Office, much less work proactively to fight the Dark Lord's growing influence."

"Sirius, have you spoken to any of the other pure-blood houses?" asked James. "The House of Black was a powerful force not that long ago, under your grandfather. Surely you could call in some family favors?"

Sirius shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Clearly he found politics distasteful, as he'd never intended to become the Lord Black in the first place. "Grandfather Arcturus did business with many of the darker families, like the Yaxleys and the Carrows. But I doubt any of them would honor any handshake agreements at this point."

"But surely you have some leverage over them?" James pressed. "Don't the Blacks own controlling stakes in businesses operated by the other families? You could use that to get folks into line."

"Come off it, Prongs, you know I don't like using the Black name for fear tactics," Sirius groaned. "It's part of the reason why I disowned my family all those years ago."

"I know that, Padfoot," James commiserated. "But this is wartime, and right now, we're losing. We need to take advantage of any leverage we can get."

Sirius grumbled for a moment longer, then sighed. "Very well," he said grumpily. "I'll schedule a meeting with the goblins at Gringotts and have a look at the family affairs."

"I can help if you need legal guidance in that department," Amelia Bones chimed in. "The Ministry usually looks the other way when it comes to pure-blood family politics, but there are some old laws intact from the old days you could use to your advantage." Sirius nodded gratefully at her offer.

"Now, about this Neville Longbottom business," said James, turning to Amelia. "Do we have any idea how this could have happened?"

"You suspect foul play?" asked Amelia, looking surprised. "I was under the impression that it was an isolated incident."

"No chance," James shook his head. "Someone did this deliberately, and we have to figure out who it was. Severus claims ignorance, but it has to be one of Voldemort's people—"

"What are you talking about, Dad?" Harry asked. "What happened to Neville?"

"He was attacked by two dementors at his home last week," answered Remus grimly. "Luckily, he was able to fend them off with a Patronus Charm."

"Yes, but that has also earned him a disciplinary hearing before the Wizengamot for underage magic," James muttered. "Which is almost certainly a retaliation for his harsh words in the Prophet earlier this summer."

"Well, there's not much to be done without a culprit to point to," Amelia sighed. "The boy will simply have to appear before the court, and Fudge will do his damnedest to smear his name or blackmail him into saying nice things about him—"

"What if you caught the person responsible before the trial?" asked Harry. "Would Neville's name be cleared?"

"In theory, perhaps," said James. "But we have no leads, so that doesn't matter—"

"I know who it was," Harry said at once, heart pounding. He'd nearly forgotten all about it, given all the excitement at the end of his last timeline: the perpetrator had admitted it straight to his face.

"Who?" asked Amelia, frowning.

"Dolores Umbridge," said Harry. "She did it to try to silence Neville from saying bad things against Fudge." It made perfect sense to him now: Neville had disrupted the Prophet's goal of playing the Boy-Who-Lived and the Potters against one another, and she wanted retribution for his refusal to play by her rules.

"That is a very serious accusation, Harry," said James. "How can you know this?"

"A vision," Harry shrugged. "Can't you give her Veritaserum to make her admit to it?"

"Dolores does seem the type," Amelia muttered darkly. "She would technically have access to the dementors, given her administrative position. Are you certain of this, Harry?"

"As certain as I can be," Harry shrugged. He of course couldn't know for sure if the timeline would be different here once more, but given the stark similarities between the two incidents, it just had to be connected.

James and Amelia shared a look. "There is protocol for situations such as these," James sighed. "As Head Auror, I can compel any Ministry employee short of the Minister himself to submit to Veritaserum for questioning at any time. Of course, if I am wrong, I may be called before the Wizengamot myself and sacked for abuse of power."

"That's a big risk to take," Lily muttered worriedly.

James took a good, long hard at his son, mulling things over. "Eh, to hell with it," he shrugged. "I'll probably be sacked soon anyway. Umbridge is a vile woman either way...I'll call her in on Monday and see what she knows."

"I'll act as witness," Amelia offered. James nodded his thanks. Harry said a silent prayer that he had not just doomed his father to losing his job based on yet another wrong guess about the timeline…

"I think that's all for now," said James. "We won't be able to meet frequently, but I hope we can confide in one another on matters related to this coming war."

"We should have a proper name," Sirius chimed in. "If we're going to do this thing right."

"How about 'Potter's Army'?" Remus suggested with a mirthful grin. "Fudge would have a heart attack if he learned such an organization existed."

"I don't want to name anything after myself," James groaned. "Too gaudy."

"How about the Order of the Stag?" Harry suggested. "Dumbledore named his own Order after his Patronus and familiar."

"Sounds good to me," Sirius nodded. "All in favor?"

"Aye," came a chorus from around the room, causing James to give a belabored sigh.

The meeting dispersed, as the various members went off on their way. Harry felt a touch of excitement at the prospect of a secret Order within the Order, far from Dumbledore's purview. Of course, the concept wasn't entirely new to him, as he was already meeting secretly with Saul and Bill outside of his parents' knowledge. Having multiple concentric circles all working towards the same goal made him feel better about their chances of success.

And speaking of the Order of the Phoenix, there was another meeting scheduled for the middle of August. Harry learned that Neville was finally allowed to join his friends at Grimmauld Place, and he was eager to talk to the boy about everything that was going on. Dahlia also hoped to spend time with Ginny, so on the morning of the scheduled meeting, both Harry and Dahlia were allowed to Floo over and spend the day with their friends.

"Harry!" exclaimed Hermione when he walked into the kitchen, jumping up to give him a hug. Neville and Ron also stood to greet him, as Dahlia immediately grabbed Ginny by the hand and dragged her into the next room, both already giggling at whatever gossip they clearly wanted to discuss.

"Hey, everyone," Harry greeted the room. "What's been going on here?"

"We were hoping you could tell us that, mate," Ron said in an undertone, eyeing his mother across the room warily. "Nobody will tell us a damn thing."

"I'll share what I can," Harry shrugged. He hadn't learned much of note in the past few weeks, nor could he betray the existence of the Order of the Stag, but he could tell how desperate the other teens were for information, and would do his best to satiate them.

Unfortunately, Molly Weasley was determined not to let the kids have luxurious free time to themselves, and put them to work as soon as breakfast was over. "Sirius has asked us for help cleaning out the house, to get rid of any illegal artifacts that might be lying around," she instructed them, herding everyone into the library. "You'll be sorting through all the various trinkets in the house and separating them into different piles, to be sold or thrown out."

"And be careful how you handle them," Sirius said warningly as he passed through. "Merlin only knows what kind of nasty enchantments and curses have been placed on some of the toys my ancestors have passed down over the years."

Harry privately questioned the logic of allowing inexperienced teenagers to sort through possibly deadly cursed objects. But he figured it would be a good learning experience for the future...he intended to study more about curse recognition and disenchanting objects anyway. Sure, he was unlikely to encounter any of Voldemort's horcruxes lying around Grimmauld Place, but it would be good training for the real thing.

The teens began the arduous task of sorting through objects, which proved to be a much easier task now that Harry was more attuned to magic thanks to his blood ritual. He was able to quickly identify which objects had questionable dark enchantments applied to them and which were benign. This allowed them to clear each room of dangerous objects within minutes, leaving them with small pockets of time to sit around and chat unsupervised. But the adults were never too far away…

"KREACHER!" Sirius barked, causing all of them to jump; Harry turned to see the diminutive elf lurking in the doorway, clutching a gaudy pearl necklace. "What have I told you about hiding valuables from us?"

"Kreacher is only preserving the family heirlooms, Master," Kreacher croaked, bowing low. "Mistress Walburga insisted on passing along the Black heritage through the belongings that have been—"

"I don't care what that old bint told you," Sirius groaned, running a frustrated hand through his hair. "We have to get rid of anything potentially incriminating, or else you could be compelled to testify against me."

Kreacher frowned in confusion. "Kreacher can betray Master's orders?" he asked. "Even if he was told to stay silent?"

"Now you're getting it," Sirius nodded. "House-elves can't be ordered to hide illegal activity anymore. So quit hiding dark artifacts from us, or I'll have to wring your neck."

"Sirius, that's wrong!" Hermione insisted. "You can't threaten him with violence like that!"

"Lay off him, Uncle Sirius," Harry said warningly. "He's only doing what he was told by his previous masters. Give him a chance to redeem himself."

"Hmph," Sirius sniffed. "You get off easy this time, Kreacher. But I have my eye on you, understood?"

"Kreacher understands," said the elf with another low bow. Kreacher lingered for a moment longer, eyeing Harry strangely. Then, before Harry could wonder what that was about, the elf disappeared, no doubt to mope in his hiding space with the valuables Sirius requested.

"Sirius ought to be more careful," Hermione sighed. "If he continues to abuse Kreacher, he could turn against him and compromise the Order."

"And he's only continuing to push Kreacher towards bigotry in the meantime," Harry muttered. He couldn't prove it, but he was starting to suspect that Kreacher was complicit in the plot to lure Harry to the Department of Mysteries in his previous timeline. Would he have still done so if shown grace and compassion by his master, instead of resentment and scorn?

The teens resumed their deep clean, moving from room to room clearing every nook and cranny of its hidden treasures. At one point Harry found himself alone with Neville in the drawing room, and knew it was a perfect opportunity to speak to him privately.

"I've been meaning to thank you properly, Neville," said Harry. "For saying what you said in the Prophet. You really shouldn't have involved yourself, but it meant a lot to me and my dad."

"They shouldn't have been saying that rubbish in the first place," Neville shrugged. "It only felt right. Besides, I still owe you two more favors."

"Why two?" Harry frowned.

"Well, this one was for telling me what's going on in that letter," said Neville. "But I still owe you for watching my back in the Tournament last year, and also for teaching me the Patronus Charm in our third year."

"That was a long time ago," Harry said dismissively.

"But it saved my life last week," Neville said adamantly. "I would've been Kissed for sure when those Dementors showed up at my house. Even Gran didn't know how to produce a Patronus – she wants to thank you herself the next time she sees you."

"Don't mention it," Harry muttered guiltily. He knew that Neville's decision to write into the Prophet had likely prompted Umbridge to send those dementors after him in the first place. As usual, associating with the Potters tended to be a dangerous proposition these days.

Neville leaned in close to Harry, checking over his shoulder to ensure they were not being overheard. "I've been having strange dreams lately, Harry," he whispered. "I don't understand them, but maybe you can. Considering you're a Seer and all."

"I can try," Harry shrugged. "What are you dreaming about?"

"I keep seeing a door," said Neville. "Down a long hallway, made of black marble. I want to go through the door so badly, but every time I get close, I wake up. What do you think that means?"

"Neville, that's the door to the Department of Mysteries, inside the Ministry," said Harry. "It's where the prophecy is hidden. Remember what I told you about it?"

"Voldemort wants to get it," Neville nodded. "But why am I dreaming about it?"

"You're dreaming about it because Voldemort is dreaming about it," said Harry. "Your scar gives you a connection to his mind, so you sometimes get glimpses of his thoughts and emotions. Do you ever feel flashes of anger, or happiness, that you can't explain? Like they are emotions that belong to somebody else?"

"Yeah...yeah, I do!" said Neville, nodding rapidly as the realization dawned on him. "That makes a lot of sense. And I saw other things, too...snippets of conversation here and there."

"Like what?"

"I saw Peter Pettigrew again," said Neville. "Voldemort gave him a job to do...something to look for. He said to tell no one else of his mission. What d'you reckon that means?"

Harry frowned. He couldn't remember any such mission given to Pettigrew in his last timeline...but then again, he had no idea what the man had been up to in his original fifth year. "I'm not sure, Neville," said Harry. "Listen, I think it's best that you start practicing Occlumency. It will help you deal with your erratic visions and flashes of emotion."

"You think so?" Neville frowned. "But couldn't this be a good thing? This... connection lets me see what Voldemort is up to, doesn't it? So I could use it to spy on him!"

"And what do you think happens when Voldemort becomes aware of that connection himself?" Harry retorted. "Dumbledore is worried that he might use it to start spying on us, or to access your memories and steal secrets."

Neville paled at this thought. "Do you know Occlumency?" he asked.

"I'm no master at it, but I can teach you the basics," Harry offered. "I've been practicing it since my first year."

Neville shook his head in amazement. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised," he chuckled. "You've always been light-years ahead of the rest of us at this sort of thing."

"Not because I wanted to," Harry reminded him. "I've known this war was coming for a long time, and I'm just doing my best to prepare for it." Neville nodded soberly at this reminder.

"Good afternoon, boys."

Both teens wheeled around; Albus Dumbledore had walked into the room.

"H-hello, Headmaster," Neville said nervously.

Dumbledore stood and regarded the two boys for a moment in silence. Then, he turned to Harry. "You told him," he said simply. It was not a question or an accusation – merely a statement of fact.

"I did," Harry said defiantly, keeping his face and voice neutral.

"Despite the risks that I shared with you in confidence—"

"The benefits outweigh the risks, sir. Neville deserves to know the truth."

Dumbledore did not reprimand him; he merely sighed, looking supremely disappointed in the teen. "There's nothing to be done for it now, I suppose," he muttered. "We will have to begin training Mr. Longbottom in the art of Occlumency at once. I will speak with Professor Snape about weekly lessons once the school year resumes."

"P-Professor Snape?" Neville said weakly. The boy was no fan of the strict professor, who often berated Neville for every tiny mistake he made in Potions class (easily his worst subject).

"With respect, Headmaster, perhaps I could train with Neville myself before Snape gets involved," Harry offered. "He's not very good at explaining complex concepts to people who have never studied a subject before."

"Professor Snape is one of the best Occlumens practitioners in the world—" said Dumbledore.

"And he's rubbish at teaching others what he knows," said Harry flatly. "Let me give Neville the basics first. It might make it easier for him to learn."

"Harry taught me the Patronus Charm, Headmaster," Neville added eagerly. "I wouldn't mind learning from him again."

"This is far too important of a subject to leave to chance—" Dumbledore protested.

"Try me, sir," said Harry, turning to face the man fully. He made deliberate eye contact with Dumbledore, inviting him to test his defenses. Dumbledore eyed Harry warily for a moment before complying.

Harry felt Dumbledore's foreign presence tickling his brain, probing for information. He invited him in, feeding him only surface-level thoughts he didn't care to protect. Then, as Dumbledore began to dig deeper into his memories, Harry began to fight back. He put up his mental barriers, blocking Dumbledore from his most guarded thoughts and redirecting him to others he cared less about revealing.

After being forced to relive every History of Magic lecture Harry had endured from Professor Binns, Dumbledore eventually relented and pulled back from the teen's mind. "You have progressed remarkably well in the Mind Arts, Harry," he said begrudgingly.

"I've been practicing for years, sir," Harry nodded.

"But there are still flaws that a wizard of Voldemort's caliber can exploit," Dumbledore continued. "I will consent for you to teach Neville the basics, but once he has learned them, he will need to study with an actual master to refine his skills."

"Fine," Harry nodded, figuring that was the best they could hope for. He turned to Neville, who also nodded in agreement.

"Very good," said Dumbledore. "Come, Harry, the Order meeting is about to begin." And he left the two boys alone once more.

"Thanks," Neville muttered once he was out of earshot. "Having Snape digging around in my head sounds like a right nightmare."

"You have no idea," Harry chuckled, having experienced that very fate in his last timeline. "Anyway, I'll see you after the meeting and fill you in."

Unfortunately, the Order of the Phoenix meeting was not as eventful or informative as Harry had hoped. They mostly rehashed everything they'd gone over in the previous meeting, with Dumbledore probing various people for information who were unable to provide anything new of substance. By the end of the session, everyone was visibly frustrated, even moreso when Kingsley stood to assign everyone present (minus Harry) to their new guard rotation outside the Department of Mysteries.

Thank Merlin Dad had the foresight to organize a separate Order, Harry thought as the meeting was adjourned. If this was the only force acting against Voldemort's schemes, Britain would surely be lost.

After chatting briefly with several of the other Order members, Harry made his way towards the stairs. He knew the other teens were eagerly waiting for him to return and share the news with them, and wasn't looking forward to disappointing them. He reached the third floor and headed down the hall to join them—

"Mister Harry Potter."

Harry turned; Kreacher the house-elf was standing by the stairwell, looking timid and nervous.

"Hello, Kreacher," Harry greeted the elf. "Did you need something?"

"Kreacher would like a word," the elf muttered. "In private."

Harry frowned. Was this some kind of trick? He knew Kreacher was sympathetic to a darker ideology, which the Black family had once been known for before Sirius took over. But Sirius was still his master, and he wouldn't dare harm his master's godson, so Harry followed Kreacher up to the next landing.

"Young Mister Potter has always been kind to Kreacher," said the elf, wringing his hands together. "Even when he did not need to be."

"Everyone deserves kindness," Harry shrugged. "Think nothing of it."

"Not many are kind to Kreacher," the elf continued. "Even Mistress Walburga was cruel and hurtful to Kreacher. Only young Master Regulus showed kindness such as yours."

"Yes, so you've told me," Harry sighed. He was still uncomfortable being compared to Sirius' Death Eater brother, who had died serving Voldemort in the last war.

"Kreacher was given strict orders by Master Regulus to never tell," Kreacher continued. "To never reveal his great failure."

"Failure?" Harry repeated.

"Kreacher promised Master Regulus, to complete his mission after his death!" the elf sniffled, hot tears spilling down his long nose now. "But Kreacher could not! Kreacher has brought shame to the Black family name!"

"Erm...don't beat yourself up over it, Kreacher," Harry said awkwardly, unsure how to console the elf. "I'm sure whatever it is can be forgiven. Why don't you talk to Sirius about it?"

"Kreacher mustn't," cried the elf. "Master Sirius will be most displeased that Kreacher failed his brother. But perhaps you, Mister Potter...you could help Kreacher."

Harry groaned at this. How do I get myself into these messes? he thought glumly. This is what he got for showing a morsel of kindness to the wizened elf: he was now a shoulder to cry on.

"I'm flattered you would think that of me, Kreacher, but I'm afraid I'm very busy at the moment," said Harry. "I'll be back to school soon, and I have lots of other things to worry about—"

"Please, sir!" Kreacher wailed. "Let Kreacher show you. Perhaps Mister Harry Potter will be able to tell Kreacher how to complete his mission for Master Regulus."

Harry groaned and sighed heavily. "Fine," he muttered. "As long as it doesn't take too long."

"You are most kind, young sir," Kreacher bowed.

Kreacher led the way all the way up to the top floor, where only Sirius' bedroom lay. The elf snapped his fingers, and the trapdoor leading to the attic sprang open, a wooden ladder descending to allow them access. Where the hell is he taking me? Harry wondered, watching the elf scramble nimbly up the ladder into the darkened space. He hesitated for a moment before following.

Harry emerged in a dark and dusty space, unable to see more than a few inches in front of him. He drew his wand and quickly sent an orb of light ahead of him, briefly wondering if Kreacher had lured him into some kind of trap. The attic was cramped with limited headroom, filled to the brim with various boxes and piles of junk.

"One moment, while Kreacher retrieves it for you," said the house-elf, before disappearing behind a nearby stack of objects.

Harry took the opportunity to examine the small space. He recognized various objects of apparent value: silverware, fine china, and other trinkets bearing the Black family crest. This must've been Kreacher's hiding place for all the heirlooms he wanted to preserve. Harry waited impatiently as he heard the elf rummaging through the detritus, wishing he had never agreed to this little field trip in the first place.

Then, quite suddenly, the hairs on Harry's neck and arms stood on end. He snapped to full alert, feeling instinctively that something was very wrong. A pervasive sense of evil was creeping towards him, and Harry's heart hammered faster. He pointed his wand forward into the darkness, now fully convinced that he had been lured into danger.

Kreacher reappeared from behind the nearest stack, and Harry felt the evil presence intensify further, but the elf didn't seem to pose any imminent threat. He meekly shuffled forward, holding a small object in his hands.

"Kreacher was ordered to destroy it by Master Regulus, but he could not," the elf admitted glumly. "Perhaps Mister Harry Potter could help Kreacher be rid of the terrible thing?"

Kreacher thrust his hands forward, and Harry got a good look at the object for the first time: a large, golden locket on a matching chain, engraved with a silver serpent in the form of an 'S'.
Year 5-04: Badge of Dishonor

Bill Weasley and Saul Croaker were both waiting in the latter's office when Harry arrived two days later. Neither man looked particularly pleased to be there.

"What's the big emergency, Potter?" Saul demanded. "I'm very busy these days, and don't have time to drop everything to meet with you."

"Same here," Bill sighed. "This had better be important."

"More than you know," said Harry. He reached into his robes and withdrew a small object wrapped in cloth, setting it delicately on Saul's desk. He unwrapped it, revealing the golden locket to the room. Both Bill and Saul crept closer to examine it, before the former leapt back in alarm.

"Bloody hell," he muttered. "That thing is infested with dark magic. What in Merlin's name is it?"

"I have a strong suspicion," Harry said darkly. "I was hoping you could verify it for me."

Bill whipped out his wand and began muttering incantations softly under his breath as he waved it over the locket. Soft pulses of magic wafted over the three of them, and Bill's eyes went wide.

"It's a horcrux," he breathed. "Where the hell did you get it?"

Harry launched into an abbreviated version of the story Kreacher had told him. When he was finished, both Bill and Saul were staring at him in shock.

"Blimey," Bill sighed. "So Sirius' brother was on our side all along. But why would Kreacher wait until now to tell someone?"

"He was forbidden to by his previous master," Harry pointed out. "And technically speaking, Regulus broke the law by working with Voldemort, so such an order is now illegal under the new house-elf law. Kreacher must have realized that he could break his silence without penalty."

"And he chose to tell you, rather than the Ministry?" Bill frowned.

"He trusts me," Harry shrugged. "I may not be his master, but I am his master's godson – practically his family. I'll become Kreacher's new owner if...something happens." He couldn't bring himself to acknowledge the possibility of Sirius' death. Not again. It would never come to pass in this timeline if he could help it.

Bill returned his attention to the small golden trinket. "So this is an actual horcrux of You-Know-Who's," he breathed in awe.

"Not only that," Saul muttered. "Don't you recognize what this is?"

"No...should we?" asked Harry, peering closer at the trinket.

"That's Salazar Slytherin's locket," said Saul. "Every Founder had an object that was considered tied to their House, and this was theirs. It confirms at least one of our theories thus far."

"Which one?" asked Bill.

"We know the Dark Lord turned Rowena's diadem into a horcrux," Saul pointed out. "And now we know he got the locket, too. What are the odds he stopped there? Why wouldn't he go after Helga's cup and Godric's sword, too?"

"No way he got to the sword," said Harry. "I found it in my original timeline, and it was clean. It can only be summoned by a Gryffindor."

"I thought you were a Ravenclaw," Bill frowned.

"Originally I was in Gryffindor," Harry explained. "In my second year—"

"Now's not the time!" Saul snapped. "I can feel this thing's evil presence all over my office already. How can we be rid of it?"

"Do you have a container we can put it in, Saul?" asked Bill. "Preferably one made of a strong material, like stone or metal?"

"Allow me," said Harry, drawing his own wand. He pointed it at the marble coffee table in the center of the room, transfiguring it into a small white box, then placed the locket within before sealing it shut. At once the pervasive feeling of dread in the room began to dissipate, and Harry released a deep breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding in.

"I liked that table," Saul muttered mutinously. "But I suppose this is more important. What should we do with it?"

"I am still trying to secure basilisk venom to destroy any horcruxes we come across," said Bill. "But it's ludicrously expensive. Perhaps it can remain in the Department of Mysteries, until we find a way to destroy it?"

"I wouldn't dare alarm my co-workers by bringing it into the Department," said Saul. "I'll keep it here in my office, in my hidden space. Provided I don't have to worry about it trying to possess me?"

"As long as it remains sealed within the rock, it should be safe," said Bill.

"Very good," Saul nodded. "Well, that's one horcrux down that just fell into our laps. Should we go looking for a second before Potter has to return to school?"

"Actually, I had a better idea," said Harry. " Kreacher!"

The house-elf popped into the middle of the room with a crack, causing Bill and Saul to flinch. "Mister Harry Potter called for Kreacher?" he croaked.

"Kreacher offered to come today and show us where he got the locket from," Harry explained. "Kreacher, I know I'm not your master, but can I ask you to keep today's activities a secret?"

"Kreacher cannot lie to Master Sirius if he is asked directly," the elf said. "But if Master does not ask, Kreacher does not tell."

"Sirius doesn't even keep tabs on Kreacher during the day," Harry explained to the other two men. "He won't even notice he's gone."

"Good enough for me," Saul muttered. "You're doing a good thing, elf."

Kreacher eyed Saul curiously. "Does mister wish to destroy Master Regulus' locket?" Kreacher asked.

"Not only do I intend to," said Saul, "I also plan to hunt down every other trinket like it and destroy those, too. We will finish what your master started."

Kreacher seemed to glow with pride at these words. "Then Kreacher will help," he said resolutely. He extended a hand toward Harry, who exchanged looks with Bill and Saul. They all linked arms before Harry took Kreacher's hand, and they were whisked away from the Ministry with a soft pop.

Harry's nostrils filled with the smell of seawater as they reappeared on a rocky outcropping. Behind them was the sea, lapping in and out among the rocks; over their heads was a sharp cliff face; ahead of them was the gaping maw of a cave, extending deep into darkness.

"This is it!" Saul said excitedly. "The cave I told you about, in Eastbourne!"

"Then we should proceed carefully," said Harry. "Saul, how far into the cave did you travel the last time?

"Not much farther than this," Saul muttered. "I sensed dark magic radiating from within and decided to wait for an expert to go any further."

"Well, we have one now," Harry pointed out, gesturing to Bill. "Shall we?"

Bill eyed the mouth of the cave nervously, before sighing and drawing his wand. He once again began to mutter under his breath, sending pulses of cold magic flaring out to diagnose the danger.

"I sense a Muggle-Repelling Charm and a mild Repulsing Hex on the entrance," he muttered. "The latter will make it unpleasant to enter, but it should pass once we get through."

Bill led the way forward on the slippery rock, Harry and Saul close behind. As Bill predicted, Harry felt a growing sense of unease and intense discomfort as they approached, causing him to want to turn and run in the opposite direction. But once they got far enough into the cave, the sensation passed, and the sounds of the lapping sea faded, leaving them in an eerily echoing space.

The cave extended forward a hundred feet or so before closing off with a sheer rock face. "Surely this can't be it," Saul frowned.

"Certainly not," muttered Bill, once again waving his wand. "There is a hidden entrance up ahead. It seems to require a blood sacrifice to activate."

"Is that dangerous?" Harry asked worriedly.

"The magic is fairly standard, even if it's banned in Britain," Bill remarked. "I've encountered dozens of such sacrificial requirements abroad. Usually curse-breakers carry a vial of spare blood for such occasions, but there's no harm in using your own."

"Will we tip off the Dark Lord to our presence if we activate the entrance?" Saul wondered.

"Regulus didn't," Harry pointed out, gesturing to Kreacher beside them. "And he stole the damn horcrux from inside. Surely that means it's safe to pass through without alerting him."

"That stands to reason," Bill shrugged. "I don't sense any alarm wards or anything else to worry about. Although there seems to be anti-Disapparition wards and other movement limiters within."

"We won't be here long anyway," Harry shrugged. He drew his own wand and gently dragged it across his palm, making a small incision. At Bill's instruction, he smeared the bloody hand against a nearby rock. At once they heard a rumbling sound as the rock wall gave way, revealing a small passageway carved into the cave. Bill led the way forward, moving slowly and continuing to monitor for any troublesome enchantments.

"Not far now," Kreacher croaked as they passed through the darkened corridor. Sure enough, it eventually widened to reveal a large cavernous space, extending far into the darkness. Harry fired an orb of light into the sky to reveal a massive underground lake. Far off in the distance they could see a small island, where he had to imagine the horcrux was hidden.

"Something tells me we wouldn't want to swim in this," Saul remarked, kneeling down to examine the murky green liquid of the lake.

"Dark things be lurking in the lake," Kreacher said ominously. "They be attacking my Master Regulus...they drag him beneath the surface…" The tiny elf began to shudder with tiny sobs, and Harry placed a calming hand on its shoulder.

"I have a bad feeling about this," Bill muttered. He pointed his wand at a nearby rock and flung it out over the lake. It landed with a splash a few dozen yards away – at once, several humanoid creatures leapt from the surface at the disturbance, giving them a glimpse of rotting flesh and pale-white features before they disappeared into the depths again.

"Inferi," Saul breathed. "Bloody hell, there could be thousands in here."

"A graveyard of victims," Harry said ominously. "Kreacher, how did you get across the lake the last time?"

Kreacher paced to and fro at the shore for a moment, thinking. Then, the elf snapped his fingers, and a rusting chain appeared in his hands, extending down into the depths of the lake. Harry helped Kreacher pull the chain forward, unearthing a small green rowboat that sat unsteadily atop the surface.

"Looks like this is only meant to hold one person at a time," Bill remarked as he examined the boat with his wand. "Though the magic is limited to humans, it seems."

"So that the Dark Lord could bring house-elves across with him," Harry said darkly. "Kreacher, what happened when Voldemort took you here the first time?"

Kreacher launched into a teary explanation of his first visit to the cave, assisting Voldemort in planting the horcrux in the basin. He described drinking the foul potion and being left for dead, only to be rescued by Regulus calling him home.

"I did notice that imperfection in the wards," Bill remarked. "Plenty of limitations on wizard movement, but none for elves. I can't imagine why that would be the case."

"It had to be an oversight," Harry deduced. "Otherwise, why have the boat at all? Voldemort could just ask a house-elf to Apparate him across the lake. Can you do that for us, Kreacher?"

"Kreacher can," the elf nodded. The three wizards once again linked arms as Harry took Kreacher's hand, and after another small pop they found themselves standing on the island at the center of the lake.

All three men approached the glass basin at the center of the island, peering down through the clear liquid to the locket sitting at the bottom. "It is a fake," Kreacher explained. "Master Regulus placed it there to taunt the Dark Lord if he ever returned."

"A rather convincing fake," Saul remarked. The locket was face-down in the basin, but from the back it looked enough like Slytherin's locket to pass muster. "I say we leave everything as it is. Thank Merlin we don't have to drink whatever that vile liquid is."

"Kreacher, can you take us back to Mr. Croaker's office?" Harry asked. Kreacher nodded, and moments later they found themselves back on Level Nine at the Ministry, the smell of saltwater still lingering on their clothes. The elf bowed politely to Harry once more before disappearing again to Grimmauld Place.

"Well, that was informative," Saul remarked. "Now we know what to expect from the other hiding places, wouldn't you say, Weasley?"

"It was not what I expected," Bill admitted. "I assumed any hiding place of You-Know-Who's would be impenetrable by mere mortals...frankly, I've encountered pharaoh tombs in Egypt with more dangerous protections."

"Voldemort is only a man, and his arrogance will be his downfall," Harry said bitterly. "So, to recap, we have confirmation of three horcruxes now...the diary was destroyed, the diadem was reclaimed, and we have the locket ready to be destroyed. We now have reason to suspect Hufflepuff's Cup is a horcrux, and we have a strong lead on where it might be hidden at Little Hangleton. That's four down and only two to go."

"That's assuming the Dark Lord doesn't make any more," Saul pointed out. "He may seek to replace the diadem, and he surely knows of the diary's destruction by now."

"Horcruxes are prohibitively difficult to make in multiples," Bill pointed out. "Each ritual gets progressively more taxing than the last. I would be surprised if You-Know-Who's soul is stable enough to survive another split, after performing six already."

"Still, that's encouraging, isn't it?" Harry said. "We could be halfway done by now. We just need to track down the last two or three horcruxes, then find a way to remove the one from Neville's scar."

"You say that as if it's a given," Bill said ominously. "What if we cannot find a way to do so?"

"We will," Harry said adamantly. "Have you been asking your colleagues abroad for advice?"

"I'm making discreet inquiries," Bill shrugged. "Horcruxes aren't exactly a topic you can raise with just anyone without questions being asked. The last thing I want is to tip off the goblins to what I'm doing here."

"The boy's right, though," said Saul. "We've made good progress today. Maybe the next couple horcruxes won't fall into our laps like this one, but the task no longer feels as daunting as it once did."

Harry agreed. Learning that Voldemort had made six horcruxes had been a sobering moment, but already they'd made remarkable gains towards finding them all. The Dark Lord's carelessness and determination to use only noteworthy objects made their quest seem more straightforward than expected. He left the meeting in high spirits, feeling that all might not be lost in this war after all.

His optimism did not diminish in the days to come, as another bit of tremendous news arrived in the Prophet one morning. Dolores Umbridge had been arrested, having admitted under Veritaserum to ordering a dementor attack against Neville Longbottom at his residence. The Prophet once again heaped praise on the Boy Who Lived for his heroic efforts to thwart the attack, while speculating once again on how James Potter's Auror Office could have allowed such an egregious safety breach (which made Harry want to tear his own hair out).

Still, it meant one less headache for the coming school year, as he would never had to deal with Professor Umbridge and her evil blood quills ever again. Things would be difficult enough with the constant slander against his family in the papers – he didn't need that additional source of anxiety to worry about.

Two weeks before term resumed, Harry and Dahlia received their Hogwarts letters, detailing what books and supplies they would need for the upcoming school year. Harry opened his envelope and unfolded the letter, only for something small and metallic to drop into his lap. Lily, who was passing through the kitchen on her way out for the day, gave a small squeal of delight.

"Ooh, Harry, you've made prefect!" she exclaimed happily. "Look, it's your badge!"

Harry picked up the small badge and scrutinized it. It was blue and bronze, with a large 'Q' imprinted on the front and a tiny Snitch flitting in and out of the frame.

"Erm...it doesn't look like a prefect badge," Harry muttered. He picked up the topmost letter and read:

Dear Mr. Potter,

Congratulations! You have been named captain of the Ravenclaw Quidditch team for the upcoming season. Enclosed you will find your badge. You will be responsible for fielding tryouts, scheduling practices, and training your team for all three matches. This is a tremendous honor that I trust you will approach with the utmost respect and duty.

Sincerely,

Filius Flitwick

Head of Ravenclaw House

"I see," Lily muttered as she read the letter over Harry's shoulder. "Well...that's a nice honor as well."

"Hey, you've made Quidditch captain!" James laughed as he too entered the kitchen. "Well done, son. I wasn't named Gryffindor's captain until sixth year myself."

"Harry didn't make prefect," Lily informed her husband. "I thought for sure...given everything that's happened…"

"Don't worry about it, Harry," James shrugged. "I wasn't a prefect in my fifth or sixth years either, but I still made Head Boy. I'm sure it's just a misunderstanding."

"Maybe Albus just thought you'd be too busy," Lily muttered to herself, as though trying to justify it in her head. "Yes, that must be it."

"You're probably right," Harry nodded. But privately, he had his own suspicions. He could sense Dumbledore's profound disappointment in him during their last conversation at Grimmauld Place. Harry had deliberately disobeyed the Headmaster's wishes in divulging key information with Neville. Was this retribution for his defiant actions?

Not that Harry cared much about being prefect to begin with. It sounded like a hassle and a waste of time more than anything. In fact, he wasn't even so sure he wanted to be Quidditch captain, either. Sure, it meant he couldn't be kicked off the team now, but his old Ravenclaw teammates had resented him last year and he was of half a mind to quit anyway. At least Roger Davies and a couple of his cronies had graduated, so perhaps this would allow him a fresh start.

Harry set aside the badge and read through the list of required textbooks. It looked much the same as his original fifth year, with a few anomalies. There appeared to be no assigned texts for Divination...Harry wondered if Dumbledore had actually discontinued the course following Trelawney's death. There were two books required for Defense Against the Dark Arts, neither of which had been assigned in his original timeline.

"Who's teaching us Defense this year?" Harry asked aloud.

"No clue," said James. "I asked Albus last week, but even he doesn't know. The Ministry is assigning somebody to the post this year."

"Figures," Harry muttered. At least it can't get much worse than Umbridge, he reasoned.

"Listen carefully, you two," said James solemnly, addressing his two children. "Fudge and Malfoy are determined to get me sacked by the end of the year. Whoever the Ministry appoints will have it out for Dumbledore and myself, so try not to get on their bad side."

"Okay, Dad," Dahlia nodded. James' gaze lingered longer on Harry, whom the message was clearly aimed more at, until he also nodded in agreement.

The remainder of the summer flew by in a flurry of activity. The Potters made a quick trip to Diagon Alley for supplies, with Aurors lingering nearby watching out for any sign of trouble. Harry and Dahlia spent another couple of days at Grimmauld Place with the other teens, cleaning out dark objects and gossiping about the upcoming school year. There was much speculation about who their next DADA professor might be...Harry chuckled internally, as the others would never know the bullet they dodged in the form of Dolores Umbridge.

Before long, it was time to board the Hogwarts Express for another term. Harry and Dahlia bid farewell to their parents before boarding the train and going their separate ways. Harry found Neville, Ron and Hermione in a compartment by themselves, and they eagerly beckoned for him to join them. He gratefully did so – being iced out by the trio for the past school year had been mentally taxing for him.

The four teens had already spent ample time together over the summer, so they mostly chatted about the year to come. Hermione was anxious about their workload, given that it was their O.W.L. year, while Ron was vocally contemplating trying out for the Hufflepuff Quidditch team, now that their old Keeper had graduated. Harry encouraged him to do so, hopeful that he would be able to get over his confidence issues once more. Neville timidly asked Harry if he was still willing to teach him Occlumency, to which Harry readily agreed. The poor kid's scar must have really been bothering him to make such a request in public.

Shortly after midday, the compartment door slid open, and Fred and George Weasley poked their heads in. "Ah, Harry, just the man we wanted to talk to!" Fred announced, as the two seventh-years entered and sat beside him.

"Hey, fellas," Harry greeted the twins. "What can I help you with?"

"We'd like your input on a new product we're working on," said George, rummaging through his bag.

"I'm not going to eat any joke sweets, if that's what you're looking for," Harry chuckled. He still remembered the twins' antics during his original fifth year, testing their Skiving Snackboxes on any gullible students looking for a quick Galleon.

"Nothing like that!" Fred said, gasping in faux outrage at the insinuation. "No, this one was actually inspired by your little run-in with Flint and Pavlovic last year."

George procured a length of fabric from his bag and handed it to Harry. "Erm...thanks, but I'm not really a scarf wearer," said Harry, bemused.

"It's not for fashion," said George. "Freddy, care to demonstrate?"

Fred took the scarf from Harry and threw it over his own shoulders. He then crossed to the opposite side of the compartment and turned his back on George, who promptly drew his wand.

"Watch closely now, children," said George, clearing his throat for dramatic effect. " Stupefy!"

Harry's eyes widened as the bolt of red light shot across the compartment towards Fred's back. However, to his surprise, the scarf around his neck flared yellow, and the spell was seemingly absorbed before impact, as though a Shield Charm had intercepted it.

"Pretty neat, innit?" Fred grinned as he removed the scarf and handed it back to Harry. "We've been studying the Protego charm and think we've found a way to weave it into articles of clothing as an enchantment."

Harry looked more closely at the scarf. With his newfound affinity to magic, he was able to detect traces of the magic imbued within the fabric, indeed similar to a Shield Charm though not quite as powerful. "This is brilliant, guys!" he said, astonished. "How long have you been working on this?"

"A few months now," George shrugged. "We figure, with a war coming on, there might be a market for items of clothing that provide basic protections from spells and hexes and the like. It only has so many charges before it wears off, and we haven't figure out how to block some of the darker curses out there, but we'll get there."

"This is very impressive magic," Hermione remarked, taking the scarf from Harry and looking it over herself.

"Always the tone of surprise," said Fred with a wink. "We might even open up our own clothing line after we graduate, with a full suite of protective clothing."

"You mean start your own business?" Ron scoffed. "With what money?"

"Our Triwizard Tournament winnings," said George with a wink.

"Come again?" said Harry, briefly glancing at Neville. Had the boy done the same thing with his thousand-Galleon reward as Harry had done in his own timeline?

"We made a killing off of taking bets last year," Fred explained. "Remember what I told you at the Yule Ball? Nearly everyone bet on Krum or Fleur, and they both lost. And thanks to Harry being disqualified, we were able to turn a tidy profit off of Neville's solo victory. No offense, mate."

"None taken," Harry chuckled. If the judges' petty decision against him meant a financial windfall for others who deserved it, he was all the more for it.

"We'll keep tinkering with it and let you know what we figure out," George promised. "Unless you can think of any improvements you would make yourself?"

"Enchanting isn't really my specialty," Harry admitted, handing the scarf back. "But I'm eager to hear what progress you make."

"You keep that as a souvenir," said Fred. "Might be worth a pretty penny one day as a prototype...who knows?"

"I'll write to my dad and see what he thinks," said Harry. "This sounds like something the Auror Office might want to invest in."

"Wicked!" said George, exchanging grins with his twin. "See you round, you lot. Enjoy your O.W.L. year!" And the twins departed the compartment.

"I hope they know what they're doing, starting their own shop," Ron muttered. "They were never the most responsible types."

"They're smarter than they let on," Harry offered. "If they're passionate about something, I'm sure they'll see it through and do it the right way." It was a trait he'd always admired about the twins: they didn't care about many things, but when they did care about something, there were no half-measures...they played to win.

Hermione's watch suddenly beeped, and she jumped in alarm. "Oh my, we're late for the prefects meeting!" she exclaimed, leaping to her feet as Neville did the same. "Coming, Harry?"

"Er...I wasn't made a prefect, Hermione," Harry said with a sad smile.

"What? But I thought...surely it would be…" Hermione stammered, eyes wide with surprise. "Blimey, I'm sorry Harry, I just assumed—"

"You weren't the only one," Harry chuckled. "Don't worry about it."

A mortified Hermione hurried out of the compartment. Neville gave Harry an odd look before following her – he clearly believed Harry would have received the honor as well.

"Who cares about being prefect, anyway?" Ron scoffed. "Just a consolation prize for goody two-shoes to feel important about themselves."

"Well said," Harry chuckled, wondering if Ron would have said the same thing in his original timeline when he himself was made prefect. "Anyway, how about a couple games of chess?"

Harry spent the remainder of the train journey getting thrashed soundly by Ron in wizard's chess. Clearly the boy had found an appropriate training partner in the form of Daphne Greengrass, as his play was far sharper and more decisive than Harry could ever remember. Harry was just glad to be back on good terms with the youngest Weasley male, as they joked and quipped lightly about whatever struck their fancy. They may never be able to talk about more important things like close friends could, but at least they still had a natural rapport.

"So, are you and Daphne still close?" Harry asked as the sky began to darken outside.

"Erm...kinda," Ron muttered, face reddening slightly. "We get along well, but she's not exactly the most approachable witch, is she? It feels like she doesn't want to be seen around me sometimes."

Harry had noticed the same thing about Daphne. Appearances were everything to her, and she clearly cared deeply about her reputation among the other pure-bloods in her House.

"Don't take it personally," Harry advised the boy. "She has a lot of expectations upon her as heir to a pure-blood house. I'm sure she cares about you, even if she doesn't always show it."

"Yeah, maybe," Ron shrugged. "I say bollocks to all that shite, y'know? Pure-blood courting rituals and all that...it was fun for a night, doing everything by the 'rules' for the Yule Ball, but I could never do that for a real relationship."

"It is rather archaic, isn't it?" Harry agreed. "Thank Merlin my dad married a Muggle-born...if I was expected to court a proper pure-blood princess, I'd likely drown myself in the lake." Ron snorted appreciatively with laughter at this.

"So how do you feel about the Terry Boot situation?" asked Ron with a knowing smirk.

"What about him?" Harry frowned, confused. He hadn't heard from his fellow Ravenclaw classmate all summer, but he'd always liked the kid well enough.

"You didn't hear?" said Ron, raising his eyebrows. "Ginny told Hermione that he's dating your sister. How long has that been going on?"

"I, uh...I didn't know that," Harry muttered. "What happened with her and Neville?"

"You'll have to ask Neville that," Ron shrugged. "They just kinda drifted apart after the Yule Ball. The spark wasn't there, I guess...it happens."

"Uh huh," Harry hummed, gears churning in his mind. What the hell was Dahlia thinking, messing around with Terry Boot? Harry would have to have a firm word with him once they arrived at the castle...he never liked that kid to begin with.

Soon after, the Hogwarts Express rolled into Hogsmeade Station, and the students disembarked to grab a carriage up to the castle. Harry noticed Tonks and Kingsley lurking around the station platform, while two more Aurors stood guard at the gate that granted access to school grounds. Clearly the Ministry was taking security more seriously this year – or at least, his father was.

Harry departed the carriage and made his way through the crowd into the Great Hall. He walked in the direction of the Ravenclaw Table, but someone grabbed his arm and pulled him aside before he got there.

"Katie!" he exclaimed, happy to see his girlfriend for the first time in months. But when he went in for a kiss, he saw that she looked quite cross with him.

"You haven't written to me in weeks," Katie reprimanded him. "Why?"

"Oh," said Harry awkwardly. "I've, erm...been really busy." That much was true – his summer had been preoccupied with secret Order meetings and even more secret planning sessions to eliminate Voldemort's horcruxes.

"Too busy to write me back?" Katie demanded. "I wrote to you almost every day!"

"I wrote back, sometimes," Harry said defensively.

"Three times!" Katie huffed. "All summer!"

Only three? Harry thought, wracking his brain. He thought he'd responded to her owls more than that...but now that he thought about it, he'd eventually given up on reading through all of her near-daily missives. She didn't have much of interest to say, besides providing minor updates on the farm and constantly lamenting that he couldn't be there with her.

"I'm sorry," he said sincerely. "It's been a crazy time for my family. But I'm really glad to see you again."

Katie narrowed her eyes at him briefly, then sighed and relented. "I missed you," she pouted, finally allowing him to kiss her.

"Missed you too," said Harry. "I'll tell you all about my summer when I get the chance."

"Deal," said Katie. "See you around at Quidditch practice?"

"Katie, we're not on the same team anymore, remember?" Harry laughed. "We'll be rivals again this year."

"Oh...right," Katie sighed sadly. "Well, see you soon, then." And she reluctantly slipped out of his grasp and returned to her Gryffindor classmates, as Harry did the same at the Ravenclaw Table.

"Have a relaxing summer, Potter?" asked Anthony Goldstein as he sat beside him. The fifth-year prefect badge gleamed against his breast, and Harry did his best to suppress a sudden burst of jealousy towards the boy.

"Not particularly," Harry sighed. "But it was eventful at least."

"Scheming with your father to take over the Ministry?" quipped Michael Corner, drawing nervous laughter from the surrounding students.

"Don't listen to the rubbish the Prophet is putting out," Harry groaned. "My dad is focused on keeping the country safe from the Auror Office."

"Just pulling your leg, Potter," Michael grinned. "My folks don't believe a word of what that rag is printing...they say your dad's a good man and won't hear otherwise."

"Hear, hear," said a nearby seventh-year, giving Harry a polite nod of respect. Several others were in agreement...clearly James' year of teaching at the school had done wonders for preserving his positive reputation with the student body, for which Harry was extremely grateful.

"Say, Terry, still going steady with Potter's sister?" Anthony Goldstein smirked. "You manage to get any action yet?"

Terry Boot turned a bright shade of red, shrinking away from Harry's glare. "Erm...we're just getting to know each other," he stammered awkwardly. "Exchanging letters and such."

"Can't wait to see the look on Potter's face when you start snogging her in the halls," Michael guffawed, throwing a playful arm over Harry's shoulders.

"It'll be the last look Terry ever sees," Harry growled. That ceased the laughter immediately, as Michael quickly removed his arm and Terry's face somehow purpled even further.

Silence settled upon the Hall as McGonagall led the latest batch of first-years into the Hall. As always, the process was excruciatingly long, and Harry's stomach growled impatiently as each young student leapt off the stool to join their new Houses. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Dumbledore stood to address the room.

"Welcome to another year at Hogwarts!" Dumbledore greeted the students. "I trust that you are all relaxed and well-rested from your holidays and ready to learn." The grumbles and furtive glances between students told Harry that very few of them actually felt relaxed...it had been a stressful and anxious period for everyone in the wizarding world.

"Before we begin, I wish to acknowledge this year's Head Boy and Head Girl," said Dumbledore with a smile. "Please give a hand to Cedric Diggory and Angelina Johnson!"

The Hufflepuff and Gryffindor stood from their respective seats to raucous applause...both were well-liked by all Houses. Harry whooped and cheered loudly from his own seat; both Cedric and Angelina met his eye, and gave him warm smiles of gratitude.

"We also have three new staff members to introduce," said Dumbledore once the room had settled down again. "First, here to take over temporary duties as Care of Magical Creatures professor, while our dear Hagrid is out on leave, please welcome back your substitute, Professor Grubbly-Plank!"

Students clapped politely for the witch, as Harry noticed Damian scowl disappointedly at Hagrid's absence. Harry hoped that Hagrid's mission to negotiate with the giants would go better this time around, but given Voldemort's expanded sphere of influence in this timeline, he doubted that would be the case.

"Secondly," Dumbledore continued, "taking over as your Divination professor is the centaur Firenze."

There was a smattering of applause and surprised exclamations as the centaur nodded politely to the room from his corner of the Head Table. Can't believe the Ministry let that one happen, Harry thought. Guess that's what happens when bigots like Umbridge are no longer in positions of influence…

"And finally, we are once again in need of a new Defense Against the Dark Arts professor," said Dumbledore with a slight grimace. "He comes highly recommended by the Ministry of Magic himself, and some of you older students might recognize him. Give a hand for Professor Percy Weasley!"

Harry gaped as the bespectacled redhead stood to accept the meager applause that met his announcement. He glanced around to the Hufflepuff and Gryffindor tables; Ron looked just as perplexed as he felt, while Fred, George and Ginny looked absolutely furious. Several other sixth- and seventh-years looked downright insulted… A nineteen-year-old teacher? they seemed to be thinking. Harry couldn't blame them – Percy may have been a model student, but surely he lacked the experience necessary to impart any kind of useful knowledge to the students.

Harry remembered his father's parting words that morning: ' Whoever the Ministry appoints will have it out for Dumbledore and myself, so try not to get on their bad side.' Now Percy's appointment made perfect sense: he was absolutely loyal to the Ministry, and would dutifully report any wrongdoing directly to Fudge. And unfortunately, it seemed that Harry already was on Percy's bad side; as the applause died down and Percy retook his seat, Harry realized that the new professor was staring right at him, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

In fact, both new professors were eyeing him warily: Firenze also regarded Harry with a stern expression. Harry had not forgotten what the centaur said about him in the Forbidden Forest in his first year, calling him a 'trickster' and accusing him of betraying Neville in the future. All the same, Harry hoped to learn more from Firenze about the stars and divining from nature than Trelawney ever would have been able to teach him. He hoped the same would prove true for Luna, who was watching the centaur curiously with wide blue eyes.

After eating his fill at the feast, Harry retired to his dorm in Ravenclaw Tower, doing his best to tune out his roommates' excited chatter as they caught up on each other's summer activities. He had a lot on his plate this year: on top of it being his O.W.L. year and being Quidditch captain, he had committed to teaching Neville Occlumency, and still intended to help Bill and Saul research more about the horcruxes and their possible hiding spaces. He could hardly see how he would have time for friends, much less a girlfriend, as Katie seemed eager to catch up on lost time as well.

Maybe it was a blessing in disguise that he was not made a prefect this year. It would have only added one more complication to an already-chaotic year. Was that why Dumbledore had passed him over? Was he doing Harry a favor, to help reduce his workload?

No, surely not. Harry remembered the look of severe disappointment in the Headmaster's expression when he'd confronted him at Grimmauld Place weeks back. This was an act of retribution, Harry was certain of it – a reminder of where the real power lay. He lay in his four-poster bed and did his best to get some sleep, ignoring the burning resentment against Dumbledore that was only building by the day.
Year 5-05: Watch Your Back

Harry had no idea what to expect as he filed into the Defense Against the Dark Arts classroom on Monday morning. He'd successfully removed one enemy in the form of Dolores Umbridge, yet unwittingly created another in the form of Percy Weasley. His antagonism of the young man in recent months could only spell trouble, and Harry would have to tread very carefully this year.

"Please refer to the seating chart on the board to find your assigned seat for the term," Percy announced as the Ravenclaws and Hufflepuffs entered the room. Everyone grumbled unhappily, as this meant they would not get to sit with their friends. Sure enough, Percy had made it so everyone was paired at a desk with someone of the opposite House. Furthermore, Harry was assigned to the very front and center of the room...a sign that Percy intended to keep a very close eye on him. He took his seat beside Ron Weasley (whom Percy clearly wished to keep an eye on as well) as Percy began his lecture.

"I am your new Defense Professor, Percy Weasley," he announced proudly. "Some of you may recognize me as a fellow student just two years ago. However, I expect that you will treat me with the respect I am due, as you would any other teacher. Is that clear?"

The class of fifth-years merely stared at him blankly in response.

"This is where you all say, 'Yes, sir'," Percy sighed. "Let's try that again. I said, is that clear?"

"Yes, sir," the class muttered dully.

"Good," Percy nodded. "Now, as this is your O.W.L. year, you will be expected to perform to a higher standard than usual. As such, you can expect a greater amount of written assignments to demonstrate your mastery of the material."

The class groaned in unison at this announcement. "Come off it, Perce, you wouldn't do that to us!" Ron pleaded half-jokingly with his brother.

"That's Professor Weasley to you, Ronald," Percy said icily, wiping the smirk off of Ron's face. "And yes, I would indeed do that to you. I know first-hand just how poor your recent education in this subject has been. With sycophants like Moody, Potter and Lupin leading you astray, I can only imagine how you've managed to stay afloat thus far."

"Those were the three best teachers we've ever had!" protested Michael Corner. "They actually have experience out on the battlefield!"

"This class is not intended to train anyone for battle," Percy said sharply. "It is an academic study on the concept of dark magic. For those select few of you who intend to enter the Auror Office one day, you're welcome to study combat magic on your own time. That will not be the focus of my lessons."

"Shouldn't we be preparing ourselves for the war?" Harry asked. "Considering the threat that's out there?"

"There is no war!" Percy snapped. "You-Know-Who has left Britain, as you well know, and I will not have you spreading your lies in my classroom, Mr. Potter! Five points from Ravenclaw for speaking out of turn."

So it's gonna be like that again, Harry thought glumly as he bit back his retort. Percy may not have the same malicious streak that Umbridge did, but he remained loyal to Fudge, and that made him bad enough in Harry's book. It was going to be a contentious year at this rate.

"My aim is to help you pass your O.W.L.'s, nothing more, nothing less," said Percy. "Now, everyone open your books to page three and read the first chapter to yourselves until the bell rings."

A few students looked bewildered by this instruction. "Aren't you going to...I dunno...teach us the material?" asked Ernie Macmillan.

"The material is self-evident, if you simply apply your mind to the task," Percy scoffed. "Your homework for this week is a twelve-inch summary of each of the first two chapters." The class groaned once more in displeasure at this time-consuming task.

Harry was annoyed for an entirely different reason, however. It was just as he suspected: Percy may have been a good student, but he didn't have the skill set needed to pass on his knowledge to other people. He simply assumed everyone else had the same ability to absorb and understand written material like he did. The class was doomed to fail without someone directing them in how to actually apply the material themselves.

After a few minutes of awkward silence as the class read the dull text, Harry raised his hand. "Excuse me, Perc— er, Professor Weasley," he said politely. "I wondered if you could explain this term to us more clearly."

"What term is that, Potter?" Percy sighed.

"Gilbert's Second Principle of Defense," Harry said, reciting from page six of the textbook opened before him. "What exactly does it mean?"

Harry of course knew what it meant, but it didn't matter. He wanted to see if Percy would be able to explain it to the class in a useful manner. And judging from the curious looks of the students around him, others were thinking the same thing.

Percy straightened his posture at once, as though eager for a chance to prove his superior intellect. "Gilbert's Second Principle of Defense posits that the strength of a caster's defensive measures ought to be directly proportional to the strength of the spell it is defending against," he said in a smug tone.

"Yes, I can see that," Harry said, referencing the sentence that Percy had just recited verbatim. "But what does it mean?"

Percy blinked a few times at the question. "How...it...are you quite alright, Mr. Potter?" Percy spluttered. "The text makes it perfectly clear what the principle refers to—"

"But how can we actually apply that ourselves?" Harry continued. "I mean, how are we supposed to know how much strength to put into our defensive spells if we can't be certain of the strength of the spell coming at us?"

"That...should not concern you," Percy muttered. "What's important is that you commit the Second Principle to memory, so that if it comes up on an exam you can—"

"But wouldn't it be easier to remember with a demonstration?" Harry pressed. "Perhaps you could show us how to put more strength into our defensive spells?"

Percy looked around the room at all the eager faces, looking energized by this suggestion, and sighed. "Very well," he grumbled. "Stand up, Mr. Potter, and face me."

Harry eagerly jumped to his feet and stood opposite the room from Percy. Students shuffled their desks out of the way, muttering excitedly to one another – they all knew what Harry was capable of, even if Percy didn't yet. He hadn't attended any of the Dueling Club meetings, after all.

"Now, I want you to fire a Stinging Hex at me," Percy instructed. "On the count of three: one, two, three."

Harry obliged, sending the hex silently for good measure. Percy looked briefly surprised by the speed of Harry's casting, but managed to raise a flimsy Shield Charm in time to deflect it.

"Good," Percy mustered. "Now, try something of a slightly greater power, like a Disarming Charm. One, two, three."

Harry flicked his wand and sent the jet of red light across the way at Percy. This time the redhead was better prepared, erecting a shimmering Shield to block it with a light gong.

"You see?" said Percy. "A stronger spell requires a stronger shield. You may be seated, Mr. Potter."

"But isn't it cheating a little, since you knew what power spell I was using?" Harry asked innocently. "What if I cast a spell and you weren't sure of the power?"

Percy blinked at this question. "Then I would simply erect the strongest Shield I could muster," he said confidently.

"Would you mind showing us how that's done?" asked Harry.

Percy once again glanced at the rest of the class, who all looked excited by the prospect. He sighed, knowing he could hardly refuse.

"Very well," he said, readying himself. "On the count of three, then. One, two—"

Without waiting for three, Harry launched the most powerful Banishing Charm he could muster at Percy. It sizzled ominously as it sailed through the air, and Harry saw Percy's eyes widen in shock. He managed to erect another impressive Shield Charm, but Harry's spell cut through it like warm butter, and Percy was sent flying across the room, smashing into the back wall with a heavy thud.

The room let out an impressed whoop at the display of powerful magic, but instantly went silent as Percy leapt back to his feet, murder in his eyes.

"You did not wait for three, Mr. Potter!" Percy roared.

"My apologies, Professor," said Harry innocently. "I figured it was also cheating to let you know when the spell was coming, so I wanted to see how one might defend themselves if they couldn't anticipate the spell's timing as well."

Percy did not look amused in the slightest; he now realized that he was being shown up. "Detention, Potter!" he barked, adjusting his wire-rim glasses that had been knocked askance. "Now, everyone read your chapter in silence until the bell!" Percy then marched up to his office, rubbing the back of his head, and slammed the door behind him.

At once the class descended into hushed whispers and excited gossiping all around Harry. "Well done, mate," Ron smirked at him. "That git needed to learn what happens to loud-mouths around here."

"Yeah, bloody good show," Justin Finch-Fletchley agreed from across the aisle. "Hell, maybe you should be teaching this class!"

Harry was grateful for the admiration of his peers, but knew that he had failed to do what his father told him yet again. Antagonizing Percy would only worsen his situation and endanger his family even further. It may have felt good in the moment to prove Percy's ineptitude in front of the whole class, but it would only intensify the young man's resolve to discredit Harry and punish his father by proxy.

The rest of the day's lessons were far less contentious, but just as demoralizing. Every professor stressed the importance of their O.W.L. year and made it clear that they would have to work harder than ever before to pass their end-of-year exams. And none were more adamant on this point than Snape.

"I don't expect the vast majority of you to continue on to N.E.W.T. level," he sneered as he surveyed the classroom. "I only take on students who earn an 'Outstanding' grade on their O.W.L., so if you intend to pursue Potions beyond this year, you'd best prepare, and prepare hard."

Harry had long questioned Snape's teaching methodology, but never more than in this moment. Thanks to his father, he knew just how difficult it was for the Auror Office to recruit new members. How many prospective candidates had been turned away from the career path because they failed to meet such an extreme standard in their Potions class? What other prospective professions might they have abandoned? Why was it that Snape was the sole gatekeeper to so many young witches and wizards pursuing the career of their dreams? It didn't sit right with him one bit.

But raising this complaint now would only earn him a second detention in his very first day back to Hogwarts. So Harry kept his mouth shut and got straight to work on the first in-class assignment, determined to earn that 'O' grade this time around.

Luckily, his Charms and Transfiguration classes the following day were far less stressful. Flitwick and McGonagall each espoused the importance of the year, but Harry felt much more confident that he understood all the material. Not only had he completed the course already in his original timeline, he'd also far surpassed the fifth-year subject matter in his own private studies. All he would need to do is memorize all those obscure Principles and Laws just before the written exam, and he should pass with flying colors.

Wednesday morning brought another unique experience, as he had his first Divination class with Firenze in the new timeline. He'd found the centaur's teaching methods rather fascinating the first time around, but now Firenze seemed suspicious and downright antagonistic towards Harry. He had no idea how he would fare with a full year's worth of classes.

The Ravenclaws and Slytherins walked into the first floor classroom for the lesson, which as before, was covered in mossy grass and sprouting trees, replicating the atmosphere of the Forbidden Forest. Firenze stood in a clearing, silently watching them all approach, most looking anxious in the face of such an intimidating presence.

"Welcome, students," he greeted them warmly. "Do not be afraid. I am your new professor, Firenze. Please, take a seat in the clearing."

Most of the students relaxed at the soothing sound of the centaur's tone. However, Harry felt Firenze's icy gaze upon him as he made his way around the perimeter of the students, taking a seat near the back beside Neville.

Firenze raised a hand to the ceiling, and the lights dimmed, revealing a starry enchanted sky over their heads. The students oohed and aahed as they looked up into the swirling starscape.

"This year, we will be studying the stars and the planets more closely to determine what they can tell us about the future," said Firenze. He pointed to a bright red spot in the sky. "Can anyone tell me what this is?"

Sue Li raised her hand. "That's Mars, isn't it?" she asked.

"Indeed," said Firenze grimly. "Notice how bright it is compared to its surroundings? Mars is the god of war, and we centaurs have known it to be coming for years. With the return of your Dark Lord to Britain, it would seem that we are destined to enter the fray once more."

"But...but that can't be right," muttered Millicent Bulstrode. "The Dark Lord is abroad, on the continent. He doesn't seek another war with Britain."

"The stars cannot tell a lie," Firenze said in response. "Make no mistake: war is coming. The centaurs have begun their preparations – what will the wizards do?"

Students murmured nervously amongst themselves at this dire prediction. This was obviously not something the Ministry (or the Prophet) wanted the students to believe, and Harry wondered how this managed to slip by Fudge undetected. Perhaps he simply did not put as much stock into Divination versus Defense as a means of radicalizing students.

The lesson involved Firenze teaching them all how to burn sage and use other natural herbs to detect patterns in the smoke and flames. The students scrutinized their burning herbs carefully, clearly not quite understanding what they were meant to be looking for. Only Tracey Davis had the courage to attempt to translate her own smoke patterns, but she was swiftly shot down by Firenze, who dismissed her analysis as "human nonsense".

All throughout the lesson, Harry could feel Firenze's judgmental eyes upon him, scrutinizing him from afar. He did his best to ignore this, but knew that avoidance would not be a permanent solution to the tension between them. He would have to confront Firenze directly. So when the bell rang, he waited as the other students trickled out of the classroom before approaching the centaur alone.

"Greetings, Trickster," Firenze greeted him.

"I'd prefer that you didn't call me that," Harry muttered exasperatedly.

"It is not an insult," Firenze replied, "merely an observation. The centaurs remain perplexed by you. All is not as it seems with you, is it, Mr. Potter?"

"I have secrets of my own, sure," Harry shrugged. "But why doesn't? And why should that mean I'm up to no good?"

"A fair point," Firenze conceded. "Yet it is your relationship to Neville Longbottom that has given the centaurs great cause for concern."

"And why is that?" Harry demanded.

"As you know, the sister stars have been diverging for over four years now," said Firenze. "Both are heading in the general direction of Mars, but curiously, one seems to be on a path to converge with both Mercury and Pluto in a few years' time."

"Which one is Pluto again?" Harry sighed – it had been a while since he brushed up on the planets in Astronomy classes.

"The God of the Underworld," Firenze explained. "Often considered an omen of death. Does this mean you, Trickster? Are you destined to die? Or is it your friend Neville who is barreling towards his own death?"

Harry felt a chill run down his spine. Neither can live while the other survives… "Maybe it doesn't have to mean that," he offered. "Maybe it's more of a...metaphorical death."

Firenze actually chuckled at this. "Metaphor...such a human concept," he said. "Centaurs are not a storytelling race like you humans are. We merely interpret the signs at face value and determine how to respond appropriately."

"Then you must miss the nuance a lot," Harry retorted. "How else can you analyze something as vague as a prophecy, which leaves room for interpretation?"

"Prophecies are also a human phenomenon," said Firenze. "They play on the psychology of the human mind, inviting them to draw conclusions where there were none before. A centaur does not think like this. A centaur only seeks to take what nature gives to us, without reaching further into speculation."

"Look, this is all very interesting and all," Harry sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "But do we have to butt heads like this every time we meet? I'd prefer not to fight with my teacher every time I show up for Divination class."

"Do you know why I agreed to come and teach for Dumbledore this year?" Firenze asked. "Despite knowing that I would be banished from my herd because of it?"

"No, why?" Harry asked, suddenly curious.

"Because I am needed here," Firenze said simply. "I do not know why, but the stars do not lie. They brought me to this castle, because I can make a difference here. What that difference is, I do not know and will not speculate. But know that I am watching you very carefully, Harry Potter."

"Great, thanks for that," Harry muttered sarcastically. "I love being scrutinized for things I didn't do."

"Do not mistake my attention for suspicion," said Firenze placidly. "I merely observe without judgment. If I detect nothing untoward, we may never need have a conversation like this again."

"Let's hope that's the case, then," Harry sighed, turning towards the door. Then he paused, suddenly thoughtful about something. "Have you taught the fourth-year Ravenclaws yet?"

"I had them yesterday afternoon," Firenze nodded. "Why do you ask?"

"There's a girl in that class...Luna Lovegood," said Harry. "Do you know her?"

"Ah, yes," Firenze said sadly. "The Lovegood girl has a tragic past, doesn't she? She is a unique personality, that much is certain."

"I believe she has Seer potential," said Harry. "Maybe you were sent here to foster her talent? To make sure she learns how to harness her abilities properly?"

"Again, centaurs do not put much stock into human fortune-telling and prophecy," said Firenze. "But I will make the acquaintance of the girl. If she can truly See, I will know."

"Good," Harry nodded. "Farewell, Firenze."

"Farewell, Trickster," the centaur nodded in return. "And watch your back."

Harry felt annoyed as he left the classroom – Firenze might insist he meant no ill-will with the nickname, but it nonetheless felt like an intentional dig. And was that a sincere warning he'd parted with, or a thinly-veiled threat?

He headed to the Great Hall for a quick bite to eat before his afternoon classes commenced. But as he stood to make his way up to Ancient Runes, he was interrupted.

"Hiya, Harry!" a voice called out from behind him. Harry turned; Cho Chang was walking up to him. "Have a good holiday?"

"Oh...uh, yeah," said Harry. "You?"

"It was...interesting," Cho said, her face briefly darkening. Harry suddenly remembered that Cedric had broken up with her on the last day of term, and felt bad for asking. But she quickly brightened again. "Congrats on making Quidditch captain."

"Yeah, thanks," said Harry. "I thought for sure it would be you. Considering you're older and all."

"Well, you beat Viktor Krum last year, so it only makes sense," Cho shrugged.

"I guess," Harry grinned sheepishly. "To be honest, if I hadn't made captain, I wasn't sure if I'd even be allowed back on the Ravenclaw team."

Cho's face fell again, and she suddenly looked very guilty. "Listen...I have to apologize for last year," she grimaced. "Roger was very cruel to you, and I didn't speak up to defend you."

"Not your fault," Harry shrugged. "Half the school hated me, plus both of the visiting schools. One more person wouldn't have moved the needle much."

"No, I mean it," Cho insisted, reaching out to touch his arm. "After Cedric broke up with me, I realized that the people I was hanging out with were not very nice. I'm going to choose my company more carefully from now on, and avoid toxic people."

"Like Marietta Edgecombe?" Harry asked pointedly.

"Yes, like Marietta Edgecombe," Cho confirmed with a sigh. "She's fun to be around, but she can be nasty when she wants to be. I'm taking a break from hanging out with her for a while."

"Oh...well, good for you," said Harry. "And for what it's worth, you can keep your spot on the team...I'm not going to be vindictive or anything."

"Oh, I don't expect you to hand it to me," Cho said adamantly. "I'm going to work hard at tryouts like everyone else."

"Glad to hear it."

"So...are we good?" Cho asked hopefully.

"We're good," Harry nodded. He extended his hand, and she eagerly shook it, looking relieved.

"See you at tryouts!" Cho beamed, and she skipped out of the Hall. Harry watched her go, feeling hopeful that she had truly turned over a new leaf. She had been immature and toxic towards him in the past, but she seemed self-aware about it and would choose her friends more carefully from now on. Cedric must have seen something good in her if he dated her for so long – hopefully that streak would continue.

"Ahem," a voice piped up from nearby. Harry turned to see Katie standing beside him, following his eyeline out the door. "What did Chang want?"

"Oh, just making amends for last year," Harry shrugged. "She seemed sincere enough about it."

"Uh huh," Katie hummed. "Is it true that you kissed her two years ago?"

"Erm...it's complicated," said Harry, blushing. "Technically she kissed me."

"And did you kiss her back?"

"Why, is someone jealous?" Harry asked with a grin. But he realized Katie wasn't joking. "I mean yeah, kinda, until she slapped me."

"She slapped you?" Katie asked, incredulous. "What, did you get handsy with her or something?"

"No, of course not!" Harry protested. "Why are you so interested in this now? It was a long time ago, and nothing has happened since then!"

"Hmph," Katie muttered unhappily. Harry pulled her in for a kiss, which she reluctantly reciprocated. She had been rather cross with him for the past week, and he couldn't entirely blame her...they had yet to spend any significant time together since term resumed. And Harry didn't know when they'd be able to next, as his schedule was booked solid for the foreseeable future.

He also intended to do more research into Voldemort's horcruxes, which meant two things. One was researching curse-breaking and disenchanting, something he'd long wanted to learn anyway. He was more attuned to detecting magic in the air now, but had no clue how to analyze or counteract complex spells. He checked out several books that he'd seen Fleur Delacour reading the previous year on the topic, and considered writing to her for advice on the best sources to study.

The other important focus of research was Tom Riddle's background. Harry was determined to learn as much about the man as possible, particularly what he'd been up to after Hogwarts. He scoured the Student Compendium, searching for names he recognized within five years on either side of Tom's education at the school. The most notable was Augusta Longbottom, Neville's Gran, who was a Hufflepuff three years below Tom. Perhaps Harry could ask her for information sometime.

Harry noted with amusement that three of Augusta's year mates bore the surname Smith. It was a common enough name in the Compendium (and in Britain as a whole), but nearly every Smith he came across was in Hufflepuff. Harry remembered that his own classmate, Zacharias Smith, often bragged about how he shared lineage with Helga Hufflepuff, which most of his peers just laughed at. But maybe there was something to the connection, and Harry figured it was worth asking about.

He waited until the second week of classes, when he caught Zacharias departing a bathroom alone after Charms class and approached him. "Hey, Zacharias, you got a minute?" he asked.

"What's up, Potter?" Zacharias sniffed. He often carried himself with a slightly arrogant air, which irked Harry, but today that might be exactly what he needed.

"I've been doing a bit of research into the Founders," Harry fibbed lightly. "Didn't you say you were related to Helga Hufflepuff?"

Zacharias straightened himself proudly. "I am," he said with a regal air. "What of it?"

"I wondered how much you know about the Hufflepuff lineage," Harry continued. "How does that all work, in terms of inheritance and all that?"

"It's mighty complicated," Zacharias said with a belabored sigh, but the twinkle in his eye told Harry he was enjoying the opportunity to boast. "The Smith family is large, too large to count, and several lines have claimed to be the 'true' descendants over time. But the short answer is that no one's sure anymore, and the number of Muggle-born Smiths entering our world hasn't made things any easier."

"I see," said Harry, feigning extreme interest. "So what happens if, say, a valuable family artifact is at stake? Who inherits it if the owner were to die?"

"There used to be a system in place for such things," said Zacharias. "Eldest male in the line, priority to Lords and Ladies of the Wizengamot, that sort of thing. But ol' Hepzibah complicated things a few decades back."

"How so?"

"She was by far the wealthiest Smith of all," Zacharias grumbled. "Dunno how she amassed such wealth, but she eclipsed nearly all the other family lines combined. And she used her wealth to hoard all the family treasures, buying up trinkets and treasures and such from the other Smiths."

"What kind of trinkets?" Harry asked excitedly.

"Rings, staffs, silverware, anything with the family coat of arms on it, mostly," Zacharias shrugged. "She also claimed to have some extremely rare and valuable items, like Helga's cup, but no one ever verified those claims."

Harry's heart skipped a beat. He knew thanks to Saul that Hufflepuff's Cup was a potential candidate for a horcrux. "Is Hepzibah still alive today?" he asked.

"Nah, she got offed by her own house-elf a few decades back," said Zacharias. "Mad thing just snapped and poisoned her tea one morning. Wild, innit?"

"Indeed," Harry muttered, gears turning in his head. A house-elf murdering its own master didn't sound very plausible to him, and the timeline seemed to line up with Tom Riddle's transformation into Voldemort. It now seemed very likely that he knew the identity of yet another horcrux. "What became of the cup? Helga's, I mean?"

"The cup whose existence was never verified?" Zacharias asked, quirking an amused eyebrow. "No clue. Hepzibah died without an heir, so there was a big power struggle among the Smiths to claim her assets. My father wasn't closely related enough to make a bid, sadly, so we never saw a cent from her."

"How unfortunate," Harry commiserated. "Well, I appreciate the help, Zacharias."

"Here, let me give you my father's contact information," said Zacharias, whipping out a quill and parchment. "He can tell you more about the family for your research project."

"Oh...thanks, that means a lot," said Harry. He accepted the scrap of parchment, though he had no intention of writing to Mr. Smith. He knew what he needed to know, and would write to Saul at the next opportunity with his suspicions.

Of course, knowing that Hufflepuff's Cup might be a horcrux did little towards telling him where it might be hidden. Harry would need to keep digging into Riddle's past to determine other possible hiding places, or else this newly-found information would be worthless. A conversation with Augusta Longbottom might be long overdue…

But that would have to wait for winter break, or some other reprieve from the demands of school. On top of his normal studies and his research on the side, Harry had committed to training regularly with Neville in the art of Occlumency. He met with the teen over the weekend in an empty classroom for their first session.

"How are you feeling?" Harry asked when the boy tentatively entered to begin the lesson.

"Fine, I guess," Neville shrugged. "Bit nervous about you poking around in my head."

"We won't be doing that today," Harry reassured him. "How's the scar? Giving you much trouble lately?"

"A bit," Neville muttered, absent-mindedly scratching his forehead around the lightning mark. "Not too bad so far, though."

"Good, that's good," Harry nodded. "The most important part of Occlumency is learning how to center yourself. Have you ever practiced meditation before?"

"Never."

"That's alright. I'll teach you some techniques that helped me clear my mind."

He began walking Neville through a series of mental exercises to practice clearing his thoughts and emotions. He was grateful he'd begun teaching himself the subject in this timeline, as it was nearly impossible to learn with Snape boring into your brain like a jackhammer. How anyone learned anything from that man was beyond him…

"Try focusing on mundane things," Harry suggested. "Like the last essay you wrote for Binns, or a Potions recipe for Snape. Play it over and over in your mind. It'll trick your brain into thinking it's in standby mode, and you won't even have to consciously think about clearing away the clutter."

He sat with Neville in silence for a long while after, watching the teen's face scrunched up in concentration. That wasn't a good sign that he was succeeding, but then again, the boy was at a disadvantage. Sharing a mind with a Dark Lord certainly couldn't do wonders towards one's ability to stay positive. Harry would just have to preach optimism and hope the boy picked something up along the way.

"Good, very good," said Harry after Neville succeeded in falling asleep while sitting cross-legged on the floor. "Practice clearing your mind for at least fifteen minutes before bed every night. Repetition is key, so your brain will become used to the exercise and be able to do it without much effort on your part."

"If you say so," Neville muttered, clearly looking dejected. "Thanks, Harry."

Harry watched the boy go, wondering if he was doing enough. Should he just let an expert like Snape take over and brute-force the kid into submission? He simply couldn't abide that option. Dumbledore might trust Snape as a confidant in the war, but Harry would never trust him as a teacher. The man was simply not good with children – too arrogant, too impatient, too quick to judge. Neville would never learn what he needed to without a solid grounding outside of Snape's influence, and Harry was determined to give it to him.

But that was ultimately up to Neville, and to time itself, which Harry had precious little of these days. He also had a Quidditch team to worry about on top of all his other worries. He scheduled Ravenclaw's tryouts for the second Saturday of the month, hoping the sport would prove to be a relaxing escape for him rather than another source of stress.

Fortunately, Roger Davies and his cronies had all graduated over the previous two years, so the main force of antagonism against Harry was gone. It also meant that plenty of positions were up for grabs, and nearly thirty Ravenclaws showed up to the pitch at ten AM in the hopes of claiming one for themselves.

"Alright, settle down, you lot!" Harry shouted as the last of the hopefuls trickled out onto the pitch. At once, the gathered crowd fell silent – surprisingly quickly, Harry thought. He'd never been able to command a crowd so easily before...apparently beating Viktor Krum had earned him ample respect. "We'll be trying out players for all positions this year, and just because you had a spot on the team in previous years doesn't guarantee you a spot this year."

"Does that include you?" a third-year boy asked, earning a round of appreciative chuckles.

"If anyone wants to try out for Seeker against me, I'll give you a fair shot," Harry shrugged. He was confident in his abilities to take on all challengers, and based on the anxious looks he got after this declaration, he didn't anticipate receiving any.

He began by running a few basic exercises with the whole group, an idea he'd had while watching Roger Davies conduct tryouts in years past. The number of people who could barely handle a Quaffle, much less stay upright on a broom, was alarmingly fewer than he hoped. He eliminated nearly half the field that way before even needing to organize any position-specific drills.

He moved on to the Chasers next. Eight players were vying for spots, so Harry split them into two teams of four to conduct a mock scrimmage. Cho was handily the most skilled of them all, outflying all of the other prospects and scoring seven of her side's eight goals by herself. Also performing well was seventh-year Kade Wilson, who had finally developed some dexterity in addition to his beefy frame, and fourth-year Veronica Selwyn, who had grown and improved drastically since her time as reserve Chaser two years prior. Harry named the three of them starters rather quickly.

Up next were the Keepers. There were only three prospects, and Harry had each of them defend against ten shots from the starting Chasers. Sixth-year Ryan Fitzpatrick emerged the winner, successfully saving eight out of ten goals versus the other two's six and three, respectively.

Then came the Beaters, with six prospects vying for only two spots. Harry knew Stephen Mescal was the clear favorite, having played with him two years ago, and sure enough he had the best showing, displaying remarkable accuracy and power with his bat. Most of the other candidates were on the younger and smaller side, with decent maneuverability but lacking the strength needed to really put power behind their shots.

This left Harry with a dilemma. The clear second choice was his own dorm mate, Terry Boot, who was a bit spotty in his accuracy but at least had the arm strength to compensate. Cho looked quizzically at Harry, wondering what was taking him so long to decide...even to her the decision seemed obvious.

"Boot! Frasier!" Harry called out, singling out two of the fliers. "With me!"

He took Terry and a third-year girl named Amy Frasier aside. "Ten shots each, at me," he said. "Most shots on target gets the second spot."

Harry darted to and fro up and down the pitch, avoiding Bludgers from the two candidates. He put on a bit of extra speed for Terry's shots, hoping to throw him off, but he was begrudgingly strong in the exercise, putting six of his ten shots in a spot where Harry had to alter his trajectory to avoid being hit. Amy's shots were also clean and well-hit, but took far too long to reach Harry before he could effortlessly evade them. There was no avoiding it now.

"Congratulations, Boot," Harry sighed as the three landed. "You're our second Beater. Frasier, you can stay on as reserve if you'd like."

"Wicked!" Terry grinned, giving Harry a high-five that he reluctantly returned. Terry joined Stephen Mescal and the other new starters as the group waited expectantly for Harry to continue.

"Anyone want to try out for Seeker?" Harry asked the remaining candidates. A few looked like they were considering it, but after Harry's impressive display avoiding Bludgers, it was clear nobody felt confident enough to challenge him. Eventually they all dispersed, leaving only the seven starters behind.

"Congratulations, everyone," Harry appraised the new team. "We'll have our first practice Tuesday afternoon at four PM sharp. Don't be late."

The group began to trail back to the locker room, excitedly chatting about their performance in the tryouts. Cho marched straight up to Harry, looking puzzled.

"What took you so long with the Beaters?" she asked. "Mescal and Boot were head and shoulders above the rest."

"Just making sure," Harry shrugged. He watched as his sister Dahlia emerged from the stands to greet Terry, excitedly jumping up and planting a kiss on his cheek before taking his arm and guiding him away.

Prick, Harry grumbled to himself. He hated nosing his way into his sister's love life, but Terry was so...he was just...well...Harry couldn't even put a finger on it. He simply disliked the kid and didn't want him anywhere near Dahlia.

But he would have to maintain appearances to the contrary. Dahlia would kill him if she believed he was intentionally sabotaging Terry or threatening him behind the scenes. She deserved the chance to spread her wings and explore relationships of her own. He may not like it, but she was growing into a beautiful and assertive young woman, one who went after what she wanted. He wouldn't be able to protect her from the real world forever.

He was beginning to feel that way about all of his classmates, in fact. When he arrived in this timeline, he had hoped to win the war in the background before Voldemort ever became a threat to any of them. That no longer seemed like a possibility. The best thing he could do now was to empower them to defend themselves, so he wouldn't have to worry about them all the time. That way, they could watch one another's backs when he wasn't around to divert attention to himself.

Besides, Harry wouldn't mind having someone to watch his own back from time to time.
Year 5-06: Early Owls

Harry tripped over the trunk at the foot of his bed, making a dull thud that echoed through the darkened room. He heard a shifting nearby, and a bleary-eyed Michael Corner poked his head out of the curtains to squint at him.

"Potter?" he croaked. "What're you doing up at this hour?"

"The early owl gets the rat," Harry quipped, lacing up his trainers and heading for the door.

The sun was barely peeking out over the horizon, but Harry could not afford to sleep in any longer. He had to get in his morning run before the day began, to release some pent-up frustration. He'd served his first detention with Percy the night before...after two hours of helping him grade the first- and second-years' essays and realizing how poorly they were being taught, he almost yearned for Umbridge's blood quill again.

Early morning was also the only time he was able to dedicate to his girlfriend, who had been the one to introduce him to pre-dawn workouts in the first place. She was waiting for him in the Entrance Hall, dressed in a red-and-gold tracksuit. "You're late," Katie tutted, tapping her foot impatiently as he scurried down the steps.

"Overslept," Harry yawned. "C'mon, let's go."

They took off across the grounds, taking their usual path along the shore of the lake. It was a testament to Harry's growing stamina that he was able to hold a conversation during these long-distance runs, as they caught up on the previous day's events. Katie filled him in on Gryffindor's Quidditch tryouts, which had apparently gone quite well.

"Ginny Weasley's a surprisingly strong flier," said Katie. "She says she wants to move to Chaser next year when Angie and Alicia graduate, but she can hold her own at Seeker."

"What about Keeper?" Harry asked. "Must hurt to lose Oliver."

"It does," Katie shrugged. "But McClaggen isn't half-bad. He seems a bit thick, but he's a good athlete."

"I see," said Harry. "How about Slytherin and Hufflepuff? Any word on how their teams are looking?"

"I hear Draco Malfoy is just loading the Slytherin team with his mates," Katie scoffed. "I don't think we have to worry about them too much this year. Hufflepuff looks really formidable, though. Cedric is an excellent captain, and their Beaters are going to be a problem for years now that your cousin is aboard. Dunno much about their new Keeper, though – the twins' little brother."

"He's talented," Harry shrugged, remembering Ron's first matches with the Gryffindor squad in his first timeline. "A bit inconsistent, though. You might have a chance if you attack him hard."

"Are you giving us pointers?" Katie asked with a mirthful grin. "How un-sporting of you."

"Hey, what kind of boyfriend would I be if I didn't help my girlfriend win second place?" Harry grinned back. Katie promptly tackled him to the ground, and they playfully rolled around in the muddy banks for a while, laughing hysterically.

They eventually returned to the castle, the sun now fully visible above the trees of the Forbidden Forest. Harry and Katie re-entered the Entrance Hall hand in hand, still laughing, but their smiles evaporated when they came face-to-face with Percy Weasley, surveying them with crossed arms and a stern expression.

"Out of bed early this morning, are we?" he demanded.

"Just went out for a quick run, Professor," Katie said apologetically.

"And you are aware that curfew extends from eleven at night to six-thirty in the morning?" said Percy, arching an eyebrow at them.

"Yes, well, it's six forty-five," Harry huffed, consulting his wrist watch. "So we're fine, aren't we?"

"And I imagine you woke up, left your dorms, then managed to get this sweaty and muddy in less than fifteen minutes?" Percy scoffed, examining their dirtied clothes. "I don't think so. That'll be fifteen points from each of you for breaking curfew."

"Come off it, Percy—" Harry groaned.

"That's Professor Weasley to you, Potter!" Percy spat. "And that'll be another detention for talking back. Want to make it two detentions? Or perhaps I ought to send a letter off to your parents, explaining your misdeeds?"

Harry held his tongue, burning with exasperation at the redhead. Of course writing to his parents was a threat he was unconcerned about...he knew James would take his side in this instance. It was the unspoken threat that worried him: the threat that Percy might write to Fudge, ABOUT his parents. That he could not abide.

"What a self-righteous prick!" Katie fumed as Percy strode away. "Students get up this early to exercise all the time! Why is he picking on us?"

"He's picking on me, not you," Harry sighed. "Sorry you had to get caught in the middle."

"None of the sixth-years like him either," Katie muttered bitterly. "And based on what Angelina and the twins say, neither do the seventh-years. We're all on your side, you know."

"Best not advertise that to Percy," Harry sighed. "He'll hold it over your head wherever possible." Percy may not have been as bad as Umbridge, but he did possess one obnoxious trait that Dolores never did: he had a knack for holding the letter of the law over your head to punish you for minor infractions. Years of lording over his peers as prefect and then Head Boy had instilled a real superiority complex within him.

Harry returned to his dorm to shower and gather his books for the day's lessons, before heading to the Great Hall to eat breakfast with his peers. He spotted Neville over at the Hufflepuff table with Ron and Hermione, rubbing his scar absent-mindedly as he ate. He looked exhausted, with deep bags under his eyes as though he hadn't slept in days. It reminded Harry of something he'd meant to check in on much earlier, and he headed over towards the Slytherin table.

He found Daphne Greengrass sitting with Tracey and Mark Davis, and took a seat beside them. "Hey, Daph," he greeted the girl. "Got a minute?"

"Well well, if it isn't the infamous Potter brat," Daphne said, her mirthful grin betraying her sarcasm. "The Prophet has had a lot to say about you and your father this summer."

"It's all rubbish," Harry muttered. "You lot don't buy into it, I hope?"

"Just pulling your leg, Potter," Daphne winked. "Everyone knows Fudge has the Prophet in his pocket. What can I help you with?"

"Neville," Harry muttered in an undertone. "I'm worried about his sleeping arrangements. All of the Slytherin boys in his year are sons of Death Eaters."

"Allegedly," Daphne added carefully, glancing about to make sure they weren't being overheard.

"Is it safe for him there?" Harry asked. "I mean, what if they decide to jump him in the middle of the night while he's sleeping?"

"We've already dealt with that particular concern ourselves, actually," spoke up Mark Davis. "See, us sixth-years have had issues with one of our own this year, too. Mulciber...real bigoted prick. We ended up chucking him from our dorm and taking in Longbottom instead."

"Really?" asked Harry, surprised. "And none of your dorm mates have an issue with Neville?"

"Not all of us snakes are all Death Eaters, Potter," Mark said in a lightly chiding voice. "Works better for everyone this way. The blood purist scum can all have their own room, and we'll look out for Neville in ours."

"That's...surprisingly elegant," Harry admitted. "Is that allowed?"

"Snape doesn't give a shit," Tracey scoffed. "He prefers to let Slytherin House sort out its own internal problems. As long as we present a unified front to the outside, he lets us figure it out ourselves."

"Good to know," Harry nodded. He felt marginally better about Neville's situation in the snake den knowing he had people watching over him from the inside.

"What can you tell us about what's really going on, Harry?" asked Mark, looking concerned. "What's happening with You-Know-Who?"

"What makes you think I know anything?" Harry asked innocently.

All three Slytherins gave him an exasperated look. "That act won't fool anyone anymore," Daphne scoffed. "Everyone knows you're in the thick of it."

"He's still in Britain," Harry said in an undertone. "But he's in hiding. He's after something, and he won't move out into the open until he has it. That's all I can say."

"Are we safe here?" Tracey asked worriedly.

"Yes," Harry nodded. "It's not anything at the castle he's after. Just keep your heads down, and keep an eye on Malfoy and his lot. They know more than they're letting on too, and their fathers might have asked them to gather intel from within the school."

"Blimey...we're really at war here, aren't we?" Mark whistled.

"Unfortunately, yes," Harry grimaced. "Stay out of it as best you can, and you'll probably be fine. I'd better get going." Harry eyed Malfoy down the table, leering at him suspiciously, and stood from his seat, returning to the Ravenclaw Table for the remainder of the meal.

The bell rang far too soon, and Harry reluctantly joined his classmates to walk to their first class of the day. He had a full schedule today, meaning he would spend nearly the remainder of his daylight hours in stuffy classrooms, bored out of his mind. It was unfortunate that the primary activity of his daily routine was such a waste of time, preventing him from progressing in all of his other pursuits.

He did his best during such lessons to catch up on other things he needed to do, whenever he could get away with it. In Defense, that was nigh-impossible, as Percy was watching him in the front row like a hawk. But in Charms, which he had this morning, he was often left to his own devices in the back of the room, as Flitwick rarely called on him or even bothered to check what he was doing.

Normally Harry would spend Charms lessons working on homework. Today, he was especially groggy after such little sleep, so he hoped to catch a couple minutes of much-needed shut-eye. He propped up his textbook in front of him and closed his eyes, planning to wake before anyone even noticed he was out. Unfortunately, when he came to, he found himself in an empty classroom with Professor Flitwick shaking his head at him disapprovingly.

"Sorry, Professor," Harry yawned, packing his things. "Long night."

Flitwick gave him an exasperated look – he clearly adored Harry, but this was not the first time he'd caught his favorite student slacking during lectures. "See me this afternoon after your final lesson, Mr. Potter," he sighed.

Harry grimaced: Flitwick almost never called him by his surname. "Yes, sir," he muttered, hurrying out of the room to rejoin his classmates. Great, another detention to cut into my already-limited free time. Will I ever get a moment to rest?

After a stressful double-Potions lesson that afternoon, Harry returned to Flitwick's office, already dreading whatever lecture he was in store for. To his surprise, the diminutive professor beamed at him as he entered.

"Harry, so glad you could join us!" Flitwick smiled. "Please, have a seat."

Professor McGonagall was also in the room, sitting in one of the two chairs opposite Flitwick's desk. Confused, Harry gave her a polite nod before taking the empty seat.

"Is something the matter, Professors?" Harry asked.

"Well...yes and no," Flitwick muttered. "Professor McGonagall and I have both noticed a worrying trend in our classes lately. Specifically with you."

Harry frowned. "What kind of trend?" he asked.

"You don't seem to be engaged with your lessons like you used to," McGonagall cut in. "In both my class and Filius', you seem bored and uninterested in participating."

Harry sighed; he should have realized that was what this was about. "I apologize," he said. "I already read my textbooks over the summer and know everything that's expected of me. I don't mean to sound arrogant, but I don't feel that I need to be there."

"You are not in trouble, Mr. Potter," said Flitwick. "In fact, quite the opposite. Minerva and I have discussed this habit of yours before, but it has never been an issue because you always demonstrate your mastery of the material when prompted."

"This is a rather...unusual situation," said McGonagall slowly. "But we want to offer you a choice."

"What kind of choice?" Harry asked.

"The Headmaster has approved you to complete a selection of your O.W.L.'s early," said Flitwick. "If you are interested, you would need to set aside a weekend to complete your exams in Charms and Transfiguration. If you pass, you would be able to move on to N.E.W.T. level with the sixth-years."

"Wow," said Harry; he had never considered this possibility. "And that's allowed?"

"It has only been offered to a select few students throughout the years," said McGonagall. "We do not recommend it lightly. We only bring it up if we believe it would benefit the student to move ahead, and we both feel that you are ready."

"Really?" said Harry. "Erm...thank you."

"But this is not to be taken lightly," McGonagall chided him, as Flitwick nodded solemnly beside her. "If you fail to perform on your exams, it will reflect poorly on both of us with the Department of Magical Education. We are taking a risk on you, Mr. Potter...do you believe you are up to the task?"

Harry considered it. He had felt reasonably good about his performance on both his Charms and Transfiguration O.W.L.'s in his previous timeline, even though he never found out his scores. And he was vastly more powerful and knowledgeable now, having dabbled in N.E.W.T. level material already in his independent studies.

"Could I also take my Defense O.W.L.?" he asked. "I don't feel challenged in that class either."

"I would advise you to only sit the exams you feel confident in," McGonagall warned him. "This will be a difficult undertaking."

"I'm ready," Harry said eagerly. "When can I take them?"

"I will owl Madam Marchbanks to set a date," said McGonagall. "I would suggest at least a month of preparation, to ensure you know the material inside and out."

"I am happy to provide study material if you think you need it," Flitwick smiled. "Not that I believe you do. I support whatever decision you make."

"I want to do it," Harry nodded. "How about the first weekend of November?"

"Very well," McGonagall nodded. "You will sit the written exams for Charms, Transfiguration and Defense on that Saturday, followed by the practicals on Sunday. Is that acceptable?"

"Yes, ma'am," said Harry. "Thank you for the opportunity."

"Do not squander it," McGonagall said sternly, though the ghost of a smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

Harry couldn't believe his good fortune...while it would mean a more stressful month ahead, he would be able to move on to material that actually challenged him, material he hadn't learned already! The past four years had felt like one prolonged period of deja vu, stuck taking the same tests and writing the same essays he had in his last timeline. Now perhaps the biggest waste of his time – lessons – would actually challenge him to grow and learn again.

He broke the good news to Katie that afternoon, but to his surprise, she seemed disappointed. "The first weekend of November?" she repeated, frowning. "But that's when Gryffindor plays Hufflepuff in Quidditch! You're not going to be able to watch?"

"Oh...I guess not," Harry grimaced. "The next weekend is Ravenclaw against Slytherin, and the weekend after that is Hogsmeade, so it's the only time I could do it."

"Hmph," Katie sighed dramatically. "Well, you'd better pass, then. Hey, that means we might share classes soon!"

"Sure does," Harry grinned. "Then I'll be able to explain all your homework to you!" Katie playfully leapt atop his shoulders, and they giggled and faux-wrestled together in the corridor until Filch limped past and barked at them to separate.

Harry knew he would have to dedicate significant time in the next month to prepare for his exams. Unfortunately, he was unable to shirk his other duties, like conducting Quidditch practices and tutoring Neville in Occlumency. The latter in particular was starting to grate on him, as the poor boy was having immense trouble clearing his mind and mastering even the simplest of concepts within the Mind Arts.

Harry was beginning to wonder if he was a lost cause and Snape should just take over his training, but he was determined to see it through to the end. If he could impart the boy with anything to help him deal with his mental distress, he would. So on yet another sunny Sunday afternoon, when he'd rather be doing anything else, he headed for the empty classroom on the third floor that had become their usual meeting place.

"Hey, Neville," Harry greeted the teen. "Ready for some practice?"

Neville nodded, looking somewhat uncertain. "D'you think you can practice on me today?" he asked. "I want to speed things along if possible."

"You do?" said Harry, surprised. "How has your meditation been going?"

"Erm...it's alright," Neville muttered. "I'm just tired of feeling this way, y'know? Angry and frustrated all the time."

"I understand," Harry sighed. He remembered the feeling all too well in his original fifth year, compounded of course by the isolation he felt and Umbridge's daily torment. "Have you ever practiced Occlumency against a psychic invasion before?"

"No...does it hurt?"

"Not physically," Harry reassured him. "Though it may be a bit distressing. I'll try not to probe too far."

"Okay," Neville sighed. "What am I supposed to do?"

"There are two primary methods you can use," Harry explained. "One is to physically block the invader, by imagining some sort of physical barrier and putting it between yourself and the other person. I personally think of it like an iron grate, like on Muggle storefronts, coming down to stop anyone from entering, but feel free to envision your own."

"Got it," Neville nodded. "And what's the second method?"

"Well, any determined Legilimens can break through a barrier given enough time," said Harry. "So your second method of defense should be redirection. Lead the person away from the memories you want to protect, and towards other memories you don't care as much about."

"O-okay," said Neville, clearly unsure how to accomplish what Harry had suggested. But there was no better teacher than experience, so might as well get it over with.

"Get ready," Harry warned, drawing his wand and making eye contact with Neville. "Legilimens!"

At once, Harry was met with a rush of stray thoughts and memories floating around in Neville's subconscious. The boy was clearly nervous, which was both a benefit and a crutch...Harry couldn't quite grasp onto any one scattered thought, but there were plenty of avenues to attack from.

Harry caught a glimpse of Neville's Gran floating around in the memories and went after her. "Keep me away from her," he ordered, as he delved deeper into Neville's memories after Augusta.

"How?" Neville asked, sounding panicked. More images of Augusta were appearing now, as his efforts to keep Harry away from her only amplified her presence in his subconscious. Harry caught fragmented glimpses of Neville's childhood: his Gran chastising him for his clumsiness, berating his lack of talent compared to his parents, openly speculating if he might be a Squib in front of him…

"Okay, enough," Harry muttered, pulling out of Neville's mind completely. Neville sank to the ground, trembling and clutching his head. "Did I hurt you?"

"No," Neville muttered. "Just not fun to have someone nosing around in there."

"I know," Harry commiserated. "Listen, you made a beginner's mistake there – by focusing on the thing you didn't want me to see, you're instead calling forth those very memories and made it easier to for me to access them. You have to do the opposite: clear your mind of your Gran and focus on everything else besides her. Overwhelm the invader with useless memories he has to sort through to get to what he wants."

"What kind of memories?"

"Anything, really. School assignments, your last meal in the Great Hall. The more boring, the better."

"The more boring, the better," Neville repeated under his breath. "Okay. Let's try again."

"You sure? We can take a break if you want—"

"Voldemort isn't taking any breaks," Neville said resolutely. "Do it. Go again."

Harry reluctantly drew his wand and made eye contact with Neville once more. "Legilimens."

Harry once again was given an unbidden, chaotic glimpse at Neville's memories. Laughing along with Ron and Hermione at some inside joke...shrinking away from Professor Snape in Potions class...witnessing Voldemort's return in the graveyard…

A familiar face floated by, one Harry didn't expect to see: that of his sister, laughing and smiling at him in passing in the corridor. He knew he shouldn't, knew it was potentially an invasion of privacy, but curiosity got the better of him. "Keep me away," he instructed Neville, as he followed his sister.

More brief glimpses of Dahlia flitted past his vision: her whispering and giggling with Ginny at the Gryffindor table; laughing at some joke Cedric made in the tent at the World Cup; face scrunched in concentration in the library as she pondered a difficult Arithmancy equation. Harry wondered if these were all real memories – if Neville had really singled her out in all of these obscure situations.

Slowly, Dahlia's face began to blur and morph before his eyes. She became Professor Binns, droning on about various goblin riots...she became a wall of text, as Neville studied for his Transfiguration exam...a plate of food, as Neville indulged in the Opening Feast…

"Good, Neville," Harry appraised him. "Keep pushing me away."

But Neville was unable to keep it up for long. Harry caught more stray glances of Dahlia in his peripheries, and changed course, ignoring the memories Neville was feeding him and chasing his sister once more. He could feel Neville fatiguing, trying to keep in front of him, to put up barriers in his path...but Harry had near-limitless access, his journey through Neville's mind almost trivially easy…

Then, one memory rose to the surface, more powerful than all the others. Dahlia, smiling up at him during the Yule Ball...dancing with her through the night...looking deeply into her eyes at midnight, heart aflutter, leaning in for a goodnight kiss…

"No!" Neville bellowed. And with a force Harry had not expected, he was expelled violently from Neville's mind, causing him to physically stagger backwards several steps. Harry shook his head to stop his ears from ringing, and he and Neville stood looking warily at one another, both breathing heavily.

"T-th-that's p-private," Neville stammered, face flushing red at the intrusion into the intimate moment. Harry did his best to ignore what he had seen and focus on the positives.

"That was well done, Neville," said Harry. "You managed to force me out on your own. Now it's just a matter of preventing me from getting there in the first place."

"I don't know how," Neville sighed dejectedly. "You're too fast for me to keep up with...every time I try to slow you down, you're somewhere else, and I start to panic."

"Don't focus so much on where I am in your mind," Harry corrected. "Focus on where you want to lead me. Remember, it's easier to redirect me somewhere else than to stop me in my tracks entirely."

"I'll try," Neville muttered. "I've been doing those nightly exercises you taught me about, but it's difficult to clear my mind completely."

"Just keep at it," Harry encouraged. He could only imagine how much Voldemort's presence was messing with Neville's ability to find inner peace. "You're making good progress, honestly."

"If you say so," Neville sighed. He fidgeted in place, still looking uncomfortable, as though he wanted to say more.

"Something the matter, Nev?" Harry asked.

Neville contemplated in silence for a moment before answering. "Can you teach me how to fight?" he blurted out.

"Fight?" Harry repeated, eyebrows raising. "Why?"

"I-I just feel so out of my depth," said Neville. "Every time I've faced danger, someone else had to come and rescue me."

"Well, a lot of people are working hard to make sure you aren't put in danger like that again," Harry offered. "With any luck, this war will be over before you have to fight anyone."

"I don't think it'll be that simple," Neville retorted. "Voldemort wants me dead, and he'll do everything he can to get me alone again. When that happens, I want to be ready."

"I dunno if you noticed, mate, but Voldemort wiped the floor with me last time. You were the one who overpowered him, not me."

"Yes, but still…" Neville sighed exasperatedly. "People look up to you. People fear you. I want to be respected like that, too. So maybe people will think twice before targeting me."

Harry considered this. He did still worry for Neville's safety within Slytherin House, even with his new sleeping arrangement. And who's to say Neville wouldn't find himself on the receiving end of a spiteful Death Eater's blows one day in the future? Harry himself had been, in the Department of Mysteries. Perhaps some self-defense training was in order – training he certainly wouldn't be getting from Professor Weasley.

"Alright, then," Harry sighed. "I can teach you a few things. But I can't promise that you'll be at my level anytime soon. I've been training for longer than you know."

"I'll take whatever you can teach me," Neville said eagerly.

"I also don't have a ton of time to spare these days," Harry grimaced. "But I can at least give you some homework for today."

Harry twirled his wand and conjured a small practice dummy across the room, some fifteen feet away. He then launched a Stunning Spell at the dummy, striking it directly in the chest, the red jet of light splashing across the wooden frame.

"Fire ten Stunning Spells at the dummy," he instructed Neville.

Neville did so. His casting was erratic and uneven, and most of his spells were far off-target. Only one struck the dummy's body as intended, while a second merely clipped the shoulder – not enough to incapacitate a foe.

"Accuracy takes time, patience and practice," said Harry. "Spend at least half an hour per day on target practice. If you can't even hit a stationary target from close range, how do you expect to hit a real foe in a fight?"

"Right," Neville nodded forlornly. Harry knew it was not the exciting training the boy expected, but the fundamentals were important. They went their separate ways soon after, and Harry hoped he had at least set Neville on the right track for success.

But for now, he had O.W.L.'s to prepare for. He spent nearly all of his free time studying Charms, Transfiguration, and Defense, memorizing as much of the textbooks as possible. Flitwick and McGonagall seemed to take pity on him, assigning him less homework than usual to accommodate him, though Percy had no such grace, forcing Harry to juggle copious essay assignments with his studies.

October passed in a haze of crammed notes and obscure principles swirling about in his brain. Harry did little else besides eat, sleep, and study, with only the occasional Quidditch practice to break up the monotony. But Harry knew it would be worth it in the end. This would clear up his workload significantly, and make his classes actually useful for learning things he didn't already know.

He awoke on the first Saturday of November feeling a bit nervous, but nonetheless ready for whatever came his way. He'd already taken these exams in his prior timeline, so he knew more or less what to expect – it was simply a matter of retaining all the information he would need to earn a passing grade. After a quick breakfast in the Great Hall and a good-luck kiss from Katie (who was on her way out to the pitch for her match against Hufflepuff), he headed for the second floor.

McGonagall had offered up her Transfiguration classroom for his exams today. There was only one person present when Harry arrived: an elderly witch he vaguely recognized from his past timeline. "Good morning, Mr. Potter," the witch said sternly. "My name is Griselda Marchbanks, head of the Department of Magical Education."

"Nice to meet you, ma'am," Harry said with a polite bow.

"Filius and Minerva tell me you're quite the gifted young man," said Madam Marchbanks, though her face remained stoic and unconvinced. "I will be proctoring your exams today. I hope you realize the importance of what you have decided to undertake today. Failure now would be an irrevocable stain upon your academic career, as well as the reputations of your professors who put such faith in you."

"I understand," Harry nodded. "I'm ready." But her somber words had rattled him somewhat – he knew that anything less than success would mean a much tougher road ahead for him.

Harry sat at the lone desk in the center of the room, and Madam Marchbanks placed a test booklet face-down in front of him. "We will begin with Defense Against the Dark Arts," she informed him. "You have precisely two hours to complete your exam. You may begin."

Harry flipped over the booklet and read the first question: 'In your own words, describe Gilbert's Second Principle of Defense and how to apply it to your spell-casting.' He grinned at the mental image of Percy slamming into the wall that popped into his head, and began to write.

The Defense exam was a breeze, just as it had been in his previous timeline. He stumbled a bit on some of the more obscure laws and principles, which he knew Percy had likely committed to memory, but handily identified each curse and hex described to him and how to counteract them. By the time Madam Marchbanks called for time, Harry was certain he would earn his 'O' mark, especially after tomorrow's practical exam.

Charms was equally as simple to get through, though it required a slight bit of creativity on his part. He didn't know how to describe some of the charms he could cast in his sleep, having not had to really think about incantations and wand movements in a long while. But he felt he was able to convey his thought process well enough, and once again knew that he would be fine once the practical came along the following day.

Transfiguration was by far the trickiest, and the one he'd spent the most time studying. So much of the written exam involved memorizing charts and obscure principles that set limitations on what one could achieve. He was able to use some of his prior experience on the essay portion, however – for instance, he was able to prove Gamp's Fourth Law of Transfiguration by arguing that the crow of a transfigured rooster would not be able to kill a basilisk, as it is only imitating a thing rather than embodying its essential nature. In the end, he felt that he'd walked away with a passing grade on all three exams.

Mentally drained, Harry walked into the Great Hall for dinner, listening to the excited chatter about that day's Quidditch match. "Your cousin's a right menace of a Beater, Potter!" Anthony Goldstein chuckled. "Knocked the poor Weasley girl off her broom twice."

"Is she alright?" Harry asked.

"Course she is, the Weasleys are tough as nails," Anthony shrugged. "She looked mad as hell, though. Doesn't help that Diggory caught all three Snitches, of course."

Harry knew his old teammates wouldn't be happy with that result in the slightest. He glanced over at the Gryffindor table, spotting the team huddled together at the end, looking miserable. Harry tried to meet Katie's eyeline, but she either didn't notice him or deliberately ignored him, before she eventually retreated to her dorm to wallow some more.

But no matter. Harry would treat her to a nice Hogsmeade trip in a couple weeks' time. For now, he needed to sleep, so that he would be well-rested for tomorrow's practical exams.

Madam Marchbanks was once more waiting for him in the Transfiguration classroom when he arrived the next morning. Also present were Flitwick and McGonagall. "I hope you don't mind the intrusion, Harry," Flitwick smiled at him. "We hoped to perhaps sit in on your practicals today – it isn't often we get the chance to witness someone as talented as you show off what they can do."

"Oh...alright," Harry shrugged. He didn't mind an audience, and he trusted both professors implicitly.

"Shall we begin with Charms?" Madam Marchbanks suggested. Harry nodded, drawing his wand – he was actually looking forward to this.

Madam Marchbanks walked him through a series of elementary spell-casts, instructing him to perform various tasks however he saw fit. He cycled a parrot's feathers through a series of colors, directed a tiny ball through a series of hoops around the room, and animated a miniature puppet and made it do cartwheels around the room.

Midway through the exam, Madam Marchbanks had to pause and request that Harry stopped casting his spells non-verbally so that she could verify that he knew the incantations. He complied, and based on the looks of amusement on Flitwick and McGonagall's faces, this meant that he was doing quite well.

"I think that will be all for Charms," said Madam Marchbanks. "Unless...and I do hope you will indulge me, Mr. Potter...I heard some spectacular rumors about a Body-Mirroring Charm during the Triwizard Tournament last year?"

Harry glanced at Flitwick, who nodded encouragingly at him. "Homunculi speculo!" he shouted, and felt his consciousness split into three, as he looked at Madam Marchbanks through three separate perspectives.

"How remarkable!" she exclaimed. "For someone your age...I daresay I couldn't tell the difference between the fakes and the real thing!" For good measure, she fired a Disarming Charm at one of the Harry's, but it passed straight through. "Two bonus points ought to be in order!"

They moved on to Transfiguration next. Harry methodically went through each of the exercises he was instructed to, demonstrating a series of basic transformations. He actually felt impatient as Madam Marchbanks insisted on putting him through each and every elementary exercise McGonagall had subjected them to over the past few years, completing each almost instantly and perfectly.

Madam Marchbanks seemed to sense his impatience, as she quickly moved on to more advanced transfigurations. She gave Harry several open-ended exercise, inviting him to interpret her instructions however he saw fit. When she asked him to turn a goblet full of water into a weapon, he transfigured it into a shard of ice, the metal goblet forming tiny spikes along its edges. She also placed a series of seeds on a nearby table, asking him to turn them into whatever he saw fit. He turned the pumpkin seeds into a glowing Jack-o-Lantern; the birdseed became a massive Thunderbird crackling ominously overhead; and the grass seeds became a sentient hedge, running up the nearest wall and lashing out at anyone who got too close.

"That's quite enough of that!" Madam Marchbanks chuckled, swiping her wand to Vanish all of Harry's creations. "Shall we take a break for lunch before completing your Defense practical?"

"Can't we just complete it now?" Harry requested. He felt warmed up and ready to go, and Defense was the subject he was most looking forward to.

"Very well," Madam Marchbanks shrugged.

Harry didn't know how long the Defense exam lasted, but it felt like no time at all. He effortlessly performed each counter-curse and jinx requested of him, and she did not reprimand him for casting non-verbally this time. It was almost like a duel, the way Marchbanks would announce a spell, cast it at him, and he countered it before resetting for the next one. After what felt like less than ten minutes, it was over.

"Very good, Potter," Madam Marchbanks nodded. "That will conclude your exams for today."

"When can I expect my results, ma'am?" Harry asked politely.

"Your results?" Madam Marchbanks scoffed. "My dear boy, I've never seen anything quite like your performance today, not since Albus Dumbledore himself. Rest assured, you've passed with flying colors – 'Outstanding's across the board."

"Oh...brilliant!" Harry grinned.

"I'm of half a mind to have you sit your N.E.W.T.'s in these subjects as well," Madam Marchbanks scoffed. "I threw in a couple seventh-year exercises to try and throw you off, but you performed those perfectly as well."

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves, Griselda," said McGonagall, though a small smile was tugging at the corners of her lips. "We aren't quite ready to see Mr. Potter test out of our subjects entirely."

"Well, he likely could if he wanted to," Madam Marchbanks shrugged. "Best of luck to you, Mr. Potter. I'll be watching your academic career with great interest." And she trotted out of the room, leaving Harry alone with his two professors.

"Splendid work, Harry!" Flitwick beamed. "I never doubted you for a second, but I didn't realize quite how far ahead you've gotten in your studies."

"I did a lot of reading to prepare for the Tournament last year," Harry shrugged. And a lot of fighting to prepare for the graveyard, he left unspoken.

"Do you have your class schedule on you, Mr. Potter?" asked McGonagall. Harry nodded, fishing it out of his bag and handing it over. "You will now be attending lessons with the sixth-years for these three courses. I will also leave you with a list of textbooks you will need to order for your new lessons. You will have some catching up to do, but I imagine it won't take you long."

"Thank you, Professor," said Harry, accepting his altered schedule back. He felt elated, and a little bit light-headed...three straight practicals with no break had finally caught up with him somewhat. He headed for the Great Hall to eat, with intentions to head up to the Owlery to write to his parents and share the good news.

Harry felt as if a significant burden had been lifted off his shoulders. That was three fewer end-of-year exams he would have to prepare for, giving him significantly more free time than he had before. Finally, he could afford to stop and take a break after a hectic start to the term.

But he knew he couldn't rest for long. O.W.L.'s and N.E.W.T.'s meant little to him in the long run...he was on a far more constrained timeline than anyone but him realized. A Dark Lord loomed large on the horizon, and Harry had to prepare for his next confrontation with the man. The graveyard had proven he was not ready to face the man yet, but Harry was determined to one day vanquish Tom Riddle once and for all. He would have to be proactive to ensure he could fulfill his quest.

The early owl gets the rat, after all.

A/N: A few short chapters in a row...I could have padded them up some more, but didn't want to artificially inflate this fic's length and waste your time with inconsequential details. Fifth year will pick up in excitement soon, I promise!
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Harry was unable to break the good news to Katie after successfully completing his three O.W.L.'s, so he decided to surprise her instead. He walked with her after breakfast on Monday morning to her first class, casually chatting with her as she lined up with her classmates outside the Defense classroom.

"Shouldn't you be going?" Katie asked anxiously as the bell rang. "Won't you be late for class?"

"I think I'm right on time," Harry winked. "I've had a slight change in schedule, you see."

Katie processed this for a moment, then a grin broke out across her face. "You passed?!" she exclaimed, throwing her arms around him in a hug. "Congratulations!"

A few surrounding sixth-years offered their own well-wishes – word had spread by now that Harry was being allowed to complete his O.W.L.'s early, and no one had been surprised. However, silence quickly settled as the classroom door opened – Percy did not like chatter in his class, and the sixth-years filed in silently to take their seats.

Harry lingered in the back until everyone else was seated, then selected an empty desk near the front to sit at. Percy Weasley immediately spotted him and frowned.

"Mr. Potter, I do believe you are in the wrong classroom," said Percy. "This is my sixth-year N.E.W.T. level class."

"I'm in the right place, Professor," said Harry politely, brandishing his new schedule. "I've tested out of O.W.L. level early."

"Preposterous," Percy scoffed, snatching the slip of paper to see for himself. "Why would they let you do that?"

"They felt I was ready," Harry shrugged. "And I got an 'Outstanding', so I think they were right."

"Is that so?" Percy said, crossing his arms. "Tell me then, Potter: what was the significance of the 1753 Budapest Accords for classifying dark magic?"

"No clue," Harry shrugged.

"How unfortunate," Percy tutted mockingly. "Considering that's in the very first chapter of the sixth-year textbook all of your classmates have already read."

"I haven't got the book yet, Percy," Harry groaned. "How do you expect me to know that already?"

"Language, Potter!" Percy said indignantly. "And for the last time, it's Professor Weasley! Five points from Ravenclaw for your attitude."

Harry badly wanted to retort, but he knew it would only get him (and possibly his father) into more trouble. There was simply no winning with Percy: either Harry said something out of line and got in trouble, or kept to himself as the redhead poked and prodded at him until he lashed out again. Thursdays were quickly becoming Percy Weasley Night in his weekly schedule, as he spent that evening in detention more often than not.

"Professor Weasley was more unpleasant than usual today, wasn't he?" remarked Cho Chang as the Ravenclaws ate lunch later that day.

"It's my fault," Harry said apologetically to the other sixth-years nearby. "He has it out for me and my Dad. We think Fudge assigned him here to keep an eye on me and Dumbledore."

"Well, of course he has," an airy voice drifted down the table towards them. Everyone turned to see Luna Lovegood clutching a copy of The Quibbler. "Father has been reporting on it for weeks now."

"Thanks wonderful of him, Luna, but I'm not so sure that Professor Weasley has a subscription to The Quibbler," Harry chuckled.

"Maybe he ought to," snorted a seventh-year boy. "It's the only rag worth paying attention to nowadays, what with the Daily Prophet selling its soul to Fudge."

That surprised Harry to hear, as did the varied murmurs of assent from around the table. Curious, Harry asked Luna to borrow her copy of the Quibbler, eyebrows raising when he saw his father's face plastered across the front page:

WHAT THE MINISTRY DOESN'T WANT YOU TO KNOW ABOUT AUROR POTTER!

By Xenophilius Lovegood, Editor-in-Chief (The Quibbler)

'Readers of the Daily Prophet will no doubt have heard tall tales of James Potter's misdeeds within the Ministry of Magic over the past year. Like you, my dear reader, I question the motives behind these baseless attacks of character and attempts to slander the name of a man who, by all accounts, has comported himself with the utmost dignity and concern for his fellow witch and wizard.

Potter made a name for himself during the Wizarding Wars of the 1970's, fighting against the Dark Lord You-Know-Who. His wife, Lily Evans-Potter, is a talented fighter and potioneer in her own right, and according to current Hogwarts students, their two children Harry and Dahlia (contrary to the Prophet's reporting) are talented and well-respected by their peers. By all accounts, they are the ideal family every wizarding household should model themselves after.

So why does the Prophet insist on dragging the Potters' name through the mud? Is it because of the 'radical' changes Potter has proposed within the Ministry to improve the lives of witches and wizards all over Britain? Is it because he has the gall to join Albus Dumbledore in proclaiming the threat of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named to the Isles once more? Is it because Minister Fudge and his band of sycophants see him as a threat to their lofty positions of corrupt power? I would argue that it is all of the above: Potter represents everything that the old guard of the Ministry hates, forcing them to change their ways for the first time in centuries.

For too long, witches and wizards with Muggle parentage have struggled to find their place in wizarding society. The old pure-blood houses have established a vice grip on our nation's politics, and the Wizengamot is all too happy to let them do as they please at the expense of everyone else. Perhaps it is time for a change. Perhaps Auror Potter is a man we should be praising rather than maligning. I intend to get to the bottom of the recent slander and determine why, exactly, the Ministry is so afraid of one man simply trying his best to do the right thing.

For more on Auror Potter's vision for magical society, see pg. 38.

For our continued coverage on diricawl mating patterns, see pgs. 2-37.'

Harry set the paper down thoughtfully. He hadn't heard from Xenophilius Lovegood in nearly a year, when he gave an interview about the Triwizard Tournament. He assumed the man had deemed his time was better spent elsewhere, but clearly Luna's father had been hard at work defending the Potters with his own publication. It filled Harry with gratitude for the eccentric man.

And glancing around the Great Hall, Harry noticed that he was not the only student in possession of The Quibbler. Several others were also perusing the magazine, mostly older students, and Harry doubted they were doing so to learn more about diricawls. Harry even noticed Professor Sprout reading the article up at the Head Table, right next to Percy Weasley, who had a sour expression on his face as he picked at his plate. It was rare to feel supported by his fellow students, and Harry was pleasantly surprised to not be the school pariah yet again.

Even a busy schedule for the rest of the week could not diminish Harry's enthusiasm. He finally had classes to look forward to again, classes in which he could actually learn new things. Flitwick and McGonagall seemed to pick up on his renewed vigor for learning, as they called on him often in his subsequent N.E.W.T. lessons to gauge his understanding of the material. It took him a bit longer to grasp some of the more advanced concepts, but that was alright with him – he hadn't been challenged by course work in quite some time, and he relished in it.

He also had his first Quidditch match to look forward to against Slytherin on Saturday. He'd been pushing the team hard over the past few weeks, and felt confident that they had a team capable of winning the Cup this year. Slytherin was an ideal first match-up, as Harry felt that both Gryffindor and Hufflepuff would put up a tougher fight. He knew Malfoy's flying style inside and out, and none of the other meatheads on the squad gave him much cause for concern.

In his previous timeline, he used to dread the lead-up to matches, especially against Slytherin. The trash-talk in the halls and at meals was ratcheted up to eleven, with students from the opposing House making snide remarks at his expense in passing. Now, Harry welcomed the hate – it fueled him, made him look forward to the chance to obliterate his enemies on the pitch. He no longer feared his peers...if anything, their veiled threats made him laugh, as if any of them could come close to harming him if they wanted to.

The team was in good spirits as they got dressed in the locker room on Saturday morning. Harry ran them through their last-minute strategy adjustments until Madam Hooch came to fetch them. The team filed into the tunnel and began to mount their brooms, but Madam Hooch stopped them.

"You'll be walking onto the pitch today," she instructed the Ravenclaws. "There will be a pre-game ceremony before the match begins."

What is this? Harry wondered, as the team followed Madam Hooch on foot towards center field. What kind of ceremony could it possibly be? It wasn't like this was a championship match – what would warrant such pomp and circumstance?

The Ravenclaws lined up shoulder to shoulder at center field as instructed. The Slytherins filed out soon after, sneering and shooting dirty looks at their opponents. They too lined up at midfield, staring down the opposition a dozen feet away.

"Welcome everyone, to today's Quidditch match between Slytherin and Ravenclaw!" Lee Jordan exclaimed over the cheering crowd. "Today, we are graced by a very special guest. Here to perform the ceremonial Quaffle toss is none other than the Minister of Magic himself, Cornelius Fudge!"

The raucous crowd suddenly went deathly quiet as the portly man waddled out onto the field, beaming and waving towards the stoic crowd above. Harry's blood chilled as he watched a photographer hustle out onto the field behind Fudge, realizing what was happening. He's using this as a photo op to win support, Harry thought. He must really be desperate for good press right now.

Fudge took center stage and placed his wand to his throat to amplify his voice. "Thank you, everyone!" he announced cheerily. "I wanted to use this opportunity to celebrate the bright future of wizarding society and applaud our youth. The future has never been brighter or more prosperous for Wizarding Britain, and I look forward to seeing what each and every one of you contributes to our world when you graduate!"

He paused for applause, but none came. Harry was surprised to see the vast majority of students, of all Houses, leering suspiciously at Fudge. It was quite obvious what they all thought of the man, and of what the Daily Prophet was saying (or not saying) about the war they were so desperate to deny. It filled him with sudden warmth and confidence that things might go better than they had in his original fifth year.

"Good luck to both teams!" Fudge said after his awkward pause. He then went down the row, shaking hands with each of the Slytherins before moving on to Ravenclaw. Every student gave him a quick handshake and a nod, until Fudge stopped in front of Harry. He extended his hand, but Harry did not move a muscle, his arms folded firmly behind his back.

"Quickly now, Potter!" Fudge chuckled nervously under his breath as the photographer lurked over his shoulder. "Show some respect to your superiors!"

"I don't respect liars, Minister," Harry muttered, just loud enough for Fudge to hear. The Minister blanched, swallowing heavily as the photographer realized what was happening and snapped a series of quick photos of the gaffe. Fudge quickly retreated back to midfield as the crowd above murmured curiously about what had just transpired.

Madam Hooch blew her whistle and took to the sky, indicating for both teams to follow suit. Harry's teammates gave him curious looks as Ravenclaw and Slytherin both set up for the face-off. Harry merely shrugged and turned his attention to the enemy.

"Think you're too good for the Minister, Potter?" Malfoy sneered. "Or do you really think your pathetic excuse for a father will take his job?"

"I could ask you the same," Harry smirked. "How's Daddy doing? Still in the doghouse after misplacing his master's diary?"

Malfoy's eyes went wide at Harry's retort. Clearly he hadn't expected Harry to know so much about the state of affairs behind the scenes.

Madam Hooch handed Fudge the Quaffle so that he could officially begin the match. But as he prepared to do so, a loud bang issued from the stands, causing everyone to flinch. However, the offender was a small collection of fireworks, lighting up the student section with large, glittering letters: 'LET'S GO POTTER!'

"Yeah, Harry!" Fred Weasley shouted.

"Kick Slytherin's arse!" George echoed.

The students roared in appreciation for this display. Even a few Slytherins seemed to be joining in. Harry realized with a jolt that this was not just about him – this was a protest move against Fudge, against the Ministry's meddling in both the press and the school.

Fudge once again looked cowed by the outburst. He shook it off and tossed the Quaffle up into the air – much more in the direction of Slytherin's Chasers than Ravenclaw's, Harry noted.

"And we're off!" Lee Jordan shouted excitedly. "It's Montague with the Quaffle, dodging past Chang, passing off to Pucey—"

Harry tailed Malfoy up the pitch from a distance, as the blond boy zoomed off towards the opposing goalposts. Harry seriously doubted he'd seen the Snitch, and didn't want to fall for any obvious feints. Besides, his Firebolt would be able to catch up to Malfoy's Nimbus 2001 as long as he remained within a reasonable striking distance.

Harry sensed trouble incoming and ducked, a split second before a Bludger whizzed past his ear from behind. The crowd gave a collective groan at the close call, before applauding lightly for Harry's dodge.

"Didn't think we'd give you a free pass today, did you, Potter?" Malfoy taunted as he swooped past. "You'll be face-down in the grass long before the third Snitch appears."

Harry should have figured this would be the Slytherins' approach. They would be equally incentivized to embarrass Harry as they would be to win, as most of the players were related to Death Eaters who were no doubt part of the shadow campaign to unseat Harry's father from power. And knowing Malfoy and his goons, they would be fighting dirty.

Harry ducked low under another Bludger, which sent him spiraling downwards towards the developing Chaser play. Slytherin was setting up defenses against the Ravenclaw assault, so Harry swerved left to avoid the path of the Quaffle. However, at the last second, Montague cut hard to his right, slamming his shoulder into Harry and nearly knocking him off his broom completely.

Madam Hooch blew her whistle at once. "That's a foul!" Lee Jordan cried indignantly as the crowd roared in agreement. "And that'll be a penalty shot for Ravenclaw."

Montague gave Harry a half-hearted shrug and a sneer before returning to midfield. Harry could only roll his eyes and shake off the soreness in his arm as Cho put the penalty shot through to give them a 10-nil lead. Harry had a feeling this was only the beginning of the nastiness he was in store for today.

And he was right. Over the next fifteen minutes he was twice 'accidentally' kicked in the side by a passing Chaser, shoulder-checked into the stands by Malfoy, or else nearly hit by a Bludger sent his way long after the whistle. Ravenclaw racked up a quick 60-0 lead thanks to the excessive penalty shots – all before the first Snitch had even appeared.

"Having fun yet, Potter?" Malfoy taunted as play resumed once more.

"Almost," Harry shouted back. "Come and give me another kiss and I'll let you know." Malfoy gave him a nasty look and shot away at this remark.

Luckily, Harry spotted the first Snitch soon after. He rocketed after it, easily barrel-rolling to avoid Goyle's Bludger before snatching the golden ball out of the air.

"And that's the first Snitch going to Potter!" Lee shouted excitedly as the crowd cheered appreciatively. "Giving a dominating 110-0 lead to the blue and bronze!"

Harry casually dropped the Snitch at midfield, while simultaneously spinning away from yet another late Bludger hit his way. Madam Hooch blew her whistle and flew up to Crabbe, yelling hoarsely at him to no avail. Harry didn't care – he simply returned to his position to wait for play to resume. He wouldn't let these pests get under his skin, not when they were the least of his worries.

Malfoy was right back in his ear as the second period began. "Have you made plans for after your father's sacking?" he mocked. "Hope you enjoy the outdoors, because you'll be seeing it a lot more when your family is out on the streets!"

Harry ignored the boy, zooming ahead to search for the Snitch uninterrupted. Nothing Malfoy could say would have any impact on his play.

"Can't promise your dad will stay out of Azkaban, though," Malfoy continued as he hurried to catch up. "Father reckons he can drum up some charges based on the treason he's been committing behind the scenes."

"Wanna take bets on whose father winds up in Azkaban first?" Harry fired back.

"Real cute," Malfoy sneered. "You might fancy yourself powerful now, but just wait and see what happens when—"

Harry didn't hear the end of Malfoy's taunt, as he had launched into a steep dive after the second Snitch. Malfoy swore and took off after him, but he was miles behind. It was only seconds later that Harry emerged triumphant with the second Snitch as the crowd roared.

"And the rout continues!" Lee Jordan shouted with glee. "Ravenclaw leads 170-0!"

Harry winked and blew a small kiss at Malfoy as he returned to midfield. The blond looked beside himself with fury, and Harry took great joy in watching him stew in his mediocrity. You're nothing to me anymore, Draco, Harry thought about his former rival and now inferior. And to think you were once able to get under my skin…

Harry should have known better than to underestimate a Malfoy.

"Wonder what your poor Mudblood mother will do once your father is out of the picture?" Malfoy shouted as Harry began searching for the third Snitch. "Can she even hold a wand properly without a big strong Auror to help her?"

Harry simply rolled his eyes – if Draco thought insulting Lily's intelligence would hit home, he clearly didn't know her at all.

"Course, she's probably more skilled in holding other things," Malfoy went on. "Bet she'd fetch a pretty penny working the corner in Knockturn Alley."

"Watch it," Harry growled menacingly. The malicious grin that spread across Malfoy's face at this rebuke was unmistakable – he knew he'd struck a nerve.

"On second thought," said Malfoy, "she might be too old for their tastes. Maybe your sister would have better luck?"

Harry saw red. He trembled on his broom, squeezing the handle tightly, imagining his hand to be around Malfoy's throat instead as he forced himself not to respond.

"Maybe I'll throw a few Sickles her way to take pity on her," Malfoy sighed dramatically. "I bet Crabbe and Goyle wouldn't mind passing her around either—"

Harry suddenly entered another dive, rocketing toward the pitch once more. He heard Malfoy zoom after him, fighting to keep up, not wanting to get embarrassed for a third straight Snitch. Harry extended his arm, feeling Malfoy approach from behind as they rapidly plummeted towards the ground…

Harry pulled out of his dive abruptly, his toes skimming along the grass as he leveled his broom. Malfoy did the same just behind him, yanking up on his handle just in time to avoid hitting the ground. But he was unable to avoid Harry's boot heel, which came up to kick him hard in the ribs and knock him askance, tumbling off his broom and onto the pitch. He bounced painfully across the grass for several seconds before landing flat on his face and moving no more.

A great uproar rose from the crowd as Madam Hooch blew her whistle. "Ooh, a nasty foul there by Potter!" Lee Jordan winced. "Malfoy's going to be feeling that one until Christmas! Oh, and it looks like Potter is being ejected!"

Sure enough, Madam Hooch pointed to Harry and them to the locker room, indicating that his day was done. Harry couldn't care less. He landed clearly on the ground and marched proudly towards the locker room, passing Madam Pomfrey as she hurried out to attend to Malfoy. He deserved that and much more, Harry justified it to himself as he left the pitch.

He changed back into his normal robes as he waited for the third period to conclude with the substitutes. Roughly twenty minutes later, the Ravenclaws filed into the locker room after him, looking windswept but pleased with themselves.

"Two hundred forty to ten," Cho announced, waving the third Snitch happily for Harry to see. "They all but gave up after Malfoy was carted off."

"What the hell did he say to you?" asked Terry Boot. "You looked like you wanted to kill him."

"He got off easy," Harry huffed. The team merely shrugged and began to change out of their uniforms.

The doors to the locker room banged open, and a number of staff members barged in, led by Professor McGonagall. "What on earth were you thinking, Mr. Potter?" she demanded, her harsh faced scrunched in fury. "That was an egregious act of violence against Mr. Malfoy!"

"He made disgusting remarks about my family," Harry spat. "Including my sister."

"You can always report such behavior to the staff after the match," McGonagall chastised him. "There was no place for such a vulgar display in the middle of a game!"

"Hear hear," Percy Weasley piped up. "I think we ought to revoke some privileges from Mr. Potter for his actions. Perhaps a one-game suspension, and no Hogsmeade privileges next weekend?"

"His punishment will be up to his Head of House," McGonagall snapped, waving her hand towards Professor Flitwick. "But were it up to me, he would be off the team entirely!"

Flitwick surveyed Harry with a mixture of disappointment and pity. "A month's worth of detention should serve as appropriate deterrent," he sighed. "And I'm sorry, Harry, but I have to revoke your captaincy."

Harry's heart sank a bit at this news, but he could hardly argue it. If anything, he deserved far worse than what he got (and from the look on Percy's face, the redhead agreed). Harry reluctantly removed the captain's pin from his uniform and handed it to Cho, who accepted it solemnly.

"If I catch word that you are antagonizing Malfoy any further, I will get the Headmaster involved!" McGonagall barked at Harry. And she swept from the locker room, the rest of the staff following along in her wake. Harry's teammates merely shrugged sympathetically at him before continuing to change.

Harry exited the locker room soon after, and found his family waiting for him outside the stadium. His mother and father wore looks of consternation, while Dahlia loitered off to one side, flashing him a subtle thumbs-up before slinking off to rejoin her friends.

"What the hell was that?" James demanded. "Are you trying to get yourself expelled?"

"I know, I lost my temper," Harry sighed. "But if you'd heard what Malfoy was saying up there—"

"I got death threats and far worse from the Slytherins when I played," James retorted. "And I never did something so stupid and obvious as that!"

"And what was that nonsense with Minister Fudge before the match?" Lily demanded. "We raised you with better manners than that!"

"I'm not shaking hands with someone who disrespects our family so openly," Harry said adamantly. "And I don't care how it looks."

"You should," James said grimly. "Your mother is right: now is not the time to be making enemies with Fudge. Things are very delicate at the Ministry right now—"

"So what, I'm just supposed to roll over and take it?" Harry demanded.

"You are supposed to behave yourself and represent your family well," James chastised him. "What you did today reflects poorly on me, and the public will interpret it as a rebuke against Fudge and Lucius Malfoy from the Auror Office."

"But I'm not even in the Auror Office—"

"You are an extension of myself, do you understand?" James snapped. "Fair or not, that's how people look at you. When you do something controversial, it makes me look bad."

"A little encouragement would be appreciated," Harry grumbled unhappily. "You don't know what it's like with people attacking me constantly and Percy jumping on every little thing I say! And now you're doing the same thing—"

"You asked us to start treating you like an adult," Lily reminded Harry. "Well, this is what being an adult is like. You suck it up and pick your battles carefully. If you can't keep your emotions in check after having a little dirt kicked in your eyes, maybe you aren't as mature as we thought you were."

Harry wanted to argue, but he knew his parents were right. He shouldn't be rising to the bait that Percy, Fudge and Malfoy were dangling in front of him. Neville clearly wasn't the only one having trouble clearing his mind and controlling his emotions…

"I'm sorry," he mumbled. "I'll try to do better."

"Good," said James, patting his son on the shoulder. "Now, go celebrate with your House. We'll talk again soon."

Harry returned to the castle with mixed emotions. His classmates heaped praise on him for his play and for humbling Malfoy, which was certainly appreciated. But he knew he may have just screwed up royally. How would this reflect on his father's career? How would it affect the way Percy treated him for the rest of the term?

The following morning's edition of the Prophet featured a front-page photo of Harry's refusal to shake Fudge's hand. The accompanying article also detailed his 'dirty and uncivilized' play in the match, making zero mention of the abuse he'd received from the Slytherins and over-exaggerating Malfoy's injuries. Harry knew he would have to tread very carefully in the days and weeks to come, lest he endured further scrutiny from the paper – let alone from Percy in subsequent lessons.

Sure enough, in Defense the next morning, Harry endured a relentless stream of criticism and nit-picking from Percy, who took pleasure in openly mocking his inability to recite every little passage of the textbook he'd barely begun to read. He got his first written assignment returned with a 'D', citing his failure to use proper terminology as outlined by the text. But Harry took it all on the chin, refusing to let his temper rise or snap back at Percy's glib comments.

The Slytherins were also not so quick to forgive his actions on the pitch. They openly taunted him in the halls, berating him for causing grievous injury to one of their own. Malfoy spent the entire week in the Hospital Wing, though according to Dahlia, he had fully healed within a day but decided to milk it for brownie points with his fellow snakes. Harry kept his head down and did not rise to their insults, knowing he had to right his past wrongs and stay out of the fight for a little while.

It helped that the other students seemed to be on his side for once. None of his non-Slytherin peers blamed him for hurting Malfoy, and they were all more than willing to believe he deserved it. It was also an open secret that the vast majority of the student body – at least the upper-years – despised Percy and his draconian teaching methods. Perhaps no one was as vocal about this as the twins, who schemed openly to undermine his authority on a near-daily basis.

"What d'you reckon, Potter?" asked Fred one morning as they plopped down unannounced at the Ravenclaw Table. "Will Professor Ponce have any surveillance wards on his office?"

"We're thinking about dropping a few Dungbombs in there after class this afternoon," explained George. "Only, we don't want it traced back to us."

"He'll probably just blame it on me," Harry sighed, glancing up at the Head Table to ensure Percy wasn't looking at them. "Leave me out of it, will you? I'm trying not to get in any more trouble this term."

"And here we thought you were secretly a lion at heart," Fred chided him with a wink. "As you wish, little birdie."

Harry had another reason for wanting to avoid trouble, of course. Percy had threatened to revoke his Hogsmeade privileges, and Harry couldn't afford that. He had plans to treat Katie to a luxurious day out at the village to make up for all the time they'd lost. He even persuaded Uncle Sirius to send him a bit of extra spending money for the outing (which came with an added note providing slightly more salacious advice for the date, which Harry deliberately ignored).

Luckily, he managed to avoid Percy's ire for the rest of the week, and on Saturday morning he found himself in a carriage alongside Katie heading into the village. He'd been looking forward to the outing for a while – in addition to the day of relaxation it would provide, it would give him and Katie some valuable time together. They'd barely seen each other all term, and Harry could feel it straining their relationship the more they were kept apart.

But even with all those extenuating circumstances, Harry could feel the vibe was off as they headed hand-in-hand down the main street. Katie was quieter than usual, reminding Harry of their date the previous year, when Katie had been jealous of Fleur Delacour. Something was on her mind, and he intended to get to the bottom of it.

As always, their day started at the Three Broomsticks, where they settled into a corner booth and sipped on Butterbeers while chatting about everything and nothing. Harry steered the conversation into what he believed was safe territory – Quidditch – but quickly realized this was a touchy subject. Ravenclaw's demolition of Slytherin was fun to recap, but Katie was clearly eager to forget all about Gryffindor's dismantling at the hands of Hufflepuff the week before.

Eventually Harry gave up on avoiding the elephant in the room. "Alright, Bell," he sighed heavily, setting down his glass. "What's up? You've clearly got something on your mind. Did I do something to upset you?"

"No, not exactly," Katie muttered awkwardly.

"What is it, then?"

Katie hesitated for a moment before speaking. "Is it true that you and your dad are in a secret Order with Dumbledore?" she asked bluntly.

Harry's heart skipped a beat. "Who told you that?" he demanded in a low tone, as he threw up a Muffling Charm around their booth.

"Nobody," Katie said quickly. "Well...not on purpose. I overheard the twins talking about it after practice last week, but they stopped talking when I approached."

"Listen...no one can know about that, understand?" said Harry. "It could jeopardize everything if the wrong people found out about that."

"I...of course I wouldn't tell anyone that!" Katie said indignantly. "I haven't said a word until just now! Who do you think I am?"

Harry relented at the hurt look on his girlfriend's face. "I'm sorry," he sighed. "Things are just really stressful right now, okay? I feel like I'm hiding things from everyone and it's hard to keep it all straight sometimes."

"It would be easier if you let someone in on your secrets sometimes," Katie pointed out. "Someone like your girlfriend, perhaps?"

"I don't want to bother you with all that," said Harry. "You'd only worry."

"Worry?" Katie scoffed. "I already worry about you, every day! I know you know more than you let on. I know you're planning to join the war after school, like your parents. I'm not an idiot."

"I didn't say you were—"

"But you treat me like a child sometimes, you know? I'm almost seventeen, Harry! I can sense the way the wind is blowing, the same as everyone else. Why do you insist on keeping me in the dark all the time?"

Harry massaged his temple in frustration. "It's not that I don't trust you, or respect you," he said carefully. "It's just...some of the things I know are really dangerous, and if they got out—"

"I told you I wouldn't tell—"

"The twins wouldn't, either, and look how that turned out. Things slip, Katie, and when they do, bad things happen. I would hate for you to be the reason my family was put in danger because you accidentally said the wrong thing."

Katie studied his face for a long moment. "How much trouble are you in, really?" she asked.

"More trouble than you know," Harry muttered bitterly.

A flash of fear crossed Katie's face. "The kind that could get you killed?" she asked softly.

"Me and everyone I love," Harry sighed miserably. "Look, can we not talk about this any more? This was supposed to be a relaxing day out."

"Okay," Katie said in a small voice. Harry felt badly, as she clearly was not satisfied with his answer. But this was not what he wanted to talk about on a date. Having a girlfriend was supposed to be a reprieve from his troubles, not a constant reminder of them.

After a few minutes of sipping their Butterbeers in awkward silence, they left the Three Broomsticks to stroll down the main road. Harry had plans to take Katie to Madam Puddifoot's later that afternoon – he had recently discovered that the establishment offered magical massages in the back, and wanted to treat his girlfriend to one.

However, their plans were interrupted when Hermione approached the pair, looking somewhat nervous. "Er...hi, Harry! And Katie!" she said in a falsely-sweet voice. "H-how are you both?"

"Fine, Hermione, how are you?" Katie said politely. Harry groaned internally; he knew Hermione's body language well enough to know that she was about to ask a favor of him.

"Oh, great, just great!" Hermione smiled. "I actually, um, just wanted to invite Har- er, invite you both for a drink at the Hog's Head."

"The Hog's Head?" Katie frowned. "Isn't that the really sketchy place on the edge of town?"

"Haha, is it?" Hermione giggled in a very un-Hermione-like way. "Well, a few of us just decided to meet up there and wondered if you would like to join."

"We're kind of on a date, Hermione," Harry sighed. "This isn't the best time—"

"It won't take long at all!" Hermione insisted. "Maybe an hour, tops!"

Harry knew that whatever this was, Hermione probably wouldn't let it go easily, if she was willing to embarrass herself publicly like this. "Fine, we'll stop by for a little bit," Harry sighed. "Who all is there?"

"Oh, just a couple people," Hermione said vaguely as she led the way down the lane. Katie gave Harry an exasperated look – she obviously wanted to spend this time alone with him. He could only shrug as they followed Hermione to the Hog's Head, wondering what this could be about.

A sizable group was waiting for them when they entered the dingy pub. Neville and Ron were there, as Harry expected, but so were both Weasley twins, Ginny, Dahlia, Cedric and Damian, all crowded around a single table in the dead center of the room. Harry could only cringe – they couldn't have stood out more if they tried. The other patrons in the bar were eyeing the large group of students suspiciously, and anything they discussed would easily be overheard.

"Hey, Harry!" Neville said with false enthusiasm. "H-how's it going, mate?"

"What is this?" Harry demanded at once.

"We just thought...you might stay for a drink or two?" Hermione said hopefully.

"For Merlin's sake," Harry groaned. "Everyone follow me." And he marched straight out the door without waiting for anyone to get up. He marched down the lane towards the dirt path branching off towards the Shrieking Shack, stopping only when he reached a point he knew no villagers could eavesdrop on him. When he turned, he saw the entire group following him, looking puzzled.

"It was warmer in the pub…" Fred muttered mutinously, shivering in the chilly breeze.

"Why are we way out here, Harry?" Hermione asked.

"Because whatever you were about to ask me would become the gossip of the entire village if we discussed it in there," Harry said flatly.

"Whatever do you mean?" Hermione asked innocently. "We only wanted to spend some time with you, and maybe—"

"Come off it, Mione, Potter is too smart to fall for that act," Ron groaned, turning to Harry. "Listen, mate, we heard what you offered to Neville. And we want in."

"Want in for what?" asked Harry, confused.

"Combat training," piped up Ginny. "Neville said you offered to teach him how to fight. Well, we want to learn too."

"That wasn't an open offer to just anybody," Harry groaned. "Neville's the one in the most danger. I don't have time to tutor a bunch of people individually."

"It doesn't have to be individual!" Hermione said enthusiastically. "It could be more like...our own private Dueling Club."

"Why don't you ask Cedric?" said Harry, eyeing the Hufflepuff. "He's a good duelist too, and he knows more magic than I do anyway."

"I know more of what the textbooks say," Cedric shrugged. "But we all know how useless that really is when it comes to a war."

"We could ask a professor for help if you'd like!" said Hermione. "Professor Flitwick was a champion duelist once; I'm sure he would agree to mentor the club—"

"Hermione, do you realize how that would look?" Harry groaned. "I'm already on thin ice with the Ministry as it is. If Fudge caught wind that I was training some kind of army, my father would be sacked in an instant."

"But it's not against the rules to start a club!" Neville pointed out.

"It will be, once Professor Weasley finds out about it," Harry muttered. "And he will, trust me. He's watching me like a hawk, and I'm sure he's keeping tabs on his younger siblings as well. We can't keep this hidden from him forever."

"No offense, mate, but we've lived with 'Professor Weasley' our whole lives," said George, as Fred, Ron and Ginny nodded vigorously alongside him. "We're sort of the resident experts on hiding things from Prefect Percy. If he sticks his nose in where it doesn't belong, he'll come to regret it."

Harry rounded on Dahlia. "And what do you have to say about all this?" he demanded. "It's your father on the chopping block too, you know."

Dahlia shifted uncomfortably at being put on the spot. "I know Dad said to keep our heads down," she muttered. "But he would also want us to be prepared. If war really is coming like they're all saying, the adults won't be able to keep us safe forever. I don't want to graduate from Hogwarts and be totally unprepared for what's out there waiting for us."

"You're all serious about this, aren't you?" Harry sighed, looking around at the group.

"It's no secret you're the best of all of us, mate," said Cedric. "Even if we can't learn how to do everything you can, we want to learn how to hold our own if the worst comes to pass. You fought You-Know-Who and survived, after all."

"I fought Voldemort and lost," Harry corrected him. "Neville's the one who overpowered him, and it wasn't the first or even the second time."

"But that was just luck!" Neville protested. "I had my mother's protection the first two times, and the twin core nonsense the third time."

"Besides, we don't need to know how to fight You-Know-Who," Fred added. "I wouldn't mind learning how to give some Death Eater prats the what-for."

"Death Eaters fight dirty," Harry pointed out. "And they fight to kill. You don't want to tangle with any of them, trust me."

"All the more reason for you to show us how to defend ourselves!" George insisted. "None of the adults will, and you've actually done it, for real."

"We can call it a study group," Hermione insisted. "If anyone asks, we're just preparing for our practical exams. It's not against any rules; I checked."

Harry groaned as he considered the many eager faces waiting for his response. This was precisely the kind of thing that would get him in hot water, as it had in his last timeline with Umbridge. But at the same time, it was an opportunity to accomplish exactly what he hoped: to empower his classmates to fend for themselves so he wouldn't have to protect them all the time. Besides, he still had fond memories of running Dumbledore's Army in the last timeline, and while that certainly wouldn't be the name of their little group this time, the concept still held appeal to him.

"I have a couple conditions if I'm going to do this," he said. "I have to approve each member who joins this club personally. And not a single soul is allowed to talk about the club outside of meetings to any non-members. No friends, teachers, parents, or boyfriends." He gave Dahlia a pointed look at this last statement.

"Who, me?" she scoffed. "Are you talking about Terry? We broke up, for your information."

"He—you did?" Harry said, bewildered. "What did he do to you?"

"He didn't do anything to me, you prat," Dahlia huffed. "It just didn't work out. Not that it's any of your business."

"I...okay, whatever," Harry muttered, feeling the amused looks from everyone else upon him. "Everyone will need to sign a document swearing they won't talk about the club without my permission."

"Like an Unbreakable Oath?" Cedric grimaced. "Mate, I dunno if I'm comfortable with that…"

"The consequences won't be as extreme, but the idea is the same – just a deterrent," said Harry. "We can talk about it more at the first meeting. Sound good?"

There was some trepidation in the expressions of the gathered group, but most looked satisfied with the conditions. Eventually they all murmured their assent.

"Right, then," Harry nodded. "I have a lot on my plate right now, but I'll send word when it's time for the first meeting."

With that, he took Katie's hand and strolled back up the path to the village, leaving a stunned group of students behind them. Harry didn't care if they found his behavior rude and dismissive. His attention was split too many different ways, and the fate of the war rested partially on his shoulders, even if nobody else realized it.

He could sense Katie's frustration still simmering under the surface, even as they continued their date. He attempted to lavish her with attention, and while she said all the right things and smiled at his affections, he knew that wasn't what she really wanted from him. She wanted to be a part of Harry's inner circle. And why wouldn't she, as his intimate partner of nearly a year now? But Harry was unwilling to open that circle up to just about anybody. The only people who truly understood him were Saul Croaker and Bill Weasley, and even they were kept at a professional distance.

Should Harry let Katie in on his secret? Did he trust her enough to break down that barrier he'd been hiding behind for four and a half years? That raised even more uncomfortable questions in his mind...did he see himself being with her long term? Did he want to take their relationship to the next level, beyond the casual intimacy they'd enjoyed thus far? Was he truly committed to Katie, or was this just a relationship of convenience, due to run its course sooner or later?

Harry did his best to push such thoughts aside. They could have that conversation when Katie decided to raise the topic herself. Until then, he would do his best to maintain the status quo while being pulled in every direction at once.
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Harry procrastinated his planning for the upcoming 'study group' meeting, perhaps half-hoping that everyone would just forget about it in a few days. But over the course of the coming weeks, several people approached him and asked for permission to invite a friend or two, and eagerly awaited word on when the first meeting would be. Besides, his course load was far lighter now that he'd completed three of his O.W.L.'s, so he couldn't use lack of free time as an excuse anymore. He supposed there was no use burying his head in the sand, and planned to hold their first meeting on the first weekend of December.

The problem was, he didn't want dozens of students coming up to him in the halls and asking him for more details about the club. That would only intensify Percy's scrutiny upon him. So he spoke with Neville and Hermione, and they agreed to help him run the club as co-leaders, so that he wasn't the only authority figure in charge. Ideally, people would look to Neville for leadership in the coming war as much as him, so that he could operate in private like he planned. These 'study sessions' would be as much about bolstering his confidence and abilities as a leader as it was teaching students how to fight.

Harry sent out a few last-minute invitations himself, to people he thought might be interested. He invited Cho after Quidditch practice one day, on the condition that Marietta Edgecombe never found out about the club, to which she agreed. He also invited Luna, who happily agreed to come, and the Slytherin trio of Daphne, Tracey and Mark, though they politely declined. Harry figured as much – they usually kept to themselves and maintained a guise of neutrality, preferring not to be seen as associating with Harry publicly. And given what the Prophet was printing lately, he couldn't exactly blame them.

Despite his initial reservations, Harry actually found himself looking forward to the meeting as the date approached. He found that he missed the Dumbledore's Army sessions of his past timeline, and relished in the thought of forging those close bonds with a group anew. He also had new feedback he wished to apply to these sessions...he'd seen first-hand how prepared his group was in the Department of Mysteries, and wanted to make a few tweaks to better acclimate students to the realities of warfare.

Then there was the question of where to hold such a practice session. He originally thought to find an empty classroom somewhere, but with so many planning to be in attendance, plus the desire for secrecy, left only one real option. He had wished to keep the Room of Requirement to himself a little bit longer, but it was now needed by even more people. He couldn't be selfish with it any longer.

He met with Neville, Ron and Hermione half an hour before the meeting was due to begin, and showed them the Room for the first time. "This is remarkable," Hermione breathed, taking in the cavernous space. "I've never read about this room in Hogwarts: A History. Has it really been here all this time?"

"I found it in my first year," Harry fibbed lightly. "You can ask it for anything you need, and if able, it'll provide it for you."

"Anything?" Ron wondered aloud. Harry felt the redhead's magic flare out, and he allowed Ron to take brief control of the room. After a moment, a door appeared in the nearby wall, and when Ron opened it, they found that a passageway had been opened into the kitchens.

"Brilliant!" Ron laughed as a horde of house-elves stumbled over themselves to provide treats for the students. "I could get used to this!"

"Honestly, Ronald, now is not the time to stuff your face," Hermione chastised the boy as he shoved a handful of pumpkin pastries down his throat. "What should we ask it for today, Harry?"

"I have a few ideas," said Harry. Of course he had plans for the usual amenities he utilized in his personal training – moving dummies, safety mats, and the like. But today he had slightly different plans, a regimen that he was sure to be somewhat unpopular. His ample experience in battle had taught him a thing or two about what really matters for survival, and he intended to drill it into his classmates as much as possible whether they liked it or not.

Students began trickling in minutes later, marveling at the room around them. They stood around and chatted until just past seven, at which point Hermione called for quiet and directed their attention to Harry. At once a respectful hush fell over the crowd as they eyed him curiously at the center of the room.

Harry had known it would be a sizable group, but seeing them all together now, he realized for the first time just how many students wanted his tutelage. Most of them had been in Dumbledore's Army in his last timeline, but there were several new faces present too. Nearly thirty in all, each one eagerly awaiting his orders...like his own personal army to command. Harry pushed that egotistical thought aside as he cleared his throat.

"Right," he announced. "I've agreed to give some pointers and defense training to anyone interested. I've only approved the people who are here today, and I'd appreciate if you didn't go spreading around what we do in here to the whole school. Professor Weasley can cause problems for me and my father if he believes I'm training child soldiers in secret." The class chuckled at this.

"I looked up the rules, and we're allowed to run this club without a staff advisor, so long as we're only studying official school curriculum," said Hermione. "So if anyone asks, that's all we're doing in here. That way nobody gets in trouble."

"Everyone interested in joining the group has to sign this sheet," Harry announced, brandishing a sheet of parchment. "If you write your name down, it signifies a binding magical agreement to follow the rules."

"What kind of agreement?" asked a skeptical Susan Bones.

"Nothing too harsh," said Harry. "You just agree not to share the finer details of group activities without mine, Neville's or Hermione's permission."

"Or what?" demanded Cho Chang.

"Or you'll break out in hives for a week," Harry warned. A few whistled at the grim thought, but few knew that Harry had actually requested Hermione to tone down her original ideas of punishment. Permanently scarring students' faces with the word SNEAK still seemed a bit extreme to him.

"Any other questions?" asked Hermione.

"What will our group be called?" asked Angelina Johnson.

"Er...we hadn't worked that bit out yet," said Hermione, biting her lip as she looked to Harry.

"How 'bout Potter's Army?" Damian suggested. A few people murmured in agreement at this.

"Absolutely not," Harry said flatly. That was the last thing he needed people thinking about the club (or getting back to Percy).

"Longbottom's Army?" suggested Ron, looking to Neville. A handful of people seemed supportive of the idea, but Neville himself looked apprehensive.

"We can table the naming for another time," Harry said cautiously. "Anything else?"

Lee Jordan tentatively raised his hand. "Not to accuse you or anything, mate," he said carefully. "But how can we be sure you're telling the truth about everything?"

"Come again?" Harry asked, surprised.

"You know...about You-Know-Who and all," Lee grimaced. "The Daily Prophet swears he's not a threat to us, but you and your dad say he is. How do we know who's right?"

"You'll just have to take our word for it," Harry shrugged. "I'm not interested in proving myself to anybody." Several students looked displeased by this answer; clearly it had been a question playing on many of their minds recently.

"Actually, I had an idea for that," said Hermione anxiously, looking from Neville to Harry. "Is it alright if I take control of the room for a minute?"

"Erm...sure," said Harry. He felt a small mental tug on his magic and allowed it in, giving control of the Room's magic to Hermione. She furrowed her brow in concentration, and the room began to subtly shift. The place began to look somewhat familiar to Harry, though he couldn't place why. It wasn't until he recognized the stone basin at the center of the room – identical to the one in Saul Croaker's secret office – that he realized what Hermione was doing.

"No, Hermione," Harry said flatly. "We're not doing this."

"C'mon, Harry!" Hermione pleaded. "If everyone could just see the memory of that night in the graveyard, it would clear up all the questions and rumors flying around!"

"Hermione...that was the worst day of our lives," Neville muttered, eyeing the Pensieve apprehensively. "You can't ask us to relive it."

"But maybe...maybe you could give us the memory, then step outside for a moment?" Hermione asked hopefully.

"Wait, are you talking about the memory of You-Know-Who returning?" asked Cho Chang. That set off a ripple of gasps and murmurs of mild alarm, but also looks of burning curiosity from the gathered students.

"You see? They all deserve to know what happened," said Hermione. "They deserve to know what they're up against."

"They're not up against Voldemort," said Harry flatly, causing many to cringe and flinch away at the use of the name. "They don't need to see that. It's not pretty, Hermione."

"Harry...please?" asked Katie, sliding up next to him. He could see the fear in her eyes, but also a resolute look of defiance. "You don't have to shoulder this alone. We're in this with you now."

"Yeah, mate," piped up Ron, also looking paler than usual but similarly determined. "Practicing in here won't prepare us for what's out there. We need to know what it's really like."

Harry looked around the room, taking in the faces of everyone gathered around. There were similar expressions on everyone's faces: mild panic at the prospect of seeing Voldemort for themselves, but a desperate need to know, to understand the truth.

He turned finally to Neville, who also looked conflicted. "Your call, mate," Harry said softly to the boy.

Neville considered this for a moment, also eyeing the eager faces watching them from around the room. Eventually, he sighed and nodded in agreement.

Harry drew his wand and placed it to his temple. He slowly pulled it away, dragging a silvery strand of memory along with it. Once it detached itself from his mind, he levitated it over to the stone basin and dropped it in.

"Last warning to leave if you're uncomfortable," Harry announced to the room. "It's not a pretty sight." A few students rocked uncomfortably on their heels at this warning, but nobody moved.

The memory began to swirl within the Pensieve, and as with the one in Saul's office, this one projected the memory all around them. They were in the maze, the final moments of the Third Task playing themselves out before their eyes. Neville turned at once to flee the room, looking distressed; Harry followed, unwilling to leave the boy alone.

Neville exited into the seventh floor hallway and leaned against the opposite wall, sinking to the floor while wringing his hands. Harry took a seat on the ground beside him.

"You alright, Nev?" he asked.

"Yeah, fine," Neville shuddered, not too convincingly.

They sat in silence for some time. Harry was at a loss for what to say to reassure the boy. What could one even say in such a situation? He understood now how difficult it was to talk to somebody who'd been through such trauma, and felt badly for all the people he'd snapped at in his last timeline for asking insensitive questions about his experiences.

"D'you think they'll think less of me when they see it?" Neville asked anxiously.

"What are you talking about?" Harry scoffed. "Why would they?"

"I couldn't fight like you," Neville muttered. "I just got lucky with the wands connecting. It makes me look weak."

"Neville," Harry said adamantly. "You stood your ground against a damn Dark Lord. You overpowered him. I didn't. He kinda kicked my ass, in fact."

"But I don't know how I did it!" Neville protested. "How am I supposed to earn their respect if I can't even explain what I did?"

"You don't have to explain anything," Harry insisted. "It doesn't matter if you feel like you've earned it or not. You stood up to him and survived his Killing Curse twice. People will look to you as a leader for that...as a symbol of hope. As long as you're still fighting, they'll fight alongside you."

Neville looked perturbed by those words. Harry would have, too, in his last lifetime...why should I be forced to be a symbol I didn't ask to be? he probably would have asked. But now, from an outsider's perspective, he understood completely. No matter how powerful Harry became, he couldn't command an army...he had more important things to do, things that required freedom and fewer eyes upon him. Harry's role was to support Neville from the shadows – to make sure others continued to see him as a leader worth following, not himself.

"You'll help me?" Neville asked, looking to Harry with pleading eyes. "I can't do this by myself."

"Always," Harry nodded. "You heard Firenze...our fates are tied, mate. I'm with you until the end."

Neville nodded uncertainly and exhaled. "Thanks, Harry," he said. "I don't know how you seem to know so much about what's going on, but I feel better knowing you're watching my back."

Harry was sorely tempted to divulge his secret with Neville. But it was far too risky now, especially with the direct link to Neville's mind the Dark Lord currently shared. "One day we'll sit down and I'll explain some things to you," Harry said. "There's a lot I haven't told you, or anyone else. But I want that bastard dead more than anyone, and I'll do whatever I can to see it happen."

Neville cocked his head curiously at this. Harry could tell the boy wanted to ask questions, to understand what he meant by that. But he respected Harry's privacy and remained silent.

"How are your Occlumency exercises going?" Harry asked to change the subject.

"Oh...erm, fine," Neville said quickly. "I'm feeling much better now, actually."

"Good to hear," Harry nodded. "Want to do some more practice tonight after we finish with everyone else?"

"Oh, no, I don't think that's necessary," said Neville. "I'm improving on my own, honestly. We can do it some other night."

"Alright," Harry shrugged. He was not sure if he believed Neville or not...was he actually doing better, or did he just not want Harry digging around in his head again after last time? He could sense that Neville didn't want to talk about it either way, so he held his tongue.

After a few minutes, the door cracked open and they were given the all-clear. Neville and Harry stood to return to the Room; the memory had finished playing, and it was deathly quiet as everyone gawked at the two boys, faces filled with mingled shock and awe.

"Blimey...you really fought him," Angelina Johnson breathed. "Both of you."

"It felt so real," muttered Susan Bones. "Like he was really here."

Katie rushed up to Harry, throwing her arms around him. "That must have been horrible," she sniffed. "You could have really died."

"Yeah," Harry muttered. To his right, Ron and Hermione were similarly consoling Neville, who stood rigidly while Hermione squeezed him tight, tears in her eyes. He and Neville locked eyes and shared a look of exasperation – it almost made Harry laugh aloud at the absurdity of the situation. After nearly a decade straight of fighting Voldemort, it was all old-hat to him, and he'd forgotten how obscene it all must seem to a group of literal children.

But in fairness, it wasn't just the younger students who looked perturbed. Cedric approached with a grim expression and clapped Harry on the back. "We've got your back, mate," he said, turning to Neville. "Both of you. Just tell us what to do."

"Hear hear," piped in Fred Weasley, as he and George also drew near. "I'd rather not fight ol' Moldyshorts anytime soon, but I wouldn't mind learning how to make Lucius Malfoy soil his trousers like you made him do there."

Harry chuckled appreciatively at the attempt at levity. He raised his hand to quiet the hushed whispers around the room, and everyone instantly hushed and turned to look at him expectantly.

"I have given a lot of thought to what I ought to teach you today," said Harry. "Not to be boastful, but it took me many years of daily training to get to where I am today, and meeting so infrequently like this will not get you to the dueling ability you need to survive a Death Eater encounter."

"So...you think it's impossible to train us?" Cedric asked, frowning.

"No," said Harry, shaking his head. "I just think we will need to take an atypical approach."

"Atypical?" Hermione repeated, also looking confused. He hadn't shared his lesson plans with her either.

"Weasley!" Harry barked, addressing a suddenly fearful-looking Ron. "Step forward. Prepare to fight."

Ron nervously glanced at his peers before doing so. He stepped into the open space and drew his wand, trembling slightly at the sight of Harry doing the same.

"On three," said Harry. "One, two, three."

Harry sent a non-verbal Disarming Charm at Ron, who was unprepared for it; his wand clattered aside, leaving him defenseless. Ron's shoulders sagged as the students half-heartedly clapped for him.

"Where are you going, Ron?" Harry demanded as Ron began to slink off to retrieve his wand. "The fight isn't over."

"Erm...isn't it?" Ron asked. "You disarmed me. You won the duel."

"If this was a sanctioned duel, you'd be correct," Harry said. "But this is life or death. Now, attack me."

"But I can't," Ron said dumbly. "I haven't got my wand."

"Dursley!" Harry barked, pointing to a surprised Damian off to one side. "Step forward. Prepare to fight."

Damian did so, also looking confused. This time, Harry didn't even give him a countdown before disarming him, leaving him wandless beside Ron.

"You've lost your wand in battle, Damian," said Harry. "How would you attack me?"

"With my bloody knuckles, that's how," Damian spat. The crowd laughed at this quip.

"Why are you all laughing?" Harry demanded. "Damian's right. Just because you have no wand doesn't mean you are powerless."

"But you can't cast spells without a wand," piped up Neville.

"Does anyone here know how Gilderoy Lockhart was captured last term?" Harry demanded.

"The Aurors got him, didn't they?" asked Ginny Weasley.

"Nope," Harry shook his head. "Damian here tackled him to the ground after he used the Killing Curse on Professor Trelawney."

"But...but I wasn't thinking straight," Damian muttered. "He just didn't expect it, is all."

"And why would he?" Harry shrugged. "Lockhart was raised by wizards. Muggle fighting would have been seen as beneath him. But you weren't raised my wizards, were you, Damian? You were taught to use every tool at your disposal in a fight, with or without magic."

"Damn right," Damian said proudly, crackling his knuckles menacingly.

"What do most Death Eaters have in common?" Harry demanded of the gathered crowd. Nobody answered, until Cedric raised his hand, suddenly understanding the point.

"They're pure-bloods," said Cedric.

"Correct," said Harry. "They grew up being taught that magic is might, and that Muggle tactics are beneath them. They would never expect someone to use their bare hands in a fight, and I reckon one good punch to the jaw would drop most of them."

"But Harry...none of us know how to fight the Muggle way," Fred pointed out.

"Which is why Damian is going to teach us," Harry said matter-of-factly. "You took wrestling lessons growing up, didn't you?"

Damian looked nervous at the implication. "B-but I'm the youngest one here," he protested.

"And you captured Gilderoy Lockhart when even Albus Dumbledore failed to do so," Harry appraised him. "People underestimate you, just like Death Eaters will underestimate all of us in a fight. We're going to use that to our advantage."

Most looked skeptical of this approach, but everyone gathered around as Harry beckoned Damian forward for a demonstration. He positioned the smaller (but much stockier) boy at his right hip and placed him in a gentle headlock.

"Now, I'm a Death Eater who has just taken you hostage," said Harry. "You have no wand to defend yourself. How would you get out of this situation?"

Damian hesitated for a moment. "D'you want me to actually do it, or just tell you?" he asked.

"Surprise me," Harry shrugged. "That way everyone can see how you would handle this in a real—"

Without warning, Damian locked Harry's leg in his and twisted hard, throwing his weight forwards. Harry was launched head over heels, doing an involuntary front flip over his cousin's shoulders and landing flat on his back with a loud smack. The crowd of onlookers gave a collective oohhh of surprise at the sudden turn of events.

"Alright there, cuz?" Damian quipped as he leaned over Harry's prone form.

"Brilliant," Harry wheezed, giving himself a moment for the stars to clear from his peripherals. He gingerly sat up as the crowd politely clapped for his demonstration. "Why don't you explain what just happened, step by step, so I don't have to do that again?"

Harry stood and resumed the headlock position behind Damian, allowing the younger boy to explain how he'd thrown Harry off. He seemed to gain confidence after demonstrating its effectiveness, as even the oldest students listened attentively to the young third-year explain his methods.

"Right," said Harry. "I reckon we should split into pairs and practice, taking turns between escaping and holding. Damian, want to walk around and correct people's form?"

"Alright," said Damian, glowing with pride at being deputized in such a way. Students began to partner up, pairing themselves roughly by height, weight and gender. There was a slight mismatch, so Harry wound up with Katie, leading to a few wolf whistles that they both responded to with rude hand gestures.

"Dear me, Mr. Potter, won't you at least buy me dinner first?" Katie quipped as Harry knelt over her with an arm around her throat.

"Very funny," Harry muttered. "Seriously though, you need to learn this. It's very likely you'll be outmatched physically in a situation like this."

"Luckily for me," said Katie, "there's one other thing most Death Eaters have in common."

"What's that?"

"They're men," Katie grinned. And she drove her heel upwards, slamming it home directly between Harry's legs. He saw stars for the second time in a row, grunting in agony as he released her and sank to the ground, clutching his groin.

"Nice one, Bell!" Damian appraised her as he strolled past. "Rule one of self defense for ladies is to fight dirty."

"Thanks, Damian!" Katie grinned, giving the younger boy a high-five as he passed, before leaning over her boyfriend with a smirk. "Need a hand up, Harry dearest?"

"I think I'll just stay here, thanks though," Harry groaned from his fetal position on the floor, drawing laughs of pity from the surrounding groups.

A few minutes later, as Harry and Katie resumed the exercise, they were interrupted by a loud shout of pain. Harry stood and hurried over to the source of the commotion; George Weasley was rolling around on the ground, clutching his shoulder, as Fred knelt beside him.

"Heard something pop," Fred muttered. "Think it might be dislocated."

"Dahlia!" Harry barked. His sister hurried over, kneeling at George's side. "Do you know the incantation to fix this?"

"Of course," Dahlia muttered, drawing her wand, but as she leaned down to repair the damage, Harry grabbed her arm.

"Say it out loud, so we can all hear it," said Harry.

Dahlia frowned, but acquiesced as everyone gathered around to watch. "Humero reponere," she intoned, waving her wand over George's shoulder. A warm, white glow emanated from the spot, and George quit writhing around at once, sitting up to examine her handiwork.

"Thanks, Potter," he said to Dahlia, rolling his shoulder back and forth to test it. "Good as new."

"Dahlia here is going to teach us some basic Healing magic as well," Harry announced. "Just enough for combat purposes...broken bones, bleeding wounds, severe burns and so forth."

"But the healing might be imperfect if the spell isn't cast properly," Dahlia protested.

"There may not be anyone to save you in a real battle," Harry pointed out. "Would you rather be lying there helpless with a broken leg, or learn how to patch it up enough to be able to stand and rejoin the fight?" Harry remembered Ginny Weasley in his last timeline, breaking her ankle in the Department of Mysteries and forcing somebody else to help her at all times. If she'd known how to mend it herself, that might not have happened.

Once George indicated that he was good to continue, Harry directed everyone back to their pairs to continue the exercise. "Time out, Potter," huffed Ron, who was bent double and panting from the physical exertion they'd been put under. "Not all of us are used to beating ourselves up every day."

"That's another important thing to talk about," said Harry. "Conditioning. You need to be able to move fast and decisively to get out of trouble. Most Death Eaters won't be used to chasing down children and will tire easily. If you can outrun them, you may avoid conflict altogether."

"I thought this was going to be practicing spells and such," complained Dahlia. "Now you're making us exercise?"

"Most witches and wizards neglect their physical fitness," said Harry. "They can use magic for anything they need, so why bother exerting energy? That's another advantage we have over the adults: we're used to walking up and down stairs in the castle all day. If we put in the extra effort to build up our stamina, we can outwork them, plain and simple."

Many of the students groaned at this notion. Harry knew that this wasn't what they'd signed up for...clearly they'd expected something closer to the Dueling Club than such pedestrian exercises. But he also knew what real battle was like, and truthfully, it wasn't much different from Muggle warfare. Accuracy with a wand was important, sure, but equally so was situational awareness, physical fitness, and the ability to improvise when things go wrong. And he intended to drill such concepts into them.

Harry called an end to the exercise half an hour later, drawing sighs of relief from the exhausted participants. Many of them sported bumps and bruises from the rough activity, which was perfect for the next item on his agenda. He had Dahlia teach everyone how to cast an Anti-Inflammation Charm and how to stitch up minor cuts. It was far from the most severe injuries they would face in a real battle, but a perfect starting point to learn basic medicinal magic.

To conclude the lesson, Harry summoned a row of target dummies and had students take turns firing Stunning Spells at them. He was once again glad he'd chosen to start with the fundamentals; most of their shots were far off-target, their lack of discipline combining with their physical fatigue to affect their aim.

"I don't care if you're tired!" Harry shouted as student after student groaned in frustration at their lack of success. "A Death Eater will still be trying to kill you even if you just got done sprinting a marathon! You have to get used to performing your best under less-than-ideal circumstances if you want to survive."

Harry could feel the resentment building towards him as he drilled every student on their sloppy technique. That was fine...he wasn't here to be their friend. He would be the bad cop who instilled discipline into them, and Neville could swoop in and be the hero they flock towards. They would thank him later for his tough approach when they were in the thick of battle, where only their instincts stood between them and imminent death.

At the meeting's conclusion, Harry gave them all the same homework assignment he'd given Neville: target practice for at least fifteen minutes a day. Hopefully they all actually did the homework, because next week he would start training them on dueling techniques, and he didn't want to see errant spells flying about the room then.

"Don't forget to sign the parchment before you go!" Hermione reminded everyone. A few looked hesitant to do so – in addition to the threat of physical ailment if they reneged on the deal, most clearly hadn't had as much fun today as they expected. Still, not a single person refrained from signing before trudging out of the Room towards their dorms, completely spent.

"I think that went well," Harry nodded in satisfaction. The trio murmured in vague agreement; Hermione was propped up against one wall, legs wobbling, while Neville and Ron didn't even bother with appearances, limbs splayed outwards as they lay flat on their backs on the ground.

"Not all of us are Quidditch athletes, Harry," Neville wheezed. "I think I'd die if you asked me to fight right now."

"You would," Harry agreed. "And that's the whole point, isn't it? To prepare you all for what's coming. This is child's play compared to what real battle is like."

"We know, mate," Ron huffed. "That's why we're here. Just let us have this moment to wallow, will ya?"

Harry chuckled, and left the Room soon after to return to Ravenclaw Tower. He came across Luna just down the hall, sitting on the bottom step of a stairway, massaging her ankles.

"Hello there, Harry," she greeted him with a weak smile. "Just catching my breath."

"Want a hand?" Harry offered. She accepted, legs wobbling as Harry pulled her upright and led the way back to their dorms, Luna leaning heavily against his arm for support.

"That was quite illuminating," Luna remarked. "I never realized just how hard you worked to prepare for battle."

"It's not something I do just for fun," Harry agreed. "Do you think it will be helpful?"

"Yes, I do. We all do, I imagine, or we wouldn't have come, would we?"

"I guess," Harry chuckled. "We'll see how many actually show up to the second meeting, I suppose."

"I think you'll be pleasantly surprised," Luna said matter-of-factly. It was moments like these that Harry wondered if Luna was just trying to make him feel better, or if she had actual premonitions about the future. It was part of what endeared him to the girl so much.

It also reminded him that he hadn't checked in with her progress in a while. "How are you enjoying Divination this year?" he asked. "Firenze is quite interesting, don't you think?"

"He truly is," Luna agreed. "He has taken special interest in me this year, I think. He showed me some extra techniques and exercises to 'expand my awareness', as he put it."

"Huh. And do you think they've helped?"

"Maybe," Luna shrugged noncommittally. Harry winced; he hated to see her so self-conscious and unconfident in her abilities. He needed to encourage her to embrace her gifts.

"Don't doubt yourself, Luna," he assured her. "You've told me things that nobody could have possibly known about the future. Have you had any odd premonitions lately? Or just bad feelings you can't shake?"

Luna pondered this in silence for a moment. "I worry about your father sometimes," she admitted. "I've never met him, of course, but whenever I think of him, I fear something bad may happen to him."

Harry sighed; he was afraid of that. "You think he's going to get sacked?" he asked. "He's been in a lot of hot water with Fudge lately."

"It's hard to describe in words," Luna said, brow furrowed in concentration. "It feels like...he's going to take the fall for somebody else. Someone who deserves it more."

Harry frowned at this disturbing thought. "What d'you mean, 'take the fall'?" he asked. "Like literally, or figuratively?"

"Firenze says we shouldn't think in terms of metaphor," said Luna. "But I don't know how to describe it any better than that."

Harry mulled this over. Take the fall for somebody else...did that mean him? Would James be punished for something Harry did? That was the fear that had plagued Harry all term, a fear that it seemed may in fact be well-founded. If he became the reason James was fired as an Auror, he didn't know if he could forgive himself. He resolved to keep his head down and stay out of trouble to reduce the chances of that happening.

Despite Luna's disturbing warning, Harry found himself in a particularly good mood as the winter term drew to a close. He finally had a firm handle on his homework, and was on good terms with all of his classmates again, able to spend his free time enjoying their company. Several attendees of the defense meeting approached him in the coming weeks to say how inspired they'd become to get fit and work on their spell-casting, and on multiple occasions Harry stumbled across somebody working on their accuracy in an empty classroom. It felt good to know he hadn't scared anyone away with his strict regimen.

As the winter term drew to a close, Harry arrived in the Great Hall for breakfast to discover a commotion over at the Gryffindor table. Curious, he wandered over in that direction, only to see students walking up to Dahlia to offer her hugs and words of congratulation. "What's going on?" he asked as he approached.

"Mum did it!" Dahlia beamed, waving a copy of the Daily Prophet at him before launching herself at him with a hug. "She actually did it!"

"Did what?" Harry asked, accepting the paper as a giddy Dahlia returned to celebrating with her friends. He took in the headline and beamed:

REVOLUTIONARY WEREWOLF CURE APPROVED FOR CONSUMPTION

By Sabrina Vane, The Daily Prophet

'Last night, the Department of Regulations for Magical Potions announced their approval of a new recipe designed to cure lycanthropy. Recent testing on human subjects has proven to be 100% effective and safe for consumption, suggesting a future in which the werewolf scourge may be eradicated from our society once and for all.

The breakthrough formula was discovered by newly-minted Potions Master Lily Evans-Potter, who provided the following statement to the Prophet:

"I would like to thank the Ministry for accepting our application and allowing access to our life-changing potion for werewolves across Britain (and the world). We have managed to secure overseas funding to ensure that anyone afflicted with this horrible disease can get the instant relief they deserve free of charge, and we encourage any and all werewolves to apply for immediate treatment. Thank you to Remus Lupin for his assistance and inspiration for the project, and thanks also to Severus Snape for his constant mentorship and advice throughout the testing process. I couldn't have done it without you, Sev."

The potion is currently being mass-produced and will be available starting early next year. The Prophet joins the public in thanking Master Evans-Potter for her miraculous cure, which will change the lives of hundreds of registered British werewolves (and many thousands more beyond). Her contribution to society will be remembered for generations to come.

It only calls into further question why Mrs. Evans-Potter remains married to James Potter, one of the more controversial and instigatory figures in our world. He continues to face criticism for his failures to keep our people safe, including a string of recent vandalisms in Diagon Alley, which—' (more on pg. 8)

Harry tossed the paper aside, not interested in hearing more slanderous nonsense about his father. This was a celebratory day! He knew just how much this would mean to his mother – the culmination of years of hard work, finally paying off and earning her worldwide recognition. He returned to the Ravenclaw table, where more people who had read the article offered congratulations of their own. Even Percy's antics during that morning's DADA lesson couldn't dampen his good mood.

It was moments like this that reminded Harry just how lucky he was. If it weren't for the threat of war looming outside the castle, Harry thought he might just be having the ideal Hogwarts experience. He was on top of his class academically, captain of the Quidditch team, and clearly popular among his peers. People looked up to him and respected him, even the older students, who recognized that he was on the fast track to a position of power within their society. And most importantly, he had a family who loved him, a family he was unbelievably proud to call his.

This is what I came back for, Harry thought to himself. The chance to do it all again the right way. And I'm actually pulling it off.

He should have known better than to get lulled into a false sense of complacency.

On the final night of term before returning home for the holidays, Harry was awoken quite suddenly by a frantic hand shaking his shoulder. He bolted upright, reaching for his wand, wondering who had gotten through the defensive wards around his bed—

"Relax, Harry," said the calming voice of Professor Flitwick. "I need you to come with me."

Flitwick handed him his glasses, and when the diminutive professor's face came into clarity, Harry clearly saw the worry and fear etched in his wizened face.

"Sir…?" Harry asked tentatively. "Is something the matter?"

"Quickly, my boy," said Flitwick, hurrying towards the door and beckoning for Harry to follow. He did so, grabbing his wand and a sweater before exiting the dorm.

Harry followed Flitwick all the way to Dumbledore's office, still blinking away sleep and wondering what on earth could be the matter. The professor led the way up the spiral steps and into the Headmaster's office, which to Harry's surprise was full of people. And the sight made his heart drop.

Seated in the nearest armchair was his own sister Dahlia, trembling and rocking forward and backward while clutching herself tightly. Standing in the corner was Neville, flanked on either side by Mark Davis and Severus Snape. And pacing to and fro behind his desk was Dumbledore himself, looking quite worried.

Harry met eyes with Neville at once, and saw the terrified look in the boy's expression. And Harry realized that, in the excitement of the last few weeks, he had made a huge mistake.

Bloody hell, he thought. I forgot about the snake attack.

"Harry, please have a seat," said Dumbledore, gesturing to the empty chair beside Dahlia's. Instead, Harry squeezed in next to his sister, and she curled up into his lap, clutching him tightly for support.

"Who?" Harry asked at once as he gently stroked her hair. He already suspected what had happened.

Dumbledore surveyed him for a moment before answering. "Your father was attacked earlier this evening," he said. "You know where he was stationed, what he was guarding—"

"The thing that doesn't matter?" Harry answered, doing his best to keep his anger in check. "In the place that isn't actually in any danger?"

"I know you and I have had our differences on this matter—" Dumbledore said placatingly.

"Never mind that now," Harry muttered...no need to upset Dahlia further. "What's happened? Is he alive?"

"Barely," Dumbledore said grimly. "He is being treated at St. Mungo's as we speak. If it weren't for Neville here, we may not have found him in time."

"He just woke up and started thrashing about in his bed," said Mark, his face white with shock. "I ran and found Professor Snape as soon as I could."

"And it is a good thing you did," Dumbledore nodded. "Your efforts may have saved Auror Potter's life."

"But I don't understand," Mark muttered. "How would Neville know? Auror Potter doesn't work in the castle anymore…"

"I'm afraid the answer to that question is rather complicated, Mr. Davis," Dumbledore grimaced. "And I would ask that you keep the finer details to yourself for now. Severus, will you please escort Mr. Davis back to his dorm?"

Snape nodded and gestured for the sixth-year boy to follow him out of the office. Mark gave Neville a reassuring pat on the back before doing so, leaving Neville, Harry and Dahlia alone with the Headmaster.

"I'm s-sorry H-Harry," Neville said weakly, looking desperately guilty. "I t-tried to keep him out of my head, like you taught me, but it j-just overwhelmed me—"

"I don't blame you, Neville," Harry said at once. "It wasn't you that did this."

"I wish to clarify a few things from your vision tonight, Neville," said Dumbledore, still pacing to and fro behind his desk. "Can you explain everything again, from the beginning?"

Neville gulped and took a deep breath before nodding. "I...had a vision, in my dreams," he began. "Of that door, in the Department of Mysteries. I've told you about them before."

"You have," Dumbledore nodded.

"Only this time…" said Neville, looking hesitant. "There was a snake there. And it was...hunting for something. And it sensed someone nearby – someone invisible. And it attacked, and I saw that it was Mr. Potter."

Harry realized the source of Neville's hesitation. He, too, had been reluctant to admit the truth of what he'd seen in his original timeline: a first-person view of the attack, from the snake's perspective. As though he himself was the snake, desperate to rip into and kill Arthur Weasley. Only now, it had been his own father that was unfortunate enough to be on duty this evening.

"Can you be a bit more specific?" Dumbledore asked, pausing to stare out the window onto the grounds. "How exactly were you viewing the scene? Were you floating overhead, or viewing from another perspective?"

Neville paused and glanced at the Potters nervously. Harry suddenly realized the dangerous turn this conversation had taken. Dumbledore can't know, he thought. Nagini may be a horcrux. And this could tip Dumbledore off to the fact that Neville is one, too. Was this the critical point in his last timeline that had sealed his fate? Had Dumbledore realized the truth about Harry's scar and begun scheming to have him killed in action? Would this irrevocably change the way the man viewed Neville?

Harry deliberately made eye contact with Neville and frantically shook his head no. Neville's eyes went wide, but he seemed to understand Harry's non-verbal message. He cleared his throat before addressing the Headmaster again.

"I-I guess it was from above, like you suggested," Neville muttered. "K-kinda like I was floating over the scene from afar."

Dumbledore spun around to view Neville at this statement. There was surprise, even confusion in his face for the briefest of moments, before he schooled his features to resume his impassive demeanor.

"How strange," Dumbledore muttered, looking troubled. "Please, continue."

"That's...that's it, basically," Neville finished lamely. "Then my dorm mates were waking me up, and I knew I had to tell someone."

Dumbledore said nothing for a long while, staring out onto the grounds. Harry wondered what was going through the man's head...clearly he had not anticipated Neville's response. Did he have his suspicions about Neville's scar beforehand? Had Neville's lie thrown him off the scent, or would he know that it was not what had actually happened?

"Mr. Potter," said Dumbledore suddenly, turning to face Harry. "Have you been training Neville in Occlumency like we discussed?"

"Yes, sir," Harry gulped. "Once a week, like you requested."

"And has it helped?" Dumbledore asked, addressing Neville.

"Erm...some," Neville muttered. "I thought I was making progress...until tonight, that is."

Dumbledore nodded thoughtfully. "I'm afraid the time has come to turn things over to Professor Snape," he said. "Your efforts are much appreciated, Harry, but we need to let an expert handle things from here."

Neville let out an involuntary whimper of fear, and Harry's stomach dropped. He'd done all he could to keep Neville out of Snape's grasp, remembering just how unpleasant the man's private tutoring had been. But perhaps he'd done enough to help Neville survive the worst of it. And maybe, without Snape's burning hatred of his father looming overhead, Neville might not draw his wrath quite like Harry had.

"As for you two," Dumbledore continued, motioning to Harry and Dahlia, "you are free to go directly to St. Mungo's to be with your family. You may use my Floo."

"Thank you, sir," Harry nodded. "We'll speak over break, Neville, yeah?"

"Okay," Neville muttered forlornly. Harry nudged Dahlia, indicating that she should stand, but she remained coiled in his lap, shaking and trying desperately not to cry. So he instead scooped her up in his arms and walked her directly to the fireplace. Dumbledore helpfully grabbed powder from the urn and activated it for them.

"St. Mungo's!" Harry announced, stepping through the green flames with his sister, hoping for the best but fearing the worst.
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The night that followed was one of the longest of Harry's life.

He and Dahlia were not allowed into the ward to see their father while the Healers frantically worked on him. Sirius and Remus arrived an hour later to stay with them in the hallway, offering empty platitudes and reassurances that everything would turn out okay.

Harry knew that Arthur Weasley had pulled through in his last timeline, but would the same prove true now? What if Neville was too late to raise the alarm? Then a more sickening thought occurred to Harry: what if his Occlumency lessons with the boy had raised his mental barriers enough that he didn't recognize the vision until it was too late? Harry was helpless as the late-night hours wiled away, left to wonder if he'd unintentionally gotten his father killed.

Word didn't come until early morning, the first rays of sun peeking in through the windows when Lily emerged from the ward, looking exhausted but relieved. "He's going to make it," she announced with a tired smile. "He's stable now."

"Thank Merlin," Sirius groaned, sinking back into his chair with relief. "I couldn't imagine...James, being gone...I don't know what I would have done…"

Gone after your other best friend, perhaps? Harry thought grimly, thinking of his last timeline. But he joined in the celebrations, hugging his mother, sister and surrogate uncles in relief.

The Healers wouldn't allow them to see James until late that afternoon. Harry shuffled in behind his mother, clutching Dahlia's hand for support. Their father was heavily bandaged and still under magical sleep, looking sickly and pale but nonetheless breathing. The skin on his bare chest was shiny and unnaturally smooth-looking...the same way Harry's own skin had looked after he survived Pettigrew's explosion two years prior. How much of him did they have to regrow? Harry shuddered at the thought.

"Blimey," Sirius breathed as they stood over his prone form. "He hasn't looked this pale since we slipped doxy eggs into his breakfast in our fifth year. Remember, Moony?"

"Ah, yeah," said Remus with a sad smile. "He spent three days straight in the loo after that, spewing out both ends—"

"For Merlin's sake, you two," Lily huffed, slapping them both on the shoulder. But she too smiled softly at the memory.

Despite the reassurance that their father would pull through, Harry and Dahlia both opted to stay with James for the remainder of the day. Lily, Remus and Sirius returned to their respective homes to get some shut-eye, as the two siblings sat at James' bedside and chatted quietly while he slept.

"How did Neville know that Dad got attacked?" Dahlia asked.

"It's complicated," Harry muttered. "You know how his scar gives him glimpses into Voldemort's mind? Well, it allowed him to see a vision of the snake that attacked Dad. Voldemort likely possessed the snake and forced it to do his bidding."

Dahlia's eyes went wide. "You-Know-Who can possess snakes?" she asked fearfully.

"And people too, if you've forgotten," Harry said pointedly. "Remember the diary?"

Dahlia blanched at this reminder – she herself had been a victim of that particular plot. "Will Neville be alright?" she asked.

"I don't know," Harry admitted quietly. "Dumbledore and Snape are helping him learn Occlumency to block out any potential invasions into his own mind. Just don't make a big deal about it around Neville, and don't talk about it with other people."

"I won't," Dahlia muttered. "I'm just worried about him."

Once again Harry found himself puzzled by the true nature of his sister's relationship with Neville. She'd harbored a childhood crush on him since before Hogwarts, then he'd reciprocated the crush at the Yule Ball, yet now they seemed to be just distant friends. But Harry knew better than to stick his nose into his sister's business, so he kept quiet.

The Healers ushered the two of them out later that evening to attend to James' wounds and let him rest. Dahlia decided to Floo home to Godric's Hollow to get some sleep, and while Harry was quite exhausted himself, he opted to stay in the ward outside James' room. He didn't like the idea of leaving his father alone in such a vulnerable state, and had an odd feeling that something bad could happen to him if he wasn't watched closely.

Harry was jerked awake later that night by a commotion just down the hall. He sat up and turned to see three men marching down the hallway towards him: Minister Fudge, flanked on either side by Lucius Malfoy and Kingsley Shacklebolt. Fudge was determinedly shaking off a Healer that was attempting to stop him from entering the ward.

"Ah, Mr. Potter," said Fudge coldly as they arrived at James' door. "Your father doing alright, then?"

"Looks to be," Harry said guardedly, standing to face the three men suspiciously.

"Glad to hear it," said Fudge, though his tone didn't sound like he meant it at all. "We'll just be popping in for a quick visit."

Fudge made to step around him to the door, but Harry put up a hand to stop him.

"He's resting at the moment," said Harry firmly.

"That's perfectly fine," Fudge said indifferently. "We just need to ask him a few questions, then we'll be on our way."

"He's not taking questions at the moment," said Harry. "He needs time to recover."

"Oh, step aside, Potter," scoffed Lucius. "No need to make your family's predicament even more difficult—"

Harry's wand was in Lucius' face before he could finish his sentence. "Don't even think about it," he snarled.

"Lord Malfoy here is acting as my witness this evening," Fudge said snippily. "Your father was discovered in a restricted area of the Ministry while not on official Auror duty, and inquiries must be made."

"You're not getting in there," Harry said firmly. "No chance."

"I don't have time for your childish games today, Potter," Fudge huffed. "Shacklebolt, detain this boy!"

Kingsley looked startled by this order, hesitating for a moment as he eyed Harry. "Be reasonable, Cornelius," said Kingsley in his deep and reassuring tone. "Young Harry here is obviously distressed after nearly losing his father. Perhaps we'd best come back another day when things are less emotionally charged, as I suggested this morning?"

Fudge deflated slightly at Kingsley's words. He glanced at Lucius – it was obvious to Harry that this surprise questioning had been Malfoy's idea rather than his own. "Hmph...yes, perhaps," Fudge conceded. "But be warned, Mr. Potter: I don't respond well to threats against Ministry officials."

"Good thing Mr. Malfoy here isn't a Ministry official," Harry said coolly as he slowly lowered his wand from Lucius' face. "Perhaps you'd best bring one with you next time? I'm sure Amelia Bones would be happy to accompany you."

"Yes, I'm sure she would," Fudge grumbled. And he turned to exit the ward, Lucius close behind him. Kingsley paused to give Harry a brief 'calm down' hand gesture before following the other two men out of St. Mungo's.

Harry re-took his seat, heart hammering. Of course he knew that he would only cause more problems by butting heads with Fudge (and Malfoy) once again, but he didn't care. There was zero chance he was letting Malfoy anywhere near his father in such a vulnerable state. He would sooner fend off an army of Aurors and Death Eaters combined than risk anything more happening to James.

Luckily, it didn't come to that. The next time Harry woke up from his uneasy sleep, it was to his mother gently shaking his shoulder. "You look dreadful, dear," Lily appraised him. "Why don't you go home and sleep like your sister?"

"I'm fine," Harry yawned. "Is Dad awake yet?"

"Not yet, but the Healers said he might wake up this afternoon. They should let us back in soon."

When they were allowed to enter again, Harry noticed that his father looked marginally better than the day before. He was still unconscious, but his skin was slowly regaining its usual shade and his breathing was no longer shallow and pained. It allowed him to breathe a sigh of relief that the danger had passed and his father would indeed pull through from his injuries.

Remus and Sirius came by again later that day with Dahlia in tow. They sat around in James' room, casually chatting and catching up on Harry and Dahlia's school year. Sirius approved of Harry's secret defense group, though Remus and Lily urged him to be careful and avoid Percy's ire at all costs. According to Lily, Fudge was going spare trying to find reasons to get James fired without causing a firestorm within the Ministry.

"Fudge was here last night, while you were all sleeping," said Harry. "Malfoy was with him."

"He came here?" said Remus, suddenly looking alert. "Whatever for?"

"Said he had questions about my dad's whereabouts," said Harry. "I didn't let them in."

"Fudge and Malfoy wanted to get into James' room, while he was unconscious?" Sirius growled. "The bloody nerve!"

"Kingsley was with them, and he helped defuse the situation," Harry sighed. "But we should probably have someone watching his door at all times. I don't put anything past Malfoy at this point."

"That's a good idea," Remus muttered. "Sirius and I can take turns on the night shift."

"As can I," said Harry. "I don't feel comfortable leaving him alone when he's so weak."

"I'm sure he would have been fine, dear," Lily said placatingly. "Kingsley wouldn't have let anything bad happen to him."

"Yeah, maybe," Harry muttered. He wish he shared her optimism – he knew the lengths Lucius Malfoy would go to knock down a rival. Had they all forgotten about the diary incident already?

There came a knock at the door, and Albus Dumbledore strode into the room. "Is now a good time?" the Headmaster asked politely.

"Of course, Professor," said Lily, jumping from her seat to greet the man at once. "So good of you to stop by."

"I wished to express my deepest condolences for this accident," Dumbledore said in a remorseful tone. "And my relief that Auror Potter is going to pull through. Our world would have lost a great man, a great man indeed."

Harry felt his intense resentment towards the Headmaster returning in full force at these words. Spare us your crocodile tears, he thought angrily. You put him in that hallway knowing something could happen. Knowing that there is nothing of value to be lost within. All of this was completely avoidable.

"You're too kind, sir," Lily said with a small smile as she clasped Dumbledore's hands. "We Potters are forever grateful for all you've done for us, and as soon as James is better, we'll do what we can to—"

"Out."

The rasping voice caught everyone's attention. They turned to see James, still lying flat in bed, but with both bleary eyes opened. His arm was raised weakly in the air, pointing a trembling finger at Dumbledore.

"Did you say something, dear?" Lily said, rushing back to her husband's side.

"You," James rasped, ignoring his wife and continuing to glare at Dumbledore. "Get. Out."

An awkward silence followed. Lily looked gobsmacked by her husband's rebuke, as Dahlia stared wide-eyed between the two men. Dumbledore's face remained expressionless as he processed James' words.

"Of course," Dumbledore said with a polite nod. "I'll give your family some privacy. Also, I wish to inform you all that the next Order meeting will take place this Saturday, though we will all understand if you are unable to attend." And with that, he turned and swept from the room, leaving the four Potters alone again.

"What on earth was that?" Lily demanded, as Harry returned to his father's side. "How can you talk to Albus Dumbledore like that?"

"His fault," James rasped. "Not welcome here."

"Oh, honestly, James!" Lily huffed. "I know you disagreed with the guard rotation scheme, but that's no reason to lose your temper with the man."

A monitor at the bedside beeped, and a Healer rushed into the room to attend to it. "His heart rate is elevated," he said, tapping the monitor to silence it. "I'll need you all to clear the room for a few minutes while we tend to him."

"Certainly," said Lily, standing and motioning for her children to follow. Harry stood, but James suddenly grabbed his wrist and kept him by his side.

"Harry," he said weakly. "Come here."

"Okay," Harry muttered, sitting back down and scooting his chair closer to his father.

"The Order meeting," James said with some effort.

"Don't worry about that, Dad," said Harry at once. "We don't have to be there. You heard Dumbledore; no one would be surprised that we skipped it given what's happened—"

"No," said James firmly. "You will go. Represent the family."

"Me?" Harry frowned. "Erm...alright, if you're sure."

"Deliver a message," James said. "Here is what you will say…"

A bevy of surprised faces greeted Harry when he emerged through the Floo at Grimmauld Place a few days later. He endured a parade of well-wishes, as just about every member of the Order came up to him to express their relief that James survived his attack. Harry politely received each of them, shaking hands and accepting their kind words.

Dumbledore called the meeting to order soon after, and everyone took their places around the conference table. Harry sat directly to Dumbledore's left, opposite Snape, as everyone filled in around them.

"Thank you all for coming," said Dumbledore once everyone was seated. "We are missing a few people this evening, as you can see, but given the circumstances, I think we can all excuse Lily, Remus and Sirius' absences."

"Hear hear," grumbled Moody, as others murmured their own assent.

"Let's begin with the matter of Auror Potter," said Dumbledore solemnly. "As most of you are now aware, he was injured while on guard duty at the Department of Mysteries. Lord Voldemort sent his snake familiar to scout out the area, and it fled after the attack. Thankfully, James was discovered in time and should make a full recovery."

"How was he found so quickly?" asked Molly Weasley.

Dumbledore glanced briefly at Harry before answering. "That, I'm afraid, is a confidential matter. But regardless, we will have additional measures in place to ensure the safety of anyone stationed there in the future."

"So we are expected to continue the guard rotation?" asked Tonks skeptically. "Knowing that one of us might be attacked again?"

"I'm afraid it remains of the utmost importance," said Dumbledore. "Voldemort continues to obsess over the prophecy contained within the Department, and we must prevent him from obtaining it."

Says you, Harry thought mutinously. You don't mind throwing a few Order members under the bus if it means buying yourself a few months' time to prepare. And based on the skeptical looks of the other members, clearly many were thinking the exact same thing.

Dumbledore turned to Snape next. "What news do you bring from the latest Death Eater meeting, Severus?"

"The Dark Lord was most displeased to learn that Auror Potter survived the attack," said Snape. "He is currently furious with Lucius Malfoy, for reasons unbeknownst to me. I suspect that he was ordered to assassinate Potter in St. Mungo's, but he failed to do so."

Harry's heart skipped a beat as all eyes turned to him. He knew instinctively that it was a bad idea to let Malfoy anywhere near his father. To know that he may have indeed saved James' life by refusing him entry was both unsurprising and utterly chilling. I'll make sure you don't survive our next encounter, Lucius, Harry vowed silently.

"I suspected something was afoot when Fudge and Malfoy left the office late that night," said Kingsley. "I insisted on accompanying the Minister, as a bodyguard, and thankfully he agreed. Malfoy seemed displeased by my presence, and by Harry's refusal to grant them entry."

"Please keep me posted on Malfoy's activities within the Ministry in the coming weeks," Dumbledore nodded, before turning back to Snape. "And what do we know of Voldemort's personal plans for the near future?"

"He remains focused on learning the prophecy's contents at all costs," said Snape. "He has not made the specifics of his plans known to me, however."

Because he knows you're a spy, thought Harry. He was beginning to wonder what Dumbledore hoped to achieve with Snape, who was clearly only revealing information Voldemort wanted the Order to know. By relying on his information, Dumbledore was ensuring that the Order was always one or two steps behind Voldemort's plans. It only reinforced the feeling that Harry had walked into today's meeting with.

"Very well," Dumbledore nodded. "Now, our next order of business—"

"Actually, sir," Harry piped up. "While we're on the topic of my father, he has asked me to say a few words in his stead."

"Oh...by all means, Harry," said Dumbledore, gesturing for him to stand. Harry did so, turning his back on the Headmaster to address the others.

"My father wants to say thank you to everyone who has sent their well-wishes over the past week," Harry announced. "He looks forward to reconnecting with each of you once he has fully recovered in the near future. However, he regretfully must announce his withdrawal from the Order of the Phoenix."

There was a shivering second of silence following this statement. Then, all hell broke loose.

"But he can't!" spluttered Kingsley. "Surely he can't!"

"What does this mean for the rest of the Aurors?" asked Tonks fearfully.

"We have to remain together!" exclaimed Arthur Weasley. "Or You-Know-Who will win for certain!"

"I must agree with Arthur," said Dumbledore, looking alarmed. "I find this decision troubling and counter-productive. What reasons could he possibly have for leaving?"

"My father remains committed to fighting the threat of Voldemort," said Harry simply. "However, he has lost confidence in Albus Dumbledore to lead us through this war, and does not wish to take his orders any longer."

The Order looked positively stunned at this announcement. Then Mundungus Fletcher scoffed, "Well, if Potter's out, I'm sure as hell not sticking around." A few of the Aurors glared at him mutinously, while many others seemed on the verge of agreeing with him outright.

"My father does not wish to encourage others to leave the Order," said Harry. "Nor does he intend to start his own following. He will coordinate with the Order when he deems it necessary, but no longer wishes to be a participating member."

Everyone remained frozen in place, looking from Harry to Dumbledore, as though unsure what to do.

"Well, I'm disappointed to hear this," said Dumbledore mildly. "I can't imagine he can be convinced to change his mind?"

"He says that any owls addressed to him at the Ministry will reach him, once he recovers of course," Harry shrugged. "My mother and I will also be resigning our memberships, for the record. I cannot speak for Sirius Black and Remus Lupin, but I am sure they will inform you of their own decisions shortly. Good day."

With that, Harry turned and left the room before anyone could stop him. As he reached the fireplace and activated the Floo, he heard the shouts and commotion behind him signaling that the Order meeting had officially descended into chaos.

Harry knew that this announcement would be devastating news to many of the members. James Potter was nearly as respected as Albus Dumbledore, and to learn that the two public figures were now at odds would no doubt shake their resolve. Hopefully it'll make them think twice before taking blind orders, Harry thought hopefully. Who knew which one of them would be thrown into harm's way next in the name of some greater good?

His statement was not entirely truthful, of course. James didn't wish to turn anyone completely away from the fight against Voldemort, and he was ready and willing to recruit members to his own Order if they split off from Dumbledore's ranks. But for now, there was value in having two separate groups tackling the same problem from different angles, so that one flawed individual wasn't calling all of the shots. Harry agreed with the logic, and he hoped everyone else would too once they calmed down from the initial panic of the decision.

There was no time to second-guess the decision, either. The following evening saw yet another Order meeting, this time of the Stag variety, as Harry took the Floo to Remus' home. This splinter group deserved to learn what had happened at Grimmauld Place the night before, and make their own decisions about the future.

Harry strode into the dining room; at once, Sirius, Remus, Alessia, Amelia Bones, Dale Greengrass, and Barty Crouch Sr. stood to greet him. There was also an unknown woman seated to Sirius' left; Harry did a double-take and nearly drew his wand on the woman, heart skipping a beat as he thought he recognized her.

"Harry, have you met my cousin Andromeda?" asked Sirius, gesturing to the austere-looking witch. "She's Tonks' mother."

"I refuse to call my Nymphadora by her surname," Andromeda sniffed haughtily, extending her hand. "Pleasure to meet you, Harry."

"Likewise," Harry nodded. He now saw the striking resemblance she bore to her older sister Bellatrix, which had caused his initial knee-jerk reaction. He knew from his previous timeline that Andromeda had been struck from the Black family tree for marrying a Muggle-born, but with Sirius now acting as Lord Black, she must be back in the family's good graces.

"How's your father doing, Harry?" asked Dale worriedly as everyone took their seats.

"He's on the mend," said Harry. "The Healers want to keep him for a few more days, but they've finally figured out how to stop the bleeding."

"Good, that's good," sighed Amelia Bones. "But he's feeling well enough to travel tonight?"

"Er...not exactly," said Harry. "He won't be here this evening. I'll be running the meeting in his stead."

There were looks of confusion around the table. "No disrespect, Harry," said Remus slowly. "But this group was your father's idea. Perhaps we'd best wait for him to recover before we meet."

"And what if my father had been killed by that snake?" Harry asked pointedly. "Would this little group disappear? Would our efforts against Voldemort be wasted? He would want us to continue on without him."

"But he's not dead," Remus pointed out. "And he's the one with the most power to affect change here."

"Not necessarily," said Harry. "The Auror Office is an important piece, but there are many angles of attack. Mr. Greengrass has been working with the Wizengamot, Mr. Crouch with the international community, and Sirius has been attacking the Death Eaters' finances."

"And we 'ave been working with ze werewolves," Alessia reminded Remus. "I think 'Arry is right...we all 'ave something to contribute."

"I personally wish to spend as little time in Britain as possible," bristled Barty Crouch. "I will share what I have here and it can be relayed to James at a later date."

"Very well," Amelia sighed. "Where should we begin?"

"The Order of the Phoenix," said Harry. "My parents and I have withdrawn our membership. My dad does not trust Dumbledore any longer."

"What?!" Remus exclaimed. "We can't separate ourselves from Dumbledore! He's the only person who can stand against You-Know-Who!"

"That doesn't mean he should be calling all the shots in this war," Harry retorted. "His decision-making has led to a lot of people getting hurt or killed for no good reason. This incident in the Department of Mysteries was the final straw."

"Well, if James is leaving Dumbledore's Order, then so am I," said Sirius decisively.

"You should keep going to meetings," Harry encouraged him. "We may not want to take orders from Dumbledore anymore, but we need to know what he's up to all the same. Besides, their headquarters are at Grimmauld Place, which gives us leverage if we need it."

"Leverage," Sirius grumbled unhappily. "Everything I own is just bloody leverage now."

"Look on the bright side," Harry pointed out. "The Black family is rolling in their graves right now watching you use their wealth as a weapon against their favored Dark Lord."

Sirius had to chuckle at this thought. "Maybe I ought to just strike Bellatrix and Narcissa off the tree right now," he mused. "My darling mother would spontaneously combust."

"It's more useful to keep them under the Black family umbrella," Andromeda pointed out. "In case we need to extend our leverage against them as well."

"What, so that little shit Draco can make a play at Lord Black?" Sirius scoffed. "As if I'd give him the chance."

"That goes both ways, cousin," Andromeda pointed out. "What if Lucius Malfoy or Rabastan Lestrange were to die? As Lord Black, you could theoretically make a claim for their assets. There are ancient family laws and agreements in place that allow for such maneuvers."

"Damn pure-blood politics," Amelia Bones grumbled unhappily.

"I'm not thrilled about it either, Lia," Sirius chuckled. "I already have more money than I know how to spend. What good would it do to seize the Malfoy or Lestrange fortunes?"

"Because it means Voldemort can't get at them anymore," Harry pointed out. "Even if you don't succeed, freezing their accounts while a claim is made could buy us valuable time. Waging a war is expensive."

"Don't I know it," Sirius grumbled. "Dumbledore has requested more funds at least three times since summer. I suppose we'll cross that bridge when we get to it."

Harry turned to Crouch next. "How are things in France?" he asked. "Have you made contact with Mr. Delacour?"

"Indeed I have," said Crouch. "He has made inquiries within the French Ministry, but there is little interest in assisting Britain on this matter. However, he believes we may have more luck with the ICW."

"The ICW?" Harry asked.

"The International Confederation of Warlocks," explained Crouch. "Every wizarding nation has a representative, and they meet once per year. It is mostly a diplomatic organization, but it does have the capacity to conscript an army if enough vote for it. The last time it happened was during Grindelwald's War."

"Isn't Dumbledore the Supreme Mugwump of the ICW?" asked Lupin aloud.

"He was, up until a few months ago," muttered Dale Greengrass bitterly. "He was voted out by the Wizengamot over the summer for defying Fudge's story about You-Know-Who being abroad."

"Who is the British representative?" Harry asked.

"There hasn't been a set representative since the last one resigned in the 70's," Dale explained. "The Wizengamot appoints one member every year to attend meetings and report back."

"We should make sure it's you this year," Harry said firmly. "We need someone there that can advocate on Britain's behalf."

Dale blanched at this suggestion. "That, well, may make me some enemies," he said. "It's usually Avery or Nott or one of their lot."

"That cannot happen," Harry said firmly. "If Britain's own representative is advocating against foreign aid, what hope is there? With respect, Mr. Greengrass, the time for neutrality is over. You need to make your stance known and align with the Light, lest we allow the Dark faction to take over."

"You don't understand politics, Harry," said Dale. "The Greengrass family has successfully maintained neutrality for centuries. I would be throwing all of that hard work away, and potentially jeopardizing my own family in the process."

"My family is about as jeopardized as it gets," Harry said pointedly. "But we always do what is right, no matter the consequences."

"Right, too right," Dale muttered, not sounding too convinced. To Harry it seemed glaringly obvious what must be done, but he did understand the man's reluctance. How would Daphne's reputation within the castle be affected if news got out that their father had aligned with the Potters? Would the Greengrass clan become a higher-profile target for Voldemort in the coming war if Dale made problems for him in the courts?

"Regardless of who the representative is," said Crouch, "how are we going to persuade the other nations to send troops here?"

"By convincing them that Voldemort poses a threat to their own citizens," said Harry. "We'll use this Albania cover story as a starting point, then make the argument that he will wish to expand his sphere of influence abroad. I should write to Krum about that...if he can convince the Bulgarian representative to advocate for our cause, plus some of the surrounding Balkans, we might stand a chance."

"You fancy yourself a world politician, Mr. Potter?" Crouch smirked. "It's a nasty game, but I reckon you might be a fair hand at it."

"I just want Voldemort dead," said Harry frankly. "And I don't care how many bridges get burned in the process. If this war ends with my family's reputation in the mud and that bastard gone, that will be okay with me."

"I will speak with the French representative, then," said Crouch. "The next ICW summit is in early June, so we have some time to start amassing support."

"Good," Harry nodded. "Lastly, I'd like to discuss Azkaban."

"The prison?" asked Amelia Bones. "What of it?"

"Voldemort will attempt to breach it soon," said Harry. "Can you authorize more security to prevent a mass break-out?"

"Not without Fudge's approval," Amelia muttered. "I can try to convince him to up the number of dementors on duty—"

"Not dementors," Harry shook his head. "They can be turned against the Ministry too easy by a Dark Lord like Voldemort. We need real, human guards there to prevent an attack."

"You would put more lives at risk, Harry?" Remus asked gently. "Isn't this exactly what you and James criticized Dumbledore of doing at the Department of Mysteries?"

"The difference is, Azkaban actually matters," Harry pointed out. "Do we really want Bellatrix Lestrange and a dozen more deadly threats out on the streets again?"

Nobody could argue that point. Amelia still looked troubled, however. "I'll see what I can do," she sighed. "Fudge has not been a fan of mine lately, since I refused to pursue legal charges against James for his out-of-bounds incident."

"And there's really nothing to be done about Fudge?" Harry groaned, turning to Dale. "We can't call for a vote of no confidence or anything?"

"Sure, we could," Dale shrugged. "But it would fail, as nobody wants to ruffle feathers right now. And it would only increase the odds of anyone opposing Fudge getting the boot."

Harry nodded glumly. Despite Crouch's insistence to the contrary, Harry hated the game of politics and resented that he even had to attempt to play it. He felt backed into a corner, forced to fight this war with one arm tied behind his back despite all of his advance knowledge of future events. All he could do was persevere and do whatever he could without risking his neck – or that of his friends and family.

The meeting was adjourned soon after, and the group began to disperse, with Crouch, Bones and Greengrass all heading directly to the Floo to return to their duties. Remus and Sirius both approached Harry and clapped him appreciatively on the shoulders like proud uncles.

"That went alright, I think," Harry sighed.

"You did brilliantly," Sirius beamed, giving Harry a hug. "Your father would've been proud to see you take charge like that today."

"You may be young, but you are a natural leader," Remus agreed. "None of us like to think what might have happened if we lost James, but I know you would carry on in his stead if it came to it."

"Let's hope that doesn't become necessary," Harry groaned. "Congratulations on the potion approval, by the way. How's progress coming along?"

"It's going tremendously well," Remus smiled. "Thankfully, the Department of Regulations for Magical Potions operates largely independent of the Ministry at large, so they weren't swayed by Fudge's nonsense trying to slow us down. Want a tour of the new facility?"

"Sure," Harry agreed.

Remus led the way down into the basement, which had been magically expanded several times since Harry's last visit. It now resembled a miniature factory, with cauldrons simmering on low heat, a slew of measuring devices on long tables, and endless rows of cabinets, each full of supplies and vials.

Remus led the way towards the back of the space, into a chilled room separate from the rest of the facility. Harry felt a wave of magic pass over him as they crossed the threshold into the room. "This is where we keep the most sensitive ingredients," Remus explained. "I imagine you're familiar with this one?"

He tapped his finger to a cabinet full of vials, each filled with a putrid green liquid that Harry recognized at once. "Basilisk venom," Harry muttered. "Did all this come from the one in the Chamber of Secrets?"

"Heavens, no," Remus chuckled. "These have been imported from basilisk farms abroad, mostly in South America. Prohibitively expensive, which is why we badly needed Ministry funding to move forward. Each vial contains around twenty drops of venom, and is worth a small fortune by itself."

Harry whistled at the thought. He knew from his correspondences with Bill just how hard it was to obtain basilisk venom, even on the black market. The man had been trying to obtain it for months now with little luck, to deal with their little horcrux problem. And here it was, staring Harry in the face through a glass pane...the potential solution to un-tethering Voldemort's soul from this reality.

"And here's the finished product," said Remus, turning to a sealed container at the very back of the room. He muttered a pass phrase under his breath that Harry didn't catch, and it snapped open, releasing a white cloud of condensation. Remus reached in and delicately withdrew a small vial of liquid, handing it to Harry for examination. The teen stared in wonder at the swirling liquid, a mixture of fiery orange and deep green – the duality of the phoenix and the basilisk, working in unlikely harmony.

"This is the stuff that can cure werewolves?" Harry asked in wonder.

"Sure is," Remus grinned. "The crowning achievement of your mother's career. The basilisk venom seeks out and destroys the lycanthropy in the body, while the phoenix tears prevent it from ravaging the rest of the body."

"Brilliant!" Harry smiled. He had never imagined such a thing to be possible, and felt immense pride in what Lily had accomplished. He'd often assumed in his last timeline that people were only exaggerating his parents' brilliance for his benefit, but to see it firsthand was truly awe-inspiring.

"Darling?" a voice called out from the main facility; Alessia walked into the room, dressed in a white lab coat. "Can you 'elp me for a moment? One of ze cauldrons boiled over and made a mess."

"Of course," said Remus, delicately taking the vial back from Harry and stowing it away. "Don't wander off too far, Harry, I'll be right back." And he hustled off after his girlfriend to tend to the accident.

Harry's eyes were immediately drawn back to the cabinet of basilisk venom. With a glance over his shoulder, he pulled the cabinet door open and cast a quick diagnostic charm on the row of vials. He sensed a handful of enchantments on each one: an alert ward tied to the door, an anti-theft charm, and some kind of identification charm, likely tied to whatever device kept track of inventory in the facility.

Working quickly, Harry picked up a vial and deactivated the first two enchantments on it while leaving the third intact. Hopefully the latter would trick the system into believing all the vials were still accounted for, and nobody would catch the discrepancy for some time. He then slipped the vial into his pocket and closed the cabinet door before casually strolling out of the room.

He felt badly for stealing from his mother's business, especially such an expensive and dangerous product. But he knew it was for a good cause. Destroying the soul of the most dangerous Dark wizard of the century seemed like a noble enough reason to commit a victimless crime.

After a brief tour of the rest of the facility and fighting to maintain a straight face, Harry excused himself and returned home to Godric's Hollow. He immediately brought the basilisk venom into his room and locked it in his closet, throwing several protective wards around it for good measure so no one accidentally stumbled across it.

Luckily, it wouldn't have to remain hidden there for long. He had a meeting with Saul and Bill the following week, which he made sure to confirm via owl. The three hadn't communicated much over the past few months, as each was busy with their own work. Harry had school, Bill had work on top of his discreet inquiries about the horcruxes, and Saul was ostensibly preparing the Department of Mysteries for an imminent Death Eater invasion.

They met the day before New Year's Eve, with the Ministry nearly empty from all the employees out on holiday. Saul didn't look particularly thrilled to be there, nor did Bill, who arrived slightly late and looking frazzled.

"Sorry I'm late," he muttered as he shut the door to Saul's office behind him. "Been busy lately."

"Work with the goblins keeping you occupied?" Saul asked sympathetically.

"Erm...well, work, and other things," Bill said evasively, face flushing red a bit.

"Like a Veela girlfriend?" Harry asked with a knowing smile.

Bill turned to him, astonished. "You knew about that?" he chuckled. "Well, I suppose you did compete against her last year in the Tournament…"

"Yes, Fleur's an old acquaintance," Harry agreed. Though he hadn't learned of the budding relationship from her, either. He could read between the lines, having corresponded with both Bill and Fleur over recent months and hearing them both skirt around the topic of relationships outside of work. And given what he knew from the previous timeline, it wasn't hard to put two and two together.

"Well, I'd say you're a right lucky bastard," Saul huffed as he rolled his eyes at Bill's bashfulness. "But we have more pressing matters to attend to. What do you have for us today, Harry?"

"This," said Harry, as he pulled the vial of basilisk venom out of his pocket Both Saul's and Bill's eyes went wide.

"Where the bloody hell did you get that?" Bill demanded. "I've been trying to source some for weeks!"

"Nicked it from my Mum's potion stores," said Harry.

"That was incredibly reckless," Saul scoffed. "What if someone comes looking for it?"

"I'll come up with some excuse," Harry shrugged. "But either way, what's done is done. Shall we do the honors?"

"Allow me," said Bill grimly, as he gently took the vial from Harry. "I've overseen a handful of horcrux destructions in my time abroad, so I know what needs to be done."

Saul led the way into his secret sub-office, reaching into a cabinet to retrieve the small marble box that contained the locket horcrux. He set it on the table in the center of the room and opened the lid. Harry felt a wave of malevolent magic wash over him; he shuddered and suppressed the sudden instinct to flee.

"The marble should contain the venom," Bill explained as he cautiously approached the box. "But I should warn you: the magic of the horcrux might fight back once it realizes it's being threatened. Be on your guard."

"You think the locket could attack us?" Saul asked worriedly.

"More likely the magic will lash out against our souls," said Bill. "Have your Occlumency barriers ready just in case it attempts something like a possession."

That was certainly foreboding. Harry drew his wand and steeled himself as Bill prepared the vial. He uncorked it and conjured a small stopper over the lid, tilting it over the locket. The golden device looked innocuous enough as Bill gently poured three droplets onto its metallic surface.

For a moment, the green liquid sizzled softly on the outer shell of the locket. Then, as it began to seep through into the inner chamber, the locket abruptly popped open of its own accord. Harry, Bill and Saul caught a brief glimpse of a bright red eye, leering up at them from within the locket.

Then, they were violently expelled backwards. Harry hit the wall behind him and slid to the ground as a maelstrom seemingly erupted from the marble box – a swirling dark cloud of evil magic that was somehow sentient, exerting its malevolent will upon them.

"Harry James Potter," a disembodied voice whispered directly in his ear. Harry flinched – it was as though Lord Voldemort was inches away from his face. "I have seen your heart, and it is mine."

Harry felt a vicious assault upon his mind and struggled to keep the foreign presence out. He realized now just why Neville was having such a hard time – Voldemort was no easy presence to repel, his magic worming its way into seemingly every crevasse of his mind, viewing his memories at will. Feeding on his deepest fears.

"You will never belong in this world," the voice of Voldemort taunted him. "You are an impostor. Your parents will never love you once they learn the truth. Your dear sister will resent you for stealing her only brother away. You should have chosen death when you had the chance."

You're not real, Harry thought, struggling to keep the dark presence away. You're just feeding on my emotions and fears. You don't really know me.

The swirling maelstrom grew in size and intensity, and Harry was forced to clamp his eyes shut and cover his ears from the chaos. He could hear the muffled groans of Saul and Bill nearby, telling him that they, too, were struggling with the evil spirit. Harry could only cower in the corner and pray that the venom would do its job, that the entity would be destroyed along with its host…

As if on cue, the disembodied voice of Voldemort gave an inhuman screech of pain. It began to gurgle and choke as the maelstrom faded, allowing Harry to open his eyes once more. The powerful magic had receded, like a genie returning to its bottle. Despite the continued feeling of foreboding, Harry forced himself to his feet, feeling compelled to witness the end for himself.

He strode forward and peered cautiously into the marble box. The venom had eaten its way cleanly through the locket now, leaving a hole in both shells and a rotting husk of what was once its insides. The scream of Voldemort was fading now, in its final death throes. Then the locket abruptly broke apart, falling to pieces as a wisp of black smoke rose from the box and disappeared, the scream going with it. The room was eerily silent now as Harry stared blankly at the remains of what had once been part of Voldemort's soul.

Bill and Saul gingerly picked themselves up from the floor, looking shell-shocked. "That was awful," Bill groaned, clutching his head.

"Congratulations on having the Dark Lord in your head and surviving," Harry said sardonically.

"Did you hear what it was saying?" said Saul weakly. "It told me things about myself...things I thought nobody knew…"

"It feeds on your insecurities," said Harry. "The magic is probably designed to make you flee once it feels threatened. Luckily, it didn't count on us using basilisk venom."

"About that," Bill grimaced, holding up the vial. It was cracked along one of its sides, and only about a third of the original volume of liquid remained. "Some of it spilled when we were thrown back. We lost a bit of the venom before I could repair the vial." He pointed to a shallow divot in the ground, where the spilled venom had no doubt been happily eating away until Bill could Vanish it.

"As long as we have enough to destroy any others we find," Saul muttered.

"Maybe one or two more," Bill sighed as he examined the remains. "After that we'll have to find more. Unless either of you two can cast Fiendfyre?"

"Come again?" said Harry.

"Morbid joke," Bill laughed hollowly. "Don't ever mess with Fiendfyre. It can destroy horcruxes, but not even the goblins mess with it. Too dangerous and difficult to control."

Of course Harry's mind immediately resolved to research Fiendfyre and determine its risks for himself. You can take the boy out of Gryffindor… he thought bemusedly.

"Well, I can't say this method was all that fun, either," said Saul, eyeing the broken locket warily. "Hopefully the others aren't nearly this bad."

"Look on the bright side," Harry pointed out. "At least this horcrux didn't summon a deadly centuries-old monster and threaten hundreds of Muggle-borns at a boarding school."

Both Bill and Saul looked appalled by Harry's quip. I thought we were doing gallows humor today? Harry thought, shaking his head.

"So let's go over what we know," said Saul, turning his attention to a whiteboard on the wall. "The diary and the locket are now destroyed, and the diadem has been reincorporated into the Dark Lord's body. We now have good reason to believe Hufflepuff's Cup is another one." As he spoke, a charmed marker began to chart out the known horcruxes for them to see.

"That's four," Bill muttered. "Theoretically leaving two unaccounted for."

"The snake," said Harry, realization dawning on him. "Voldemort has a snake familiar named Nagini. It attacked my dad."

"You think it's a horcrux?" asked Bill, looking skeptical.

"Neville witnessed the attack," said Harry. "Only, he saw it through the snake's perspective, the same way he can see through Voldemort's perspective. It has to be, hasn't it?"

"That stands to reason," Saul muttered. "I've never heard about a living horcrux before, but I suppose if Longbottom himself is one, it clearly isn't impossible." The charmed marker wrote 'Snake' underneath the other four objects listed.

"That leaves a sixth we don't know about," Bill mused. "And we're certain it isn't the Sword of Gryffindor? It matches the pattern of the Founders' objects."

"I seriously doubt it," Harry frowned. "It wasn't one in my last timeline, and I can't see how Voldemort would have gotten his hands on it this time."

"It would make sense for him to try and complete the set," said Saul thoughtfully. "Especially knowing that his diary was destroyed. We should consider it a strong possibility."

The charmed marker wrote 'Sword' on the list, with a large question mark beside it.

"It can't have been the sixth one, though," Harry pointed out. "There's still one we don't know about. Any ideas what it could be?"

"Your guess is as good as ours," Bill shrugged. "Your job is to research his past, isn't it? Look for clues about what he values and such?"

"I'm working on it," Harry grumbled. He supposed a conversation with Augusta Longbottom was long overdue, and mentally made plans to find a way to visit the Longbottoms sooner than later.

"What about the shack at Little Hangleton?" asked Saul. "We've known about it for months and haven't moved on it yet."

"We should do so soon," Bill agreed. "I recommend we wait for the snow to melt, so it's less likely we leave evidence of our presence behind."

"How about Spring Break?" Harry suggested. "I should be able to sneak away around then without drawing notice." The other two grumbled in agreement at this.

Despite the unpleasantness of the locket attack, Harry left the meeting feeling uplifted. Progress was slow, but it was still progress. Another horcrux had been destroyed, one had likely been identified, and another was likely to be found at Little Hangleton in due course. On top of that, plans were in motion to strengthen Britain's defenses from both within and without the Ministry, and Voldemort remained completely unaware of their progress against him.

Harry still felt like he was walking a thin tightrope at all times, with one small push threatening to send him careening into the abyss. But he was getting more sure of himself and his ability to balance the many disparate forces at play. His father had avoided death and punishment from the guard duty incident, and Dumbledore no longer held firm control of the Potters. And better yet, Harry's fellow students were learning to be self-sufficient and not rely on the adults to solve all their problems anymore. All thanks to his firm leadership.

Maybe Crouch was right: Harry hated politics, but he was getting pretty good at playing the game.
Year 5-10: Bruised Egos

It was at times like this that Harry resented being trapped in a younger body. After a busy winter break attending to the war, the last thing he wanted was to return to daily homework and the school rumor mill. He'd felt like an adult for some time now, but was still expected to attend Hogwarts for two and a half more years. There was too much to do, so much to accomplish in the outside world for him to still be worrying over trivialities like O.W.L.'s and Quidditch.

But at the same time, he was rather uniquely equipped to prepare the other students for the war that was to come. He had advance warning of what was about to happen to the wizarding world, and was one of the few figures willing to train others to defend themselves. That, he decided, would be his goal for the remainder of his time at Hogwarts: to ensure that Neville and the others could look after themselves instead of needing to be rescued all the time. So he reluctantly accompanied Lily and Dahlia to King's Cross to return to the castle for the new term.

Many parents recognized them on Platform 9 and approached to give their well-wishes for James' recovery. The Daily Prophet had reported on his release from St. Mungo's a few days prior, with some added remarks about his various failures sprinkled in, as per usual. But Harry was heartened to see that most of the adults who approached Lily had nothing but kind things to say about her husband. Apparently public sentiment towards the man hadn't been entirely tarnished by Fudge's manipulation of the media.

"Oh look, there's Augusta!" said Lily, waving eagerly at the older woman. Harry hadn't spent a lot of time with Neville's Gran before, in either timeline – she struck him as a stern and no-nonsense kind of woman, and she kind of intimidated him. But Augusta returned Lily's smile and turned to greet her.

"Ah, if it isn't the potions genius!" Augusta beamed as she embraced Lily in a hug. "Well done on your accomplishment, dear."

"Please, I just got lucky," Lily said humbly. "How have you been, Augusta? It's been far too long."

"Indeed it has," Augusta agreed. "Keeping an eye on this troublemaker has been more work than I anticipated."

Neville sheepishly stood behind his Gran, nodding politely at Lily. Harry thought this was a rather patronizing way to refer to her grandson – he was nearing adulthood himself, and would soon have the weight of the world thrust upon his shoulders. And yet, she spoke of him as though he were a misbehaving child.

"We must get together again soon," said Lily. "I'd love to catch up sometime."

"As would I," said Augusta, leaning in conspiratorially. "I'd love to hear more about your husband's rebuke of Dumbledore that I've been hearing whispers about."

"Oh," said Lily, nervously looking around to ensure they weren't being eavesdropped upon. "That's...a long and complicated story."

"And I look forward to hearing it," said Augusta with a wink. "Good on him, in my opinion. Albus is a genius, but he doesn't understand people. If he did, my son and his wife might still be alive."

Harry saw Neville flinch behind Augusta. This was clearly a sensitive subject for him still.

"Shall we find a compartment, Neville?" Harry suggested loudly. He'd hoped to speak with Augusta Longbottom at some point, but this was clearly not the time or place.

"Sure," Neville shrugged. And he followed Harry and Dahlia onto the train, each waving goodbye to their guardian before being whisked away from the station and off towards Hogwarts. Dahlia skipped off to find her friends, leaving Harry and Neville to find an empty compartment for themselves.

"Have an alright holiday, Nev?" asked Harry as they settled into their seats.

"Yeah, I suppose," Neville shrugged. "I'm glad your dad's doing better now. That was good to hear."

"He'll be fine in a few weeks," Harry agreed.

Neville looked nervous as he contemplated his next words. "S-sorry again about all of that," he murmured. "The attack—"

"Was not your fault," Harry said firmly. "You saved his life by sounding the alarm, Neville. The Potters are forever grateful to you for that."

Neville nodded uncertainly at this. "Why did you tell me not to tell Dumbledore?" he asked quietly. "About how I saw the attack?"

Harry considered his answer very carefully. He did not want to alarm Neville with what he knew, but he also needed to stress the importance of discretion. "I'm guessing you heard about my family withdrawing from the Order?" he said. When Neville nodded, he continued, "They don't trust Dumbledore's judgment any more. And I don't either."

"But what does that have to do with my vision?" Neville frowned.

"Dumbledore might suspect that Voldemort can possess you like he can possess his snake," said Harry. "If he does, he might deem you too dangerous for other students to be around, and pull you out of Hogwarts."

Neville looked alarmed by this. "D'you really think Voldemort can possess me?" he asked fearfully.

"No," Harry said flatly. "You're stronger than Dumbledore thinks. And what your Gran thinks, for that matter. You're not a child anymore, Nev...you've faced him down multiple times and won. Don't ever let any adults tell you you're not good enough. Especially Dumbledore and Snape."

Neville blinked rapidly at this response. He turned his head away from Harry, shoulders shaking slightly. It was obvious Harry's words had struck a nerve. How much doubt has Augusta instilled within Neville? Harry wondered. Had she really spent his entire childhood telling him he was inadequate? Now he had multiple reasons to want to speak with her – he had to give her a piece of his mind about the kinds of ideas she was filling her grandson with.

The awkward moment was thankfully interrupted as the compartment door slid open, and the Weasley twins entered. "Harry!" Fred greeted him jovially. "Just the man we wanted to see."

"Sorry to hear you and your family left the Order," said George. "Hard to blame your dad, though, given everything."

"It is unfortunate," Harry shrugged. "Hope we didn't cause the whole thing to collapse behind us."

"It was a very close thing," Fred grinned. "Kingsley saved it, to be honest. He took control of the meeting and calmed everyone down once you left, according to my dad. Everyone stayed after that, except that berk Mundungus, which is no great loss."

"Anyway," said George, "we aren't here to discuss such uncomfortable things. We have something to show you."

"Not more fireworks that will piss off Fudge, I hope?" Harry groaned good-naturedly.

"You said you're not a big scarf wearer," said Fred as he reached into his pocket.

"But how do you feel about jewelry?" asked George.

Fred procured a small chain necklace, reminding Harry of a Muggle crucifix minus the actual cross. Harry took it gently from him, sensing the subtle enchantments woven into the metal. "Is this a defensive item?" he asked.

"Sure is," said Fred. "Took some finessing, and it can't quite block spells aimed at the legs, but it'll shield against most curses aimed your way."

"Brilliant, you guys!" Harry grinned. He clasped the chain around his neck; he could faintly feel the magic of it resting against his skin, but it was a soothing presence, a gentle reminder that it was there watching out for him.

"We're hoping to make more, once we have the time," said George. "We'll be a bit busy with N.E.W.T.'s this term, but we reckon we could mass-produce them once we iron out a few of the kinks."

"I'd happily pay you for more," said Harry. "I'd feel better knowing my family was all wearing one of these."

"Hell, maybe we'll make one for the whole defense club," suggested Fred, looking to his twin for confirmation. "That's worth skiving off a few study sessions, I'd reckon."

"Speaking of which," said George, "can we invite Cormac to the next meeting?"

"McClaggen?" Harry frowned.

"That's the one," George nodded. "He's the only member of our Quidditch team that isn't in the club. It's been awkward talking about meetings with him lurking around the locker room."

Harry considered this. He didn't know the sixth-year very well, other than the fact that he was Gryffindor's new Keeper and he always asked dumb questions in Transfiguration classes. But he always seemed like an alright bloke.

"Is he trustworthy, d'you reckon?" he asked the twins.

"Yeah, I think so," Fred shrugged. "His dad's on the Wizengamot, and he's always going on in the common room about how your dad would be a way better Minister of Magic than Fudge."

"I see," Harry muttered. "I guess I have no issue with it, if he's willing to sign the form."

"Cool, thanks mate," said George.

"We just thought we'd check with you—" said Fred.

"Considering the latest scuttlebutt—" George continued.

"But if you're cool with it—"

"We'll let him know."

Harry hadn't kept up with the school rumor mill in a while, and wondered what kind of trouble McClaggen might have gotten into recently to warrant such a comment. But he didn't really care, so long as the twins vouched for him.

"I've been meaning to talk to you about something, actually," Harry told them. "You have to be more careful what you talk about in front of other people. Katie overheard you talking about the Order of the Phoenix last term."

Fred and George looked at each other in confusion. "But doesn't she know about the Order?" Fred asked blankly.

"She does now, but she didn't then," Harry huffed.

"But you and her have been going steady for a year now," said George, frowning. "Wouldn't she be one of the first people you told about it?"

Harry groaned – that had been Katie's argument as well. "It's complicated," he muttered. "Just watch what you say, will you?"

"Alright," Fred shrugged.

"Later, Potter," said George, and the twins retreated from the compartment.

They were not the first to approach Harry on the train about the next defense meeting, either. Several others poked their head into the compartment throughout the journey, asking when they would be getting together next. Clearly the news of James' attack had galvanized many students, wishing to bolster their own defenses. Harry knew they were all perfectly safe within Hogwarts, but he wouldn't complain about anything that inspired them to work harder.

Harry still had to worry about Percy, of course, feeling the young professor's watchful eye upon him the second he stepped foot in the Great Hall. He resolved to just keep his head down and avoid drawing attention to himself for the remainder of the year. Unfortunately, that would not be the case, as he felt a hand grab his arm on his way to the Ravenclaw Table and turned to see his girlfriend looking very cross with him.

"Hey," Harry said with a weak smile. "Good to see you again."

"Not one letter?" she demanded, crossing her arms. "I had to find out about your dad from the paper and receive all my updates about him from those terrible reporters?"

"It was a hectic couple of weeks," Harry sighed. "I didn't have time—"

"Writing a letter takes five minutes!" said Katie. "Or I could have come and visited, but I didn't know if it was allowed, if it was safe!"

"It kinda wasn't," Harry pointed out. "There was nearly an assassination attempt, and we had to set up a guard rotation—"

"All the same, you should have said something!" Katie groaned. "I'm your bloody girlfriend, Harry...why am I always the last to hear about these things?"

"I know, I'm sorry," Harry said gently, taking her hands in an attempt to calm her. People were starting to stare from around the Hall. "It's not like I'm trying to ignore you. It just slipped my mind."

"Yes well, I seem to slip your mind a lot, don't I?" Katie huffed. And she pulled away from him, turning to march back to the Gryffindor Table. Harry felt a twinge of annoyance at this behavior...couldn't she see how much stress he was under? Couldn't she give him a little bit of grace at a time like this? He would try to make things right with her another time, but for now, she was getting on his nerves a bit.

Complicating matters was the fact that Ravenclaw played Gryffindor in Quidditch in just a few short weeks, meaning they would be rivals for the first time. Harry had somehow managed to miss every match against Gryffindor thus far in the timeline, so it would be his first time ever facing off against his girlfriend on the pitch. He met with his team later that week, and although he was no longer the Captain, Cho deferred to him for strategy since he knew Gryffindor's play style so well.

"Their Chaser trio is strong, very strong," Harry told his own squad. "But they have a few weaknesses we can exploit."

"Like what?" asked Cho. "Angelina's gotten the better of me every time I've faced her."

"She has difficulty passing to her left," said Harry. "They compensate by having Katie trail behind her for short passes in case they need to go that direction, so if you block the right side and the Beaters disrupt Katie's progress, we can force Angie into bad passes."

Harry felt a bit bad exploiting his extensive knowledge of the Gryffindor players for his own team's gain. But such was the nature of Quidditch: you take every advantage you can get. Besides, Harry figured, the Gryffindors would have picked up a thing or two about Harry's own style from playing alongside him the year before, so that went both ways.

After being pestered about it for his entire first week back, Harry finally scheduled the next defense meeting for the following Wednesday evening. After checking the Marauder's Map to ensure that Percy wasn't lying in wait to intercept him along his route, he headed up to the Room of Requirement to get set up.

A few people were already loitering about the room: Neville, Hermione, Ron, Ginny, and Dahlia, the latter two off in their own corner giggling about something. Harry approached them first.

"Ladies," he said cordially. "Not talking about me, I take it?"

"Ew, you wish," Dahlia scoffed.

"Ouch," Harry deadpanned. "I have something for you."

He reached around his own neck and unclasped the chain necklace, holding it out to his sister. "Why would I wear that?" Dahlia demanded.

"It's a shield necklace," Harry explained. "It'll protect you from being hexed or cursed in the back."

"And why would I need it?" Dahlia asked. "Unlike you, I don't get into fights every few weeks."

"Humor me, will you?" Harry groaned. "There's a bloody war going on, and I'd like to know you're at least somewhat safe."

Dahlia begrudgingly took the necklace from him and clasped it around her own neck. "Ugh, it clashes with my pendant," she muttered, looking down at the small ruby already dangling there.

"Well, do you have to wear it all the time?" Harry asked. "Just save the pendant for special occasions."

"But Cormac gave it to me!" Dahlia protested.

"McClaggen?" Harry said, confused.

"Aye, there she is!"

Harry turned; Cormac McClaggen had strutted into the room, smiling in their direction. Dahlia giggled and rushed over to him, jumping up and planting a kiss on his lips as he pulled her in close.

"You didn't know?" Ginny giggled, seeing the dumbfounded look on Harry's face.

"She's with him now?" Harry stammered. "What happened to Boot?"

"Ask her," Ginny shrugged, slipping away to join in another conversation. Harry gaped at his sister and McClaggen, who were now playfully wrestling one another and laughing loudly. They seem awfully intimate, Harry thought murderously. What's McClaggen on about? If I find out that berk is trying anything fresh with her—

"Ready to get started, Harry?" asked Neville as he and Hermione approached.

"Huh? Oh, yeah," said Harry. The Room had managed to fill up while he was busy stewing over this latest development. He drew his wand and fired loud sparklers into the air to get everyone's attention. A bit excessive, perhaps, but it succeeded in causing Dahlia to jump with surprise and leap out of McClaggen's arms as the group gathered around to begin the meeting.

"Welcome back," Harry greeted the group. "I hope you've all been practicing your aim over the break, because we'll be assessing your accuracy today. But first, I want ten laps out of everybody."

The group groaned as a circular running track appeared, stretching all around the perimeter of the large room. Harry led the way, forcing everyone to follow him as he ran at a brisk pace around the ring. He knew once again that this wasn't the kind of fun activity anyone had hoped for, but he didn't care. His goal was to prepare the students as well as he could for battle, and if they were in good nimble shape, they stood a better chance at survival.

As Harry completed his fifth lap, he looked across the room and saw Dahlia and Cormac lagging behind the rest of the pack, jogging lightly and clearly less interested in the activity than enjoying each other's company. Harry quickened his pace, coming up behind the two and brushing close past them.

"Feeling sore today, McClaggen?" he taunted as he passed by. "Not gonna let me lap you like this on the Quidditch pitch, are you?"

Cormac grumbled, his competitive nature challenged, and he left Dahlia behind to chase after him. Harry did not allow him to catch up, staying a full lap ahead before finally slowing to a stop. He lightly stretched as the rest of the students finished their own laps; a few looked lightly winded, while most openly panted and wheezed from the physical activity.

"First five people, line up," Harry said frankly, as five target dummies appeared across the room from him. "Quickly now!"

Five at a time, students stepped forward to fire Stunning Spells at the practice dummies. Many of them were wildly off-target, but Harry noted that most of them were making small improvements from the last meeting. Neville, who had been among the worst aims last term, was able to hit five dummies out of ten rather than the previous two; and Cedric, who had been among the best with seven hits previously, now managed to up his count to eight.

"Alright, time for some grappling practice," Harry announced, to collective groans from the students. "I don't want to hear any moaning about it either! This is life or death – it isn't supposed to be fun."

Everyone looked annoyed with Harry for a moment, then they begrudgingly began to pair off for the exercise.

"Say, Harry?" piped up Luna. "D'you think you could show us how to cast a Patronus Charm?"

"Er...I don't think you'll be encountering many dementors in battle, Luna," said Harry.

"Wait, yeah, I'd like to learn that," said Lee Jordan. "I almost got the hang of it when your dad taught the Dueling Club, but never managed a corporeal one."

"I still remember the feeling of Harry's Patronus in that meeting," sighed Cho with a dreamy smile on her face. "It felt warm, and inviting, and happy."

Others murmured their agreement with this sentiment. Harry saw that the group could definitely use a pick-me-up after such a grueling workout, so he acquiesced.

"Very well," he said. The group excitedly gathered around him in a semi-circle as he drew his wand. "As you know, the key is to think about a happy memory. But not just any memory – the happiest memory you can think of. The moment in your life you felt the most satisfied and content."

"What's your memory?" asked George Weasley.

"My eleventh birthday," Harry smiled.

"Really?" said Dahlia, frowning. She clearly remembered the day very well. "Why?"

"Erm...I can't really explain it," said Harry. "But it was the day I felt the most loved and wanted in my life. And you're a big part of that."

A few people aww'ed at the sentiment. Dahlia still looked perplexed by his answer, but she rolled her eyes at Ginny's ribbing and fell back into line.

"Can you show us your Patronus again?" asked Hermione. "So we know what a successful cast looks like?"

Harry nodded and closed his eyes. He instantly recalled the sights and sounds of that morning in 1991: the smell of pancakes, the laughter of his parents, the discovery of a sibling he'd always wanted. "Expecto patronum!"

The silvery thestral burst from his wand and galloped overhead, drawing appreciative ooh's and ahh's from the other students. Harry too felt a burst of warmth from the creature's presence – he hadn't realized how much tension and negativity he'd been holding in. He smiled along with the other students as he watched the thestral flap its bony wings and rear its head for a few seconds, before releasing the spell and allowing it to dissipate into a fine mist.

"What form will our Patronus take?" asked Alicia Spinnet.

"Depends on the person," said Harry. "You won't know until it comes. But it will be a representation of your inner self, one way or another."

"What does that make you, Death incarnate?" quipped Fred Weasley, drawing nervous laughter from some of the other students.

"I imagine watching your professor get murdered gives you an interesting relationship to death," Harry said grimly. That killed the humor in short order.

Harry spent the next half-hour walking between students and giving pointers. The main instruction he gave was to relax not not overthink the spell, simply focusing on the happy memory. That was of course easier said than done, and wouldn't be much help if they faced an actual dementor. Even for him it was difficult to relax with one of those horrid creatures trying to suck out your soul.

Neville was the first to produce a corporeal Patronus after about ten minutes of effort. His silvery bear lumbered overhead, causing the students to again pause and laugh delightedly at the sight. Cedric succeeded soon after; his Patronus took the form of a lynx, its slender, muscular form streaking across the ceiling. A few other seventh-years managed to produce a spray of mist, but no other corporeal forms were forthcoming.

"Don't worry about getting it right the first time," Harry said encouragingly as he called for the exercise to stop. "It takes time to master. For your homework this week, keep up the target practice, and keep thinking about what your happiest memory is. If you need help deciding on one, ask me, Neville or Cedric and we can try to steer you in the right direction."

The students were in much higher spirits leaving the meeting, even after another grueling grappling session that required Dahlia to repair two more dislocated joints. Harry filed that note away for future reference: as much as he needed to instill a sense of discipline into most of them, he had to take morale into account as well. Even the occasional morsel of tangible progress and positive affirmation would make them feel like the hard work was worth their while.

"That went pretty well, I think," Neville grinned as the Room gradually emptied. "I feel like I'm improving fast."

"That's good," Harry nodded. "Because you'll have to lead these sessions yourself someday."

"What?" Neville said in alarm. "You're not quitting?"

"Not anytime soon," Harry shrugged. "But like I said, I'm pretty busy and can't devote a ton of time to training others. I have my own training to worry about, along with everything else going on in the world."

"You mean the war?" asked Hermione. "We don't have to worry about that for a while yet. We have more than two years of schooling left before that happens."

"You think the war won't come for you before then?" Harry asked pointedly. "You're Muggle-born, Hermione – you think if Voldemort takes control of Britain, you'll be allowed to complete your education?"

"You really think war will break out before we graduate?" asked Ron worriedly.

"Almost certainly," Harry nodded. "So if you're coasting now and thinking you have more time to improve, you're mistaken. You could find yourself in danger before you know it."

The trio looked stricken by this dire prediction. Harry left them to stew in this uncomfortable truth, exiting the Room of Requirement to head back to his dorm. His goal hadn't been to scare them, but maybe being scared was a good thing in this instance. It would put them in the right mindset to improve, and hopefully improve fast. Harry had a sneaking suspicion that their lives would be threatened far, far earlier than two and a half years from now.

"Out for a late-night stroll, Mr. Potter?"

Harry turned; Percy Weasley was striding down the corridor towards him. He cursed inwardly; he hadn't bothered to check the Map again before departing from the meeting.

"Er...yeah," Harry said lamely. "It's not curfew for another hour, is it?"

"That's true," Percy nodded. "Though I wonder why a group of thirty-odd students would all be out for a walk at the same time, in the same part of the castle?"

Harry gulped – how much did Percy know? He figured it best not to outright lie, in case the professor knew more than he was letting on. "A group of us were studying together," Harry explained.

"In the Astronomy Tower?" Percy asked, eyebrows raised. "I would think the library to be a better place to study."

"We were also practicing some spells," said Harry. "I don't reckon Madam Pince would appreciate us doing that in the library."

"What kind of spells?" Percy demanded. "I do hope you are aware that under school bylaws, recreational gatherings of more than seven students require the presence of a staff member—"

"—Unless it is for the purpose of preparing for classes and exams," Harry finished for him. "We're studying for our final exams and following the textbooks."

"Is that so?" Percy frowned. "Then why did my twin brothers look so guilty when I questioned them about their whereabouts this evening?"

"Perhaps you just bring that side out in them?" Harry suggested innocently.

"I know Fred and George better than just about anyone," Percy sniffed, "and despite their insistence to the contrary, I can tell when they are lying to me. Last chance, Mr. Potter: is there anything you need to tell me?"

"No, sir," Harry denied firmly. "What exactly do you think we were doing, if not studying?"

Percy eyed him suspiciously, as though judging whether to voice his suspicions aloud. He must have decided against it, as he quickly changed the subject.

"I heard you got into another argument with my boss over the break," said Percy. "I would again advise you against any such rash actions in the future."

"I don't recall arguing with Headmaster Dumbledore over the break?" Harry said innocently.

"I—you—I meant my other boss!" Percy spluttered. "Cornelius Fudge!"

"Oh," Harry shrugged. "I was under the impression you left your job at the Ministry to work here."

"Don't get cute now," Percy huffed. "I'm still under the Minister's employ while I'm here. It's no secret that he wants to keep an eye on things around here. Your father clearly had a lot of influence over the students here, and we'd hate to see any kind of, shall we say, rebellious attitudes towards our leadership in such difficult times."

"I wasn't aware we were in difficult times," Harry said, still feigning innocence. "Didn't Fudge say Voldemort was no threat to us?"

Percy narrowed his eyes at Harry. "Back to the common room with you," he snapped. "Curfew ends in thirty-five minutes. And if I get even a whiff that you're breaking school rules, I promise you won't get off as easily as the Quidditch incident with Mr. Malfoy."

"How would you have responded if someone threatened to molest your little sister, straight to your face?" Harry asked pointedly.

Percy's eyes went wide and his face purpled at this suggestion. He opened and closed his mouth a number of times, at a momentary loss for words. "Bed, Potter," he eventually mustered, and swept off down the hall. Harry headed in the opposite direction, hoping he'd gotten his point across (but seriously doubting it).

He'd successfully avoided trouble for now, but knew he would have to be more careful in the future. If Percy continued to suspect Harry was running an underground fighting club under his nose, he might dig deeper and discover the true purpose of the group. And that would spell trouble for not just him, but all the Potters.

Harry also learned that he would need to remain vigilant even during regular hours. He received a small parcel via owl one morning at breakfast, assuming it to be a care package from his mother. He carelessly ripped it open, only to find himself staring at a leather-bound copy of Magick Moste Fowle by Ogbert the Odd. Harry hastily swept the highly illegal tome under the table before his classmates (or Percy) could see it, and read the accompanying note, written in Viktor Krum's messy scrawl:

Harry,

I have spoken with my nation's representative for the ICW about your concerns. He is open to meeting with the British and French representatives ahead of the summit this June. Bulgaria does not wish to be drawn into another war, but if you truly believe it necessary, I can twist his arm and convince him that preventative measures must be taken to prevent your Dark Lord from spreading his influence to the continent.

My professional season ends in May, so I will not be able to devote much time to this matter until then. I suggest you have your representative contact ours directly to arrange a meeting ahead of time. I will also warn you: if your Ministry continues to downplay the significance of this war, it will be difficult to convince other nations it is worth their attention.

Also, you mentioned in your last letter that you were interested in blood rituals that aren't technically legal in Britain. I've attached a book that has a few recipes you might find useful. I have not undergone any myself as they are illegal in professional Quidditch, but I can attest to their safety and usefulness. But be warned: doing too many rituals within a short period of time can addle the brain, so don't go overboard with them.

- V. K.

Harry had forgotten all about his previous request for information about blood rituals. The subject was effectively purged from the Hogwarts library, as he'd learned while scouring the Restricted Section the previous term. Dumbledore must have removed any and all references to it after Voldemort's rise to power – Harry was now certain that the Dark Lord had undergone several himself to enhance his physical and magical abilities. He'd asked Krum on the off-chance he knew of any reading materials on the subject, given that Durmstrang seemed more liberal in their studies of the Dark Arts.

But it wouldn't do to get caught with such an inflammatory text at a time like this. He discreetly charmed the book's cover to look like a Potions textbook and slipped it into his bag for safekeeping. Perhaps he would find a handful of useful rituals within the book later to perform over the summer. He would never be able to match Voldemort's strength if he continued on in his current adolescent form.

The passing mention that such rituals were illegal for pro Quidditch players did give him some pause. Part of him still wanted to pursue the sport professionally after Hogwarts, wanting to see if he truly had what it takes as a Seeker. If he performed any rituals on himself, was he forever preventing himself from pursuing that dream? Had he already done so by undergoing the Ritual of Ontogenesis? He knew it was a silly thing to worry about – the last thing he wanted was to lose the war because he was too preoccupied with becoming an athlete after graduation. Voldemort had to remain his top priority.

But there was still the inter-House Cup to worry about in the meantime. The match against Gryffindor arrived a couple weeks later, as the usual trash-talking and rivalry dynamics ramped up in the lead-up to the big game. Even Harry's friends within Gryffindor, like the Weasleys, steered clear of him in the halls and lobbed playful insults at him from afar. It was all in good fun, he knew, and things would go back to normal the following week regardless of the outcome.

Katie remained even more distant from him than usual, however. They always sat together in Charms and Transfiguration classes, but she deliberately sat across the room from him, avoiding his gaze before and after lessons. Was this part of the House rivalry fun and games? Or was she still cross with him after their argument earlier that month? They hadn't had a chance to talk about it since, and Harry worried that she still harbored resentment for his failure to keep her in the loop.

Still, she was a competitor, and Harry didn't want to be perceived as 'fraternizing with the enemy', as it were. He stuck to his Ravenclaw teammates all week and played his part as the cocky villain to Gryffindor like he was expected to. He couldn't quite explain why, but he somehow felt that emotions ran deeper this time around and his former teammates really, really wanted to beat him.

Harry took to the skies on Saturday morning to a chorus of mingled cheers and boos. The latter didn't bother him much anymore – as Viktor had explained to him the previous year, being really good at something meant attracting your fair share of haters as well as fans. He tuned out the crowd as the two teams squared off at center field and the match began.

"And we're off!" Lee Jordan exclaimed. "It's Spinnet with the Quaffle, dodging past Chang, passing to Bell, who streaks up the left side—"

The Gryffindor Chasers took an extremely aggressive approach to the start of the match, knifing through the Ravenclaw defense and flying circles around their Chasers. It was as Harry feared: their combined experience and talent far surpassed his own team, and they were the best chance at victory for the red and gold.

"You need to disrupt their passes!" Harry barked at his two Beaters as Angelina Johnson scored her second goal of the game. "You can't let them get into a rhythm!"

"So you're not gonna be pissed if I give your girlfriend a black eye?" asked Terry Boot, and from the look on his face, this was a serious concern rather than a lighthearted quip.

"She's tougher than she looks," Harry shot back. "Do what you have to do."

Play resumed, and Ravenclaw's Chasers continued to struggle on defense. "Another chance for Gryffindor!" Lee Jordan shouted excitedly. "Bell passes to Johnson, who streaks up the center...she's looking for Spinnet, but the pass is defended...oh, and she's lost the Quaffle!"

To the crowd, it must have looked like Angelina threw the Quaffle behind her to nobody in particular, giving possession back to Ravenclaw. What they didn't know was Harry's plan had worked perfectly: the Chasers had blocked Angelina's favored path to the right, and when she tried to dump it off to her left, the Beaters disrupted Katie's path so that the pass went awry.

"Chang with possession now...passing to Selwyn...back to Chang...she scores!" Lee announced as the Gryffindor faithful groaned. "The score is now 20 to 10 in favor of Gryffindor!"

Katie gave Harry a curious look as the two teams reset at midfield. Did she suspect that he was behind the unusual strategy to disrupt their attack? Did she take offense to him directing his Beaters to attack her when she didn't even have the Quaffle? He put it out of his mind as play resumed, now focusing on spotting the Snitch.

Ginny Weasley managed to spot the first one, streaking off across the pitch as Harry gave chase. He caught up to her easily, and while he could have streaked past her, he had a sneaking suspicion that he should stick close to her. Fred and George were lurking nearby, ready to attack the enemy Seeker, but they couldn't get a shot in without risking hitting their little sister.

Harry put on a burst of speed just as they reached the Snitch, arm stretching out past Ginny's and snatching it out of the air. "That's the first Snitch to Potter!" said Lee Jordan as the Ravenclaw students cheered. "Ravenclaw takes the lead, 60 to 20!"

"Oi, Potter! Using little girls as shields now?" Fred taunted as he circled past Harry.

"Does Ginny know you're calling her a 'little girl' when she's not around?" Harry fired back. He knew the youngest redhead well enough to know that she could look after herself and would take offense to her brothers' over-protective attitude. Fred narrowed his eyes and zoomed off to rejoin his team for the face-off.

Angelina won the next face-off, and Gryffindor looked poised for another aggressive push on Ravenclaw's goal. She pulled off an impressive fake pass to Alicia that baited Cho into swerving right, when instead she passed it behind the back to Katie. Unfortunately, Katie had pulled up short, wincing from a Bludger hit to the shin, forcing another turnover.

Targeting Katie proved to be an even more effective strategy than Harry imagined. He never realized how crucial she was to their intricate offense – Angelina was a gifted scorer and Alicia could make any pass with her eyes closed, but Katie was the glue that kept the whole thing together. Gryffindor attempted to mount two more attacks when play resumed, but taking Katie out of the play caused them to turn the Quaffle over both times. Harry could see the frustration mounting in Katie's expression as she recovered from yet another Bludger shot to the side.

Now that the Ravenclaw Chasers had learned to counter Gryffindor's offense, they were emboldened to begin ramping up their own offense. "Ravenclaw's on the attack now!" shouted Lee. "Selwyn passes to Wilson, who fakes it to Chang and lines up a shot...SAVED BY MCCLAGGEN!"

The Gryffindor crowd roared in appreciation at Cormac's spectacular diving grab, preventing the goal from scoring. Cormac shouted and pumped his fist in the air, reveling in the audience's attention. Harry felt a surge of dislike towards the boy, and had the sudden desire to see him knocked on his arse by the time the match ended.

Moments later, Harry spotted the second Snitch fluttering around the Ravenclaw goalposts. He dove after it, carefully ducking and rolling past a pair of well-placed Bludgers from the twins attempting to halt his progress. Poor Ginny couldn't even make it halfway to him before he was pulling out of his dive, the golden ball clutched tightly in his palm.

"That's another quick Snitch for Potter!" Lee Jordan groaned. "Gryffindor leads, 110 to 20!"

Harry called for a timeout before the next face-off, landing on the pitch as the team circled around him. "We can't let McClaggen get too confident," he said. "The Beaters should focus on him for a while to keep him from getting comfortable."

"Are you sure?" Cho frowned. "Our current plan was working quite well, I thought—"

"They'll figure out how to counter it eventually," Harry said, though he didn't know if this was accurate or not. "You heard how the crowd reacted to that save...we have to make sure they can't get any more momentum that way."

The team looked puzzled by this change in strategy, but they shrugged and nodded their agreement before taking back to the sky. Harry wasn't sure if his new plan was logically sound, or if his dislike of McClaggen was clouding his judgment. But the thought of seeing the cocky kid bloodied up a little by a Bludger overrode any feelings of uncertainty.

"And here's Ravenclaw with another chance," Lee announced soon after. "Chang slips past the defenders, throws it to Selwyn, who drops it—ooh, and that's a nasty late hit on McClaggen!"

Although the play was disrupted, Terry Boot had smacked a nasty Bludger that caught Cormac across the face. Madam Hooch blew her whistle as Cormac nearly fell off his broom, swearing loudly and clutching his nose, which was bleeding freely.

Terry did not look one bit remorseful as Madam Hooch chewed him out for the late hit. Harry wondered if the boy harbored his own resentment towards McClaggen, who was dating the girl he'd just broken up with the previous term. For the first time, Harry was glad to have Terry on his team, and gave the boy a subtle thumbs-up as the teams lined up to reset play.

The next time Ravenclaw got possession, the Beaters went hard at the opposing Keeper once more. Despite a solid defensive effort, Cho managed to slip past the Gryffindor Chasers and line up a shot. Cormac lined up to defend, but he was forced to duck out of the way of another pair of Bludgers, giving Cho a free shot on the right goal.

"Another goal for Ravenclaw!" Lee announced. "And this game is turning into a rout!"

Harry wondered if they ought to take their foot off the gas and focus on defending for a while. They were already up by a hundred points, so even if Ginny caught the final Snitch, the result was all but assured. But Harry said nothing, allowing his Beaters to continue alternating between pummeling Cormac and Katie. He could see that the Gryffindors had lost hope, that they were resigned to their fate, and he hoped to put them out of their misery sooner than later.

He got the chance soon after. The final Snitch appeared near midfield, and Harry shot after it. The twins half-heartedly tried to stop him with a pair of Bludgers that he easily rolled past, before plucking the golden ball out of the air and winning the match for Ravenclaw, 190 to 20.

Ginny begrudgingly shook Harry's hand as they landed, as did the twins. However, the Gryffindor Chasers didn't so much as look his way as they trudged back to the locker room. McClaggen, who sported a bloody nose and bruised chin, glared in Harry's direction as he followed them off the field. Now that the heat of competition was past, Harry felt a twinge of guilt...going after the Keeper had gotten them a free goal or two, but was it really necessary in such a blowout victory?

Harry quickly got changed and exited the locker room to greet his family. James and Lily were waiting outside for him; the former was greeting students passing by, all wanting to wish him well on his recovery. "Did the Healers say you could come today?" Harry asked his father as they shared a hug.

"Nope," James grinned devilishly. "But you know what they say: ask forgiveness, not permission."

"They told you to at least bring your cane if you were going to leave the house!" Lily groaned as she helped keep her husband steady on his feet.

"Yes, well, I 'lost' it, didn't I?" James winked, causing Harry to chuckle as his mother rolled her eyes.

"Where's Dahlia?" Harry asked.

"Off to find Cormac, I imagine," Lily sighed. "She's cross with you for getting him hurt, you know."

"What for?" Harry groaned. "I'm not a Beater – hell, I'm not even the team captain anymore!"

"Yes, and I'm sure you had nothing to do with team strategy today," James said with a knowing smirk. "Personally, I think it was good for McClaggen to have his ego deflated a little bit—"

"Ugh, you two!" Lily huffed. "Can't you let Dahlia date someone without trying to demolish the poor boy?"

"She's free to date whoever she wants," Harry shrugged. "Her own fault for choosing a Quidditch rival, really...what did she think was gonna happen?"

"Oh, honestly!" Lily groaned as James laughed appreciatively at the quip.

Harry took his leave soon after to look for his girlfriend. He waited outside the Gryffindor locker room for her, shivering in the cold afternoon air. Eventually Angelina and Alicia emerged, and to his surprise, they walked right up to him.

"She doesn't want to speak with you," Alicia said frankly.

"What? Why not?" Harry frowned.

"Oh, don't be a sore winner now," said Angelina. "You know Katie is hyper-competitive and doesn't take losing well."

"Alright," Harry sighed. "But she isn't seriously mad about our Beaters targeting her, is she?"

"It's about much more than that, Potter," said Alicia. "Or do you really not realize that by now?"

"Well, then why doesn't she come and talk to me directly about it?" Harry demanded, starting to grow annoyed.

"Oi, don't shoot the messenger," Angelina said, throwing up her hands for peace. "Just leave her be for today, will you?"

"Fine," Harry grumbled. But he continued to loiter outside the locker room anyway, even as the last few students had disappeared up the path back to the castle. He at least wanted her to know he'd waited up for her.

Katie finally came out ten minutes after the rest of her team, looking miserable. She looked up at him in surprise, her eyes red from crying. He thought about saying something to comfort her, but knew it would only make things worse. She gave him a withering look and took off down the path, snow crunching beneath her boots as she hurried away.

Harry watched her go, still somewhat annoyed but also wondering where things had gone so terribly wrong between them. Should he put in the effort to make things right with her again? Was it even worth it at this point? He felt terribly for even humoring that thought, but he was starting to believe the relationship was more trouble than it was worth.

But Harry would address that problem another day. Katie would come around eventually. Right?

A/N: The relationship angst won't last forever, I promise. And it should be obvious by now, but neither Harry nor Katie is a perfect person – they are both hormonal teenagers with subpar communication and social skills, as most people their age are. Show them a bit of grace as they navigate this turbulent and messy time in their lives!
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Harry hoped – perhaps naively – that once the House tensions between Gryffindor and Ravenclaw cooled off after the Quidditch match, Katie would start acting normally again. But she continued to avoid him during and after classes the following week, disappearing down halls whenever he tried to catch up with her. It seemed that Alicia was right: this was more than just her taking the loss badly. Something was fundamentally wrong between them.

Still, Harry figured that things would blow over eventually. She would either come back to him and apologize, or break up with him. And truthfully, neither option particularly appealed to him more than the other. He had much more pressing matters to attend to than guessing what the problem might be, and had no desire to make things worse by sticking his neck out to try and solve it. So he continued on with his routine as though nothing was wrong...the ball was in Katie's court, after all.

But apparently that was not the right solution. Harry left the Great Hall on Friday morning and made his way towards the dungeons for his Potions class. However, as he passed through the halls, an arm slipped into his and guided him into an empty classroom, shutting the door behind them. Harry turned to see his sister Dahlia glaring at him, hands on hips.

"What's going on between you and Katie?" she demanded.

"Now, who's nosing into other people's business?" Harry scoffed. "Bit hypocritical if you ask me—"

"Save it," said Dahlia. "She's been moping in the common room all week. Angelina and Alicia are going spare trying to cheer her up. What the hell did you do? If you hurt that girl, so help me—"

"I would never hurt her!" Harry protested. "We just...haven't been talking lately. I tried to tell her I've just been busy, but she still thinks I'm neglecting her."

"When was the last time you spent quality time with her?" asked Dahlia.

"Erm…" said Harry, thinking back. "I dunno, maybe last term?"

"Harryyy!" Dahlia groaned. "That's no way to treat a girl! I would go crazy if I didn't get to see my boyfriend for months at a time!"

"What do you want from me?" Harry demanded. "It's my O.W.L. year, I have Quidditch, and there's a war going on. How am I supposed to make the time?"

"Let me ask you something," said Dahlia, crossing her arms. "Why do you like Katie?"

Harry scratched his head, contemplating this. "She's easy to spend time with," he said. "I always feel relaxed when I'm with her. She doesn't pester me about little things...well, until recently, I guess."

"Katie doesn't like to pester people, either," Dahlia pointed out. "But lately, it's been the only way to get your attention, hasn't it?"

"Well, if she's got something to say, why doesn't she come out and say it directly?" Harry demanded.

Dahlia considered this for a moment. "Maybe she's tired of putting all the effort into the relationship," she suggested. "Maybe she's waiting for you to take the next step on your own. She doesn't want to have to pester you for everything – she wants you to take the initiative for once."

"You're saying she thinks I'm a doormat?" Harry said indignantly. "That I can't take the lead if I want to?"

"Don't twist my words and go all caveman about it! She hasn't gotten any indication from you that you even want to continue seeing her. You never come to her with anything – she has to do all the work to keep things going."

"She told you that?"

"She didn't have to...loads of people can see it. People think you're just stringing her along, and Katie's sick of it."

"But that's not what I'm doing at all!" Harry groaned. "I care about Katie. It's just...I don't…"

"You don't see a long-term future with her?" Dahlia suggested.

Harry blinked. He hadn't considered things in those terms before. "Erm...yeah, maybe," he admitted. "I like spending time with her, but it's a lot of effort."

"And you don't think Katie is worth that effort?"

"I didn't say that!"

"You implied it."

"Well...it's not not true," Harry said begrudgingly. "I don't like to think about serious things when I'm with her. I enjoyed her company when I just wanted to forget about my troubles for a while. But I can't afford to do that anymore."

"So why are you still with her?" Dahlia demanded.

"I don't know," Harry groaned. "I didn't want to upset her, I guess."

"You have to break up with that girl, Harry," said Dahlia firmly. "She's unhappy, and you're not doing anybody any favors by dragging things out."

"I don't get it," Harry said, exasperated. "If she's so unhappy, why doesn't she break up with me?"

"You still don't understand how people look at you around here, Harry," Dahlia sighed. "Everyone thinks you're the next Dumbledore. You'll be more powerful and influential than anyone in Britain someday. How could Katie even consider breaking things off with someone like that? You could put her through absolute hell and she would still try to patch things up with you, because she doesn't want to make an enemy of you."

"That's...not fair," Harry muttered. "I could never take advantage of her like that, and I would never think poorly of her for walking away."

"Then do the right thing and cut the poor girl loose. She deserves closure, and you deserve to move on. It'll be best for everybody involved, including those of us who have had to try and console her recently."

Harry felt a pang of guilt at this last jab. But of course he knew she was right. "Alright," he sighed. "Thanks, I guess."

"Don't mention it," said Dahlia. "It does me no favors either, you know, to have my brother bumbling around and making an arse of himself around my friends."

"Okay, okay, I get it," Harry groaned. "Now your turn. Want to tell me what's going on with you and McLaggen?"

Dahlia quirked an eyebrow at her brother. "Not a chance," she sniffed, before turning and strolling out of the classroom and out of sight.

Harry chuckled to himself...his sister was a deeply caring person, but fiercely stubborn and resistant to meddling in her own affairs. She can take care of herself, Harry figured, before following her out to the hall and heading to class. And Dahlia was absolutely right: he had to let Katie (and himself) off the hook so they could both move on.

He decided he would tell her that afternoon, after Charms class. But she disappeared down the hall before he could reach her, so he decided on later that weekend. But he didn't see her anywhere in the castle over the coming days, so he settled on Monday. Then on Monday he got cold feet and resolved to do it sometime later that week.

Why is this so bloody difficult? Harry thought bitterly to himself. He would much rather ask another ten girls to the Yule Ball than have such a simple conversation with his girlfriend. Would she be upset with him? Would she yell and call him names, or would she cry and beg for him back? He didn't know which was worse, and didn't care to find out which was the case. The moment will present itself soon, Harry told himself. No use in stressing over it now.

In the meantime, he remained busy with his own preparations. Under the cover of darkness in his warded four-poster bed late at night, he perused the book Krum had given him, outlining some truly gruesome blood rituals he could perform. He ruled most of them out, although he quickly identified which ones Voldemort had undoubtedly performed on himself. A few in particular took advantage of snake ingredients to heighten one's magical prowess, and Harry wondered if that was how the Dark Lord had taken on such a snakelike visage in the previous timeline.

A couple did look promising, however. One heightened the user's reflexes and natural senses, though it required the live sacrifice of a rabbit to perform. Harry knew intuitively that most potion ingredients came from dead animals, of course, but the thought of slaughtering one himself made him a tad squeamish. Other recipes weren't quite as bloodthirsty, but required ingredients that Harry had no clue where to find. Perhaps he could write back to Krum, or if he was feeling particularly bold, make a disguised trip into Knockturn Alley to look for them.

But a couple looked promising, requiring no acts of murder and ingredients he knew he could get his hands on. He filed them away for future reference, with hopes of performing them the following summer. The reflex enhancer remained appealing to him in the back of his mind, however – he could envision how useful that would be in combat, and knew it might be necessary to fight Voldemort one day. Surely saving the world from a Dark Lord could justify killing one small animal, right?

Meanwhile, Harry's class work was getting more difficult, as his fifth-year courses were ramping up to the end-of-year O.W.L.'s he had not yet completed. Most of them he wasn't worried about, but Ancient Runes remained a difficult subject he hadn't yet had time to get ahead in, and History of Magic was all but futile with such a useless teacher in Professor Binns. At least he didn't have to worry about studying Defense any more, but Percy remained a taskmaster of a professor, assigning copious homework to his sixth-years and continuing to grade Harry's tests and essays harshly.

Harry also hosted another defense club meeting, where the other students were making rapid progress. Most were slowly getting into better physical shape to keep up with the rigors Harry put them through, and their aim was steadily improving as well. Progress with the Patronus Charm was slow, though Hermione joined Neville and Cedric in successfully producing a corporeal Patronus, her otter soaring overhead alongside the bear and lynx.

Harry tried to catch Katie on the way out of the lesson, but as usual, she bolted from the room as soon as it ended. She seemed as determined to avoid this conversation as he was. I'll do it at Hogsmeade this weekend, he decided. He was sick of feeling that knot of tension in his stomach every time he was around her. He had to just rip the band-aid off and end it, for both of their sake.

He caught a carriage into the village with a group of fellow Ravenclaws, lost in his own thoughts as his classmates laughed and gossiped around him. It was the first time he'd be visiting Hogsmeade without Katie in over a year. He hated to spoil a perfectly-good day off with such unpleasant business, but it was a rare opportunity where he knew she'd be there and couldn't retreat to her common room at the drop of a hat.

The weather was appropriately bleak for the occasion – dreary, overcast, and frigidly cold. It wasn't snowing, but temperatures were below freezing and just stepping out of the carriage made him yearn to curl up in a ball. Even his best Warming Charms couldn't entirely cancel out the misery the cold brought him, and he resolved to find Katie and be done with it as soon as possible so he could spend the remainder of the day in front of a fire somewhere.

The Three Broomsticks was packed when Harry walked in, with students crowding into booths to enjoy the warmth and hot chocolate Madam Rosmerta was serving. He scanned the room for Katie, but didn't spot her or the other Gryffindor Chasers anywhere. He did see Neville, Ron and Hermione deep in conversation at a table, as well as McLaggen and his sister, laughing and flirting in a corner booth. He blanched at the latter and turned away from the scene, intending to take his search elsewhere…

"Hello, Harry!" a singsong voice called out to him. Luna Lovegood was seated nearby, somehow at a table all by herself despite the cramped atmosphere. Harry wondered how she'd gotten so lucky, but then figured that simply nobody wanted to sit next to the odd girl.

"Hi, Luna," Harry greeted her, slipping into an empty seat across from her. "Having a fun weekend?"

"Yes, though it's dreadfully cold," Luna muttered, pulling her cloak tighter around herself. "And I fear it's only going to get colder."

"Right," Harry muttered. He wondered once again if this was a literal prediction, or a metaphorical one...considering what he had planned with Katie later, it was likely the latter. "How's your father doing?"

"Daddy's sales are through the roof this year," Luna beamed. "He never thought reporting on Ministry politics could be so lucrative."

"Well, he's just about the only one doing it properly these days," Harry said dryly. "I've been meaning to send him a letter...he's too kind for defending me and my father from the press."

"He has received several angry letters from the Ministry, accusing him of libel," Luna sighed. "But he's never backed down from pressure before. He was almost arrested after he exposed the previous Minister for covering up her underground Mooncalf fighting ring."

"Well, hats off to quality journalism," Harry chuckled. Xenophilius Lovegood may be a strange man, but he always struck Harry as principled and fiercely loyal to those he cared about. Apparently making friends with Luna was paying dividends...now he could only hope the man didn't face any blow-back for supporting the Potters publicly.

"You look tense, Harry," Luna frowned. "Something the matter?"

"Erm...yes, actually," Harry sighed. "I'm looking for Katie. I'm going to break up with her today."

"Hmm, shame, that," Luna hummed. "But maybe it's for the best, if she is no longer the right person for you."

"No longer?" Harry repeated. "What d'you mean?"

"Well, sometimes a person can be right for you at one moment, but not the next," Luna said matter-of-factly. "Katie was perfect for you last year, when you needed an escape. But now, you don't have time to escape, so she isn't the right person for you anymore."

"Huh," said Harry. He'd long ago suppressed the instinct to dismiss Luna's odd philosophies out of hand, and actually considered what she was saying. "And who d'you think is the right person for me now?"

"Maybe there is no right person now," said Luna. "Daddy always says you have to be happy with yourself before you can be happy with other people. Maybe you need to re-discover what makes you happy before the next right person comes along."

Luna took a deep gulp of her Butterbeer and began humming along to the music playing overhead as though she hadn't said anything of particular import. Harry could only laugh in amazement.

"You're a good friend, Luna," said Harry. "Sorry if I haven't been as good of a friend back to you lately."

"That isn't true at all," Luna said firmly. "I don't need your attention all the time to know you're my friend. I'm just not the right person for you right now, either."

"Right now, huh?" Harry smirked, arching an eyebrow playfully. "So you think you might be in the future?"

"Who can say but Time itself?" Luna shrugged, before resuming her little hum. Harry chuckled to himself again – as usual, his attempt at humor fell flat against Luna's oblivious earnestness. Or maybe she wasn't as oblivious as he thought? It was impossible to tell for sure with her sometimes.

Harry glanced out the window and happened to spot Katie, Alicia and Angelina hurrying down the path past the pub. "Sorry, Luna, gotta run," he muttered, and rushed out of the building after them. "KATIE!"

The three Chasers turned, and Katie's face fell when she saw him. "What?" she asked.

"Can we talk, please?" Harry said. "In private?"

Katie looked to her two friends, who merely shrugged. She followed Harry around the corner to a secluded spot – not far from where they'd snogged during their first date, Harry realized. Unbidden images flitted through his mind, causing him to reminisce, to remember all the good times they'd had… No, he told himself firmly. This has to happen.

"Well?" Katie said expectantly.

"Erm...how are you?" Harry asked weakly.

"You called me over here to ask that?" Katie scoffed.

"C'mon, we haven't talked since the Quidditch match!" Harry groaned. "Am I not allowed to ask how my girlfriend is doing?"

"I'm still your girlfriend, then, am I?" Katie asked.

"Well...yeah, I assumed so," Harry said lamely. "But, well, actually...I guess we need to talk about that."

Katie didn't say anything. She merely folded her arms and stared at him (though the former gesture may have been to stop herself from shivering in the biting cold). Rip off the band-aid, Harry told himself.

"I've been doing some thinking lately," Harry sighed. "And I think maybe it's best that we...well...don't date anymore."

"We haven't been on a date in months," Katie pointed out.

"That's not what I meant," Harry sighed. "I mean...our relationship. You and me. No more."

Katie blinked twice at his awkward phrasing. "You're breaking up with me?" she asked softly.

"Yeah, I guess so," Harry muttered. "And I'm really sorry about everything. I just don't have time for a girlfriend right now. But I enjoyed spending time with you, and I hope we can still be friends."

Katie stared at him for a long while, as they stood shivering in the tiny alleyway. Harry waited for her to blow up at him, to say he was a terrible person, or to burst out into tears and make him feel like a monster. But Katie didn't do any of that.

"Kay," she said softly, and turned and walked away to rejoin her friends.

Harry watched her go, momentarily stunned. He'd expected some kind of big resolution, some indication that he'd done the right (or the wrong) thing. His first major relationship was now over with a whimper rather than a bang, and he just felt...empty about it. No sadness, no relief, not regret...just a dull sense of finality.

It's for the best, Harry reminded himself. The worst of it is over. Now we can move on.

But that didn't make it any better in the moment. Harry trudged miserably down the high street, wishing he were anywhere else but here. It was bitingly cold, down to the bone, which only intensified his feelings of self-hatred. He headed towards the carriages, intending to head back to the castle early and wallow in the common room for the rest of the afternoon—

He stopped dead in his tracks. Something was wrong here. The cold felt unnatural to him – almost magically enhanced. A dark presence lurked nearby, causing the abnormal chill he felt attacking him from all sides. He turned back towards the village, eyes drawn up towards the sky, and what he saw horrified him.

Dementors.

But not just a small handful. Hundreds of them, descending silently out of the clouds, swooping down towards the village. And not a soul besides him was yet aware of their presence.

Harry had to act fast. He drew his wand and fired a Concussive Charm up into the air. It sailed about a hundred feet upwards and exploded with tremendous force, sending a deafening boom that would be heard for miles.

Windows on storefronts shattered, and students and villagers alike screamed with alarm. But that was the intent. They would all be alerted to the danger, and hopefully the staff up at the castle would come to investigate as well.

"Expecto patronum," Harry muttered, and his thestral Patronus burst into existence, turning to him for instructions. "Go to my dad. Tell him there are hundreds of dementors in Hogsmeade and students are in danger. Send as much backup as possible." The thestral reared up and shot off into the sky, disappearing over the horizon.

But Harry quickly realized that he would now be unable to cast another Patronus for several minutes until the message was received. The dementors were getting closer now, circling the rooftops, zeroing in on all the fresh souls just waiting to be collected. And there were next to no adults there to protect them.

Harry had studied dementors briefly during his preparation for the Third Task the year before. The Patronus Charm was the most effective deterrent, but there were others, less potent but nonetheless ways to buy time. And there was no time to waste.

"Incendio maxima!" Harry bellowed. A wall of flame shot out from his wand, billowing and expanding like a massive curtain. Harry directed it over the rooftops of the village, blanketing Hogsmeade in a canopy of flame. But Harry did not have the strength to cover the entire village, nor would the flames last long against the extreme chill of the dementors. He could only hope it would buy them time before the Ministry arrived.

"Harry!" a voice shouted from down the road; Cedric came running up, a handful of older students behind him. "What's happening? What do we do?"

"Round up anyone who can cast the Patronus Charm!" Harry panted, struggling with the exertion of maintaining such a high output of flames. "Even non-corporeal ones – every bit helps!"

"What if we can't cast a Patronus Charm?" asked a fearful Mark Davis, as Tracey and Daphne looked fearfully at him.

"Use fire," Harry directed. "Tell the younger students to get inside somewhere, and man the doors and windows!"

Cedric nodded, and he turned and began barking instructions at the other students. Harry was grateful for it – he needed someone else to take a position of authority. He couldn't do this all on his own.

Meanwhile, Harry's wall of fire was quickly faltering. Small patches were being snuffed here and there, as the dementors swooped low over it, their chill extinguishing the flames. The cold was starting to permeate his entire body again, and with it, a sense of despair. He was going to lose everything...he would never see his family again...he would never know love…

Then, hope rushed back into him as a silver stag appeared on the street before him, giving off a brilliant warmth that reminded him of his father's authoritative presence. "Alerting the Aurors now," the stag spoke in James' voice. "We'll be there within minutes. Hang on."

The voice gave Harry a second wind, a resolve to fight on. Better yet, he now knew his message had been received, which freed him up to use his own Patronus Charm. He closed his eyes and pictured his family, smiling and laughing around the dinner table, and his desire to see them all together again. "Expecto patronum!"

The silver thestral erupted into existence before him, filling him with immediate warmth and relief. But Harry couldn't bask in its presence for long. He directed it up over the rooftops, where the dementors were still circling, still searching for avenues of attack. The thestral charged them down, forcing them back – a writhing mass of darkness, hovering menacingly over Hogsmeade. It would not be enough on its own.

Then Harry heard a guttural roar to his left, and turned to see a silver bear lumbering down the road, jumping up to swipe at the dementors overhead. It joined the thestral above the rooftops, fending off the darkness with its ethereal glow. Neville was shuffling down the street towards Harry, trembling slightly from the effort of maintaining his Patronus.

"Keep going, Neville," Harry encouraged the boy. "Backup is on the way. We just have to hold out a little longer."

A silver lynx emerged moments later, joining the thestral and bear in the sky as Cedric reappeared beside Neville. "Most students are taking shelter inside the Three Broomsticks," he panted.

"Let's head that direction," Harry suggested. The three Patronuses alone would not be able to defend the whole village – they would need to focus their energy on one spot to hold the dementors back, and the Three Broomsticks was as good a place as any. The three boys directed their spectral animals overhead as they carefully made their way up the road towards the center of the village.

Three more Patronuses appeared out of nowhere: a swan, a tiger, and a goat joining the others in fending off the wave of darkness. "Keep it up, boys!" a voice barked; Harry recognized the barman of the Hog's Head advancing towards them, flanked on either side by two other store owners. The six Patronuses ducked and weaved around one another, taking turns in fighting back the dementors, which remained determined to claim the souls of all within the village.

They reached the Three Broomsticks, and Harry could see jets of flame spewing out from every door and window of the building as the students defended themselves as best they could. The thatched roof of the pub was even beginning to catch fire, but the chill of dementors overhead extinguished it instantly every time. The Patronuses soared over to aid in defending the building, but it still wasn't enough. Neville and Cedric were fading fast, and Harry wouldn't be far behind them...maintaining his thestral was sapping him of all his strength…

Then Harry felt a rush of intense heat, causing the hairs on the back of his neck to stand up. He'd only felt such a heat once before, in his third year, and he was fearful as he turned to see the source.

Fiendfyre – three flaming serpentine heads, twisting and waving between one another as they descended upon the village. Harry, Neville and Cedric gaped at the fearsome sight in awe.

The fiery heads spotted the boys and hissed their displeasure, lunging forward towards them. But at the last second they swerved away, soaring overhead and over the rooftops. Harry heard the inhuman screeches of dementors as they fled the scorching heat, a handful getting hit and bursting into flame. The writhing mass of darkness overhead scattered, abandoning their assault on the Three Broomsticks to avoid a fiery death. (Could dementors actually die? Harry wasn't entirely sure.)

A lone figure was walking shakily up the path towards them, directing the fiery serpents: Albus Dumbledore, face scrunched up in intense concentration, the snow and ice melting away from his feet as he commanded the Fiendfyre. Harry and the others rushed up to him. "Sir, the Aurors are on their way," Harry said quickly. "What should we do?"

"Keep them away from the buildings!" Dumbledore grunted, sweat beading on his brow as he wrestled mentally with the serpents. Harry knew that Fiendfyre was incredibly difficult to control, which is what made it so dangerous to use. The Headmaster was trembling slightly from the effort, and he gave off a powerful burning heat, preventing Harry from getting too close to him.

Harry directed his thestral Patronus to dart in and out of the flames, filling in the gaps left behind by the fiery serpents. The bear and the lynx joined in, along with the other three Patronuses down the road, keeping the dementors up in the sky and away from the village. The creeping chill of the dementors was slowly fading, kept at bay by the network of scorching flames and glowing Patronuses in the sky.

But even Dumbledore was struggling to maintain his defenses. The serpents were beginning to lash out, attempting to turn back upon the caster, prevented from doing so only by the Headmaster's ironclad will. But the old man was struggling, and Harry knew he could not hold on for long...there were simply too many of them…

Then, pops began to ring out as wizards dressed in purple robes appeared throughout the village. Aurors, Harry thought with relief. Shouts of 'Expecto patronum' began to ring out from all around them, and dozens of Patronuses erupted into existence, joining the battle and herding the swarming cloaked beings away from the village. Soon the unnatural cold faded almost entirely as the dementors were forced higher and higher into the sky, corralled into a tight area and surrounded by glowing spectral beasts.

"You can let go now, sir," Harry said to Dumbledore. "The Ministry are here."

The Headmaster swiped his wand, canceling the Fiendfyre. The stream of flames issuing from his wand ceased, but the serpent heads remained, turning once more towards their caster. They hissed malevolently and rushed at Dumbledore, eager to eliminate one last target before their existence ended—

"No!" Dumbledore bellowed, his voice suddenly sharp and commanding as it rang out across the town square. The serpent heads stopped short, hissing their displeasure before being consumed from the inside out, evaporating in a wisp of dark smoke.

As soon as the Fiendfyre was gone, Dumbledore stumbled and nearly toppled over. Harry and Cedric caught him on either side. They began to lower him down to the ground, but Dumbledore shook his head and twirled his wand, summoning an armchair and sinking back into it with a tired groan.

"Sir, shall I go find a Healer for you?" Cedric asked Dumbledore. The old man was bent forward, head clutched in trembling hands.

"No, thank you, Mr. Diggory," Dumbledore said tiredly. "My magic is spent, but I will be alright. See to the others first."

Harry had never seen the Headmaster look so frail before. Dumbledore usually carried himself with an air of power, a confident sense of sheer brilliance and might. But right now he looked every bit the old man he was – still one of the most gifted wizards alive, but far past his physical and magical prime. Neville stared at Dumbledore wide-eyed, perhaps recognizing for the first time that the man was not as immortal and invincible as many believed.

"What is happening here?" demanded a reedy voice. Percy Weasley was hustling up the path to the village, eyes drawn to the sky in horror. "Are those dementors?!"

"They just appeared out of nowhere," Harry muttered. "I raised the alarm as soon as I could."

Percy stared at Harry, clearly torn between his dislike of the boy and his apparent realization that Harry may have saved all of his siblings with his actions. But he was spared a response by the arrival of another, equally unwanted presence.

"Ah good, Wimby, you're already here," said Fudge as he strolled into the square, flanked on either side by Kingsley and Dawlish. "What on earth happened here?"

"The village was attacked by dementors, Minister," Harry said, gesturing to the mass of cloaked beings still floating hundreds of feet overhead. A giant silvery cage had been erected in the sky, and dozens of Ministry officials were now herding the dementors inside, presumably to transport them away.

"Yes, I can see that," Fudge said snippily. "And what on earth are my dementors doing this far from their post?"

"Your dementors?" Harry repeated, aghast. "These are under Ministry employ?"

"Well of course," Fudge scoffed, as though this was obvious. "Every other dementor was expelled from Europe centuries ago. There's only one place these lot could have come from."

Harry's stomach sank at this thought. "Azkaban?" he asked. "Sir, who's guarding the prison if the dementors are here?"

"That's what I bloody intend to find out!" Fudge said indignantly. "Where the hell is Amelia Bones? Isn't the DMLE responsible for dementor control? Or is this some stunt of your father's again, boy?"

"My dad is here protecting the students," Harry said firmly. "Why would he endanger the lives of his own children by sending them here?"

"Hmph," Fudge muttered, clearly seeing the logic in this. "Well, something's fishy about this, very fishy indeed…"

"Cornelius," came a weak voice. Everyone turned to see Dumbledore standing shakily from his chair. "Only one man could have swayed this many dementors to defy their orders. I have told you my suspicions. I fear the day has come."

A look of fear flashed across Fudge's face for a brief moment, before it was replaced by a cruel look of disdain. "You continue to spout this fantasy, Albus?" Fudge scoffed. "You believe the Dark Lord would dare attack the most impenetrable prison in the world?"

"Look at the evidence above you, Cornelius," Dumbledore said, gesturing to the sky. "The guards have been sent hundreds of miles from their post. The prison is undefended. Your insistence on using creatures as guards instead of wizards may have cost us dearly."

Fudge looked stricken by this possibility. He glanced up at the swarm of dementors above, swallowing thickly.

"Shacklebolt!" he barked. "Go to Azkaban and see to the state of affairs there."

"Yes, Minister," said Kingsley, bowing low before disappearing with a crack of Apparation.

"In the meantime," said Fudge, "inquiries must be made here. Someone has cast Fiendfyre in the vicinity of a wizarding village, a terribly dangerous act—"

"It was I, Cornelius," said Dumbledore. "It was the only way to keep the dementors at bay until backup arrived. A single Patronus would not have been enough—"

"That is highly illegal and dangerous dark magic, Dumbledore!" said Fudge pompously. "And to use it so close to hundreds of students? The Wizengamot will not be happy to learn their children were put to such risk!"

"It was necessary to prevent them from a much worse fate," Dumbledore muttered. "In the meantime, we should ensure that none of them suffered a Kiss and that they are all accounted for."

"I agree wholeheartedly," said Amelia Bones, who had just appeared down the street flanked by her underlings. "This can wait until after we've seen to the safety of the students, wouldn't you agree, Minister?"

"Ah, look who decided to show up!" Fudge said pompously as he leered at Amelia. "The dementors fall under your purview, do they not, Madam Bones? Parents will not be happy to learn that your negligence led to putting their children in danger."

"The dementors were clearly swayed by a more powerful Dark agent," said Amelia. "As I warned you was possible in our meeting last December, Cornelius, or have you already forgotten?" Fudge and Amelia glared at one another for a few tense seconds.

"Perhaps this can wait," Harry said tersely. "My sister is out there somewhere, and I intend to go and make sure she's alright."

"As is my niece," Amelia agreed. "We can point fingers at each other on Monday morning."

"If you still have your job by then!" Fudge scoffed at her retreating backside. He gave one more disdainful look towards Harry and Dumbledore before turning and stalking off.

Harry turned back to the Headmaster. "Go on, Harry," said Dumbledore before Harry could speak. "I know you're worried about your sister. I will be alright."

"I'll take him up to Madam Pomfrey," said Cedric. "And I won't hear a word otherwise, Headmaster!"

Dumbledore allowed Cedric to help him up out of his seat and guide him up the path towards the carriages up to the castle. Harry and Neville shared a look before rushing towards the Three Broomsticks. The roof of the building was still smoldering, but jets of water were now issuing out onto it to extinguish the flames. Students were pouring out of the pub, most looking terrified, a few with their hair slightly singed from all the fire being thrown around to defend them.

Harry pushed his way through the crowd until he spotted Rosmerta near the double doors, shepherding students out of the building. "Madam Rosmerta!" he shouted. "Have you seen my sister, Dahlia?"

"Potter?" Rosmerta asked. "Think I saw her head south when the madness began."

Harry's heart dropped. Dahlia wasn't in the Three Broomsticks when the dementors arrived? Where the hell was she, then? He took off in a dead sprint towards the southern end of the village, a feeling of dread rising within him. More and more buildings had caught fire as he passed down the road, as Ministry officials and shopkeepers were working to extinguish the flames. Had other students been forced to take shelter in less-populated buildings?

He rounded the corner and came upon Zonko's Joke Shop – or what was left of it. The two-story building, usually adorned with eye-catching decorations, sat in smoldering ruins, burned entirely to the ground. Harry wondered if the students' fire defenses had caused the collapse, or if Dumbledore hadn't had as much control over his Fiendfyre as he'd reassured Fudge.

A pitiful whine caught Harry's attention, and his heart caught in his throat when he spotted a small pair of legs jutting out from the side of the building. He sprinted over to the injured student, nearly delirious with fear at who it might be, at who he might have lost—

"There there, Anna," came a soothing voice as Harry pulled up short. "It's not hurting so much anymore, is it?"

To Harry's relief, Dahlia was kneeling beside the younger girl, a third-year Hufflepuff. His sister was waving her wand gently over the girl's left leg, which was bent at an odd angle, but slowly began to reform and straighten alongside the other as Dahlia went to work.

"B-back still hurts," the girl named Anna muttered miserably. "C-can't move."

"Yes, your spine is broken in two places," said Dahlia gently as she finished re-setting the broken leg. "I'm not qualified to fix that myself. But the Healers will be here soon to transport you to St. Mungo's, and you'll be as good as new in no time. Okay?"

"Okay," Anna cried softly.

Dahlia looked up to see Harry standing over them. "Are you hurt?" she asked him. "Do you need healing?"

"I...no, I'm fine," said Harry. "I was looking for you. What happened?"

"That prat Cormac ran for it when the dementors arrived," Dahlia said bitterly. "I ran after him, but I heard screaming from Zonko's and came to help. The Fiendfyre saved us, but it also caused the building to come down on us."

"Was anyone else inside?" Harry asked, peering into the wreckage.

"Don't think so," said Dahlia. "Mark Davis came and directed people to the Three Broomsticks just before. Thank Merlin for him, because more people might have been caught in the collapse otherwise."

"Good thing," Harry muttered, intending to thank the boy personally the next time he saw him. He turned his attention to the girl lying prone on the ground. "Is she going to be alright?"

"Oh, yes, she'll be just fine," said Dahlia, smiling down at the frightened Hufflepuff. "You remember Anna Watson?"

"How are you feeling, Anna?" asked Harry, kneeling beside the girl. "You're in our cousin Damian's class, aren't you?"

"Yes," said Anna shakily. "He was really mean to me in our first year, but he's mellowed out since then."

"Good to hear," said Harry. "If he gives you any more trouble, let me know and I'll hex him for you, okay?" Anna giggled at the joke, then winced from the back pain it caused her (causing Dahlia to give her brother a reproachful look).

"Harry! Dahlia!" a voice shouted, as James came running around the corner, looking pale but unharmed. "Thank Merlin. Are either of you hurt?"

"No, but Anna here needs to get to St. Mungo's right away," said Dahlia.

"Healers are on the way," said James, wrapping his two children in a hug. "What on earth happened here?"

"The dementors just appeared out of nowhere," said Harry. "They had to have come from Azkaban."

"But why here of all places?" James wondered aloud. "Hogsmeade is well inland, and there are plenty of Muggle and wizarding villages closer to the coast. Why would they come here?"

"It can't have been an accident," Harry said grimly. "Someone sent them here specifically. Probably as a diversion."

"A diversion?" asked Dahlia. "From what?"

Before Harry could pose his theory, they were interrupted by the appearance of a silver Patronus. The lynx bounded up the street, pausing before them in a regal pose. When it opened its mouth, it spoke in the deep baritone of Kingsley Shacklebolt's voice:

"Azkaban has been attacked. Guards dead. High-profile prisoners have all escaped."

There was a chilling silence after the lynx disappeared into mist. Harry and James shared a knowing look. At once James took off down the road, no doubt to coordinate with his fellow Aurors and plan their next steps.

Harry stood stock-still, heart hammering. He'd known this day might come, but it filled him with dread all the same. A dozen Death Eaters, back on the streets. Gilderoy Lockhart would be among them, the 'Reaver of Memories'. So too would be equally-dangerous men like Antonin Dolohov and Augustus Rookwood, bolstering Voldemort's inner circle even further.

But one escapee stood out in his mind especially. He could still hear her laughter ringing in his ears, the last thing he'd ever heard in his previous timeline. The woman who had killed his godfather in a past life. The woman who had stolen his grandparents from him in this life. Harry's blood boiled as he pictured Bellatrix Lestrange, reunited with her master, laughing her insane laugh and plotting Merlin-knows-what chaos and mass destruction.

You won't take anyone else from me, Bellatrix, Harry thought determinedly. I'll make sure you never hurt my loved ones ever again.

A/N: I forgot that Kingsley's Patronus was a lynx when I invented Cedric's Patronus. So there are just going to be two lynx Patronuses in the world now, I guess, as confusing as that might get in the future. Whoops!
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BONES FIRED; DUMBLEDORE QUESTIONED IN WAKE OF HOGSMEADE INCIDENT

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"The wizarding world has been in disarray following the news of a horde of dementors attacking Hogsmeade Village two days ago. Hundreds of defenseless students from nearby Hogwarts School were visiting the village that day, and were placed in grave danger by the dangerous creatures.

In a press conference held early Monday morning, Minister Cornelius Fudge announced the sacking of Amelia Bones, the head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement. Bones held the position for 11 years prior to this weekend, when she was widely criticized for her failure to maintain control of the dementors that ran amok Saturday afternoon.

'I am appalled that our children were placed in such irreversible danger as they were on Saturday,' said a furious Lucius Malfoy in a statement to the Prophet. 'The fact that any single dementor, let alone hundreds should be allowed so near to a school is unthinkable. It speaks to widespread disorganization and neglect within our Ministry that needs addressing straight away. I am glad that the appropriate parties were dealt with so that something like this can never happen again.'

Madam Bones could not be reached for comment. However, Head Auror James Potter spoke up in defense of the disgraced witch in a statement of his own:

'I had the great pleasure of working alongside Madam Bones for well over a decade,' said Potter. 'She served her nation with distinction and does not deserve to be thrown under the bus for this heinous incident.' [Editor's note: Potter's full statement has been redacted for repeating the widely-debunked conspiracy theory that You-Know-Who is still at-large in Britain.]

The Auror Department has also come under fire for its slow response time to Saturday's attack. Eyewitnesses report that several buildings in the wizarding village had burned down prior to the Aurors' arrival, and it is a miracle that nobody suffered a Dementor's Kiss in their absence. The department has been a magnet for controversy since Potter took over the post last summer, and it once again calls into question his leadership ability in such turbulent times.

Much of the blame for the damage done to the village seems to rest with Headmaster Albus Dumbledore, who controversially summoned Fiendfyre in a desperate attempt to repel the dementors. Fiendfyre is an extremely volatile and dangerous piece of Dark magic that seeks to consume everything in its path, including its caster, and sources indicate that Dumbledore nearly succumbed to the spell himself before being subdued.

Can we really trust Albus Dumbledore to keep our children safe after so many near-misses? He remains under investigation for several gruesome events in the last half-decade, including the murders of three former staff members. See pg. 11 for more, as the Prophet is eager to share several reader letters sharing their own opinions about the once-great man in charge of our children."

Harry shook his head in disbelief as he folded his copy of the Prophet. He had to hand it to Lucius Malfoy: the dementor attack had been a master stroke of politicking for Voldemort's camp. Not only did it help cast more public doubt on both James and Dumbledore, it also served as the perfect cover story for the Azkaban break-out, which was reported on as just a minor side-effect of the incident. Harry had to rifle through to the second-to-last page of the Sunday edition to even find a mention of the escapees, who supposedly overpowered the human guards on their own and fled to the continent.

The only consolation was that James (and Dumbledore) still appeared to be untouchable for the moment. Perhaps this incident had been concocted as a way to get his father fired at last, but it seems that Fudge was still unable to be rid of him and had to go after a lesser target (Amelia Bones) instead. James must still have enough public goodwill that Fudge couldn't risk firing him, and Harry suspected that enough parents still respected Dumbledore's abilities to keep the Headmaster employed for the moment.

Harry knew that the best thing he could do to help was keep a low profile. It was more obvious now than ever that Malfoy and Fudge were seeking any excuse to get the two leaders of the Light movement out of their way. He could not afford to make things worse for his father by getting himself in even more trouble. And as ambivalent as Harry felt about Dumbledore, he knew that the Headmaster's presence in the castle was the one thing keeping Voldemort at bay, and could not afford to threaten his job either.

Harry finished his breakfast and headed off for his first class of the day. But as he exited the Great Hall, he drew exactly the kind of attention he hoped to avoid.

"Off to have a good cry, are you, Potter?"

Harry wheeled around; Draco Malfoy was strutting in his direction, a posse of Slytherins around him. "Malfoy," he said brusquely, before turning to leave again.

"Why the long face, Potter?" Draco sneered. "Dementors snatch your soul last weekend? Or are you feeling guilty for snatching your girlfriend's soul?"

The Slytherins chuckled at this quip. Somehow, the news of Harry and Katie's break-up was widely known by now, and it was somehow even more gossiped about than the dementor attack.

"Couldn't help but notice I saw none of you in the village that day," Harry remarked. "Not fond of Hogsmeade, are we?"

"Maybe we're just more practical than you are," Draco smirked. "We decided to stay in, since we heard it was going to be rather...chilly that day."

Harry laughed hollowly at this. Of course Draco would have received forewarning from his father not to come to Hogsmeade, on the day Voldemort planned his attack. All of the children of Death Eaters likely received the same heads-up, ensuring that none of them would be subject to an accidental Dementor's Kiss.

"Feeling bold now, are we?" Harry scoffed. "You think your father has things all under control? He's just a puppet for a man who's far more powerful than he is."

"Fudge?" Malfoy guffawed. "My father's been playing the Minister like a fiddle for years."

"You know I wasn't talking about Fudge," Harry said in a low tone. The surrounding Slytherins looked briefly nervous by the clear insinuation.

"Clever, are we, Potter?" Malfoy sneered. "Then you ought to know that nobody stands a chance against my father's master. And you ought to think twice before bad-mouthing him or anyone who stands beside him."

Harry laughed openly at this empty threat. But before he could retort, another voice entered the fray.

"Piss off, Malfoy!" a voice shouted, as Damian Dursley came up to defend his cousin. "No one wants to listen to your rubbish today!"

"Ooh, the Mudblood wants to play!" Draco laughed tauntingly. But his cocky grin was wiped away by Harry's wand, which was drawn in an instant and pointed between the blonde boy's eyes.

"I've told you not to use that word around me," Harry said coolly. "Apologize."

Draco's mates oohed mockingly at Harry's demand. Draco himself laughed, but Harry saw the sudden fear in the boy's eyes, eyeing his wand cautiously. He was one of the few students who knew exactly what Harry was capable of with it.

"You want me to say sorry?" Draco asked, as he slowly backed away into the safety of the group. "Fine. Sorry, Dursley, that your parents did a rubbish job raising you."

Harry felt a strong urge to hex Draco into next month for his vile rhetoric. But a sizable crowd had amassed around them now, and he knew he would only get in deep trouble if he made any kind of move against the boy. Besides, he could feel Damian simmering with rage beside him, and knew the younger boy was prone to a more physical style of violence if he didn't deescalate the situation quickly.

"Watch your back, Malfoy," Harry said warningly. And he stowed his wand away, grabbing Damian by the shoulder and steering him down the hall, ignoring the mocking laughter and taunts following them.

"You could've kicked his arse back there!" Damian said as soon as they rounded the corner. "Malfoy would have been a stain on the wall so quick! Why didn't you hex him?"

"He's not worth it," Harry muttered. "Besides, he wants me to attack him so he has an excuse to run off to his father and complain."

"Hmph," Damian snorted unhappily. "I shoulda pummeled him with my bare fists. How dare he talk about my parents that way?"

"He's good at getting under people's skin," Harry agreed, remembering how Malfoy had talked about his mother and sister during their last Quidditch match. "Best to just ignore it and let him run out of steam on his own."

"All the same," Damian grumbled, cracking his knuckles menacingly. "I'd like to show a smarmy git like him how we settle things in the Muggle world."

"I would pay to see that," Harry chuckled appreciatively. He did wonder how Draco might react to getting bloodied up in such a manner – the closest he'd ever seen to it was in his original third year, when Hermione open-palm smacked him across the face. The mental image of Damian walloping the blonde prick without abandon gave him a sense of morbid glee.

Such daydreams would have to be the only satisfaction he got out of the situation. He was being watched too closely, with Percy seemingly appearing at random as he traversed the halls between classes. He could also feel the eyes of his fellow students following him everywhere, could hear the whispers behind his back as his passed by. Word of his heroics in the village were widespread by now, and coupled with what Dahlia told him the previous week, he could feel his legend steadily growing within the student population. Harry still felt uncomfortable being deified by his peers, but it at least kept them from pestering him.

And to think that three days prior, his biggest concern was breaking up with a girl! How quickly a single weekend could change one's priorities. He caught only glimpses of Katie over the coming weeks, and while she still avoided his gaze, she did look somewhat cheerier and more like her old self than before. Harry still felt badly about how things had ended between them, but took solace in knowing that he'd made the right decision. The events at Hogsmeade only reinforced that idea...dating was a luxury he couldn't afford at the moment.

Despite the increased scrutiny upon him, Harry knew that the defense meetings would be more crucial than ever. With more Death Eaters on the loose, and a Voldemort who had proven a willingness to endanger student lives, he had to make sure the other students could look out for themselves. This was clearly a sentiment held by many, as he was bombarded once more by requests for information about the next meeting.

This included a few new surprise recruits. Harry departed his sixth-year Transfiguration lesson one afternoon, only for Mark Davis to chase after him. "Hey Potter, got a minute?" he asked.

"Yeah, sure," said Harry, following him to a quiet alcove. "By the way, I never got the chance to thank you. Dahlia told me you may have saved some lives in Hogsmeade last weekend."

"Not nearly as many as you saved," Mark shrugged. "I did what I could. And that's actually what I wanted to talk to you about."

"Oh?"

Mark glanced around to make sure they weren't being overheard. "Is your invite still open?" he asked quietly. "To join the defense club?"

"Erm...yeah, I guess," said Harry. "Why the change of heart?"

"I guess the war never really felt...real before last weekend," Mark admitted. "I assumed we'd be insulated from it while at school, but clearly I was wrong."

"It may not be the last time," Harry said grimly. "I've lost pretty much all faith in Dumbledore to keep students safe on his own."

"I'm of the same mind," Mark sighed. "And so are Tracey and Daphne. D'you think they could come, too?"

"I don't see why not," Harry shrugged. "There aren't many Slytherins in the club, but I don't see it being a problem."

"Great, thanks," Mark grinned. "And sorry about what the Prophet's been saying about your father. Not everyone in Slytherin thinks the Potters are rubbish."

"You're just cleverer about keeping your opinions to yourselves," Harry scoffed.

Mark look briefly alarmed by this quip. "I didn't mean to say…" he stammered. "Of course there's no excuse for silence...just a matter of discretion—"

"It wasn't an insult," Harry reassured him. "I don't expect you to pledge loyalty to me and my dad or anything. I know Daphne's family in particular would face serious repercussions for that."

"Indeed," Mark muttered. "It's getting scary in the Slytherin common room, to be honest. Lines are being drawn, and I'm worried about planting my flag and drawing attention to myself."

"I get it," Harry nodded. "Do what you have to do to protect yourself. As long as you aren't actively working against the cause."

"I would never!" Mark protested. "My granddad's a Muggle-born – we were raised to reject bigotry in all forms."

"Good to hear," Harry nodded. "Anyway, the next meeting's on Wednesday at eight. Seventh floor, opposite the tapestry of Barnabas the Barmy. And try not to be seen by anybody."

"Don't you worry about that," Mark chuckled as he turned to leave. "Believe it or not, we snakes know a thing or two about being sneaky."

Harry believed Mark, and certainly thought he was trustworthy. All the same, he was beginning to worry about the secrecy of the club. With so many members from every House, it was becoming more and more likely that someone accidentally got caught – especially with Percy beginning to actively suspect something was awry. What would the repercussions be if Harry was exposed as the mastermind behind these illegal meetings? Would Percy be able to spin it into an expulsion-worthy infraction? Given the thin ice Harry was already on, it seemed entirely possible.

But the meetings were simply too important to neglect, so the following Wednesday, Harry checked the Map to see if the coast was clear. He was unsurprised to see that it was not – Percy was loitering at the base of the Astronomy Tower, having pinpointed it as the most likely location of these illicit meetings. Luckily, Harry had foreseen such an obstacle, and instructed everyone to use the secret passageway bypassing the main entrance to the tower and coming out very close to the entrance of the Room.

When Harry arrived for the meeting, he was met with easily the largest group they'd seen yet. Apparently Neville and Hermione had been actively recruiting more people, and now nearly fifty students of all Houses and grade levels stared expectantly back at him. Harry saw the look of reverence in their eyes, viewing him not as a peer, but as a leader. He hated that feeling.

"Neville," he said once the room had quieted down some. "Why don't you lead things to start out? I reckon people here want to practice their Patronus Charm."

Many nodded vehemently in agreement...the dementor attack had clearly left many feeling rattled. Neville tentatively stepped forward as Harry blended into the crowd to listen to his instructions. Neville was gaining more confidence now, speaking with authority on the subject and receiving rapt attention from the others. That was a good start – Harry eventually wanted them to look to Neville for leadership, not him.

And his improvement was paying dividends. Over the subsequent half-hour, four new students successfully conjured a Patronus. Hermione squealed with delight when a silver otter emerged from her wand; Mark Davis summoned a wolf; and Dahlia succeeded in producing a silver doe, tears of joy streaming down her face as she watched it prance elegantly around the room. Most surprising of all was Damian Dursley, among the youngest in the group, who conjured a massive hippogriff, strutting proudly overhead and flapping its wings as students applauded the young boy's feat.

"Alright, gather round!" Harry announced once the four spectral creatures had dissipated into mist. "We've practiced endurance, accuracy, and flexibility in past meetings. Today, we're going to be putting it all together with a proper duel."

The room immediately began buzzing excitedly at this prospect. This was what they'd all envisioned these meetings to be: learning how to fight via more conventional tactics. Harry took control of the Room and caused a wide dueling arena to appear at the center of the room, as students began shuffling around the edge to get a good look.

"Any volunteers for our first demonstration?" Harry asked.

"Right here!" exclaimed Fred Weasley, stepping forward into the ring. The crowd oohed appreciatively at his boldness – nobody else was eager to face Harry. Harry noticed the wink Fred gave to his twin brother, and wondered if he had something up his sleeve. He was confident he could beat Fred, but worried what the trickster might have in store for him.

"Very well," said Harry, taking his place across the ring from Fred. "Ready?"

"Nowhere to run, Potter," Fred grinned, echoing their duel three years earlier in the Dueling Club. Only this time the roles were reversed – both parties knew Harry had the upper hand, and Fred's taunt was more mirthful than malicious. Harry grinned back at the quip.

"Three, two, one, begin!" Harry announced.

Fred launched immediately into an offensive assault, flinging a variety of spells Harry's way. Harry elegantly dodged and Shielded them all, noting with amusement that Fred was mixing in several elementary jinxes – Tickling Charms, Hair-Coloring Hexes and the like.

"I'm almost insulted that you think you can beat me with such juvenile spells," Harry taunted the older boy.

"Punish me for it, then!" Fred laughed, clearly unrepentant.

"As you wish," Harry said with a mock bow. And he launched into his own offensive, flinging spells with dizzying speed at the redhead. To his credit, Fred did not go down easily; the conditioning Harry put everyone through paid off, allowing him to spin and roll away from the spells he was unable to Shield directly.

But there were flaws in Fred's technique. Harry conjured two stone walls on either side of him to limit Fred's movement, then focused his efforts into the narrow alley he'd created. Fred fought valiantly to the end, ducking, dodging and Shielding as quickly as possible, until he was forced to block a spell to his right while a Stunner slipped through his defenses to his left—

Except that wasn't what happened. Fred's left forearm suddenly glowed a brilliant blue as he lifted it in front of his head and blocked the Stunner without his wand. Harry paused, dumbfounded, as the students whooped appreciatively at the showy display.

"Shield Bracelets!" Fred announced, proudly displaying the yellow band dangling loosely on the wrist of his off-hand. "Can block most spells, and lasts for as many as ten uses before needing a recharge."

"Now on sale with Weasleys' Wizarding Wares!" announced George dramatically, stepping into the ring himself and brandishing several more bands over his head.

"Brilliant!" Harry laughed, stepping forward towards the twins, all pretense of the duel dropped. He took one from George and examined it; the band looked innocuous enough, like what Muggles might wear to a music festival, but he could sense the powerful enchantments woven into it, and immediately saw the potential in its use.

"They're five Galleons apiece, or three for the price of two!" Fred announced to the room. "We're open to negotiating if you're hard up on cash, but these took a long time to make."

"I'll cover anyone who doesn't have the cash," Harry promised. "Do you have enough for everyone?"

"Almost," said George, pulling out a book bag that was apparently full of the bracelets. "There are more people here than we expected, but we can finish the rest in a week or two."

"Hand them out," said Harry. "New plan: we're going to spend today learning how to use them effectively."

Everyone excitedly gathered around to accept a bracelet of their own. Harry then directed the group to pair off for practice duels, with the Weasley twins providing a brief demonstration of how they'd learned to utilize the bands in combat. Harry provided a few pointers of his own, utilizing his own movement- and agility-based combat style to make the bands even more effective, then set the pairs off on their own to experiment and report back on what worked.

The bands proved to be an instant hit with the students. At first, most of the activations were accidental, with students looking surprised when their band saved them from a spell slipping through. But over time they learned to use them more deliberately; Harry and Cedric had a memorable duel that saw the older boy intentionally drop his Shield Charm to fire a surprise counter-attack in the middle of Harry's offensive. It was an exciting session that saw plenty of feedback about potential creative uses for the new technology, and Harry's mind was abuzz with possibilities with such a powerful tool.

Harry dismissed the group soon after, with many approaching the Weasley twins to pay up for their bracelets. All in all, Harry was out nearly a hundred Galleons covering for the students who lacked the funds to pay for their own. It dried up most of the money he'd been saving up over the years from various holiday and birthday presents from his family and surrogate uncles – he'd have to find a way to replenish those funds sometime soon.

"Thanks for the invite, Potter," said Daphne Greengrass, as she and Tracey Davis approached after the meeting. "I wasn't sure if we'd still be welcome here."

"Why wouldn't you be?" Harry frowned.

"Slytherin has been isolating itself a lot more recently," Daphne sighed. "With Draco and his lot running things, there's an expectation to fall into line and not fraternize with the other Houses. I wasn't sure if we were giving off that impression."

"Well, so far so good," Harry reasoned, looking around the room; none of the other students appeared perturbed by the Slytherins' presence. "Keep coming to meetings and working hard and that shouldn't be an issue."

"You aren't telling anybody we're here, right?" asked Daphne anxiously. "It could seriously jeopardize things for my family if people knew we were part of your little army."

"It's not an army," Harry corrected her swiftly. "Just a study group, right? And trust me, the repercussions would be just as bad for me and my family if word got out, if not worse."

"True," Daphne shrugged. "But thanks anyway."

"No problem," said Harry. "Where's Mark, by the way?"

"Making new friends, by the looks of things," Tracey smirked, motioning over to the corner. Mark was chatting casually with Dahlia, who was laughing a little too loudly at whatever he was saying to her.

What's this about, then? Harry grumbled internally. Can't she settle on one guy, for Merlin's sake? Mark Davis was certainly a step up from Cormac McLaggen, he had to admit, but come on!

"Not thinking about hexing my cousin, I hope?" Tracey asked, reading his expression perfectly. "He was raised to be a perfect gentleman to girls, you know."

"I'm not worried about Mark," Harry grimaced. "Dahlia can take care of herself."

"We overheard her chewing out McLaggen last week in the hall," Tracey giggled. "She really gave it to him...I've never seen him look so timid and small."

"Serves him right," Daphne added. "Cormac took Flora Carrow to the Yule Ball last year, and she had a really bad time. He was apparently a terrible date."

"Speaking of which," Tracey smirked, "rumor has it you're back on the market, Potter. Got your eye on anybody at the mo'?"

"Definitely not," said Harry. "I need a break from relationships for a while. Got too much to worry about."

"Who said anything about relationships?" Tracey winked. "I know plenty of girls around here who would love to take you for a spin, no strings attached."

"Ugh, Tracey, not so loud," Daphne cringed. "That's inappropriate!"

"Sorry to offend your pure-blood sensibilities," Tracey grinned. "I forgot you won't even consider romance unless it comes with a notarized marriage contract."

"That's not true!" Daphne protested, red-faced, as both Tracey and Harry laughed. "I just...think it's improper to talk about in polite company!"

"Don't worry, Daph, this is a safe space," Harry grinned. "I won't tell a soul if you want to take some lowly half-blood for a 'spin'." Tracey cackled at this as Daphne reddened even further.

The Room began to empty soon after, with Harry directing students to exit in small groups as he consulted the Marauder's Map to ensure their safe passage back to the common rooms. Soon it was just Harry, Neville, Ron and Hermione left behind, all in relatively good spirits.

"Bloody hell, I feel like I could take on a whole Death Eater army after that!" Ron said gleefully, mimicking his dodging and ducking around the obstacle course.

"Careful what you wish for," Harry said somberly. "It's one thing in practice, and another when you're actually facing down Unforgivables from someone who wants you dead."

"Yeah, I know," Ron huffed, still mime-dueling with nobody in particular. "It's still fun to imagine roundhouse-kicking Malfoy's dad in the face, innit?"

"Can't argue with that," Harry grinned. He turned to Neville, frowning. "Everything alright, Nev?"

"Yeah, fine," Neville muttered – clearly a lie. His eyes were closed as he leaned against the far wall, massaging his temple just over his scar.

"You haven't told us much about your Occlumency lessons with Professor Snape," said Hermione worriedly. "Have they been going alright?"

"They aren't helping much," Neville said bitterly. "I mean, I'm getting better at keeping Snape out, thanks to what Harry taught me, but it's useless against Voldemort. It's like...the intrusion is coming from within my mind, not outside of it."

Harry knew full well what he meant. The horcrux was a part of him, after all, so any 'intrusion' from Voldemort would feel almost indistinguishable to his own emotions.

"Are you still dreaming about the Department of Mysteries?" Harry asked.

"Every night," Neville nodded. "I'm getting closer and closer to my goal, in this big cathedral full of high shelves, but whenever I get to the correct row I wake up again."

"Listen, Neville," said Harry in a dire tone. "You have to promise me you won't go to the Department under any circumstances."

"Why would I?" Neville asked, confused. "I know he needs me to get the prophecy. I would never help him get it."

"He might try to coerce you," said Harry. "Or trick you into thinking you have to go there. He's a powerful Legilimens, and might try to implant false memories and images to make you believe it's a matter of life or death."

Neville studied Harry curiously at this odd warning. "Why wouldn't Dumbledore warn me about that, if that was a real concern?" he asked.

Why indeed? Harry thought bitterly to himself. He certainly wouldn't have minded a heads-up himself in his previous timeline. "Dunno...just a thought," he said evasively. "How's your Gran doing, by the way? Do you keep in constant contact with her?"

"Sure, she writes every once in a while," Neville shrugged. "Why do you ask?"

"Find a way to keep in touch with her," Harry suggested. "In a more immediate way than by owl. If something goes wrong – if one of you gets put in danger – it might be essential to be able to reach each other quickly."

"You think my Gran might be in danger?" Neville asked, wide-eyed. "Our home is heavily warded against intruders."

"Just a hunch," Harry shrugged. "I'm just saying, if you think Voldemort is using her as bait, don't believe it right away. It might be a trick."

"That's oddly specific," Ron muttered thoughtfully. "You think You-Know-Who would concoct something that sinister?"

"Harry's hunches are usually correct," Hermione pointed out. "I've actually been working on something that could help you, Neville."

Hermione dug into her bag and pulled out two identical pieces of fresh parchment. Harry felt a tug on his magic, and he allowed her to take control of the Room to conjure a table and a pot of ink.

"I got the idea from Tom Riddle's diary," Hermione admitted. "The pages are linked together by magic, so if you write a message on one, it'll appear on the other for about a minute before disappearing. You can communicate back and forth instantly with anyone who has the other sheet."

"That's brilliant, Hermione," said Harry, as he watched her demonstrate by writing 'Test' on one sheet, which then appeared on the other. "It's like Muggle instant messaging."

"Insta-what?" said Ron. "Anyway, that's bloody awesome! Imagine having those in History of Magic lessons, to chat with your mates while Binns is droning on about goblin accords."

"It's not for goofing off with friends, Ronald!" Hermione chastised him. "Like Harry said, communication is key in dangerous situations, and this should be used only for emergencies."

"Can you make more of these?" Harry asked her eagerly.

"I think so," Hermione shrugged. "It's tricky, but I'm getting better with the Protean Charm. I still haven't figured out how to make it work with three or more linked sheets."

"Talk to Fred and George," Harry suggested. "They're pretty innovative with charms like that. This is really remarkable, 'Mione, honestly."

"Okay, I think I will!" Hermione beamed. Harry was all too happy to foster and encourage his friends' innovation, which might prove key to winning the upcoming war. Hermione and the Weasley twins may be relatively young, but they'd already found clever solutions to problems that the wizarding world hadn't addressed in centuries. That was the benefit of taking inspiration from the Muggle world rather than dismiss it out of hand, he supposed.

The winter snow on the castle grounds began to melt as spring approached, and with it, the mood of the student population seemed to steadily improve. The dementor attack had been a frightening and traumatic experience for many, but the warmer weather and relative peace that followed really boosted morale. Furthermore, students were improving dramatically in defense lessons, and Harry was able to take more and more of a back seat and let others dictate the pace for themselves.

That allowed Harry to look ahead to the future once more. Spring break was approaching, and he'd confirmed plans with Bill and Saul to investigate the Gaunt shack while he was away from school. The thought of finding another horcrux was an enticing prospect, and he finally felt that he was making real progress towards defeating Voldemort. With a little luck, they might successfully find and destroy all the horcruxes before the war officially began.

Springtime also brought a unique experience for fifth-years: Career Advice, with each student meeting with their Head of House to discuss their future. As much as Harry respected and admired Professor McGonagall, he was pleased now to have Flitwick as his mentor, whose enthusiasm for teaching and counseling students was infectious. He headed straight to Flitwick's office for his scheduled meeting after lunch on Thursday.

"Come in, Harry, come in!" Flitwick said, beaming at him. Harry took a seat, scanning the room subconsciously as he did so. He half-expected Percy to be standing in the corner, prepared to bad-mouth his hopes and aspirations like Umbridge had, but fortunately they were alone.

"Now," said Flitwick, hopping up into his chair, "this is the part where I'm supposed to assess your scholastic progress and give you guidance on your future. However, your grades are exemplary, and I have no doubt that you will find success in whatever enterprise you pursue after graduation."

"Thank you, sir," Harry said, inclining his head.

"There is the small matter of your Defense Against the Dark Arts marks," Flitwick muttered, referring to a piece of parchment on his desk that Harry supposed contained his grades. "You are scraping by with an 'Acceptable' in Professor Weasley's class, and his student notes do not paint you in a very forgiving light. But given the...extenuating circumstances and your continued excellence in practical exams, I do not worry that you are in danger of failing your N.E.W.T. next year."

Harry chuckled at this – it was the closest Flitwick would ever get to bad-mouthing another teacher. Percy was clearly disliked by the majority of students and staff, though none of the latter would ever admit as much.

"I do wonder what career path you have in mind," Flitwick asked, peering curiously at Harry. "You have the marks to do just about anything. What is it you want for your future, Harry?"

Harry considered this. He hadn't envisioned anything in his future besides Voldemort for a very long time. What did he want for his future?

"I suppose I plan on becoming an Auror," Harry said. "With the war coming on, it seems only right to join the cause."

"Even if war does come to Britain once more," said Flitwick cautiously, "it will not last forever. I understand that you may wish to follow in your father's footsteps, but have you considered any other options?"

Harry thought about it. "Curse-breaking did seem interesting to me," he admitted.

"Ah," said Flitwick sagely. "A dangerous undertaking, but a rewarding one. I take it you know Bill Weasley, then? He is the last student I mentored who went into the profession."

"Yes," Harry nodded. "What N.E.W.T.'s would I need for it?"

"Defense, Charms, Transfiguration and Ancient Runes are a must," said Flitwick. "Potions is also recommended, as it can be important to know the antidotes to various curses. Arithmancy is often a prerequisite as well, in order to understand the underlying principles of ward matrices and curse construction, but with independent study I think you could do without."

"That's good," Harry sighed with relief. He hated Arithmancy, but he hated the idea of limiting his career options even more.

"Don't take this the wrong way, Harry," said Flitwick slowly. "But I worry about your penchant for seeking out trouble. I would hate to see one of my most gifted students in decades get cut down in his youth by over-exposing himself to danger."

"Someone has to do it," Harry shrugged. "It's a noble enough cause, isn't it?"

Flitwick nodded slowly. "Did you know I became a hit-wizard after graduation?" he said. When Harry shook his head in surprise, he continued: "I was itching for action, and jumped into the first gig that promised plenty of it. I spent three years chasing dangerous Dark witches and wizards across Europe and the Americas. Then I had my accident."

"Accident?"

Flitwick unbuttoned the top of his shirt and pulled it aside, revealing a jagged purple scar across his collarbone. "I got cocky," he sighed. "I dropped my guard during a routine arrest, and nearly got decapitated for it. If my partner hadn't deflected the worst of the blow, I would not be here right now."

"Is that when you decided to get into teaching?" Harry asked.

"Surprisingly, no," Flitwick chuckled. "I took a desk job at the Ministry, mostly to appease my mother who was worried sick. But I still had the itch, so I took up dueling in my spare time."

"As a hobby?" Harry asked.

"Actually, I made more money from dueling than my day job," Flitwick grinned. "There are sanctioned tournaments all over Europe, some offering up to thousands of Galleons in reward. I'm also not proud to say I sought out a few underground fighting rings, and saw some grisly fights there, but by-and-large it was a much safer outlet for me to find trouble with."

"Is dueling something you can do full-time?" Harry asked, suddenly intrigued.

"Some have, and I briefly considered it," Flitwick conceded. "I would not recommend it, as it involves constant travel and an intense physical regimen. But I hope to impress upon you that you don't have to throw yourself into deadly traps to express your talents...whatever you choose to do, you could always duel on the side for some extra income and life experiences."

"Huh," Harry said, mulling this over quietly to himself. Flitwick didn't know it, but Harry had recently been mulling over how to make some quick money for himself. He envisioned a near future in which he would need to leave the safety of his parents' home, and having gold of his own would help him achieve his own goals before the war was over. Was dueling the answer?

"I also believe you would make a tremendous teacher one day," Flitwick continued as Harry pondered in silence. "Not any time soon, mind...you deserve to go out and see what the world has to offer you first. But perhaps decades from now, if you decide to truly settle down as I did, Hogwarts can be a permanent home for you."

Harry quite liked the sound of that idea, actually. Hogwarts was and always would be his true home, even though he had grown quite fond of Godric's Hollow as of late. He did enjoy leading defense meetings and knew he could command the attention and respect of those younger than him. Perhaps the ever-fluctuating DADA post could be his for good one day.

"In any case," Flitwick said to fill the contemplative silence, "you don't have to decide anything now. If you continue on your current path, you should have plenty of options open to you. And I hope if you do take my advice, you'll consider calling upon a former dueling champion for mentorship."

"You would help me prepare for duels?" Harry asked.

"It would be my great pleasure," Flitwick beamed at him. "Not that you need all that much help. I suspect you could enter a tournament today and advance quite far as is...not that I would encourage such foolishness, of course."

"I appreciate that, Professor," Harry said, standing to offer his hand. "I might just do that."

"I look forward to the day," Flitwick said, shaking Harry's hand eagerly.

Harry left Flitwick's office in a contemplative mood. Harry had already begun scheming more illicit means of amassing wealth for himself if the necessity arose. He figured it would be trivial to Apparate into a Muggle bank and make off with thousands of pounds, and no one would directly suffer from the crime. Entering a dueling contest underage was likely illegal in itself, but he could get around that easily enough with glamours. Was that something he could pursue over the summer?

Harry couldn't shake the feeling that his days at Hogwarts were limited. Aside from preparing his fellow students, he felt that his time was not best spent here, that he needed to spread his wings and spend more time in the real world. He was quickly approaching the point where books and lectures could not teach him as well as real-life experiences could.

Problem was, he didn't trust Dumbledore to keep his friends and family safe in his absence. Nobody had been looking out for Harry in his last timeline, after all, and it cost him his life. So he had to make sure contingency plans were in place in case something bad were to happen and Harry wasn't around to save the day yet again.

On the last day before break, Harry spotted Cedric chatting with some friends in the hall and decided to put such plans in action. "Hey, Ced!" Harry called after him. "Got a minute?"

"Yeah," said Cedric, following Harry to a more secluded spot. "Everything alright?"

"Brilliant," Harry lied coolly. "I need to ask you a favor."

"Sure, what's up?"

"I have a bad feeling that something like what happened at Hogsmeade might happen again," Harry muttered in an undertone so he wouldn't be overheard.

"You think students will be attacked again?" asked Cedric, looking troubled.

"Maybe, maybe not. But if anything like that ever happens again, I need you to watch out for Neville."

Cedric frowned. "Why him in particular?" he asked.

"It's...complicated," Harry muttered. "But Voldemort is trying to lure him away from the castle. Just find him if anything bad happens and don't let him do anything stupid."

"Alright, I guess I can do that," Cedric frowned. "What about you?"

"I might not always be around when things go wrong," Harry shrugged. "And if I am, I have Dahlia to worry about first and foremost. I'm just making sure all my bases are covered, that's all."

"Yeah, sure, I hear you," Cedric nodded. "You all right, Harry? You've been on-edge all year."

"Just under a lot of stress," Harry muttered. "It helps knowing that the people I care about are being looked after."

"I get that," said Cedric. "Easy to forget sometimes, being an only child. And Damian's like a little brother to me – you know I'll do anything to keep him safe as well."

"Glad to hear it," Harry said. "Let's just hope nothing else happens and this is all moot."

"Amen to that."

Harry felt slightly better knowing that Neville had people watching him when he could not. Mark Davis had his eye on the boy in the dorms; Ron and Hermione were with him during meals and classes; and now Cedric provided an additional security blanket. Harry couldn't be around 24/7 to make sure Neville didn't get himself into more trouble, and Merlin knows he didn't trust Dumbledore for the task.

Harry could see the war looming large on the horizon – it beckoned to him, urged him to leave the safety of Hogwarts and do what he could to bring the fight to Voldemort. The best thing he could do now was make sure the other students at Hogwarts had the tools to defend themselves in his absence.
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There was a time when Harry got caught up in the excitement of the train rides to and from Hogwarts. Children screaming and running up and down the halls of the Hogwarts Express, swapping jokes and stories about what they'll be up to for the upcoming break. But he found himself growing tired of being surrounded by such juvenile behavior. He was nearing twenty-one years old mentally and yearned to spend more time around people closer to his 'true' age.

Which is why he was looking forward to the upcoming Spring Break. Although it meant a return to the war efforts, it was also a return to adult life, which he was tired of being kept out of. He wanted to talk about something other than school work, or relationship gossip, or which girls had developed the most that term. He wanted to be treated like the grown-up he knew in his head he truly was.

Catching up with his father gave Harry exactly what he was looking for. That evening, James and Harry sat in the backyard, sipping Butterbeers and catching up on what was happening on the outside world. James must have sensed Harry's growing discomfort with being infantilized and had started talking to him like a peer rather than a child, which Harry greatly appreciated.

"Mood's been tense at the Ministry as of late," James admitted, staring out across the dark expanse of Godric's Hollow beyond the warded fence line. "Even those not in the know can sense something's brewing. Everyone's on-edge, worried. Since Amelia got the boot, they seem to think they'll be next if they stick their next out."

"Surely people realize what a fool Fudge is by now?" Harry asked hopefully. "Can't everyone get together and do something about it?"

"The thing you have to understand, Harry," said James patiently, "is that most people just want to go along with the flow and not ruffle any feathers. Do their job, get paid, then go home to their families. Anything that threatens to disrupt that peace is an unacceptable risk."

"Even if making a change would improve everyone's lives?" Harry scoffed. "Even if it means stopping a Dark Lord from taking over? It's such bullshit!"

"Language," James muttered, but he didn't truly sound bothered by it. "You and I know better, but that's because we were both raised to do the right thing, even if it's hard. There will come a time when people realize how bad things have gotten and embrace that change, but that day hasn't yet come."

"When will it, then?" Harry demanded. "When Voldemort's literally kicking down the front door and throwing around Killing Curses?"

"Basically, yes," James laughed hollowly. "It's only human nature to pretend the worst can never happen. In the meantime, we just have to do what we can to stay in a position to right the ship when the time comes to act."

"D'you reckon that time will be soon?" Harry asked.

"Not soon enough," James said bitterly. "I dunno if I'll last the year at the Auror Office. Fudge will use just about anything as justification to have me removed at this point. And more than likely people won't question it, given how easily he was able to be rid of Amelia."

"What will you do if you are fired?" Harry asked.

"Truthfully, it'll free me up to fight the war the way it needs to be fought," James shrugged. "Being in an office all day doesn't help us accomplish what needs to really be done. Don't tell your mother I said this, but I almost welcome it."

Harry was surprised to hear his father say this. But he fully understood the sentiment behind it – he felt much the same way about being cooped up at Hogwarts. He couldn't admit it out loud, of course – he didn't want to give his parents a heart attack by voicing his thoughts of quitting his education two years early. It was an unlikely scenario anyway – as long as Dahlia and Damian were enrolled at Hogwarts, he would feel compelled to stay and watch out for them.

"I want to help," Harry said firmly. "In any way I can. I know I'm still underage for another year and a bit, but I'm ready to join this war."

James eyed his son warily. "I wish I could stop you," he eventually sighed. "But I know damn well that's impossible. I've only been able to slow you down so far, but you're determined to jump right into the thick of it, aren't you?"

"Bellatrix Lestrange is still out there," Harry said mutinously. "She has to pay for what she's done to our family. And I'll see to it that she does."

"You will do no such thing," James said, turning to face Harry fully. "She's the most dangerous witch alive, second only to the Dark Lord himself. I fought her myself in the last war, and she nearly bested me before backup arrived. Promise me you won't pick a fight with Lestrange."

"If I see her in battle—" Harry growled.

"Then you will keep your distance," James said firmly. "I mean it, Harry. You're a gifted fighter, I won't deny it, but picking a fight with her is suicidal. Don't make your family mourn you like we've already mourned for your mother's parents. Promise me."

"Alright," Harry sighed. "I promise."

He knew James was right, of course – he still wasn't ready to take on the best of the best, and Bellatrix Lestrange belonged to that upper tier that he had not himself reached yet. He would have to keep training, keep improving until he could stand toe to toe with her and get the best out of the exchange. Patience was key, a difficult lesson that he was still trying to learn in his new timeline.

He was grateful that the next Order of the Stag meeting was just two days later. Dahlia was sent off to the Burrow to spend the day with Ginny, as the other three Potters took the Floo to Remus and Alessia's home. Barty Crouch was not present, but all of the others were in the dining room when they arrived: Sirius, Remus, Alessia, Amelia Bones, Dale Greengrass, and Andromeda Tonks, all standing to greet them when they arrived.

"Barty couldn't make it today," James announced as he took his seat at the head of the table. "He's trying to limit his overseas visits, since international Portkeys are more expensive than ever at the moment."

"Not to mention illegal," Amelia muttered. "Probably spooked that he doesn't have an insider in the DMLE to cover his tracks anymore."

"Who's replaced you in the department?" asked Harry.

"John Dawlish," James muttered bitterly. "It's not uncommon for former Aurors to get promoted to the position. It is uncommon to go behind the back of the office head and promote one of his subordinates to a superior position."

"He always was more loyal to the Minister than anyone else," Amelia nodded forlornly. "Fudge is trying to stuff every department with loyalists and kick out anyone who poses a threat to him."

"He's doing the same with the Wizengamot," Dale Greengrass sighed. "Two of my colleagues have resigned this term already after being smeared in the Prophet for nonsense issues. Everyone is afraid to take a side, in case they become the next target of the spin cycle."

"Were you successful in earning the ICW seat?" asked James.

"I was," Dale nodded. "Pulled a few favors to secure the votes after I put my name forward. Lord Selwyn seemed surprised to have opposition, but he took the loss without complaint at least."

"Because he doesn't know what we have planned yet," James sighed. "According to Crouch and Delacour, the plan to call for troops to Britain is being kept hush-hush for now. If Voldemort's camp catch wind, they might try to put a stop to it."

Dale blanched at this. Harry knew from Daphne just how averse the Greengrass family was to taking a hard-line stance on difficult issues like this one. He admired Dale for taking that risk and siding with James, despite the consequences it might have on his political career and his family's future.

"I'll accompany you to the meeting in June," said James. "Every nation's representative can bring one additional speaker to propose national issues. Hopefully with my high standing in the Ministry, I'll be able to sway some people."

"If you still have high standing in the Ministry by then," Remus pointed out grimly.

"Yes, well, we'll cross that bridge when we get to it," James shrugged. Lily looked quite worried by her husband's blasé attitude – Harry knew his father's true feelings on the matter, but said nothing.

"I actually have some news about Lord Selwyn to report," Sirius spoke up. "I was able to pull some documents relating to a business he owns that the Black family has a minority stake in. He's been embezzling money and drawing it to an unnamed account."

"We suspect Malfoy is behind it," added Andromeda. "The same thing happened to a small business my sister Cissy was gifted by our grandfather on her seventeenth birthday – as soon as her marriage to Lucius was finalized, its assets were drained until it eventually declared bankruptcy."

"Probably funding Voldemort's war efforts," Harry grumbled under his breath.

"Is that legal?" James frowned. "Is it something we can use against him?"

"If the DMLE bothered to look into it, maybe," Sirius shrugged. "But the business will be drained by the time they opened an investigation. I could slow it down by filing an injunction with Gringotts as a minority owner."

"Do it," James nodded. "Anything we can do to slow them down is worth giving a shot. They already know you're not on their side anyway, so there's little political risk there."

"Damn straight," Sirius smirked, before waggling his eyebrows at Amelia. "Lia here has been a godsend with helping us file the proper paperwork. She always was the most studious of us all."

"As if I have anything better to do," Amelia scoffed, rolling her eyes, but Harry noted that she did flush slightly at Sirius' flirtatious remarks.

"Remus, were you able to attend last night's Order of the Phoenix meeting?" asked James.

"I was," Remus nodded. "Dumbledore's given up completely on the guard rotation at the Department of Mysteries. Nobody else has been keen to sign up after what happened to you."

"Good," said James. "No one else needs to be hurt unnecessarily. Any other updates we should be aware of?"

"Only small tidbits," said Remus. "Snape reported that the Dark Lord has been recruiting dark creatures like vampires and werewolves to the cause – and giants, of course, which we already knew from Hagrid."

"I thought we had the werewolves on our side?" James frowned, turning to Lily.

"We have a steady stream of daily patients coming in for the treatment," Lily responded. "The initial focus was on women and children, of course. But now that we've begun accepting adult males, the sign-ups are starting to slow."

"Why do you think that is, Moony?" asked James.

"I can only guess," Remus shrugged. "I'm no longer welcome in the usual enclaves to ask around. But distrust of the Ministry runs deep in those circles, and some have been outsiders for so long that they may have difficulty accepting offers of help. They've flocked towards sycophants like Fenrir Greyback for support – men who are more focused on inflicting their pain and suffering upon others than solving their own problems."

"But that makes no sense!" Harry protested. "The potion could cure them all! Why would they knowingly choose to remain monsters?"

"Because they've been monsters for so long that they begin to see themselves as such," Remus said sadly. "Their moral compasses have been so skewed that they no longer see what they're doing as wrong. They don't want to be cured, because that would force them to confront the bad things they did on the full moon under the guise of their condition."

"But they had no choice!" Lily protested. "Their condition did prevent them from seeing reason!"

"We're talking about men who knowingly traveled to Muggle villages to transform rather than lock themselves up for the safety of others," said Remus. "They embrace their urges rather than fight against them. What we're doing is noble work, Lily, but some men can't be saved if they refuse to save themselves."

That was a sobering thought that left a lingering silence hanging over the table. In that moment, Harry decided that he no longer held sympathy for the remaining werewolves of Britain – if he ever came across one in the future, he would know that they deliberately chose to forego the cure, and would feel no qualms about taking them down to protect others.

"Well," said James, clearing his throat, "do what you can to sway the rest, at any rate. Anything else we should know from the Order meeting?"

"Just one curious thing," said Remus. "Snape reported that Pettigrew has been out on assignment for months. No one knows what he's up to, but he's apparently on some quest that only he and the Dark Lord know about."

"Neville mentioned something about that last year," Harry piped up. "He had a vision where Voldemort told him to look for something."

"Like what?" James frowned.

"No clue," Harry shrugged. "I can ask him, but I don't think he knows any more than we do."

"Strange," James muttered. "There haven't been any sightings reported in the past year. Whatever he's looking for, he's covering his tracks well and staying well-hidden."

Harry lamented the fact that his prior knowledge was no help in this situation. For all he knew, Peter had been searching for this mysterious 'thing' in the past timeline too, but he didn't live long enough to find out what it was. He would have to continue pondering what that might be in his free time.

The meeting adjourned soon after, and the group chatted idly for a bit before dispersing. Harry noted with some jealousy that the other adults were all off to continue their own contributions to the war effort, while he was expected to return to Hogwarts like a good boy and wait his turn to be of service.

What they didn't know, however, was that he had plans of his own before going back to school. In a few short days, he would meet with Bill Weasley and Saul Croaker in Little Hangleton to explore the Gaunt shack. And if they managed to find what he suspected was hidden within, they might just contribute more to the war effort than every member of both Orders combined.

Harry had scheduled their outing for Thursday afternoon, when he knew both James and Lily would be working and he could slip out of the house undetected. He also gifted his sister with an early birthday present: '1001 Magical Maladies and How to Cure Them', which was sure to keep Dahlia busy reading in her room when it came time to depart. Sure enough, the coast was clear when he slipped out into the back yard and past the fence line, traveling a safe distance away before Disapparating.

He appeared in a small alleyway in the south of town, framed on either side by dilapidated and abandoned houses. He knew the risk of being spotted was low, but he Disillusioned himself and crouched low anyway, in case any Muggles happened to be lurking nearby. He stealthily made his way down the lane towards the prearranged meeting place.

Harry sensed another nearby presence as he approached the deserted intersection. The magic was familiar to him, but he remained silent and invisible all the same, waiting and listening.

Soon, a disembodied voice whispered into the silence. "Name of the man whose home we are here to see?" it asked.

"Tom Riddle," Harry whispered back. "Suspected contents of said home?"

"A golden cup," came the reply. Harry removed his disguises as Saul Croaker did the same, standing to greet him properly. "You're late."

"Just covering my tracks," Harry shrugged. "You're early. Didn't have anything better to do today?"

"Better than hunting soul fragments of a lunatic Dark Lord? Not really," Saul smirked. "Took a sick day. This sure beats devising ways to protect my Department from a Death Eater incursion."

"Making much progress?" Harry asked curiously.

"I was, until last month," Saul said grimly. "The Azkaban break-out certainly changes things."

"How so?"

"Augustus Rookwood," Saul muttered. "He was my boss before he got caught working for the Dark Lord during the first war. He'll know all about the Department's native defenses, and he's sure to tell his boss all about them now that he's free. I've had to tear them all down and start over from scratch, so he can't easily disable them."

"I see," Harry muttered. "And do you think you'll succeed?"

"Any defenses I put up will only slow an intruder down, not stop them completely," Saul shrugged. "I have to avoid any lethal means of deterrence, given the odds that a certain underage wizard might decide to waltz in uninvited."

"I've told Neville to stay away, that it's a trap," Harry reassured him. "But I guess it's for the best, just in case."

"Either way, there are some nasty surprises waiting for anyone who tries to break in," Saul grinned evilly. "I almost invite them to try, just so I can review the security footage afterwards and have a good laugh. Now, where the hell is Weasley?"

They milled around waiting for Bill for another fifteen minutes. Finally, Harry sensed him coming down the lane, spotting the shimmer in the air that gave away his imperfect Disillusionment Charm. Not taking any chances, he fired a Freezing Charm at the man, approaching with his wand drawn as the illusion lifted and Bill appeared, frozen in place.

"Which bedroom did I sleep in, the night before the Quidditch World Cup final?" Harry asked.

"Mine," Bill mumbled from between frozen lips. Harry released him, Saul reaching out to catch the gangling man before he could stumble to the ground.

"Took you long enough," Saul reprimanded him. "Got better things to do today?"

"Wasn't as easy to skive off of work as I thought," Bill admitted sheepishly. "Had to make up some excuses on the fly."

"Your improv skills need work, then, if this is going to continue," Saul scoffed. "Shall we get to it, then?"

"Hang on," Harry muttered. Something was not right. He couldn't quite place the feeling, but something felt off about the magic in the air. Had they gotten too close already? Had they tripped an enchantment by accident?

Harry felt a foreign presence in the air – a familiar presence. "Someone's here," he muttered drawing his wand. He had a very bad feeling about this...had Voldemort discovered their plans? Had he set someone to hide nearby and watch the area? Was all their hard work about to come crashing down?

Harry's wand flashed as though on instinct, casting a Stunning Charm down the road. It collided with something invisible, which dropped heavily to the ground. Harry had a strange sense of deja vu as he cautiously approached, heart hammering in his chest. That sense only amplified when he canceled the Disillusionment Charm, revealing the figure that had been stalking them.

"Bloody hell," Bill groaned. "What's she doing here?"

Fleur Delacour was sprawled unconscious on the ground at Harry's feet. He dropped to one knee and tapped his wand to her chest, muttering, "Ennervate."

Fleur's eyes snapped open, and when she saw Harry's wand pointed in her face, she sighed. "Merde," she groaned. "We really must stop meeting like this, 'Arry."

"What was the answer to the sphinx's riddle in the maze during the Third Task?" Harry demanded, not taking any chances.

"Er...what…?" Fleur stammered.

"Answer, Fleur," Harry growled. "So I know it's you."

"Eet was…" Fleur said, wracking her brain. "Something about fire...a Victoire de Cadmus, as we French call it…"

"Close enough," Harry muttered, extending his hand. Fleur took it, allowing him to help her to her feet. "Why the hell are you following us?"

"And how the hell are you following us?" Bill demanded. "I covered my tracks exceptionally well, and I assume these two did also."

Fleur looked supremely guilty as the other three scrutinized her. "Eet is embarrassing," she muttered. "I thought per'aps that Bill was cheating on me. 'E was being quite secretive and evasive, you see. So I placed a Tracking Charm on his jacket—"

"You what?" Bill said, astonished, taking off the Muggle jacket he'd been wearing. Harry squinted at the garment; sure enough, he detected a faint shimmer of magic within the leather, almost imperceptible to the senses.

"I am sorry," Fleur grimaced. "But you 'ave been acting quite suspicious lately. And what are you doing with 'Arry and zis man? Isn't 'Arry supposed to be in school still?"

"I'm sorry, I don't believe we are acquainted," said Saul, looking puzzled by the whole interaction. "You are…?"

"This is Fleur Delacour," Bill sighed. "My...co-worker at Gringotts."

"Pah!" Fleur spat. "You are still too afraid to call me your girlfriend? 'Ow many times must we 'ave this talk? 'Ow many times must I spend ze night at your flat before you acknowledge—"

"Now is not the time for this," Harry groaned, not wishing to hash out the details of Bill and Fleur's relationship at this moment. "And keep your voice down, Fleur. We don't want anyone to know we're here."

"Why not?" Fleur demanded loudly, putting her hands on her hips as she glared at Harry. "What 'ave you gotten my William into?"

"It's...complicated," Harry muttered.

"Eez it?" Fleur scoffed, rounding on Bill. "Tell me what eez happening, Bill, or we're done. I will never see you again!"

Bill opened and closed his mouth in shock. He cast a furtive glance at Saul and Harry before sighing, "Fleur...I can't."

"Pah! Men," Fleur groaned, turning on the spot to stalk back down the road.

"Hang on, Fleur," Harry called after her. "He actually can't tell. I made him swear an Unbreakable Vow."

Fleur narrowed her eyes at this. "But why?" she asked.

"This is a very sensitive mission we're on," said Harry cautiously. He kept his wand held loosely at his side, realizing he may need to Obliviate Fleur if she wasn't willing to cooperate. "It's crucial to the war effort. We can't let anybody know we're here."

Fleur's anger was beginning to give way to genuine curiosity, though she kept a scowl on her features to maintain appearances. "What eez this mission, then?" she demanded.

"We can't tell you that," Bill sighed. "It's too important to the war to risk it getting out."

"You do not trust me?" said Fleur, raising her eyebrows. "And you, 'Arry? After all we went through last year?"

She did have a point. Harry trusted Fleur, not only because of their history in the Triwizard Tournament, but because she seemed genuinely devoted to the cause against Voldemort. Her father was certainly a staunch advocate in their favor, and she seemed to have inherited his stubborn resolve and strong moral compass. What was the harm in letting one more trustworthy person into their circle?

"I think we should tell her," Harry decided.

"Are you quite certain?" asked Saul nervously. "Her father is well-connected in France, and if word of this gets out—"

"I am not my father," Fleur said firmly. "And I can keep a secret. I would not dare betray ze person who saved my life twice."

"She'll have to swear an Unbreakable Vow—" Bill muttered.

"I don't think so," Harry said. "She technically owes me a life debt, so that basically functions as a vow already. She'll understand how important it is to keep this quiet. I trust her."

Saul and Bill looked between Harry and Fleur uncertainly. Fleur had eyes only for Harry, clearly burning with a desire to know what he was up to...a desire she'd had since the previous school year.

"If you trust her, that's good enough for me," Saul sighed.

"I suppose so," Bill shrugged.

"Well, then?" Fleur asked, crossing her arms expectantly at Harry while giving him a small smile. "Out with it, voyageur."

Harry chuckled at the nickname – a reminder that she had guessed at the truth already. "You were right, Fleur," he sighed. "I am a time-traveler."

Fleur briefly registered surprise at the revelation, then she laughed. "Eet was quite obvious," she said triumphantly. "But 'ow?"

"That's a story for another day," said Harry, glancing at the sky. The afternoon was drawing long, and he wanted to complete their mission before nightfall. "The important thing is that I've been opposing Voldemort's return since I arrived in this timeline. And we recently discovered how he made himself immortal."

"How?" she asked.

Harry looked to Bill, giving him a nod of approval to share what he knew. "Horcruxes," Bill said in an undertone. "You remember when I taught you about them a few weeks back in training?"

"Yes," Fleur said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. "Filthy, 'orrible things. You mean to say zis Dark Lord 'as made one?"

"He's made six," Harry said grimly. "We've already found one, and we think we know where another one is. That's what we're here to do today."

Fleur lost what little color she had in her face at this revelation. "Merde," she breathed. "And you advised me to become a curse-breaker...did you know about zis back then?"

"Yes," Harry sighed. "The entire war might come down to our ability to break into Voldemort's hiding places and destroy his horcruxes. And we have to do it discreetly, because if he finds out what we're up to, he'll relocate them all and we will never be able to kill him."

Fleur stared at him with blank shock for a moment. Then, she gave an incredulous chuckle.

"And to theenk," Fleur said with a faint smile, "that I called you a leetle boy in our first meeting. You 'ave the weight of several grown men on your shoulders."

"Technically, I am older than you," Harry shrugged with a sheepish smile. "By a couple of years, but still."

"This is all very adorable and all," Saul said exasperatedly, "but we have important business to attend to. Will Miss Delacour be accompanying us on our mission?"

"She will be," Fleur answered before Bill or Harry could for her. Bill looked anxious about this, but he eventually sighed and nodded.

"Let's get going, then," said Harry. He led the way down the dirt path, past all the dilapidated and abandoned homes along the road. All four kept their wands out, scanning the area for any intruders, on high alert despite the quiet and serene environment.

Slowly, Harry began to feel that sense of pervading dread, that overwhelming desire to run that had overcome him the last time. "What eez that?" Fleur muttered, looking quite disturbed by the unpleasant magic washing over them.

"We're getting close," Harry muttered. They rounded a bend, and there it was: the rundown shack that had once been the Gaunt family home. It looked just as innocent and unassuming as before, but that feeling of evil persisted, radiating from the broken building like a tsunami of negative energy.

"Doesn't look like much," Bill muttered as they stood at the threshold of the property. "The same Repelling Hex is present here as in the cave. I suspect it should pass once we get closer to the building itself."

"Bill, wait, don't—!" Harry protested, but it was too late; Bill had stepped forward and placed a foot on the grass inside the open gate. At once, the front door of the shack slammed open, and the same cascade of snakes spilled out, writhing and hissing as they poured across the lawn towards them.

Fleur, Harry and Saul instinctively leapt back in alarm, but Bill stood his ground. He twirled his wand, and a shimmering blue barrier appeared before him, preventing the snakes from approaching any closer. However, it appeared to cost him much energy to do so, as the man panted and grunted against the wave of serpents threatening to overtake him.

"Come on, you three, and help me!" he barked over his shoulder. "Finite Incantatem, quickly!"

Fleur was the first to respond, immediately jumping forward to assist her man. Her blue barrier expanded and merged with Bill's, strengthening the resistance against the serpents. Harry and Saul quickly joined them, their own barriers raising up to defend them.

"Forward, now," Bill muttered, taking a tentative step forward onto the property again. The barrier moved forward with him, pushing the snakes back, inch by inch. The other three cautiously kept in step with Bill, as the snakes were gradually repelled backwards towards the front door from which they'd come. Once they crossed the threshold, the door slammed shut once more, and the blue barrier fell, leaving all four panting from the effort of maintaining it.

"Thanks," Bill huffed, bending over to catch his breath. "That illusion must have been created by You-Know-Who himself. In order to dispel an enchantment, it requires equal magical power to its creator."

Gilbert's Second Principle of Defense, Harry thought bemusedly. It would appear that Percy Weasley had managed to teach him something useful after all.

"They won't come back again?" Fleur asked, eyeing the front door warily as though the snakes were about to come spilling out anew.

"No, we've neutralized the enchantment," Bill replied. "It shouldn't re-activate until we've left the property."

"Shouldn't we end the enchantment completely, in case we need to come back?" Harry wondered aloud.

"I don't think that would be wise," said Bill. "If You-Know-Who comes back to check on his defenses, we don't want him to think anything is amiss."

"But he will realize something is amiss if the thing he's guarding is missing," Harry pointed out.

"If he gets that far, sure," Bill shrugged. "But if he arrives to find that his defenses are all intact, he may see no reason to go inside and check on the thing itself."

Harry supposed that stood to reason. If his school trunk was locked, for instance, he would have no reason to believe anything had been stolen from within. "Very well, then," he sighed. "Is it safe to continue?"

Bill waved his wand over the door frame, analyzing the magical feedback he received. "The snake illusion is tied to the door," he deduced. "We should find another way in."

"The south wall looked caved in," Saul offered. "Maybe we can slip through without opening any doors or windows."

"Worth a shot," Bill shrugged.

They cautiously made their way through the overgrown garden to the south side, which was partially obscured in darkness by the treeline. Bill lit his wand tip and aimed it at the side of the building, which indeed was partially collapsed, giving a glimpse into the darkened interior of the home.

"I don't sense any enchantments around the wall itself," said Bill, analyzing the wreckage. "We should be able to squeeze through one at a time."

"I'll go first," Harry offered. "I got us into this mess, after all."

"Fine, but when you enter, do not touch anything!" Bill warned him in a dire tone. Harry nodded, and dropped to his hands and knees before the exposed segment of wall. He carefully wriggled through the opening, emerging in a dank and dusty space. He stood upright and lit his wand, finding himself in what must have once been a bedroom. Aside from a ratty and molding mattress in the corner, there was no hint a human had ever lived here.

The other three followed behind him, examining the grungy space as they stood upright beside Harry. "Whoever lived 'ere did not 'ave a happy upbringing," Fleur said at once.

"That would be Voldemort's mother," Harry said grimly. "And the apple didn't fall far from the tree. Shall we?"

Bill took the lead, cautiously leading them out into the hall. Another bedroom lay beside the first, but Bill quickly dismissed it, not sensing any kind of protective enchantments worth worrying about. He led the way out into the main living area, where they paused, taking in the dark and eerie silence.

"How do we find what we're looking for?" Saul wondered aloud. "We don't even know what it looks like."

"Accio horcrux," Harry tried. Nothing happened. "Accio hidden object!"

"Figures," Bill muttered. "You-Know-Who wouldn't make it that simple. We should spread out and scan the place bit by bit. But remember, don't touch anything!"

Each of them moved to a separate part of the room, silently waving their wands and muttering whispered incantations under their breath. Bill and Fleur were the most decisive, being trained in curse-breaking and knowing how to recognize foreign magic more easily. Harry and Saul were more out of their element – cautiously examining each brick, each plank of wood, unsure what to look for.

Harry simply alternated between Revelio and Finite in the hopes of unearthing some enchantment hiding anything from view. He knew he ought to have spent more time studying curse-breaking in the library! He silently stewed on this short-sightedness as the other three went about their business. The only sounds in the darkened space were the creaking of floorboards and hushed mutterings of spells under the casters' breath…

Harry paused. He lifted his foot and lowered it again, frowning. The floorboard he was standing on was making no noise. He tested the ones on either side of it; they groaned loudly in protest from his weight. But the one directly beneath him was silent, standing perfectly and innocently in place. Almost suspiciously so...as though attempting to evade notice…

"Here," Harry muttered, getting the others' attention. He squatted over the offending floorboard, prodding it silently with his toe. He aimed his wand at it and yanked out its nails, freeing the board from its moorings and levitating it aside. He aimed his lit wand tip into the darkened space beneath, as the other three huddled over his shoulder and peered within.

There was a small wooden box hidden beneath the floorboard. Harry pointed his wand at it and slowly levitated it out of its hole, a thin layer of dirt cascading off the box as he did so. He set it gently on the floor and examined it. The box appeared benign enough, but he could sense an evil energy from within – the same energy he'd felt when Kreacher showed him the locket.

"Careful, now," Bill said cautiously as Harry directed his wand toward the lid of the box. He slid it aside with delicate care, revealing a tiny object inside. It appeared to be an ugly gold ring, set within a large, polished black stone. There was a tiny triangular carving in the stone, looking almost like an eye. Harry frowned at it...something about it was familiar to him, but he couldn't imagine why…

"Blimey," Saul breathed as he knelt beside the box. "Is that what I think it is…?"

It happened in an instant. Harry felt a sudden, overwhelming urge to touch the ring, to pick it up and place it on his finger. Saul must have felt the same, for he reached out to pick it up, his arm jerking forward as though compelled by some outside force—

There was a loud bang, and both Harry and Saul were thrust backwards, landing in a heap on the dusty floor across the room.

"No!" Bill exclaimed, wand drawn, as he pulled Fleur behind him. "There is a strong Compulsion Charm on the ring! It is likely cursed...one moment, while I attempt to disentangle it."

Bill began to wave his wand over the box, muttering under his breath. Harry crept forward on his hands and knees to observe. He still felt the powerful tug from within the box, but he Occluded it away, tamping down on the instinct. It gradually lessened until Harry no longer felt a primal urge to lunge forward and claim the ring obsessively for himself.

"Nasty piece of work," Bill muttered, as he bent down and picked up the ring for himself. "There was a Rotting Curse on it that would no doubt have killed the person who touched it within the hour. Someone obviously didn't want this to be found."

"But it eez safe now?" asked Fleur.

"To touch, yes," said Bill grimly, as he held the small golden ring in his open palm. "However, I still sense a dark energy coming from it, and I wouldn't recommend close contact for long. It is undoubtedly a horcrux." And Bill gently placed the ring back within its box.

"Should we take it back to Saul's office?" asked Harry. "We still have basilisk venom left over to destroy it."

"Yes, we should," Bill nodded. "But first, we should make a replica of the box and ring."

"How come?" Harry frowned.

"In case You-Know-Who comes looking for it," Bill frowned. "On the off-chance he does come to check on the ring, we'll want a copy of it hidden there, so he won't know the original is missing."

"Will he truly be fooled by a copy?" Fleur wondered.

"Not if he looks closely enough," Bill muttered. "But Compulsion Charms work against the caster as well, and he'll likely not wish to risk subjecting himself to a Rotting Curse if he gets too close. Hopefully he'll just examine the box and ring from afar and assume everything is as it seems."

Bill twirled his wand once more, and a perfect copy of the box appeared beside the first. Harry peered inside; the same gold ring and black stone were sitting there, but with minor imperfections. The triangular pattern on the stone didn't look quite the same as the original, nor did the gold ring shimmer with the same intensity.

"Stand back," Bill warned. Harry obliged as Bill applied the same enchantments to the ring as before. He briefly felt another urge to lunge into the box and grab the ring, before Bill slammed the lid of the box shut and thrust it back under the floorboards. A moment later, the wooden board was back in place over the top, and it was as though nothing had happened.

"We should go, now," said Bill, grabbing the original box and looking to Saul. "Is there a discreet method of entering your office at the Ministry, Mr. Croaker?"

"I have a Portkey that can take us there," Saul nodded. He reached into his robes and withdrew a small silver chain. He held it out, and Bill, Fleur and Harry each lightly grasped it with a finger apiece. Harry noticed that a small locket sat at the end of the chain, shaped like a heart and engraved with the letters A.C. He wondered if it had to do with Saul's wife...he'd never asked much about the man's family situation before…

But as he pondered this question, he felt the familiar jerk behind the naval as the Portkey activated and whisked them away. Moments later, they touched down in the hidden chamber within Saul's office in the Ministry.

"I'm afraid we're running low on basilisk venom," said Saul as he approached a cabinet on the wall. "We may need to use the rest of this vial and find another source for the next one."

"Fine," Harry shrugged. He didn't relish in the idea of stealing from his mother's and Remus' stores again, but if it meant winning the war in the process, he would do what he had to do.

Saul procured the small vial, with only about a quarter of its venom remaining, and approached the table at the center of the room. Bill placed the wooden box atop it and removed the lid, exposing the ring to the room.

"Stand back, Fleur," Bill warned as he backed towards the wall. "We don't know what kind of fight this thing will give when we try to destroy it." Fleur looked apprehensive by this warning, taking Bill's hand and joining him in the far corner of the room.

Harry's curiosity got the better of him, inching towards the box along with Saul as the older man carefully uncorked the vial. They stood over the box, peering at the ring, which appeared rather benign and harmless just laying there.

Saul appeared to hesitate a moment as he held the vial over the box. Harry glanced at the man; he saw what looked to be regret in his eyes as he contemplated his action. "Nothing to be done for it, I'm afraid," Saul muttered to himself. And before Harry could ask what he meant by that, he tipped the vial over and poured the remainder of the basilisk venom into the box.

They watched together as the putrid green liquid bubbled over the surface of the ring. Harry expected another violent reaction, wand poised to cast a Cushioning Charm in case he was launched backwards against the wall again. Instead, the ring merely began to utter an inhuman scream as the gold corroded and broke down, splintering and crumbling beneath the destructive venom. Then, in a flash, it broke fully apart, as a black shade erupted from the box and disappeared upwards through the ceiling, the soul fragment dissolving into mist as though it had never existed.

"That wasn't so bad," Harry muttered, twirling his wand to Vanish the remains of the venom. It occurred to him that perhaps the ring Horcrux had been created earlier in Voldemort's life, when he had less skill to construct defenses within it. Either way, he wouldn't complain about an easier task in destroying it.

"Well, that's four down," said Saul matter-of-factly, turning to the whiteboard on the wall. With a flick of his wand, the writing from their previous meeting returned, outlining their progress with the Horcruxes. "That's the diary, locket, and ring destroyed, plus the diadem we know has been reincorporated. That leaves Hufflepuff's Cup and the snake as the most likely candidates for the remaining two."

"What about the Sword of Gryffindor?" Bill asked, frowning at the final item listed on the board with a question mark beside it.

"No chance," Harry said firmly. "He can't have gotten to it. Besides, now we know that the ring was the sixth, right? He wouldn't need to go after the Sword."

"But things are different in this timeline than your last," Saul pointed out. "We should continue to think of it as a possibility. If we're lucky, maybe we will stumble across it before the Dark Lord does and we can verify its status."

"What eez that?" Fleur muttered. She was not paying attention to the whiteboard, but to the wooden box on the table, which she was standing over. The other three joined her, peering down into it with her. The base of the box was slightly corroded from the venom, but still sitting in the center, totally untouched, was the black stone that had been inset into the ring.

"That's odd," Bill muttered. He pointed his wand at the stone and levitated it into the air, casting a Cleaning Charm on it for good measure. It did not look one bit damaged by the venom it had been soaked in; even the triangular pattern on its face was unchanged.

"It cannot be," breathed Saul. "I had my suspicions, but I just assumed...it had to be a myth…"

"What are you talking about?" Harry demanded. Bill and Fleur looked similarly confused.

"What do you three know of the Deathly Hallows?" asked Saul.

"From the fairy tale?" Bill scoffed. "A fable designed for children, is it not?"

"I thought the same," said Saul. "And yet, the evidence to the contrary is here before us."

"You think this is the Resurrection Stone?" Bill laughed. "Be serious, Croaker."

"What eez he talking about, Bill?" Fleur frowned.

Bill sighed. "The Deathly Hallows," he sighed, "comes from a fairy tale told to wizarding children in Britain. It tells of three brothers who made a bargain with Death and received three of his items as a reward. The Elder Wand, an unbeatable wand; the Resurrection Stone, which could recall the dead; and the Invisibility Cloak, which could hide the wearer from even Death himself."

"We do not 'ave such stories in France," Fleur muttered.

"I've never heard of it either," Harry shrugged. "I was raised by Muggles."

"Maybe your parents read it to you before you arrived in this timeline," Bill pointed out. "But it doesn't matter – it's just a story."

"Is it?" Saul pressed. "Tales of the unbeatable wand have traveled across the continent for centuries. Some even believed Grindelwald had it during his reign of terror. And here we have a seemingly indestructible stone, bearing the insignia of the Hallows. And then there's Potter's cloak."

"My father's?" Harry frowned. "What does it have to do with anything?"

"You never wondered why Dumbledore 'borrowed' it, all those years ago?" Saul demanded. "Invisibility cloaks don't typically last longer than five to ten years – certainly not centuries, as your family's cloak has. I did some research when you brought it up, and the Potters are indeed distantly related to the Peverells, so you may have inherited it directly from the third brother of the tale."

Harry opened his mouth to refute such a ridiculous notion. Then he closed it. "Peverell?" he repeated. "I recognize that name...wait, yeah, that's the bloke who's buried at Godric's Hollow! And he has that symbol on his grave!" He pointed at the black stone excitedly, at the triangular pattern engraved upon it. He'd seen it a couple summers ago, at the Godric's Hollow cemetery, when James took him and Dahlia to visit his parents' grave.

"The wand, the stone, and the cloak," said Saul, tracing the outlines of the symbol in the air for them to see. "When united, it is said that the three make the user Master of Death."

"I don't buy it," Bill grumbled. "There's no such thing as an impenetrable cloak, or a stone to bring back the dead."

But Harry was starting to see the vision. His Invisibility Cloak was impenetrable, even after all those years. And who's to say a stone couldn't call upon the dead, when Harry had spoken to Death himself not far from here, just beyond the Veil, and lived to tell the tale?

"We don't have to figure this out now," said Saul, glancing at the clock on the wall. "It's past five...we'd best head out before anyone starts asking questions."

"Should we leave this stone here for safe-keeping?" asked Bill.

Saul considered this. "Maybe it's best we don't," he offered. "Fudge is still looking for reasons to have me canned for being associated with you. Besides, if you really expect a bunch of Death Eaters to come storming in here and ransacking the place…"

Harry blanched; he hadn't considered this. Perhaps storing Voldemort's Horcruxes here hadn't been such a wise idea either, what with his henchmen sniffing around constantly.

He looked expectantly towards Bill, who looked alarmed by the prospect of taking the stone for himself. "You're the Peverell, mate, not me," he chuckled, throwing up his hands in refusal.

Fleur, Bill and Saul looked on curiously as Harry reached out to pluck the tiny stone out of midair. He clutched it in his palm, marveling at how cool to the touch it was. It sent shivers down his spine – a familiar shiver, not too unlike the sensation he'd felt when taking the Cloak back from Neville in his first year. At the time he'd chalked it up to excitement at being reunited with a beloved heirloom...now he wondered if perhaps there was indeed a link between the objects.

Harry pocketed the stone before making his way out of the Ministry. He took the visitor's exit to the streets of London before Apparating back to Godric's Hollow, just down the street from his home. Unfortunately, he did not return unnoticed.

"Where have you been?" Lily demanded when he slipped in through the back door. "You were supposed to stay here and watch your sister!"

"Sorry; just went for a walk," Harry shrugged. He earned a dressing-down for this nonchalant response and was grounded for the remainder of the break, but Lily allowed him to head up to his room without further questioning.

That night, Harry examined the tiny stone in his palm, wondering how it might work. He was afraid to experiment with it now, lest he accidentally summon an army of the dead to sleepy Godric's Hollow and cause a panic. Besides, he didn't know who he would want to summon...Quirrell, perhaps, to apologize? Slughorn, to learn more about Tom Riddle? The thought of conversing with the dead at all made his stomach turn, so he stowed the stone away safely in his trunk for another day.

Regardless, it was something he needed to learn more about, and fast. Whatever these 'Deathly Hallows' were, Dumbledore clearly knew about them and had more than just a passing interest in them. Suddenly Harry had another secret to keep from the Headmaster, and his instincts told him this one was even more important to keep to himself than all the rest.
Year 5-14: Head Over Heels

A/N: What's that? Does anyone else smell that? Is that a twist I smell coming? Huh, must have just been the wind...

The day before returning to Hogwarts, Harry casually asked his father if they had a copy of The Tales of Beedle the Bard lying around. Bill's hunch proved correct; James procured a battered old copy of the book that had been passed down the Potter line for generations.

"You used to love it when your mother read you these every night," James smiled wistfully as he handed Harry the book. "You know, your great-grandfather used to swear up and down that we were related to the brothers in the fifth story...my dad was convinced he just made it up for fun, though."

"How quaint," Harry laughed, hiding the jolt of excitement that coursed through him at this revelation. He flipped ahead to the fifth story, The Tale of the Three Brothers, and read it multiple times that afternoon. The fable struck him as simplistic and childish, most likely altered many times over the centuries as it was passed along from person to person. The chances that things actually happened just as they appeared in the story seemed nigh-impossible.

But did the three objects truly exist? The description of Death's cloak matched that of his father's exactly, and if the stone hidden in Harry's trunk truly could recall the dead, that might prove the story's veracity. And what of this 'unbeatable wand' the story referred to? Harry couldn't imagine such a wand existing without making some noise over the centuries. He would have to do some research and see if he found any mentions of such a wand in recent years.

Master of Death...what could that mean, exactly? Did that mean that anyone who held all three objects at once could be immune to dying? That was a strange thought. Harry had met Death face to face, and the idea of evading his grasp didn't sit right with him. And yet, wasn't that exactly what Death said that Voldemort was doing? That he had successfully hidden himself from Death via the horcruxes? Maybe there were multiple paths to immortality after all.

Harry had no intention of seeking these objects out for himself. He'd already bargained with Death once – he had no desire to tempt fate and attempt it for a second time. Sure, he might know how to obtain two of the three (if they were indeed Hallows), but if an unbeatable wand truly existed, it was likely owned by somebody who wouldn't part with it easily.

Still, it wouldn't hurt to find out where the wand was now...would it?

No, don't tempt yourself, Harry thought firmly. He had trouble enough controlling his Gryffindor impulses and charging into danger without thinking. Picking a fight with an 'unbeatable wand' sounded like precisely the kind of risk he would have taken in his past life. He had to be smarter now. He knew the secret to defeating Voldemort, and it wasn't a mythical unbeatable wand.

But what if that's 'the power the Dark Lord knows not'?!

Such conflicting thoughts continued to plague Harry as he boarded the Hogwarts Express the following day. But being back among his peers reminded him of the more immediate tasks before him, and he quickly pushed the Deathly Hallows to the back of his mind. They could wait until a future date to worry about. For now, he had O.W.L.'s, a Quidditch final, and defense training to worry about.

And apparently, he also had a new source of antagonism to deal with, in the form of Draco Malfoy. The boy and his posse had become emboldened by the recent Azkaban breakout and made an effort to taunt Harry any time they crossed paths.

"Have a nice break, Potter?" Draco sneered in the Entrance Hall as students began to filter back to their dorms. "Enjoy the last few moments of freedom with your beloved family before they're locked up for being traitors?"

"Malfoy," Harry greeted the boy neutrally. "Your break peaceful as well, then? No unwanted visitors in your house, making everybody nervous?"

Draco narrowed his eyes at this. "Watching you and your father fall off your high horse will be glorious to watch," he spat. "Talk it up now – you'll regret ever bad-mouthing my family before long."

"We'll see," Harry shrugged. "Say hello to your Auntie Bellatrix for me." And he swept away before a purple-faced Malfoy could retort.

With everything else going on in Harry's life, he found it almost laughable that Draco thought he could get under Harry's skin. Earlier in this timeline, perhaps he could have, but Harry had long tuned him out as a mere pest. He had far more important things to worry about than an immature, snot-nosed instigator like him.

He hoped to fit in at least a couple more defense meetings before the year ended, which he had to plan carefully. Percy Weasley was still watching him like a hawk – moreso than usual lately, as someone had recently snuck a niffler into his office, causing it to be destroyed. Harry suspected the twins were behind it, as they had been at the forefront of antagonizing their older brother all year. But of course Percy would point the blame to Harry first and foremost, making the need for caution paramount.

Still, with the Marauder's Map, it was easy enough to subvert the professor's watchful gaze. The other students had taken their stealth missions quite seriously, and nobody else had been caught coming or going from a meeting since Christmas break. Harry supposed that was another unintended skill they were learning...who knew when they'd have to hide from or sneak around a dangerous foe in the future?

"Good, Damian!" Harry appraised his cousin during target practice, as the boy landed a perfect Banishing Charm to the chest of a moving dummy. "Nice try, Greengrass; try not to hold your breath while casting next time!" Daphne rolled her eyes, but tried again, this time succeeding in knocking her dummy across the room with a satisfying smack.

Everyone was improving faster than Harry imagined possible. Students' accuracy was up across the board, and just about everyone could run a full mile at the beginning of each session without complaint or issue. Harry spent most of the session just watching from afar, marveling at the efficient machine he'd created. He hoped the necessity for a fight never arose, but if it did, he felt that they'd be far better prepared than his ill-fated rescue team in the previous timeline.

Spirits were high among the group as well, with the exception of Neville, who looked to be struggling mightily with headaches as of late. He opted out of grappling practice later in the session, instead sitting in the corner massaging his temple. Harry joined him, sitting beside the boy in silent support.

"It's getting worse," Neville grunted as he buried his face in his knees. "It's like the harder I try to keep him out, the more determined he is to get in."

"I know, mate," Harry said, patting Neville on the back. "I wish I could help. Take solace that he's as frustrated trying to get in and not being able to."

"Yeah, I guess," Neville muttered.

"Just remember not to trust any visions you get from now on," Harry reminded him. "He might try to—"

"Lure me to the Ministry, yeah, I know," Neville nodded. "Don't worry, I won't fall for it."

"Good," Harry nodded. "Chin up, Nev, it'll be alright in the end."

But Neville still looked miserable as the session drew to a close and Harry began directing students back to their dorms in pairs. Nobody paid him much mind, however – there was a new topic of discussion at the forefront of the school rumor mill at the moment. Mark Davis had officially begun dating Dahlia Potter, and they could frequently be seen during meetings, sharing laughs and smiling sweetly at one another.

Harry didn't know what to make of this new development. His brotherly senses were screaming at him to take disruptive action, but he was forcing himself to tamp down on those instincts. Dahlia seemed genuinely happy, and he knew Mark was a good enough bloke. At least they had the sense not to indulge in excessive PDA's like his sister's last two flings.

"They look cute together," giggled Sue Li one evening at the Ravenclaw Table, as Mark and Dahlia walked into the Great Hall hand in hand for dinner.

"Yeah, they do," Padma Patil sighed wistfully. "Shame – I thought Davis was back on the market after breaking up with that Hufflepuff prefect. Guess he's found a suitable upgrade."

"People aren't bad-mouthing Dahlia behind her back, are they?" Harry piped up, voicing a concern he'd had for the past few months.

"No, why would they?" asked Sue.

"I dunno," Harry shrugged. "Don't girls usually get more flack for dating around than guys do?"

Both girls giggled at this. "How progressive of you, Potter," Padma grinned.

"Everyone loves Dahlia," Sue reassured him. "You haven't noticed how popular she is? If anything, Boot and McLaggen took hits to their reputations for failing to hold her interest."

"Parvati says she's got all of Gryffindor eating out of her hand," Padma added. "She's funny, smart, kind, and gets along with everyone. Plus, she's a Potter."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Harry frowned.

Both girls rolled their eyes at him. "Come now, don't act so surprised," said Padma. "Your family's about the most influential in all of Britain. My dad's convinced that yours will be Minister one day soon."

"Fat chance of that happening," Harry chuckled hollowly. "He's closer to being out on the streets."

"Just telling you what I've heard," Padma shrugged.

Harry watched as Mark and Dahlia sat down at the end of the Slytherin table and began to eat. To his dismay, Malfoy and his mates seemed to be watching them, too. Draco whispered something into Crabbe's ear, who began laughing uproariously before telling the others in a hushed whisper. Harry couldn't imagine it would be anything good, and judging by the appalled look on Neville's face when he heard it sitting nearby, he was right.

He's picking up more ammo to use against me, Harry thought bitterly. I'll just have to not let it get to me. Draco had learned that Dahlia was his weak point, and would surely hit that point harder than ever now that he knew he could get away with it.

The only thing to be done for it was keeping himself busy and avoiding Draco whenever possible. Luckily the boy rarely visited the library, which was Harry's sanctuary aside from the Room of Requirement. He dove into his O.W.L. preparations, with the end of the year exams rapidly approaching. Despite testing out of three subjects already, some of his most difficult exams remained – History of Magic had been a disaster last time, and it would be his first time taking the Ancient Runes exam, forcing him to study many hours a day to keep up.

Then of course there was Potions. Harry was doing better in Snape's classes than he had in the previous timeline, but was still hovering at an 'Exceeds Expectations' grade. Snape continued pushing him hard, but for once, Harry felt that it was a genuine effort to challenge him rather than malicious intent.

"You will not be continuing in my class with your current level of effort, Potter," Snape reprimanded him after one assignment was returned with a mere 'Acceptable'. "If you want that 'Outstanding' grade, you have to be better than this, or you can kiss your Auror aspirations goodbye."

So you DO know that you're gate-keeping the Auror program, Harry thought sourly. Snape seemed to take pride in his strict standards, even if it meant preventing the vast majority of students from pursuing the noblest of professions. But complaining about the injustice wouldn't solve anything – Harry just had to overcome it and earn that 'O' the old-fashioned way.

Harry also devoted a small amount of research into the Deathly Hallows, though he quickly found that the research on the subject was few and far between. Harry had finally secured a pass to the Restricted Section thanks to Professor Flitwick, and he casually perused any book he could find that dealt with magical artifacts throughout history. Only a few books even deigned to mention the Hallows in passing, but always in the context of the fable and with no real speculation that they might actually exist.

The Elder Wand, on the other hand, was a different story. A handful of tomes actually attempted to trace the fabled wand's path through history, under various titles like the Deathstick or the Wand of Destiny. According to these scant sources, the wand exchanged hands numerous times over the years, eventually ending up in the hands of Loxias, a Greek wizard, in the eighteenth century. No historians could agree on who murdered Loxias and claimed the wand after that, leaving the trail cold somewhere in southeastern Europe.

Bulgaria isn't far from Greece, Harry reasoned. Maybe Krum would know something about this. He resolved to mention it in his next letter to the man – they had been corresponding quite frequently as of late. Krum planned to attend the ICW summit alongside the Bulgarian representative and help advocate for taking action against Voldemort. Harry hoped that the added star power would help to sway voters towards their side.

Krum wasn't the only Triwizard Champion Harry was in regular contact with, either. Fleur had sent him an angry letter a few days after their Little Hangleton adventure, demanding the full story of his adventures through time and space. Harry reluctantly gave her an abridged version of the story, including his passage through the Veil of Death, with promises to share more details in person when they could talk at length. She swore to chew him out in person for keeping this from her, with some colorful French terms sprinkled in...Harry chuckled to himself at this, knowing such acerbic language was basically terms of endearment coming from her.

Such secret correspondences were a reminder of how stuck Harry felt at Hogwarts, but there was nothing to be done about that. He simply had to make the most of his time here while he still could, and as Lupin had advised him years ago, to 'enjoy his golden years'. Harry knew the next year or two might be his last opportunity to play Quidditch, so he threw himself into preparations for the Cup final. Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff were both undefeated heading into their final match-up, and both sides desperately wanted to win.

"We can't make a single mistake in this one!" Cho barked at her team during practice one day. "Their Beaters are good at disrupting sloppy plays, so we can't lose focus for even a second out there. And Potter, no offense, but I won't be satisfied with a draw this time, so don't give Diggory an inch!"

"Alright," Harry chuckled. As it so happened, a draw wasn't even possible – both Harry and Cedric had caught every Snitch thus far in the season, so a tie would benefit whoever caught the most balls in their head-to-head match-up. And he knew Cedric wouldn't go easy on him, either – it was his final game before graduation, and he wanted that Cup as badly as Harry did.

As the match approached in mid-May, the atmosphere around the castle began to chatter excitedly and ramp up for the big face-off. It was the first time in years that the final match of the season would be fought between two undefeated teams in a winner-take-all bout. With the recent Hogsmeade incident and the stress of exams looming large, it was something students of all ages and Houses could partake in as an escape from their worries.

Most of the Gryffindors were rooting for Ravenclaw, having grown accustomed to rooting for Harry in the previous year. The Weasley twins were among his most vocal supporters, and even the Chaser trio gave him nods of encouragement in the halls – a sign that perhaps the relationship fallout had passed. The Slytherins largely sided with Hufflepuff, which was no surprise – they were eager to see Harry knocked down a peg, and would take any chance to heckle him in the halls.

No one was happier to do so than Draco Malfoy, of course, who took any chance he could to fill Harry's ears with poison. He threw every nasty slur and insult he could at Harry, trying to get under his skin. But Harry was growing impervious to his nonsense by now, determined not to rise to the obvious bait. Draco may be persistent, but he wouldn't be able to make Harry lose his temper this time. He simply had too much to lose to risk it.

Just a few more weeks and I'll be rid of him, Harry thought. He could see the end of the term on the horizon, so close yet so far away. He can chirp all he wants, but it's not going to matter. I'll make it through the year without incident.

And he came so, so close to doing so.

It began as a nondescript Wednesday morning, dawning bright and sunny. Harry was in high spirits; he had a light course load today, followed by Quidditch practice that afternoon and a defense club meeting after dinner. Harry felt good about his preparations for all three – with a bit more effort, he would finish the year with the House Cup, Quidditch Cup, and ten O.W.L.'s to his name. Hell, maybe even eleven, as he was thinking about sitting the Muggle Studies exam just for fun—

"Oi, Potter, sleep alright last night?"

Harry groaned as Malfoy, Crabbe and Goyle fell into step with him on his way to History of Magic. He shared the class with the Slytherins today, so he wouldn't even be able to shake the three boys en route to the classroom, which was all the way on the other side of the castle. He would just have to put up with whatever ploy he'd come up with today to annoy him.

"Morning, Malfoy," he greeted the boy neutrally. "I slept just fine. And you?"

"Nah, mate, I couldn't," Draco sighed dramatically, as Crabbe and Goyle snickered behind him. "Heard a lot of noises coming from down the hall, you see."

"Sorry to hear that," Harry deadpanned. "You should ask your Head of House to look into it next time."

"It seemed to be coming from the sixth-year dorms," Draco sneered, ignoring Harry's helpful suggestion. "Lots of rhythmic pounding and moaning. You don't reckon Mark Davis is giving it to your sister, do you?"

Harry chuckled hollowly. Of course that was where this was going...Draco had zeroed in on Dahlia as Harry's Achilles' heel, and enjoyed debasing her any chance he got. It brought forth the familiar urge to throttle Draco for his audacity, but he kept his temperament cool and even.

"Maybe he's passing her around with all his mates," Draco suggested. "She is the school mattress, after all; bet she's keen on it. Can't imagine Longbottom joining in, though – poor sod was probably in the corner watching."

"Sounds like something you have experience with," Harry retorted. "Do Mummy and Daddy let you watch sometimes, if you've been on your best behavior?"

"Very cute, Potter," Draco snarled. "My dearest auntie says hello, by the way. She's eager to make your sister's acquaintance."

"Is she, now?" Harry said casually, though a chill ran down his spine at this. The thought of Bellatrix Lestrange coming anywhere near Dahlia was worse than any lewd mental image Draco could try and implant into his brain.

"Oh, yes," Draco nodded eagerly. "In fact, with a bit of luck, she thinks that meeting will be sooner than later."

"She's welcome to come and say hello any time," said Harry. "My father says it's been far too long since they last spoke."

"Oh, that can be arranged," Draco grinned. "She'd love to finish what she started with your family all those years ago—"

"Oi, leave him alone!"

Harry groaned: Damian Dursley had spotted them from down the stairs, and was hustling up to defend his cousin. Draco's eyes lit up with glee at a new target making itself available.

"Alright there, Dursley?" he greeted the younger boy. "Working hard for the Quidditch final? Hope you're planning to knock this guy on his arse for us."

"He may be my opponent next weekend," Damian snarled, "but he's still my cousin. So lay off him."

"Yeah?" Draco taunted, turning to face Damian directly. "Or what?"

A tense stand-off ensued; the two boys glared into each other's faces, daring the other to make a move. Draco was still a few inches taller than Damian, but the Hufflepuff had nearly fifty pounds of bulk on the older boy, and Harry worried what might happen if they came to blows.

"Don't bother, Damian," he sighed, resting a gentle hand on his cousin's shoulder. "He's not worth the effort. Just ignore him and he'll go away."

"Yes, run along and obey your master like the good little Mudblood you are," Draco smirked.

"Call me that word one more time—" Damian growled warningly, taking a step forward.

"Damian!" Harry snapped, wrenching his arm forcefully towards him. "Do. Not. Engage."

He could see how hard the boy was struggling not to haul off and punch Draco across the face. And he knew that was just what Draco wanted to happen. Harry slowly drew his wand with his free hand, intending to Stun Damian if he needed to prevent a fight from breaking out.

But Damian surprised him with a placid smile. "You're nothing, Malfoy," he said coolly in the blonde boy's face. "You fancy yourself a bully, but I know bullies. You've got nothing better to do than pick on people who can't fight back, because you know you're a worthless piece of rubbish. And you always will be."

Crabbe and Goyle both oohhh'ed at this cold-blooded insult. Draco's faux-pleasant demeanor dropped at once, and his expression took on a more malevolent, angry tone.

"Laugh it up now, Dursley," he said. "You'll be the first to die in the new world order. I'll make sure you regret insulting a pure-blood for the rest of your short life."

"C'mon, Damian, let's go," Harry said firmly, pulling on the boy's arm to steer him away. But as he did so, Draco clapped a patronizing hand on Damian's shoulder.

"Good luck next Saturday, Dursley," he sneered. "And hey, if you win the match, maybe I can convince Father to buy up your parents for cheap when they're sold into s—aaahhhh!"

Harry turned just in time to see Malfoy flip head over heels, as Damian performed a perfect over-the-shoulder takedown maneuver that they'd been practicing in defense meetings. Draco was sent sprawling to the ground on his back – or he would have been, if there was solid ground in front of him. Instead, he was sent tumbling down the large staircase, painfully bouncing and crashing into every other step as he fell.

Harry, Damian, Crabbe and Goyle watched in stunned silence as Draco continued to build momentum, from one flight of stairs down to the next, gathering speed as he flailed and ricocheted out of control. He finally reached the base of the third flight of stairs, coming face to face with a solid stone wall – which Draco's head collided with in a sickening crunch.

The four boys stared as Draco slumped to the floor and did not move. It was deathly silent as they waited for the blonde boy to get up. Only, he never did.

Then, a pool of thick red blood began to pool around Draco's head.

Then, somebody screamed.

Harry had never seen Damian Dursley look so scared before.

The third-year squirmed in his armchair in the Headmaster's office, looking as though he wanted to throw up out of fear. Harry sat beside him, unsure how to comfort the boy. Crabbe and Goyle lurked in a corner, leering at Damian menacingly. Albus Dumbledore stood behind his desk, pacing lightly back and forth. He may have worn a placid expression, but Harry knew the old man well enough by now to know that he was deeply troubled.

Damian's going to be expelled for sure, Harry thought miserably. Lucius Malfoy is going to come down hard on him. It wasn't as if Damian's record was clean, either...although he'd mellowed out in the past year, he had a long history of infractions dating back to his first term. There was no chance he'd get off easy now, especially with the son of a school governor involved.

The door clicked open, and Severus Snape strode into the room. "Mr. Malfoy is recovering well in the Hospital Wing," he informed Dumbledore. "Poppy managed to stop the brain swelling and is preparing him for transport to St. Mungo's. Lucius Malfoy has been notified and is on his way to the school as we speak."

Thank Merlin for that, Harry thought. He could only imagine the hellfire that would rain down if Draco had died from his injuries. Damian didn't look all that reassured, continuing to fidget in his seat and stare blankly down at his shoes.

"Thank you, Severus," Dumbledore nodded. "Will you be so kind as to fetch Mr. Dursley's Head of House?"

"What about Potter?" Crabbe demanded, pointing a meaty finger at Harry. "He egged his cousin on!"

"Yeah, he made 'im do it!" Goyle added, nodding vigorously.

"Perhaps Filius ought to be present for this as well," Dumbledore conceded. "Mr. Crabbe, Mr. Goyle, please return to your common room."

Crabbe and Goyle followed Snape from the office, throwing Harry and Damian one last dirty look before the door shut behind them.

"S-sir?" Damian asked quietly, looking up to Dumbledore at last. "What's gonna happen to me?"

Dumbledore regarded the young boy with a tired expression. Harry knew that could only mean bad things.

"Mr. Dursley, I'm afraid Hogwarts has a zero-tolerance policy regarding physical violence," the Headmaster sighed. "You have received several warnings in the past about your treatment of fellow students—"

"But that was years ago!" Damian protested. "I haven't hurt nobody all term!"

"Is this really any different than hexing someone in the halls?" Harry pointed out. "Flint and those Durmstrang boys would have given me far worse than a fractured skull if I let their spells hit me last year."

"I agree, the rules are outdated," said Dumbledore. "Muggle fighting has been seen as 'beneath' young witches and wizards in our world for centuries, back when only pure-bloods were permitted into Hogwarts. The code has not been updated to reflect shifting demographics since."

"But I did just as much damage to Malfoy during our last Quidditch match!" said Harry. "Why wasn't I expelled then?"

"You were punished, if you recall," said Dumbledore. "And because it occurred on the Quidditch pitch, it was not considered assault. This, I'm afraid, is more unambiguous."

"B-but I can't be expelled!" Damian whined. "I have nowhere to go! What am I supposed to do?"

"There are remedial wizarding programs to help you obtain your O.W.L.'s from home," said Dumbledore. "Without a wand, of course. Though in your case, being a Muggle-born, it's advisable that you seek a future in the mundane world, as you will not find many opportunities in ours."

Damian looked even more shell-shocked by this news. Harry couldn't even imagine what he was going through...being told at eleven that he had a special gift, only to have it taken from him a mere three years later. Knowing for the rest of his life that there was a wondrous world just out of sight, a world he would never have access to again. Harry felt horribly for the boy.

The office door swung open again, and Snape returned, followed by Professors Flitwick, Sprout, and surprisingly, Percy Weasley. "I don't believe I summoned you, Professor Weasley," said Dumbledore, arching his eyebrows in surprise. "What can I do for you?"

"Minister Fudge sent for me," Percy sniffed self-importantly. "He is on his way with Lord Malfoy as we speak."

Fudge is involved now?! Harry thought, a feeling of dread settling in the pit of his stomach. Had he learned that Harry was involved somehow, and hoped to spin the situation to sow even more chaos? This day was going from bad to worse alarmingly fast.

"Honestly, Damian!" Professor Sprout admonished her young student. "I thought we resolved these little outbursts of yours! What on earth were you thinking?"

"I'm sorry, Professor," Damian said, looking down in shame. "I lost my temper. It shouldn't have happened."

"I've stuck my neck out defending you one too many times," Sprout muttered, sounding supremely disappointed. "I really thought you'd turned a corner, but I guess I was wrong. There is nothing I can do to protect you now, young man." Damian trembled silently at this rebuke.

"What led to this incident, Harry?" asked Flitwick softly.

"Malfoy was saying cruel things, as usual," Harry muttered bitterly. "I tried to tune it out, but then he turned his attention to Damian's family, and well, things got out of control fast."

"I didn't mean for him to fall down those stairs!" Damian said helplessly. "I just wanted him to think twice before insulting my mum and dad, that's all...I wasn't trying to seriously hurt him!"

"I'm afraid that may not matter, Mr. Dursley," said Dumbledore. "Once Mr. Malfoy's father becomes involved, there will be very little to convince him your actions were not malicious."

As if on cue, the fireplace flared green, and two men stepped out of the hearth and into the office: Cornelius Fudge and Lucius Malfoy.

"Dumbledore," Fudge greeted the Headmaster curtly. "Shame we must continue meeting under such unfortunate circumstances."

"My office is always open for a more pleasant visit, Cornelius," Dumbledore said sardonically, causing Fudge to blanch. "Lord Malfoy, I must apologize for your son's accident. He has been stabilized and should make a full recovery."

"Yes, an 'accident', was it?" Malfoy sniffed, looking sourly at Harry before his gaze settled on Damian. "This is the boy that did it, then?"

"Mr. Dursley was provoked into his actions by your son's cruel insults," Dumbledore pointed out.

"I'm not interested in the specifics," Malfoy scoffed. "He broke school rules and seriously hurt my son. My heir. That is completely unacceptable."

"Your son's life was never in any danger," Dumbledore continued. "The magic of the castle would have protected him from any lethal blow he might have received from his fall, the same as the Quidditch pitch, as I reminded you last fall."

"It matters not!" Malfoy seethed. "Do you seriously intend to defend this boy, Dumbledore? How do you think the other governors will react if they learn you let him off the hook? Allowing a boy to get away with violent assault, against a pure-blood no less?"

"The blood status of those involved should not factor into the Headmaster's decision!" Professor Sprout gasped, looking scandalized.

But Harry knew Lucius had Dumbledore in a bind. All of the school governors were pure-bloods, and Harry could only imagine how they'd react to news of a Muggle-born student attacking the heir of a renowned pure-blood House. Dumbledore may have final say in Damian's expulsion, but if he showed any leniency here, the Board of Governors would come down on him like a hammer.

"I only wish to make the case that drastic measures not be taken," Dumbledore said calmly. "Mr. Dursley will be severely punished, of that there is no doubt. But the expulsion of a Muggle-born is a life-altering event, an action that I cannot take lightly."

"I have little patience for your moral scruples, Dumbledore," Lucius said sharply. "It's your head or the boy's. And honestly, it could be the both of you, so I suggest you not waste my time any longer."

Dumbledore looked sadly at Damian once more before giving a heavy sigh. Harry knew what was coming next. And he couldn't bring himself to let it happen.

"Mr. Malfoy, it's my fault!" Harry blurted out. "I told Damian to do it."

Lucius rounded on Harry. "And why would you do that, Mr. Potter?" he demanded.

"I instructed Damian to act as my bodyguard," Harry lied. "And defend me if anyone tried to attack me. He must have interpreted your son's actions as an attack, and he only responded how I taught him to do."

Lucius arched an eyebrow at this. "That was quite resourceful of you, Potter," he laughed mirthlessly. "Forcing other students to take the fall for you. How unfortunate that you were not the one to harm my son, or I would see to it that—"

"Now hold on one moment there, Lucius," said Fudge, who suddenly looked like inspiration had struck him like lightning. "I wish to investigate this avenue further. You say you were the instigator behind this attack, Mr. Potter?"

"That's right," Harry nodded. "Damian wouldn't have done it if I hadn't told him to."

"Harry, no," Damian muttered beside him. "It's my own fault. Don't do this."

"And why did you instruct him to hurt my son in so crude a manner?" Lucius demanded.

Harry closed his eyes – this was the moment of no return. He knew it wouldn't be enough to take the blame for the accident - he had to give Fudge and Malfoy a bigger target to take the heat off of Damian completely. And there was only one way to do that.

"I trained him to fight without a wand," he admitted. "In our defense group."

"I knew it!" Percy Weasley exclaimed gleefully. "I told you of my suspicions, Minister! Potter has been hosting an illegal fighting club right under my nose, and now I have the proof!"

Lucius looked curiously from Percy to Fudge, then back to Harry. His interest had piqued, and he clearly didn't care about Damian any longer...a bigger target had entered his sights. "Tell me more, Potter," he demanded. "If this club truly exists, you may be in far bigger trouble than I imagined."

Harry could feel Dumbledore and Damian's eyes silently pleading with him to stop, but he couldn't. He would not sit by and watch his cousin receive the most terrible fate imaginable for a young wizard. "I started the club and invited as many people as I could to join," he explained. "We've been meeting regularly since last November."

"What is the purpose of this club?" demanded Fudge.

"To train students for war," Harry sighed. A look of panic crossed Fudge's face, but it was quickly replaced by one of triumph.

"How many students are in this club?"

"Forty-five," Harry admitted, causing Percy's eyes to widen with glee. That was far more than the seven people that constituted a legal gathering of students.

"So specific," Lucius Malfoy remarked. "You know every member of this club?"

"There's a list," Harry sighed. "Hermione Granger has it, I think."

"Well, by all means, let's have it then!" Fudge said excitedly. All eyes turned to Professor Flitwick, and he swept from the room, no doubt to fetch Hermione from Ravenclaw Tower to obtain the list.

"You realize how poorly this reflects upon you, Dumbledore?" Lucius said, rounding on the Headmaster once more. "An illegal fighting club being operated in your castle, right under your nose?"

"The Headmaster had no idea about the existence of the club," Harry said quickly. "I'll swear to it on Veritaserum if necessary." Lucius looked displeased by this answer, but dropped the matter.

Suddenly, the fireplace flared green again, and James Potter stepped through the Floo, looking around the room warily. "I got your message, Albus," he said breathlessly. "Are my children alright?"

"Ah, just in time, Auror Potter!" Fudge said gleefully. "Your son's got himself in quite the predicament, and I don't think he'll wriggle out of it this time!"

James looked at Harry, alarmed. "What did you do?" he asked softly.

"Your son is apparently in the business of ordering hits on other students," Lucius sneered, a malevolent grin on his face. "In this case, forcing his cousin to beat my son to within an inch of his life."

"I didn't beat him—!" Damian began to protest, but Harry subtly kicked him to stay silent. None of this would be worthwhile if Damian still ended up getting expelled alongside him.

A few minutes later, Professor Flitwick returned, with a very nervous-looking Hermione beside him. She took in the various figures around the office, eyes widening in fear.

"Ah, another ringleader appears," Lucius sneered. "You helped Mr. Potter run this club, then, did you?"

"The club was my idea and mine alone," Harry said firmly. "I just asked Hermione to hold onto the list so I wouldn't get caught with it." Hermione gave Harry a surprised look, and he gave her a subtle shake of the head not to contradict his story.

"Throwing more of your classmates under the bus then, are we, Potter?" Fudge scoffed. "Despicable, truly despicable."

"You have the list then?" Lucius demanded of Hermione, extending his hand lazily to her. She glanced nervously to Harry, who nodded silently, prompting her to reach into her bag and withdraw the list, handing it over.

Lucius took the list and pored over the dozens of names printed upon the parchment. His gaze settled on something at the top of the page, eyebrows raising in surprise, before a wide, gleeful grin spread across his face. He held out the list for Fudge to read, and the Minister too scanned the list briefly before focusing on the top of the sheet.

"Oho," Fudge said, eyes lighting up like a boy on Christmas morning. "Oho!"

"Is something the matter?" asked Dumbledore, frowning.

Fudge took the list from from Lucius and, to Harry's surprise, marched over to James and waved it in his face. "Care to explain this, Auror Potter?"

James peered at the list for a moment, confused. Then his face fell at whatever he saw written upon it. Harry craned his neck to see what the hubbub was all about. When he caught a glimpse of the list, his stomach dropped. Above the list of names, written in big letters in Hermione's tidy handwriting, was a club name: 'POTTER'S ARMY'.

"Now it's all becoming clear!" Fudge said excitedly. "You were right all along, Weasley! Young Mr. Potter here was instructed by his father to raise an army of students, in the hopes of overthrowing my administration one day!"

"That's preposterous," James scoffed. "I did no such thing."

But Fudge and Malfoy didn't appear to believe him. They both looked excited, like they'd just been handed the gift of a lifetime on silver platter.

Harry turned to Hermione, who looked horrified. "I'm sorry!" she whispered fearfully. "It was the first name that anyone suggested, and we never bothered to update it—"

"Miss Grazer, is it?" said Fudge, turning to Hermione. Harry noticed with relief that he didn't seem to recognize her from the Chamber of Secrets fiasco three years earlier. "You were a member of this 'Potter's Army', were you?"

"Yes," Hermione squeaked nervously.

"And did Mr. Potter here instruct you to harm other students physically if he felt threatened?" Fudge asked.

Hermione looked at Harry, wide-eyed. Harry subtly nodded at her, giving her permission to rat him out. "N—er, yes, he did," she said sullenly.

"And did Mr. Potter ever indicate that he was receiving instruction from his father, to train students illegally without the Ministry's knowledge?" Lucius Malfoy demanded.

Hermione's gaze whipped over to James. To Harry's astonishment, this time it was his father who subtly nodded his head at her. Clearly he had deduced what was going on and was also seeking to protect Damian.

"Yes," Hermione quivered.

"Thank you for your honesty, young lady," Fudge sniffed, turning to face James with a pompous demeanor. "Auror Potter, you are hereby relieved of your duties and ordered to empty your office immediately. Your employment with the Ministry of Magic has come to an end."

"Understood, Minister," James said stiffly, as the rest of the room (minus Malfoy) watched on with horror.

"As for you, Mr. Potter," sneered Fudge, rounding on Harry, "it is clear that you have not heeded any warnings and are unrepentant in your opposition to Ministry rules. I can see no world in which you are permitted to remain at this school, given the bad influence you've had on your fellow students."

"I quite agree," said Lucius Malfoy, a gleam of triumph in his eyes as he looked down upon Harry. "Dumbledore?"

Dumbledore regarded Harry with sad eyes, releasing a deep sigh. "Harry James Potter," he said, "it is with regret that I must expel you from Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, effective immediately."

The finality of the words hit Harry like a ton of bricks. He knew it was coming, knew that it was the inevitable outcome of his decision. But to know that he was forever banished from the school, his one true home, was a heavy blow nonetheless.

"What about Mr. Dursley?" asked Professor Sprout nervously. "Will he be punished as well?"

Harry held his breath. Lucius Malfoy's gaze landed lazily on the younger boy, whose eyes were cast downward in fear, awaiting his judgment.

"I am satisfied that we have caught the ringleader in this operation," Malfoy sniffed. "I care not what happens to the other boy."

"Mr. Dursley will face lengthy detentions for his actions," Dumbledore offered. "He will also be removed from the Quidditch team for the remainder of the year." Damian looked dismayed by this news, but he held his tongue, knowing he had avoided a much worse fate.

Malfoy turned up his nose, indifferent, clearly satisfied with the day's events. He'd already received a far bigger prize than expected. "I must attend to my son," he announced, before stepping through the fireplace and spinning away out of sight – no doubt to report this positive new development to his true master.

A chilly silence remained in his wake. Harry contemplated his future, now that his education had come to an abrupt end. He would never see many of his classmates or his teachers again. He would never be taking his N.E.W.T.'s, or his remaining O.W.L.'s for that matter. The place he had called his true home for the past five years – no, the past ten years – was now forbidden territory.

Though truthfully, he wasn't as upset as he expected to be. Perhaps this was a blessing in disguise...his departure from the school was sooner than expected, but he'd already been planning to leave anyway. He felt liberated in a way – no longer confined to the castle for ten months out of the year. Voldemort was still out there, amassing power, and it was time to take the fight to him rather than hide in the safety of Hogwarts any longer.

"Well...that's that, then," Fudge said with an air of finality. He marched over to Harry's seat and held his hand out expectantly. "Hand it over, Mr. Potter."

"Sorry?" Harry asked, confused.

"Your wand," Fudge snapped. "You won't be needing it any longer, boy. The party's over, as they say."

Harry's heart plummeted. He'd forgotten that expulsion meant having his wand snapped...that, he could not abide. He needed his wand to finish what needed to be done. He couldn't possibly just hand it over. He looked around the room, starting to panic, weighing his options...should he try to fight his way out? Could he survive on the run from the Ministry, a fugitive of the law?

But before he could do anything drastic, Dumbledore spoke up: "That will not be necessary, Cornelius."

"The law is quite clear, Albus," Fudge snapped. "Mr. Potter is underage, and as such—"

"Mr. Potter has already completed three of his O.W.L.'s," Dumbledore explained. "As such, he meets the minimum Ministry requirements for magical competency. He is permitted to keep his wand."

Harry raised his eyebrows at this news. Had Dumbledore known this all along? Had he approved Harry to test out of several subjects on purpose, knowing that something like this might come to pass in the near future?

Fudge rounded on Dumbledore. "And how has he completed O.W.L.'s already?" he demanded. "Fifth years don't sit them until end of year!"

"Mr. Potter was permitted to take a selection earlier this term," said Dumbledore. "My request was approved by Madam Marchbanks last October, and subsequently approved by yourself. But surely you read every document that crosses your desk before signing them, Cornelius?"

Fudge grimaced at this insinuation – by the looks of it, Dumbledore's read was entirely correct. "Fine," he spat. "Get out of my sight, Potter. You are not welcome on these premises any longer."

Harry shakily stood, feeling the eyes of the entire office upon him. Hermione and Damian looked horrified, while his (now former) professors looked saddened by this latest development. Harry wished he could take one last walk around the campus, take in the sights and smells of the castle one last time. But it was not to be. He was no longer welcome here.

Harry gave a reassuring nod to his (now former) schoolmates, then followed his father to the fireplace. "Godric's Hollow," James muttered, causing the fire to flare green, and Harry stepped through after him, leaving Hogwarts for what may be the last time in his life.

A/N: Sooo, how's everyone else's day going? *whistles innocently*
Year 5-15: Scene of the Crime

"Rise and shine, dear!"

Harry groaned, shielding his eyes from the blinding light pouring into his bedroom. Lily had pulled back the curtains from the window, flooding the room with sunshine. She began tugging on his bed sheets, but Harry resisted, groaning and covering his face with a pillow.

"What time is it?" he croaked groggily.

"Time to wake up," said Lily, finally succeeding in wrenching the covers from Harry's grasp. "Get dressed. We have work to do."

Harry huffed and forced himself out of bed, head pounding from a lack of sleep. He should have known his mother would be angry with him...she had been mostly silent the night before, letting James explain the situation when they returned from Dumbledore's office. She excused herself to bed early, which Harry knew meant that she was furious but did not want to explode in front of her son. He had heard tales of his mother's famous temper from his father and uncles, but had yet to truly experience it for himself, and he found her coiled, precipitous demeanor quite frightening.

"You can fix yourself something to eat," Lily said snippily, gesturing to the kitchen. "I would do it myself, but I wasn't planning on taking care of anybody else this morning."

Harry winced; the sarcasm was thick on her tongue today. She must truly be beside herself...and to be fair, having a child expelled from Hogwarts was not something to take lightly. He rifled through the cabinets for food, eventually settling on buttered toast for his meal. He knew it would leave him still hungry, but he could feel Lily's impatient gaze on his back and scarfed it down quickly.

"Now, sit," she demanded, pointing to the kitchen table. "You may not be a student any longer, but I won't have you neglect your O.W.L.'s. We will begin with Potions tutoring, before moving on to Ancient Runes and History of Magic."

"C'mon, Mum, we don't have to do this—" Harry sighed.

"Of course we do," she said snippily. "I've already contacted the Headmistresses of both Ilvermorny and Beauxbatons, inquiring about enrolling you next fall. As long as you have your O.W.L. results, it shouldn't be a problem to transfer you."

"I'm not transferring out of Britain," Harry said flatly. "Not as long as my family is here."

"I am far too busy to devote the next two years to your home schooling," said Lily. "You will be attending a different school, and in the meantime, I will help to prepare you the best I can for your exams."

"Mum, slow down for a second!" Harry chuckled. "We don't have to dive into all of this right now. Frankly, I don't see what the big deal is—"

"The big deal?!" Lily roared, rounding on Harry, green eyes alight with fury. "You've been expelled from the most prestigious wizarding school in the world! That's going to stick with you for the rest of your life! You didn't stop to think for one second how that would reflect on us? How it would impact your future? Not to mention the damage you've done to your father's career, which he's spent your entire life building to care for you and your sister! And now we're stuck cleaning up the mess you've gotten us all into! So don't you dare give me cheek, you ungrateful brat!"

Harry was suitably cowed by his mother's outburst, looking down at his feet in shame. "Alright," he sighed. "I'm sorry."

Lily took several deep breaths to calm herself, then sank into a chair and began to softly cry. "Oh, I'm sorry, Harry," she sniffed. "I know it's not all your fault – your father told me you were protecting Damian. I'm just so scared, and I feel like you're being unfairly drawn into this war that has nothing to do with you, and I don't want to lose you—"

"You aren't losing me, Mum," Harry reassured her, sinking into the seat beside her and handing her a napkin. "I knew this war was coming before anyone else did, and I've been preparing myself for years. It's not ideal, but we'll make do with the situation as best we can. You don't have to worry about me."

"Of course I have to; you're my son," Lily laughed wetly as she blew her nose. "I've been worrying for the past sixteen years straight. You've always been so resourceful and self-sufficient...I just fear you never got the chance to be a kid."

That's true, I didn't, Harry reasoned. But at least I got to know what having a loving family feels like. And I wouldn't trade that for the world. He couldn't admit this part out loud, so he just sat by Lily's side, gripping her hand for reassurance as she recomposed herself. It was the least he could do for the mother who had sacrificed everything for him in another lifetime.

"So, Potions, you said?" he suggested once Lily's breathing had returned to normal. "Snape was teaching us poison antidotes this week – I could use the refresher."

"Yes, alright, let's begin there," Lily agreed. The distraction seemed to cheer her up, and Harry decided to indulge her.

They spent the rest of the morning going over Harry's class notes, reviewing anything and everything that might be on the exam. Harry found Lily to be a far more effective teacher than Snape – she was able to explain the basic principles of poison neutralization better than Harry had ever understood it in the classroom. With a few more sessions, plus some time devoted to memorizing recipes, he felt he might be able to achieve that 'O' grade after all.

Not that it matters now, he thought in the back of his mind. Considering I won't be back to school to study N.E.W.T. level. He knew there was zero chance he was leaving the country as long as his family was here and the war was ongoing. But that was an argument he wasn't willing to have right now, not with Lily so on-edge already – he would go along with it for now, take his O.W.L.'s independently, and figure out his true plans over the summer.

They had just finished reviewing Ancient Runes and were moving onto History of Magic when James arrived, stepping through the Floo into the living room. Lily jumped up at once and made her way towards him – Harry realized that his father's absence must have been the source of most of her anxiety.

"How did it go?" she asked worriedly.

"Just fine, love," James reassured her, giving her a tender kiss. "Managed to nick what I needed and get out without much trouble. Kingsley opened the door for me, so no one will ever know I was there."

"What's going on?" Harry asked. "What have you been up to?"

"Oh, just stealing classified documents from the Auror Office," James grinned. "I wasn't given any advance warning before last night's incident, so I didn't get to clean out my desk and gather all the info I needed. But I spoke with Kingsley early this morning, and he agreed to create a diversion so I could slip in and out."

"Such an unnecessary risk!" Lily huffed. "What if you'd been caught? You could have been sent to Azkaban!"

"Don't you remember who you married?" James winked. "I'm something of an expert in sneaking around. If I could avoid being caught by Albus Dumbledore for seven years, I'm pretty sure I can give ol' John Dawlish the slip."

"What did you take?" asked Harry.

"Mostly case files on suspected Death Eaters," said James, reaching into his robes. He withdrew a large stack of folders and un-shrunk them before plopping them on the coffee table. "I've been compiling data on possible safe houses and supply points that the Voldemort camp might be using. We were hoping to identify a whole bunch of them and strike all at once to disrupt their network."

"But that's over with, now," Lily said sharply. "The Aurors can handle that on their own, I am sure. Can't they, dear?"

"Oh, I'm sure they can," James agreed, but Harry was certain he was just saying this to appease Lily. His mother didn't appear too convinced either, but she dropped the subject.

Lily left soon after for Remus and Alessia's to attend to the potions lab. James suggested he and Harry head into town to grab lunch at the Muggle sandwich shop they each enjoyed. They took the main road, passing by Muggles who paid them no mind, going about their business, completely oblivious to the secret war being waged right under their noses.

"Did your mother give you an earful this morning?" asked James as they settled into a corner booth.

"Yeah," Harry admitted. "Said I created a mess with everything that happened, but then said she didn't mean it."

"She told me something similar last night," James chuckled dryly. "I thought she would break through the silencing wards I put up with how much she was yelling."

"I'm sorry," Harry sighed. "For everything, I mean. I didn't want you to lose your job because of me—"

But to his surprise, James waved it off. "You did what you had to do to protect your cousin, and I'm proud of you for it," he said. "Besides, I was going to lose my job one way or another. If it wasn't because of you, it would've been for something else. Frankly, I'm not upset about it...if anything, it liberates me."

"Liberates you?" Harry repeated, frowning.

"There are advantages to being inside the Ministry, that's for sure," said James. "But there are too many rules – too many people watching, preventing me from really doing what really needs to be done. I might actually make some real progress out in the real world that I couldn't from behind a desk."

"Like what?"

"Like investigating safe houses and tracking troop movements. Aurors have to follow strict guidelines when it comes to such things. Now I'll be able to cross some boundaries I wasn't allowed to before."

"You aren't going to take on any Death Eaters by yourself, are you?" Harry frowned.

"No, nothing like that," James muttered. "Just getting in closer to the action to gather more intel. There's a chance I might have to fight if I'm spotted, but I'm something of an expert when it comes to not getting caught."

"Can I come with you sometime?" Harry asked eagerly.

"I don't think that would be wise. I could never ask you to take the same risks I might have to, and I would never forgive myself if something happened to you."

"I can take care of myself," Harry defended. "And I can hold back if you asked me to. Do you really expect me to sit in the house all day, while you're on the front lines of a war only we know about?"

"You're fifteen," James said sternly. "Being expelled does not mean your education is over. We will explore options for you in the fall—"

"You know I'm not going to Beauxbatons or Ilvermorny, right?" Harry said pointedly. "I don't care what you or Mum or anyone else says – I won't leave my family during a war. If you try to send me out of Britain, I'll just find a way to sneak back in."

"We can look into private tutoring of some kind to keep you close," James conceded. "But this does not give you free rein to jump into battle. You're not ready for that yet."

"All the same," Harry groaned, "I can't stand to just sit on the sidelines anymore. I have to be involved somehow, and you trying to keep me out will only make things worse."

James considered this, then sighed heavily.

"Maybe I can bring you along to some less dangerous missions," he sighed. "Kingsley has agreed to feed me information from inside the department that might be of interest – things the Aurors aren't investigating that might still prove important to the war."

"Alright," Harry begrudgingly agreed. It wasn't much, but he wouldn't push his luck, not just yet.

"It's probably best that we resume our dueling lessons as well," said James. "I don't want you fighting if you can help it, but I'd also feel better knowing you're prepared."

Harry nodded his agreement. He would continue to let James believe he was staying out of the fight, but in reality, he suspected he would be on the front lines far sooner than anticipated.

But in the meantime, Harry had to endure day after day being cooped up in Godric's Hollow. Lily was taking time away from the lab to tutor him on all of his O.W.L. subjects, which he suspected was less about the grades and more about keeping a close eye on him. Lily knew all too well what James did not: that the Potter men were prone to acting first and thinking second, and she was determined not to let Harry stray too far from the nest when she wasn't looking.

The only access to the outside world Harry had was the Daily Prophet, and he knew it would offer him few answers about what was actually happening. As expected, the paper had a field day with news of James' firing and Harry's expulsion from Hogwarts, celebrating it as 'an excision of the tumor plaguing this nation for far too long'. Kingsley Shacklebolt had taken over as Head Auror, and judging by the negative rhetoric surrounding this news, it seemed Lucius Malfoy sought to have him eventually removed as well.

Harry wondered how things were faring back at Hogwarts. Were his sister and cousin safe? Would any other defense club members face punishment for their involvement? Would Draco become emboldened by this latest victory and ramp up the malice towards Harry's loved ones? He could only hope that he'd done enough to help the students protect themselves. The Prophet surely would have reported if Neville or anyone else faced expulsion, so the lack of news there was a bit of a blessing in disguise.

On the fourth day of Harry's unintentional sabbatical from Hogwarts, he received a letter from Fleur, who had read about his expulsion in the Prophet and was beside herself with fury about it. At whom, Harry couldn't be totally sure – the Ministry for perpetrating it? Dumbledore for allowing it? Harry himself for getting into the situation in the first place? Knowing her, it was probably a combination of all of the above.

Fleur demanded to meet as soon as possible to discuss everything. While Harry would have loved to sneak out and meet her in London, he didn't want to incur his mother's wrath, so he begrudgingly asked Lily for permission first.

"Ah...Fleur, the Beauxbatons Champion from last year's Tournament?" asked Lily, intrigued. "I didn't know you were still in touch with her. Are you two pen pals?"

"You could say that," Harry shrugged. "She wanted to meet up and talk about...erm...the ICW summit in France next month."

"Oh, yes, her father has been quite helpful in that regard," Lily said thoughtfully. "Why don't you invite her here? I'd love to make her acquaintance properly."

And so a couple of days later, Fleur arrived at their home in Godric's Hollow, looking radiant as ever. "Mrs. Potter!" Fleur greeted Lily with a kiss on the cheek. "Thank you for 'aving me."

"Of course, any friend of Harry's is a friend of ours!" Lily smiled back.

"Miss Delacour," James greeted her with a smile and a handshake. "Your father speaks highly of you in his letters – I look forward to meeting him in person."

"My papa is equally eager to meet you," Fleur smiled. "'E is not impressed by many men, but 'e believes you are the future of Britain."

"I'm afraid our Minister disagrees," James quipped with a sad smile, though he seemed touched by the high praise all the same.

"Won't you sit, Fleur?" Lily offered, gesturing to the table. "We can fix you something to eat."

"Actually," said Fleur, glancing at Harry, "I was rather 'oping your son could show me around zis beautiful village of yours."

"Oh...but of course," Lily said, surprised. "It's just, well, I worry about Harry being out in public, given the current climate—"

"We'll have our wands, Mum," Harry groaned. "It's not like anyone would dare attack us in broad daylight in the middle of Godric's Hollow."

"Your son saved my life twice last year, Mrs. Potter," Fleur said to Lily firmly. "I would defend 'im to the death if I 'ad to."

Lily looked floored by this deadly serious statement. "I...well...I'm sure that won't be necessary," she stammered. "Just do be careful, dears."

"Yes, and try not to get into too much trouble," James said, giving Harry a lecherous wink. Harry rolled his eyes, but Fleur seemed highly amused by this, linking her arm in Harry's and guiding him towards the door, skipping as she went.

"I really don't need my parents thinking I have a new girlfriend," Harry grumbled as they walked down the street arm in arm.

"Yes, but eet is more fun this way," Fleur giggled, before finally releasing him. "Now, are you going to tell me 'ow you managed to get kicked out of 'Ogwarts?"

"Not here," Harry muttered, indicating the many Muggles walking the streets. Normally he could pass by unnoticed, but with Fleur's passive allure, they were drawing far more attention than they were due. He guided her to a corner coffee shop that was rarely frequented, ordering them both drinks as Fleur set up wards in a corner booth to ensure their privacy.

Fleur was appalled when Harry told the full story of the Malfoy incident. "That leetle batard," she growled. "'E was always making 'orrible comments about me last year...I would 'ave hexed him for it if Madame Maxime didn't not insist we mind our manners."

"He would have just used it as an excuse to get you disqualified from the Tournament, I'm sure," Harry said bitterly. "But it doesn't matter now. He got what he wanted: me out of the picture."

"Yes, I suppose," Fleur sighed. "So what 'appens now? When do we begin searching for the next 'orcrux?"

"Soon, I hope," Harry shrugged. "I'm being watched rather closely at the moment...as soon as they get off my back, I can devote more time to the search."

"Bill is still not 'appy with ze current arrangement," said Fleur. "He still wishes to involve your Headmaster in our plans."

"Tell me about it," Harry huffed. "He practically worships the man, along with half of Britain. I dunno how to convince him that he's not the flawless savior they all think he is."

"I shall set 'im straight," Fleur said proudly. "Need I remind 'im that I should not be alive today due to 'is negligence during ze Tournament!"

"Please do," Harry chuckled. He'd been blinded in his past timeline to the fact that the entire Weasley family was far more reverential towards Dumbledore than he deserved. Even after what happened to Arthur, they continued to put faith in the man, for reasons that still eluded Harry. Hopefully Bill could be swayed otherwise this time around.

Conversation turned elsewhere as they sipped on their drinks. Fleur was still curious about Harry's past, and began prodding him for information about the universe he'd left behind. He was reluctant to talk about it – doing so always unearthed unpleasant memories, like Sirius and Cedric's deaths, and reminded him of the lost friendships (with Ron and Hermione, mainly) that he would never have again. That wasn't to mention his awful upbringing, which Fleur seemed especially intrigued by.

"Who raised you ze last time?" Fleur asked. "After your parents died, I mean?"

"My aunt and uncle, on my mum's side," Harry groaned. "Muggles. Real nasty pieces of work, they were."

"Zey did not care for you?" Fleur frowned.

"That's an understatement," Harry snorted. "They hated anything to do with magic, and saw me as a 'freak' they were saddled with instead of a child to be loved. I didn't even find out I was a wizard until my eleventh birthday."

"How 'orrible!" Fleur gasped.

"Yeah," Harry agreed. "They doted on my cousin Dudley like he was the second coming, while I was cast aside. I was forced to do all the chores and wear hand-me-down clothes that didn't even fit me. They refused to buy me glasses until I was eight, even though I clearly needed them from a much younger age. And they didn't even give me my own bedroom...when my Hogwarts letter came, it was addressed to 'Harry Potter, The Cupboard Under the Stairs'. Can you believe that shite?"

Harry didn't even realize he was ranting until he paused for breath and looked up, only to see Fleur staring at him with a horrified expression on her face.

"Merde," she swore under her breath. "Maman was right all along."

"Sorry?"

"My mother, Apolline. When she saw you in ze Tournament last year, she said zat you had that 'look'. She sees it in her patients sometimes."

"What patients?" Harry asked, confused. "What 'look'?"

"She works with at-risk wizarding children in France," Fleur explained. "She always says zat children who are raised in abusive households 'ave a certain 'look' to them. And she says zat you 'ave that look. I thought it was impossible, zat your parents seemed quite lovely, but she is rarely wrong."

"The Dursleys weren't kind to me, that's true," Harry sighed. "They never hurt me physically, not on purpose at least...but I guess you could say I was neglected."

Fleur reached out and gently took Harry's hands in her own. "You did not deserve that," she said sincerely. "Do not blame yourself for ze way they treated you."

"I know that," Harry scoffed. "They were pricks; that much is obvious."

"All the same," Fleur sighed. "Maman says zat sometimes the obvious thing is exactly what a hurt child needs to hear."

I'm not a child, Harry thought stubbornly. But her words were soothing anyway, and he nodded quietly to himself, trying not to dwell on his unhappy years on Privet Drive for too long.

"Anyway," he said, clearing his throat awkwardly, "let's get going. I'll show you the town square."

It was cathartic to have someone to talk to about his experiences in his past life, as he strolled around town with Fleur recounting some of the more insane things that had happened to him. Bill and Saul were also confidants, sure, but Fleur was much closer to him in age and felt more like a peer than an authority figure. He could speak more freely around her, and she was a receptive audience. She laughed when he told her about her alternate self in the past timeline, and how she wound up with Bill both times.

"'E is quite the charmer," she admitted with a tiny blush. "Maman was not 'appy to learn that I am dating a curse-breaker. She always said I have a 'dangerous' taste in men – I suppose she was right."

Harry chuckled at this. Bill did give off a certain 'bad boy' energy, with his stylish wardrobe, handsome features and devil-may-care attitude towards life. Growing up with the likes of Charlie, Fred and George no doubt helped to shape his maverick persona, despite also being Head Boy and a model student in his younger years.

"And you?" asked Fleur. "Are you still seeing zat Katie girl?"

"No, we broke up earlier this year," Harry sighed. "I just...couldn't bring myself to tell her everything about myself. She's too innocent to get drawn into all the trouble I tend to attract."

"Oh, 'Arry, women are not all delicate leetle flowers that need to be protected," Fleur chided him. "Katie always struck me as a firecracker whenever we crossed paths."

"Well, she was jealous of you," Harry admitted with a chuckle. "But that's not what I meant. I just didn't feel like she was the right person to share all my secrets with. I'm not ready for that kind of intimate relationship yet."

"Ah," Fleur said knowingly. "Well, you are still young, even if your mind says otherwise. You ought to enjoy yourself more – go on casual dates, enjoy the company of others."

"I don't really have the time for that kind of thing right now," Harry smiled sadly. "There's a war going on."

"All ze more reason for love!" Fleur scoffed. "We are not granted a tomorrow, so why not make ze most of today?"

"Well, I'm sorta banned from seeing witches my age ten months out of the year now," Harry pointed out with a wry grin. "They're all locked up in a spooky castle I'm not allowed in anymore."

"I see plenty of lovely girls your age around 'ere," Fleur pointed out. She eyed a gaggle of teenage girls walking down the sidewalk, fresh out of school for the day. "Why not try your luck with one of them?"

"Yeah, I'm sure that'll go over well," Harry scoffed. "What would I even say? 'Hi, I'm Harry, the kid you've never seen before who doesn't go to any school you've ever heard of, we should hang out'?"

"Girls love a mysterious man," Fleur winked. "Just give vague answers to all their questions, and they'll want to get closer to you and learn all your secrets."

"As if I need anybody else prying into my secrets at the moment," Harry chuckled. "I'll pass."

"Come now, don't be a spoil sport!" Fleur pouted. "I can pretend to be your girlfriend – they will be so jealous of my good looks zat they will try to steal you from me!"

"Eh, don't think so highly of yourself," Harry quipped, which earned him an affronted slap to the shoulder. It was easy to push Fleur's buttons by undermining her pride, and he always found it amusing when she got frustrated at not getting her way.

They returned to the Potter home soon after, still laughing and teasing one another. Lily insisted that Fleur stay for dinner, and the four of them sat around the table that evening, getting acquainted and sharing stories from the previous year and beyond.

"I will be visiting my 'ome in France next month," Fleur announced, turning to James. "'Arry tells me you will be attending the summit...I 'ope to see the both of you at our chateau beforehand?"

James and Lily shared a nervous glance. "We, erm, hadn't discussed it quite yet," said James. "I'm not so sure if it's wise for Harry to leave the country right now—"

"Maybe I could tour Beauxbatons while I'm there," Harry offered, looking to Lily. "Y'know, to see if I might like to transfer there in the fall." He had no intention of doing so, of course, but it seemed like a useful bargaining chip in this instance.

"We'll see how his O.W.L. studies are progressing before we make that decision," Lily told Fleur. "But we appreciate the invite."

Fleur departed soon after, leaving Harry with a warm feeling in her wake. He didn't have many people he could confide in, and it was nice to have someone to talk to, even if it was about such banal things as dating and schoolwork. Fleur had mentioned a similar feeling in a recent letter: she had few friends of her own, as most girls were jealous of her and most boys could hardly string a sentence together around her. Harry hoped he could remain in touch with Fleur and rely on her to vent his frustrations when times got tough, because he knew they would before too long.

It gave him a renewed vigor to press on with his mundane daily routine. Every weekday began with his mother waking him early to study in the kitchen until lunch, after which Harry would either continue studying on his own, work out to relieve stress, or brainstorm possible hiding places for the missing horcrux(es). Then in the evenings he would practice dueling with James in the basement, learning more advanced combat techniques to help him in a real battle.

One morning, Harry awoke to the sound of rapping on his bedroom window. He pulled back the curtains to find his tawny owl Bandit sitting on the windowsill, a letter tied to his talon. "Hey, boy," Harry greeted the bird as he opened the window to let it inside. "Dahlia still taking good care of you?"

Bandit hooted his agreement. Harry and Dahlia typically shared use of the owl during the school year, and while Harry may be his primary owner, Dahlia was often the one who brought treats up to the Owlery from the Great Hall. It was clear which of the two Bandit preferred, as he'd chosen to stay at the school rather than return to Godric's Hollow after Harry's departure.

Harry untied the letter and opened it, finding his sister's tidy handwriting within:

Dear Harry,

It's been a madhouse since you got expelled. Professor Weasley rounded up every member of the defense club and grilled us for hours about it. We all ended up with a month of detentions, except for Damian, who has them until the end of the calendar year and lost all extra-curricular privileges. Apparently we are supposed to consider ourselves lucky that we are now free of your 'evil influence'.

Only thing is, it's made the whole school hate 'Prefect Percy' even more. The Weasley twins have organized student walk-outs, demonstrations, and near-daily pranks to protest your expulsion and undermine his authority. I'm worried they're going to get expelled too, but I don't think they really care if they are. The staff can't prove who's behind it, but McGonagall or Flitwick don't really seem that upset about it. Percy has threatened us with more detentions if we don't knock it off, but we already HAVE detentions so what's the point?

Hermione Granger is really upset that she got you in trouble, but I told her you wouldn't want her to blame herself. Damian feels guilty too...maybe you should write to them both and tell them it'll be okay. Malfoy got back from St. Mungo's last week and he's been even more insufferable than usual. The other Puffs won't let Damian walk alone in the halls anymore to protect him (or maybe to protect Malfoy? Hard to tell).

Speaking of which, Hufflepuff beat Ravenclaw last weekend in the Quidditch final. Cho Chang played well at Seeker, but Diggory caught the last two Snitches to clinch the win. He wanted me to tell you that he felt bad that he didn't get to avenge his loss to you last year. He's talked about trying to start up the defense club again, but I don't think anyone wants to take the chance right now.

It's strange not having you here. Everyone in Ravenclaw says it's like there's a vacuum where you should be. Did you really not realize how much people followed your lead around Hogwarts? How much you being around was a comfort to people? And they say only smart kids get into Ravenclaw...dunno why the Hat put a clueless airhead like you in there. Even Katie's said that she feels bad for not leaving things on good terms before you left. I hope you two aren't still fighting – she's a good egg.

Anyway, I miss you. Please don't do anything stupid while you're at home! I know you're probably looking up You-Know-Who's address so you can invite him for dueling practice or something. I love you, but if you wind up getting yourself hurt I'll never forgive you.

Please write soon so I know you're okay.

Love always,

Dahlia

P.S. Mark says hi. And no, you can't ask about him.

Harry smiled to himself as he folded the letter. His sister could be a real pain in the arse sometimes, but their bond remained unbreakable despite their differences.

He was relieved to hear that things were going okay back at Hogwarts. He'd been afraid that other students might hate him for exposing the defense club, but it seemed to have only galvanized them further against Percy. He remembered Fred and George's shenanigans against Umbridge in the last timeline and could only imagine the chaos they might be sowing now against their own brother.

"Wait here, and I'll send you back with a reply," Harry told Bandit as he moved to his desk. "Oi, alright, I'll bring you some sausages first!" Bandit seemed satisfied with this response, ceasing his assault on Harry's fingers and settling expectantly on the bed post.

Harry was surprised to find his father up and fully dressed in the kitchen when he went downstairs. "Going somewhere?" he asked.

"Yep," said James through a mouthful of eggs. "Following up on a lead from Kingsley. Not far from here, actually."

"Something happened in Godric's Hollow?" Harry asked, raising his eyebrows.

"There was a magical disturbance about a mile outside town," James explained. "Probably nothing, but I'm gonna take a look around."

"Can I come?" Harry asked eagerly.

James eyed his son warily. "I suppose so," he sighed. "Very unlikely we'll find any danger there, anyway."

An hour later, Harry and James were strolling through town, casually greeting the Muggle locals who eyed them funnily for their oddly-long traveling cloaks. They headed east into the countryside, turning off the main road down a dirt path that seemingly winded to nowhere across open expanses of unsettled land. It didn't seem like a well-traveled road, either; the surface was rough and uneven, making it difficult to navigate easily. Perhaps that's the intention, Harry realized.

He felt a shiver of magic as the road ended and they passed through what felt like a heavy ward field. "What was that?" Harry asked.

"We're here," James announced. But 'here' didn't seem particularly interesting – they were standing in the middle of an empty field, stretching for hundreds of yards in all directions with no major landmarks or human settlements in sight.

"What is this place?" Harry asked.

"Didn't they teach you anything in History of Magic?" James scoffed. "You never learned about the Battle of Godric's Hollow?"

Harry mentally ran through his O.W.L. notes on the subject. "In 1066?" he asked. "It was here?"

"Sure was," James said grimly. "One of the bloodiest wizard-goblin conflicts in history. Three hundred wizards and countless thousands of goblins died here."

"Isn't this where Godric Gryffindor died?" Harry asked.

"Supposedly," James shrugged. "He's buried in the cemetery in town, but it's unclear how or when he died. We know the battle happened here and that he was living in the village around that time, so it's mostly an inference."

"Why was the battle fought again?"

"Officially, it was an unprovoked goblin raid," said James. "Of course, the goblins would claim otherwise. The truth is probably somewhere in the middle – the goblins felt aggrieved by something a wizard in the village did and used it as justification for an attack."

Harry nodded thoughtfully. He'd long suspected that the version of events he learned in History of Magic was heavily skewed in favor of wizardkind. Goblins were always portrayed as mindless, bloodthirsty beasts in the textbooks, but Hermione was always ranting about how unfairly they were portrayed and that their motives were never explained clearly enough. Harry was starting to think she was right.

"So why are we here, nine centuries later?" asked Harry.

"The Ministry was alerted to a magical disturbance in the area, two nights ago," said James, scanning the landscape. "The battle site is heavily warded, to deter Muggles from wandering onto it – and grave robbers, of course."

"Grave robbers?"

"Most of the fallen goblins were mass-buried here," James explained. "After the Accords of 1073, goblins were permitted back to the site to honor their fallen. It's goblin tradition for metal-workers to be buried with their creations, so lots of valuable weapons and armor is buried here. The Ministry agreed to protect the site from plunderers as part of the peace treaty."

"D'you think that's what this disturbance was about?" asked Harry.

"Most likely," James shrugged. "This was an unusually large spike in magical energy, however. Dawlish declined to investigate, so Kingsley passed it along to me. Given how close to home it is, I figure it's worth investigating."

Harry agreed. He'd never known how close they lived to a major historical site, and it was disconcerting to know that something significant had happened here. Could Voldemort be behind this somehow?

Harry followed along behind James silently as the man strode carefully through the field, waving his wand and surveying the land for traces of magic. It was slow and tedious work with little progress, and Harry started to regret asking to come along. He could've used this time to study for his exams, or maybe even do research for the next horcrux hunt—

"You, there! Halt!"

Harry was snapped out of his reverie by the barked order. He whipped out his wand and aimed it, along with James, at the sudden new presence. Three goblins had emerged from over a nearby hill, fully clad in combat armor and wielding heavy battle axes, leering menacingly at the two wizards.

"You're not welcome here, wizard," snarled the one at the front.

"I come in peace from the Ministry of Magic," James lied smoothly. "I am here to investigate the disturbance of two nights prior, nothing more."

"Drop yer weapons if you know what's good for ya," another goblin sneered.

"We agree to lower our weapons if you will do the same," said James. "We do not seek conflict."

The goblins considered this. Eventually, they decided the wands were a bigger threat than the axes and relented. "Fine," one spat, lowering their axes as James sheathed his wand and signaled for Harry to do the same.

"You wizards was supposed to leave this place to the goblins," another goblin growled. "Not steal and plunder as you please."

"The Ministry of Magic has agreed to uphold this agreement," said James. "Any attempts at theft by a wizard are expressly forbidden by our laws."

"And yet, the end result is the same!" spat the head goblin. "More goblin creations, stolen from our people by humans!"

"Was anything of value taken two nights ago?" asked James. "I can report it missing, and we will investigate the theft."

"Pah!" another goblin scoffed. "Spare us your lies, wizard! Nothing taken from here is ever returned to us. Your words are empty and meaningless."

Harry wanted to refute the goblin's accusation, but could not. After all, Dawlish had seemingly declined to investigate the matter officially...it seemed the Ministry didn't care too much for enforcing this anti-plundering law after all.

"I only wish to be of assistance," James said diplomatically. "If there is anything I can do to help, say the word."

"Yes, there is something you can do," said the head goblin. "Leave this place. And deliver a message to Cornelius Fudge: we goblins grow tired of these repeated transgressions, and the next wizard who visits this place will be met with force."

"The Ministry will not take kindly to an unprovoked attack on a wizard—" James said warningly.

"But it wouldn't be unprovoked, would it?" Harry spoke up. "Perhaps the Ministry ought to put out a statement condemning the act and warning of possible retribution in the future. That might deter future robbers from coming here."

"The youngling speaks wisely," the head goblin appraised him. "We do not seek war, but we will continue to defend what is ours."

"As will we," James bristled. "We will leave you in peace. Come on, Harry, let's go."

Harry didn't hesitate to follow his father hurriedly from the field. They returned to the dirt path, feeling the wash of magic over them as they left the warded area.

"Bloody bastards," James said bitterly as they returned to town. "Brandishing weapons at us in broad daylight – what gall! They've gotten too bold for their own good lately—"

"But they aren't wrong," Harry pointed out. "It sounds like something valuable was stolen from them, and they're sick of being picked on."

"As if they haven't plundered our graves over the years!" James scoffed. "The whole reason Godric's Hollow placed its cemetery in the center of town was to prevent goblins from ransacking Gryffindor's tomb for his sword."

"Was the sword buried with him?" asked Harry, suddenly curious.

"If it was, it's not there any longer," said James. "Been missing for centuries, that sword. The Goblin Rebellion of 1680 happened because the Ministry officially accused the goblin nation of stealing it, which they took major offense to. They claim the sword was stolen from them by Gryffindor in the first place, but to this day they deny ever taking it back."

Harry had never given much thought to where the Sword of Gryffindor could be in this timeline. Where had it been in his previous timeline, before he pulled it out of the Sorting Hat? Was he the first student to ever do so? Had it been resting in some tomb somewhere, or perhaps hidden away in some goblin lair or thief's den?

Was the Sword perhaps related to this incident? Saul Croaker still suspected it could be a horcrux, and Harry couldn't completely discount the possibility. What if Voldemort still sought it out, and ordered one of his minions to search for it? Was it perhaps buried in one of the goblins' graves, back in that field? Had someone succeeded in stealing it two nights prior?

He tucked this theory away for future reference, planning to bring it up with Saul the next time they met. He had to start taking the horcrux hunt more seriously, which meant that he couldn't just discard potential leads like this. He had no idea where to look for the next horcrux and knew they would have to begin somewhere.

But in the meantime, he had studying to do. Lily arranged for Harry to sit his O.W.L.'s with Madam Marchbanks at the beginning of July. "She doesn't grant individual appointments to just anyone," she informed him sternly. "So don't squander this opportunity."

"I won't," Harry assured her. He suspected that Marchbanks had agreed only because of his impressive performance in the three exams he took last fall. He had high expectations for himself as well – he knew his grades wouldn't necessarily matter in the long run, but he didn't want his past five years of study to be totally wasted. He knew he could achieve all O's if he worked hard at it.

Dueling practice was also bringing massive returns. Harry felt that he was nearing his father's skill level, and while he still lost most duels to James' advanced transfiguration techniques, he was rapidly improving with each defeat. Lily was appalled when she learned they were using Bone-Breakers in combat, especially one night when Harry landed a shot to James' torso that fractured his rib cage. Both of them brushed her off, insisting that it was valuable practice. They'd each broken plenty of bones playing Quidditch – what difference did a couple more make?

May came to an end, ushering in June and its longer, muggier days. Harry began to grow stir-crazy stuck in the house all day, listening to Muggle children happily run by down the lane and day-dreaming of flying on his Firebolt. But Lily refused to let him stray far from the house, only permitting him to jog around the block in the mornings and occasionally accompany her or James into town for errands. This wasn't exactly the freedom Harry envisioned when he left Hogwarts, and knew that once his O.W.L.'s were complete, he would have to bargain for a more flexible arrangement that allowed him to do what he needed to do.

But that all changed one fateful evening later that month. Harry wrapped up his studying for the night and headed up to bed, just as James was hurried down the stairs, fully dressed and preparing to go out. "Stakeout?" Harry asked hopefully. "Can I come?"

"There's been a murder," James said grimly as he reached for his traveling cloak. "Kingsley just told me – Aurors are arriving on scene. I've got maybe half an hour to look around before Dawlish shows up."

"You think it's related to the war?" Harry asked.

"Must be, if Kingsley thinks I should be involved," James muttered. "You'd best stay behind on this one."

"I can handle a dead body," Harry retorted. "I've seen my fair share by now. I want to know what's going on."

James sighed and massaged his temple. "Alright," he conceded. "But this is an active crime scene – you must stay out of the way and follow every instruction I give you, understood?"

"Yes, sir," Harry agreed readily. He followed James out to the backyard, where they linked arms and Apparated away. They touched down in a sleepy residential neighborhood, reminding Harry sickeningly for a moment of Privet Drive.

"Where are we?" Harry asked as they made their way down the street.

"Croydon," said James. "Just south of London. This is a Muggle neighborhood mostly, but some Ministry employees live in the area as well."

"Was that who was murdered?" Harry asked. "A Ministry employee?"

"Dunno yet," James shrugged. "Have to talk to Kingsley to get the details."

They rounded the corner and came upon a row of townhouses. A police car was parked in the road, lights flashing, guarding a home surrounded by yellow tape. Two Muggle officers stood beside the car, looking bored as they spoke with a middle-aged woman in a bathrobe and slippers.

"...And then I heard voices, maybe three or four of 'em, shouting at each other," the woman recounted. "Then I guess they musta fought, but I swear, it sounded like they were cracking whips at each other!" Spellfire, Harry deduced – that was the closest analogy a Muggle could make to hearing such a foreign sound.

"Uh huh," said one of the policemen, looking bored as he listened to the woman ramble on. They both had a sort of glazed-over look about them – Harry deduced that they must have been placed under a Confundus Charm to allow the Aurors to do their work uninterrupted. James simply ignored them and slipped beneath the yellow tape, Harry close behind.

"Good to see you, Potter," a gruff-looking Auror stationed outside the door greeted James. "Who's the kid?"

"My son, Harry," said James. "Harry, this is Auror Proudfoot."

Harry shook hands with the paranoid-looking man. "Best wait outside, Harry," said Proudfoot. "Not a pretty sight in there."

"You wait here, Harry," James instructed. "I'm going to talk to Kingsley and have a quick look around, then we'll go."

"But—" Harry tried to protest, just as James slipped through the open door and into the townhouse. He groaned...he didn't sign up to just wait outside in the cold and not find out what was going on.

"Your dad's a good bloke, Potter," said Proudfoot, fishing a cigarette out of his cloak and lighting it with his wand. "Shame what Fudge did to 'im."

"Yeah," Harry shrugged. It was heartening to hear that James at least still had the respect of his fellow Aurors despite the firing. How many more Ministry employees secretly felt the same way, and were cowed into submission by the threat of termination? It made him boil with rage at Fudge and Malfoy all over again.

Another Auror arrived on scene soon after, and Proudfoot sauntered over to engage him in casual conversation. Harry seized the moment and cast a Notice-Me-Not Charm on himself before slipping into the home. He wasn't leaving here without answers.

It was a simple enough abode: a small sitting room, a kitchen, and two bedrooms down the hall. By the looks of it, only one or two people lived here, and they hadn't bothered to decorate the place much. There were signs of a struggle everywhere...shattered glass littering the kitchen floor; scorch marks on the walls from spellfire; deep gouges in the carpet. Harry watched on, unnoticed, as a handful of Aurors swept through the space, assessing the damage and writing in little notepads.

The fight seemed to have moved from the entrance area to the bedrooms, and Harry made his way down the narrow hallway towards the sound of voices. His heart began to beat faster as he approached – he could not shake a terrible sense of foreboding. Something terrible had happened here, and he was beginning to think he knew the victim personally. But how?

James' voice wafted out of the far bedroom, and Harry dropped his charm as he crept towards the door. "...had to be Lockhart, or whatever that bastard is calling himself now," James was muttering. "The damage is consistent with what happened to Trelawney last year."

"There seemed to be multiple assailants," came Kingsley's deep baritone in response. "Poor man put up a good fight, but he must have simply been overwhelmed by too many wands."

"Well, let me know if forensics find anything during the autopsy," James sighed. "It's pretty obvious to you and me what they were after, but I doubt Dawlish puts the pieces together himself—"

"Dad?" Harry announced himself as he entered the room. "What's going on?"

James and Kingsley froze as Harry approached. The latter shuffled to his right, blocking Harry's view of what looked to be a dead body lying prone in the corner.

"Harry, you shouldn't be in here," said James firmly. "Go back outside, now."

"What's happened here?" Harry demanded. "Whose home is this?"

James looked at Harry with a sorrowful expression, one that made Harry's heart pound all the more quickly. "Harry, I'm very sorry," he said softly. "I know you two were close."

"What are you talking about?" said Harry. "Who—?"

Kingsley reluctantly shifted aside to let him see what he was hiding, and Harry's heart stopped. The scene was indeed similar to Trelawney's final moments the year before: a still body, lying face-up on the ground, blood pouring liberally from the eyes and ears. The victim's mouth was open in a silent scream, indicating that his final moments had not been pleasant. Harry's eyes widened in horror at the sight of Saul Croaker dead on the ground, vacant eyes fixed unseeingly upon the ceiling.
Year 5-16: A House Divided

"It seems pretty clear what they sent Lockhart to do."

"But we don't know for certain. He could have been seeking anything of value for You-Know-Who."

"But the prophecy has been his obsession. Severus said so, didn't he?"

"Severus doesn't know everything. He only knows what his master wants us to know."

"But why would he go after such a high-profile target, if not to further his primary goal?"

"He could be working towards multiple goals at once. Nobody knows his full plans – case in point, Pettigrew."

"But we have no reason to suspect otherwise. We should assume that was his intention."

"Not when my son's safety is involved. If he wanted information on Harry, that seems like something we should know about."

"But he wouldn't be able to access any memories pertaining to their meetings. They always met in the Department of Mysteries, where the Unspeakable Oaths would come into effect. Right, Harry? Harry!"

Harry was shaken out of his daze by the realization that everyone was looking at him. He'd tuned out of the emergency Order of the Stag meeting, mind still numb from the shock of losing Saul just hours prior. Despite the late hour, the group had resolved to meet at once, gathered around Remus' dining table, looking frazzled.

"We mostly met in his office," Harry answered. "But we met a couple times outside of it, too."

"Did you discuss anything important?" James pressed.

"Possibly," Harry said vaguely. "D'you think Lockhart would have seen what we talked about, if we did?"

"That depends," said Remus thoughtfully. "Lockhart probably went in with a clear goal in mind: to extract specific memories out of Croaker. He would have to do so quickly, since they only had a few minutes to get in and out after the wards alerted the Aurors. That time was cut even shorter by the fight before Croaker was subdued, so he wouldn't have had time to pilfer through every memory he saw. My guess is he only went after the memories he was ordered to."

"Which is why we need to learn what those memories were!" Lily said adamantly. "If he was ordered to dig up information about Harry—"

"There are far safer ways of doing that than breaking into the home of a high-ranking official, one who barely knew Harry," James pointed out. "I really doubt Harry was the target. Voldemort would have to know that he and Saul were close, and also have reason to suspect that their discussions were relevant to the war somehow."

"But why would they be?" Sirius frowned. "Why would You-Know-Who care about what Harry has to say to Croaker?"

If only you knew, Harry thought glumly. If Voldemort did find out what he and Saul were up to in secret, the entire war would be lost. And only four people on the planet (scratch that – just three now) would know that.

"Does he know about Harry's...condition?" Remus asked delicately. Not everyone in the Order knew about Harry's claims of being a Seer, after all.

"I don't think so," said James. "Unless Severus told Voldemort?"

"He probably did," Sirius muttered darkly. "We still don't know for sure which side Snivellus is on—"

"Severus would never!" Lily protested. "He's on our side!"

"I know you consider him a friend, Lil, but Padfoot has a point," James sighed. "If Voldemort was looking for information about Harry, Severus would be one of the first people he'd turn to."

"But Sev wouldn't give up such valuable information!" said Lily. "He just wouldn't!"

"How can you be so sure?" James demanded.

"Because I...I asked him to protect Harry and Dahlia, last summer," said Lily quietly. "I practically begged him."

"And you think that would sway him?" Sirius snorted. "That slippery git would sell his own mother out if it meant currying favor with the Dark Lord."

But Harry privately wasn't so sure. He'd spent a lot of time pondering why Snape was less cruel towards him in this timeline, and he suspected that Lily had something to do with it. The man obviously still harbored feelings of some kind towards his mother, and if she asked him for something, Harry believed he would listen. Perhaps he knew that he would lose favor with Lily completely if he was responsible for one of her children getting hurt.

James seemed to be of a similar mind, because he looked at Lily with an odd expression. "Can you contact him?" he asked her. "Maybe ask him if Harry should be concerned about this?"

"I will," Lily nodded.

"I assume Dumbledore will call a meeting of his own Order soon," said James, turning to Remus. "Will you be attending, Moony?"

"If you think it wise," Remus nodded. "But you know Dumbledore is just going to ask me the same thing he does at every meeting—"

"And you can give him the same answer," James said flatly. "The Potters are not re-joining."

"But darling, wouldn't it be nice to share notes with Dumbledore?" Lily said gently. "We don't have to volunteer our services again—"

"If he has important information to share, he can pass it along through Remus," James said stubbornly. Lily looked like she wanted to say more on the matter, but she remained silent. A few others also looked mildly distressed by James' refusal to cooperate with Dumbledore, but Harry fully understood. It had barely been half a year since the snake attack, and James had yet to forget just how close he'd come to dying on behalf of the old man's sacrificial tactics.

"What about the ICW summit, James?" asked Dale Greengrass, who had been silently mulling things over in the corner. "It's in less than two weeks. Is the plan the same?"

"It has to be," James muttered. "We need the support of the international community to fight this war. The sooner we can get them on our side, the better."

"But how are we supposed to convince them?" Dale groaned. "You've been sacked, and our own Ministry continues to deny that there's any threat."

"Let me worry about that part, Dale," said James. "All you need to do is call a motion and nominate me to speak, and I'll do the rest."

Dale didn't look all that reassured, but he nodded meekly in response. Harry could tell how dejected everyone felt – they were undoubtedly losing the war of attrition. James and Amelia were now outsiders at the Ministry, Lily and Remus were failing to sway the werewolf community, and Dale's Wizengamot career was likely threatened if the summit did not go well. Now Harry's last remaining lifeline within the Ministry was dead. Things could not be going worse.

It only strengthened Harry's resolve to fight harder. He had a clear path now: he would attend the summit with James to help in any way he could, then resume the horcrux hunt with Bill and Fleur in earnest. Forget taking O.W.L.'s – they seemed like such a waste of time now. He didn't relish the idea of running away from home, but he knew James and Lily would only slow him down. He would find a place to crash for a while, until he could save up money for a place of his own to set up a base of operations, and focus solely on the war until it was done.

Harry felt numb in the wake of Saul's death. Their relationship had been uniquely strange – he was not quite a parental figure, not quite a peer and not quite a friend, but some strange combination of all three. He wasn't sure how to mourn Saul, or even how he felt about the man overall, as he didn't actually know much about who he was as a person. They'd had a contentious relationship at times, but Saul had undoubtedly aided Harry in making wiser choices and illuminating his path to defeating Voldemort.

More than anything, Harry just felt angry with Dumbledore all over again. This was yet another death that could have been avoided, if he hadn't insisted on keeping the prophecy from Voldemort. What had that decision cost them? Saul's life, James and Amelia's jobs (and almost the life of the former), Harry's academic career, and a year of spinning in circles with no progress. But oh, at least they had bought themselves time! Time for what? To sit passively and wait to react to Voldemort's next move? Harry's esteem of the elderly man was lowering more and more with each day, with each blunder, with each avoidable setback.

Two days later, Harry received a letter from Bill, expressing his condolences for Saul's death. Harry skimmed it quickly over breakfast, finding nothing of substance and knowing there was more Bill wanted to say. He waited until he was back in his room to decode the letter, tapping his wand to the parchment and muttering the prearranged password: "Sword of Gryffindor."

The nondescript paragraphs disappeared in favor of a short scribbled note: 'Meet me at the address below tonight. We need to talk.'

Harry waited until the sounds of James' snores wafted down the hall that night, before sneaking out through the back door and deactivating the alarm wards. He Apparated to a nondescript Muggle neighborhood, not too unlike the one Saul Croaker had lived in. He located the correct address: a small apartment complex, concealed within a heavy gate. Harry unlocked it with his wand and found his way to #217, where he knocked softly on the door and waited.

He heard shuffling around inside the darkened apartment, then heard Bill's voice in a whisper: "What color was the jewel set inside the ring we retrieved over Spring Break?"

"Er...black," said Harry. "And it was a stone, not a jewel."

The door clicked open, and Bill hurriedly ushered him inside before closing the door shut behind them. The lights in the apartment were all off, but Harry could sense Bill's panic even without being able to fully see his face.

"Haven't been able to sleep," Bill muttered, pacing around the living room nervously. "I keep thinking that You-Know-Who will come kicking down the door any second now."

"I don't think that's going to happen," said Harry. "He would have come as soon as he found out what we were up to. And if he did, we'd have far bigger problems."

"Bigger than getting murdered in our homes?" Bill laughed humorlessly.

"Yes," Harry said flatly. "Like losing the entire war. If he found out what we were after, he'd move the remaining you-know-what's and we would never be able to find them."

"But Lockhart went through his mind!" Bill protested. "Kingsley described it to the Order yesterday morning. Surely he saw the memory of what we did in Little Hangleton?"

"Not necessarily," Harry reasoned. "Voldemort wants to know how to get the prophecy out of the Department of Mysteries. That's why he went after Saul, not what we were doing. Lockhart may not have even bothered viewing memories that didn't pertain to the prophecy. Even if he saw glimpses of you, he might not have deemed it important enough to tell his master what he saw."

"And what about you?" Bill demanded. "All those conversations you had with him inside the Department, telling him your secret?"

"He's magically bound to not reveal that information. It's part of the Unspeakable Oaths. If Lockhart tried to access those memories, it would trigger the protections and kill him before he saw anything."

"You're sure that's how it works?"

"Positive," said Harry. He'd looked up the particulars of the Unspeakable Oaths shortly after meeting Saul for the first time, and it indeed functioned the same as an Unbreakable Vow. Saul was far from the first Unspeakable murdered for his secrets, and the memory thieves had never been successful.

"I don't like this," Bill muttered, sinking onto the sofa and dropping his head into his hands. "I don't like this one bit."

"I told you there would be risks involved," Harry shrugged. "But it doesn't change anything. We have to keep going, keep looking for them."

"We can't do this on our own!" Bill protested. "I'm barely twenty-five, and you and Fleur are even younger – I can't be in charge of something this important."

"No one is 'in charge' of anything," Harry retorted. "We're in this together. If one person falls, the others go on without them. That's what war is about."

"We should go to Dumbledore," Bill pleaded. "He can protect us. He can help us find them—"

"No," Harry said firmly. "He can't protect us – he'd sooner sacrifice us to protect the secret. And he can't know about the horcruxes, or else Neville Longbottom's life will be in danger."

"To hell with Longbottom!" Bill scoffed. "This is my life we're talking about! And what if they go after my family because of what we're doing? I could never forgive myself."

"You don't have to help," Harry shrugged. "You've been helpful, but I won't force you if you can't handle the risk. I'll carry on myself."

"I'm just saying, we should get some more help!" said Bill. "A few more people to help with the search! Like one of our fathers – they both deal with dark artifacts in their day jobs!"

"The fewer people that know, the better," said Harry. "With Lockhart still out there stealing people's memories, we can't risk the information leaking back to Voldemort's camp. The more people we tell, the more likely it is one of us gets caught and has their memories stolen."

Bill exhaled heavily, looking despondent. He stood from the sofa and walked into the kitchen to pour himself a drink.

"I guess this didn't feel real until now," he muttered. "You said we were at war, but I didn't really believe it until Saul—well, you know."

"I saw Voldemort come back to life before my very eyes," said Harry somberly. "Twice, in fact. Believe me, he's real, and he's coming."

Bill chuckled hollowly at this. He grabbed a second cup and filled it with Firewhiskey, handing it to Harry; he accepted it, taking a deep swill of the burning liquid. The buzzing sensation that followed helped to dull some of the paranoia swirling around in his brain.

"Have you talked to Fleur?" asked Harry.

"She was here last night," said Bill. "I suggested she go home to France to lay low for a while. She'll be safer there, I think, if they do come for us."

"I'll talk to her, then," said Harry. "I'll be in France next weekend, for the ICW summit."

"What the hell are you going there for?"

"To petition for international aid," said Harry. "My dad is going to call for troops from the continent to help fight Voldemort."

"They would never go for that," Bill muttered. "The continent is still in denial that You-Know-Who is even a threat."

"Well, then we'll just have to convince them," Harry shrugged.

"What am I supposed to do in the meantime?" Bill demanded.

"Go to work," Harry suggested. "Live your life. No use in hiding – if Voldemort wanted you dead, there would be nothing you could do about it anyway."

"Great, just great," Bill grumbled, skipping the cup and drinking Firewhiskey straight from the handle. "Best of luck to you on your impossible mission."

"Much appreciated," Harry huffed, rolling his eyes. Bill's pessimism was starting to grate on him – he could cower in fear all he wanted, but Harry would keep fighting, keep trying his best no matter how stacked the odds were against them. He bade Bill good-night and returned home to Godric's Hollow.

He couldn't afford to assume the worst, not in this scenario. If Voldemort knew what they were doing, it was all over anyway – death would just be a welcome reprieve from what was to come after. Losing Saul was a heavy blow, but he had to carry on without him now. There was simply too much at stake, too many other lives at risk to give up and go into hiding.

The next step was convincing his parents to let him go to France, which would be no easy task. Saul's death would only reinforce their desire to keep him sheltered at home, instead of out in the world making a difference. He waited a few days to bring it up, a week before the summit was scheduled to begin.

"When do you leave for France, Dad?" asked Harry over dinner.

"Thursday," said James. "Sebastian Delacour has offered to let me stay at his home for a few nights before the summit on Saturday."

"Have you thought about whether I can come or not?" he asked hopefully.

James and Lily shared another conflicted look. "Darling, the timing isn't the best right now," Lily sighed. "You have exams to prepare for, and it isn't the safest time to travel—"

"I'll be with Dad the whole time," Harry pointed out. "And why would anyone try to attack me in France, anyway?"

"It's not just about that," James groaned. "I won't have time to babysit you the whole time I'm there. I'll be in and out of meetings—"

"I can spend time with the Delacours if you're busy," Harry pointed out. "Besides, you'll need all the help you can get at the summit."

"How do you reckon?"

"I can help you and Mr. Greengrass talk to the other ambassadors," Harry pointed out. "I can meet with Krum and help him amass votes. If we want to convince a majority to help us, we'll need to cover a lot of ground in a short amount of time."

"That's true..." James muttered thoughtfully to himself.

"James!" Lily huffed. "Harry cannot go gallivanting off to France at a time like this! His mentor was just murdered, and he hasn't had time to process it yet—"

"Oi, I'm right here!" Harry protested. "Besides, Saul wouldn't have wanted me moping around at home. He would want me taking action and doing the right thing. Isn't that what you always taught me to do?"

Lily didn't look happy with this, but she could tell she wouldn't win this argument. "Oh, very well," she sighed. "But I expect you to study extra hard once you get back!"

So the following Thursday, Harry accompanied James to the Ministry of Magic, carrying a shrunken luggage bag in his robes. "Name and business?" asked the bored young guard manning the security checkpoint in the Atrium.

"James and Harry Potter, traveling abroad for vacation," James announced. The guard looked up at once, and his eyes widened.

"Auror Potter!" he said with a smile. "Er...I mean, not Auror, but...an honor to see you, sir—"

"Good to see you too, Miles," James said with an easy smile. "How's your father doing? Still working hard in the Department of Magical Education?"

"Yes, sir!" the guard named Miles nodded eagerly. "He's always going on about how rubbish the Prophet is for slandering you all the time."

"He's too kind," James nodded. "Tell him I said hello."

"I will, sir!"

Miles was not the only person to recognize James and say hello. No fewer than five witches and wizards stopped them in the Atrium to shake James' hand and express their disgust at Fudge's treatment of him. He has a lot more public support than I thought, Harry remarked internally as James continued to greet well-wishers. Why the hell can't they get off their arses and do something about Fudge?!

Eventually they made their way through the crowds and to the Department of Magical Transportation. "Potter, party of two, here for our 9:47 portkey to Paris," James announced when they reached the front of the line at reception.

The receptionist ushered them into a small back room, where a number of odd objects were situated on tables throughout the room. "Your portkey leaves in four minutes," she said, leading them towards the back of the room. "You'll be at station nine with this gentleman here."

"Thank y—" James began, but froze at the sight of the man waiting for them at station nine.

"Well, well," Lucius Malfoy sneered. "If it isn't the fallen hero and his disgraced son."

"Lucius," James bristled. "Draco doing alright, I gather?"

"Fortunately for you, yes," Lucius sniffed. "You are visiting France as well? What brings you there, Mr. Potter?"

"Just a spot of vacation with my boy here," James lied.

"Without the missus? Naughty, naughty," Lucius smirked. "And so close to the ICW summit, as well? What an odd coincidence."

"Was it this weekend? Must have slipped my mind," James shrugged. "And what brings you to Paris?"

"Just checking in on some of my business properties abroad," said Lucius. "We've faced some...troublesome legal challenges in recent months, I'm afraid."

"Sorry to hear it," James deadpanned. Harry wondered if Sirius had anything to do with Malfoy's business woes behind the scenes. He also wondered if that was indeed the reason for the man's visit – as he himself pointed out, it was oddly coincidental that he would be traveling to France so close to the summit, despite not being Britain's representative.

"Thirty second warning for Paris!" a clerk announced nearby. James, Harry and Lucius each placed a finger to the wooden spoon sitting atop their table. Moments later, Harry felt the familiar jerk behind the navel as they were whisked away and out of Britain.

After what felt like a longer journey than usual, they landed in a near-identical room. "Right zis way, gentleman," a wizard with a thick French accent said, ushering them out. The three followed him out to the main lobby of what Harry presumed to be the French Ministry of Magic. It was far less ostentatious and more pragmatic than the British Atrium – it had a central fountain surrounded by well-lit walkways and signage pointing to the various departments.

"Try not to get into too much trouble, Mr. Potter," Lucius sneered as he hurried off for the exit. James watched him go, looking troubled.

"It's not a good sign that he's here," James muttered.

"Why not?" asked Harry.

"He's not here with the British contingent, that's for certain," said James. "If Voldemort's camp caught wind of our plans, he might've been sent here to sway votes against us."

"Won't that be obvious, if he's running around bribing delegates from different nations?" Harry frowned.

"Happens quite regularly, I'm afraid," James sighed. "Wealthy private citizens attend these summits all the time to kill problematic measures that threaten their nest eggs. Ah, there's Sebastian now."

Sebastian Delacour was waiting for them beside the central fountain. "Ah, Monsieur Potter!" he greeted James with a warm handshake. "A pleasure to finally meet you in person. And 'Arry, so good to see you again!"

"Thank you for having us, Mr. Delacour," Harry said, shaking the man's hand eagerly.

"Please, call me Sebastian," the man winked. "My Fleur arrived home just last Friday...she is quite eager to see you!"

"Is that so?" James asked, raising a mirthful eyebrow at Harry. Harry chuckled good-naturedly, but he knew that the true reason for her eagerness wasn't quite so salacious. She was likely as nervous as Bill about Saul's death and wished to speak with him about what implications it could have for them.

Sebastian guided them out of the Ministry through a side door, which deposited them in downtown Paris. Harry only got a few moments to take in the sights and smells before they were ushered into a cramped alleyway, where Sebastian linked arms with them and Apparated them away.

They arrived on the front lawn of a spacious home, a luxurious two-story chateau surrounded by ornate gardens. Harry knew that Mr. Delacour was an influential man in France, but hadn't imagined he'd be this wealthy. James also seemed quite impressed with the place.

"Beautiful home," he remarked. "Where are we, exactly?"

"I'm afraid I cannot tell you that," said Sebastian. "Ze home is Unplottable, you see. An unfortunate necessity for a man with as many enemies as I do."

"Not too many, I hope," James chuckled nervously. "We'll need more allies than enemies at the summit."

"Non, my enemies are not ze type of people who attend such public gatherings," Sebastian winked. "Come, let me show you ze house."

What the hell does he do for work?! Harry wondered in amazement. Fleur had never made mention of her father's job before, and Harry just internally pictured him as the French version of Lucius Malfoy – a wealthy heir with friends in high places. He would have to ask her for more details sometime.

Fleur herself was waiting for them when they entered the home. She stood anxiously from the dining table, wringing her hands and trying not to look as though she'd been specifically waiting for them. Her face lit up when she saw Harry enter behind James. "'Arry!" she greeted him, rushing up to give him a hug.

"Hello again, Fleur," Harry smiled. "How have you been?"

"Fine, just fine!" Fleur said through a forced smile. Harry could see the worry on her face and knew she was itching to talk privately once they had the chance.

"Good to see you again, Miss Delacour," James greeted her. "I'm sorry for your loss."

"Beg your pardon?" said Fleur nervously, glancing at Harry. How did he know that she and Saul were acquainted…? Harry wondered, somewhat panicked.

"In the Euro League semifinal," James elaborated. "Those Belgian Chasers are something, aren't they? Shame the French Seeker couldn't get to the final Snitch earlier."

"Oh, right, that," Fleur laughed awkwardly. "I do not follow much Quidditch, I am afraid."

"Well, there's no accounting for taste," James winked. Fleur remained somewhat on-edge after this exchange, giving Harry frequent nervous glances, until they finally had an opportunity to excuse themselves and talk in private in the back gardens.

"Are we in danger?" Fleur hissed worriedly at Harry. "You do not theenk Mr. Croaker gave away what we are up to?"

"It's possible," Harry admitted. "But I don't think so." And he shared with her the conversations he'd had earlier on the subject, with the Order and with Bill. Fleur listened attentively, and by the end of it she seemed marginally more relaxed.

"Zat is good to hear," she sighed. "Father was most suspicious when I asked 'im about ze wards on our property, but 'e assured me we are safe from anyone 'ere. Still, it is good to know we are not being hunted."

"That would be the least of our concerns," Harry chuckled. "No use worrying if we're wrong when the war would be lost before it even began. Now, are you going to show me around this beautiful home of yours?"

They spent the rest of the morning walking through the grounds, as Fleur pointed out every nook and cranny she played in as a girl growing up here. There were endless gardens stretching to the property line, various sculptures and fountains adorning the space, and even a small pasture with a replica Quidditch hoop.

"Papa was a Chaser in his Beauxbatons days," Fleur explained as Harry raised an eyebrow at the structure. "I believe he always 'oped one of his daughters would take to the sport, but alas, neither Gabby nor I are the sporting type."

"Is Gabrielle here?" asked Harry.

"Oui, she is most eager to see you again," Fleur smiled. "She is excited to be starting at Beauxbatons this fall."

They met the energetic pre-teen soon after, as they congregated in the kitchen for lunch. Gabrielle squealed with excitement and leaped at Harry with a hug. He chuckled and patted her politely on the head until she extricated herself.

"'Ow you are doing, 'Arry?" she asked in a heavy accent. "I am practice my Eenglish with Dahlia. I am doing good, yes?"

"Very good, Gabrielle," Harry appraised her. "Dahlia says she's sorry she couldn't see you, but she's got exams this week."

"You will simply 'ave to come back next summer, then!" Fleur winked. Gabrielle nodded vigorously in agreement with this.

The group gathered for lunch soon after, which was served by a beaming Apolline Delacour. They chatted amicably for a while about nothing in particular, though Harry got the sense that James wanted to get down to business. Sebastian must have sensed the same, as he dismissed Gabrielle to her room so that the adults (plus Harry) could talk more freely.

"We are meeting with Dale Greengrass at the hotel tomorrow," James informed Sebastian. "I presume the French ambassador will join us?"

"Oui, I have seen to that myself," Sebastian nodded. "I have a list of nations we can approach at ze luncheon to discuss the vote."

"What luncheon?" asked Harry.

"It's tradition for all of the ambassadors to meet at the sponsored hotel the day before the summit," James explained. "It's officially just a meet-and-greet, but unofficially it's where all the backroom deals and agreements happen. It's our best chance to talk to voters ahead of time and secure their support for our measure."

"I am certain we can get ze Americans and Australians on our side," said Sebastian, consulting a list of notes. "We should 'ave a good chance with the other western European nations as well. If Monsieur Krum can secure us ze Balkan vote, zat is a formidable voting bloc."

"I'll speak with Viktor at the luncheon, then," Harry offered.

"What about the other ambassadors?" James asked. "Asia, South America, and the African nations?"

"China commands a sizable voting bloc, and zey are unlikely to support us," Sebastian sighed. "They will not want to get involved in our disputes after the Grindelwald campaign. We may get some help from Northern Africa, since zey also suffered under Grindelwald, and I am unsure about Brazil and ze other South American nations. They may opt to remain neutral in the coming conflict."

"Sounds like it'll be a close vote, then," James sighed, tallying up the numbers in his head. "We'll need to split up and talk to as many voters as possible."

"Can I come, Papa?" asked Fleur. "I can help 'Arry and Viktor to rally support for our cause."

Sebastian considered this. "Oui, I think zat is wise," he nodded. "There are also a number of suitors I may wish to introduce you to."

"Suitors?" Fleur grimaced.

"You are of marrying age now, and I 'ave received many offers for your hand," said Sebastian. "Many powerful alliances could be forged—"

"I am not a piece of meat to be sold!" Fleur said indignantly. "And I 'ave told you zat I am seeing someone in Britain!"

"Yes, yes, ze curse breaker," Sebastian sighed. "These are merely introductions, nothing more. I will not force you into a marriage you do not agree to, mon fille."

But you will pressure her about it, Harry thought irritably. Fleur similarly looked annoyed, but she rolled her eyes and nodded her consent. Never had Harry been more glad to be born to a father who wouldn't pressure him into marrying someone for political reasons.

They spent the next few hours going over which nations' ambassadors to target and who would speak to who. Harry and Fleur were tasked with speaking to Krum and securing the Balkan vote, plus potentially Turkey and a few Middle Eastern nations that might be sympathetic to the cause. Beyond that were a few questionable nations that Sebastian could not discern the motives of, which they might try speaking to as a last-ditch effort to secure enough votes.

The rest of the evening was spent relaxing with the Delacours around the house. Gabrielle insisted on showing Harry the new Muggle television that they had somehow managed to get to work in the household. She made him watch her favorite film, La Petite Sirene, which he was mostly able to follow despite being in French. It featured a young mermaid named Ariel who ran off to the human world after a boy in defiance of her father's wishes. Based on the conversation he'd witnessed between Sebastian and Fleur earlier, he could see how that might resonate with the Delacour girls.

Sebastian also insisted on flying with Harry and James once he learned that they were both Quidditch players. It was nice to get on a broom again, especially after being denied the chance to play in the Quidditch final against Cedric at Hogwarts. Harry wound up mostly doing aerial tricks and weaving through the gardens to the girls' delight while James and Sebastian duked it out one-on-one with the Quaffle.

After a delicious dinner, Harry was shown to his room in the residential wing to rest up before the big day. He tossed and turned that night, wondering how he might help to persuade ICW members of the impending danger in Britain. Would they be receptive to it? Or would they, like Fudge, bury their heads in the sand and refuse to see reason?

The next morning, he donned his nicest set of dress robes and joined James, Sebastian, and Fleur in the entrance hall. They were similarly well-dressed for the occasion; James and Sebastian each wore regal black robes with their country pin upon their lapels, while Fleur wore a simple gown of powder blue, not too dissimilar to her Beauxbatons uniform Harry had first seen her in. James handed Harry a British pin to affix to his robes before they departed.

Sebastian Apparated the group to a busy Paris street, just outside an ornate Muggle hotel. "Not many wizarding establishments large enough to accommodate us all," Sebastian explained as he led the way into the lobby. "Ze ambassadors all stay here and rent out the ballroom for the luncheon." Sure enough, among the many Muggles entering and exiting the hotel, Harry spied a few conspicuous witches and wizards, wearing ornate robes that everyone else must have viewed as ostentatious.

They arrived at the ballroom, where a sign advertised some nondescript sales conference happening today. But as they got closer, Harry felt a shiver of magic as they passed through the anti-Muggle wards, and the sign now read: "International Confederation of Warlocks – 573rd Annual Summit – Ambassadors' Luncheon".

Harry marveled at the size of the ballroom as they walked in. Hundreds of witches and wizards milled about the space, of all nationalities, conversing in hushed tones as house-elves hustled around with trays of food and drink. It was easy enough to spot the ICW members, who wore robes of deepest purple with their nation's flag adorned to their chest. But they were vastly outnumbered by the many private citizens in the mix, no doubt seeking to curry favor and lobby for their desired cause. Harry saw James' point now – Lucius Malfoy would fit right in to a setting like this one.

"Come, Fleur, a few introductions before we begin," said Sebastian, grabbing his daughter by the arm to guide her away. Fleur gave Harry an exasperated look, who could only shrug as she was whisked off to meet potential suitors.

"Alright, let's find Dale Greengrass and get to work," James muttered. They began to make their way across the ballroom in search of Dale, before an unexpected voice called after them.

"Ah, Mr. Potter, what a pleasant surprise!"

Harry and James turned, and were shocked to see Albus Dumbledore approaching them. He was dressed in magnificent robes of royal purple, matching those of the other ICW representatives, but with regal gold trim that signified a higher status than the others.

"Albus," said James brusquely, offering his hand in greeting. "What brings you to Paris today?"

"Oh, as former Supreme Mugwump of this distinguished body, I thought I would sit in on today's proceedings," said Dumbledore with a friendly wink. "I thought it might prove...illuminating, given the state of affairs in Europe at the moment."

Dumbledore cast a significant look to his left before strolling casually away. Harry turned; he spied Lucius Malfoy across the foyer, standing next to a man in purple that Harry presumed to be another nation's ambassador. Lucius was eyeing the three of them warily, and when Harry met his eye, he sneered and turned to walk in the opposite direction.

James and Harry followed Dumbledore to a more secluded area. The elderly wizard cast a Muffling Charm around them before turning to face them again.

"Severus informed me late last night that Lucius would be in attendance today," Dumbledore informed them. "I thought it best to come, just in case some plot against the ICW was afoot."

"Seems wise," James agreed.

"Personally, I doubt he would try anything so drastic during such a highly-publicized summit," said Dumbledore. "I find it far more likely that he caught wind of your impending proposal and seeks to manipulate affairs to fight it."

James stilled at this. "My...proposal…?" he asked, trying to maintain an air of innocence.

"To summon troops to Britain," said Dumbledore with a knowing smile. "Come now, Mr. Potter – you are not the only one with eyes and ears in another man's affairs."

Harry's eyebrows rose at this insinuation. Dumbledore has a spy inside the Order of the Stag? he thought. But who? Surely not Remus or Sirius...Crouch, perhaps? Bones? Andromeda Tonks? Still, he shouldn't have been surprised – as usual, Dumbledore proved to be two steps ahead at every turn.

"Well," James huffed, "it seems we have our work cut out for us today, then."

"Indeed," said Dumbledore. "I must once again remind you that we are on the same side, James. I am fully in support of the measure and will do what I can to sway the undecided. It remains to be seen how many people Lucius manages to get to before the meeting commences."

"I'd best go and find Dale Greengrass," said James. "He ought to be aware of this."

"By all means," Dumbledore nodded. "Harry, if I might have a quick word?"

Harry nodded, and stayed behind as James hurried off across the ballroom floor. "What can I do for you, sir?" he asked.

"I must express my condolences for the loss of Saul Croaker," said Dumbledore. "I know you two were close, and that you considered him something of a mentor."

"Thanks," Harry nodded. He did not elaborate further on the true nature of their relationship – no reason to divulge more information than necessary.

"I know it is not my place to intrude upon your meetings with the man," said Dumbledore cautiously. "But if you find yourself in need of a confidant in the future, I hope you would consider trusting me. I may not be your Headmaster any longer, but I still care for your well-being, especially as it pertains to your perception of the future."

This tired old argument again, Harry thought irritably. Dumbledore had made it no secret that he wanted to know more about Harry's 'visions'. He was the kind of man who sought to arm himself with information before taking action. Which was entirely the problem.

"I see," Harry muttered. "Perhaps you're hoping my visions can help you decide which of my loved ones to put in danger next?"

Dumbledore sighed tiredly at this jab. "I hope you do not blame me for Mr. Croaker's death," he said. "I had not anticipated Voldemort to make such a bold move as to target him."

"Indeed not," Harry nodded. "Your plans often do rely on Voldemort doing nothing at all to bring harm to anyone."

"I wish you would not view me as your enemy, Harry," said Dumbledore with a pained expression. "I am only trying to help—"

"Your help is neither needed nor wanted," said Harry coldly. "We are not enemies, sir, but that does not make us friends, either. Your decision-making nearly lost me my sister, my uncle, and my father, and now it has lost me a mentor. I shudder to think what else I might lose putting my faith in you."

Dumbledore flinched at Harry's rebuke. "I have made many mistakes in my life, Harry," he said. "I fear that you will stumble into the same ones yourself by only relying on yourself. Please, let me help shoulder the burden of whatever it is you're carrying, so we can defeat this monster together."

"That's the difference between you and me, Headmaster," said Harry. "I do have people I rely on. And I would never ask any of them to make sacrifices that I would not make myself first."

Dumbledore nodded somberly at this. "Then I wish you the best of luck," he said. "I suspect the Potter name will one day soon be renowned in Britain, perhaps even more than my own. When that day comes, I sincerely hope you will have surrounded yourself with the right people to make our world a better place."

Dumbledore offered his hand. Harry considered ignoring it, walking away completely, his anger with the Headmaster still surging through him. But it would be foolish to give a man like Albus Dumbledore the cold shoulder completely, not when he still commanded so much respect in the wizarding world, and not with allies in such short supply. So Harry swallowed his pride and shook it.

"Good day, Headmaster," he said, then walked away before he could say anything rash. He would have to tread carefully around Dumbledore in the future – he certainly did not want to share his secrets with the man, but nor was it wise to leave him completely in the dark. The man could do just as much damage that way.

There was a commotion across the room, and Harry turned to see that Viktor Krum had strolled into the ballroom, attracting ample attention from the ambassadors and guests alike. He was dressed in the regal red, white and green of his country, and walked beside another man in purple with a matching pin.

"Viktor!" Harry greeted the young man as he approached.

"Ah, 'Arry," Krum smiled, embracing Harry in a warm hug. "Glad you could make it. This is Nikolai Groshev, the Bulgarian representative."

"A pleasure," said Harry, shaking the man's hand earnestly. "Have you had the chance to speak with any other ambassadors?"

"I have spoken vith the delegates from Romania, Serbia and Macedonia," said Groshev. "I have not seen the Albanian delegate yet, but I am certain he vill join us."

He'd better, thought Harry grimly. He could only imagine what Lucius Malfoy had had to say to the man earlier…

"Fleur and I have a list of nations to speak with today," Harry informed Krum. "We'll need as many supporters as possible to pass the measure."

"Fleur Delacour?" asked Krum, raising his eyebrows. "She is here?"

"Indeed she is," a singsong voice laughed nearby, as Fleur approached and ran a playful hand along Krum's shoulders. "So nice to see you again, Viktor."

"Likewise, Fleur," Krum said, kissing her on the knuckles in greeting. "This is Ambassador Groshev, from my home country of Bulgaria."

"Enchanté," Fleur greeted the man with a kiss on the cheek. Groshev looked stunned by her and could only nod vigorously in greeting, staring at her wide-eyed. Krum seemed highly amused by this.

"As you can see, our job vill be much easier with a part-Veela on our side," he grinned.

"And an international Quidditch star," Harry pointed out. "Shall we split up and cover more ground?"

So Harry and Fleur went off in one direction while Krum and Groshev went another. Harry spent what felt like ages talking with purple-robed ambassadors of various countries, explaining the plight Britain faced under Voldemort. Most seemed moderately engaged, though that could have been due to Fleur's passive allure more than anything. Still, Harry managed to secure a handshake agreement with the delegates from Turkey, Greece, Egypt, and Lebanon to support James' measure the following day.

"Do not mistake a handshake for a sealed vote," Krum said warningly as he approached some time later. "Much time for things to go wrong."

They switched pairings, with Harry partnering with Krum and Fleur joining the Bulgarian delegate to continue the rounds. It was much the same as before, with only vague platitudes and mumbled agreements before they were ushered along to the next person. Harry found this supremely frustrating...couldn't these people see the very real threat on their doorstep? Must they continue sounding the alarm in people's faces for them to stop denying the obvious truth?

More troubling was that Harry continued to see Lucius Malfoy around the room throughout the day. He was always right on the edge of their orbit, as though keeping an eye on them from afar. Worse yet, on multiple occasions Harry spied him talking to the delegate they had just finished convincing to join their side for tomorrow's vote. What kind of poison was he whispering into their ears to sway them otherwise?

When they reconvened with James sometime later, he didn't look much more optimistic. When Harry approached, his father was seated at a table alone, massaging his temple in apparent frustration.

"How'd it go?" Harry asked.

"Oh, just bloody wonderful," James groaned. "Plenty of handshakes, plenty of smiles, plenty of 'we'll see what happens'. No actual promises to vote our way."

"Such is the way of things at these summits," Krum said knowingly. "You vill have to convince them tomorrow, Mr. Potter. So often the ambassadors are swayed most by whichever argument they hear last."

That made sense to Harry. It also explained Lucius' strategy at today's event: making sure he came in after Harry & company to dissuade them from their cause. But James was a strong orator, and Harry believed he could sway some people at the actual summit tomorrow.

The Potter and Delacours met for dinner with their respective delegates at a Parisian rooftop restaurant that evening. Nobody looked particularly hopeful, and they spent much of the meal in silence. Dale in particular seemed anxious about something, and Harry sensed tension between him and James that he couldn't quite pinpoint. Fortunately, James was not the kind of person to let such tensions lie beneath the surface.

"You didn't seem surprised to see Dumbledore today, Dale," said James during a lull in the conversation.

"Hmm? Well, he is the former Supreme Mugwump after all," Dale chuckled nervously. "Seemed only right that he'd come."

"You also weren't surprised that he knew of our plans," James pointed out. "Did you have something to do with that?"

Dale looked mightily guilty for a moment. "I might have, well, brought it up with him a few weeks ago," he admitted. "And he might have figured out that we were meeting in secret without him."

"God dammit, Dale," James groaned, running a frustrated hand through his hair. "Don't you realize the damage you might have done? Dumbledore is not the kind of man to go along with a plan that isn't his!"

"Isn't he someone we should be working with on this matter?" Dale protested. "I mean, he knows people, and the ICW respects him—"

"They respected him for what he did fifty years ago," James corrected. "He's well past his prime now. The world cannot keep looking to him to fix all of its problems—"

"Well, we're not doing much good on our own, either!" Dale snapped. "Wake up and smell the roses, James...we don't have the votes! If we had worked with Dumbledore from the beginning—"

"Then I'd likely be dead!" James roared, pounding the table so loudly that several nearby Muggles glanced in their direction despite the Notice-Me-Not wards in place. "Or perhaps my son or daughter would be, in that death trap of a castle he runs! We're losing this war because Britain continues to assume Dumbledore is the great savior who will fix all our problems for us! It's our job to convince people to take our problems into our own hands, or all will be lost!"

There was an awkward silence after this outburst. Then, Sebastian chuckled.

"That is what you should say tomorrow," he said with a clap of his hands. "People will respond well to that message. We are not so far removed from Grindelwald and that Austrian Muggle that they 'ave forgotten."

"I hope you're right," James muttered, taking a deep gulp of his drink.

Harry was beside himself with worry that night in bed. Was his father cracking under the pressure? Would his position within Britain be further degraded after tomorrow's imminent failure? Or would he rise to the occasion and succeed in his endeavor? How might Fudge react to the news that the ICW was sending troops to the Isles without his consent? That amusing thought was enough to help Harry fall asleep – the (perhaps naive) hope that justice would soon come to those who deserved it.
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Year 5-17: Pack Mentality

The atmosphere was far more somber and serious in the French Ministry of Magic when the group arrived for the summit the next morning. All of the same people were in attendance as at the luncheon, but they were not here to mingle – today was about business. It only intensified Harry's anxiety as they filed into the auditorium.

The spacious room was comprised of two levels: a lower level for the two hundred or so representatives, and an upper gallery overlooking the proceedings for guests. Harry, James and the Delacours wished good luck to Dale Greengrass and the French representative before heading up to the upper levels to spectate.

After everyone got settled, a dark-skinned wizard took to center stage to begin the proceedings. He launched into his introductions, but Harry could not understand the language he was speaking – presumably of African origin.

"Are there subtitles or something?" Harry whispered to James.

"Put on your translation device," James muttered back, pointing to the small magical earpiece mounted in front of Harry's seat. He picked it up and nestled it into his ear, and suddenly the man was speaking perfect English.

"...to the 573rd annual summit of the International Confederation of Warlocks," said the Supreme Mugwump. "We will begin with a roll call, then move to general business."

The long and arduous process of collecting roll began. Harry watched as Dale Greengrass fidgeted in his seat below, seeking to make eye contact with his allies among the other delegates. Some, like the American and French representatives, gave him reassuring nods; others, like the Egyptian and Turkish ambassadors, barely acknowledged his presence.

Once every country had announced their presence, the Supreme Mugwump introduced a number of proposals to be voted on by the entire body. Harry found the process rather dull; most had to do with rather menial topics like budget allocation and membership dues. He had expected the highest wizarding government in the world to be more focused on international affairs...instead, they seemed more preoccupied with funding their own continuance than anything else.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the Supreme Mugwump opened up the discussion for any nation to bring a vote to the floor. Harry felt the energy level of the entire room raise up, and assumed that this was when things would get serious and important issues would actually get resolved. Sadly, this was the furthest thing from the truth.

First, the Chinese delegate ceded the floor to an animated businessman, advocating for reduced tariffs on his magical creature exportation business. To Harry's shock, the man was widely booed and openly ridiculed by the other delegates until his shamefully withdrew his petition from the floor. Next, the Mexican delegate requested a pause on their membership dues because of economic turmoil in their nation, which was also shouted down by a non-receptive body.

"Is this really necessary?" Harry whispered to James.

"These are rather frivolous matters to bring before the voting body," James shrugged. "Still, I've heard these meetings can get rather...nasty at times."

Indeed, most of the proposals brought to the floor struck Harry as inconsequential in the grand scheme of things. Who besides Percy Weasley cared enough about cauldron thickness regulations to bring it to the highest government in the land? But the delegates were all too eager to roundly mock each new proposal brought forth, as though they took some perverse pleasure from it.

Would the same prove true when James got up to speak? Would they treat the threat of a rising Dark Lord with the same indifference as import tariffs? Did they consider any regional issue to be beneath them, or only those that didn't affect them? Harry sincerely hoped they would at least hear his father out when it was his turn.

Soon, the moment came. Dale raised his wand during a lull in the conversation, and the Supreme Mugwump called upon him. He stood to his podium and cleared his throat.

"Dale Greengrass, representing Great Britain, wishes to raise a matter of the utmost importance," Dale announced. "I would like to call upon James Potter to provide testimony."

The entire room began to murmur as James stood from his seat and headed for the stairs to join Dale on the floor. Harry wondered how many ICW members actually knew who James was. Did they all subscribe to the Daily Prophet? Were they aware of Fudge's smear campaign against him? How far had Lucius Malfoy's slanderous tactics extended beyond the British Isles?

James took to the podium in place of Dale and cleared his throat. "Nearly one year ago to the day, the dark wizard who fashions himself as Voldemort returned to power in Britain," James addressed the group. "He has successfully infiltrated the British Ministry of Magic and controlled the press to convince the public that he is threat to them. However, he poses an existential threat to our nation, and once he takes control, that threat will be posed to the world at large."

Harry's eyes scanned the room as James spoke, to gauge the reaction to his words. Most paid close attention, looking mildly intrigued, though some looked downright bored or dismissive, like the Chinese delegate. You think you're safe from Voldemort because of the distance between you and Britain? Harry thought irritably. By the time he sets his sights on you, it'll be far too late to stop him.

"I fought Voldemort during the last war in Britain, and I can attest to the danger he represents to our world," James continued. "He will not be satisfied with just one country under his control. He seeks to rule over the entire planet with an iron fist, implementing blood purity measures along the way, and he has already begun amassing the troops necessary to do so. He has conscripted giants, werewolves and vampires from the continent in order to realize his aims."

"Point of order!" shouted a voice from across the room; everyone turned as the Austrian delegate stood at his own podium. "We have seen a dramatic reduction in our werewolf and vampire populations this decade. Why should we believe they pose a threat to us?"

"Many are emigrating to Britain in order to join Voldemort's ranks," James responded. "They will eventually return to their homelands with an army at their backs."

"But I thought we solved the werewolf problem already!" protested the Egyptian delegate. "Didn't we vote on that 'miracle potion' a year ago, the one invented by this man's own wife? What kind of conflict of interest is this?" Many others grumbled their own discontent with this fact.

"Many werewolves are rejecting the treatment and choosing to seek vengeance against the wizarding world for decades of mistreatment," James explained calmly. "I would also point out that this body did not vote to make the potion mandatory during last year's summit, which created this problem in the first place."

"Why can't Britain take care of this matter itself?" another delegate piped up. "Don't they have their own 'Great Defender' in Albus Dumbledore? Does he not still reside on the Isles?"

"Indeed, I do," a booming voice sounded from the upper levels; Dumbledore stood to address the room from his balcony seat. "However, this threat is beyond what I can handle on my own. Mr. Potter is correct – more reinforcements are needed to combat the threat of Voldemort."

"We cannot afford another war!" groaned another delegate. "The Grindelwald campaign decimated our reserve troops, and we still haven't recovered our recruiting numbers fifty years later!"

"Which is why we need to stop Voldemort now before things get out of hand," James said firmly. "I propose the requisition of one thousand ICW troops to help Britain deal with Voldemort before he can extend his sphere of influence."

"One thousand troops?" scoffed an African wizard. "That is over half of the available volunteer units, most of whom are under-trained!"

"And it will be far less than the number required to handle Voldemort once he sets his sights beyond Britain," James warned. "This is a necessary measure to stop him from growing any more powerful than he already is."

"How do we know this Dark Lord of yours is even in Britain?" protested the Mongolian delegate. "I thought he had fled to Albania!" Others murmured in agreement with this...so they HAVE been reading the Prophet, Harry thought.

"Perhaps the gentleman from Albania can weigh in?" suggested the Supreme Mugwump. All heads turned towards a skittish wizard in purple across the room, who shakily stood up as prompted. Harry realized with dread that this was the man he'd seen hanging around Lucius Malfoy the previous day at the luncheon.

"We, er, have not received any reports of Dark activity in our country in the past year," the Albanian delegate stammered. "Perhaps this so-called 'Dark Lord' is not as dangerous as advertised? Perhaps he has seen the error in his ways and retreated to solitude?"

"Why would he have come back in the first place if that was the case?" James demanded. "Why go through the trouble of a complex blood ritual and make his presence known to Britain once more?"

"There is no evidence that this man had any ill-intent," scoffed the Estonian delegate. "He may simply have wished a new body to live out his remaining days."

"I was there!" Harry bellowed from the balcony, standing to point accusingly at the man. "He kidnapped myself and Neville Longbottom, stole his blood, then tried to murder both of us!"

"Order! Order!" protested the Supreme Mugwump, as the room descended into hushed murmurs at Harry's outburst. "Young man, you have not been nominated to speak, so please refrain from—"

"None of you are safe if Voldemort takes over Britain!" Harry continued, glaring at the slack-jawed representatives. "He didn't go through all this trouble just to lie low, and he certainly won't be satisfied with one country! You'll be next if we don't stop him n—"

"That's quite enough!" bellowed the Supreme Mugwump, hitting Harry with a Silencing Charm. "You will desist, boy, or be removed from the gallery!"

Harry threw himself back into his seat in frustration. The delegates continued to eye him from below, but they looked more amused than concerned, as if it had been a petulant teenage outburst rather than a plea for help. How can they be so arrogant? Harry grumbled to himself. How can they deny the obvious threat that's knocking on their door? Fleur rested a calming hand on his arm, but Harry angrily shrugged her off.

"I believe we should bring this to a vote," said the Supreme Mugwump. "All in favor of the proposal to mobilize troops to Great Britain?"

Dale raised his wand in a 'Yes' vote, as did the delegates from France, America, and several other European and North American nations. A handful of the witches and wizards that Harry had spoken with yesterday did the same, but to Harry's dismay, it wasn't nearly enough to pass the measure.

"And those opposed?"

The rest of the room raised their wands – a clear majority. Among them were the Albanian delegate, whom Harry now strongly suspected to be in Malfoy's pocket, and to his shock, the Bulgarian delegate and several others from the Balkan nations. Harry turned to his right, spying Krum among the others in the gallery, shaking his head and muttering angrily to himself.

"The motion is denied," said the Supreme Mugwump after a cursory count. James patted Dale on the shoulder and left the floor, heading back to the stairs with slumped shoulders. To Harry's disgust, jeers and laughter followed him, as the opponents of the measure openly celebrated its defeat. He didn't see what was so funny about the situation – the wizarding world may have just signed its own death warrant.

James returned to the gallery and slumped in his seat, looking thoroughly dispirited. "You did what you could," Sebastian Delacour reassured him. "We can always try again next year."

"If there is a next year," James grumbled.

Harry couldn't believe his eyes and ears. The proposal had come and gone in barely five minutes. And now it was over. The entire trip was a waste. There would be no international aid coming to Britain. They were well and truly on their own in this war now.

A recess was called shortly after for lunch. The room filed out to the foyer, where trays of food and drinks were again waiting for them. James ignored all of it, heading for a quiet corner to seethe in silence. He kicked a chair over in frustration, turning curious heads towards the disturbance and drawing more nervous chuckles at his expense.

"Give him a moment," Sebastian suggested to Harry. "Zis was an unfortunate blow."

Dale Greengrass shuffled over to their group, looking utterly defeated. "I'm ruined," he groaned. "Once the Wizengamot hears that I defied official Ministry policy, I'll be voted out for sure."

"You did what was right," Harry said firmly, clapping the man on the shoulder.

"As if that's any consolation!" Dale lamented. "I'm not a fighter like your father – I'll be useless once I'm out of office! Keeping my seat was the only way I knew how to keep my daughters safe."

Harry felt a twinge of sympathy for the man. He knew what a risk Dale was taking by choosing a side, and it now appeared that he'd picked the losing side. The Greengrass name was soon to be reviled in Britain right alongside the Potters.

Krum marched over, looking absolutely furious. "I cannot believe Groshev betrayed us," he grunted. "Filthy coward...he could not even look me in the eye."

"What happened?" asked Fleur. "I thought 'e was on our side."

"So did I," said Krum. "But I spotted him speaking with Lucius Malfoy towards the end of the luncheon yesterday. He has been avoiding me ever since...I fear money may have exchanged hands."

"Not necessarily," Sebastian Delacour said thoughtfully. "He may simply 'ave seen how ze wind was blowing, and sought safety in ze pack. Even if 'e believes the Dark Lord is a threat, he may believe 'is country will be spared for not joining ze fight against him."

"Still, it did not 'elp to have Lucius Malfoy following us and spreading lies at ze luncheon," Fleur lamented.

"When I get my hands on that bastard…" Harry snarled. He scanned the room for signs of Lucius, but he was nowhere to be seen. Clearly he knew he'd done what he needed at the luncheon and didn't need to stick around the crime scene to reap his rewards.

"Lucius Malfoy will have his day of reckoning," said a sage voice, as Albus Dumbledore glided across the foyer towards them. "Today was a dark day that will undoubtedly set us back. But we will persevere and overcome these challenges, as we have many times in the past."

"A lovely sentiment," Harry huffed – he wasn't in the mood for Dumbledore's empty platitudes at the moment. "What happens now?"

"We go home and get to work," Dumbledore said simply. "There will be much to accomplish in the fallout of today's events. With any luck, it will galvanize the undecided to join the fight and prevent our nation from slipping further into the grasp of Voldemort."

Fat chance of that happening, Harry thought. Dale Greengrass was evidence enough of the public's unwillingness to stick their necks out for the cause. Once he was inevitably thrown out on the streets, it would kill any remaining spark of hope in those still sitting on the fence. Harry could not comprehend how Dumbledore saw any positive outcome coming out of this.

"A valiant effort today, Mr. Potter," Dumbledore appraised James as he rejoined the others. "We will need that passionate leadership in the months to come. I hope you have not given up the fight."

"Never," James growled. "I'll sooner go down fighting the entire damn continent."

"It will not come to that," Dumbledore reassured him. "History will judge us fairly for what we attempted to do here today. The Confederation will come to see the error in their ways eventually."

"I hope it's not too late by then," James grumbled. "C'mon, let's head home. I'd rather get back to Britain now and start planning our next moves."

Sebastian nodded and reached out to take their arms to Apparate away. But before he could do so, a disturbance across the foyer caught his attention. All eyes were following the trajectory of a silvery Patronus, gliding overhead across the room towards them. It stopped before their group and sat on its hind legs – Harry realized it was a tabby cat. And when it addressed Dumbledore, it spoke in Minerva McGonagall's voice.

"Hogwarts is under attack!" the cat said in a distressed tone. "Werewolves have breached the boundaries – come quickly!" And the Patronus dissolved into mist, leaving a shocked group pondering its implications.

"Harry, go home with the Delacours," said James at once, drawing his wand. "Wait for my word. Albus and I will go and fight."

"I'm not staying behind," Harry said firmly, drawing his own wand. "Don't try to stop me."

"But it's not s—"

"Dahlia's there!" Harry shouted. "I'm not sitting around if she's in danger!"

James eyed him nervously. "Fine," he muttered. "Let's get to the Portkey hangar at once."

"No need," said Dumbledore. "I can take us there directly. Take my arm."

Harry and James did so, linking arms with Dumbledore on either side as the Delacours, Krum and Dale Greengrass looked on in horror. Dumbledore whistled a small refrain, which was answered by Fawkes, who seemingly materialized out of thin air and alighted on his shoulder. Then, Harry felt a rush of flames consume him as he was lifted off his feet and taken away from the French Ministry.

Harry knew something was wrong as soon as their feet touched down at the gates of Hogsmeade. It was midday when they departed from France, but a gloomy darkness lingered here, an unnatural haze smothering the landscape. It should have been a warm and sunny June afternoon – instead, it looked and felt like a cold winter evening.

Harry, James and Dumbledore ran up the dirt path towards the school, as the sounds of conflict slowly came into earshot. The screams of students rent the air as they were assaulted, causing the hairs on Harry's neck to stand on end. It was a Saturday, with exams now over to boot, which meant students were likely scattered all over the grounds enjoying the day. Perfect conditions for a brutal attack.

They heard a snarl from their left, and turned to see a stray werewolf eyeing them. It was fully transformed, hair covering its entire body as it stalked them on all fours. It pounced, lunging at the group, but Dumbledore calmly flicked his wand, causing vines to sprout out of the earth and pin the yelping creature to the ground.

"How is this possible?" James wondered aloud. "It's daytime, and the full moon isn't for another two weeks!"

"Not if someone created their own full moon," Harry said, pointing to the sky. A glowing orb hung unnaturally low in the sky, casting its eerie light across the landscape. It had to be the same spell that the apparition of Tom Riddle cast in the Chamber of Secrets, causing Lupin to transform prematurely.

"I will deal with the moon," Dumbledore said at once. "You two focus on keeping the intruders out of the castle."

Harry pointed his wand towards the Quidditch pitch at once. "Accio broomsticks!" he bellowed. They heard a distant bang, and a moment later two brooms rocketed across the grounds towards them. Harry and James each mounted one and shot off towards the school.

The sight was even worse from the sky. Harry saw dozens of furry beasts romping across the grounds freely, on the hunt. He saw a number of prone forms lying in the grass: students, victims, most of them unmoving. Please don't be dead, Harry thought as he zoomed onward, looking for any other stragglers trying to reach safety.

A keening scream caught his attention to the right, and Harry spotted three younger students cowering in a corner against a castle wall, as two werewolves circled around to capture their prey. "Go!" James shouted; Harry dived, making a beeline towards the action. He flew harder than he ever had in a Quidditch game, knowing that a split-second could be all the difference between life and death.

One of the werewolves pounced. Harry summoned a large boulder and launched it at the werewolf, knocking it askew as the students cowered in fear. He rolled off his broom and leapt to his feet, staring down the two snarling werewolves. "Stay behind me!" he shouted to the three terrified girls cowering behind him.

Harry sent a Stunner at the werewolf to his left, who was circling around him; it bounced harmlessly off its pelt. Right, he remembered, werewolves have curse-repelling hides. He would have to aim precisely at their heads, or else use Transfiguration as Dumbledore had done to neutralize the threat.

The other werewolf recovered from its boulder blow and began to close in. Harry conjured a thick wall to prevent it from slipping behind him, then fired a series of rapid Cutting Curses at the other as it charged. Two of them connected, opening thick gashes across the werewolf's face and causing it to roar in pain. It stumbled backwards, spitting angrily at Harry, but eventually turned tail and retreated, off to find easier prey.

The other werewolf leapt over the wall and lunged at the three students hiding behind Harry. He turned just in time to pin it to the wall with a conjured metal cage. It thrashed about in a rage, red eyes fixing on Harry and snapping angrily at him.

Harry felt a surge of anger well up within him as he stared down the trapped beast. You had your chance, he thought remorselessly. You could have taken the potion and been free of your affliction. Instead, you chose to make others suffer. Now it's your turn to suffer.

He conjured a heavy spear made of pure silver – one of the few substances capable of penetrating a werewolf's thick hide. The beast's eyes widened, as though sensing the end. Harry met its eyes with a furious gaze of his own, as he thrust his arm forward to finish off the creature once and for all—

"Harry, no!"

Someone knocked Harry's wand arm askew; the silver spear glanced harmlessly off the castle wall and clattered to the ground. He wheeled around; James had landed beside him, staring at him in horror.

"It's still a human!" said James, as he twirled his wand to reinforce the cage and keep the werewolf fully pinned against the wall. "It's not in control of its own actions!"

"The human it was an hour ago was in control!" Harry spat back. "It chose to come here, chose to be part of the attack!"

"We don't kill if we can help it!" said James adamantly. "You're too young to take a life!"

Harry gaped at his father. He knew James was firmly against Dark magic of any kind, but this seemed absurd to him. Why show mercy to an enemy that didn't have a shred of it in return for you? Why pass up the chance to take a dangerous enemy out of the fight for good?

"We'll discuss this later," James huffed. "Get these three to the Entrance Hall. I'm going to look for more stragglers." And he leapt back onto his broom, jetting off across the grass in search of more survivors.

"Come with me," Harry said hurriedly to the young girls. They stuck close to the wall, following it along the southern perimeter of the castle towards the door. A few more werewolves spotted them and gave chase, but Harry's quick casting and use of Transfigured traps deterred them from getting too close.

Eventually they reached the main pathway and the stone steps leading up to the great oak doors of the Entrance Hall. To Harry's surprise, the doors were wide open, and a group of students and staff stood in the doorway, forming a wall of Shields and spells to keep any unwelcome beasts out of the school. Among them Harry spotted Professors Sprout and Flitwick, along with several older students like Angelina Johnson, Cho Chang and the Weasley twins.

"Quickly, this way!" Mark Davis shouted at them, situated at the head of the group. Harry ushered the three girls forward; they scurried up the steps and slipped between the defenders and into the safety of the hall. But Harry did not follow. "Wait, where are you going—?"

Harry turned, summoning his broom and taking to the sky once more. He scanned the grounds for more students, but it seemed the worst of the assault was passed. Most of the werewolves were wandering aimlessly now, running in circles, in search of more prey that had somehow eluded them.

Then, Harry heard a loud CRACK, and turned in time to see the false moon shatter in the sky. Millions of pinpricks of light sprinkled to the ground, a cascade of sparks that extinguished itself before landing. The darkness began to dissipate as well, and sunlight filtered in through the haze, bringing light and warmth back to the grounds.

And all around him, Harry saw werewolves beginning to transform. Their fur receded and their bodies contorted back into human form – de-fanged, but no less dangerous. The witches and wizards began to run, taking off for the Forbidden Forest to evade capture. Harry considered giving chase, bringing them to justice and ensuring they went to Azkaban for their crimes…

But a pitiful moan caught his attention, and he turned to see a student lying prone on the grass nearby. He could not keep fighting – he had to turn his attention to the injured now, to make sure nobody lost their life unnecessarily. He tilted his broom handle downward and skidded to a halt before the young student.

"Are you alright, dear?" he asked the girl. Then, he blinked in surprise. "Anna?"

Anna Watson blinked up at him, wide eyes searching his face. She was covered in blood, her face and arms stained red as she trembled helplessly on the ground. This was the same girl that had been badly injured at Hogsmeade earlier that year – what awful luck that she should be victimized in both attacks.

"Are you bitten?" Harry asked, searching her visible skin for signs of injury. "Let me see—"

He reached down to unclasp her robes, but she flinched away at the touch, withdrawing in on herself and holding her arms defensively across her chest.

"That's okay," he reassured her. "Let's get you to Madam Pomfrey. She'll set you straight."

Harry scooped Anna up in his arms and began to hustle across the grass towards the Entrance Hall. "We really must stop meeting like this," he quipped in an attempt to keep the mood light. "How about the next time we just enjoy a nice quiet weekend in peace, rather than get into these messes together?"

Anna did not respond to his attempts at humor; she only continued to stare blankly up at him.

"Never mind," Harry muttered. "You just relax. I'll get you to safety."

He reached the Entrance Hall, where the wall of students still stood guard, on the lookout for any more signs of a threat. "Harry?" said Fred Weasley, eyes going wide at the sight of him. "Bloody hell, what are you doing here?"

"Never mind that now. Anna's injured," said Harry, indicating the small girl in his arms. "Where's Madam Pomfrey?"

"Great Hall," said George. "All the wounded are congregating there."

They parted for Harry to pass through. He carried Anna into the Great Hall, where he could hear the pained moans and soft crying of the injured. Several dozen students were already lying in a row, in various states of distress. Harry saw gruesome injuries on many of them – arms and legs torn open, blood pouring from head and neck wounds, robes stained crimson as blood pooled all around them. Harry did his best not to dry heave as he carried Anna to the end of the row and gently laid her down.

"Stay put, and I'll make sure someone comes to check on you," he reassured her. She continued to blink up at him, staring silently, which he took as a good a sign as any. He turned to find someone that could help her.

As he walked back down the row, he paid closer attention to the many wounds he saw. For as gnarly and stomach-churning as many were, few of them looked lethal. In fact, all of the afflicted students appeared to be alive and breathing, which was a far better result than he'd expected. When he first arrived on the scene he'd pictured dozens dead, fallen on the grounds...innocent victims of a war they had no part in...perhaps even some of them close friends of Harry's...or worse—

"Harry?!"

"Dahlia!" Harry cried out in relief. He ran forward and hugged his sister tight, as she too clung to him for dear life. "You're alright, then?"

"Yes, fine," Dahlia nodded as they separated. She was dressed in her white Healer trainee robes, ready to assist the wounded. "What are you doing here? I thought you were in France?"

"I was," said Harry. "I came with Dumbledore after he got McGonagall's Patronus – Dad is here too."

"They just appeared out of nowhere," Dahlia muttered shakily. "Came pouring out of the Forbidden Forest after that damned moon appeared. Most of us made it back into the castle, but I saw a lot of students get jumped—"

"I'm sure they'll be alright," Harry reassured her, pulling her in for another hug. "I'm going to look for more survivors. You're alright in here?"

"I will be," said Dahlia, turning to look at the many injured students around them. "I'd best get to work."

"You might want to start with Anna Watson," he suggested. "She wouldn't let me see her injuries." He pointed across the Hall; the girl had gotten up and was wandering around in a daze, roaming behind the Head Table in an aimless trance.

"I'll do that," Dahlia nodded, hurrying after the girl as Harry headed in the opposite direction. He returned to the Entrance Hall, mentally preparing himself to find more students in even worse conditions out on the grounds...perhaps even the worst condition of all.

The crowd of students guarding the front door had dispersed, now patrolling the grounds and assisting the injured. As Harry descended the steps onto the grounds, he passed by the Weasley twins, each hoisting a first-year over their shoulders.

"Strangest thing," George was muttering to Fred. "Haven't seen a single fatal bite yet. Most everyone was bitten in the arms and legs – hardly any throat or torso injuries that I've seen."

"Hey, don't look a gift hippogriff in the mouth, Georgie," Fred quipped.

But George had a point. Harry passed by several other injured students, all nursing gruesome wounds to the extremities that didn't look like they would kill. Was it a stroke of sheer luck on all of their parts? Or had the werewolves deliberately avoided killing any students? Was that even possible to control in their transformed state? And what would be the purpose of such an attack in the first place?

Harry circled around the southern wall to check for more survivors. He came across the site where he'd defended the three students earlier, and to his chagrin, the cage he'd conjured was now empty. Apparently the werewolf he'd trapped within had transformed back into a human and slipped between the bars, escaping into the Forest with his brethren.

And he'll live to take part in the next attack, Harry thought bitterly. He could have prevented the monster from ever harming anyone again. If it wasn't for his father's nobility—

"Mr. Potter?" a shrill voice addressed him, snapping him out of his dark thoughts. He turned to see Minerva McGonagall approaching from the grounds. "What on earth are you doing back at Hogwarts?"

"I came with Dumbledore, and my dad," Harry explained. "Has the Ministry been notified?"

"Oh, yes, the entire Auror force is on their way," said McGonagall.

"All of them?" Harry frowned. "Seems excessive, given that the worst of it is already over…"

"This is a dire matter that will require extensive care," said McGonagall. "The grounds must be searched; the perimeter must be secured. You may want to make yourself scarce...this place will be crawling with Ministry officials in a matter of minutes!"

Something didn't sit right with Harry about that thought. He scanned the grounds; a few more older students were assisting the injured back up to the castle, but the only other movement came down at the Forest, where James and Dumbledore were patrolling the treeline, wands drawn for any sign of movement. The danger seemed to have passed – what use would the Aurors be now?

Harry couldn't make heads or tails of whatever this attack was supposed to accomplish. Voldemort had to be behind it – he was likely the only one who knew the spell to conjure the false moon, given that it had come from Salazar Slytherin's private journals. But why use werewolves? And why such a haphazard attack that barely lasted ten minutes? Had they simply not counted on Dumbledore arriving as quickly as he did? Did they merely hope to do as much damage as possible before reinforcements could arrive?

There was only one reason Harry could think that Voldemort would want to attack Hogwarts directly. One person within that he wanted. He turned and ran back inside, now with a clear mission in mind.

"Professor Sprout!" he shouted; the squat witch was helping carry an injured fourth-year into the Great Hall. "Have you seen Neville today?"

"Longbottom?" said Sprout, frowning thoughtfully. "Yes, I think I saw him and Mr. Diggory together when the attack started. You might want to check the Hufflepuff common room."

Harry felt a rush of relief at these words. He'd forgotten that he asked Cedric to watch over Neville if something like this ever happened. With luck, the older boy will have listened and made sure no harm came to the Boy Who Lived.

Harry headed towards the kitchens, passing by numerous portraits in the halls demanding to know what was going on. He ignored them all, winding in the general direction of the only common room he'd never entered before. He would not rest until he made sure Neville had not fallen into some nefarious trap…

Harry reached what looked to be a storeroom, with large barrels lining the walls in every direction. Harry approached the largest one at the back of the room, which he believed to be the entrance to Hufflepuff's common room. He knocked firmly on the solid wood.

"Hello, anybody in there?" he shouted.

There was a moment of silence on the other side. Then a muffled voice called out, "Who goes there?"

"It's Harry Potter," Harry shouted back. "Can you open the door?"

"Harry?" the voice responded in bewilderment; Harry realized it was Cedric. "Blimey, what the hell are you doing back at Hogwarts?"

"I'm looking for Neville," he said. "Is he in there?"

"Yeah, he is, but Sprout told us not to open the door for anyone—"

"The danger's passed!" Harry insisted. "The Aurors are on their way – you won't be harmed!"

"How do we know you're the real Harry?" demanded another voice that Harry recognized as Ron Weasley's. "Harry doesn't even go to this school anymore – you could be tricking us!"

Good, Ron, Harry thought internally. Don't trust anyone at face value.

"Cedric, you and I met with Nymphadora Tonks last summer," Harry said. "At the headquarters of the group me and my dad used to be part of. She called you a 'scrawny second year' the last time she saw you."

"That's him," Cedric muttered. There was a shifting of wood, and the door fell away to reveal a narrow entrance way. A group of Hufflepuffs stood guard, wands trained on Harry suspiciously.

"It's me," Harry confirmed, holding his hands up in peace. "I came with my dad and Dumbledore. Can I come in?"

"Alright," said Cedric begrudgingly. The students parted ways, and Harry stepped through the hallway into the common room. He looked around the unfamiliar space; it had an earthy feel, with warm lighting and gentle tones, thick vines hanging from the wooden ceiling and walls.

"Harry!" a voice exclaimed, and Hermione launched herself at him in a hug. "Thank goodness you're alright...I've been so worried about you, out in the world...I haven't forgiven myself for what happened—"

"It's fine Hermione, really, I'm doing well," he assured her as they pulled apart. He turned and spotted Neville in a corner, Ron standing defensively in front of him. "Alright there, Nev?"

"Fine," Neville grimaced. "Scar's been hurting a lot, but I'm using my Occlumency like you and Snape taught me."

"Good, mate, that's good," said Harry. His immediate fear proved to be unfounded – Neville was not about to be abducted. He thought for sure the prophecy was involved in this plot somehow...had Voldemort given up on it? Was this simply a scare tactic, unrelated to the Department of Mysteries?

"What do we do now?" Cedric asked. "Do they need our help up above?"

"No, you did exactly what you should have done," Harry appraised him. "You lot stay here and stay alert. Don't let anyone else come or go until a professor or an Auror gives the all-clear. I'm gonna go talk to my dad and make sure nothing else is—"

Harry froze. His eyes had landed on somebody: a third-year Hufflepuff girl, standing with her friends in the crowd. "You," he said, pointing at the girl. "What are you doing here? Why aren't you in the Great Hall?"

"M-me?" stammered Anna Watson. "Why would I be there…?"

Harry drew his wand and pointed it at her, causing yelps of alarm. "What building were you in, when the dementors attacked Hogsmeade?" he demanded.

"Harry, what are you doing—?" Cedric asked nervously.

"Answer!" Harry barked at the girl, ignoring Cedric.

"Z-Zonko's!" Anna squeaked in fright. "Y-your sister f-fixed my broken leg!"

"She's been with us all day today," one of Anna's friends said defensively. "What're you on about?"

Harry lowered his wand, mind racing. If this was Anna Watson, then who was the girl he helped earlier? She didn't have a twin, did she? No, the only twins in the castle he knew of were the Weasleys, the Patils and the Carrows. Something was not right here. And as he thought harder about it, the more a nefarious plot began to unfurl in his mind.

"Nobody move," Harry ordered. And he took off in a sprint, ducking through the exit out of the common room towards the Great Hall, mind racing.

What if the Hogsmeade attack last winter had been more than just a diversion? What if it had been a test? What if Voldemort was plotting something bigger, and was seeing how the Ministry would respond to an attack on Hogwarts children? What if this attack was a diversion of its own, masking a greater plot he was not yet privy to?

As far as he could tell, none of the werewolves had killed their targets...all of the injured students he'd seen had only sustained surface wounds. They would be turned themselves, yes, but that was easily rectified by Lily's potion. So what was the purpose? To scare them? To somehow blame the Potters for their failure to control the werewolf population with their miracle potion?

To create a temporary cover to smuggle something – or someone – into the castle?

Anna Watson had been sent to St. Mungo's after the first attack. It would've been trivial for someone to gain access to her hair while she was there. Hair that could've been used to Polyjuice someone as her...to fake being injured on the grounds so that she would be let into the Great Hall, to blend in with the rest of the student population…

Harry crossed the Entrance Hall in a flash and skidded back into the Great Hall. He passed by the rows of injured students, who were progressively looking less and less like death as Madam Pomfrey hustled about mending wounds.

"...Miraculous, really, that no one was killed," Pomfrey muttered to herself as she deftly sewed up the skin that had been gouged from the upper arm of a wincing seventh-year boy. "I truly can't believe our luck—"

"Madam Pomfrey!" Harry panted. "Dahlia...where…?"

"Your sister should be at the other end of the Hall," Pomfrey muttered, waving him away.

Harry continued running, until he reached the far end of the Hall where the less severely wounded students were huddled together. Among them he saw Ginny Weasley, who sported a nasty scratch across her face that was covered in dittany but seemed to be otherwise okay.

"Ginny! Have you seen Dahlia?" he huffed.

"Harry?" Ginny frowned. "I thought you were expelled…?"

"No time for that now," said Harry. "Where is she?"

"She's right over there," said Ginny, pointing to an empty corner. Then she frowned. "Huh, that's odd...I swear I just saw her there. She was comforting the Watson girl."

Harry's stomach dropped. Where could she have gone? He wheeled around, squinting over the heads of students sitting or lying around the Hall in search of Dahlia. He saw Madam Pomfrey continuing to treat the wounded, but did not see his sister anywhere. There was also no sign of Anna Watson, or at least the girl claiming to be Anna Watson. What the hell was going on?

Then, just as Harry began to panic and run off in search of his father, a hoarse yell cut across the Great Hall, causing everyone else to fall silent:

"GET OFF ME!"

Harry wheeled around; Neville had barged into the Great Hall, surrounded by a group of students. It appeared that they were struggling with one another – as Harry approached, it looked like Neville was fighting to break free of the others who were trying to slow him down.

"Calm down, mate," Ron said, tugging on Neville's arm. "We can figure this out—"

"There's no time!" Neville protested, as he tried to wrench free of Ron's grasp. "He's got her!"

"Got who?" asked Cedric, hustling to keep up with the group of younger students.

"Dahlia!" Neville shouted. "He took her – I have to go after her!"

Harry's blood chilled. He took her...did that mean Voldemort? Was this all a ploy to kidnap a student from the castle? Why Dahlia, of all people? Was she simply the first person the fake Anna Watson had managed to abscond with?

"The Aurors are almost here, Neville," Hermione pleaded, trying and failing to grab hold of Neville's other arm. "They can help us—"

"He said to come alone!" Neville said through gritted teeth; Harry now saw that the boy's scar was bleeding profusely. "He'll kill her if I'm not there in five minutes – let go of me!"

With a mighty lurch, Neville broke free of Ron's grasp and tried to sprint across the Great Hall. But Ron managed to dive at his ankles and trip him up, sending Neville sprawling to the ground.

"Help me!" Ron grunted as he scrambled to contain Neville. Several students jumped forward to help, including Cedric, Damian, and Mark Davis. The entire Hall watched on in stunned silence as Neville scratched and clawed to break free of his captors. He looked like a man possessed, struggling to break free of the five students piled on top of him.

"What on earth is going on here?" said Professor McGonagall, crossing the room to attend to the disturbance. "What is the meaning of this?"

"Just give us a moment, Professor," grunted Cedric as he hoisted Neville's legs to prevent him from getting up. "He's just imagining things. We'll get this sorted."

Indeed, it looked like Neville had lost this fight. Mark and Cedric had his legs pinned, while Ron and Hermione held either arm and Damian laid atop the poor boy. Unfortunately, Hermione's hold on Neville's right arm wasn't strong enough, and he shook her off easily enough, pulling out his wand from his pocket. Before anyone could grab it from him, he shouted, "Accio portkey!"

All heads turned as a silver goblet, not quite matching the bronze ones around it, soared across the room from the Head Table. It flew over the heads of injured children towards the mass of students struggling on the ground. Harry plunged his hands into his robes to stop it with his wand, but he was too late.

Neville reached out and caught the goblet with his wand hand. As soon as he did so, he vanished from sight – along with the five students that had been holding him down. A stunned silence fell upon the Hall as everyone stared in horror at the spot that they had just vacated.
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"Where did they go?" a shaky voice asked. "They were just here!"

"Did Longbottom say something about a portkey?" another student wondered aloud.

Harry turned to Professor McGonagall, who was gaping in shock at the spot Neville and the others had just disappeared from. "Professor, what just happened?" he demanded. "Aren't portkeys and Apparation disabled within Hogwarts grounds?"

"I…" McGonagall stammered. "The portkey wards have been lowered temporarily. It's standard procedure in a medical emergency, in case students needed to be transported quickly to St. Mungo's—"

Harry began to pace, mind racing. Neville had said something about Dahlia being taken. But he'd just seen Dahlia, not even ten minutes ago, in this very room! Where could she have gone? Had she been whisked away via a separate portkey, by the impostor Anna Watson? But why would Voldemort bother? Harry wondered. He could have just shown Neville a false memory, to make him believe she'd been taken rather than go through the actual trouble—

Because Neville's been training to keep Voldemort's false visions out, Harry realized. His bleeding scar was testament enough to the difficulty the Dark Lord had in forcing through their connection. And Voldemort undoubtedly knew that Neville would immediately check, would ensure Dahlia's safety before rushing off somewhere. With the added time constraint imposed by Voldemort, he would not have time to properly raise the alarm before running off after her.

And Harry knew precisely where Neville and the others had been taken.

Harry sprinted from the Great Hall and out the door onto the grounds. He was forced to slow down to avoid running right into Cornelius Fudge, who was marching up the steps, flanked by a small team of Aurors.

"Potter!" Fudge snarled. "What in blazes are you doing here?"

"Out of my way," Harry huffed, moving to push past the Minister, but the portly man stopped him.

"You are trespassing on private property, young man!" Fudge insisted. "You are not welcome on these grounds anymore, or did you not hear me clearly the last time we spoke?"

"What's going on here?" demanded James, as he and Dumbledore walked up from the direction of the Forbidden Forest.

"Oh, and this just gets better!" Fudge groaned when he saw James. "Why can't you keep your nose out of official Ministry business, Potter? My sources informed me you were in France this morning, stirring up more trouble, and now this?"

"Unhand my son, Cornelius," James said firmly.

"I think not!" Fudge laughed. "You and your boy are in a heap of trouble, and you're not going anywhere until we figure out what the hell is going on here."

"Dad!" Harry said urgently. "Dahlia's been taken to the Ministry! And Neville and a group of others have gone after her!"

James looked stricken by this news. "We have to go, now," he said, turning to Dumbledore. "We'll need as many Aurors as we can spare. If you can send word to the Order—"

"Aha, so there is a secret Order plotting against me!" Fudge said triumphantly. "I suppose you had something to do with today's incident as well, Potter? Loosing werewolves upon innocent students to create new customers for your wife's little potion company?"

"How dare you…?" James said, aghast.

"I've had enough of your shenanigans, Potter!" Fudge said adamantly. "Shacklebolt, arrest this piece of filth, and he can rot away in Azkaban until we decide what to do with—uff!"

There was a satisfying crunch as James reared back and punched Fudge directly in the face. The Minister fell backwards, out cold before he hit the grass with a dull thump.

"Kingsley, how many Aurors can you spare?" asked James.

"Maybe four or five," Kingsley said without missing a beat. "The rest will need to secure the castle grounds before providing backup."

"We can fill in the rest with whatever Order members respond to the call," said James, turning to Dumbledore, who nodded in confirmation. "In the meantime, we have to go now."

"What are you doing, Shacklebolt?" asked a nervous John Dawlish. "Can't you see what Potter has just done?!"

"Stay out of this one, Dawlish, if you know what's good for you," said Kingsley, stepping over Fudge's prone form and approaching James. "What's the plan?"

"We need to get to the Ministry of Magic," said James. "A group of students were just taken there. How many, Harry?"

"Seven," he replied. And he rattled off the names of the students that had been portkeyed away, including Dahlia.

"I can get us into the Atrium," said Dumbledore, reaching into his robes. He withdrew a small locket on a golden chain, then set it on the ground at their feet. "Portus." The chain glowed a brilliant blue for a moment before settling back to its natural state.

"That is an illegal portkey—!" Dawlish spluttered in protest, but no one paid him any mind.

"Tonks, Proudfoot, Savage, with me," Kingsley ordered. The three Aurors stepped forward and circled around the portkey. Harry stepped forward as well, but James tried to stop him.

"It's too dangerous, Harry," he said. "Stay back with the other students."

"Hell no," said Harry. "Dahlia's been kidnapped. I'm going after her."

"We don't have time for this, James," Kingsley warned. James eventually relented, and he and Harry joined the circle, preparing for the journey.

"On three," said Dumbledore. "One, two, three—"

Everyone bent down and placed a finger to the golden chain. Harry felt the familiar tug behind the navel as they were whisked away, out of Hogwarts grounds to their next destination.

They touched down in the Atrium of the British Ministry of Magic. As expected, the place was deserted, due to the weekend and the incident at Hogwarts. The eerie silence was unnerving – Neville and the group must have already descended into the Department of Mysteries. How far had they gotten? Had they reached the Hall of Prophecy yet? And what would happen to Dahlia once they got there? Harry tried to push the thought from his mind.

"They're on level nine," James said firmly, leading the way to the lifts. "We need to get into the Department of Mysteries and find the children before anyone else does."

The Aurors followed close behind James, jogging across the smooth tiled floors in close, practiced formation. Harry made to follow, but he paused, turning to take in the magic of the Atrium. Something wasn't right here. He sensed a malignant presence nearby, one that reminded him far too much of the locket and the ring he had destroyed. To Harry's left, Dumbledore had also paused, as though deep in thought.

"He's here," Harry muttered as the lift carried the Aurors away. "Voldemort's nearby."

"I sense him too," Dumbledore muttered; his wand was already out, scanning the Atrium. Then, he called out: "Tom? Enough of this subterfuge. Show yourself."

"As you wish, Dumbledore," came the high-pitched voice, sending a shiver down Harry's spine. Voldemort strode out into the open from behind the fountain, leering at the two of them.

Harry noticed two things straight away. One, Voldemort looked different from the last time they'd met in the graveyard; his skin appeared waxier, his nose closer to the snakelike slits they'd been in his original timeline. And two – to Harry's horror – he was clutching a small body in front of him as a human shield: Dahlia, whimpering and looking fearfully at them.

"Dahlia!" Harry cried out. "Don't you hurt her, you bastard!"

"Your sister is perfectly safe, Harry Potter," Voldemort sneered, his creepily-long fingers caressing the top of her head. "She will be released in due course. But not until Neville Longbottom has retrieved what I desire."

"Let the girl go, Tom," said Dumbledore placatingly. "She poses no threat to you or anyone else."

"You would have me give up my only leverage?" Voldemort sneered. "I don't think so. Besides, I went to such trouble in collecting her! It's much easier to be persuasive with a real memory than a false one, you see."

Harry was quivering with rage. Not only at Voldemort, who clearly knew how much Dahlia meant to him, but also at Dumbledore. Yet another member of Harry's family was now in mortal danger because of him, because of his stupid insistence on keeping the prophecy a secret. But it would do no good to lose his temper now. Every move he made now was crucial; any misstep could cost him his sister.

"I know the prophecy," Harry shouted at Voldemort. "Let my sister go and I'll tell it to you – every word."

"Harry, I would advise against—" Dumbledore muttered.

"Oh, shut up!" Harry snarled, turning to the Headmaster, who looked stunned by the rebuke. "You've done quite enough damage to my family by now, haven't you? Stay out of this!"

Voldemort, for his part, looked bemused by this interaction. "You would disobey your Headmaster's orders?" he asked Harry softly. "You would give me what I seek?"

"Dumbledore is not my Headmaster," said Harry flatly. "And yes, I will tell you."

"Out with it then, boy!" Voldemort said eagerly, eyes wide with anticipation.

"After you let Dahlia go."

"No, no. Prophecy first," Voldemort tutted, pointing his wand menacingly at Dahlia's temple. "Once I am satisfied you are telling the truth, you can have her."

Harry groaned...was he really about to trust Voldemort's word? He didn't have much choice in the matter either way. So he sighed and cleared his throat.

"The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord approaches," said Harry, reciting the words he'd been mulling over for the past year. "Born to those who have thrice defied him, born as the seventh month dies...and the Dark Lord will mark him as his equal, but he will have power the Dark Lord knows not...and either must die at the hand of the other for neither can live while the other survives… The one with the power to vanquish the Dark Lord will be born as the seventh month dies."

Silence lingered across the Atrium as Voldemort pondered these words. Harry felt a brush of Legilimency across his mind, sensing that Voldemort was gauging the veracity of his words. Eventually the sensation retreated, as the Dark Lord appeared satisfied that he was telling the truth.

"I see," Voldemort eventually said softly. "Dumbledore was wise to keep this from me. The ambiguity is clear now...Longbottom must be the one the prophecy refers to. He is the one I marked all those years ago. He is the one whose magic overpowered mine in the graveyard."

"So you know now that I am no threat to you," Harry said, trying to sound as confident as possible. "My family need not be harmed, as I am not the boy of the prophecy."

"True as that may be, Harry," Voldemort said, "you are partially incorrect. Your family remains a great threat to me – your father is a rising voice against me within our world, your mother continues to threaten my base of support with the werewolves, and you yourself will be a fearsome fighter one day. It would be unwise for me to allow you all to live."

"I gave over the prophecy willingly!" Harry protested, panic rising in his voice as he recognized the cool murderous glare in Voldemort's expression. "We...we had a deal!"

"I thank you for your service tonight, Harry Potter," said Voldemort with a derisive sneer, tightening his grip on Dahlia's hair. "But the Potters remain too dangerous to keep alive. Now, look into your sister's eyes and say goodb—unghh!"

Dahlia abruptly lurched forwards, her heel coming up hard and connecting with Voldemort's midsection. He stumbled, releasing her as he bent over from the sudden hard impact. Dahlia tumbled to the cool marble floor, scrambling to get away—

Harry and Voldemort reacted at the same time. Harry aimed his wand at his sister and yanked hard, pulling Dahlia rapidly through the air towards him. Voldemort fired an angry-looking purple curse at her back, but the shield necklace around her neck glowing a brilliant yellow and absorbed the blow, protecting her from harm. Harry caught Dahlia, causing them both to tumble to the ground, as Dumbledore stepped between them and the Dark Lord.

The two older wizards stared each other down for a moment. Then, they began to duel.

Harry grabbed Dahlia and dragged her behind a nearby pillar as Voldemort and Dumbledore fought in earnest. It was magic the likes of which Harry had never seen: the air itself seemed to thrum and ripple with power, as powerful spells rent the space between them. Deafening cracks and bangs signaled the raw power of each curse, each impact. Dahlia screamed as the cacophony built to a near-unbearable pitch, curses screaming across the Atrium all round them…

"Stay down!" Harry shouted in Dahlia's ear over the maelstrom. He summoned a stone barrier for her to hide behind, then crept around it to see if he could help Dumbledore in any way. But this was magic far beyond his comprehension. Dumbledore and Voldemort were not merely casting spells at each other: they were manipulating the fabric of magic itself, warping the space around one another, seeking any advantage they could find.

And it was at that moment Harry realized he would never be ready to fight the Dark Lord. Dumbledore had a century's worth of knowledge on him, and his command of magic was unlike anything Harry had ever dreamed possible. Voldemort too was wielding dark magic in a violent and arcane manner – the product of centuries' worth of research, lost to time and forcibly unearthed for his own nefarious gain.

Harry would never be capable of achieving that level. He was neither as clever as Dumbledore nor as ruthless as Voldemort. Raw power and talent would never be enough. He would always be inferior.

"Stay back, Harry!" Dumbledore ordered, sensing that he was approaching from behind. Voldemort noticed this too, for he began firing stray spells in Harry's direction, forcing Dumbledore to alternate between defending himself and his former student. Harry retreated behind the barrier once more, knowing he could do nothing to affect the outcome of this clash of titans. He could only root Dumbledore on from afar.

Through the chaos and blinding speed with which the two archmages fought one another, Harry began to analyze their fighting styles. Dumbledore used a balanced, defensive approach, mixing all branches of magic with a slight tendency towards Transfiguration, much like James. Voldemort, not unlike Moody, favored curses and powerful offensive spells, requiring precise counters in order to avoid succumbing to the Dark magic. But Dumbledore effortlessly negated everything Voldemort threw at him, barely breaking a sweat in doing so.

Voldemort seemed to grow increasingly frustrated as the fight dragged on. The ground between them was cracked and smoldering, but still Dumbledore held firm, slowly but surely backing Tom Riddle into a corner. The Dark Lord began firing Killing Curses indiscriminately out of desperation, but each one was neatly intercepted by a chunk of marble torn from the ground or walls.

Dumbledore was winning. And Voldemort knew it. But Harry knew a wounded animal was at its most dangerous when cornered.

With a shout of pure rage, Voldemort jabbed his wand skyward, conjuring what looked like thousands of smoky tendrils that wriggled through the air. But Harry knew these were not as benign as the ones a sixteen-year-old Tom's apparition had cast in the Chamber of Secrets – he could feel the malicious magic radiating from the tendrils, and knew he must avoid them at all costs.

Which is why his stomach dropped when they lunged forward at once towards their target. Not at Dumbledore, but Harry.

Harry threw himself on top of Dahlia and closed his eyes, fearing the worst. Then, through his eyelids came a brilliant, blinding light, and a great heat that made his neck hairs stand on end. There came the sound of thousands of dying voices, screaming in agony before being abruptly extinguished. Harry cracked open his eyes to see a great golden dome erected over him and Dahlia, with the tendrils trying and failing to penetrate it before being consumed by the dazzling light.

Then, there came a grunt of pain, and the shield vanished, along with the dark tendrils. Dumbledore, who had been maintaining the shield nearby, slumped to his knees. Harry rushed forward, wand drawn, but Voldemort had vanished, fleeing from the Ministry. And now Harry could see why.

Ministry officials were flooding back into the Atrium from the fireplaces, and they were murmuring nervously amongst themselves. "That was You-Know-Who!" "He's really back?!" "Was Fudge lying to us all along?" "Is that Dumbledore?"

Harry turned his attention back to Dumbledore. The Headmaster was slumped to his knees, clutching his forearm. "Professor?" Harry asked uncertainly. "Are you alright?"

Dumbledore held out his arm, and to Harry's horror, he saw one of the black tendrils wrapped around the Headmaster's left wrist. It seemed to be burrowing into his skin, and his veins were slowly turning black, working their way up his forearm towards his elbow.

"Headmaster, what is that?" asked Dahlia, who had crawled over to examine the man for herself.

"Miss Potter," Dumbledore asked weakly, looking to Harry's sister. "Are you well-versed in Healing magic?"

"Er—I'm still in training," Dahlia stammered. "Madam Pomfrey's been teaching me—"

"Can you cauterize wounds?" Dumbledore demanded.

"I...yes," said Dahlia, "but why would I need to—?"

Dumbledore picked up his wand and aimed it at his left arm. Harry realized what was about to happen a split second too late.

"Sir, don't—!" he protested, but Dumbledore slashed his wand, severing his own arm above the elbow. The Headmaster gave a grunt of extreme pain as the severed limb fell to the floor, succumbing to the black tendrils and seemingly eating itself from the inside out.

"Quickly, Dahlia!" Dumbledore cried weakly. Hands shaking, Dahlia approached Dumbledore's injury and began muttering the incantations under her breath. The bleeding slowly lessened as the wound sealed itself shut, a shimmering seal forming over the stump of what was once the man's left arm.

"Is he going to make it?" Harry asked his sister, as Dumbledore's eyes struggled to stay open.

"I-I don't know!" Dahlia said frantically. "He needs a Healer straight away, but—"

Dahlia was cut off by a distant boom, followed by low rumbling from deep underground. Harry and Dumbledore's eyes met...they both know what that meant. Voldemort may be gone, but the battle in the Department of Mysteries raged on.

"Go," said Dumbledore resolutely. "Find Neville. Protect him."

"I will, sir," Harry promised. Dumbledore nodded weakly, then slumped backwards again, his breathing shallow, eyelids fluttering open and shut. Harry felt a surge of guilt – for all of his differences with his former Headmaster, for all the harsh words they'd exchanged in the past twenty-four hours, the man had just saved his life, possibly at the expense of his own.

But there was no time to ponder it now. Harry gave the terrified Dahlia a reassuring nod and stood shakily, ignoring the many curious eyes watching him from afar and running towards the lifts. There were still six students in mortal danger, along with his father, the Aurors and whoever else had been summoned to help.

Harry jumped into a lift car and smashed the button for Level Nine. It was an excruciatingly long wait, but he soon found himself back at the entrance to the Department of Mysteries. Harry sprinted ahead, heart hammering, worried about what state he might find his friends and family in.

The door to the Department was open, and Harry wasted no time in barging through the hallway within. He leapt down a flight of stairs and emerged in the circular door room. The exit slammed shut behind him, and the walls began to spin.

As Harry waited for the spinning to stop, he suddenly remembered the non-lethal traps that Saul had mentioned preparing to deal with intruders. He wondered what form they might take: magical snares of some variety, to hold them in place? Phantasmal guards to attack and subdue anyone who doesn't belong? He had no choice but to barge on ahead and hope to deal with whatever traps he found.

The room slowed to a stop, leaving him with twelve doors to choose from. Harry glanced around, mentally determining which one he should take.

But he never got the option.

A door to Harry's left burst open, and Harry was suddenly yanked off his feet and thrust unceremoniously through the frame. He skidded across the floor, crashing painfully against the opposite wall as the door slammed shut behind him.

"What the hell—?" Harry groaned as he got to his feet. His shoulder was sore from the rough impact, but he was otherwise unharmed. Was that part of the trap? Was the Department charmed to throw people through doors in an attempt to injure them? He would have to tread more carefully and stay alert for anything else out of place.

Harry looked around; he appeared to be in the planetarium room. But it was in shambles; the hanging planets were ripped to shreds and strewn about, a large crater in the center of the room. Was this the source of the explosion earlier? Was it triggered by a fight, or by another trap laid by Saul? Harry had no way of knowing.

After determining that the room was empty, Harry turned back the way he came. He planned to use Hermione's old trial-and-error method of marking incorrect doors until he found the correct one leading to the Hall of Prophecy. He reached for the handle and pulled open the door leading back to the circular door room.

Except that wasn't what happened. As soon as his hand touched the handle, Harry felt like gravity was flipped upside-down, and he was yanked through the door as though it was immaterial. He once again found himself skidding hard across the ground and smashing into a wall. This time his head took the brunt of the impact, causing him to see stars.

Alright, noted, Harry thought as he massaged the bump slowly growing on his temple. Doors don't behave the way they're supposed to. He could only imagine the chaos raging elsewhere in the Department, if Death Eaters, Aurors and students were all trying to locate one another and getting teleported randomly from room to room. He could only hope the Unspeakables would be notified soon to come down and rectify the situation—

A door slammed open elsewhere in the room, and Harry heard three bodies come skidding in. He scrambled beneath a table, staying quiet in case they weren't friendly. He appeared to be in the brain room; he could see a shimmering tank in the center of the space, through which he made out three shadowy figures slowly getting to their feet.

"This is a bloody nightmare," groaned one of them, and Harry realized with a jolt that it was Barty Crouch, Jr. "How do we get out of this damn place?"

One of the other figures giggled girlishly, and Harry's stomach dropped further. "Come now, Barty, isn't this fun?" Bellatrix Lestrange laughed. Then she called out: "Ittle bitty Longbottom, where are you hiding? Come to Auntie Bella!"

Harry kept himself very quiet as the three Death Eaters crossed the room towards him. He considered getting the jump on them, striking from behind when they weren't prepared, but it would be near-suicide to attempt against such dangerous foes.

"I'm glad you can see the humor in the situation," said the third figure with a disgruntled tone – Harry recognized it as Gilderoy Lockhart's. "I'm starting to think the Dark Lord is punishing us with this task."

"Speak for yourself!" Barty snapped. "I'm not the one who failed to figure out how to disable the traps—"

"The Dark Lord knows it was an impossible mission he gave me!" Lockhart protested. "The protections on Croaker's mind were too strong to break through."

"Keep telling yourself that," Barty snapped. "I would never have failed my master like that—"

"Oh, enough!" Lockhart huffed. "Let's try another door. With any luck, we'll run into Lucius and the others to form a plan."

"Or maybe wittle Neville and his friends!" Bellatrix said gleefully. "I'm just dying to have some fun with them."

Harry stayed perfectly still and quiet as the three Death Eaters paused at the door. "Cushioning Charms!" Barty announced, and they quickly spelled themselves to not get injured on their journey. Then there was a small pop as they touched the handle and disappeared from sight – no doubt transported elsewhere within the Department.

Harry slipped out from under the desk and got carefully to his feet. It was good to know that the Death Eaters were just as disorganized and unprepared as he was. But it also meant that they had at least two groups searching for Neville and company, making them twice as likely to find him first. Harry had to keep moving and hope to get lucky.

He moved towards the door the Death Eaters had just disappeared through. He paused and cast a Cushioning Charm on himself, readying himself for anything as he hovered his hand over the handle. Would it take him to the same room as the trio that had just left? Or did it always take him somewhere different, somewhere random? Only one way to find out, Harry thought as he grabbed the handle.

He once again felt the odd sensation of the world flipping upside-down as he was launched into another room. Thankfully the Cushioning Charm held, and he bounced harmlessly off another wall and skidded to a stop. He jumped back to his feet and looked around; he was in the time room, the cabinet of Time-Turners lining the wall in front of him.

No sooner had he gotten his bearings than yet another door slammed open across the room. Once again three people rocketed into view and leapt to their feet. Harry froze, searching for a place to hide, not seeing anywhere convenient—

"Harry!"

"Cedric?" Harry exclaimed with relief, as the tall Hufflepuff walked forward. "Bloody hell, is it good to see you! Are you lot alright?"

"More or less," grimaced Mark Davis behind him, as Damian helped to support his weight. "Broke my ankle the first time we got launched through those stupid doors."

"Let me see," said Harry, helping Damian to lower the Slytherin to the ground. Mark pulled up his robes, and Harry winced at the sight: his ankle was twice its normal size and a dark shade of purple.

"Me and Ced are rubbish at Healing spells," said Damian.

"I'll do what I can," said Harry, hovering his wand over the swollen area. "Talusreponere."

A white light emanated from his wand, and Mark's ankle began to slowly shrink back to its usual size. The purple skin began to pale, until the ankle was mostly back to normal, with only a slight discoloring indicating that anything was awry.

Mark gingerly got to his feet and put weight on the injured ankle. "It's not perfect," he winced, "but I think I can keep myself upright."

"We'll get you to a proper Healer once we're out of this mess," said Harry. "Where's Neville and the others?"

"We got separated in the room with all those glass orbs," said Cedric. "We were ambushed by Death Eaters as soon as Neville grabbed the one with his name on it off the shelf. He ran one way with Ron and Hermione and we ran the other."

"We'd better get moving and try to find them before the Death Eaters, then," said Harry. "Let's stick together and—"

But before they could go anywhere, yet another group shot into the room from a side door. This group seemed more experienced with the odd form of travel and jumped straight to their feet. Harry knew at once that they were not friendly.

"Look out!" he shouted, shoving Damian to the ground as a trio of curses came their way. Cedric and Mark returned fire, forcing the three Death Eaters to scatter across the room.

Harry leapt back to his feet and engaged the nearest one in combat. The man wielded a deadly arsenal of hexes and curses, but he was no James Potter, and Harry knew at once that the Death Eater was no match for him. He waited for an opening before whipping his wand at the man's feet like a lasso, causing him to trip and fall flat on his back, where a simple Stunning Spell was enough to finish him.

Harry turned to help the others, but it turned out they didn't need it. Mark and Cedric backed another masked man into a corner and overwhelmed him quickly, nailing him with a pair of Stunners. Damian charged headlong at the other Death Eater, holding his left hand in front of him like a physical shield; to Harry's astonishment, the bracelet on his wrist glowed yellow as it absorbed three hexes sent his way. Damian tackled the man at full speed, sending them both into the wall – and through the cabinet of time-turners in front of it.

The tiny hourglasses began to fall and shatter on the ground, before reversing time and jumping back into full repair on the wall again. Harry pointed his wand at Damian and pulled him out of the infinite loop, as the poor Death Eater he'd tackled was forced to endlessly crash into the wall and fall amidst the shattered glass to the floor, before reliving it over and over again.

"Nice thinking with the bracelet, Damian," said Harry.

"Thanks," Damian grinned. "This thing has saved me multiple times tonight."

"Don't rely on it too much," Harry warned. "You've probably used up most of the charges by now." He reached down to help Damian back to his feet, as they turned to rejoin the others.

"This one's Dolohov, I think," Cedric called from across the room; he and Mark had unmasked their Death Eater, who lay unconscious and propped up against the wall. "That one in the cabinet might be Rookwood; I heard them addressing him earlier."

Harry approached the third man and flicked his wand to remove his mask. His blood boiled when he saw the prone form of Lucius Malfoy lying on the ground.

"You son of a bitch," Harry growled. The man had caused endless trouble for his family over the past year – the past four years, in fact. And he would no doubt find a way to wriggle out of trouble this time as well. "I told you I would end you if we ever met in battle again, Lucius. I'm a man of my word." And he aimed his wand at the man's chest.

"Harry, no!" said Damian, rushing over to stop him. "What are you doing?"

"Making sure this bastard can't hurt my family ever again."

"We should let the Aurors deal with him!" said Mark. "It's not right, killing a defenseless man."

"He wasn't defenseless thirty seconds ago—"

"All the same!"

"Harry, listen," said Cedric, in a tone that was clearly meant to calm him down. "We should get going, right? Neville's still out there somewhere."

"Right. Yeah," Harry muttered, still glaring at the man lying at his feet. He gave Lucius a good kick in the side, before summoning thick ropes to bind him in place. "Let's go."

Harry, Cedric, Damian and Mark approached the nearest door. "Cushioning Charms," Cedric recommended. "And we should link arms, so we aren't separated."

"Right," said Harry. The four boys cast their charms and linked arms at the elbow, as Harry reached for the door handle. "One, two, three—"

He grasped the handle, and once again they were thrust through the door into another random room. Harry recognized the large, cathedral-like space at once as the Hall of Prophecy, but to his shock, it was in ruins. The high shelves were all toppled over, and broken glass marred the ground as far as the eye could see.

"Was a right mess escaping the Death Eaters in here," Mark muttered. "Damian had the idea to break the shelves."

"Harry said in our defense meetings to use distractions whenever possible to get away," Damian shrugged. "Didn't you?"

"Yes, I suppose I did," Harry muttered. He'd meant it more like kicking up dirt or knocking over furniture, not destroying centuries' worth of valuable prophetic research, but it seemed to have done the job. "Hello? Anyone in here?"

"Who goes there?" a deep baritone voice sounded from across the cavernous space. Harry felt a surge of relief when Kingsley walked into view from around the broken shelves, followed by Proudfoot and Savage.

"Kingsley!" Harry exclaimed, running up to the man. "Boy is it good to see you."

"Likewise," the Head Auror nodded at him. "Are you boys alright?"

"As well as can be expected," said Cedric. "Would love to get out of here, though."

"That makes all of us," Kingsley grimaced.

"Where's Tonks?" Harry asked. "And my dad?"

"Tonks ran off after Bellatrix," Kingsley sighed. "Family business, I suppose. Your father ran after her through the door – I'm not sure where they ended up."

"We'd better get moving, then," Harry suggested. "Together?"

"Absolutely," Kingsley agreed. Everyone linked arms and re-applied their Cushioning Charms, as Harry turned back to the door they'd come from. He grasped the handle, and they once again were sent tumbling through Saul's trap and into another random room.

Harry knew at once where they'd landed before he got up. He felt the cold chill emanating from the center of the room; heard the whispers calling to him from the Great Beyond. He stood and found himself mere feet from the Veil of Death, its tattered curtains fluttering softly towards him, as though beckoning him within.

"Haarrrryyyy Ppooottteerrrrr…"

It almost felt like Death was laughing at him, watching from the other side. Was Death mocking Harry's failure to affect positive change? Was there lingering doubt that Harry could actually accomplish what he'd set out to do? Or was it morbidly funny that Harry even tried at all?

Harry did not have long to ponder these questions, because he heard several small pops, and then all hell broke loose.

He caught a glimpse of three bodies rocketing into the space from a door high above: Neville, Ron, and Hermione, bouncing down the stone steps towards the center plinth. They instantly sprung to their feet, on high alert, and it was quickly apparent why: they were not alone.

Six Death Eaters emerged from the same door, recovering more quickly and immediately opening fire from the upper levels. Harry's stomach dropped when he realized that they were the same six he'd already encountered, only now reunited and working in tandem. Bellatrix's group must have come across Lucius' group and revived them before resuming the hunt.

But there was no time for Harry to reconsider his actions, as he and the Aurors launched their own offensive against the attackers. Both groups scattered and sought cover across the open space. Harry scrambled over to Neville's group, who were taking shelter on the opposite side of the Veil.

"Harry!" Neville exclaimed; he was clutching a tiny glass orb in his palm. "What are you doing here?"

"Rescuing you, naturally," said Harry grimly. "You three alright?"

"Yes, but we have to get out of here, fast!" said Neville urgently. "I have to deliver this to Voldemort, or he's gonna kill—"

"Dahlia's safe," Harry reassured him. "Dumbledore and I rescued her. The prophecy is worthless now."

Neville stared down at the orb in his palm in shock. "So all of this was for nothing?" he muttered.

"I did tell you not to come," Harry groaned. "Just next time, try asking for help before you—"

But Harry's words were cut off by a string of dangerous curses fired their way. Neville, Ron and Hermione ducked, while Harry sprung to his feet to engage the attacker, heart skipping a beat when he realized who it was.

"Ooohh, hello again, dear Harry!" giggled Bellatrix with glee, giving him a little mock curtsy from across the dais.

"I don't believe we've met, Miss Lestrange," Harry said, staying on high alert as he circled around her.

"Oh, but we have!" Bellatrix said excitedly. "Earlier today, in fact! It was so kind of you to carry me into the Great Hall, and deliver me straight to the person I was ordered to find."

Harry's stomach dropped. "You were disguised as Anna Watson?" he said. "You took my sister away?"

"Yes, and I was very disappointed not to get to know her better," Bellatrix pouted. "My master insisted I follow Longbottom after delivering her to him. But no matter – I look forward to breaking little Dahlia until her little lungs can't scream any more, just like her filthy Muggle grandparents."

Enraged, Harry engaged Bellatrix in a duel, determined to make her suffer. Bellatrix laughed maniacally as she elegantly danced and wove around his curses like they were nothing. This was all a game to her, and she made it look easy as she switched from defense to offense, putting Harry on the back foot with her own battery of curses.

"What's wrong, wittle Harry?" Bellatrix mocked as Harry was forced to take shelter behind the Veil to avoid her curses. "Scared for your precious sister?"

"You'll never touch her again," Harry snarled. "You'll be in Azkaban before the night is through."

"You think Azkaban can hold me?" Bellatrix laughed. "My master will simply come to rescue me again! And then I will make it my mission to break your family, one by one." And she began to attack him in earnest, forcing Harry to stay on the move to avoid her deadly salvo.

Harry looked for an opening to counter-attack, but Bellatrix was too fast, too strong. James was right: she was too far above his skill level, and this fight could not end well for him. Even fifteen years in Azkaban seemed not to have dulled her prowess as a fighter. Harry looked for a way out, Shielding and dodging madly, knowing she could overpower him at any second—

Then another pop heralded new arrivals to the room, and to Harry's relief, James, Sirius, and Remus rolled into sight to join the fray. The three Marauders saw what was happening and sprang forward to engage Bellatrix, freeing Harry from her relentless assault.

"We'll take it from here, Harry!" James shouted. More Order members were filtering into the space now, joining the fight, which had grown into massive all-out fight across the room.

"Wotcher, Harry!" came a familiar voice, as Tonks backed into view, fending off a volley from Augustus Rookwood.

"Evening, Nymphadora," Harry quipped as he joined her in the attack. Rookwood quickly fell under their combined pressure, taking a Stunner to the chin and falling limp to the ground.

"You dare use my first name?!" Tonks said with a mock gasp, though the twinkle in her eye spoke of her amusement. "I ought to smack you for that!"

"Don't threaten me with a good time," Harry smirked.

Tonks grinned back and opened her mouth to retort with a cheeky quip of her own. But then she saw something over Harry's shoulder, and her eyes went wide. "Look out!"

Harry turned, just in time to see a Death Eater fire a smoky blue bolt of energy in their direction. Harry did not recognize the curse, but knew it could mean nothing good. He flattened himself to the ground, just as Tonks raised a Shield Charm to block it. Harry glanced up just as the curse made contact with her shield.

And he shouted in horror as it passed straight through like it was nothing, and hit Tonks directly in the face.

"No!" Harry cried out as Tonks crumpled to the ground. But there was no time to check on her. He angrily fired a quick volley at the offending Death Eater, who spun neatly out of the way. The hood slipped, and Harry found himself face to face with Gilderoy Lockhart – the 'Reaver of Memories'.

"Hello again, Professor Lockhart," said Harry, stepping forward to continue his assault.

"It has been many decades since I briefly taught you, Potter," Lockhart spat as he continued to deftly evade Harry's onslaught. "For you it may have been only a couple of years, but it seems like a lifetime ago for me. Time and memory are fickle things, aren't they? Luckily, I've managed to master both."

Lockhart began his own attack, firing curses that Harry had never seen before. He didn't even bother trying to Shield the ones he didn't recognize, like the smoky blue spell that had felled Tonks. He danced and dodged madly as the man cast with inhuman speed, giving Harry no respite whatsoever.

He's undergone several blood rituals, Harry realized as he analyzed the man's fighting style. He was far too quick for it to be natural, and his spells betrayed a hidden well of magical power that the old Lockhart could never have been capable of. This was not the same man that had faked his way to success – this was a deadly fighter, perhaps one of the most dangerous men alive after his decades of self-study under Voldemort's tutelage.

Harry knew he would have to get in close to have any chance. He must fight dirty and employ Muggle tactics to overpower the man. He fired at Lockhart's feet, forcing him to focus on his balance on the uneven terrain as he made his way closer. Harry did not stop, did not slow down, firing spells as he zigzagged his way towards Lockhart, looking for an opening to strike, to utilize his own athleticism to overpower the stronger wizard—

But Harry tripped, stumbling down the stone steps as his wand slipped from his grasp, clattering just out of reach. He scrambled after it, but then he heard Lockhart shout the dreaded words: "Avada Kedavra!"

Harry lunged for his wand to defend himself, but somebody else beat him to it: "Avis!"

A flock of birds exploded into being over Harry's head, diving in front of the green jet of light; it struck one of the birds, which fell dead to the ground at his feet. Harry spun around to see his mother striding forward towards Lockhart, murder in her eyes.

"Oppugno!" Lily shouted. The flock of birds reformed itself and charged at Lockhart, attacking his arms and face. The man irritably fired Cutting Curses at the birds, before eventually summoning a wave of flames around himself to incinerate the tiny winged creatures.

But Lily did not slow in her assault. Harry had heard of her prowess with charms, but now saw just how proficient she truly was with them. She wielded simple third-year spells in ways Harry never imagined, cleverly attacking Lockhart on multiple fronts he clearly wasn't expecting.

"No one else will lay a hand on my children tonight!" Lily snarled. She fired a succession of Stunners at Lockhart's right side, while summoning a gust of wind towards his left. Lockhart just laughed, side-stepping the Stunners and allowing the gust of wind to blow right past him.

But he failed to notice the twinkling pricks of light in the wind, indicating that it was not merely air. His eyes widened as he realized his mistake too late, then he crumpled to the ground, out cold from the Sleeping Charm that Lily had woven into her gust.

"Are you alright, dear?" asked Lily, turning to Harry.

"Fine," said Harry, allowing her to help him back to his feet. "Thank you."

They were forced to duck from a nearby spray of shrapnel, as James dove out of the way of a Blasting Curse courtesy of Barty Crouch Junior. Lily growled angrily and rushed forward to assist her husband.

Harry quickly returned to Tonks' side, fearing the worst. But to his astonishment, she was still alive – in fact, she was awake and fully alert, staring around the room with wide eyes.

"Tonks!" he shouted, dropping to his knees to examine her. "Are you alright? What were you hit with?"

Tonks did not respond. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused, struggling to lock onto his face. Harry could not see any evidence of a curse impact, but a trickle of blood was leaking from her eyes and ears, sending a shiver down his spine. Whatever Lockhart had hit her with, it couldn't be good.

A stray curse whizzed overhead, forcing Harry to duck low. I need to get her out of here, he thought. He spotted a toppled bench on a nearby dais, and quickly grabbed Tonks under the arms and dragged her to the more secluded spot. He tucked her between the bench and the wall, ensuring that she was out of the way of the fight and wouldn't easily be spotted.

There was nothing more to be done for her now. Harry shifted the bench as close to the wall as he could and stood to rejoin the fight.

But it appeared that the battle was winding down. With the Aurors and Order members joining forces, the remaining Death Eaters were quickly being overwhelmed. Neville, Ron and Hermione had rejoined Cedric, Mark and Damian, and were huddled together in a corner, wands poised to defend themselves from any oncoming attacks that were not forthcoming. The battle was all but won.

Then, Harry saw it.

Like a scene straight out of his nightmares, replaying itself before his eyes. His godfather Sirius, laughing maniacally as he engaged Dolohov in a duel. Only this time, his best friend was there with him: James, flush with the excitement and energy of the hunt. Neither of them saw the true threat perched above them.

Bellatrix Lestrange had appeared atop a rocky outcropping, wand at the ready. Harry saw the excited gleam in Bellatrix's eye as she spotted James, the thorn in her master's side, and prepared to strike.

Time slowed, just as it had at the end of his previous timeline, and Harry watched on in horror as history began to repeat itself. He would not get there in time.

Please, no, Harry thought desperately. Not like this. Not again…

Bellatrix aimed her wand, chest heaving as she reared back to unleash her deadly blow—

"Avada Kedavra!"

The jet of green light seemed to draw every eye as it careened across the room. Death Eaters and Order members alike paused in their tracks, their duels briefly forgotten, watching the deadly curse fly through the air towards its target. James' eyes went wide, and so too did Bellatrix's, as she realized what had happened a moment too late.

The Killing Curse hit Bellatrix squarely in the chest, and she toppled off of her perch, lifeless before she hit the ground. All eyes followed the spell's trajectory back to its caster, and Harry stood there, chest heaving, his wand pointed at the spot she'd just fallen from.

The world seemed to stand still for the briefest moment in time. Harry felt the shocked stares of the entire room upon him: his former classmates, the Order members, and even the Death Eaters, aghast at what they'd just seen him do.

Then, someone shouted, "Aurors!" All eyes turned to the top of the room, where indeed, backup Aurors were streaming into the space. The remaining Death Eaters scrambled to escape, but they were quickly felled and re-captured, the battle all but over in seconds.

"Harry…" breathed James, rushing over to his son. "What have you done?"

Harry said nothing, continuing to stare blankly ahead. His wand arm had fallen to his side, and he was still staring at the spot where Bellatrix had fallen. He could see her legs sticking out from behind the plinth she'd toppled from, half-expecting her to get up, to rejoin the fight. But she moved no more.

"Do you know where you are right now, Harry?" James asked cautiously. "Do you know what just happened? How do you feel?"

Good question, Harry thought. How DO I feel? After all, he had just committed a grave act in taking the life of another. An act that he'd been taught was an irrevocable act of evil. But right now, Harry just felt numb and empty.

"I don't know," he said candidly, staring down at the wand he was holding, as though expecting it to be smoking like a fired gun. But it just sat dormant in his palm, as though it had performed no magic out of the ordinary.

A great clamor of voices could be heard from somewhere above them, growing louder by the second. "Ministry officials are on their way!" exclaimed Remus, hurrying up to James. "We need to get Harry out of here, quickly, before he is seen."

"I need to find Dahlia first," said James.

"She's safe," Harry said automatically. "She's upstairs, with Dumbledore."

"James, it's now or never!" said Remus as the oncoming voices grew louder. "They're going to check everybody's wands once they find the body."

James took a moment to respond, still surveying his son carefully. But he nodded his assent, as Remus and the Order members turned to delay the men and women hurrying into the Department of Mysteries.

James rummaged through his cloak until he retrieved a small silver coin. He held it out in his palm, inviting Harry to place his hand atop it. "Godric's Hollow," James whispered, and the Portkey activated, whisking the two of them out of the Department of Mysteries.

They touched down in the darkened living room of the Potter home, which James lit up with a flick of his wand. He then grabbed Harry by the shoulders and looked directly into his eyes.

"I have to go back and help clean this mess up," he told his son. "Do not leave the ward perimeter, do not send any owls, and do not answer any Floo calls. If any Ministry officials come, do not surrender your wand. Do you understand me?"

Harry saw the intense worry in his father's expression, and could do nothing but nod silently in agreement. James exhaled shakily and pulled Harry in for a brief but tight hug.

"It'll be alright," he said. "We'll smooth this over somehow. Just try to get some rest." And James grabbed a handful of Floo powder from the mantle, stepping into the fireplace and disappearing in a blaze of green light.

Harry was at a loss for what to do. Adrenaline still coursed through him, ensuring he would not sleep a wink that night. But his mind was curiously blank, his composure cool and clear. He sank gently into the sofa, placing his wand delicately on the coffee table and staring blankly at it, lost in thought.

He had killed someone tonight. Bellatrix Lestrange was no more, thanks to him. He had committed the most Unforgivable Curse of them all: the irreversible act of taking another's life. His soul would forever be tainted by such an act – he knew that instinctively. There was no going back from what he had done tonight.

But one emotion was slowly taking over the emptiness that had enveloped him. A burning sensation from deep within what could only be called his soul, damaged as it was. He fed the feeling, stoked its flames, until it filled him with its satisfying warmth and allowed him to sit in peaceful silence.

Righteous justice.

Bellatrix Lestrange would never again harm a member of his family. And Harry didn't feel the least bit bad about it.
Year 5-19: The Worship Ward

Harry had no memory of falling asleep, nor of getting into bed, but when he awoke, he was under the covers in his bed, sunlight streaming through the windows. He had no idea how long he'd been asleep, but judging by the angle of the rays, it was late afternoon. Has it been twelve hours, or thirty-six? Harry wondered. Or even longer? He had a habit of oversleeping after harrowing events, and it wouldn't surprise him.

What did surprise him was that he was not alone. He was startled to see his mother sitting in the corner, dozing off lightly in the rocking chair across his room. "Mum?" he called out uncertainly.

Lily jerked awake, briefly gathering her bearings before her eyes landed on her son. "Harry, dear, you're awake!" she exclaimed, rushing to his side.

"How did I get here?" Harry asked groggily.

"I had to give you a Sleeping Draught and a Dreamless Sleep to calm you down last night," Lily said fretfully. "How are you feeling?"

"Fine, I think," Harry mumbled. He sat up in his bed, wincing as his injured shoulder flared up painfully – he must have slammed it into the wall harder than he thought. "Just sore."

"We'll get you checked out at St. Mungo's straight away," said Lily. "We just wanted to wait to be cautious, given that y— given everything that happened last night."

Given that I killed someone, Harry finished the original thought for her. Was that why they hadn't taken him into the hospital earlier – to prevent someone from checking his wand? Was that why Lily was watching him in his sleep, in case he woke up and tried to do something irrational?

But the memories from the Department of Mysteries were slowly returning to him, and the moment he'd decided to take Bellatrix Lestrange's life replayed in his mind. And he felt no different about it than he had the night before. She was a monster that didn't deserve to live. He felt zero remorse, zero regrets about his decision. If anything, it filled him with a sense of pride – he had finally changed something in this timeline for the better, and permanently.

"How's Dahlia?" he asked. "And Neville, and everyone else?"

"Everyone is fine," Lily reassured him. "It's a minor miracle, but no one else died yesterday. Though as I understand it, St. Mungo's had to dedicate an entire floor to accommodate all the students injured at Hogwarts and the Ministry."

"Good, that's good," Harry muttered. "And Dumbledore?"

"He was discharged this morning, as I understand it," said Lily. "They were unable to regrow his arm due to the Dark magic involved, but Dahlia did enough at the scene to prevent any further complications."

"Glad to hear it," said Harry – and he meant it. He was not the Headmaster's biggest fan, but he would have felt terribly if Dumbledore died defending him and his sister. Then, another memory flashed through Harry's mind, sending a chill down his spine. "What about Tonks?"

Lily's smile faltered. "Tonks is alive," she said vaguely. "They're treating her in a special ward at the moment. The Healers don't know what spell Lockhart hit her with, but they suspect it was something nasty that he invented himself."

Harry didn't like the sound of that. Given the man's prowess with Memory Charms, and the decades of extra tutelage under Voldemort in the interim, he could only imagine what kind of damage he could do to someone's mind with a single spell.

Harry got out of bed and began to gather his clothes. "Hang on; let me get a good look at you," said Lily. Harry stood patiently, half-dressed, as his mother examined him. His shoulder had a vaguely purple hue from its hard impact into a wall, and an errant Scorching Curse had grazed his arm, leaving a black mark, but otherwise he felt alright. But Harry got the sense that Lily was examining him for more than physical ailments – she was examining his face, peering into his eyes, as though discerning his frame of mind.

"Got something to ask me?" he snapped, somewhat annoyed.

Lily flinched slightly, blinking rapidly as she pulled away from her son. "No, nothing," she muttered, as she headed for the door. "Get dressed, and I'll escort you to St. Mungo's."

Harry couldn't shake the feeling that his mother was afraid of him. Did she expect him to fly off the handle? Did she think that, by casting an Unforgivable Curse, he would be mentally erratic and unstable? He felt fine – in truth, he felt fully at ease with his actions the night before. If anything, he wished he'd given the same treatment to Lucius Malfoy, and to the werewolf he'd trapped at Hogwarts.

Lily led the way through the Floo into the lobby of St. Mungo's. "You're technically not a Hogwarts student anymore, but you should be able to blend in with the others," she said. "If anyone asks, you were at the school during the attack, but not in the Department of Mysteries. Got it?"

"Okay," Harry nodded. He wondered how intently the Ministry was searching for Bellatrix's killer, but figured the risk couldn't be that high if he was permitted to rejoin the public so soon. Still, he kept one hand firmly on his wand within his robes as they traversed the halls, alert for any sign that he might be in trouble. He wouldn't put it past Fudge to seek retribution for what transpired.

They stepped onto the third floor ward, which was filled with high curtain dividers to create more individual bed space for the injured. "In here," said Lily, thrusting Harry onto a bed in one of the cordoned-off rooms. "I'll go and find you a Healer." And she set off, leaving Harry alone with his thoughts.

Harry heard the familiar sound of children's laughter all around him as he waited. That was a good sign – he'd imagined a scene of suffering and despair based on what he saw in the Great Hall yesterday, but spirits seemed to be high. Younger students were running around and playing in the halls, and excited conversation floated down the hallway towards him. It felt more like the train ride home for summer vacation than a ward for the dead and dying.

Soon after, a middle-aged Healer entered his space and closed the curtains. "I'm Healer Robinson," she announced. "You were involved in the incident at Hogwarts yesterday, were you?"

"Erm...yes," said Harry, which technically wasn't a lie. He pulled off his robes and his shirt so she could examine him. She waved her wand over the injured shoulder and whispered an incantation, causing it to shift and pop back into place. She spread a thick paste over the bruised area before moving on. Her wand paused over the mark left behind by the Scorching Charm, raising an eyebrow at him. Harry just shrugged, and she applied more paste to the wound without comment.

"Everything else seems to be in order, Mr. Potter," she said. "No bites or scratches from a transformed werewolf?"

"No," said Harry. "I'm fine."

"Very well," the Healer nodded. "The paste should settle into the skin in about fifteen minutes. After that, you're free to go." And she turned to go, parting the curtains and walking back onto the main ward. She paused at the entrance for a moment, turning back to face Harry and shutting herself back in with him.

"That was a very brave thing you did yesterday, Mr. Potter," Healer Robinson said. "Thank you." And she leaned down to give Harry a kiss on the cheek, before departing down the hall.

Harry was speechless. What was she talking about? he wondered. Does she know about what really happened to Bellatrix? Did somebody spread the word? Does EVERYONE know? It intensified his anxiety, once again expecting a team of Aurors to come bursting in at any moment to haul him off to Azkaban. But he forced himself to stay calm – again, his parents would have known if there was an active warrant out for his arrest.

Once the paste had finished drying on his wounds, Harry got dressed and wandered out onto the ward. He followed the sound of voices towards the end of the hall, wondering where Lily had gone. He passed through another curtain into a larger gathering area, and froze at what he found.

Twenty or so Hogwarts students of all ages were lounging around the space, chatting casually with one another. Many were sporting bandages over their wounds – most on their arms and legs, with the occasional head and neck wound. The room fell silent when Harry entered, staring up at him with wide eyes. Oh, great, Harry thought. Are they afraid of me because they know I'm a killer?

But to his amazement, the students began smiling and clapping at him. "Atta boy, Potter," an older student laughed. "Thank you, Harry!" said another. A few younger students even came up and gave him a hug. Harry was completely bewildered, unsure what to make of this treatment.

"Meeting with fans, are we, Harry?" a mirthful voice asked. Harry turned to see Remus Lupin grinning at him from the corner.

"Uncle Remus!" Harry exclaimed, wrapping the man in a hug. "What are you doing here?"

"Oh, just visiting the injured," said Remus. "Making sure they know that being turned isn't the end of the world, and that we're working to cure them as soon as possible."

"That's good," said Harry, turning back to the recovering students. "And how many were bitten?"

"Most of us," one of the students replied, indicating the large group seated around the space. "About thirty in all. But nobody died."

"Thanks to you!" a bashful second-year girl beamed up at him.

Harry still didn't know how to react to the reverential looks his fellow students were giving him. He turned to Remus, who clearly sensed his discomfort.

"Come with me, Harry," he said. "I want to show you something." And he guided Harry out of the common area, leaving the other students behind.

"Show me what?" asked Harry.

"Nothing," said Remus. "Just thought you'd like to get out of there."

"Oh," Harry chuckled. "Thanks."

"Now you know how I felt after I killed the basilisk," Remus laughed. "Everyone looked at me like some kind of deity. It's quite uncomfortable, isn't it?"

"Yeah, it is," Harry chuckled, grateful to have someone to commiserate with. "But why does everyone think I'm some big hero? I only rescued a couple students, and hardly anyone saw me."

"Ah," Remus grinned. "You haven't read this morning's Prophet yet, have you?"

"Erm...no," said Harry, suddenly growing nervous. What did they have to say about him this time? Would there be a full-sized photo of him killing Bellatrix Lestrange on the front page?

Remus walked up to a nearby Healer's station and reached over the desk for a copy of the paper lying there. "Check it out for yourself."

Harry unfolded the paper and took in the headline: 'LORD VOLDEMORT RETURNS!' It featured a photo of Dumbledore lying injured on the floor of the Atrium, Dahlia by his side. It was accompanied by an article describing the intense duel that had taken place in the Ministry, which had been interrupted by the arrival of Ministry workers who witnessed the Dark Lord in person.

But that wasn't what drew Harry's eye. A second article took up the lower half of the page, and Harry's stomach dropped when he saw the attached picture. It depicted Harry himself, carrying the injured (fake) Anna Watson up the steps of Hogwarts, a look of grim determination on his face. The headline read: 'THE HERO OF HOGWARTS'. His eyes skimmed over the first few paragraphs of the article:

'There are few positive takeaways from yesterday's multi-pronged attack on the wizarding world. However, one shining example of courage and heroism made itself known in the form of one boy: Harry Potter, aged 15, whose actions saved multiple lives at Hogwarts during the werewolf attacks. Despite being expelled from the school just a month prior, Mr. Potter answered the call to defend his ex-classmates from harm, and did so admirably.

"I saw him take down two werewolves at once," says second-year Johanna Wilkinson, who survived the attack. "He jumped in front of three other students like it was nothing. He looked like a superhero."

"[Potter] has been looking out for his classmates the entire time he's been at this school," says seventh-year George Weasley. "He and his dad didn't deserve what happened to them. They're the only blokes who actually tried to stop what was coming, and nobody believed them."

Harry's father, ex-Auror James Potter, was also on the scene at both Hogwarts and the Ministry to protect the young and vulnerable. Potter drew criticism over the past year for his repeated claims of Voldemort's imminent rise, claims that have now been vindicated.

It calls into question Minister Fudge's treatment of the Potter family and his underhanded tactics to have their reputations smeared in the public. Such tactics were employed at this very publication, in fact, leading to our editor-in-chief Barnabus Cuffe resigning late last night.

"I regret the part I played in the destruction of the Potter name over the past year," said Cuffe in a parting statement to the staff of the Prophet. "It has become clear to me based on yesterday's events that Potter and his son are heroes, full stop, and ought to be celebrated for their efforts to save Britain, not punished."'

"Well, that explains the student worship," Harry groaned as he lowered the paper. "How the hell did they even get this picture, anyway?" He found the caption under the photograph, which read: 'Photo courtesy of Hogwarts student Colin Creevey, 14'. He could only chuckle at this...even in another timeline, the boy couldn't help but put Harry on a pedestal with that blasted camera of his.

"You should be proud of what you did yesterday," said Remus firmly, clapping Harry on the shoulder. "I know you don't like being the center of attention, but you should embrace it when it's good news."

"I guess," Harry muttered. He looked up at Remus; the man was studying Harry's face, much the same way Lily was earlier in the day. "Something the matter?"

Remus looked caught by Harry's gaze. "How...how are you feeling, Harry?" he asked tentatively. "I know yesterday was a lot to take in—"

"You're wondering if my mind is altered because I killed somebody," Harry said flatly.

Remus flinched, but to his credit, he did not deny the observation. "It is said that the Killing Curse requires an act of pure hatred," he sighed. "That it taints the soul forever."

"Well, I did hate Bellatrix," Harry reasoned. "For what she did to my grandparents, and what she threatened to do to Dahlia and the rest of my family. And if I hadn't done it, she would have killed my dad, or Sirius, or you."

"Yes, but you could have used a Stunner—" Remus said in a strained voice.

"And send her back to Azkaban?" Harry laughed hollowly. "So Voldemort could break her out again, and she could continue terrorizing my family and countless others? I don't think so. As far as I'm concerned, she lost the right to live a long time ago."

Remus considered this, still looking somewhat pained by the conversation. "I don't disagree with you, Harry," he managed. "Bellatrix Lestrange was a monster, there is no doubt. I only worry what this will do to you in the long term. The Dark Arts are very real, and they can lead well-meaning individuals down a dangerous and troubling path—"

"What difference does it make what kind of magic it was?" Harry demanded. "The result would have been the same if I'd used a Cutting Curse to behead her, or an Aguamenti to drown her. If anything, I picked the most merciful option."

"Again, you aren't wrong," Remus sighed. "It's just...well, never mind. You're safe, and that's the most important thing. We can worry about the rest another time."

"Alright," Harry shrugged. "So, what happens next? Are you going to administer potions to all the turned students?"

Remus grimaced at this. "So you haven't heard that news yet," he said. He took the paper from Harry and flipped ahead to page seven, handing it back for him to read. Harry gasped when he saw the headline: 'EVANS-POTTER POTION FACILITY TARGETED; SUPPLIES DESTROYED'. It was accompanied by a photo of Remus and Alessia's home ablaze and crumbling to the ground.

"The house was attacked while everything else was going on yesterday," said Remus. "They destroyed all of our supplies and removed the ability for us to make more quickly."

"Bloody hell," Harry groaned. "So there are no more potions to cure students?"

"Luckily, we had a few dozen reserves stored at Grimmauld Place," said Lupin. "Not quite enough to cure everyone, though. We can rebuild and start brewing again, but it will take time to source the ingredients and set up a new lab."

"Shit," Harry breathed.

"Yep," Remus agreed. "A pretty masterful stroke on Voldemort's part. By instructing the attackers to leave victims alive and then destroying our supplies, he ensured that all resources would be focused on curing the injured students, while he could continue recruiting werewolves who no longer had the option of a cure."

"Can werewolves stop themselves from killing?" Harry wondered. "Do they have that much self-control?"

"With the false moon they can, yes," said Remus. "When I was transformed in the Chamber of Secrets, I was still conscious of the fact that you children were in danger, and went after the basilisk to keep it away from you."

"Huh," said Harry. It only justified his decision to try and kill the werewolf in the cage even further. It was more than aware of what it was doing, and still decided to go after those innocent students.

"Anyway, I won't keep you much longer," said Remus. "Go check on your friends. I'm sure they're all eager to see you."

"Thanks, Uncle Remus," said Harry, giving the man a hug as they parted ways. He didn't particularly want to be idolized again, but he did want to check on Neville and all the others that had been taken to the Ministry, so he wandered off in search of them.

Harry found himself in an unfamiliar wing of the hospital. He could no longer hear the sounds of students nearby, and assumed he'd taken a wrong turn. He wheeled around to head back the way he came, then did a double-take as a familiar figure wandered out of a doorway into the hall.

"Tonks!" he exclaimed, rushing over to the young Auror. "Are you alright? Bloody hell, I was terrified for you!"

Tonks, whose head was heavily bandaged and eyes were red-rimmed, stared blankly at Harry for a moment. "Who are you?" she asked.

"It's Harry, Tonks," said Harry. "Harry Potter. Remember? I helped you in the Ministry, after Lockhart hit you with that spell."

But Tonks was scrutinizing his face, clearly not recognizing him. "James?" she asked, frowning. "But you look so young...and your eyes are the wrong color…" She lightly grabbed his face and jaw, as though trying to discern exactly who he was by touch.

"Nymphadora?" a singsong voice called out, as a Healer rushed out of the room after her. "Are you wandering off again? You should be resting."

"I heard footsteps," Tonks retorted. "I don't like sitting in there alone."

"You need to ground yourself with familiar people for a while," the Healer said soothingly. "Your mother will be back soon."

"I'm not a damn child!" Tonks pouted, looking and sounding rather like a child in that moment. "I'm seventeen bloody years old!"

Harry frowned at this. "I thought you were in your twenties," he muttered.

"Miss Tonks here has been suffering some memory loss due to the spell she was hit with," the Healer explained. "As far as we can tell, the last five or so years have been wiped from her memory, and she might have lost even more if the spell hadn't been partially Shielded."

Harry's stomach dropped when he heard this. He knew Lockhart had had decades with which to hone his craft, and he'd already been a specialist with Memory Charms. It only made sense that he'd found a rather nefarious way to hone these talents into a devastating offensive weapon, with a spell designed to annihilate whole years' worth of memories. He could only imagine the turmoil Tonks was going through at the moment.

"Where is my Mum?" Tonks demanded, starting to look frantic. "She—she was supposed to pick me up from King's Cross...how did I get here? Who are you people?"

"Calm down, Tonks—" said Harry, reaching out to give her a soothing hug, but she withdrew from him, still looking at him warily like a stranger. Then a voice called out after him:

"Harry!"

Harry turned; Cedric was hustling down the hallway towards him. "Blimey, it's good to see you!" Cedric beamed. "Professor Lupin mentioned you were here, and we were all looking for you...what are you doing way out here?"

"I just got lost, and ran into Tonks here," said Harry awkwardly.

"I see. Hey there, Tonks, how have you been?" Cedric asked genially.

Tonks had ceased her nervous muttering and was staring, wide-eyed, at Cedric. "Surely that isn't little Ceddie Diggory?" she breathed.

"Ceddie?" Cedric repeated, bemused. "You haven't called me that since our Hogwarts days."

But Tonks still thinks she's in those days, Harry realized. She was looking at Cedric through the eyes of her seventeen-year-old self, viewing the man that the twelve-year-old boy she once knew had become. And based on the way her eyes raked over his broad shoulders and lean frame, she was impressed with what she saw.

"You know – or knew – Miss Tonks five years ago, sir?" the Healer asked Cedric.

"Yes; we were in Hufflepuff together for a couple years," Cedric confirmed.

"Perhaps you should stay with her, then," the Healer suggested. "At least until her mother returns. She could use some familiar faces around her."

"Oh," said Cedric, looking bewildered. "Er...yeah, I can do that."

"When did you get so tall?" Tonks demanded. "Feels like just weeks ago you were asking me for help reaching a book on the top shelf of the library."

"Weeks ago…?" Cedric said, looking confused. He looked to the Healer for help.

"I can explain everything, sir, if you'll join us back inside my office," said the Healer.

"Alright," Cedric shrugged, before turning to Harry. "Neville and the others are looking for you, by the way. They're down that hallway, all the way down on the right."

"Thanks," Harry nodded.

"C'mon then, Dora, let's see what's the matter with you," Cedric quipped, giving Tonks a coy wink as he offered his hand. Harry expected Tonks to fire back with a witty retort of her own, but she instead bashfully took his hand and allowed him to guide her back into the office.

Hope Cedric can help her, Harry thought. He'd said before that he wished to join the Auror program, and presumably that was still Tonks' ambition as well. Maybe Cedric would be able to join her in training and help her get back up to speed. It saddened him that Tonks apparently retained no memory of Harry whatsoever – hopefully she would eventually regain some of what she had lost.

Harry headed down the hallway Cedric had indicated in search of familiar faces of his own. He heard students' voices wafting out from behind closed curtains. He didn't want to stick his head in and invade anybody's privacy by accident, so he wandered down the ward for a while, looking for anyone he knew, until someone called his name:

"Harry?"

He turned; Neville was poking his head out of a nearby curtain. "Alright there, Nev?" asked Harry.

"Yeah, I guess," Neville shrugged, stepping out of his cordoned area to speak with him. His face was peppered with tiny cuts and bruises – Harry suspected that was as much due to Saul's trapped doors than any spellfire he might have received. "How's Dahlia?"

"She's fine," said Harry. "Haven't seen her yet, but she was helping Dumbledore when I left her in the Atrium."

"Yeah, I saw the photo in the Prophet," said Neville. "Did...did Voldemort really have her?"

"Yep," Harry said grimly. "He tried to kill her, but she escaped his grasp and Dumbledore got in between us and him."

"Blimey," Neville breathed. "I'm glad that she—that both of you are alright."

"Neville," said Harry slowly, trying not to sound too exasperated. "Why did you do it? Don't get me wrong, I'm very grateful that you went after her...but why so hasty? Why not inform Dumbledore and the Aurors first?"

"I...I wasn't thinking straight," Neville said. "When he sent me the memory, and Dahlia was...was screaming, I just lost it. He showed me where the portkey was planted in the Great Hall, and I ran. That's all there is to it."

Harry took a deep breath, filled with frustration. "That was...very noble of you, Neville," he sighed. "But you couldn't have taken even ten seconds to tell someone? Me, even? You know I care about her too, more than anybody…"

Neville looked supremely uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot under Harry's questioning gaze. "If it was anyone else…" he stammered. "If he hadn't chosen her…"

"What does it matter?" Harry demanded. "Why her? What's gotten into you?"

Neville opened his mouth to speak, but paused, eyes wide, looking at something over Harry's shoulder. Harry turned; Dahlia was walking across the ward towards them. She looked up and spotted Neville and Harry standing there, freezing on the spot.

There was an awkward stand-off as the three of them stared at each other across the ward. Harry did not understand the sudden tension in the room. "Am I missing something…?" he asked aloud.

Both Neville and Dahlia moved at the same time. They strode forward with purpose, walking quickly towards one another. They met in the middle and embraced, faces melting together in a passionate kiss, holding one another for dear life…

Harry could only stare, slack-jawed, as they eventually broke apart and looked into one another's eyes. A broad smile broke across Dahlia's face, and she giggled delightedly up at him. Neville turned towards Harry, and he too had a goofy smile plastered across his face.

"Erm...sorry, mate," Neville said sheepishly. "But I think we need a minute to chat." And Neville and Dahlia walked off together, hand in hand down the ward and out of sight. Harry could only watch them go, absolutely bewildered. What the bloody hell is going on here...?

"Well, well. It's about time."

Harry wheeled around; Mark Davis had emerged from another cordoned area behind him. His injured ankle appeared to be back to normal, although he leaned heavily on a cane for support. He was watching Neville and Dahlia retreat with a wistful smile on his face.

"Shouldn't you be upset?" Harry demanded, pointing his thumb at the retreating couple. "Longbottom just stole your girlfriend."

"It was only a matter of time, really," Mark chuckled. "I knew they would wind up together eventually."

"You did?" Harry asked, eyebrows raising.

"Who didn't?" Mark shrugged. "The whole school noticed the way they danced around each other after the Yule Ball last year. It was obvious they were both still pining after one another."

"Really?" Harry frowned...this was news to him. "But...but why did you date Dahlia, then?"

"Well, at first it all seemed on the up-and-up," said Mark. "Your sister's a cool gal and fun to spend time with. But she couldn't stop talking about Neville. I could tell she was still infatuated with him."

"Then why didn't she just come out and say so?" asked Harry, bewildered. "And why didn't Neville just ask her out properly?"

Mark laughed openly at this. This irritated Harry – he didn't like being the one left out of the joke.

"You know you're a bloody terrifying bloke, don't you, Harry?" said Mark. "It's an unspoken rule at Hogwarts that you don't mess with Potter's sister, or you'll regret ever being born. I talked to Boot and McClaggen, and they both told me as much...course, neither of them thought things would last with her either."

"So, what was their plan, then?" Harry demanded. "Just take advantage of her real quick and then dump her?"

"Quite the opposite," Mark grinned. "They were too scared of you to try anything with her. Didn't even want to hold hands with her, much less kiss her, for fear that you would be hiding in the corner to hex their bits off. Dahlia was very upset at them for being so passive, for forcing her to make the first move every time."

"Oh," Harry said quietly. He'd been operating under the assumption that all these boys were trying to move things along more quickly with Dahlia – he hadn't considered that perhaps the opposite was true.

"I'm guessing that's why Neville didn't make his move earlier," said Mark. "He respected you too much to act on his true feelings for her. Y'know, he told me once that he regretted not kissing her after the Yule Ball...looks like he finally found the courage."

In hindsight, Harry should had noticed that Neville was still hung up on his sister. He'd caught the boy staring at her from across the room multiple times over the past year, but assuming it was just because she was making a scene with her various boyfriends. Had he been pining after her the whole time? Was he too afraid of Harry to make the next move?

"Well...sorry that happened to you, anyway," Harry offered.

"Eh, no hard feelings on my end," Mark shrugged. "She told me that she admired what you and Katie Bell had and was looking for something like that herself. I wasn't the right person for that – but maybe Longbottom is. Who knows?"

Harry considered this. He hadn't intended to be a helicopter-brother over his sister, but apparently his reputation preceded him. It made sense in hindsight...why would Terry or Cormac risk angering the most powerful student in the school over a girl who was in love with somebody else? He felt that he owed a few apologies, even though he hadn't actually followed through on all of the murderous thoughts he'd felt towards them over the past year.

Then, a different realization dawned on Harry. This must have been the reason Dahlia was chosen to be kidnapped. Neville was being watched too closely; he couldn't be targeted directly. Voldemort somehow must have known that Neville would do anything to rescue her, because of the feelings he harbored towards her. Which meant that somebody within Hogwarts must have told him.

Merlin help whoever that person was, Harry thought mutinously. If I find out you sold my sister to the Dark Lord, I'll make sure you wind up in the same place Bellatrix Lestrange did.

"...Harry?"

Mark's voice snapped Harry out of his angry thoughts. "Huh?"

"I said, the others are in here, waiting for you," said Mark, gesturing towards the cordoned-off room he'd come from. "If you want to say hello."

"Oh. Yes, of course," said Harry. He followed Mark through the curtain, where he found Ron, Hermione, and Damian sitting on the bed, chatting quietly. Also in the room were the three other youngest Weasleys: Ginny, Fred and George. Everyone looked up and beamed when they saw Harry.

"Harry!" Hermione shrieked, launching herself at him with a hug. "We were so worried...we thought maybe you'd—"

"Maybe I'd what?" he chuckled as she pulled away without finishing her thought.

"Been chucked in Azkaban, of course," Ron scoffed. "Good on you for killing Lestrange, mate."

"Not so loud," Harry hissed, checking to ensure no adults or students were passing by that might overhear.

"What was it like?" asked a wide-eyed Damian. "K-killing someone?"

"Damian, that's not a polite question to ask," Hermione chastised him. But she too seemed curious, scrutinizing Harry as he pondered the question.

"Honestly? Hasn't affected me much," Harry shrugged. "She was a dangerous animal that had to be put down. I don't feel the least bit bad about it."

"Hear, hear," said Fred. "That bitch has had it coming to her for decades."

"We think she was one of the Death Eaters who killed our uncles Gideon and Fabian," said George darkly. "Not that it matters, really – she killed more than her fair share of good people." Ron and Ginny nodded forlornly in agreement with this.

"Were any of you bitten?" Harry asked the gathered Weasleys.

"Just scratched," said Ginny, indicating the thin scars across her face. "Luckily I wasn't turned, so I won't need the potion."

"And we're here supporting our favorite younger siblings," said Fred, indicating himself and George. "The rest of term was canceled, so we don't have to deal with Prefect Percy anymore. Truthfully, he's probably more relieved than we are."

Harry chuckled appreciatively at this. "You guys didn't have to raise so much trouble over me," he said. "I would hate for any of you to get expelled along with me."

"But we owe you so much, mate!" George insisted. "We'd all have been dead in that Department if it wasn't for your training."

"Yeah! I saw Hermione kick Lockhart so hard in the you-know-wheres that he must've seen stars," Ron laughed. Hermione blushed slightly at this, but she nodded her agreement.

"You're all just being nice because of what the Prophet is saying about me—" Harry said dismissively.

"Harry, the Prophet is the one catching up to what we already know," Hermione insisted. "Everyone at Hogwarts believed you and your dad were innocent. We don't need headlines proclaiming you to be the 'Hero of Hogwarts' to know it's the truth."

Once again Harry felt uncomfortable under the reverential gazes everyone was holding him under. He hadn't set out to be a hero to anyone – in fact, he'd tried his damnedest to push Neville into the spotlight in his stead.

"Don't sell yourselves short, either," said Harry. "I may have helped, but you were the ones to overpower those Death Eaters yourselves. And I owe you two thanks as well."

"Us?" said Fred, as he and George frowned. "What did we do?"

"Your shield necklace saved Dahlia's life," Harry pointed out. "Voldemort tried to curse her in the Ministry, but it absorbed the blow."

"Blimey...did it really?" George whistled. "We weren't sure if it would be strong enough for that sort of thing—"

"This bracelet saved my life multiple times last night," Hermione piped up, holding up her wrist to show it off. "I would've been cursed for sure if I wasn't wearing it." Ron, Damian and Mark all nodded vigorously in agreement.

"A remarkable piece of magic," a voice agreed; everyone turned to see James Potter standing in the entrance of their room. He was holding the aforementioned necklace in his hands, examining the cool metal between his fingers. "Dahlia showed it to me last night. Great work, boys."

"Professor Potter!" said Fred Weasley, as he and George stood abruptly to greet the man. "We're honored to help, really."

"Good to hear," James grinned at them. "Because the Aurors could use something like this in their arsenal. Can you two make more?"

Fred and George looked at each other, wide-eyed. "We can," said George. "And we've been working on a full suite of other defensive items, to sell to the public."

"Consider me your first investor, then," said James. "I can help you set up shop and start producing right away. The Ministry would pay top dollar for such quality products." Fred and George looked absolutely stunned by this news, but they each rushed forward to shake James' hand.

"But Dad," Harry muttered, "you don't work for the Ministry anymore…?"

"Er, no, perhaps not," said James. "But I've spoken with Kingsley, and he reckons he can get me back in the Auror Office once things settle down around here."

"But surely Minister Fudge won't allow that?" Hermione frowned. "He doesn't seem to like you that much."

"Is is true you punched him?" asked Damian eagerly. "All the other Hufflepuffs were talking about it this morning." That was news to the others, who looked positively delighted by this thought.

"Yes, it's true," James said with a sheepish grin. "And yes, he was quite angry when he came to. He attempted to bring charges against me with the DMLE, but they've got more important things on their plate at the moment. Besides, rumor has it the Wizengamot will call for a vote of no-confidence soon."

"Bloody hell!" Ron exclaimed. "Who d'you reckon will replace him?"

"That's a complicated question," James sighed. "I would've preferred Dale Greengrass myself, but he's still rattled from the France incident and wishes to lay low for a while, for his family's sake. Amelia Bones is also reluctant, but I intend to put her name forward for the job."

"I bet you could be Minister, sir," said Mark Davis. "I would vote for you if I could." The other students murmured their agreement with this.

"I'm flattered," James smiled softly, "but my talents are needed elsewhere. War is coming, and it'll be all hands on deck soon." That sobering thought lingered in the contemplative silence that followed.

"Anyway, Harry, I'd like a word when you have a moment," said James. Harry nodded and followed his father back out onto the ward. They walked to a quieter area, where James turned to examine his son.

"How are you feeling?" asked James.

"D'you want my honest answer?" Harry sighed. When James nodded, he said, "I'm sick and tired of everyone asking me how I'm feeling. I feel just fine. And no, I don't regret what I did to Lestrange, nor will I apologize for it. I'm glad she's dead."

James took in these words, nodding slowly to himself. "Did I ever tell you about the first person I killed?" he eventually asked.

"No," said Harry, surprised.

"I was just nineteen, still in training for the Order," James sighed. "I was staking out a business with Moody in Knockturn Alley when we were ambushed by three young Death Eater recruits. Moody managed to capture two of them, and I hit the third with a Cutting Curse."

"Okay," Harry said slowly. "I don't understand—"

"I ran over to help Moody secure the other two while he contacted the Aurors," James explained. "By the time I got back to the third, well...he'd been bleeding out from the neck for at least five minutes or so. I might've been able to stabilize him if I'd gotten to him sooner."

"Blimey," Harry muttered. "But, he wasn't entirely innocent, was he? He wouldn't be in that position if he hadn't attacked you first."

"That's what Moody told me," James muttered. "But I still couldn't sleep for weeks over it. My father always taught me that killing another man was the worst thing one could do."

"You were at war!" Harry protested. "It was him or you! What were you supposed to do?"

"I know," James sighed. "I eventually got over it, and I was forced to take several more lives before the war ended. But the first was always the hardest. That's why everyone's worried about you, Harry. It doesn't matter if she deserved it or not – these things weigh heavily on the soul no matter what."

Harry considered this. He supposed he couldn't be too upset with his parents and uncles being concerned for his well-being after such an event. After all, no normal fifteen-year-old should be capable of casting an Unforgivable Curse with such potency. Even Harry was surprised he'd managed it.

"Did you ever use the Killing Curse?" Harry asked softly.

"Only in training," said James. "We had to learn how in the Auror program, in order to understand how it works. I managed it only once against a training dummy and haven't used it since."

"How did it feel?" Harry asked.

"Like an adrenaline rush I'd never felt before," said James. "It's one of the rawest forms of magic there is: channeling pure rage and anger into something so powerful, so destructive that nothing can survive its wrath."

"Huh," Harry said quietly.

"That is why Dark magic is so dangerous, Harry," said James sternly, looking his son in the eye. "It feels amazing. It's the best high you'll ever feel, and you'll be left chasing that feeling for the rest of your life. But it will consume you if you let it."

"I understand," Harry nodded. He couldn't say he felt good about killing Bellatrix in the moment – it had merely been an instinctual reaction. But maybe he was just so caught up in the adrenaline and fear of the moment that he hadn't noticed it at the time. The thought of the Killing Curse behaving like an addictive drug was certainly a chilling one.

"This isn't the future I wanted for you," James said softly. "First losing Hogwarts, and now this...you're too young to be dealing with all of this. I wish I could keep you out of this war, but I know I can't. All I can do is beg with you not to lose yourself to it. Do what you must to protect yourself and those around you, but don't let your emotions control you. They will lead you down a path of temptation from which there is no return. Please, promise me."

James had tears in his eyes, looking imploringly at his son. Harry felt himself getting choked up at his father's plea as well.

"I promise," Harry nodded. James wrapped his son in a warm, protective hug, which Harry gratefully returned. Part of him had worried that his father would view him as some kind of monster for what he had done. It was a stupendous relief to know that wasn't the case. To Harry, there was no feeling more powerful than knowing his parents still loved him.

After a moment, the two recomposed themselves and drew apart. "Anyway, Kingsley says the Ministry isn't opening an investigation into Lestrange's death," said James. "The official story is that one of the other Death Eaters hit her by accident during the battle, and everyone who was present agreed to keep quiet. We should try to keep it that way for now."

"Agreed," Harry nodded. He definitely did not intend to flaunt Bellatrix's murder to anyone. He had enough trouble with his peers worshiping him, and this would only intensify Voldemort's hatred of him and his family. The other Death Eaters in the Department of Mysteries had witnessed what he did, too, and it wouldn't be long before the Dark Lord himself was made aware of just who had felled his most fearsome follower.

"We should head home soon," said James, looking around the ward. "Have you seen your sister?"

"She's somewhere nearby," said Harry. "Probably in an empty closet somewhere, snogging Neville Longbottom."

To Harry's surprise, James laughed at this. "Are they an item now?" he asked. "Well, it was only a matter of time, wasn't it?"

Did everyone bloody know about this but me?! Harry thought grumpily. But he followed along after James in search of Dahlia.

Fortunately, they did not find her and Neville in any compromising positions. They were sitting in a corner by themselves, holding hands and talking in quiet tones. Dahlia's head was resting on Neville's shoulder, and Harry couldn't help but think that he had never seen her look so relaxed before – even with any of her previous boyfriends. She had no urge to flaunt the relationship with grandiose shows of affection...she was simply content to be there with him in the moment.

James politely cleared his throat. "Ready to go, darling?" he asked. Dahlia nodded her head, and she and Neville both stood, still holding hands.

"Come and visit sometime this summer?" Neville asked hopefully.

"I'll try," Dahlia promised. And they shared a tender kiss before breaking apart. James merely gave Neville a respectful nod before following his daughter from the ward. Neville eyed Harry warily, as though anticipating some kind of retribution. But Harry just nodded and turned to follow his family home.

Lily joined the family in Godric's Hollow a few hours later, having spent the afternoon and evening sifting through the rubble of her potions lab. "Managed to salvage a few samples," she announced wearily. "We might be able to scrape together enough potions to cure all the students before fall term begins."

The Potters enjoyed a quiet dinner together in relative silence. None of them needed to speak to know they were all thinking the same thing: they were all lucky to be alive. War was on their front doorstep, and every quiet moment of togetherness was one they could not take for granted.

That night, Harry had difficulty falling asleep. His mind was still whirring from everything that had happened over the past day and a half. The second war had begun, and his family had finally been vindicated, although that was little comfort for what he knew was to come. Voldemort had moved out of the shadows, and his attacks would be more overt and brutal now than ever before.

Harry knew now that he would never be strong enough to stop him on his own. He'd seen first-hand just out of his depth he was, how thoroughly outclassed he was by Voldemort. But that didn't mean he couldn't make a difference. Harry would continue training, continue fighting as best he could, to protect those around him.

At some point in the middle of the night, he heard a quiet knock on his door, and someone slipped into his room. "Harry?" Dahlia whispered. "Are you awake?"

"Yeah," Harry whispered back. "Can't sleep."

"Me neither," Dahlia muttered, shifting uncertainly. "Can I...stay in here tonight? I don't want to be alone."

"Of course," said Harry. He scooted over to make room for her as she slipped into bed beside him. Even with the distance between them he could feel her trembling...he could only imagine how traumatizing it was to be in the clutches of Lord Voldemort.

"How are you feeling?" he asked her. "Did he...hurt you?"

Dahlia stiffened a bit at the question. "He used the C-Cruciatus," she whimpered. "For twenty seconds or so, according to the Healers afterward. But it felt like an eternity."

"Shit," Harry breathed. "I know it's no fun. But in my experience, the muscle spasms should go away in a week or two."

Dahlia took a moment before responding to this. "How are you not afraid all the time?" she asked. "You always act like none of this phases you. And you stared down You-Know-Who in the Atrium like it was nothing."

"Truthfully? It was the scariest moment of my entire life," said Harry. "I thought I might lose you. I've just gotten good at hiding the fear and focusing on what I need to do."

There was another long silence as Dahlia processed this. "Thank you, Harry," she whispered. "For everything. You've always been there for me when I needed it."

"Always," said Harry.

"I haven't been there for you lately," Dahlia sniffled softly. "You were going through a lot this year too, and I was being a total bitch to you."

"You helped me figure out what to do about Katie," Harry pointed out. "And you defended me to your friends."

"Still, I'm sorry for everything," Dahlia whispered shakily. "I was unhappy, and making bad decisions, and I was too prideful to ask you for advice."

"It's alright," Harry reassured her. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry for scaring the shit out of all your boyfriends."

Dahlia giggled. "Try not to give Neville too hard of a time?" she said hopefully. "He's terrified of you."

"What can I say? I'm overly-protective that way," Harry quipped. "So if you hurt that boy, Merlin help me Dahlia, I'll make sure you regret it."

Dahlia laughed openly at the quip. "Love you, idiot," she whispered affectionately.

"Love you too, moron."

Dahlia fell into sleep shortly after, but it was clearly not a restful one. She murmured discontentedly under her breath, still twitching lightly and tossing and turning from some kind of nightmare. Harry scooted closer to her and gently took her hand, just as she'd taken his in the Hospital Wing last June. She gradually calmed down, her rapid breaths settling to a gentler rhythm as rest overcame her.

Harry lay awake a while longer, contemplating the future. It occurred to him that he'd surpassed his life span in the previous timeline, having survived the Department of Mysteries fiasco. He was now officially flying blind, his foreknowledge of events no longer useful in any way. He knew no more about what the future held than anyone else.

He had no idea what the year to come would look like for him. But he knew he had his family's love and support, no matter what ugly things he had to do to keep them safe. And that knowledge allowed Harry to finally fall into an uneasy sleep.

A/N: I had planned to end Year Five with this chapter, but as usual the length got away from me so I'll wrap it up next week. A few more loose ends to tie up, but also plenty more to open up for Year Six and beyond!
Year 5-20: Mentor's Remorse

After years of frivolous reporting and made-up stories, it seemed now like The Daily Prophet could barely cover everything happening in the wizarding world now. Every day brought new Death Eater attacks, new alleged Voldemort sightings, new rumors from within the Ministry. Harry read every new edition cover to cover and still felt woefully uninformed about the greater machinations of the war.

This was not at all what he expected war to be like. He envisioned vast battlefields, hundreds of fighters working in tandem against their foes. But Voldemort's tactics were more underhanded and dirty: striking fast and hard, causing as much mayhem as possible before retreating ahead of the Aurors' arrival.

It left Harry feeling inadequate in the face of such an enigmatic enemy. How was he meant to make a difference in this war? What use was it to be a strong fighter when the enemy disappeared before a fight could even occur? The Aurors seemed just as ineffective, always one step behind, and he could sense the frustration mounting after days of arriving at the scene too late. Harry was unsure what to do next, and what direction his life would take in the coming months.

One morning, Harry came downstairs for breakfast to find Lily seated at the kitchen table, sipping a cup of coffee. She had several pieces of parchment spread out across the table before her, as she perused their contents.

"Morning, Mum," Harry greeted her. "What have you got there?"

"Oh, this?" said Lily. "Madam Marchbanks owled this morning about your O.W.L.'s. She was supposed to come next week to administer the exams, but I can request a delay so you can finish preparing."

"We can do it next week," said Harry. "I'm basically prepared."

"You're certain?" asked Lily nervously. "You haven't touched your textbooks in nearly two weeks, and with everything else going on—"

"I could use the distraction," said Harry. "I'll be ready by Saturday."

In truth, he hadn't given much thought to his O.W.L.'s since Saul's death. He'd planned to forego them and leave home to join Bill and Fleur on the Horcrux hunt full-time, but those plans would have to wait until he could speak with them properly. Fleur was still laying low in France, while Bill was keeping busy with the Order and constantly on assignment. Besides, having something to occupy his mind with might help to ease the pit of anxiety bubbling in his stomach day after day.

Harry sat with Lily to go over Marchbanks' materials and begin studying. "She's sent a checklist to mark all the exams you want to take, in addition to the three you've already completed," said Lily. "I've signed you up for Potions, Herbology, Astronomy, History of Magic, Ancient Runes, Divination, and Care of Magical Creatures."

"And Muggle Studies," Harry said, indicating the unchecked box on the list.

"But you've never taken Muggle Studies!" Lily frowned.

"I reckon I'll be alright," Harry shrugged. He'd come across one of his mother's old textbooks on the subject in the basement, and found the material laughably easy. Ten years spent living with the Dursleys felt like more than adequate preparation. Lily didn't seem all that reassured by his answer, but she did sign him up for the exam anyway.

The two of them spent the remainder of the week cramming for the exams. Occasionally James would jump in to give pointers when he was around, or Dahlia would wander by and listen in on Lily's explanations, making it a full family activity. Harry relished in the simple, mundane routine, allowing him to take his mind off of the war. With so much doom and gloom forecasted in the Prophet lately, it was nice to pretend that everything was normal for a little while.

The following Monday, Madam Marchbanks arrived at eight o'clock sharp with a binder full of materials. "Good morning, Mr. Potter," she greeted Harry when she entered the living room. "I am delighted to see you continuing your education, though it saddens me that we must meet under these circumstances."

They headed down into the basement, where Lily had set up a single desk and chair for Harry. "Any preference on where you'd like to begin?" asked Marchbanks.

"Not really," Harry shrugged.

"Very well," she shrugged, pulling out the first test and placing it face-down on his desk. "You will have two hours per written exam. Your time starts now."

Harry flipped over the first sheet, which was the Muggle Studies written exam. He felt a twinge of anxiety at the foreign subject, but instantly relaxed as he read the first question: 'Describe how an automobile functions, and how a Muggle might use it in their day-to-day life.'

As he'd hoped, the test was laughably easy for someone like him who lived with Muggles. He was certain he aced the exam, aside from a handful of current-events questions like who the reigning Muggle Prime Minister was and the effects of Thatcherism on British Muggles. Harry was able to make up a vague answer based on rants he'd heard Uncle Vernon give while watching the news, and overall felt he might have snagged an 'Outstanding'.

Harry moved on from there to Divination, History of Magic, and Care of Magical Creatures. He ignored the growing cramps in his right hand as he flew through the tests, which he'd already taken in his previous timeline. History of Magic gave him the most trouble, though he retained enough memory of the questions that he was able to study the right things this time around and give decent enough answers. It turned out that not having a Dark Lord trying to break into your mind during an exam did wonders for one's concentration.

Madam Marchbanks ended things there that day, and returned the following morning for the remaining four exams. Astronomy and Ancient Runes went alright, though like Hermione in his last timeline, he felt he might have mistranslated a handful of runes here and there. Herbology was simple enough, describing various plants and their properties based on diagrams. And to his relief, Potions was a breeze thanks to Lily's close tutoring – her simple way of explaining the subject was far preferable to Snape's hands-off approach.

By the end of the day, Harry couldn't feel his writing hand, and his vision was blurring across every page of scribbled answers. He turned in the final exam with relief, and returned upstairs with Madam Marchbanks.

"That will conclude the written portion of the exams," Marchbanks informed him and Lily. "You will still be required to perform practical exams for Potions, Herbology, and Care of Magical Creatures. Mrs. Potter, can you arrange transport for your son to Hogwarts this coming Friday?"

"Hogwarts?" Lily frowned. "Why there?"

"It is the only location with the required facilities to conduct practicals," said Marchbanks. "The Headmaster has graciously allowed us to use the grounds for the day to finish Harry's exams."

"That was kind of him," Lily muttered. "Harry will meet you there."

Harry hadn't expected to be returning to Hogwarts so soon after the werewolf incident, if ever again. It filled him with an odd sense of unease – would it still feel the same in the summer, with nobody around? Would he feel like an outsider, no longer welcome after being cast out?

But those feelings dissipated as soon as he walked through the front gates on Friday morning. After a quick Floo trip to Hogsmeade, he felt drawn by some unknown force towards the castle, like it was inviting him in. The massive stone structure was no less majestic than it was during term, if not moreso with the brilliant sunlight illuminating its many awe-inspiring features.

Madam Marchbanks was waiting for Harry at the stone steps into the Entrance Hall. "Good morning," she greeted him. "We will begin with your Potions practical, then move outside to conclude the others."

Even the Potions classroom felt familiar and inviting to Harry. (Of course, Snape being absent likely contributed to that feeling.) Madam Marchbanks guided Harry to his station, where a number of supplies were laid out on a table in front of him.

"You have ninety minutes to brew an antidote to salamander poisoning," she instructed him. "You may begin."

Never had Harry been more grateful for his mother's tutelage. He did not remember the precise recipe for the antidote, but knew from her lessons that lacewing flies were incredibly effective against salamander bites. He began with a generalized poison antidote, and when it came time to add the spider eyes, he sprinkled in the flies along with it. This produced a shower of sparks he hadn't anticipated, but the mixture turned a brilliant blue that he knew to be correct.

Madam Marchbanks looked surprised when he turned in his antidote at the end of the timer. "Not the solution I expected, Mr. Potter," she remarked, "but a rather ingenious one all the same. Professor Snape taught you well."

Snape didn't teach me shit, Harry grumbled internally. But he made no comment as he followed Madam Marchbanks back out onto the grounds for his final two exams.

First came a visit to the greenhouses for his Herbology practical. Harry went down the row of dangerous plants, identifying each one and demonstrating how to feed, prune, and harvest each one of them. He nearly caused a catastrophe when he moved to re-pot a fluxweed sapling, only to realize at the last moment that it was a baby Mandrake, which would have rendered the both of them unconscious if he'd pulled it out of the soil. Luckily, Madam Marchbanks seemed not to have noticed the lapse in concentration.

Finally, they walked down the hill towards Hagrid's hut for his Care of Magical Creatures exam. Hagrid himself was waiting for them, beaming when he saw Harry approach. He sported a few nasty cuts and bruises on his face – Harry wondered if the half-giant had once again transported Grawp back to Britain with him.

"Aye, how are yeh doin', Harry?" he greeted the teen. "Mighty fine thing yeh did here last month – they're calling yeh a hero! Wild, isn't it?"

"Thanks, Hagrid," Harry grinned. He was glad to be back in the man's good graces, after a rocky start to their relationship in his first year. They may not be as close now, and Harry didn't entirely trust the man's judgment, but he remained one of the most kindhearted people he'd ever met.

Harry spent the next couple hours demonstrating how to care for the various creatures Hagrid produced for him. He fed the Flobberworms the proper diet; de-scaled a Salamander without getting burned or bitten (though fortunately he had the antidote he'd made earlier in case he had); cleaned out the Hippogriff pens after earning the respect of its inhabitants; and successfully re-captured an escaped Niffler by luring it with a conjured gold coin.

By the time the exam concluded, it was late in the afternoon, and Harry was exhausted from the heat and the tough manual labor. But he felt satisfied nonetheless, knowing he'd performed to the best of his abilities.

"That concludes the practical exams," said Madam Marchbanks, packing her things. "Congratulations are in order, I think. Despite the constrained time frame and your, shall we say, unusual circumstances, I daresay you did quite well, Mr. Potter."

"Thank you," Harry nodded. "And thanks for taking the time out to administer them for me, again."

"It is rare that I get to enjoy watching a talented young man like yourself come into your own," said Marchbanks, a ghost of a smile on her lips. "I will owl your results to you by the end of the month. I think you can expect good news."

Harry glowed internally at the praise. It was a bittersweet feeling, really – he knew the results of his O.W.L.'s didn't mean much in the grand scheme of things, but it felt good to excel at something all the same. If it wasn't for this damned war, maybe Harry could have gone on to great things in the world of academia...but that was all just a pipe dream now.

"Anyway, I'd best be off," said Marchbanks. "Will you be accompanying me to the Floo?"

"Actually, my mother is meeting me in Hogsmeade for dinner," said Harry. "But thank you."

"Then best of luck to you, Mr. Potter," said Marchbanks with a firm handshake. And she headed back into the castle, leaving Harry alone with his thoughts.

He looked once more around the grounds of Hogwarts, his first true home. It was peaceful now, with no students, no fighting, no war. He already missed the place dearly – the thought of not being able to finish his experience here, in either timeline, was a tough pill to swallow. It would be difficult to leave here today and know he may never return. He had a few hours to kill before his mother showed up, and he wanted to make the most of his limited time here.

Harry wandered towards the Quidditch pitch, the site of so many good memories. Flying was the thing he would probably miss the most – the first thing he'd ever realized he was good at. He unlocked the broom shed and grabbed a school broom, intending to fly just a few laps around the pitch before returning it and leaving this place for good.

But nostalgia got the better of him, and he instead wound up soaring all across the grounds, taking in the majestic sights he'd taken for granted for so long. Dipping low over the lake, skimming the treetops of the Forbidden Forest, and weaving in between the turrets of the castle. Harry's life had never been normal, but Hogwarts was the place he'd felt the most normal in. The one place he truly belonged.

As Harry returned to the pitch, he realized that he was being watched. A lone figure stood at the stone steps of the Entrance Hall, watching him zoom around the grounds. Harry immediately dipped down to land and greet the man.

"Professor Dumbledore!" he exclaimed breathlessly. "Sorry, I was just going to return this broom and go—"

"It's quite alright, Harry," Dumbledore smiled at him. "I daresay nobody else was using it, and it's always wonderful to see somebody else appreciating the majesty of Hogwarts."

"How—how are you, sir?" Harry asked. The man appeared whole and healthy, if a bit pale, and he possessed two arms once more. "Were they able to regrow your arm?"

"Sadly, no," said Dumbledore. "Your sister did a tremendous job of saving my life – please do thank her when you get the chance – but the arm was a lost cause. Because of what Voldemort did, reattaching it was an impossibility. Fortunately, I was able to fashion myself an adequate copy."

He rolled up his sleeves and showed Harry his left arm. It was shimmering slightly with an uncanny glow, and the skin looked unnaturally rubbery and smooth. But it appeared to function just fine, with five working fingers and a full range of movement otherwise.

"Magic is wonderful, isn't it?" Dumbledore smiled wistfully. "It cannot solve all of our problems, but it is such a flexible tool if one knows how to wield it properly."

"I imagine someone as brilliant as you can wield it better than most," Harry offered.

"You flatter this old man, Harry," Dumbledore chuckled. "Come, walk with me."

Dumbledore led the way across the grounds down towards the lake. Harry reluctantly followed. He'd been wary of the old man for some time, uneasy about spending too much one-on-one time with him, but he supposed he owed this much to the man.

"I wanted to say thank you, sir, for saving mine and my sister's lives," said Harry. "We would have died for certain if you weren't there."

"Think nothing of it, my boy," Dumbledore waved him off. "Above all else, I am an educator, and I take the safety of my students' lives very seriously. And despite all that has happened, yes, I still consider you my student – as annoying a habit as you may find it."

"All the same," Harry chuckled. "I know I was rather...discourteous towards you in recent months. We may have our differences, but I apologize for lashing out at you."

"You owe me no apology, Harry," said Dumbledore. "If anything, I am the one who should be seeking your pardon."

"Come again?" said Harry, confused. "What do you mean?"

Dumbledore took a while to respond to this. They strolled leisurely around the lake, the afternoon sun casting its warm rays across the surface of the water.

"I am an old man, Harry, and I have made many mistakes," said Dumbledore forlornly. "For much of my life, I have had two primary regrets, both involving talented young wizards. The first was a dear friend of mine: Gellert Grindelwald, whose ambitious and dreams I largely shared, but I failed to recognize the darkness in him until it was too late."

"You were friends with Grindelwald?" Harry asked, surprised. He'd heard of Dumbledore's famous defeat of the dark wizard back in the 1940's, but never knew this.

"Oh, yes, and I was blinded to the truth by his brilliance and charisma," said Dumbledore. "So when I met another young wizard, rather similar to Gellert, I chose to do things differently. I kept my distance, refused to get too close to the young man. And in doing so, I made the opposite mistake: I isolated him, and failed to recognize the warning signs from afar until he was already the monster I feared him to be."

"Tom Riddle," said Harry knowingly.

"Indeed," Dumbledore grimaced. "And I have carried the shame of those two great failures for my whole life. I promised myself I would never again make the same mistake for a third time. And yet, I fear that I have."

Harry's stomach dropped. "How do you mean?"

"I knew from the moment you started at Hogwarts that you were different than your peers," said Dumbledore. "Uncommonly talented, driven, and prescient in ways no eleven-year-old ought to be. I knew that you would grow to be a powerful wizard one day, one with influence over our world. And I admit that I was afraid."

"Afraid of me?" Harry asked, bewildered.

"Afraid that I would lead you astray, as I had Gellert and Tom," Dumbledore explained. "I did not know whether to smother you with attention or to leave you be. And I'm afraid I picked an unfortunate middle-ground that made me seem aloof, like I was scrutinizing you from afar and trying to unearth all your secrets."

That made sense to Harry. He did indeed feel that way about the Headmaster at times, contributing to his distrust of the man. But would he have felt any better about the situation if Dumbledore showered him with attention, or gave him none whatsoever? It was difficult to say, and he could see the conundrum from Dumbledore's point of view.

"I'm not a dark wizard, sir, and I have no intention of becoming one," said Harry firmly. "You don't have to worry about me becoming like Voldemort, or Grindelwald."

"Nor do I," said Dumbledore. "It has long been apparent to me that you have a good heart and the purest of intentions. How could you not, given who your wonderful parents are? I knew you would go on to fight for what you believe is right and protect those without the means to do so themselves."

"So what were you afraid of?" Harry asked pointedly.

"That you would choose the wrong path to power," said Dumbledore. "It may surprise you to know that I remain in constant contact with your father, despite our differences. He has long expressed his concerns about you, fearing that you were growing up too fast, burdening yourself too much with what was to come. We both shared alarm at your troubling visions and did not know the best way to handle them, as you always withdrew when we broached the subject. What if you decided to take shortcuts towards your own personal growth? Shortcuts like the Ritual of Ontogenesis, which I suspected you underwent during the summer before your fourth year?"

Harry said nothing, but felt a creeping chill rising within him. He supposed he shouldn't be surprised at how much Dumbledore knew or suspected about him, but it was nonetheless uncomfortable to be placed under a microscope this way.

"I say this not to frighten or reprimand you, Harry," Dumbledore continued. "I know you don't seek power for your own self-interests. You want to become stronger to protect your family and rid the world of a great evil, and I admire you sincerely for it. But I did not want to see you lose yourself to the Dark Arts in the process."

"I haven't," Harry said stubbornly. "I don't seek out dark magic because I like how it feels, or anything like that. It's a means to an end."

"And oh, how often I've heard that phrase from well-meaning individuals who succumbed to the darkness anyway," Dumbledore sighed sadly. "I wanted to find a way to mentor you without scaring you away. So I sent you to Saul Croaker."

"Why him?"

"I figured he was a neutral party you might feel comfortable opening up to," said Dumbledore. "He was of course bound by his Oaths to keep your secrets, so you wouldn't suspect I was trying to steal them."

"And were you?"

"Not at all," Dumbledore smiled. "I still have a great many questions about you, Harry Potter, but I have long ago discarded the notion that you have any ill-intentions. I only wanted to give you somebody to talk to, for I know just how maddening it can be to hold such secrets inside for so long."

"Well, Saul was a tremendous help," Harry said. "If that was indeed your intention, it worked. Saul was a good man."

"Indeed he was," Dumbledore nodded. "I hear his family is holding a memorial service in London this weekend – I presume you will be in attendance?"

"Oh," said Harry. "I hadn't heard...but yes, I suppose I will be."

"Good," Dumbledore nodded. "I've always detested funerals, but I find they are essential to bring closure to the end of long and fruitful relationships. Death has a nasty habit of interrupting us before we've said all the things we need to say to one another, but it's important to say them anyway, if only for our own peace of mind."

"Huh," said Harry thoughtfully. He'd had similar feelings about his past timeline and the relationships he'd lost through the Veil. He had never really given himself time to mourn all of those losses, and it weighed heavily on him to this day.

"In any case," said Dumbledore, "I want to apologize for how spectacularly I have failed you and your family over the past few years. I never imagined the Potters would fall so neatly into Lord Voldemort's cross-hairs, and you have suffered more than most. I wish I could shoulder that burden for you, your sister and your parents, but I haven't."

"You partially made up for it in the Ministry last month," Harry pointed out.

"Yes, but I would have done it regardless," said Dumbledore. "So I must beg your forgiveness all the same. Can you understand how an old man made all the wrong choices to help his student, and forgive him his many sins?"

Harry contemplated this. He had every inclination that Dumbledore was being sincere in his words. The old man seemed genuinely remorseful, and sought atonement in Harry's eyes.

"I understand, sir," said Harry. "And I forgive you for your honest mistakes. But I'm afraid that trust is still broken between us, and it won't entirely heal overnight."

"Understandable," Dumbledore nodded. "And I intend to continue repaying your family for my past errors in judgment. Which is why I have an offer for you."

"What kind of offer?" asked Harry, intrigued.

"I do not know how much thought you have put into your future," said Dumbledore. "But knowing you as your father and I do, I expect you will continue to fight this war, and will seek ways to better yourself to fight the most dangerous of Death Eaters, if not eventually Lord Voldemort himself. Your father's recent letters seem to indicate that he fears you running away from home before too long in this pursuit."

Harry said nothing. He once again felt that Dumbledore was reading him like a book, and perfectly analyzing his intentions.

"I fear this would be a terrific mistake on your part," said Dumbledore. "Though I do not begrudge your instinct to use the coming years for self-improvement. Which is why I wish to offer my services as your mentor, to help train you for the war."

Harry looked up at the man, astonished. "You want to train me how to fight?" he stammered.

"I do," Dumbledore confirmed. "James and I have come to the same conclusion that you will be joining the fight before long, and nothing either one of us says will sway you from that path. So allow me to arm you with everything I can offer to help you survive."

Now that was an interesting offer. A month ago Harry would have balked at the idea of letting Dumbledore take him under his wing. But now, having seen just how out of his depth he truly was, the thought of learning combat magic from the greatest wizard alive was an intriguing prospect.

"How would that work, exactly?" Harry asked slowly. "You'll still be Headmaster, won't you?"

"Yes," Dumbledore nodded. "And this would necessitate that you re-enroll at Hogwarts for your sixth year in the fall."

"Is that even possible?"

"Oh, I imagine so," Dumbledore smiled. "I can appeal your case with the Board of Governors to have your expulsion overturned. Considering that they are no longer in Lucius Malfoy's pocket, they may be more amenable to the idea...especially given your recent status as the 'Hero of Hogwarts'."

Harry blanched at the nickname the Prophet had bestowed upon him. But in this instance, his reputation might actually prove to be a boon rather than a hindrance. After years of slanderous lies from the paper, Harry wouldn't feel one bit bad about using their coverage to further his own gains for a change.

Would he really want to return to Hogwarts? The idea enthralled him, but also concerned him. He would once again be confined to the castle ten months out of the year, and would be willingly placing himself under Dumbledore's watchful eye. That would make the horcrux hunt more complicated. But then again, was it worth the trade-off of learning magic from Albus Dumbledore directly? Perhaps no wizard alive had ever been given such an incredible offer, and Harry knew he would benefit tremendously from the man's mentorship.

"I...need to think about it," Harry said eventually.

"But of course," Dumbledore smiled. "It is a big decision. And please believe me when I say that I have no ulterior motives with this offer. I wish only to do right by you, to set you on the proper path towards success."

Their wandering path had taken them back to the front steps of the castle. The sun was dipping lower in the sky now, indicating the lateness of the hour. "I'd best go and meet my mother now," said Harry. "It was a pleasure speaking with you, sir."

"Likewise, Mr. Potter," Dumbledore smiled. "As Madam Marchbanks told me this morning, it is a rare gift as an educator to spend quality time with a student as brilliant as you."

Does he mean that, or is he just flattering me to win back my trust? Harry wondered. He felt a bit guilty for thinking that way. But he nevertheless shook Dumbledore's hand and bid him goodnight before walking down the path towards Hogsmeade. He had no idea what to make of the man's offer, and knew that he now faced a significant crossroads in his life. He would have to think long and hard about his options before deciding what to do.

The following morning over breakfast, Harry mentioned Saul Croaker's memorial service and expressed his interest in attending. He'd like to say a proper good-bye to the man who had given him so much valuable guidance over the years.

"It might not be such a good idea," Lily muttered. "If You-Know-Who knows you two were close, he might expect you to come—"

"He didn't know," Harry said confidently, remembering what he'd overheard Lockhart saying about the man in the Department of Mysteries. "Besides, Saul was a close friend, and I'd like to pay my respects."

James and Lily shared a look. "I'll take him and act as a lookout," James offered. Lily didn't appear thrilled with this idea, but she eventually relented.

That Sunday, Harry donned his nicest Muggle attire and met with James to Apparate to the service. It was being held at a Muggle church on the outskirts of London, and he didn't know what Saul's family was like, so he figured he'd err on the side of caution.

But it turned out not to matter much. When they arrived outside the tiny church, a simple fifty-person chapel in a quiet neighborhood, Harry was surprised to find it nearly empty. A woman sat in the front row of pews, and two wizards in official Ministry garb sat off to one side, talking quietly amongst themselves. Is this really all that bothered to show up for Saul? Harry wondered.

He and James took their seats near the back of the room as a Muggle priest took to the pulpit. The service was short and simple, the priest giving generic platitudes about the dearly departed and his 'important work as a civil servant'. Harry wondered how much information the priest had been given about Saul, and if he even knew the man was magical.

After delivering his remarks, the priest stepped back to allow for private mourning. The two Ministry employees approached the woman seated in the front and shook her hand solemnly before departing, giving James and Harry a respectful nod on the way out the door.

James hung back as Harry approached the woman standing beside the coffin. She was in her mid-fifties and wore a simple black dress for the occasion. Harry approached the woman slowly, and she stood to solemnly greet him.

"You must be Mrs. Croaker," said Harry, giving her a small bow. "I'm Harry Potter. I was...a friend."

"It's Ms. Hastings, actually," the woman corrected him. "Saul and I divorced some fifteen years ago. You can call me Corinne."

"Oh," said Harry, surprised. "Sorry, I didn't know."

"Yes, well, I am unsurprised that Saul didn't discuss his person life with you," Corinne sniffed. "It is in part why we separated – he never did want to open up to me."

"I see," Harry muttered. Was that why Saul had become an Unspeakable? Did he prefer to keep things to himself, to not open himself up to others? It made him realize just how little he knew the man – how much he'd never asked him in life.

"Potter, you say?" said Corinne, examining him shrewdly. "Saul mentioned you in some of his recent letters. Said he was mentoring you."

"That's right," Harry nodded. "He was a tremendous help to me."

"Hmph," said Corinne. "How nice for you, that he was there for you in a time of need. Shame he couldn't be there for his own son who needed him the most."

"I...didn't know he had a son," he admitted.

"He doesn't," Corinne laughed hollowly. "Our Adam died during the last war. He should bloody well still be here, if Saul wasn't too cowardly to tell him no."

Harry felt a chill run down his spine – he sensed that he had touched on a sore point between Saul and his ex-wife. But his curiosity prevented him from letting things lie. "What happened?" he asked quietly.

"He stupidly let our boy run off and join the cause," Corinne said bitterly. "We were safe, hidden under Dumbledore's protection. But Adam was determined to fight, to go out and face the Dark Lord 'like a man'. And my ex-husband didn't stop him. He just watched him run off and get himself killed."

"Well...that was noble of Adam," Harry offered. "It sounds like he just wanted to do the right thing—"

"He was seventeen!" Corinne snapped. "Hadn't even graduated Hogwarts yet! Believe you me, he was just sick of being cooped up at home, separated from his friends. He didn't know what he was doing, and Saul should have known better than to let him go."

How did I never know this before? Harry wondered. Surely such a tragic backstory would have come up at some point, over the three years he knew Saul. Was he truly so closed-off that he would never speak of this to anyone? Was he perhaps ashamed of allowing his underage son to get killed?

Harry was also struck by how similar the Croakers' story was to his own. He, too, was sick of being cooped up at home and craved action, wanted to be out their making a difference. And as he had learned in the Department of Mysteries, he was still far out of his depth. He was not ready to be on the front lines, to take Voldemort head-on, much less his top lieutenants. Bellatrix had been a fluke, and the other Death Eaters would never underestimate him again once the word spread of what he had done.

"I'm very sorry about your son," said Harry sincerely. "And about Saul. I know you may not have seen eye to eye with him, but he was a good man. Staunchly opposed to Voldemort to the very end."

To her credit, Corinne did not flinch at the mention of the Dark Lord's name. "Well," she said noncommittally, "thanks for coming, I guess. Best that I wasn't the only sorry soul who showed up to his wake, anyway." And she wandered off, leaving Harry alone with his thoughts.

He did not stay long in the little chapel. It was a closed casket, which was no surprise given the state of the body when Harry had seen it at the scene of the crime. Nobody else was there, given Harry no one to talk to about the man, no one to commiserate with. So he sat in the front row for a while, thinking back on his relationship with the man, before standing and rejoining James to return home.

Ironic, isn't it? Harry thought as he took to his bedroom back in Godric's Hollow. I never bothered talking to the man in life, but now in death, there's so much I want to ask him. But it was too late. Saul was beyond the grave, in another place now, never to be seen again. All the secrets he'd kept in life would die with him, undisturbed by Harry, by Corinne, by Lockhart, by anyone. No one would be able to speak to him again.

Harry abruptly sat up on his bed. What if there was a way he could speak to Saul? He couldn't believe he hadn't thought of it before. The answer lay at the bottom of his trunk, wrapped in a sock, forgotten in all the turmoil of the past few weeks. The object they'd retrieved that last time he ever saw Saul alive.

The Resurrection Stone.

Harry dove into his trunk and pulled out the tiny black rock. It still looked benign, just sitting there in his palm, its triangular eye staring unblinkingly up at him. If it wasn't for Saul, Harry never would have suspected it was anything of consequence. It was only when he focused his senses on the stone that he felt it: a subtle but powerful tug of magic radiating from it, an icy-cold presence indicating that there was more, much more to it than met the eye.

Harry had no idea how to use the stone, or even if it could be used. What if something went wrong? Would it bring Saul back as an Inferi, cursed to attack those he once cared about? Would it turn his soul into a ghost, doomed to roam the earth unmoored for all of eternity?

But Harry had to try. He felt that he'd left things unresolved with Saul, and had to make this last effort to connect with him. So that night, after his parents had gone to bed, he snuck out of the house with the stone in his pocket, mentally preparing himself to summon the dead.

He headed east out of town, towards the expansive fields that marked the mass goblin graves. He stopped just short of the wards marking the boundary, straying from the dirt path to ensure no one would stumble across him during his potential act of necromancy. He held the stone in his palm, examining it in the dim moonlight, wondering what exactly he ought to do.

Then, it felt as though the Stone reached out and gently grasped his fingers. Harry fought hard not to drop the thing and run, wondering if perhaps some remnant of Voldemort still resided within. But the magic somehow felt soothing and familiar to him...he couldn't describe why, but it was as though an old friend was reaching out from the beyond to assist him.

So, as if being guided by some unseen force, Harry closed his eyes, turned the Resurrection Stone over in his palm three times, then whispered into the darkness: "Saul Croaker."

At once, Harry knew he'd been successful. He felt, rather than saw, the presence that had materialized before him. When he opened his eyes, Saul Croaker was standing in the field, not five feet away from him. But he was not quite real – somewhat resembling the apparition of Tom Riddle in the diary – and he looked younger, the deep crease lines of his face less pronounced, making him appear less stressed and grouchy than he had been in life.

"Saul?" Harry asked tentatively.

"Potter," Saul greeted him with a curt nod. "Look who finally remembered the magic stone we spent all that effort in retrieving. 'Bout damn time, don't you think?"

"Sorry," Harry muttered defensively. "There was a lot going on, and it just slipped my mind—"

"Just yanking your chain, kid," Saul laughed. He did not appear troubled in the slightest; in fact, he appeared happier and more at peace than Harry had ever seen him.

"Saul, I…" Harry began, but suddenly found that he didn't know what to say. He'd been bursting with questions just minutes ago, dying to get answers from the man, but now found himself rendered speechless. "I'm sorry," was all he could muster.

"Don't be," Saul smiled kindly. "Truthfully, I figured my days would be numbered once you told me Voldemort wanted information on the prophecy. Head Unspeakables tend to be target number one for such things, after all."

"Lockhart didn't extract anything important, did he?" Harry asked nervously. "He didn't see anything about what we were doing...what we were hunting?"

"Oh, no, he didn't," Saul reassured him. "He was quite careful as he picked around in my brain, in fact. He was trying to break the bonds protecting my memories of the Department, but was exceedingly careful not to access the memories themselves."

"Why not?" Harry frowned.

"Because he was ordered not to," said Saul grimly. "His master was quite explicit in that regard."

"His master?" Harry repeated. Then, the horrifying truth dawned upon him. "Voldemort was there?!"

"Indeed he was," Saul nodded in confirmation. "Along with that rat, Pettigrew. They watched as Lockhart pulled my brain apart, but ordered him to stop before it did me in completely."

"You survived Lockhart's Legilimency?" said Harry, bewildered. "But...but why would he bother to spare you?"

"Because the Dark Lord had greater plans for me, I'm afraid," said Saul. "He ordered both of his followers out of the room, then removed something from his robes and laid it on the ground beside me."

At once, Harry realized where this story was going, and couldn't believe he hadn't put the pieces together himself. "The Sword of Gryffindor," he breathed.

"Indeed," Saul nodded. "He began chanting something in a language I couldn't understand – something Middle Eastern in origin; maybe Arabic. The Sword started to glow beside me, and then I saw the flash of green and knew no more."

"You don't think…?" Harry said slowly, gears turning in his head. "He used you to…?"

"To complete his final horcrux," Saul confirmed. "It requires an act of murder, after all, so he probably figured he would kill two birds with one stone – no pun intended – by trying to learn more about the protections on my Department before finishing me off."

"Bloody hell," Harry breathed. That explained why Voldemort's appearance had changed in the Ministry Atrium – he had undergone yet another splitting of the soul since the last time Harry saw him. And it was confirmation that his earlier theory was correct: Pettigrew had retrieved the Sword from the goblin graves for his master, in order to complete the cycle of Founders' objects.

"I know it's morbid what happened to me," said Saul, "but this is good news for us, Harry. It means you know for certain what the final three horcruxes are: the Sword, the Cup, and the snake."

"And Neville," Harry pointed out. "And I've got no bloody idea how to find the first two."

"You managed to figure out the first few on your own," Saul shrugged. "I have faith that you and Bill – and maybe the Delacour girl – can find the rest."

"But I had help on all of those!" Harry protested. "You were the one who found the cave, and Kreacher told me about the locket. And I just happened to stumble upon the ring's hiding place by complete accident."

"I stopped believing in accidents after I met you, Harry," said Saul. "You have a knack for uncovering the truth, one way or another. You may think it's dumb luck, but you constantly put yourself in positions to succeed, making it easier for you to find it."

"Even so," Harry sighed, "I never thought I'd have to do this without you. I always figured we would have more time."

"Me too, kid," said Saul. "For a minute there, I thought you were going to get us all out of this war in one piece. But such is life."

"Me?" said Harry, bewildered. "But...but I wasn't the one in charge, you were!"

"Don't flatter me," Saul scoffed. "I knew from the minute we first spoke that you were a natural leader, like your father. I may know a lot of things, but I'm not built to lead. I was happy to provide you with all the information you needed to make the best decision forward."

Harry did not feel reassured by these words. If anything, they frightened him. "But I don't know what I'm doing!" he protested. "I don't know the best way forward! Half the time I'm just flying by the seat of my pants, trying my hardest not to screw everything up!"

"And yet, you carry on," Saul pointed out. "And people continue to follow you wherever you go. If anything, the fact that you are reluctant to take up the mantle makes you an even better leader than if you sought it out willingly."

Harry sighed...he wished he could refute this, but he could not. He had seen the look in the students' eyes in St. Mungo's the previous month, even among those older than him. They respected him and trusted his judgment. It unnerved him, made him doubt himself, but maybe Saul was right – they recognized his leadership abilities and saw him as someone worth following, so he must be doing something right.

"You remind me so much of my Adam," Saul said, giving Harry a watery smile. "He was also so eager to get involved, to join the cause."

"Your wife—er, your ex told me what happened," Harry said solemnly. "I'm very sorry; I didn't know."

"It was not a story I was eager to share," Saul sighed. "One of the great regrets of my life was letting him run off the way I did."

"Why did you?" Harry asked without thinking. He realized too late that the question was perhaps insensitive, but Saul did not appear offended; he merely smiled sadly.

"We had a fight," Saul reflected. "Adam felt trapped, cooped up in the house under Dumbledore's protection. With my job as an Unspeakable and Corinne being a high-ranking Muggle-born within the Ministry, we were both targets of the Dark Lord. Adam wanted to join his friends, many of whom had graduated and joined the Aurors, but I refused, saying he was too young, that he still had another year of Hogwarts left."

Harry listened attentively as Saul sadly recounted the tale.

"And Adam got so angry with me," Saul continued bitterly. "Said I was too much like my own father, who never let me do anything I wanted in my own childhood. And I just snapped, and told him if he wanted to go so bad, he should just go. And he did. Two weeks later, we got the news."

Saul paused and took several deep, shuddering breaths, tears dripping down his nose. Harry wanted to reach out and comfort the man, but it was not possible, the two of them separated by the impenetrable barrier of death.

"Corinne never could forgive me after that," Saul said after he recomposed himself. "Truthfully, neither could I. I thought I would just float along for the rest of my life, alone, until Death finally came for my soul. Instead, Death sent you along."

"Me?" said Harry.

"You gave me purpose," Saul said. "You made me feel like my life was worth something again. The last three years were the most stressful of my life, but also the most fulfilling. And I want to thank you for that."

Harry was gobsmacked by this. "But...you got killed because of it," he said.

"Death isn't truly so bad, Harry," Saul smiled. "I am with my Adam again, and we are at peace now. Do not pity me – if anything, I'm the one that pities you, and the dangerous path you still have before you. But I know you'll find your way through it."

Now it was Harry's turn to get emotional. He hadn't expected to get this kind of closure with Saul, but now he felt that he could make peace with the man's death.

"Do...do you think I could call on you again?" he asked uncertainly. "If I need help, or...or advice?"

Saul gave him a sad little smile, as though he'd anticipated this question.

"I don't think so, Harry," he said. "The Resurrection Stone has driven many men mad over the centuries, because they cannot truly bring back those they've lost. I believe we should consider this the end, so my soul can go back to resting in peace."

"Okay," Harry said hoarsely. He wasn't sure what to say. What do you say to someone, if you know it will be the last chance you get to speak to them forever...?

"Thank you for everything, Saul," he said sincerely. "I wasn't able to confide in anyone else until I met you. I might have gone mad without your help."

"Consider it a sign that you shouldn't isolate yourself," said Saul. "You have people that love you and want to help. Let them."

"I will," he nodded. "Rest easy, Saul."

Saul beamed at him, and it was the last thing Harry saw before he dropped the Stone and Saul faded from view. Harry sank to his knees and silently wept for his fallen mentor. It was cathartic, unleashing the pent-up emotions he'd been harboring for too long. Allowing himself to grieve properly before moving on, as Saul would want him to.

Eventually Harry picked up the Stone and got to his feet. He walked back home and crawled into bed, where he fell into the deepest and most restful sleep he'd gotten in weeks.

A/N: And so we have come to the ending of Year Five! Thank you all for sticking with me for yet another major story arc, with only two years to go now. If you couldn't tell from the finale of this year, the tone of this fic will start to get significantly darker from here, with more mature themes and events than we've seen thus far. I'm going to keep the rating of this fic the same for now, but just be warned that I may reassess at future date if I need to update it.
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Year 6-01: Accepted Terms

A/N: Home early from vacation and felt the itch to get straight back into writing, so here's an earlier than planned update. Fortunately it's just a boring old chapter where absolutely nothing earth-shattering happens to alter the trajectory of the entire story. (wink wink hint hint sarcasm sarcasm...) Enjoy!

"I'm not going!"

"It's a well-respected school, and they have an excellent Healing program—"

"Like that matters now!"

"Your future does matter!"

"Not as much as my present does!"

What the hell is going on? thought Harry as he descended the stairs. Heated voices were wafting out from the kitchen, and when he entered, he found Dahlia and Lily standing opposite one another, the former looking closed-off and resistant to whatever her mother was saying.

"Beauxbatons would be happy to have you," said Lily, brandishing a letter in her hand. "Madame Maxime says you can begin your O.W.L. year straight away, and the Delacours would be happy to take you in on holidays—"

"I won't leave my family!" Dahlia said adamantly.

"But what if your brother joins you?" asked Lily, looking to Harry for support. "Would you go if the two of you could stay together?"

Dahlia threw a questioning look towards Harry. "Erm...I'm not leaving if you and Dad aren't leaving," Harry responded.

"That's that, then," said Dahlia matter-of-factly. "I'm not leaving either."

Lily groaned and dropped the letter to massage her temple. "We are running out of options to make sure you are safe during this coming war," she sighed. "We cannot trust Hogwarts any longer, not after what happened to you last month!"

"Dumbledore will update the wards so that can't happen again," Dahlia fired back confidently. "And I'll have Ginny and the other Gryffindors watching my back; they've already said so."

"I just don't love the idea of my children splitting up," Lily muttered. "If the two of you were both there, maybe things would be different…"

Harry set about fixing his breakfast, feeling a tad guilty. He hadn't yet told his parents about Dumbledore's offer, wanting to think more about it before reaching a decision. He knew James and Lily would immediately jump on the offer and demand that he accept it, but he wasn't quite sold himself. He would be severely restricted within Hogwarts, unable to move freely and complete his task that would be pivotal to ending the war. He also wasn't sure if he trusted Dumbledore...did he have pure intentions, or did he have an ulterior motive for wanting to bring Harry in close?

But he did agree with his mother in one respect: Hogwarts was no longer the safe bastion it once was, as Voldemort had proven willing and able to manipulate the goings-on within the castle. He still had people feeding him information from the inside, with multiple children of Death Eaters (not to mention Snape) reporting back to him on Dumbledore, the Potters, and more. Did Harry feel comfortable with Dahlia going back to school without him? What if something happened to her again...would he be able to forgive himself?

There was no shortage of distractions in the meantime, weighing on Harry's decision and complicating matters further. The first arrived in mid-July, in the form of two official Ministry owls that arrived over breakfast. Both carried letters addressed to Harry and James, with the official Ministry seal on the back. James cast a series of complicated diagnostic charms over the letters before allowing either to be opened.

"You really think that's necessary?" Lily asked worriedly.

"I won't put anything past Fudge at this point," James muttered. Finally satisfied, he handed one letter to Harry, who tore it open and took in the neat script within:

Dear Mr. Harry James Potter,

The Minister of Magic, Cornelius Fudge, cordially invites you to a forthcoming meeting of the Wizengamot on Monday, July 29. For your efforts in protecting Hogwarts during the attack of last month, you will be honored by the Ministry and awarded the Order of Merlin, Second Class. This is a tremendous honor that will be recognized in the Daily Prophet for your achievement.

Please respond at your earliest convenience to confirm your attendance at the meeting.

Sincerely,

Georgia Fawcett

Senior Undersecretary to the Minister of Magic

Harry folded his letter thoughtfully as peered over James' shoulder as he read his. It appeared to be identical, inviting him to accept an award of his own. He expected James and Lily to appear delighted by the news; instead, they shared a concerned look.

"You don't think this is a trap, do you?" Lily asked.

"I don't think so," James sighed. "Fudge's base of support is crumbling, and he's looking for any opportunity to create good press. Maybe he thinks he can use the Potters' recent popularity to boost his own numbers through a show of solidarity."

"After years of slandering us in the Prophet?" said Lily, sounding scandalized. "Surely he doesn't think people will fall for that!"

"I didn't say it was a wise plan," James chuckled. "Nobody ever accused Cornelius Fudge of being a smart man. I suspect that without Lucius Malfoy whispering in his ear, he's throwing everything at the wall and hoping something will stick."

"I suppose it makes sense to do it at the Wizengamot meeting," Lily mused. "That's when a call for a vote of no-confidence would happen, isn't it?"

"Indeed," James chuckled. "Maybe he thinks I'll say something in support of his tenure if he awards me and Harry first. After I nearly broke his nose last month? I have to respect the gall."

"So are we going to decline the invite?" Harry asked.

"Certainly not," said James. "An Order of Merlin is a tremendous honor, regardless of who is giving it. That will stay with you for your entire life. Besides, if there is a call for a vote, we need to be there making sure the next Minister is someone we can work with in the coming war."

"Have you heard from Amelia since the attack?" asked Lily. "She'll surely be one of the top candidates for the job."

"Not yet," James muttered. "We should call for an Order meeting this weekend, to make sure we have a strategy in place for the Wizengamot meeting."

"Sorry, what attack are you talking about?" Harry interjected.

"Amelia Bones' home was attacked by Death Eaters earlier this week," James sighed. "Completely destroyed before the Aurors were even alerted. Fortunately, she was not there at the time."

"Where was she?"

"With your Uncle Sirius," Lily said with a wry grin. "He claims that they've been spending more time together, working on legal issues."

"At three in the morning," James added with a smile of his own. "I never thought I'd see the day that Padfoot showed discretion in blabbing about the witches he's seeing. Usually I get the play-by-play within twenty-four hours."

"Yes, you men and your fixation on the anatomical details," Lily groaned. "But I'm happy for them both. Sirius needs someone to keep him in line, and Amelia deserves to let her hair down a little."

This news surprised Harry. He'd always pictured Sirius as the eternal bachelor, too wild and care-free to ever be tied down by a woman. But apparently he'd managed to wear down Amelia's defenses, and she'd managed to hold his attention for more than a few weeks.

The pairing was confirmed a few days later, when the Potters made the trip to Sirius' manor for the Order of the Stag meeting. Sirius and Amelia greeted each new arrival from the fireplace, standing side by side and looking more relaxed than Harry had seen either of them lately.

"So when were you going to break this news?" James asked with a wry grin as he hugged his best friend.

"Wasn't planning on it, truth be told," Sirius grinned sheepishly. "Lia wanted to keep it hush-hush at first, but ol' Moldyshorts kinda forced our hand."

"What did I say about calling me Lia?" Amelia groaned, though she did not look terribly upset by the pet name. If anything, the deep frown lines on her face appeared far less pronounced than ever before.

The group met around the dining table soon after, with Remus, Alessia, Dale Greengrass, Andromeda Tonks, and Barty Crouch Senior joining the proceedings. They all hushed respectfully when James took to the head of the table to begin the meeting.

"Well, a lot's happened in the past month," James chuckled dryly. "War is officially at our doorstep, and so far Voldemort has remained a step ahead of us at every turn. We need to make some tough decisions about where to focus our resources and how to best tackle this issue."

"Shouldn't Dumbledore be involved in such a conversation?" said Dale nervously. "I know you don't fully trust him, but he is the only one capable of standing up to You-Know-Who."

"That is true," James conceded. "Which is why I've decided that the Potters will be re-joining the Order of the Phoenix."

"We are?" Harry said, surprised. He hadn't expected his father to have such an about-face so quickly, especially given Dumbledore's recent failures to keep Dahlia safe within the Hogwarts grounds.

"I still don't trust his judgment as a leader," James clarified. "And I will not be taking orders from him ever again. But he is working towards the same goal as us, and it's important that we pool our resources and avoid stepping on one another's toes. We should at least touch base with him every now and again to make sure our aims are aligned."

James threw a fleeting look towards his son as he said this. Harry wondered once more if this was really the truth behind the matter. He knew now that James and Dumbledore were in close communication about Harry...had they come to the mutual decision that he must be watched more closely? Was James hoping to mend the relationship between his son and his former Headmaster, in order to prevent Harry from running off on his own?

"Dumbledore's Order is hardly doing much better than us at the moment," Remus pointed out. "Their response time isn't any faster than the Aurors, and Dumbledore remains rather passive in his approach rather than proactive."

"A fact I'm painfully aware of," James muttered. "Which is why we should focus our efforts on the upcoming Wizengamot meeting, to ensure the next Minister of Magic is sympathetic to our cause. And I really think Amelia is the perfect candidate for that."

"I don't know, James," Amelia sighed. "I'm a bureaucrat, not a leader. What makes you think I'd be such a great Minister?"

"You're well-liked within the Minister and could work with both sides of the aisle to get things done," James pointed out. "With me back in the Auror Office and Dale wrangling votes in the Wizengamot, we would have all our bases covered."

Amelia looked somewhat uncomfortable by this prospect. "I'll think about it," she eventually muttered.

James turned next to Dale Greengrass, who appeared fretful and troubled. "How are you holding up, Dale?" he asked softly. "I understand that your home was attacked two nights ago?"

Harry's heart sank at this news. He knew the Greengrass family valued their neutrality and wished to stay out of the conflict, but apparently Dale's recent efforts at the ICW summit had placed a target on his back as well.

"Yes, but fortunately we were prepared," Dale said grimly. "As soon as the wards were triggered, my wife and daughters used their emergency Portkeys to get out to safety. I stayed behind long enough to trigger a few nasty traps before following."

"Well, you took out two low-level Death Eaters with your traps, so well done," James chuckled humorlessly. "I take it the family is in a safer place now?"

"Oh, yes," said Dale. "We've moved to our summer home in the countryside, which is hidden beneath the Fidelius Charm. Daphne and Astoria are frustrated to be stuck out there, but at least they'll be safe."

"Glad to hear it," James nodded. "I know this is a difficult time for you, but can we count on your support at the upcoming Wizengamot meeting?"

Dale swallowed deeply. "I will do what I can to rally votes for our desired candidate," he nodded.

"And if that candidate happens to be you?" James asked pointedly.

Dale paled at this suggestion. "W-why would it be me?" he stammered.

"You're a senior member of the body, and well-respected on both sides," James pointed out. "You will also have a strong narrative thanks to your efforts at the ICW and the recent attacks."

"I'd hate to have an additional target painted on my daughters' backs," Dale sighed. "They would be put at risk if their father became Minister of Magic."

"Well, that target is already on there, it would seem," James shrugged. "Just think about it. If we need a candidate, I hope you'll step up."

Dale nodded forlornly at this. Harry knew the man had already risked much in this war, and that James had pushed him far outside his comfort zone. But if it meant tipping the scales of power in their favor within the Ministry, it would be worth it in the end.

The rest of the meeting progressed with James checking in on the various members' personal war efforts. Lily and Remus had managed to secure enough supplies to cure the affected students ahead of the upcoming school year, but were still struggling to rebuild their lab without Ministry support. Sirius and Andromeda were finding success in weaponizing the Black family fortune and business holdings against the Death Eaters, with multiple families' assets seized due to pending legal disputes. Crouch Sr. continued to push for foreign aid to Britain with international dignitaries, though his progress remained slow.

The rush of information was starting to overwhelm Harry, and he soon realized just how out of his depth he truly was in this war. He never realized how much went on behind-the-scenes in a wizarding war, and knew this was only scratching the tip of the iceberg. There were many factors at play outside of his control, and he would never be able to fully get a grasp on them all. He would have to simply focus on his own role and hope that it was enough to get them over the finish line.

At the meeting's conclusion, Harry agreed to accompany his parents to the forthcoming Order of the Phoenix meeting that weekend. He knew that, despite their nonchalant attitude, they were both desperate for Harry to feel like he was being included so that he wouldn't run off and take matters into his own hands. He wondered if they knew what had happened to Adam Croaker in the last war and hoped to avoid a similar fate.

Harry regretted his decision almost at once as they stepped through the Floo that Saturday, but that could have been mainly due to the oppressive gloom of Grimmauld Place. He hadn't set foot in the place for many months, and each time it only reminded him of the Sirius from his last timeline and the circumstances that led to his death. But he pressed forward, determined to salvage a better outcome in this new reality.

Many Order of the Phoenix members were already present when Harry walked into the conference room. They were all surprised to see the Potters, but not displeased – in fact, James was mobbed almost the moment he walked in the room, everyone eager to express their joy (and relief) at seeing him back in Britain's good graces. Harry, too, received his own share of praise for his heroics at Hogwarts, as did Lily for her ongoing efforts to cure the afflicted students.

"The twins told me all about what you did at the school last month," said Molly Weasley as she pulled Harry into a tight hug. "And Ron had nothing but praise for how you handled yourself in that Department. You should be very proud, Harry."

"Thanks, Mrs. Weasley," Harry said gratefully. He didn't have the same motherly bond with Molly in this timeline as in the last, but he always appreciated her affection, as it had come at a critical moment for him in his original childhood.

"Well done, Harry," said Bill, who came forth from the background to shake his hand. "Glad to see you in one piece."

"Likewise," said Harry, giving Bill a once-over. He appeared somewhat pale and thinner than usual, but no worse for wear. "How have you been holding up?"

"Getting by, same as everyone else," Bill shrugged. He appeared anxious, as though he wanted to say much more. Harry did, too...they had a lot to discuss, but not in front of so many people.

"I was hoping to speak to you about our, erm, project later," said Harry carefully. "Perhaps we can get together in the next week or so?"

"I'd like that," Bill nodded eagerly. "Fleur will be home soon from France – I'm sure she would be eager to see you too."

"What's this about a project?" Lily asked curiously, as she unexpectedly walked up from behind Harry.

"Oh," said Harry. "Er...just some curse-breaking stuff Bill is teaching me."

"Well, that's very kind of you, William!" Lily beamed at the redhead. "Glad to hear my son is branching out and learning new things."

"Yes, Harry does tend to gravitate towards rather dangerous pursuits," Bill chuckled dryly. Lily didn't pick up on the more sinister implication of this observation, and merely smiled politely before moving along. Harry gave Bill a grim look before also going his separate way.

He spotted Cedric Diggory chatting with the Weasley twins in the corner and made his way over to them. "Boys," he greeted them. "Congrats on graduating."

"Yeah, funny, that," said Fred with a wink. "I don't seem to remember a ceremony."

"That's just par for the course though, Freddie," George remarked. "It wouldn't be Hogwarts without some life-shattering tragedy occurring around exam time, would it?"

You don't know the half of it, Harry thought grimly to himself. "What do you two have planned next?" he asked.

"We just rented out a space in Diagon Alley for our new defense supply shop," said Fred proudly. "Your dad helped us with the down payment. We've been churning out bracelets, pendants and undergarments nonstop."

"Brilliant!" Harry grinned. He felt bad about not being able to help the twins with their dreams in this timeline without the Triwizard Tournament winnings, but it was nice to hear the Potters continued to fund their aspirations. He turned next to Cedric. "How about you, mate?"

"Gonna join the Aurors," Cedric said with a sad smile. "There's been a big recruitment push in the past month, and I know at least five other recent grads who are joining along with me."

"They let you in even without your Potions N.E.W.T., then?" asked Harry.

"Yep," said Cedric. "Your dad was right: the Ministry relaxed their recruiting standards because of the war. And thanks to all your defense club meetings this past year, I'm one of the best duelers in the incoming Auror class."

"But not the best," corrected Tonks, who sidled up next to Cedric with a preening smirk. "Wotcher, Harry."

"Wotcher, Tonks," Harry said absent-mindedly. Then, his brain caught up to speed, and he did a double-take. "Tonks?! Wait, you've got your memory back?"

"Sadly, no," Tonks sighed. "There's still a massive hole where the last five or so years ought to be. The last thing I remember is the end of my seventh year at Hogwarts."

"Bloody hell," Harry breathed. "But...then how do you remember my name?"

"Part of my recovery has been viewing Pensieve memories of myself from the years I've forgotten," said Tonks. "Moody gave me a bunch of his memories from my Auror training, including all the times I met with you over the years. We had quite the rapport going, didn't we, Potter?"

"Yeah, we did," Harry said sadly. "Sorry to hear you can't remember it all."

"Yes, well, we'll just have to build new memories to make up for it, won't we?" Tonks said with a wink. "That's what Healer Edwards says, anyway. I'm trying to take it all in stride."

"Well, let me know if there's anything I can do to help," said Harry. "Are you returning to your Auror duties?"

"Well, the problem is, I don't remember becoming an Auror in the first place," Tonks shrugged. "So Auror Shacklebolt wants me to start training from scratch. I'll be in the trenches alongside this string bean here." And she patted Cedric patronizingly on the shoulder, even though he was nearly a foot taller than her.

"She's the only other trainee I can't beat," Cedric groaned. "She may have lost her memories, but she gets to keep her years of Auror instincts and muscle memory."

"Well, muscle is an area I've always excelled in," Tonks smirked. And she morphed her upper body into that of a massive bodybuilder, flexing her comically-large biceps as the boys laughed heartily at the joke. Harry was glad to see that Tonks' playful personality appeared to still be intact, even though he imagined her experience with Lockhart's curse must be horrifying to go through.

"What are your plans, Harry?" asked Fred. "Gonna take your talents to another school abroad?"

"I don't think so," said Harry. "I'm staying in Britain as long as the war's on. I couldn't bear to abandon my family like that."

"I hear you there," George grimaced. "Poor Charlie's been worried to bits about us off in Romania, and Bill's turned down multiple assignments in the Middle East because of all this."

"But surely you aren't quitting school entirely?" Cedric asked Harry, suddenly looking concerned.

"Not necessarily," Harry said cagily. "It depends."

"Depends on what?"

"Well—" Harry sighed, but before he could respond, the room around them suddenly fell to a hush. He turned just in time to see Albus Dumbledore enter the room. At once everyone began to file in around the conference table and take their seats. Kingsley initially took the seat to Dumbledore's left, but at the sight of James, he inclined his head and vacated the seat for him instead. Harry sat between his parents as Dumbledore stood to begin the meeting.

"Thank you all for coming," said Dumbledore with a tired sigh. "It has been a taxing couple of weeks, and I am glad to see you all alive and well. First, I would like to welcome back the Potter family, who have graciously accepted the offer to rejoin our Order."

A polite smattering of applause met this announcement. James nodded in acknowledgment, but kept his attention firmly fixed upon Dumbledore.

"Now, I understand that many of you are anxious about the rash of recent Death Eater attacks," Dumbledore continued. "Kingsley, would you care to enlighten us?"

Kingsley stood from his seat to address the room. "The Aurors have been responding to multiple incidents a night," he said. Harry could see the deep bags under the man's eyes attesting to this fact. "We believe they are going after high-ranking Ministry officials who may prove problematic to their cause in the future. For instance, in the past week they have gone after both Amelia Bones and Dale Greengrass, but both were unharmed."

"Why were they targeted?" Arthur Weasley frowned. "They aren't members of the Order."

"We believe it is because both of their names have been floated to replace Fudge as Minister of Magic," said Kingsley. "Both are popular candidates among current Ministry workers, and have proven willing to work against You-Know-Who in the past."

"What if it was retribution, then?" asked Bill Weasley. "Will they come after one of us next?"

"We don't know that for certain," Kingsley sighed. "While we of course urge everyone to use caution, we don't think any of the members here are in immediate danger...with the exception of the Potters, of course."

"Our home is heavily warded, as is the town around us," said James confidently. "Every other wizarding family in Godric's Hollow is aware of the threat and remains on the lookout for suspicious activity. If Voldemort comes for us, we'll have ample warning to escape."

That was reassuring for Harry to hear, but it still left him uneasy. He knew, after all, that Voldemort could be relentless in his pursuits, and if he truly wanted the Potters dead, he would find a way to make even the most stringent of ward fields look like flimsy canvas.

"Severus, what can you tell us about these attacks?" asked Dumbledore.

Snape shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "I am not privy to every attack plan ahead of time," he muttered. "I imagine the Dark Lord fears giving the Order time to prepare defenses. He has given me false coordinates for attacks in the past, which I fear is a test to ensure I am not feeding information to the other side."

"Doesn't trust you, does he?" Harry scoffed. "Even after all you've given him in return?"

The room looked stunned by Harry's harsh tone, but Snape merely looked at him impassively. "Care to elaborate, Potter?" he asked snippily.

"Voldemort knew about my sister and Neville Longbottom," Harry snarled. "Someone in the castle must have told him, in order for her to become a target. So tell me: were you the one who sentenced Dahlia to death?"

You could hear a pin drop in the room from the tension that question created. If Snape was intimidated by Harry's confrontation, he did not show it.

"The Dark Lord calls upon me for much more significant information than petty teenage relationship drama," Snape sneered.

"Don't deflect," Harry said warningly. "If I discover that you were the one who passed along that information, I swear to Merlin—"

"Professor Snape did not pass along that information, Harry," said Dumbledore firmly. "He has many more eyes and ears in the castle than just one man."

"Who, then?" Harry demanded. "Malfoy? One of the older Slytherins?"

"It could have been any number of students, yes," Dumbledore nodded. "More likely than not they did not realize the impact of their words. They were simply instructed to pass along any noteworthy observations about Mr. Longbottom to their parents, not understanding the consequences."

Lily pinched Harry hard in the arm and gave him a firm look that said, Drop it. James also gave Harry an odd look, though he did not appear as upset. If anything, he too was looking across the table at Snape under a new light, as though discerning for himself whether he was responsible for Dahlia's kidnapping.

"I propose that we assign a few members as lookout around key places of interest," Dumbledore suggested. "If we can get enough forewarning of an attack, we may be able to thwart their plans."

The Order didn't appear thrilled by this prospect. Thus far they'd remained safe by virtue of arriving too late on the scene. None of them seemed eager to be on the front lines when Voldemort himself arrived to sow his mayhem.

The rest of the meeting dragged on as Dumbledore and Kingsley recommended places to set up lookout posts. Once again, the plan struck Harry as incredibly reactive and ineffective. Shouldn't they be more proactive in their efforts? Shouldn't they be doing what James had been doing, looking for Death Eater safe houses and points of attack, rather than defense? This was a war, after all!

The meeting concluded soon after, and the group stood to leave or mingle with the others. Lily made a beeline directly for Snape, who followed her into another room after a brief hushed conversation. Apologizing on my behalf? Harry wondered. He wouldn't apologize for his sharp words, however – if Snape was indeed responsible for Dahlia's kidnapping, there would be hell to pay.

Harry made his way across the room, accepting various greetings and congratulations from the other Order members. He spotted his father chatting with Kingsley in a corner and headed in their direction, but was intercepted by a gentle hand upon his shoulder.

"A moment of your time, Harry?" asked Dumbledore. Harry sighed and nodded, following the Headmaster down the hall and into an empty drawing room.

"If you're going to tell me off for what I said to Snape, forget it," Harry said at once. "You know how much my sister's safety means to me, and—"

"That was not my intention," said Dumbledore calmly, raising a hand for peace. "I am indeed troubled by your animosity towards Professor Snape, but I wish to discuss other matters. Such as the offer for training I made to you earlier this month."

Harry nodded slowly as his considered this. He'd figured this topic would come up again today, and had indeed come to a conclusion about it.

"I've thought about your offer," said Harry. "And I would like to accept. However, I have a few conditions."

"Conditions?" Dumbledore repeated, raising his eyebrows in mild surprise. "Such as?"

"Number one, I won't put up with constant inquiries into my visions," said Harry. "As I said before, I still don't fully trust you, so I will share with you what I deem necessary, and nothing more."

"I can accept that," Dumbledore nodded solemnly. "What else?"

"Number two," Harry continued, "my class attendance will be voluntary. I won't be reprimanded or punished for skipping classes as I see fit, as I have my own personal preparations and research to conduct."

"Not all of your professors will be happy with this," Dumbledore frowned. "And your fellow students may take issue with such special treatment."

"Well, I am the 'Hero of Hogwarts'," Harry shrugged. "I reckon they won't even question it, especially once they learn that I'm taking private lessons from you."

Dumbledore pondered this in silence for a moment. "Any other requests?" he sighed.

"Just one more," said Harry. "As I understand it, seventh-year students are allowed to leave the grounds on select weekends if they obtain permission from the Headmaster. I wish to be granted that same permission without question."

"Why would you need to need to leave the grounds?" Dumbledore groaned. "I am not certain I can approve this request."

"Nothing that concerns you," Harry shrugged. "I have things to do, things I can't accomplish if I'm stuck in the castle for ten months out of the year."

"It would reflect very poorly on me if it were discovered I allowed an underage student to come and go as he pleased."

"I can be discreet," said Harry. "No one inside or outside the castle will know. I already have a reputation among my classmates for disappearing for long stretches – no one would even notice."

Dumbledore looked deeply troubled by Harry's request, but he appeared to be truly considering it. "And if I refuse your terms?" he asked. "What will you do next?"

"Leave home, probably," Harry shrugged. "It's regrettable, but it can't be helped. I will continue my research and preparations in secret until I'm ready to take the fight to Voldemort himself. I appreciate your offer, but my education means much less to me now than ever before."

"I figured as much," Dumbledore sighed. "I can accept your terms, Harry, but I have a few of my own."

Harry blinked; he hadn't expected Dumbledore to agree so easily. "Like what?" he asked.

"One, you will make yourself available to me one evening per week of my choosing," said Dumbledore. "I too am a busy man with limited time, and I must keep a flexible schedule while also meeting with you regularly."

"Alright, I can do that," Harry nodded.

"Two, you will not lay a finger against any of your fellow students, particularly Mr. Malfoy and his crew," said Dumbledore. "It has been difficult enough to sway the Board of Governors in your favor – any repeat infractions would jeopardize my standing as Headmaster."

"Fine," Harry shrugged.

"This is very important, Harry," said Dumbledore sternly. "I heard what you said to Professor Snape earlier. Are you willing to ignore any provocations from their camp, and take the higher ground?"

"I guess so."

Dumbledore studied him carefully. "Even if you learn that one or multiple of them is a Death Eater?" he asked.

Harry's blood ran cold. "You don't think—?" he breathed.

"I do," Dumbledore nodded solemnly. "Severus suspects that young Draco has accepted Voldemort's Mark over the summer."

"That son of a bitch," Harry growled angrily. Murderous thoughts rose up in his mind. Who cared that Draco was only sixteen? He'd now proven through his actions that he supported the Dark Lord, making him a danger to Harry and everyone aligned with him. And what if he had been the one to provide the intel about Neville and Dahlia that put the latter in danger? Harry wanted to strangle the boy just at the thought of it—

"Control yourself, Harry," Dumbledore warned, sensing his shift in mood. "Make no mistake: this was a curse, not a gift. Draco is being punished on behalf of his father Lucius for his repeated failures. He will undoubtedly be tasked with spying on his classmates, but you are not to engage with him, period. I will handle it myself. Is that understood?"

Harry wasn't actually sure if he could abide by this request. The thought of something happening to one of his friends or loved ones because of a Death Eater running free within the castle made him sick with worry. But he could feel Dumbledore's stern gaze upon him, so he eventually sighed and said, "Alright, I guess so."

"Good," said Dumbledore. "One final request. You will continue training your fellow students with your defense club."

Harry blinked in surprise. "The one I got in trouble for last time?" he asked.

"Percy Weasley resigned from the DADA position last week," said Dumbledore. "And I suspect the Ministry will be far less involved in Hogwarts in the coming year. You will be able to run the club out in the open, and given what happened at the school this past June, I suspect student interest will be very high."

"But why me?" Harry groaned. "Why not Neville, or the new Defense professor, or yourself?"

"Because you are the 'Hero of Hogwarts'," Dumbledore smiled knowingly. "If you intend to abuse that title for your own gain, I intend to see you live up to it through your actions. Students look up to you, and you are a natural leader. Your active presence will go a long way towards soothing anxieties in these uncertain times."

Harry considered this. He detested the idea of lording over his fellow students, of being looked at more like a superior than a peer. But that was perhaps inevitable. And Dumbledore was right: he had become a rallying cry after his expulsion, and a local hero after the werewolf incident. His return to the school and active participation in their development might help students feel more secure in the castle.

"Okay," he eventually sighed. "I can do that."

"We are in agreement, then?" Dumbledore asked, extending his hand. Harry considered it for a moment, then reluctantly shook it.

"Splendid!" said Dumbledore, clapping his hands together. "I will owl the Department of Magical Education to have you re-enrolled. Look out for a Ministry owl in the coming weeks."

"Very well," Harry nodded. "See you in September, Headmaster."

Dumbledore looked pleased by Harry's decision as they parted ways. Harry still wondered how much of an ulterior motive the Headmaster had in his offer – if he intended to keep a close eye on Harry out of fear for what he might do. But that was fine. Harry would consent to being watched for a while, giving off the impression that he was being a good boy and not risking life and limb on his own.

Besides, he had ulterior motives of his own with the decision. He intended to keep a closer eye on Dahlia this year, knowing that Dumbledore had now twice failed to keep her safe and forced Harry to save her life. And thanks to Snape, Harry had a few new suspects in his quest to discover who had given Voldemort the idea to kidnap her as bait for Neville.

If he found positive proof that one of his classmates had sold out his sister, there was a very good chance they would not see graduation at Hogwarts. Whether via expulsion or other means remained to be seen.

Harry was wrong about one thing: the next time he saw Dumbledore was not in September. It was two days later, outside of Courtroom Ten in the bowels of the Ministry. The Headmaster was in politician mode today, greeting Wizengamot members as they filed into the courtroom for the meeting. He beamed at the sight of James and Harry, offering a handshake and a wink as they passed him into the packed courtroom.

The space was full of people, even moreso than the time Harry had last been in here for his disciplinary hearing in his last timeline. The elevated seating areas were packed full of witches and wizards in red robes, conversing excitedly with one another. Minister Fudge was seated with his cabinet at the head of the room, looking nervous as he tried (and failed) to make eye contact with each member filing into the room.

James and Harry headed up to the back row of the courtroom, where Amelia Bones was seated beside a nervous Dale Greengrass, rubbing his palms on his red robes. "Ready to do this, Dale?" asked James encouragingly as he nodded to Madam Bones.

"Hmm? Oh, yes," Dale muttered unconvincingly.

"We talked about this," James muttered to the man under his breath. "The next Minister has to be one of us. You know that, don't you?"

Before Dale could respond to this, a woman banged a gavel on her podium to call for order, bringing a hush to the courtroom. "This quarterly meeting of the Wizengamot of Great Britain is now in session," she announced as everyone took their seats. "The Honorable Minister of Magic, Cornelius Fudge, now presiding."

"Thank you, Georgia," said Fudge as he took to the podium. But he could barely be heard over the chorus of boos ringing out all across the room. Harry could not believe the vitriol being thrown the portly man's way...it was an even more toxic environment than the floor of the ICW meeting the month before. Still, Harry couldn't say Fudge did not deserve the abuse.

"Erm...I would like to begin this session with a special presentation," said Fudge nervously once the jeers subsided. "For their efforts in combating the attack against our children at Hogwarts this past month, I hereby award the Order of Merlin, Second Class, to Mr. James Potter and his son, Harry Potter."

There was another tumult of noise as the room erupted once again at this announcement. Only this time, it was a loud cheer of support for the Potters as they stood to join Fudge at the podium. Harry knew that his father was popular among Ministry employees, but he never could have imagined the overwhelming support they were showing now. It seemed that Fudge's years-long smear campaign against him in the Prophet had produced the exact opposite effect as intended.

Fudge clearly recognized this, as Harry saw how pale and nervous the man looked as James and Harry stood beside him. The Minister opened a small black box and withdrew two golden medallions on purple ribbons. He placed the first around James' neck before doing the same for Harry with the second. Up close, Harry could still see the red inflammation around the man's nose – clearly he hadn't fully recovered from James' punch, and he looked particularly sour about it.

Fudge stood aside to allow James and Harry the limelight for another minute or two. Once the applause began to die down, he shooed them back to their seats and retook the podium.

"Very good," he said with false enthusiasm. "We will now open up the floor to general business. If any member wishes to bring a motion to the Wizengamot, please raise your w—"

"I call for a vote of no-confidence against Cornelius Fudge!" an elderly wizard bellowed, thrusting his wand into the air.

"I second the motion!" another wizard declared at once. This set off another flurry of jeers and applause, as most of the room appeared in agreement about the idea. Fudge visibly deflated, clearly having anticipated this...he slumped back to his seat as his undersecretary re-took the podium.

"A vote of no-confidence has been called," announced Georgia Fawcett. "A two-thirds majority is required for the motion to pass. All those in favor of Cornelius Fudge being removed from his post as Minister of Magic, please raise your wands."

Nearly the entire room did so at once. Harry stared out across the sea of raised arms, seeing the looks of contempt on the faces of the gathered members. Why couldn't we have done this two years ago?! he couldn't help but wonder. Apparently Lucius Malfoy's influence ran deep, and his absence was clearly felt as the mob turned against their leader in near-unison.

"And those opposed?" asked Georgia. Everyone lowered their wands, but nobody else raised one. Harry spied a contingent of former Fudge supporters in one corner, looking sour, but refusing to stick their neck out for a dead man walking.

"The ayes have it," said Georgia. "Cornelius Fudge is hereby removed from his post, effective immediately." She banged her gavel once more to raucous applause, as Fudge sheepishly stood from his seat and hurried out of the courtroom in shame. Hopefully not for the last time, Harry grumbled internally. Fudge has a lot of crimes to answer for over the past few years.

"The Minister of Magic post is now vacant," Georgia continued once the noise died down. "A new Minister must be elected. The floor is now open for nominations."

"I nominate Lord Quincy Nott," one brave soul spoke up from the small faction of former Malfoy enablers. Before another of them could stand to second the nomination, they were widely shouted down by the rest of the Wizengamot. Clearly everyone knew who the true source of Fudge's corruption was, and they weren't willing to go down that path again. Lord Nott shrank back into his seat without further comment.

"I nominate Albus Dumbledore!" piped up an elderly witch. A few people chattered excitedly about this prospect, until Dumbledore himself stood to acknowledge the praise.

"I must sadly decline," said Dumbledore gravely. "I am needed at Hogwarts more now than ever, and will not have the time for such bureaucratic duties."

The Wizengamot members grumbled discontentedly at this. But nobody protested the decision...Harry wondered how many of them had children at Hogwarts, and perhaps only felt secure in sending them back because of Dumbledore's presence in the castle. He had, after all, fended off Voldemort in the Atrium single-handedly (no pun intended).

James stood from his seat and raised his wand into the air. "I nominate Madam Amelia Bones!" he said. The Wizengamot appeared intrigued by this, whispering animatedly to one another about her. But Amelia looked tentative as she stood from her own seat and held up a hand for silence.

"I too must respectfully decline," she announced. "I wish to resume my duties in the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, as I do not believe I would be fit to lead an entire country on my own." A few Wizengamot members looked disappointed by this...it was clear that she too was well-respected within the Ministry.

James looked desperately over at Dale Greengrass, who was looking contemplative. "Now or never, Dale," said James desperately. "Will you accept if I nominate you?"

Dale eyed James with an odd expression. Then, he abruptly stood and raised his wand into the air. "I nominate James Potter for Minister!" he exclaimed.

"I second the nomination!" Dumbledore boomed from across the room. Harry saw that the Headmaster had that maddening twinkle in his eye and a knowing smile on his face.

The room erupted in furious, excited whispers at the prospect of a Minister Potter. Harry's head whipped around to his father, who was staring at Dale with a shocked look on his face.

"What are you doing?!" James hissed nervously.

"There's no one better, James, and you know it," Dale said with a sheepish grin. "We need a strong leader to guide us through these dark times, and that's you."

"B-but I'm no politician!" James said weakly. "I'm an Auror! I never wanted power!"

"And that's what will make you a brilliant Minister," said Amelia Bones with a wry grin. "Great leaders don't seek power; they are called to it."

All eyes in the courtroom feasted on James as he tentatively stood. He cast one final glance back at his son, who merely shrugged.

"Very well," James sighed. "I accept the nomination."

Georgia Fawcett banged her gavel to call for quiet as the room broke out into excited whispers once more. "A simple majority is required for election," she announced. "All in favor of James Potter ascending to the vacant seat of Minister?"

Harry watched on, astonished as wands slowly began to raise into the air. It wasn't nearly as quick as Fudge's ouster, but by the time everyone had solidified their vote, it was near unanimous. James too looked stunned by the outpouring of support thrown his way.

"And those opposed?"

Once again, nobody raised their wands. Lords Nott, Avery and Selwyn looked positively mutinous, but they said nothing, remaining seated with their arms crossed petulantly across their chests.

"The ayes have it," said Georgia. "Introducing your new Minister of Magic: James Potter."

The room erupted in cheers once more as James stood to take the podium once more. The applause was nearly deafening, as members clapped their hands and stamped their feet in jubilant support of their new Minister. Harry watched as his father tentatively stepped up to the podium, looking unsure of himself. But when he held up his hand for silence, the room instantly hushed at his command.

"Thank you for the show of support," said James. "It has been a difficult year for my family, and I am flattered to know that we are not nearly as reviled as The Daily Prophet made us out to be." A small round of boos met this remark; Harry spied a pair of Prophet reporters in the back row, flinching at the rebuke but continuing to furiously take notes on their pads.

"I did not intend for things to turn out this way," James admitted. "I hoped to support the incoming Minister from behind the scenes while focusing on the war efforts, but clearly a stronger hand is needed to guide Britain through these dark times. I intend to strengthen the Ministry's response to this growing conflict."

"Hear, hear!" a wizard shouted out, earning murmurs of assent around him.

"I know many of you worry that things will soon get as bad as they were during the last war," said James. From the worried looks watching his every move, his assumption seemed to be correct. "I promise that I will do all I can to protect you and your families in the months to come. In return, I hope I can count on your support as I direct the full resources of this Ministry towards eradicating the scourge known as Voldemort from our world once and for all."

The room erupted in cheers once more, as the Wizengamot stood as one to applaud their new Minister. James looked more confident now, standing tall and proud before his constituents. Harry glowed with pride at his father, who had finally accepted the mantle that he was so clearly destined for. James Potter would be a brilliant Minister; Harry had no doubt about it.

But in the back of his mind, Harry couldn't help but feel a nagging worry. His family was already on the front lines against Voldemort, and now their threat level had risen considerably. Minister Potter was the Dark Lord's worst nightmare come to life, hindering his efforts to infiltrate the Ministry and destroy the country from within.

If the Potters weren't a high-priority target for Voldemort before, they certainly would be now.
Year 6-02: New Assignments

The next morning's edition of The Daily Prophet featured a full-page image of James Potter speaking before the Wizengamot, along with the headline: JAMES POTTER ELECTED MINISTER! It was followed by a lengthy article praising his record and speculating on the changes he would implement to combat Voldemort's reign of terror. Lily wept with joy as she read the article aloud to a proud Potter family over the dinner table, despite James' discomfort at the overt praise.

Harry pored over the rest of the paper that afternoon, reading about his father's busy first day in office. He'd restored Amelia Bones to head of the DMLE and Barty Crouch Sr. to the Department of International Cooperation, the latter of which was slightly controversial but mostly brushed over. Andromeda Tonks had been named his new Senior Undersecretary, and emergency funding had been allocated towards rebuilding Lily's potion business (and making the potion mandatory for all registered werewolves in Britain).

There was only a small blurb at the back of the paper mentioning Harry and James' Order of Merlin presentation. Lily insisted nonetheless on clipping the article and pinning it to the fridge, reminding Harry that "nothing should overshadow what you have accomplished". As silly of a gesture as it was, it warmed Harry's heart all the same...Aunt Petunia had never hung anything of Harry's up on the fridge at Privet Drive.

With a month left until Hogwarts term resumed, James suggested that Lily, Harry and Dahlia move into 12 Grimmauld Place to take advantage of the heightened protections of Order headquarters. So Harry spent his sixteenth birthday packing his things and moving them through the Floo to Sirius' family home, the site of so many unpleasant memories. Harry wasn't thrilled with the arrangement, as it meant he wouldn't have many opportunities to sneak out on his own as he would be closely watched for the rest of summer break.

At least it meant he would get to spend more time with friends. The youngest Weasleys were also staying at Grimmauld, along with Neville and Hermione, who all excitedly greeted him and Dahlia. There were a lot of eager questions about James and what it was like being the child of the Minister, which frankly neither Harry nor Dahlia knew how to answer. In truth, it only meant they got to see him less...otherwise, their lives were unchanged.

Grimmauld Place was full of temporary residents at the moment, so Harry wound up sharing a room with Ron and Neville while Dahlia bunked with Ginny and Hermione. The boys sheepishly explained that they'd claimed both beds for themselves already, but Harry just shrugged and transfigured the ratty window curtains into a comfortable hammock. By the time all three of them had tested it out, Ron offered to switch with his bed, which Harry gladly accepted.

He awoke early the next morning to an ear-splitting scream from somewhere downstairs. He leapt out of bed at once, grabbing his wand and a bathrobe before rushing down into the kitchen. But rather than the danger he'd expected, he instead found Hermione pacing fretfully to and fro as Lily and Molly Weasley wrangled four barn owls through the window, each bearing envelopes with the official Ministry seal.

"Our exam results are here!" Hermione squealed. "Oh no, I've failed, I just know I've failed all my O.W.L.'s—"

"Come off it, 'Mione, you got all 'O's and you know it," grumbled Ron, as he and Neville stumbled downstairs looking as disheveled as Harry.

Lily and Molly finished divesting the owls of their deliveries and began passing out letters. Harry ripped open his letter alongside a trembling Hermione, as Neville and Ron took their sweet time settling at the kitchen table before opening theirs. He read Madam Marchbanks' tidy scrawl within:

Dear Mr. Harry Potter,

Enclosed are the results for your Ordinary Wizarding Level exams from the previous school year. Please consult with your Head of House to determine which subjects you have qualified to continue on to N.E.W.T. level, if desired.

* (indicates exams previously taken)

ANCIENT RUNES – E

ASTRONOMY – O

CARE OF MAGICAL CREATURES – O

CHARMS – O*

DEFENSE AGAINST THE DARK ARTS – O*

DIVINATION – E

HERBOLOGY – O

HISTORY OF MAGIC – E

MUGGLE STUDIES – O

POTIONS – O

TRANSFIGURATION – O*

"Here, swap with me," Hermione said breathlessly, snatching Harry's parchment from his hands and giving hers in return. She had taken the same number of O.W.L.'s as him, with Arithmancy replacing Divination, and she too had passed them all. In fact, she had achieved an 'Outstanding' in nearly every subject, with the lone exception of an 'Exceeds Expectations' in Defense.

"You bested me this time, Granger," Harry grinned, handing her results back. He'd beaten Hermione in nearly every class over the past five years, but she had finally caught up to him in knowledge from his previous timeline and had always been the better test-taker to boot.

"Oh, I just got lucky is all," Hermione said modestly, though she looked pleased at earning higher marks than her longtime class rival. "How did you get an 'O' in Muggle Studies? Did you even take that class?"

"Just got lucky is all," Harry winked, causing Hermione to roll her eyes.

"Let me see," Lily fretted, taking Harry's results sheet for herself. After scanning the results, she broke out into a smile. "Eleven O.W.L.'s? That's wonderful, dear! That's one more than I got, and two more than your father!"

"Figures you two would do the best," Ron scoffed at him and Hermione. "Neville and I got seven apiece – I'll take it! Who cares about stupid History of Magic and Divination, anyway?"

"Seven? Oh, well done, Ron dear!" exclaimed Molly, embracing her son in a hug. "And you too, Neville! I know Augusta will be thrilled – is she coming by today?"

"I think Gran is joining us for dinner tonight," Neville nodded.

The four students sat around the table eating breakfast and discussing their test results. Or more accurately, they listened as Hermione prattled on about every Defense answer she knew she got wrong and lamented her failure to get all 'O's. She expressed confusion at Harry failing to earn an 'Outstanding' in Divination, which Neville and Ron agreed with...he was supposedly a Seer, after all. He could only shrug and say it wasn't his best day.

In truth, he had decided not to continue with the subject for N.E.W.T. level anyway. Firenze continued to be suspicious of him at every turn, and Harry didn't care to learn any more about the subject than he already had. Dumbledore would be suspicious, as would his parents, considering his cover story for how he knew so much about the future. But he could simply tell them that he had nothing more to learn from Firenze and wished to self-study from now on (which was mostly true anyway).

Dahlia and Ginny came downstairs soon after to join the conversation. "Seven O.W.L.'s?" said the former when she read Neville's results sheet. "Well done, idiot." And she kissed him tenderly on the lips, eliciting good-natured gagging motions from Ron and Ginny while Hermione beamed at the tender display. Lily pretended not to see, but Harry spied the pleased smile on his mother's face as she set about cleaning the kitchen with Molly.

"Seven, huh?" quipped Fred as he and his twin bounded down the steps. "Big whoop. We only managed three apiece and we're already gainfully employed by the Ministry."

"Even better, Freddie: we're contractors," George corrected him. "We're our own bosses. No one to bother us with nonsense questions like what our exam scores were!" But the twins opened their own exam results soon after, and Molly praised them for their three N.E.W.T.'s all the same.

As the teens were wrapping up their breakfast, more owls arrived to deliver supply lists for the upcoming term. Harry opened his letter, and not one, but two small objects fell into his lap. He picked them both up, confused, staring at the two flat pieces of metal in his palm.

Hermione gasped when she saw them in his hand. "Dumbledore's made you a prefect?" she said. "But I thought Anthony Goldstein was Ravenclaw's other prefect!"

"So did I," Harry mumbled. Did this mean Anthony had his position taken away from him? Had the boy done something wrong to lose it, or had Harry simply stolen the spot from him?

"Looks like they made you Quidditch captain again," Ron remarked, indicating the other blue and bronze badge in Harry's hand. He rifled through his own letter, eyes widening when he found an identical badge of yellow and black. "Blimey, I made Quidditch captain too!"

Molly squealed with delight at this news. "You're the first in the family since Charlie!" she exclaimed. "Oh, I just know you'll be brilliant!"

"But...but Cedric's been Hufflepuff captain for years," Ron bemoaned. "I can't live up to him!"

"Sure you can," Harry reassured him. "You're a brilliant tactician, and people will listen to your ideas. I bet you've got loads of strategies rattling around in your head about how to use your teammates."

"Yeah...yeah, maybe," Ron said uncertainly. But Harry saw that look in his eye, the one he knew meant Ron's gears were churning and he had a fire lit under him. He had no doubt Ron would rise to the occasion – hell, perhaps this would give him the confidence he needed to step up as a leader in the coming war.

"Looks like Dumbledore found a new Defense professor already," Neville remarked, as he skimmed the list of required textbooks in his own letter. "Wonder who he's roped in for the job this time?"

"Professor Snape will be teaching you Defense this year," Lily responded. All four students blanched at this information.

"Bloody hell," Neville groaned. "Was it not enough for him to torture me in one class?"

"But surely he can't teach two classes at once, can he?" Hermione asked worriedly.

"Certainly not," Lily smiled. "I hadn't planned on announcing it until later, but I will be your Potions professor this year."

Dahlia squealed with delight at this news, launching herself at her mother with a hug. "Congratulations, Mum!" she exclaimed.

"Blimey, that's...brilliant!" Harry said, a smile breaking across his face. "But...what about your potions company?"

"Remus and Alessia can handle the day-to-day operations on their own," said Lily. "I'll be able to check in on weekends. But your father reckons I'll be safer if—you'll be safer if I'm in the castle, keeping an eye on you and your sister."

The minor slip did not go unnoticed by Harry. He, too, had worried for his mother's safety during the school year, if James was at the Ministry all day and Harry and Dahlia were in Hogwarts. Lily's potion business had already been attacked once, and she would be a much higher target now that her husband was Minister of Magic.

The other teens looked pleased by the news as well. Hermione had long admired Lily, as a prominent Muggle-born academic in the wizarding world, and looked forward to learning directly from her. The Weasley twins groaned with jealousy that their younger siblings would get to learn the subject from someone other than Snape. Neville on the other hand looked slightly apprehensive, perhaps reckoning with the fact that his girlfriend's mother would be keeping a close eye on him throughout the coming year.

Harry too was glad to have a competent Potions teacher for once. He detested the idea of learning Defense from Snape, but it was easily his best subject and he didn't need strong guidance to understand the material. The bastard wouldn't be able to use Harry's lack of knowledge against him anymore...Snape would have to get a bit more creative to find excuses to dock him points now.

Once again he had to wonder if Dumbledore had ulterior motives behind this decision. He'd given Harry permission to leave the castle on weekends – had he hired Lily in the hopes of making it more difficult for him to slip away unnoticed? After all, she'd gone to school with the Marauders and had ample experience in tracking James down during his escapades. Perhaps Dumbledore hoped that Harry's mother would act as an additional force to keep him in check…

Don't be paranoid, Harry thought to himself. He's being generous towards you. (Too generous, perhaps...?)

Arthur Weasley joined them for dinner that evening to celebrate Ron and the twins' exam successes, and to everyone's delight, so too did James Potter. "Oh, Minister Potter, so glad you could join us!" Molly Weasley said reverentially as he walked into the kitchen.

"Please, Molly, we're friends; it's just James," he beamed as he accepted her hug before turning to his son. "Eleven O.W.L.'s, Harry! I always knew you were the brains in the family...I'm so proud."

"Thanks, Dad," Harry grinned. "The Prophet says you've been doing great work so far. We're proud too."

"Yes, well, the Prophet is a fickle mistress," James chuckled. "I'll probably have a wardrobe malfunction next week and they'll be back to hating me again. Such is life."

"Eleven O.W.L.'s, eh?" a voice croaked from behind James; Augusta Longbottom had arrived just behind him via the Floo. "Well done, young man. If only my Neville took more after you!"

"Erm…thanks, Ms. Longbottom," said Harry awkwardly. "Neville did quite well on his exams as well, if you didn't hear."

"Yes, yes, I heard...two failed O.W.L.'s?" Augusta scoffed. "Frank would have been so disappointed. He got ten O.W.L.'s, did you know that?"

"Yes, Gran, you've told me a million times," Neville grumbled unhappily.

"And this must be the young lady who's captured my grandson's attention!" Augusta barked as Dahlia shyly stood to great her. "Miss Potter, is it? What has he done to ensnare a looker like yourself?"

"Er...Neville's very kind and thoughtful," Dahlia said awkwardly. "He's always attentive to what I need."

"Yes, he gets that from his mother, I imagine," Augusta tutted. "He doesn't have the same backbone his father had! I imagine he lets you walk all over him, doesn't he?"

"N-no, not at all—" Dahlia stammered, looking flustered.

"Augusta, have I shown you the pictures we found in the library?" Lily piped in, rushing forward to defuse the awkward situation. "We found some of Frank and Alice; come and see!" And she hurried Augusta from the room, leaving a tense environment behind. Ron, for all his supposed lack of social tact, suggested a game of Exploding Snap before dinner, leading the teens into the drawing room to draw attention away from a mortified Neville.

Harry was shocked by how dismissive Augusta was of her own grandson. Later that night, she spent the majority of the meal talking loudly about how proud the Potters ought to be of their recent achievements. James the Minister, Lily the Potions Master, Harry the Order of Merlin recipient, and even Dahlia, the savior of Albus Dumbledore's life.

"You'd do well to hang around people like this, Neville," Augusta remarked. "You might learn a thing or two."

"Neville has a lot to be proud of, too," Harry pointed out. "He's the youngest Triwizard Champion in history, and he bested Voldemort on multiple occasions."

"Hmph," Augusta shrugged. "Just as well...I can only wonder what more he might have achieved if his father had been around to raise him. Frank always was the best of us."

"Neville takes quite a bit after Frank, I think," said James. "Did you know they have the same Patronus?"

"And yet, he can't pass his Potions O.W.L.," Augusta chuckled. "Pass the potatoes, will you, Dahlia dear?"

The conversation changed soon after, but Harry sensed Neville's downcast mood that persisted through the rest of the meal. As soon as James excused himself to attend to business matters, Dahlia grabbed Neville by the hand and dragged him upstairs, no doubt to soothe his frayed nerves. Normally Harry would be compelled to send someone after them, to ensure there was no funny business going on, but right now he hoped his sister could take Neville's mind off the awkward tension his grandmother had unknowingly created.

Harry helped with the dishes as the other teens trickled upstairs. He waited until Augusta tottered off into another room to follow her and speak in private.

"Ms. Longbottom?" he said tentatively. "Do you have a moment to talk?"

"Of course, young man!" Augusta said as she perched on an armchair in the drawing room. "And please, call me Augusta."

"Alright," said Harry, sitting opposite her. "I was doing some research at Hogwarts recently and came across something interesting. Is it true that you went to school with Tom Riddle?"

A deep frown marred Augusta's features. "Yes, I remember him," she muttered. "Neville has asked me about him as well. Albus says that he is the man who became You-Know-Who."

"He is," Harry nodded. "What do you remember about him?"

"If you're wondering if I thought he was a monster back then, truthfully, I didn't," Augusta sighed. "He was the teacher's favorite, a prefect and Head Boy, and seemed to be popular within Slytherin House. He was three years above me and well outside my circle of friends, so we didn't cross paths much."

"I see," said Harry, somewhat disappointed. "So you didn't notice anything out of the ordinary about him at the time?"

"As I said, he didn't stick out much," Augusta shrugged. "He won some special award in my second year, for catching the Heir of Slytherin, but even then he just blended back into the background. Then he graduated two years later, and that was that."

"Huh," Harry muttered. "And I'm guessing you didn't keep tabs on him after he left school."

"Indeed not," said Augusta. "Oh! But I did hear something rather odd in my sixth year. One of my friends in Slytherin said she saw him working behind the counter at Borgin and Burkes. That antiques shop in Knockturn Alley."

"He did?" Harry frowned. He had been to the shop once before, in his original second year, when he accidentally took the wrong Floo exit attempting to get to Diagon Alley. "Doesn't strike me as the kind of place he would want to work."

"I thought so too," Augusta shrugged. "I always figured he'd go on to some powerful position within the Ministry. Seemed rather beneath a young man as talented and charming as he was. But I guess you can never truly predict where a person's life will take them, can you?"

"Guess not," Harry said absentmindedly. Now that he thought about it, maybe it did make sense for a young Lord Voldemort to take an interest in the dingy shop. From what Harry could see, it peddled in some highly dangerous dark artifacts, artifacts that he might have wished to use for his own nefarious purposes. He'd already created his first horcrux by then – the diary, at age sixteen – and might have viewed Borgin and Burkes as an avenue to find more hosts for his fractured soul.

"Why the sudden fascination with this man, Potter?" asked Augusta. "Not the most pleasant kind of thing to dwell upon."

"Just curious, I suppose," Harry shrugged. "'Know your enemy', and all that."

"I suppose that's wise," Augusta smiled kindly. "Anything else I can help you with, dear?"

"Yes, actually," said Harry, straightening in his chair and turning to face her fully. "I wanted to talk to you about the way you've been treating Neville. It's rather disrespectful."

"Disrespectful?" Augusta scoffed. "I'm building character in the poor lad! Merlin knows his parents aren't around to do it, so I have to do it all by myself."

"But you're going too hard on him," Harry insisted. "You aren't letting him become his own person, because you keep criticizing him for all the things he's not."

"You leave the parenting to me, boy," Augusta said with a hint of warning in her tone. "I raised one of the greatest and bravest Aurors of the last century in my boy Frank – I think I know what I'm doing."

"Neville isn't Frank," Harry said flatly. "And you can't keep treating him as if he is. You're supposed to be his support system, but instead, you're doubting him at every turn, making him second-guess himself. You ought to know better than that."

"I suggest you show some respect for your elders, Potter," Augusta said sharply.

"Respect is a two-way street, Augusta," Harry said, not backing down from her challenge. "And I don't respect the way you've treated your grandson. If you won't stick up for him, then I will. Every kid deserves a parent who supports him, and you haven't done that for Neville."

Augusta looked shocked by Harry's biting words. She took a moment to recompose herself, looking a bit rattled. "You've got a lot of nerve, Potter," she huffed. "I suppose that would be your father's influence."

"I also take after my mother," Harry pointed out. "She taught me to stand up for what's right and defend those who need defending, no matter the consequences. Neville takes after his own mother too, you know...maybe you'd notice if you didn't keep comparing him to his father."

Augusta remained silent for a long while after, staring thoughtfully into the crackling fire. Harry wondered if she was about to tell him off, or rush off to Lily and James to inform them of his insubordinate attitude.

Instead, she slowly stood from her seat and glanced at the clock on the wall. "It's late," she remarked evenly. "Best be getting home now. Good night, Potter." And she strode over to the hearth, grabbing a handful of Floo Powder; then she was gone, disappearing in a rush of green flames.

Harry had no idea if he'd gotten through to her or not. But he'd said his piece, and he could live with that. He knew all too well what it was like to be raised by a guardian who felt you could never measure up to their lofty expectations. Who saw you as inferior to those who gave birth to you. And he wouldn't wish that kind of upbringing on anyone. Boy-Who-Lived or otherwise, Neville deserved better.

Fortunately, Neville seemed to be back to his usual self in the days to come, in high spirits and chatting amicably as though nothing had happened. Dahlia must have known the right things to say to soothe him, or else Ron and Hermione had backed him up and reminded him that they don't view him the same way as his Gran. Either way, Harry was grateful that Neville had such a strong base of support among his peers, even if his home life was less than optimal.

The mood improved significantly that weekend when the group departed for Diagon Alley to pick up supplies. It would be a much-needed reprieve from the gloom and doom of Grimmauld Place, which try as they might to liven up the place, still felt like a haunted house. An afternoon out exploring the wonders and whimsies of the Alley sounded like a wonderful time.

Only that wasn't their experience at all. For one, they were flanked by Aurors at all times, meaning everyone gave them a wide, almost fearful berth. For another, the alleyway was nowhere near as lively and festive as normal – half the storefronts were boarded up, and there was an environment of fear and anxiety lingering like a dark cloud overhead. Voldemort's return had finally hit home for many people, and they were now dealing with the reality of another war on the horizon.

The trip was quick and efficient, stopping by each store as needed to pick up supplies before moving right along. Their path ended at Flourish and Blotts, by far the busiest store of the bunch, as students and parents queued up to purchase their textbooks for the coming term. Harry picked out the sixth-year books he would need along with the others, before breaking off to locate the handful of seventh-year texts he would need for his N.E.W.T. year.

"Put your books in the cart, dear," said Lily when he returned, indicating the enlarged basket she had levitating in front of her. "I'll wait in line for you and your sister. Go wait with the others in the back."

Harry obliged, dumping his stack of textbooks in the basket before heading towards the back of the store. He paused at the shop entrance, peering down Diagon Alley – he could see the shadowy entrance to Knockturn Alley just across the road.

It would be so easy… Harry thought. I could slip in and out and nobody would notice…

His mind made up, he glanced over his shoulder to ensure his mother and the Aurors weren't looking, before slipping out of the store. He paused in a secluded corner to cast a glamour on himself, so that he had blond hair and appeared ten years older than he was. After a glance in the window to check his reflection, satisfied that he was unrecognizable, he strode purposefully across the road and into Knockturn Alley.

The streets were far quieter here, with odd-looking folks lurking in shadowy corners. Harry hadn't been here since he was twelve in his last timeline, and fortunately, he wasn't the same scared little boy he was back then. He just had to remain calm and confident and nobody would bother him.

Harry spotted Borgin and Burkes around the first corner, and luckily, the shop appeared to be empty. He walked straight in and glanced around the shop, taking in the various dark objects cluttering the shelves. He could feel the malicious magic radiating from many of them, but none nearly so evil as the horcruxes he'd encountered. As if Voldemort would ever leave a part of his soul in a dingy shop like this, Harry thought, bemused. It certainly would have made his quest easier, but he knew the Dark Lord better than that.

"Can I help you find something?"

Harry turned; the elderly shop owner was peering suspiciously at him from behind the counter.

"Yes," said Harry, approaching the man. "I seek information."

"Of what sort?"

"About a former employee of yours," said Harry. "Name of Tom Riddle. He would've started working here around fifty years ago now."

The man's expression darkened. "Riddle," he said slowly, as though chewing the word thoughtfully before speaking it. "Aye, I knew him. My business partner, Burke, took quite a shine to the lad."

"And you didn't?" Harry deduced.

"Something felt off to me about Riddle," said the man, whom Harry figured must be Borgin. "That smile of his never quite reached his eyes, if you know what I mean. Burke may have fallen for his charm, but I knew the kid had a mean streak he just didn't show most folks."

"Is your business partner still around?" asked Harry.

"Nay, Caractacus died some twenty years back," said Borgin without a hint of remorse. "Just me that's left."

"Well, anything you can tell me about Riddle would be most helpful," said Harry.

Borgin eyed him suspiciously again. "And why should I tell a stranger anything about my former employee?" he demanded. "What's in it for you?"

"I believe he may be involved in a number of missing artifacts I'm looking for," Harry lied smoothly, having practiced his backstory earlier in the week. "I'm something of a treasure seeker, you see. I'm researching a few items that I believe fell into Riddle's possession during his time working here, and hoped you could help me trace their whereabouts."

"It's been decades since Riddle worked here," Borgin scoffed. "I couldn't possibly remember every item that he handled."

"These were rather infamous items," said Harry. "A cup and a locket, purported to belong to the Founders of Hogwarts themselves."

Borgin looked intrigued. "What's this information worth to you?" he asked slowly.

Harry reached into his pocket and fished for his coin purse. He'd saved up a decent pile of Galleons, nearly a hundred, from various gifts and allowances over time. He thought about haggling, but figured he needed to appear confident and nonchalant, so he simply tossed the purse onto the counter. Borgin picked it up and peered inside at the gold; to Harry's relief, he nodded and pocketed the purse.

"Couldn't tell you about any locket," he said. "Saw plenty of lockets over the years, but never heard of any related to the Founders. I did know of such a cup...it was never here, though."

"Hepzibah Smith had it, didn't she?" said Harry.

"Aye," said Borgin, looking impressed. "The old bint loved to show it off to anyone, including us. I offered her outrageous amounts for it, but she said it was never for sale."

"Did Tom Riddle seem interested in this cup?" asked Harry.

"I know he visited Smith a handful of times during his employment here," said Borgin. "Bought and sold a few things from her. But he never got that cup, as far as I know. She kicked it not long after that, anyway."

"And Riddle disappeared soon after, I presume," said Harry.

Borgin raised his eyebrows. "You suggest there is a connection there?" he asked. "She was offed by her house-elf, I heard."

"A rather odd occurrence, don't you think?" said Harry. "Almost as though someone else used the house-elf as a cover for their own actions."

"Riddle never struck me as the murdering type," said Borgin. "Why would he take such a risk?"

"Greed makes people do funny things," Harry shrugged. "Is there anything else you can tell me about Riddle? Places he liked to visit, people he enjoyed the company of?"

"That's just it; I couldn't get a read on who or what the lad was into," said Borgin. "He flattered Burke, but I imagine it was all for self-interest. He was kind to the customers, even offered to escort them to Gringotts personally to make withdrawals or deposits."

"Gringotts?" Harry repeated.

"Yes, he must've made two or three trips there every week," said Borgin. "Even offered to make deposit runs for myself and Burke. I think he was just enamored with the place for whatever reason."

Harry considered this. Gringotts would have appealed to a younger Tom Riddle, he supposed. At eleven years old, visiting Diagon Alley for the first time without a Knut to his name, the boy might have viewed it as an institution, a status symbol for those with means. He might have been jealous of all the people that had their own vault key and dreamed of a day he would have wealth of his own to deposit there.

"You seem to know a lot about this Riddle and his activities," Borgin remarked. "Do you know what became of him, after leaving my shop? I haven't heard a whisper of his name since."

"He goes by a different name now," said Harry. "A name that most are too fearful to speak aloud."

Borgin took a moment to process this, then his eyes widened. "The Dark Lord?" he hissed. "He and Riddle are one and the same?"

"I'm afraid so," Harry nodded.

Borgin swallowed hard, then shakily pointed for the door. "Get out," he spat. "What are you, an Auror or something? I want nothing to do with this nonsense!"

"Peace, Borgin," said Harry, raising a calming hand. "The Ministry will never hear of this, and I trust the Dark Lord won't either. I imagine he wouldn't take kindly to knowing you've sold information about him to a stranger."

"I should have never talked to you," said Borgin, pointing an accusing finger at him. "You've marked me for death, you have!"

"Not if you can keep your mouth shut," said Harry. "Unless you would prefer I Obliviated you, so this conversation never happened?"

He meant it in jest, but Borgin actually seemed to consider the offer. "Aye," he agreed. "Take the memory and leave. You were never here, and you'll never set foot in this place again!"

"Understood, Mr. Borgin," said Harry, drawing his wand. "Thank you for the help. Obliviate."

Borgin's eyes slid out of focus for a moment as Harry withdrew the memory from his mind. Harry then cast a light Compulsion Charm on the man, directing him back into the storeroom, where he would quickly forget why he had walked back there. By the time he returned, Harry would be gone, and no one would be the wiser.

Harry swiftly exited the shop and headed back towards Diagon Alley, mind racing. He would definitely need to consult with Bill and Fleur about what this new information could mean. Could there be a horcrux in Gringotts? If so, which vault would it be in, and how could they possibly access it?

He was so distracted that he bumped shoulders with somebody entering Knockturn. "Sorry," he mumbled, doing a double take when he saw who it was. Draco Malfoy was glaring at him, his mother Narcissa standing right beside him.

"Mind where you're stepping, ugly!" Draco spat. He turned on his heel and strode purposefully forward, Narcissa right behind. Harry watched as Draco walked right into the same shop he had just exited. Curious, Harry thought.

But there was no time to waste. He had to get back to Flourish and Blotts before anyone noticed he had left. Fortunately, the bookshop was still packed with people, allowing him to slip unnoticed through the crowd, removing his glamour and rejoining the other teens, who were too caught up in gossip that they barely noticed Harry's absence.

Harry's mind buzzed with this new information as the group returned to Grimmauld Place soon after. He felt that he'd learned something significant to help him in his quest – he just wasn't quite sure how all the pieces fell into place yet. He would have to touch base with Bill and Fleur before returning to Hogwarts, to fill them in on everything he'd learned over the past month or so.

Later that week, Harry asked his mother for permission to visit Bill's apartment for the 'project' they were working on. "What project was this again, dear?" Lily hummed.

"Just some curse-breaking stuff Bill was teaching me," said Harry. "He says it could help me with my Defense and Ancient Runes exams this year."

"Oh, very well then," Lily sighed. "I'll bring you along via Floo."

So the following afternoon, he and Lily stepped through the fireplace into Bill's apartment. It was more well-lit and decorated than Harry remembered from the last time he'd visited that summer...Fleur's influence was certainly welcome here. The French witch was also waiting for them in the hall when they arrived.

"Oh good, 'Arry, you made it!" she exclaimed, rushing forward to give him a hug. "And Mrs. Potter, so good to see you again!"

"Please, call me Lily," Harry's mother beamed. "You are part of this project with Bill as well?"

"Oui, I am," Fleur nodded. "'Arry here has just energized all of us to work a leetle bit harder!"

"Indeed he has," said Bill with a strained smile as he entered the living room. "Shall we get to it?"

"Actually, if you don't mind, I'd love to sit in for a little while," said Lily hopefully. "I've always been so fascinated by the line of work you are in."

"Erm...I dunno, Mum—" Harry said awkwardly. Bill and Fleur exchanged a nervous look, before the latter chuckled.

"Oh, but 'Arry, I often forget how young you are!" Fleur smirked. "I should 'ave realized you need a chaperone to do fun things with your friends."

"I remember my own teenage years," Bill smiled wistfully. "My mother always was so over-protective of me...I was so embarrassed back then, but I got over it eventually."

What are they on about? Harry wondered with a frown. But their motive soon became clear as a look of surprise dawned on Lily's face.

"Oh! I did not mean to—" she stammered, looking to Harry. "You know I wasn't trying to smother you, dear...of course I'll go, and leave you to it...have fun with your friends…"

"Thanks, Mum," Harry smiled. "See you in a few hours."

"You have your emergency Portkey?" she asked. When he nodded and patted the small locket dangling around his neck, she said, "Right. I'll just be off, then." And she hurriedly returned to the fireplace, stepping through the green flames and out of sight.

"Thanks," Harry sighed with relief. "It's bloody annoying to still be stuck in a teenage body."

"I forget sometimes that you are still so young," Fleur sighed. "You do not look or act like it."

"Yeah, wait, how are you only sixteen?" asked Bill, frowning. "You look two or three years older."

"That would probably be the blood ritual I underwent two years ago," Harry shrugged. The Ritual of Ontogenesis had accelerated his growth drastically – already he was having to shave his face weekly, while most of his year mates had barely gotten their first mustache hairs.

"You did a blood ritual?!" Bill gasped. "That's highly illegal!"

"Oh, you Brits are so uptight about blood," Fleur chided him. "Eet is not so uncommon in France to make minor body adjustments with rituals. I think 'Arry is more than justified, given his situation."

"Does Dumbledore know about this?" Bill demanded, crossing his arms.

"As a matter of fact, he does," said Harry. "And he's agreed to give me private lessons this year. So clearly he isn't as bothered about it as you are."

"You're getting private training from Dumbledore?" said Bill. "Merlin, that's...you must be one of the luckiest blokes this century!"

"I'll believe that when this bloody Dark Lord is dead," Harry scoffed.

"But surely this means we can let him help us now?" said Bill hopefully. "Dumbledore will be a huge help on our hunt for the remaining horcruxes."

"What exactly would Dumbledore add?" Harry demanded. "We already know how to identify and destroy them. He doesn't have any more idea where the remaining few are hidden than we do."

"But he's smarter than all of us combined," Bill insisted. "And he can hold his own against You-Know-Who. I would just feel a lot more comfortable if we had him—"

"Bill, you do not know Dumbledore as 'Arry and I do," Fleur interrupted. "You were 'is star pupil...Head Boy and top of your class. Of course you would think highly of him! 'E did not put your life in danger, or that of your siblings."

"Actually, that's partially untrue," Harry pointed out dryly. "He did endanger Ron's life when he was petrified by the basilisk."

"That was hardly Dumbledore's fault!" Bill protested. "You-Know-Who planted a cursed diary in the school!"

"Which was a horcrux," Harry said firmly. "And Dumbledore failed to find it for an entire year. So, remind me why you think he'd be such a sure hand at finding any more?"

"You're being obtuse, Potter," Bill groaned. "You're putting everyone at risk because of your irrational distrust in Dumbledore."

"It is not irrational!" Harry groaned. "He has proven at every step to not be reliable in matters like these."

"I think 'Arry is right," said Fleur. "We do not need Dumbledore, and 'e might only make matters worse if we involve him."

"How are you taking his side in this?" Bill demanded. "Whose boyfriend are you?"

"I answer to no man!" Fleur snapped, suddenly looking affronted. "If you wanted a partner who blindly agrees with you, you picked ze wrong woman!"

"I wasn't—" Bill spluttered, throwing up his hands for peace. "I didn't mean to suggest—"

"Can we not do this now?" Harry groaned, feeling incredibly awkward in between the sparring couple. "I'd like to get down to business, if you don't mind."

"Yes, excellent idea," said Fleur, sweeping her hair dramatically before striding down the hall. Bill grimaced and gestured for Harry to follow after her.

Fleur was in the bedroom, pulling a large sheet of parchment out from a drawer and unfolding it on the bed. Harry frowned; the parchment was totally blank. "Bit large for taking notes on, isn't it?" he remarked.

"It's charmed to unlock with a password," Bill explained, drawing his wand and tapping it to the parchment. "Tom Riddle."

Black ink began to appear all across the parchment, and Harry raised his eyebrows. Bill and Fleur had been busy: it was divided into sections, each devoted to a separate horcrux, with notes and diagrams speculating on locations and identities. Four were crossed out: the diary, the diadem, the locket, and the ring. Still remaining was Nagini and Hufflepuff's Cup, both of which had question marks beside them.

"I can help fill in a couple gaps here," said Harry, pointing his wand at the diagram. He removed the question mark from beside the Cup, then added a sketched drawing of the Sword of Gryffindor in a blank space. "Saul confirmed that these are the last two, besides the snake."

"How would Saul know that?" Bill demanded. "And how would he have told you?"

And Harry explained the conversation he'd had with Saul's spirit using the Resurrection Stone. Fleur, recognizing the charged emotional significance of the moment, rushed forward to give Harry a hug. Bill, on the other hand, looked deep in thought.

"So You-Know-Who completed the cycle of Founders' objects," he mused. "And he created an additional horcrux to replace the soul fragment he lost in the diary. Who's to say he won't make any more?"

"I don't think he'd risk going above seven," said Harry. "The number is significant to him for its arithmetic properties. So as long as he doesn't learn about any more being destroyed, these should be the last of them."

"That means we have four problems to solve," said Bill. "The Sword, the Cup, the snake, and Longbottom himself. What's our plan to tackle them all?"

"The snake is usually with Voldemort, so we should save it for last," said Harry. "Hopefully we can stage a confrontation where the snake is vulnerable while Dumbledore or somebody else engages Voldemort in a fight."

"So you are relying on Dumbledore for your plan," Bill grumbled unhappily.

"It could also be me or Neville," Harry shrugged. "The prophecy says one of us will be able to defeat him. Dumbledore and Voldemort both believe it's Neville."

"But 'ow is Neville supposed to defeat him, if he 'as to die for the soul fragment to be destroyed?" Fleur frowned.

"I was hoping you two would have some ideas about that," Harry muttered. "There has to be other methods of removing the horcrux without killing him. Bill, you've spent time in Egypt...surely you've come across some obscure forms of death magic we could use to our advantage?"

"I've met a necromancer or two in my travels," Bill said begrudgingly. "Thing is, they mostly deal with things that are already dead. I've never heard of a case of someone surviving something like a soul removal."

"What about dementors?" Harry wondered. "They can remove souls without killing the host."

"If your goal is to turn Neville into a vegetable, that's a great idea," Bill deadpanned.

"But the magic must exist, if dementors have the ability!" Harry insisted. "Surely they've been researched...someone must know how it works!"

"If anyone did, I expect it would've been Saul Croaker," said Bill. "And he'd never heard of such a thing either."

"Can you at least ask around?" said Harry. "I don't want to leave any stone unturned. If there is a way to save Neville's life, I want to know about it."

"Why do you care about Longbottom so much?" Bill sighed. "He's only one person in the grand scheme of an all-out war."

"Don't you get it, Bill?" said Fleur softly. "'Arry is Neville, or was in another world. He feels that he owes it to the boy to help him, because nobody helped him in his previous life."

Harry had never thought about it in those terms before. But Fleur was right: Harry felt a sense of duty to help Neville, knowing that he was only in this situation because of him. If Harry hadn't been selfish, hadn't elected to come to this universe to see his family again, there wouldn't be another Boy-Who-Lived who was marked for death. That burden wouldn't have been passed on to somebody else.

"We'll table the Neville discussion for now," said Harry. "Let's talk about the Sword and the Cup. I have some ideas for both."

Harry explained the conversation he'd had with Borgin in Knockturn Alley the previous weekend. Bill and Fleur both looked troubled by the risk Harry had taken but listened without comment.

"You think he hid a horcrux inside Gringotts?" said Bill.

"It would make sense," Harry shrugged. "Voldemort didn't have a penny to his name when he entered the wizarding world. I bet he would view the bank as a symbol of who's who in society. And symbolism means everything to him."

"So he opened a vault and hid his horcrux inside?"

"I don't think he had his own vault," Harry muttered. "Does Voldemort strike you as the type of person to trust the goblins with his gold? He couldn't exact walk in and make a withdrawal. Not that he'd want to – he would see it as beneath him, something his underlings could do for him."

"One of his followers, then?" Fleur wondered.

"Probably," said Harry. "But not just any follower...someone he trusts to keep his secret. It would have to be someone he considers perfectly loyal, someone with a large enough vault full of dark objects that a horcrux could pass unnoticed."

"Who, then?" asked Bill. "Lucius Malfoy?"

"He did give Malfoy the diary," Harry acknowledged. "But I doubt he would trust any one person with two horcruxes. We need to learn more about his inner circle...who he trusts, who he favors above the others. Maybe Snape can help with that."

"But that glosses over the bigger problem," said Bill. "If there is a horcrux hidden in a Gringotts vault, we might as well give up now. It's impossible to steal from Gringotts."

"No it isn't," Harry smirked. "Voldemort himself did it five years ago, when he tried to get the Philosopher's Stone. Besides, you two are both Gringotts employees...I bet you know more than most about how to get past the defenses."

"This is madness," Bill muttered under his breath as Fleur took notes on the parchment. "Utter madness…"

"That is only one possible location, though," said Fleur thoughtfully. "How will we find the other?"

"Maybe we won't have to," Harry mused. "If the Cup is hidden at Gringotts, we may be able to use a shortcut to find the Sword."

"How?"

"The Sorting Hat," said Harry. "I used it to summon the Sword to me in my first timeline. Perhaps we could use it to do the same."

"But you're not a Gryffindor anymore," Bill pointed out.

"You are," Harry reasoned. "Maybe we can ask to borrow the Hat. We'll need to convince it to give the Sword to us, but I see no reason why it shouldn't work."

"What if You-Know-Who removed the enchantment tying the Sword to the Hat?" said Bill.

"I doubt he even knows about it," said Harry. "Otherwise, why go to the trouble of raiding the goblin graves? He could have just asked Pettigrew or Lockhart to retrieve the Hat while they were still employed at Hogwarts."

"So, let me just get this straight," said Bill with a heavy exhale. "Your plan involves breaking into a high-security vault at Gringotts, then praying that the Sorting Hat gives you the Sword, then killing the deadly snake that You-Know-Who never lets out of his sight, and getting rid of Longbottom's Horcrux without killing him?"

"Then killing You-Know-Who himself," Harry added. "That about sums it up, yeah."

"Brilliant," said Bill, throwing his arms up. "Just brilliant. And this is all to be done by two twenty-somethings and a kid who doesn't even have his N.E.W.T.'s yet?"

"Don't be so defeatist," Harry groaned. "Once we get closer to completing our tasks, we can start bringing additional people in to help. But I will not turn over the entire job to a man I don't trust."

"Wonderful," Bill grumbled. "What are we meant to do in the meantime, then?"

"I say we break up and work on each problem separately," said Harry. "Bill, you talk to your contacts overseas to see if there's any kind of death ritual to remove Neville's horcrux. Fleur, you can start looking into Gringotts' security systems and formulating a plan of attack. I'll be at Hogwarts making my own preparations."

"Like what?" Bill demanded.

"Like training with Dumbledore to defeat Voldemort," said Harry flatly. "In the meantime, I can look into the Hat and talk to Snape about the inner circle."

"And you think we can trust zis Snape?" asked Fleur tentatively.

"I haven't decided yet," Harry muttered. "But he's loyal to my mother. I don't think he would betray my confidence, not as long as I'm careful what I share with him."

"So you're deciding to trust You-Know-Who's right-hand man, but not his arch nemesis?" Bill scoffed. "I find your logic maddening, Potter."

"And I find your attitude tiring, Weasley," Harry fired back. "For now, we continue on as planned. If we hit a dead end, we can consider asking for help."

"I think zat is a fair compromise," said Fleur diplomatically, running a soothing hand along Bill's arm. "What do you think, mon cherie? Can we try 'Arry's plan first?"

Bill clearly looked annoyed at being outvoted. "Fine," he huffed. "But know this, Potter: if one of my family members gets hurt because of this, I'll hold it against you to the grave."

"Keep that same energy for the next time Dumbledore uses a Weasley as dragon fodder," Harry snapped back. Bill narrowed his eyes at this retort, but said nothing, merely huffing and striding from the room. Fleur gave Harry a sympathetic look before turning to follow Bill.

Harry returned to Grimmauld Place soon after, where he was unable to focus much at dinner or in evening conversations with friends and family. He lay awake that night, mind still whirling with plans and possibilities, listening to Neville and Ron's light snores. Was he shooting himself in the foot by keeping the plan secret from everyone else? Should he attempt to bring in additional people to make the job a bit easier? Or would that only put more of his loved ones at greater risk?

I can carry the burden for now, Harry reasoned. It hasn't gotten too heavy for me yet. I'll know when things get too difficult and it's time to ask for help.

Problem was, he couldn't be sure if he was lying to himself about that last bit or not.
Year 6-03: The Golden Boy

The 1st of September was usually a day of excitement and whimsy in King's Cross Station, but no longer. Anxiety lingered in the air as wizarding families entered the station, which was full of undercover Aurors, keeping an eye out for any signs of trouble. Parents had not so easily forgotten the incident of last June, and knew that good-byes this time could be more permanent.

Harry's tight-knit group drew a lot of attention as they crossed over onto Platform 9 3/4, considering all the coverage of the Potter administration and the incident in the Department of Mysteries last June. Harry could feel the look of awe on students' faces as they passed by, that discomfort of being put on a pedestal he'd hoped to avoid. He would just have to get used to it, he supposed.

Harry spotted Damian Dursley talking to a group of fellow Hufflepuffs and made his way over to him. "Hey, cousin," he greeted the boy. "Have a good holiday?"

"Oh, hey," Damian said in greeting. The fourteen-year-old seemed to have undergone a major growth spurt over the summer, adding six inches of height to his already massive frame. "It was alright, I guess."

Harry sensed reluctance in his tone, and figured he didn't want to talk about it. Fair enough – Harry had also preferred to leave his summers with the Dursleys in the past where they belonged. "You trying out for the Quidditch team this year?" he asked. "Ron Weasley's been made captain, if you didn't hear."

"Really? Good on him," Damian remarked. "Yeah, I've been training all summer, playing baseball with Dudley and his friends. They think I'm some kind of savant at hitting home runs – turns out Muggle balls are way easier to hit when they're not actively trying to kill you."

"I can see that," Harry chuckled. "Say, want to sit with us on the train?"

"Oh," said Damian. "Well, I was probably going to sit with Anna and her friends...maybe I'll catch up with you later."

"Ah, got it," said Harry. He spied Anna Watson among the group Damian had been talking to, giving her a polite wave. "Catch you later then, cuz."

Does Damian have friends of his own now? Harry wondered. He'd worried how the boy might fare now that his mentor Cedric had graduated. Apparently his reputation must be better among his year mates now – perhaps the combination of his Quidditch prowess and his involvement in the Department of Mysteries fiasco (not to mention his uncle being the Minister) had bolstered his popularity.

The Hogwarts Express sounded its whistle soon after, and students scrambled aboard to find seats. Dahlia and Neville disappeared together almost at once, while Ginny located Astoria and went her own way as well. That left Harry, Ron, and Hermione to locate a compartment of their own. It was a rare reunion of the original "Golden Trio", even if the other two didn't realize it...Harry was glad to spend some quality time with his first good friends.

Ron challenged Harry to a game of wizard's chess as the train rumbled out of the station, and he begrudgingly agreed. The redhead had long ago surpassed Harry in skill at the game, and it would no doubt result in Harry being thoroughly trounced. Ron generously offered him the white pieces, and even the pieces themselves looked dismayed at the prospect, eyeing Harry suspiciously as if wondering if they should bother listening to his instructions.

Hermione sat quietly in the corner, scribbling on a note pad as the match played out in predictable fashion. After Ron checkmated Harry for the third time, the white pieces flatly refused to play for Harry again, so they turned their attention elsewhere. "You writing a novel over there, 'Mione?" asked Ron.

"I'm writing a letter to Viktor," said Hermione as she began her fifth page of cramped cursive.

"Krum?" asked Ron, surprised. "You're still in contact with him?"

"Oh, yes," said Hermione. "Didn't I tell you? I spent a week in Bulgaria visiting him at the beginning of July. He wants to visit Britain this December while I'm on winter break."

Ron and Harry shared a surprised look at this. "Are you two an item, then?" asked Harry with a grin.

"No, nothing like that!" Hermione said, reddening furiously. "We didn't, er, do anything...I stayed in a guest bedroom at his manor and he showed me around the country. That's all, I swear!"

"Y'know, Hermione, most girls would be bragging about all the things they did do with Krum, not the other way around," Ron teased.

"Don't listen to Ron; he's just jealous that it's not him in your place," Harry winked, drawing a playful shove from Ron. "Seriously though, we wouldn't judge you if anything did happen."

"Viktor isn't like that!" Hermione protested. "He's a perfect gentleman. He did nothing more than kiss me on the cheek when he said goodbye."

"But he wants to see you again during your next break?" Harry asked, arching an eyebrow. "Sounds like he's interested in being more than just pen pals."

Hermione blushed even deeper. "He h-hasn't made any moves on me like that!" she insisted. "N-not that t-there would be anything wrong with that!"

"Relax, 'Mione, we're only teasing," Ron smirked. "I hope you and Vikky go on to make beautiful babies together."

"Hmph," Hermione huffed, rolling her eyes before turning to Harry. "Have you been seeing anyone, Harry?"

"Nope," Harry said adamantly. "And I don't think I will be for a while. Too much going on in the world to make time for that."

"Oh, that's no excuse!" Hermione smiled. "You never know when the right person will come along! Who knows what the future will hold, right?"

"Dahlia says that you've been spending a lot of time with Fleur Delacour," Ron smirked. "Putting moves on the Veela, eh, Potter?"

"Fleur's still dating your brother Bill, if you hadn't noticed," Harry chuckled. "And no, she's just a friend. We went through a lot in the Tournament together, and it's good to have someone to commiserate with."

"Well, you'll always have us," Hermione offered. "I wish you would spend more time with us and Neville. I thought we'd be much closer friends when we met on the train five years ago."

So did I, Harry lamented. He'd had pure intentions when he kept his distance from the trio all those years ago, giving Neville the chance to form close bonds of his own he would need in the dark days ahead. But Harry would be lying if he said he didn't miss his prior relationship with the two people sitting across from him.

"Potter's too cool for us, 'Mione, just accept it," Ron chuckled. "His dad's the bloody Minister; he doesn't have time to waste on commoners like us. But enough about him...I have been writing with Sally-Anne Perks all summer!"

"You have?" Hermione beamed. "She's really nice. One of the only other Muggle-born girls in our year."

"Yeah, but get this," Ron smirked. "She's like, super into Quidditch! Weird, right? I guess her older brother plays some Muggle game called footer or something that it reminds her of. She gave me her owl address after we beat Ravenclaw in the Final last term...sorry again about that, mate."

"No worries," Harry grinned – he had missed the match due to his expulsion. "Say, whatever happened between you and Daphne Greengrass? I thought you two made a good match at the Yule Ball."

Ron crinkled his nose. "Daphne's gorgeous and all," he groaned, "but she's a total buzzkill! All prim and proper about following all the rules of pure-blood courting and whatnot. We're just too different for each other."

"That's not always such a bad thing, Ronald," said Hermione. "Look at Sirius and Amelia! He needed someone to tame his wilder side, and she needed someone to help her loosen up a little."

"Well, I'll leave Daphne's loosening up for some other bloke," Ron snorted. "Besides, I don't need to be 'tamed'. I'm a catch as I am, and Sally-Anne recognizes that." He puffed his chest and pretended not to be hurt when Harry and Hermione shared a hearty laugh at his bravado. These were the moments Harry missed the most from his old life: the quiet moments of fun, of casual banter between good friends. He hoped for a future where he could indulge in these moments even more.

Halfway through the train ride, Hermione's watch beeped, and she stood from her seat. "Time for the prefects' meeting," she announced. "Coming, Harry?"

"Huh?" he said absent-mindedly. "Oh! Right, yeah." He'd already forgotten that he had prefect duties this year on top of everything else. Was this yet another ploy by Dumbledore to tether him to the school, to give him more responsibilities to keep him in check? That remained to be seen. He bade Ron farewell as he and Hermione made their way up the hall.

The prefects were seated in the very front train car, which was situated in a more open layout with chairs lined up in rows facing the front. Each House had two prefects per year, and Harry recognized the others in his year at once: Dean Thomas and Parvati Patil for Gryffindor; Zacharias Smith and Susan Bones for Hufflepuff; and Neville Longbottom and Daphne Greengrass for Slytherin. He and Hermione made their way over towards the latter pair.

"Hey, Daph," Harry greeted the Slytherin girl. "How was your holiday?"

"Dreadful," Daphne grumbled. "I was stuck in hiding at our summer home in the countryside."

"Oh, right; sorry to hear about that," Harry grimaced. "Looking forward to another year of school?"

"Yes, I suppose," Daphne sighed. "It's a very important year for me, after all."

"Is it?" Harry frowned. "You don't take your N.E.W.T.'s until seventh year, right?"

"Yes, but I come of-age in April," Daphne sighed. "There will be a lot of pressure to find a suitable partner by then."

"Erm...a partner?" Harry repeated. "For what?"

"For marriage, Potter," Daphne sighed, as though it were obvious. "Pure-blood heirs are expected to have a marriage contract lined up by their seventeenth birthday. Otherwise it is assumed that there is something wrong with you, and your future prospects become quite limited."

"That sounds awful," Harry muttered. "And there's no way you can get out of it?"

"I'm not being forced into it, if that's what you're asking," Daphne sniffed. "I just happen to care about marrying well. If I'm not proactive, I might end up with someone twice my age who doesn't care about what I can offer beyond my dowry."

"Huh," Harry said thoughtfully. "Well, best of luck to you, I suppose." He continued to be baffled by pure-blood customs and culture, and was grateful he didn't have to conform to them himself.

"Have a nice summer, Potter?" a voice asked from behind him; Harry turned to see Mark Davis enter the train car, grinning at him.

"Hey, Mark," said Harry, shaking the boy's hand eagerly. "Not so bad, yourself?"

"Bit strange, truth be told," Mark sighed. "Went with the parents to South America to get away from the madness for a while. Frankly, we might not have come back to Britain at all, if not for your dad becoming Minister."

"Oh," said Harry, surprised. "Erm...thanks for the show of confidence, I guess."

"He'll be a brilliant Minister, I know it," Mark smiled. "If anyone can get us through this mess in one piece, it's him."

"I hope you're right," Harry chuckled. "Are you a prefect this year, too?"

"Even better," Mark grinned, flashing the badge pinned to his breast. Harry's eyebrows rose when he read 'Head Boy' imprinted on the front.

"Wow, congratulations!" Harry beamed. "You've earned it, mate."

"I suppose I deserve some credit for babysitting you lot in that blasted Department last year," Mark winked. "Seems like a fair consolation prize for having my girlfriend stolen by Longbottom."

Harry opened his mouth to express his condolences again, but saw from the twinkle in Mark's eye that he was just joking. The seventh-year slapped Harry amicably on the arm before striding forward to the front of the train and getting everyone's attention.

"Listen up, you lot!" Mark announced. "Name's Mark Davis, Head Boy for this term. You've all been selected to represent your Houses as prefects this year. For those of you who were chosen last year, you know what an honor this is. For those who are new here, I'm going to explain your duties and what you can expect from the coming year."

Harry listened attentively as Mark detailed what was expected of him as a prefect. He was to conduct one dorm inspection per month in Ravenclaw Tower, plus one shift of night patrol duty every other week. Otherwise, he was expected to "represent the House well" and set a positive example for the younger students, while monitoring poor behavior and docking points as necessary. Overall it didn't sound too bad, and as selfish as he felt thinking it, Harry figured he could foist most of the responsibilities onto Hermione if he needed a reprieve.

Once Mark had completed his prepared speech, he dismissed them to conduct an inspection of the train. Harry and Hermione were assigned to the very back of the train, which was usually where the younger students were forced to sit as the older ones claimed the ones towards the front for themselves. Harry groaned...he wasn't looking forward to being lionized by the youngest students in the school, who were the ones who openly gawked at him and whispered about him to their friends. Being the son of the Minister of Magic and the 'Hero of Hogwarts' would only amplify that effect.

He and Hermione made their way through the crowded halls, as the latter barked at students to stay in their seats. They couldn't exactly take House points away, as there were none to be had yet, so they had to resort to empty threats of detention if students didn't behave. Luckily, Harry's presence seemed to be enough to get most of them in line and back in their respective compartments.

A bathroom door swung open right in Harry's face, and he nearly collided with a student exiting the stall. "Mind where you're stepping—" Draco Malfoy began, going quiet when he realized who exactly he'd run into.

Harry glared directly into the cold gray of Draco's eyes, searching them for answers. Are you a Death Eater? he silently wondered. Did you sell my sister out to Voldemort? These were the questions he was dying to know, the determining factors in if he would respect Dumbledore's wishes and leave Malfoy alone this term.

He half-expected Draco to tell him off, to make some snarky remark at the Potters' expense. It was their first encounter since the incident that led to Harry's expulsion, and a lot had happened between their respective families since then.

"Got something to say, Malfoy?" Harry asked coolly. "Can't go running off to Daddy this time, as he's tucked away in Azkaban, isn't he?"

Draco blinked as he processed Harry's words. Then, to Harry's surprise, a flash of what looked like fear crossed the blonde boy's face, and he hurriedly brushed past Harry down the hall, eager to return to his compartment.

Harry watched him go, surprised. Draco was not one to shy away from a fight, especially with Harry. What had changed? Did he fear that Harry would discover his secret? Had he heard what Harry did to his Aunt Bellatrix last June, and feared similar retribution? Or was it simply a reflection of their fathers' respective power stations, with Lucius in prison and James in the Minister's chair?

No matter, Harry thought. If he is guilty, I'll find out one way or another. You can't hide from me forever, Draco Malfoy.

He and Hermione conducted their rounds, which went more smoothly than he expected. The rowdy pre-teens at the back of the train went deathly quiet at his very presence, and all Harry had to do was politely request that they remain seated and keep their voices down. A few of the Muggle-born first-years tried to rebel, only for the others to quickly inform them of who Harry was and stop any further shenanigans from taking place.

"You're quite good at this already, Harry," Hermione remarked. "Everyone listens to you."

"Yeah, well, it helps when most of the students are scared shitless of me," Harry quipped.

"They respect you," Hermione corrected. "You should use that more often. I bet if you built a closer relationship with some of the younger students, you could—"

"I don't have time for all that, Hermione," Harry groaned. "I'm going to be quite busy this year. I can't be everyone's best friend."

"I'm not saying that," Hermione scoffed. "I'm just saying...you could be less aloof is all."

"Aloof? I'm not aloof!"

Hermione shot him an exasperated look. "Half the students in Ravenclaw haven't even heard you speak to them once," she said. "You don't have to be everyone's friend, just...be friendly. And maybe don't disappear for hours or days at a time so people think you're scheming."

"Maybe I am scheming," Harry smirked. "But seriously, I have more important things to do than make every student more comfortable with me."

"I'm just saying," Hermione sighed. "Everyone's scared of the war right now. Your dad becoming Minister helped with that a little bit, but I just think if they knew you weren't afraid...if you acted like a normal kid around them...they might be less afraid too."

Harry considered this. It was a similar argument that Dumbledore had made to him, when he offered Harry his spot at Hogwarts back. People looked up to him as a symbol, whether he wanted them to or not. He could choose to discard that mantle, or use it to bolster morale in the student population. When framed in those terms, it seemed obvious what he ought to do.

He decided to take Hermione's words to heart as they continued their rounds, forcing a smile on his face and warmly greeting every compartment-full of students. He badly wished to look away, to cringe at the looks of awe and adulation he was getting. He would never get comfortable with them – might as well get used to it at least.

Harry also noticed that the attention he was receiving shifted subtly as they moved on to the train cars containing older students. Nearly every fifth-year girl and above was falling all over themselves to greet him with a smile and/or a hug, before breaking out into giggles with their friends once he moved along. A few years ago Harry might have reveled in such attention from the pretty girls in his class, but now it just made him feel uncomfortable.

The train arrived at Hogsmeade Station soon after, and Harry assisted in shepherding the first-years along to Hagrid before catching a carriage up to the school. The sight of the castle appearing over the hill would never not fill him with wonder and excitement. He felt fortunate that he got to savor his time as a student for an additional five years over everyone else...if only those years had been more care-free for him to fully appreciate them.

Harry filed into the Great Hall and looked for an open seat at the Ravenclaw table. Several girls, including Cho Chang, eagerly waved at him to get his attention so he would sit beside them. He nodded politely to each of them, but instead sat next to Luna Lovegood, who was humming a little tune to herself and staring fixedly at the ceiling.

"Hi, Luna," Harry greeted the girl. "It's good to see you again."

"Hello, Harry," she said without looking at him. "Quite an unusual weather pattern tonight, isn't it?"

Harry frowned as he followed her gaze upwards; the enchanted ceiling was swirling gently with wisps of cloud. "Is it?" he asked.

"Seems quite calm," Luna remarked serenely. "Doesn't quite fit the atmosphere, does it?"

Harry wondered if she referred to the chaotic energy of the restless students around her, or the general atmosphere of the nation with a war raging on in the background. "Maybe it's intentional," he pointed out. "It's hoping to bring a sense of calm, so we don't have to feel like a storm is raging all the time."

"Hmm...I suppose that makes perfect sense," Luna concluded, finally tearing her bright blue eyes from the ceiling to look at him. "It's good to see you too, Harry. You look well-fed."

"Likewise," Harry chuckled, bemused as always by her odd choice of words.

"I would take care if I were you, though," said Luna with sudden seriousness. "I heard some troubling things about you on the train today."

"Troubling?" Harry said, frowning. "Like what?"

"Well, it could be nothing," Luna said fretfully. "But some of the girls in my year said they wanted to do 'unspeakable things' to you this term. You don't think they meant the Cruciatus, do you?"

Harry stifled a laugh at her expense. "No, I don't think that's what they meant," he said kindly. "I'm sure it's nothing to worry about."

At that moment, McGonagall marched into the Hall with the first-years following nervously behind her. Harry once again marveled at how tiny they were...it was hard to imagine that he and his peers were that small only five years prior. Thus began the agonizingly-long Sorting process, as each new student stepped up to the stool to have the Sorting Hat placed upon their head.

Harry zoned out as name after name was read, staring thoughtfully at the Hat from afar. How could he convince Dumbledore to let him borrow it? He doubted he could get away with stealing it, and Dumbledore would probably know right away if Harry was lying about his motives. He hoped that he could at least buy himself a few minutes alone in the Headmaster's Office with the thing, so that he could put it on and ask a few questions.

Finally, the last name was called, and Dumbledore walked up to the podium and raised his hands for quiet. "Welcome back to another year at Hogwarts!" he announced. "Your food will be arriving shortly, but first, a few quick announcements.

"We have had a handful of changes to our staff this term," said Dumbledore. "Taking over as your Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher is Professor Snape."

A chorus of groans rang out at this announcement, but the Slytherin table broke out in polite applause for their Head of House. Snape nodded curtly at the praise, looking quietly smug...he finally got the job he wanted all along, Harry grumbled.

"This means that we are in need of a new Potions professor," Dumbledore went on. "Fortunately, we have found a more than capable replacement. Please give a hand for Britain's latest Potion Master, Lily Evans-Potter!"

The reception was far more enthusiastic this time around. Harry whooped loudly and stood to clap for his mother, who stood meekly from the Head Table and waved at the students. Dumbledore let the raucous applause continue for a moment before finally raising his hand for calm once more.

"Secondly, I know that many of you are concerned about the state of the world outside these walls at the moment," Dumbledore said gravely. "Just know that the staff is fully committed to your safety in the castle this year, and Minister Potter has asked me to reassure you that Aurors will be posted here around the clock to ensure the students are protected at all times."

Harry glanced around the room to gauge the reception to these words. While some of the first-years looked confused, the older years looked nervous, many of whom had parents working at the Ministry who might become targets of Voldemort in the future. Maybe Luna had caught on to the unspoken anxiety of the room even better than he had.

"I understand that many of you will be eager nonetheless to learn how to defend yourselves," said Dumbledore. "I am happy to announce that Hogwarts will be establishing a Defense Club for all ages, meeting once a week in the evenings. You will have the opportunity to learn from a very capable teacher, someone many of you already know. Please give a round of applause for Mr. Harry Potter."

The applause that followed started slow, but built to an eventual crescendo as the entire student body got to their feet to acknowledge him. Harry wanted badly to melt into the floor, to run and hide from all the attention. But he forced himself to stand and smile politely, waving at the many eager faces looking to him for strength and comfort. Only the Slytherins looked less than enthused, with Draco Malfoy and his posse staring skeptically at him.

"I'm confident that you will all have much to learn from Harry, if you choose to apply yourself," Dumbledore smiled. "With that said, let's eat!"

He clapped his hands, and food appeared on the tables before them. This fortunately diverted attention away from Harry as the ravenous students dug into their meals. A few nearby Ravenclaws were still eager to speak with him, however.

"Welcome back, Harry," said Terry Boot, reaching across two second-years to shake Harry's hand. "Always knew your expulsion was bullshite. Glad to have you with us again."

"Hear hear," said Anthony Goldstein, raising a goblet towards Harry. "After everything Fudge and Professor Weasley put you through last year, you deserve all our respect."

"Thanks," Harry grinned sheepishly. "By the way, Anthony...I'm sorry you lost your prefect status. I didn't ask for it, and I never would have tried to steal it from you—"

"Don't mention it," Anthony grinned. "It should've been you from the beginning anyway. Flitwick admitted to me last year that he nominated you for the job, but Dumbledore overruled him."

That was news to Harry. Why did Dumbledore not want him to be a prefect last year? Was it as he originally feared: retribution for telling Neville the truth about the prophecy? And why had he changed his mind now? Was it simply a ploy to regain his trust, to draw him in closer after failing to control him last year?

It only reaffirmed his desire to tread carefully around Dumbledore this year. He would be spending a lot more time with the man, and it was clear from the Headmaster's speech that he wanted to fashion Harry as a sort of figurehead for the other students. Why, he couldn't yet be certain.

I'll play along for now, Dumbledore, Harry thought as he ate his meal in silence. I'll be your Golden Boy to make you feel more comfortable. But I won't let it get in the way of what I have to do, either.

The first day back to classes was always an interesting experience, but this particular Monday had Harry ambivalent. He got to start the day with Potions, which was now taught by his mother, but it was followed by a double afternoon session of Defense Against the Dark Arts, now taught by Snape. A curious dichotomy: his least-favorite class taught by one of his favorite people, and his favorite class taught by one of his least-favorite people.

The energy outside the Potions classroom was palpable as the sixth-years queued up for their first lesson of the term. All of them had fond memories of Professor James Potter, yet most had never met his wife before, and were eager to see if she measured up to their lofty expectations. Harry had a sneaking suspicion that Lily would soon be a class favorite.

Harry also spied Draco and a small handful of other Slytherins who had progressed to N.E.W.T. level. They were more muted than usual, speaking in a hushed circle apart from the other students. Don't you dare try anything against my mother, Harry thought, his glare boring a hole through the back of the blonde boy's head. It'll be the last thing you ever do.

Lily let the class in soon after to take their seats. Harry deliberately took the seat directly behind Malfoy, in order to keep an eye on him, settling in beside Michael Corner as Lily began her lesson.

"My name is Professor Lily Evans-Potter," she said. "You can call me Professor Potter, Professor Evans, or even Professor Lily if you wish...so long as you treat me with respect, I'll treat you the same. Now, you've entered into N.E.W.T. level, which means we'll be dealing with far more dangerous potions than you've encountered thus far. I therefore hope you'll pay extra close attention to avoid any mishaps."

Lily cast a nervous glance towards the Slytherins as she said this. Fortunately Crabbe and Goyle were not continuing with Potions, as they had a knack for blowing up whatever concoction they attempted. Malfoy did not react, continuing to twirl his quill absent-mindedly in his palm.

"Now, I've written a recipe on the chalkboard," Lily continued, gesturing to the wall of text behind her. "If brewed correctly, it will produce the Draught of the Living Death. Who here can tell me what this potion does to the consumer?"

Hermione's hand shot up into the air at once until Lily called upon her. "The Draught of the Living Death mimics the effects of death by rendering the consumer unconscious and disguising the vital signs of life until the antidote is applied," she recited flawlessly.

"Very good; take two points for Ravenclaw, Miss Granger," Lily nodded, earning a pleased smile from Hermione. "Now, this particular potion is unique in that, despite the obvious negative effects upon the user, it is not classified as a poison. Can anyone tell me why?"

Even Hermione seemed stumped by this question. Everyone pondered it in silence, and Harry knew the hesitance was partially due to confusion. Snape had never asked such questions of them before; he merely expected them to learn the material from the textbook and follow the instructions on the board.

"I'll give you a hint," Lily smiled. "It has to do with the sixth line of the recipe."

Harry squinted up at the board, locating the sixth line: 'Cut open twelve sopophorous beans and add juices within to cauldron.' They hadn't worked much with sopophorous beans in O.W.L. year...Harry could only recall using it once before, for a very specific brew—

He raised his hand at once. "Is it a type of Sleeping Potion?" he asked.

"Very good, Harry!" Lily beamed proudly. "Take three more points for Ravenclaw! While the potion produces poison-like effects, its true nature is that of a sleep inducer, putting the consumer in an indefinite state of slumber. Now, can anyone wager a guess as to the purpose of the sloth brain in the recipe?"

Once again a prolonged, thoughtful silence followed this question. Harry had never seen Hermione look so puzzled before...she badly wished to answer, but clearly had not considered the question herself before. It was Ernie Macmillan who hesitantly raised his hand first.

"Is it to slow the vital functions of the organs?" he wondered aloud. "To fool outside observers into believing they've stopped completely?"

"That is exactly right, Mr. Macmillan; take three points for Hufflepuff," Lily smiled kindly. "You see, the key to success with potions is to understand not only which ingredients to use, but why they are used. I hope that by the end of this year, you will all be able to think outside the box and improvise rather than simply follow instructions to a tee."

Harry glowed internally at the looks of surprise and awe in his classmates' faces. They had never been so engaged with a Potions lesson before...Snape may have been brilliant at the subject himself, but he was terrible at making others understand it. Lily had a knack for breaking it down so that anyone could grasp even the most complex of concepts.

At the conclusion of the lesson, students filed out of the dungeons, already buzzing about their new favorite professor in the school. Harry was pleased to see his mother already proving popular with his classmates, as he spent the lunch break listening to his peers gush about how much fun she had made the normally-dull subject. He wished he could remain with them and their high spirits, but he had an afternoon with Snape ahead of him, filling him with dread.

The Defense classroom, once an inviting space that filled Harry with warmth, now suddenly felt cold and lifeless as he filed in with the seventh-years. He sat beside Mark Davis as Snape stood impassively at the front of the class, waiting for everyone to take their seats.

"Welcome to your final year of Defense," he sneered. "At the conclusion of this term, you will be subject to the most grueling and challenging exams you have faced thus far. As such, I will expect nothing but excellence from all of you, for if you cannot handle the day-to-day activities in this class, you will not be able to handle the final exams."

That's a failing on your part, not ours, Harry grumbled to himself. Snape's arrogance had always grated on him – now that he was no longer a frightened eleven-year-old boy, it appalled him how this insecure man-child mistreated and abused vulnerable children who didn't know any better.

"Potter!" Snape suddenly barked. "Up here, with me."

Harry suppressed a groan as he stood to join Snape at the front of the class. Snape had his wand drawn, and Harry, while his own hands were empty, remained ready to plunge his hand into his robes for his wand at a moment's notice, recognizing the malicious glint in his professor's eyes.

"One of the most important tenets of this course is nonverbal defense," said Snape, flicking his wand at Harry without warning. "Stupefy!"

Harry was ready. He calmly whipped out his wand and erected a perfect Shield Charm, deflecting the red jet of light with a satisfying gong. Harry stood impassively, watching Snape, anticipating his next move.

Snape, who clearly hadn't expected such a quick reaction, merely sneered. "Good, Potter," he said. "And if I had instead cast a more complex hex, one that a simple Shield Charm could not deflect, what would you have done?"

"Personally, I would just dodge it," Harry shrugged. "But if that was not an option, I would conjure a solid object like stone or metal to intercept the spell."

Snape studied him for a moment. "That would work," he acknowledged, "but this is not Transfiguration class, Potter. If such a question comes up on your N.E.W.T., you will be expected to answer using methods taught in the book, such as a Barrier Charm, which you will all be expected to master by the end of this term."

"But the book's wrong!" Harry insisted. He'd read about the Barrier Charm in his personal studies years ago: a stronger variant of the Shield Charm, reinforced to handle darker and more sinister spells. However, it took far more magical energy to produce and could only defend in one direction, making it too inflexible and unreliable for his liking. Hell, he was pretty sure even the Aurors didn't bother with the spell themselves.

"It is not your job to decide whether the book is right or wrong," Snape spat. "It is your job to learn its contents and pass the exam using them. Leave the interpreting to me, Potter. Now retake your seat."

Harry did so, silently fuming. As usual, Snape preferred to be technically correct in his lessons rather than actually teach them actionable, useful things.

He spent the remainder of the lesson listening to Snape drone on about the various topics they would be covering, and the (copious) amounts of homework they would have to complete. Snape ended the lesson by assigning them all a two-foot summary on the Barrier Charm, drawing groans from the entire class.

The bell rang, and Harry hastily packed his things, eager to get out of the classroom. But before he could make his escape, Snape called after him: "Potter. A word."

Harry suppressed a groan and turned to face the man as the class emptied out behind him. "Sir?" he asked coolly.

Snape studied him for a moment, his cold black eyes peering suspiciously at Harry. "I had a curious conversation with the Headmaster this morning," he said.

"Did you?" Harry asked neutrally.

"He informed the staff that you intend to come and go from your lessons as you please," said Snape. "That you seem to believe yourself above the rules that govern the rest of your classmates."

"I don't think I'm above anybody else," Harry shrugged. "I just feel that my time might be better served elsewhere than repetitive lessons in subjects I don't need the help in."

"Such arrogance," Snape sneered. "Be warned that I have no interest in what concessions the Headmaster may have made to wrangle you back to the castle. As long as you are a student of mine, I will not tolerate absences, and if you plan on skipping my lessons, it will reflect poorly upon your grades."

Harry was prepared to retort, to tell Snape to shove it and skip the rest of his DADA classes anyway. But he held his tongue and considered his options. Staring the year off with a contentious relationship with Snape may prove detrimental to him down the line. He needed information, information that only Snape could give him, and he would never get it if he treated the man poorly.

"Understood, sir," Harry said, suppressing his urge to fight back. "As it so happens, this is the subject I am most keen to improve at, so I had no intentions of skipping your lessons."

Surprise registered in Snape's expression for a moment, before it was replaced with the usual thinly-veiled disdain. "A wise decision, Mr. Potter," he remarked.

"But know this," said Harry. "Unlike with Potions, you're teaching my best subject now. If you intend to belittle me or criticize every misstep of mine, you'll have a much tougher go of it. We both know I'm the best student in this class and give full effort on every test and assignment, so I won't put up with your abuse any longer."

"Such arrogance," Snape muttered once again. But he seemed to consider Harry's words honestly. "I acknowledge that your utter incompetence in my potions lab may not extend to this subject matter. So long as you give full effort and do not prove a nuisance in my lessons, I see no reason we cannot have a peaceful working relationship."

"Glad to hear it," said Harry. Again, he had a million retorts in mind, such as the fact that he aced his Potions O.W.L. without Snape's help, or that every other teacher gave Harry exactly the 'peaceful working relationship' Snape seemed so reluctant to foster. "Anything else I can do for you, Professor?"

"Dismissed," said Snape curtly. "Be warned, Potter: you are being watched very closely in this castle. The Dark Lord no longer views you as a personal threat the same way he does Longbottom, but you remain a powerful enemy he does not take lightly. Take care not to give him any further reason to wish you or your family harm."

Harry considered these words carefully. Was that just a warning, or a threat? Did Snape know something he didn't about Voldemort's plans? Had he perhaps caught wind of some scheme against him or his family members, and wished to give Harry forewarning against it? He left the classroom with his head buzzing, hoping to speak to Dumbledore about it as soon as he could.

He did not hear from the Headmaster until later that week. On Thursday morning at breakfast, Harry received a small slip of parchment along with his usual mail delivery. When he unfolded it, he read Dumbledore's neat handwriting within: "Meet me tonight in my office at 7:30 PM for our first meeting. The password is 'Bertie Botts'. -A.D."

Harry found himself anxious as he headed to the Headmaster's Office that evening. What exactly would they be doing? Would Dumbledore follow through with his promise to train Harry? What form might that take...assigned reading? Dueling practice? He also had plenty of questions built up from a strange first week back at Hogwarts that demanded answers.

"Come in, Harry, come in!" Dumbledore beamed as Harry peeked through the door. "Have a seat. How has your first week treated you?"

"It's been...unique," Harry shrugged as he sank into an armchair opposite Dumbledore's desk.

"I imagine so," Dumbledore chuckled. "Unique times we are living in, after all! But I trust you are settling in alright?"

"Fine," Harry shrugged.

"I couldn't help but notice," Dumbledore remarked, "that you had dropped Divination from your schedule."

"And Care of Magical Creatures," Harry nodded. "To lighten my workload."

"Understandable," Dumbledore said slowly. "But why Divination? It seems rather pertinent to your particular skill set—"

"I told you I wouldn't submit myself to questioning about my visions," Harry said firmly.

"Of course not," Dumbledore said patiently. "I only wondered if perhaps Firenze's teaching methods are not to your satisfaction?"

"He's fine at teaching the material," Harry shrugged. "That's not the issue. He's not a Seer like Trelawney was, and I prefer to self-study rather than learn branches of centaur divination that do not pertain to me."

Dumbledore considered this. "I suppose that makes sense," he conceded. "If there is anything I can do to assist you in your private studies – books I can point you towards, advice I can give – please do not hesitate to ask."

He's really bending over backwards to accommodate me, Harry thought. It felt like Dumbledore had particular reason to want Harry here, in the castle, rather than out in the real world. But why? Harry couldn't entirely trust that altruism was the old man's only motive, not in a time of war like this. There had to be some ulterior motive at play, and it frustrated Harry to no end that the man continued to play coy with him…

"Why did you overrule Flitwick when he tried to make me a prefect last year?" he blurted out.

Dumbledore blinked in surprise at the question. "I have told you my regrets in how I treated you in years past," he said. "That is indeed one such mistake. I worried that giving you prefect status would encourage you to distance yourself further from your peers, to isolate yourself as you so often did in your first four years here."

"So what's changed now?" Harry demanded. "You feel like you need me as a figurehead, so you're willing to make concessions you weren't before? Or are you kissing up to the Minister by showering his son with gifts?"

"Not at all," said Dumbledore. "I am merely rectifying my past lapses in judgment and extending an olive branch. I have made concessions I normally wouldn't for a student, it is true, but it is because you have proven to be a better man than I assumed, and I trust you to do the right thing with the power I've granted you."

Harry felt a twinge of guilt at his words. But were they genuine? Did he mean what he said, or were they merely lip service to make up for his repeated failures in the past?

"Snape told me something interesting earlier this week," said Harry, moving right along to his next point of contention. "He says Voldemort has people watching me inside the castle. Does he mean Malfoy and his cronies? What are you going to do about this?"

"Voldemort does indeed have spies planted within the castle," Dumbledore confirmed. "Snape himself being one of them. But they have strict instructions not to harm a fellow student, especially yourself and your family members, because Voldemort learned the hard way that retribution will be swift and merciless if any harm comes to a member of James Potter's family."

"So says Snape," Harry retorted. "How d'you know Voldemort told him the truth? What if he's withholding his true plans from Snape, since he knows he'd only report it back to you?"

"I have no reason to believe that is the case," said Dumbledore simply. "And after decades of fighting against Voldemort, I like to believe I know how he thinks. He is a monster, there is no doubt, but he is also intelligent and risk-averse. And, no offense Harry, but he does not see you as important enough to take such a risk in targeting you inside these walls."

"I'd like to see him try," Harry growled. "I know what you said earlier, sir, but if Draco came after me or my family, all bets are off. He'll regret ever being born."

"Voldemort knows that, and Mr. Malfoy knows that too," Dumbledore nodded. "And therefore I do not think such an outcome is likely. I know you still distrust me, but believe me when I say that Draco is being watched very closely, by both myself and Professor Snape."

"If you say so," Harry grumbled unhappily.

"Now, I'd like to get started before it gets too late," said Dumbledore, glancing at the clock on the wall. "I promised you that I would teach you more advanced magic for combat – and I shall – but tonight I wish to have an open and frank conversation."

"What about, sir?"

"Dark magic," said Dumbledore with a frown. "You have spent the past five years having it drilled into you by your Defense professors, but I must nonetheless stress how dangerous Dark magic is for the user. I know you intend to better yourself by any means possible to fight the threat of Voldemort, but I need you to understand that there is a right and a wrong way to do so."

"I know, sir," Harry sighed. "I don't plan on running around casting Avada Kedavra on everyone."

"I certainly hope not," Dumbledore chuckled. "But Dark magic isn't only limited to the Killing Curse. Many powerful Dark spells also draw upon the soul of the user. You witnessed Voldemort cast one yourself, in the Atrium...the spell that cost me my left arm."

"What spell was that, sir?" Harry asked. He remembered those odd tendrils of black smoke; the horrific screaming they emitted when neutralized by Dumbledore's shield.

"A deeply evil curse invented many centuries ago," Dumbledore said somberly. "The creator was so horrified by his own invention that he attempted to destroy any trace of its existence...but Voldemort has a particular knack for dredging up arcane knowledge that was meant to be lost to time."

"What does it do, exactly?" Harry asked.

"I will not repeat the incantation or the wand movement necessary to perform it," said Dumbledore. "As a matter of fact, if I did it myself, nothing would happen...you, however, would perform a lesser version of the curse."

"I don't understand," Harry frowned...how could he possibly cast a spell Dumbledore himself could not?

"The curse calls upon the souls of the dead and warps them into an offensive weapon," Dumbledore explained. "Those black tendrils you saw were souls that Voldemort himself extinguished, called back to the land of the living to briefly do his bidding. A terribly evil act, one that I find even more detestable than the creation of Inferi."

"So you would be unable to cast it, because…" Harry deduced.

"I have never murdered another human being," Dumbledore nodded. "You, however, would produce a single soul: that of Bellatrix Lestrange. And I imagine her soul would be none too happy to do your bidding. Like Fiendfyre, the curse is especially dangerous because it requires an iron-clad will to prevent the summoned souls from turning back on the caster."

"That's horrifying," Harry shuddered. Voldemort using his own past victims as a weapon? Were Frank and Alice Longbottom among those smoky tendrils he used to attack them? Was Saul Croaker's the soul that latched itself to Dumbledore's arm and tried to eat him from the inside out? It was a chilling thought he didn't like to dwell upon.

"The downsides of the curse are drastic," Dumbledore went on. "Each soul Voldemort summoned that night tormented his own soul afterwards, as he was forced to experience their collective rage and displeasure at being summoned against their will. Severus informed me that it took Voldemort several weeks to recover after fleeing from the Ministry...you'll notice he only cast it when backed into a corner, in a moment of pure desperation, knowing the toll it would take on him."

"Well, I'm not going to search out the incantation for myself, sir," Harry reassured him.

"Good," Dumbledore smiled. "That curse is a particularly egregious example of what I am talking about, while the Killing Curse is another. Other Dark spells may seem more benign, and you may find yourself drawn to them as powerful tools with minimal drawbacks. But these tiny drawbacks build up over time, and the soul is not meant to take such a beating over a prolonged period. Your own soul remains intact after a single use of the Killing Curse, but it is now more fragile than it was before, and you'd do well not to push the limits any further."

"Right," Harry muttered. "But how do I know what's considered Dark and what isn't? I know Britain takes a far more strict approach to the subject than other places do."

"Yes, I am aware," Dumbledore nodded. "Durmstrang, for instance, takes a more liberal approach to Dark magic, allowing minimal use to let students experience the highs and lows for themselves in small doses. I myself tend to value the human soul higher than most, and prefer to take caution in such matters."

"That doesn't answer my question, though," Harry said pointedly. "If I did want to expand my arsenal, how will I know which methods will harm my soul and which won't?"

"That is what I hope these lessons of ours will accomplish," Dumbledore said with a smile. "I will guide you through the methods I myself have used to better myself over the years, while showing you what branches of magic are best avoided."

That's not very helpful, Harry thought. With respect to Dumbledore's abilities, Harry did not have a hundred years' worth of free time to grow strong enough to fight Voldemort. He had to get stronger much faster than that, and he doubted Dumbledore could teach him all that he knew in just a year or two. Ravenclaw or not, Harry knew he was nowhere near as smart as the man sitting across from him.

"How do you propose we do this, then?" he sighed.

"We will begin by assessing your strengths and weaknesses to determine the best path forward," said Dumbledore. "Every wizard has different tendencies, different approaches to a fight. I must determine what yours are so I know what magic you would be best served mastering first."

"Alright," Harry shrugged. "When do we start?"

They were interrupted by a knock at the door. Harry flinched; he hadn't expected company this late. "Next week, I'm afraid," said Dumbledore. "I have another engagement this evening. We will need to find an appropriate place to meet with much more space...I seem to recall that you used such a place to train your defense group last term?"

"The Room of Requirement?" Harry sighed. "Yes, I suppose we could meet there."

"I hoped you might agree to such a thing," Dumbledore smiled. "I am aware that this room has become something of a sanctuary for you, and did not wish to intrude."

"It's fine," Harry shrugged. He did feel somewhat possessive of the Room, but supposed he could hold no more claim over it than the Headmaster of the school it resided in.

"Come in!" Dumbledore announced, turning towards the door. It clicked open, and to Harry's surprise, Neville stuck his head in the office.

"Oh...is Harry joining us for our lesson, sir?" Neville asked, eyeing Harry with surprise.

"No, he is on his way out," said Dumbledore. "I'll send you a note when I've decided on a time and date for our next meeting, Harry."

"Alright," said Harry as he got to his feet. "Oh, and one last thing, sir: you said I could have permission to leave the grounds on weekends?"

Dumbledore looked displeased by this question; perhaps he'd hoped Harry had forgotten that part of their agreement. "Very well," he sighed. He reached into a desk drawer and withdrew a folded piece of parchment, levitating it over for Harry to catch. "That should give you free passage if Mr. Filch or anyone else attempts to stop you. But I hope you know it only applies on weekends, and you are expected to be back in the castle by curfew on Sunday night."

"Understood," said Harry, pocketing the note. "Good night, sir. Neville." He nodded politely to the teen, who looked puzzled by the interaction, before departing the office.

He still hadn't quite made up his mind about Dumbledore's motives behind all of this attention. He seemed sincere enough, but Harry still got the sense that there was a lot that the Headmaster wasn't telling him. Why was he reluctant to tell Harry how to distinguish Dark magic from the rest? Did he really expect Harry to sit quietly and wait for Dumbledore to teach him everything he knew, a few hours at a time?

And since when was he giving Neville private lessons, as well? Was he also teaching the teen how to fight? Or did he have other plans for the boy, other goals to aspire towards? Did he intend to train Neville on how to use the 'power of love' to vanquish Voldemort, or some nonsense?

Harry knew he shouldn't be so flippant about these matters. He had no more idea what the prophecy meant than Dumbledore, and couldn't make heads or tails of what this 'power the Dark Lord knows not' might mean. Dumbledore had been doing this for a long, long time, after all...maybe Harry should learn to trust and respect the Headmaster a bit more.

But something still felt off about the Headmaster's treatment of him this term. Sure, he was being amiable and accommodating – almost suspiciously so. Harry couldn't quite place his finger on where his uneasy feeling came from, and he intended to find out before divulging any of his secrets with the man.
Year 6-04: Contractual Obligations

A/N: I have a fun surprise for you all in this chapter! Was I planning it all along, or did I come up with it on the fly? The world may never know…

Harry thought the hushed whispers and distant looks of reverence he got from his fellow students were annoying enough. He could get used to them, maybe, if that was all there was to it. But they were nothing compared to the mortifying experience he would have during the second week of term.

It began like any other day, with Harry wrapping up a quick breakfast in the Great Hall before joining his sixth-year classmates for their morning Potions class. He leaned casually against the wall, listening absent-mindedly to his fellow students chatting and gossiping around him.

A tug on his robes got his attention. He turned to see a girl standing before him, looking incredibly nervous. He recognized her as one of the Slytherin twins in the year below him.

"Er...hello," he greeted her. "Miss Carrow, isn't it?"

Flora (or was it Hestia?) nodded. "G-greetings, Heir Potter," the poor girl stammered. "M-my father, Lord Faustus Carrow, sends his sincerest regards, and wishes for me to deliver this on his behalf."

The girl reached into her robes and offered a sealed letter to him with a trembling hand. Bemused, Harry took it from her; the envelope was addressed to 'Minister James Potter, Lord of the Noble House of Potter'. It was sealed on the back with a wax crest, which Harry presumed to be a family emblem of some kind.

"Erm...okay, thanks," Harry said, somewhat confused. He didn't understand why this couldn't have been sent to his father directly via owl.

Hestia (or was it Flora?) gave an awkward little curtsy, beet-red in the face, then scurried off down the hall. Harry watched her go, completely baffled, feeling as though there was some hidden significance to this moment he was completely missing.

Then, two voices burst out into hysterical giggles nearby. He turned to see Daphne Greengrass and Tracey Davis watching him from across the hall, trying in vain to stifle their laughter.

"We wondered who would be the first to approach you," Tracey grinned.

"My money was on Bulstrode," Daphne snickered. "Though I guess the Carrows would be rather desperate to rehabilitate their image."

"Huh?" said Harry, still feeling lost. "What is this?"

"That, Heir Potter," said Tracey, gesturing to the sealed letter with an ironic air of importance, "is a marriage contract."

"What?!" Harry yelped, dropping the letter as though it had burned him. "For who? For...me and her?!"

"What, something not to your liking about Hestia?" asked Tracey, raising a mirthful eyebrow.

"She's fifteen!" Harry protested. "And I've never spoken two words to her before today! Why would I even consider marriage with her?"

"Well, you shouldn't, really," Daphne reasoned, ignoring the obvious part of his question. "The Carrows are in severe disrepute since their aunt and uncle got sent to Azkaban during the last war. You're sure to get many lucrative offers from more respectable families."

"Daph, I told you, the Potters aren't like the other pure-blood families," Tracey said in an exasperated tone. "Look, Harry, your Dad's the most powerful man in Britain, and you're probably the most eligible bachelor in Europe besides Viktor Krum. Every self-respecting Lord would give up their entire fortunes to marry their daughter into the Potter line."

"That's…" Harry stammered, searching for the right word to describe the feeling. "Wrong."

"It's tradition," Daphne shrugged. "My father will likely send one on behalf of House Greengrass soon, if he hasn't already."

Harry couldn't believe how nonchalantly Daphne brought this up. "Your dad would just sign you away to me like that?" he asked.

"Oh, don't give me that pitying look, Potter," Daphne huffed, rolling her eyes. "It would be a great honor. We could do much worse than one another, don't you think?"

"You would just agree to marry me like that?" Harry asked. "Do you even like me?"

"Pure-bloods don't marry for love, Harry," Daphne sighed. "They look for the most advantageous match to continue their family legacy."

"Well, I'm not a pure-blood," Harry said flatly.

"You're still Heir to a member family of the Sacred Twenty-Eight," Daphne pointed out. "And blood purity standards aren't as strict as they used to be. Any children of yours would be considered pure-blood, so long as all grandparents and three-quarters of great-grandparents are magical."

"I've tried telling you, Daph: Harry's not like you other Heirs," said Tracey, wrapping a playful arm around Harry's waist. "He's a hopeless romantic who won't be wooed by your political games."

"Hmph," Daphne sniffed. "Well, at least try not to embarrass the poor girls that approach you, Harry. It's considered a grave dishonor to reject a contract offer, so just say thank you and leave them be."

"If there are any more offers," Harry grumbled. Luckily, Lily opened the door at that moment to invite the class into the Potions room, cutting off the conversation there. Harry noticed that Tracey's touch lingered as they filed into the classroom, and when she pulled away, she gave him a playful wink before re-joining Daphne at their station.

Unfortunately for Harry, Daphne's hunch was correct. Over the following few days, more bashful pure-blood girls approached with sealed marriage contracts of their own. He stifled the urge to say no then and there, merely saying his thanks and allowing them to curtsy and walk away. He sent each one off to his father via Bandit, thanking the stars that James would never expect his son to marry for political reasons.

Tracey's words (much like her touch) also lingered with him. Harry had never paid much attention to the opposite sex before, but there was no denying that they all treated him differently, even outside pure-blood circles. Coy smiles in the hallway, playful touches on the arm and shoulder, giggles in his direction as he passed by groups of girls.

He couldn't deny that the positive attention felt good after being the school pariah for so long. He may be mentally older, but his sixteen-year-old body still responded quite enthusiastically to all the pretty girls batting their eyelashes at him. Why shouldn't he be allowed to have a little fun?

But he also knew that he didn't have time for frivolous romances right now. He still had things to do, a war to plan. He had yet to make his first excursion from the castle, but he planned to do it soon. He had a long checklist of tasks he wanted to complete, foremost of which was securing a safe house he could use as his personal headquarters. Somewhere nobody else knew about – not his friends, not Dumbledore, not even his parents.

He had to give Dumbledore credit: the Headmaster had managed to find enough ways to keep Harry occupied within the castle for the time being. He had his first night patrol shift as prefect on Thursday evening, during which he and Hermione strolled the darkened castle in search of stragglers out after curfew. It was a tedious and uneventful few hours, punctuated only by Peeves, who thought it would be good fun to throw a suit of armor down three flights of stairs to make them jump out of their skin with fright.

Two days later, Harry had Quidditch tryouts to hold, as he'd been promoted back to team captain. He already felt guilty about it, and had offered Cho the position back earlier in the week, but she'd declined, citing a desire to focus on her N.E.W.T. studies. So that Saturday morning, he found himself staring down a group of nearly forty Ravenclaws, all eagerly awaiting his instructions.

As he'd feared, many of the students (mostly girls) were only there to see him up close and personal, and they were swiftly eliminated after a simple flying exercise around the pitch. The rest of the tryouts went relatively smoothly; two players from last year's team had graduated, leaving them with an opening at Beater and Chaser. After a methodical approach at each position, Harry granted the positions to Amy Frasier, a fourth-year who had played reserve the year before; and Calvin Kim, a fifth-year who had undergone a growth spurt over the summer and dramatically improved as a flyer.

Already Harry felt the time crunch on his schedule as he juggled his various classes with his extra-curricular activities. On top of Quidditch and prefect duties, he was expected to teach the Dueling Club, which met on Sunday afternoons. Harry suspected that Dumbledore had scheduled them for a weekend on purpose, to cut into the time he would be able to spend outside the castle.

Harry hoped (naively perhaps) that the Dueling Club would prove less popular this year, due to the proximity of the war and the difficulties the club had the year prior. But when he showed up in the Great Hall at three P.M. that Sunday, he was dismayed to find well over a hundred students waiting eagerly for him. Several professors had also shown up to watch the proceedings, including Flitwick, McGonagall, Snape, Lily, and even Dumbledore himself.

Harry groaned internally and took to the stage to get started. The crowd hushed respectfully when they saw him signal for quiet.

"Right, erm...welcome to the Dueling Club," he announced awkwardly. "I've been asked by the Headmaster to teach you some ways to defend yourself, if the necessity arises. You won't be learning how to duel the conventional way here...I'm here to teach you how to survive in a war environment, when your life is threatened and. If that doesn't sound appealing to you, this club may not be for you."

A few students shuffled uncomfortably at his dire words, and many younger students who were here just to have fun looked suitably cowed. But to their credit, nobody left the Hall.

"I also won't be teaching you any complicated magic you don't already know," Harry went on. "You can defend yourself just as well with third-year spells as with any advanced curses you haven't learned yet. There are three key factors to staying safe in a battle: mobility, accuracy, and adaptability. We'll be practicing all three in this club. First, I'll need everyone to follow me outside."

Harry leapt from the stage and strode out of the Hall. Confused, everyone followed him out the great double oak doors onto the front lawn of Hogwarts. The large group spread out across the grass as Harry waited for them all to spill out of the castle.

"Do you all see that large oak tree down there, on the other side of the lake?" Harry shouted, pointing out the tree several hundred yards away. "I want everyone to run as quick as you can, touch that tree, and come back."

There was a moment of confused silence as everyone gauged whether he was joking or not. Damian Dursley was the first to take off, sprinting across the grass towards the tree. Not wanting to be outdone, the other Quidditch players took off after him, followed by the rest of the student body, some reluctant at being forced to do physical exercise.

"Rather unusual to make them run, isn't it, Harry?" Flitwick remarked. "You won't make many friends that way."

"I'm not here to make friends," Harry shrugged, casting a glance at the Headmaster. Dumbledore surveyed him curiously from the doorway, but made no remark.

Terry Boot was the first to return, out-running Ron Weasley and Katie Bell in a Quidditch rivalry for first place. Many of last year's defense group members also returned near the front of the pack, already used to being forced to run in Harry's lessons. The rest of the student body trickled back slowly after that; those at the back of the pack looked completely gassed already, huffing and puffing and walking the last few dozen yards.

Harry called on several of the late stragglers to come forward, drawing groans of discontent from each of them. He had them line up in a row while he walked twenty paces down the grass, before turning to face them again.

"I want all five of you to hit me with a Stunning Spell," he announced. "I will not defend myself." As proof, he stowed his wand in his robes and placed his hands behind his back, leaving him defenseless.

The tired students looked suspicious. "Is this a test?" one of the Hufflepuffs asked nervously.

"Nope," Harry grinned. "First person to hit me wins a Galleon. You have one minute, starting now."

The students glanced at each other, shrugged, and began casting Stunners at him. It was difficult not to flinch as Harry watched jet after jet of red light graze right past, barely missing him. But his instinct proved to be correct: none of the fatigued students could land a direct hit on him thanks to their exhaustion. A couple Stunners grazed Harry's robes, but when sixty seconds had transpired, nobody had managed to land a body shot.

"You can't count on being fully rested when you have to cast a spell to save your life," Harry announced so that everyone could hear him. "If I'd been fighting back, all five of you would have been Stunned handily before you got more than three or four shots off against me."

"You didn't run with us!" one of the boys protested.

"Want me to run a lap around the lake first?" Harry asked, quirking an eyebrow. "I promise you it won't take long, and I'll make all five shots without missing."

The boy grimaced, but did not retort. It was clear that everyone present believed Harry.

"Now, I propose that we pair off and practice our aim in groups," Harry suggested. "I'll come along and give pointers where I can, but I won't be able to help everyone. Neville, care to give me a hand?"

Neville looked surprised to be called out from the group like that. He shuffled forward to approach Harry. "What d'you need me for?" he asked.

"Neville here is going to assist with the third-years and below," Harry announced, clapping the boy on the back. "I'll assist the fourth-years and up. Find a partner, stand ten feet apart from them, and take turns trying to Disarm each other."

Neville reluctantly agreed to help the younger students as the students began to separate themselves. Harry hoped to accomplish much the same thing he had the year before: to elevate Neville to a leadership role, so the others would look up to him just as much as Harry; and to lessen the load on himself. Ideally, once the first few club meetings were out of the way, they could more or less run themselves with minimal instruction. Maybe Harry would be able to skive off a meeting or two if he was lucky.

Harry went around from pair to pair, giving pointers and correcting poor spell-casting form in the older students. Most looked tired and frustrated, not having gone through this already in last year's defense club, but everyone took the instruction without complaint. He had to shy away from some of the bolder girls, coyly suggesting he take a more "hands-on" approach in correcting their posture, moving on from such groups as quickly as possible as they devolved into fits of giggles.

He paused when he reached the end of the row of students, realizing that Draco Malfoy and his band of sycophants were also in attendance. They were putting minimal effort into their casting and mostly loitering around, sneering at the other students while whispering among one another.

What the hell are they doing here? Harry wondered. Were they here to spy? Had they been instructed by Voldemort to report back on what combat techniques Harry was teaching them? Was it prudent to even teach them anything useful, in case it gave the Death Eaters a chance to counter Harry's strategies in combat? He paused, unsure of what to do.

Harry glanced up at Dumbledore, who was studying him with a placid expression. Did the Headmaster know what was going through his head in that moment? The reassuring nod he gave from afar certainly pointed to that idea. I'll have to ask about this later, Harry reasoned.

"Malfoy!" he barked. "Your wand movements are lazy and imprecise. My sister could cast a better Disarming Charm than that."

The nearby students guffawed at the juvenile jab. Draco gave Harry a petulant glare before resuming his attempts to disarm Theo Nott.

Harry concluded the meeting soon after, with most students leaving in high spirits and thanking him for the pointers. Even Neville seemed pleased, having spent the time helping the awe-struck younger students eager at the chance to talk to the Boy-Who-lived. But Harry remained troubled by the band of Slytherins who had crashed the meeting...he knew their intentions could not be pure, and worried what their true motives were.

He didn't get a chance to ask Dumbledore until a few days later. He received a missive at Wednesday breakfast, inviting him to meet for their weekly lesson at the Room of Requirement that evening. He arrived to find the door already active; when he entered, Dumbledore was gazing around in wonder at the space, chuckling in amazement to himself.

"Quite the remarkable room you've discovered, Harry," the Headmaster beamed. "I have not spent much time investigating it since it came to my attention two years ago, but the magic here is truly impressive. It is no wonder you were the one to find it first."

"Why do you say that, sir?" Harry frowned.

"The construction of this room reflects the talents of someone uncommonly clever and skilled with charm work," said Dumbledore, still gazing around at the room with a smile on his face. "I have no doubt that it was the handiwork of the founder of your House."

"You think Rowena Ravenclaw created this room?" asked Harry, surprised.

"It stands to reason," said Dumbledore. "Godric and Helena were more straightforward in their endeavors...they would not have seen the need for a secret hideaway such at this. And given that Salazar created his own chamber far from this one, I can only imagine this is where Rowena would come to work on her secret projects in peace."

It struck Harry as odd that Dumbledore would refer to the Founders by first name in this manner, as though they were friends of his. The Headmaster was old, but certainly not old enough to have know them personally. But no matter – he had more pressing matters to inquire about.

"Sir," said Harry. "I wonder if you noticed the group of Slytherins at the club meeting on Sunday. Did it concern you that they were there?"

"Mr. Malfoy and his friends are students of this school, the same as any other," Dumbledore reasoned. "I see no logical reason why they should be disbarred from public activities."

"Oh, I dunno, maybe because their parents are Death Eaters?" Harry retorted sharply. "Or that at least one of them likely has the Dark Mark as we speak?"

"You have shared your concerns about Mr. Malfoy with me before," Dumbledore said patiently. "And I must remind you of the agreement you made to keep your distance from the boy. I assure you he is being carefully watched."

"But don't you find it suspicious?" Harry groaned. "What if he's reporting back everything I'm teaching to the students? Wouldn't that give away what we're up to?"

"I very much doubt Lord Voldemort takes an interest in whether Hogwarts students can cast a Disarming Charm," Dumbledore chuckled. "You are teaching basic self-defense, which is an invaluable tool that even Voldemort cannot take away from them."

"I'm doing much more than self-defense!" Harry fired back. "I'm teaching specific strategies for a war scenario! Strategies that could easily backfire if the enemy was prepared for them and acted accordingly!"

"I understand your concern, Harry, but I do not foresee many students taking part in a battlefield skirmish anytime soon," Dumbledore smiled. "I wouldn't worry so much about it. Now, shall we get into today's lesson?"

Harry had much more he wanted to say, feeling that the man was not taking his concerns seriously. But curiosity got the better of him, as he was eager to finally get into his first real combat lesson with the Headmaster. "Fine," he huffed. "Where do we start?"

"A simple assessment of your abilities," Dumbledore smiled. He took a few strides across the room, turning to face Harry from fifteen feet away.

"Alright," Harry shrugged, drawing his wand. "A duel, then?"

"Indeed," Dumbledore smiled, pulling out his own wand. "Do whatever you deem necessary to subdue me. No Unforgivables, but everything else is on the table."

Harry surveyed his opponent carefully, the kindly old man standing peacefully across the room from him. It was a bit intimidating...Dumbledore may look old and frail, but Harry knew just how dangerous the man truly was. The thought of crossing wands with him was more than a little daunting. But Harry could imagine no better training for defeating Voldemort, so he swallowed his nerves and got straight to work.

Harry fired a rapid flurry of hexes at Dumbledore while spinning to his right. The Headmaster flicked his wand with surprising speed, erecting a simple Shield Charm to intercept the incoming jets of light. But Harry did not remain idle; he summoned a fire tornado and launched it at Dumbledore's left side while continuing to assault his right side with basic hexes and jinxes. Dumbledore did not appear concerned; he simply extinguished the flames with a wall of sand while stepping cleanly away from the individual spells.

Harry continued to throw everything he could at Dumbledore, but the Headmaster barely broke a sweat, side-stepping, Shielding, or batting aside every incoming hex. Dumbledore made no effort to fight back, remaining firmly on defense, expending little to no energy. It quickly became frustrating for Harry, who could not break through the impenetrable defenses of the Headmaster, no matter how hard he fought.

Harry huffed with annoyance, throwing more dangerous spells at his opponent out of frustration. Dumbledore did not bat an eye, batting aside Bone-Breakers and Blood-Boilers like they were no different than the Stunners he'd been deflecting before. Harry was growing fatigued now, rolling and leaping from side to side to attack Dumbledore from multiple angles and avoid any counter-attacks (which were not forthcoming).

Eventually Harry paused to catch his breath. "Are you not going to fight back?" he challenged.

"If you insist," Dumbledore shrugged. His wand whipped through the air with lightning speed, and before Harry could react, a tangle of vines appeared out of thin air and wrapped themselves around his head and shoulders. Harry dropped his wand to grapple with the tangled mass, which dragged him down to his knees and eventually his stomach, pinning him to the ground.

"I yield!" Harry groaned. The vines vanished at once, and Harry got back to his knees, panting, as a smiling Dumbledore walked up to him.

"You did quite well," Dumbledore appraised him. "Your accuracy and power is far beyond that of even most Aurors."

"Didn't do me much good," Harry grumbled. "You didn't even break a sweat."

"I tend to employ a more defensive fighting style than most," Dumbledore explained, extending a hand to help Harry back to his feet. "I find it rather effective against powerful opponents like Voldemort and yourself. It takes far more physical energy to attack than to defend, as you have just demonstrated."

"It also takes more precision and knowledge to defend," Harry pointed out. "One mistake and you're dead. I could never fight like you, since I don't know half of the spells Voldemort does and wouldn't be able to counter them."

"That is true," Dumbledore conceded. "And I would not advise you to fight like I do. You employ a much more physical and athletic fighting style, which comes with its own share of advantages and drawbacks. I will help you strengthen the former and mitigate the latter."

"But how is fighting you supposed to help me fight Voldemort?" asked Harry. "He isn't going to sit back and be so defensive, is he?"

"My dear boy, who said anything about fighting Voldemort?" Dumbledore chuckled. "You are sixteen and not yet finished with your education. He is perhaps the most dangerous Dark Lord the world has ever seen. I fear you would not stand a chance."

"Isn't that what you're for, then?" Harry demanded. "To teach me how to stand a chance?"

"I never said I could help you take on Voldemort by yourself," said Dumbledore. "I can, however, help you survive against some of his more dangerous lieutenants, like Lockhart and Crouch Junior. And as Voldemort's influence grows, many more powerful fighters from the continent and beyond may be drawn to Britain to join his ranks, making things more difficult for the Aurors to handle."

"I'm not an Auror," Harry said flatly. "And even if I become one after school, I have more to offer in the war effort than that, and you know it. Whether the prophecy referred to Neville or myself, my fate is tied to Voldemort all the same."

"I have warned you not to put too much stock into that prophecy, Harry," Dumbledore sighed. "Voldemort did, and it caused his first downfall. I fear you may make the same mistake."

"That's what makes you and I different, Headmaster," Harry retorted. "You can afford to sit back and be reactive. I prefer to tackle my problems head-on rather than wait around for something bad to happen to me and my family."

"An understandable philosophy," Dumbledore nodded, "but one that comes with its share of risks. Such aggression can overwhelm an unprepared enemy, but a prepared one can easily use it against you as I have just done. If you'll let me, I can teach you how to keep the upper hand and prevent your enemies from turning the tables on your attacks. How to work smarter, not harder."

"Fine," Harry sighed. "Let's go again."

Harry and Dumbledore went through several more mock duels after that, each ending in the same predictable fashion. Harry did his best to overwhelm Dumbledore with a barrage of powerful spells, but was unable to break through his defenses before being felled by a quick counter-attack. Dumbledore provided helpful pointers in between bouts, pointing out inefficient movements or missed opportunities for attack. But it seemed that no matter what Harry tried, it was utterly useless.

Dumbledore called an end to the lesson soon after. "You've done well today, Harry," he said. "I know it doesn't feel like you've made much progress, but you have to learn to fail many times before finding true success."

"Right," Harry grumbled. He felt like he'd succeeded in doing little else besides wear himself out and discover all new ways to fail spectacularly.

"Now, I would love to continue our practice, but I'm afraid I am needed elsewhere," said Dumbledore as he checked his pocket watch. "I am meeting with Mr. Longbottom in a few minutes."

"Are you giving Neville combat lessons, too?" Harry asked, intrigued.

"Ah," Dumbledore smiled. "My lessons with Neville are somewhat different than yours. He has a very different role to play in this coming war, and there is a great deal he must learn before facing it."

"So you're not training him how to fight?" Harry asked, surprised.

"I am arming him with knowledge, rather than spells," said Dumbledore. "Some might argue that is far more valuable."

"What kind of knowledge?"

"I'm afraid that is between me and Neville," said Dumbledore. "But rest assured: I am doing all in my power to ensure that the both of you are prepared for whatever may come in the months and years ahead."

If you say so, Harry thought as he and the Headmaster went their separate ways. As usual, Dumbledore preferred to keep his cards close to the chest while expecting everyone around him to give up any information they have willingly. And who was he to say what Neville did or didn't need? The poor boy may not be a born front line fighter like Harry was, but the front line seemed to find Neville wherever he went anyway, so why neglect the boy's combat training based on preconceived notions of what 'role' he ought to play?

Harry replayed his duels with Dumbledore in his mind over the coming days, looking for things he could do better, weaknesses he could've exploited. And to his frustration, he could not find any. Sure, he could tighten up some of his minor inaccuracies, but what did it matter when Dumbledore was impossible to land a hit on? It only reaffirmed the realization he'd had in the Ministry Atrium last June: he was too far out of his depth to contend with the likes of Dumbledore and Voldemort.

Which meant he had to find other ways to improve, and quickly.

The weekend fast approached, and Harry found himself with a free Saturday for the first time that term. He intended to take advantage of his free time to leave the grounds and attend to some of the things he hoped to accomplish outside of Hogwarts. He could not sit around and wait for Dumbledore to teach him everything he thought he needed to know – he had to be proactive.

After a quick breakfast on Saturday morning, Harry excused himself to the library. This was no surprise to his peers – they would expect him to be there all weekend long, and ideally nobody would come looking for him. He idled around for thirty minutes or so before doubling back into the Entrance Hall, peeking into the Great Hall to ensure no one would spot him leaving. He headed straight for the double-oak doors, prepared to hustle down the path to the school boundary to Apparate away—

"Harry! Wait up!"

Harry groaned; Lily had emerged from the stairwell leading up from the Potions at the precise moment he reached for the door. "Hey, Mum," he greeted her casually. "Just going out for a walk."

"Mind if I join you?" Lily asked hopefully. "I've been cooped up all morning grading papers and could use the fresh air."

Harry groaned internally, but he couldn't rightfully say no. "By all means," he said, opening the door for her.

They strolled casually down towards the lake, as Harry tried to come up with some excuse to ditch his mother without making her suspicious. She was the last person he wanted to know that he was leaving the grounds unattended.

"You aren't helping Remus and Alessia with the company today?" Harry asked.

"I might pop in tomorrow, but things are slow at the moment," Lily sighed. "We're having difficulty sourcing basilisk venom...your father suspects that Voldemort is threatening our suppliers overseas to prevent us from importing the ingredients we need."

"That bloody bastard," Harry muttered mutinously.

Lily looked like she wanted to reprimand him for the language, but instead she sighed. "He is a bastard, isn't he?" she chuckled. "Anyway, how are your classes going?"

"Fine," Harry shrugged. "Snape is grading my papers fairly for once, which is a welcome change."

"Yes, I had to have a word with him about that," Lily muttered. "I read one of your Potions papers that he gave a 'Dreadful' last year, and I thought it was more than worthy of an 'Exceeds Expectations'."

"He's still resentful of Dad, I reckon," said Harry. "He's always hated me for no good reason."

"That's hardly true!" Lily protested.

"Then why has he never given Dahlia lower than an 'E'?"

"Your sister happens to be a prodigy in Potions, so that's not a fair comparison," Lily said diplomatically.

"And I'm not?"

"I didn't say that…!" Lily spluttered. "It's just...not your area of expertise—"

"I'm only joking, Mum," Harry smirked. "Dahlia's always been ten times better at Potions than me."

"Well you said it, not me," Lily chuckled appreciatively. "So what are you doing on a sunny Saturday morning by yourself? Not spending time with friends?"

"Just wanted a bit of alone time," said Harry, hoping she would get the hint. "Considering all the extra responsibilities Dumbledore has given me this term."

"Ah, I suppose you've earned that," Lily smiled sadly. "Well, I hope you'll indulge me for a little while longer. I miss you and Dahlia dearly whenever you're at school...and your sister's always off with Neville or working in the Hospital Wing…"

"I'll try to come and visit you in your office more often," Harry promised.

"Good," Lily smiled. "It gets lonely down in those dungeons...I don't know how Severus put up with it for so long."

"He thrives on the misery, I reckon," Harry said sardonically.

"You really oughtn't tease, Harry," Lily reprimanded him. "Professor Snape has had a difficult life, and was never treated fairly—"

"Did he treat others fairly, when he became a Death Eater?" Harry snapped. "Or when he called you a Mudblood in your fifth year?"

Lily froze at this question. "How did you know about that?" she demanded.

"Er...Uncle Sirius brought it up once," Harry lied quickly. Luckily Lily bought that, as she merely sighed.

"I didn't say Severus is faultless," said Lily carefully. "But he has atoned for his past mistakes and now works for the right side."

For now, Harry grumbled internally. He didn't trust the man any further than he could throw him. He was reasonably certain Snape would never endanger him due to his loyalty to Lily, but that did not necessarily mean that he was perfectly loyal to their cause. It just happened to be more convenient right now to play the part of good cop, until being the bad cop became more lucrative.

Harry and Lily continued to make small talk as they rounded the lake and returned back up to the castle. "Thanks for indulging your old mum," Lily said with a sad smile. "I don't mean to be over-bearing, dear – I just enjoy spending time with my boy."

"I enjoy spending time with you too, Mum," said Harry, hugging her tight. "We'll have to do this more often."

Harry bade his mother farewell and headed for the kitchen, with the excuse that he wanted to grab a quick snack before heading to the library to study. He wasn't actually hungry, but he figured he would just hide out there for a while, and then take the secret passageway to the one-eyed witch statue and leave the grounds that way. In fact, that's probably what he should've done to begin with.

Harry tickled the pear on the wall painting and pushed his way into the kitchen. It wasn't very busy at the moment; dinner was not for a few hours, and only a small handful of house-elves were milling about, preparing ingredients. Harry wandered over towards a supply stand, eyeing a tray of biscuits that looked like an appetizing snack.

But before he reached them, a small pop heralded the arrival of another elf, materializing out of thin air in front of him. "Is young mister hungry?" the elf asked eagerly. "Mipsy would be happy to serve you!"

"Just looking for a light snack, but thank you," Harry grinned, grabbing the tray and shoving a few of the biscuits down his gullet. The stress of the day's subterfuge had made him hungrier than he thought.

A few more pops rang out as additional elves appeared before Harry. They appeared delighted by the visitor and scrambled over one another to retrieve more trays of food to serve him.

"No, honestly, I'm not that hungry!" Harry laughed.

"Young mister is needing his nutrients!" Mipsy chided him, wrenching the tray of biscuits from him and offering him a dried fruit platter instead.

"Oh, all right," Harry groaned, accepting the tray and popping a dried apricot into his mouth. "Say, where are you all coming from, anyway?"

"We were just on cleaning duty in the dorms!" another elf piped up. "But we came straight away to help our visitor friend!"

"And you don't have to walk?" Harry frowned. "You can just Apparate wherever you want in the castle? I thought Apparation was disabled in Hogwarts."

The elves looked at each other, slightly confused. "House-elves does not Apparate," the elf called Mipsy explained. "We has our own magic to get around."

"And can you use that magic to transport humans?" Harry asked. "Like, if I needed to visit the Hospital Wing for a stomach ache—"

"Mipsy would be happy to take you straight away, sir!" said Mipsy, extending a hand.

"No, that's alright," Harry chuckled. He had never really considered the capability of house-elves to move more freely throughout the grounds. He knew thanks to Kreacher that their magic was slightly different, as he was able to 'Apparate' out of Tom Riddle's cave after retrieving the horcrux with Regulus. Was the same true within Hogwarts?

"Say, what if I needed to visit Hogsmeade for something?" Harry wondered aloud. "Could one of you take me?"

The elves looked at him suspiciously. "Students is not permitted to leave the grounds unattended," said Mipsy.

"What if I do have permission?" said Harry, pulling out the slip of paper with Dumbledore's signature on it.

Mipsy took the slip and read it, and a broad smile crossed her face. "Oh, that's a different matter then!" she exclaimed. "We is happy to take you to Hogsmeade or anywhere else you need to be going!"

"Oh," said Harry, surprised; he had not expected this. Why had nobody thought of this before? Was it simply considered rude to utilize the house-elves as personal transportation? Harry didn't think so; in fact, the elves looked positively tickled to be given the opportunity to help a student.

"Any one of us can take you now, if you like!" another elf squeaked excitedly. The others looked on with similar eager expressions.

"Well, if you don't mind—" Harry chuckled, then he froze in shock. His eyes had landed upon a house-elf lurking towards the back of the pack...an elf with drooping ears and bulbous green eyes. Harry had never met the elf in this timeline, but he recognized him at once. "Dobby?!"

Dobby the house-elf looked surprised to be recognized. "Young mister recognizes Dobby?" the elf asked, confused. "We is never meeting before—"

"Er...I'm a friend of Neville Longbottom's," Harry explained quickly. "He told me all about you."

Dobby perked up at once. "Oh, young mister is knowing the great Neville Longbottom?" he asked excitedly. "Dobby is most pleased to be making your acquaintance, sir! Dobby considers Neville Longbottom to be a great wizard and a wonderful friend!"

"Yes, I'm sure he feels the same way about you," Harry chuckled, very much doubting it to be the case. "But I don't understand...weren't you the Malfoy's house-elf? I thought they killed you?"

Dobby looked forlorn at this mention. "Yes, Master Lucius ordered Dobby to be killed," he admitted shamefully. "He told Master Draco to do it, to prove he was a man. But b-brave Master Draco took Dobby out into the woods, and he...and he set Dobby free instead!"

Harry was stunned by this revelation. "Draco Malfoy set you free?" he repeated. "Why would he do that?"

"D-Dobby is taking care of M-Master Draco since he was a b-baby," Dobby sniffed, tears running down his long nose. "Master Draco c-could not do it! He instead g-gave Dobby a scarf and told Dobby to run far away!"

"Huh," said Harry thoughtfully. "So you don't work for the Malfoys anymore?"

"No, sir," Dobby shook his head emphatically. "Bad people, those Malfoys are, and Dobby is glad to be free of them! Dobby came to Hogwarts to look for work, and Headmaster Dumbledore was more than happy to hire him!"

"Does Draco know you're at Hogwarts?" Harry frowned.

"Master Draco is not knowing Dobby is here!" Dobby shook his head. "Headmaster Dumbledore asks that Dobby avoid the Slytherin common room so that we does not cross paths!"

How interesting, Harry thought. Was this perhaps another ploy of Dumbledore's to keep an eye on Draco from afar? Was this why he was not worried about the boy's activities? Did he have Dobby on the case, to ensure he did nothing to endanger anyone else in the castle? This also gave Harry an unexpected opportunity to further his own goals of figuring out what the boy was up to, if he played his cards right.

"Dobby…" said Harry slowly. "If I ask for your help in getting in and out of the castle, are you going to tell Dumbledore or Malfoy or anyone else? I prefer to keep my travels private."

Dobby considered this carefully. "Dobby is required to report any illegal activities to the Headmaster," he said nervously.

"Oh no, we won't be doing anything illegal," Harry said hastily. "But I have some secret errands to run, errands that will help Neville Longbottom. It just has to stay between you and me. Can you do that?"

As expected, mentioning Neville did the trick, as Dobby's doubts disappeared and his chest puffed with pride. "Dobby is happy to be helping Mister Potter and Mister Longbottom!" the house-elf beamed. "Dobby can be taking you straight away!"

"Excellent!" said Harry. "Can you take me to Hogsmeade?"

Dobby nodded eagerly and extended his hand. Harry took it, and immediately felt the squeezing sensation of Apparation (though far less uncomfortable, he noted). When he opened his eyes again, they were standing just outside the wrought-iron gates of Hogwarts, the village of Hogsmeade laid out before them.

"Can Dobby be of any assistance in the village?" Dobby asked excitedly.

"Erm...no, thank you, Dobby," said Harry. "I have some things to do, things that might take me the rest of the day to complete. Can you meet me here later tonight?"

"Dobby can!" the elf nodded vigorously. "Just say Dobby's name, and he will hear you and come to fetch you back into the castle!"

That's convenient, Harry thought. He wished he'd known about this little loophole far earlier in his academic career. Was this only possible because he was a student and Dobby was employed by the school? Or did all house-elves possess this ability? Either way, he wouldn't look a gift hippogriff in the beak.

Harry bade the elf good-bye and strode purposefully into the village. He waited until the elf disappeared with a small pop – he didn't want the elf to notice him illegally Apparating without a license, as he had no actual business in Hogsmeade. He ducked into a small alley and, after ensuring there were no passers-by to witness his departure, he turned on the spot and Apparated away.

He reappeared on the outskirts of a remote village, many miles from the castle. He knew that if he went roughly ten more miles south he would arrive at Little Hangleton, but he did not wish to establish a base of operations so close to a spot Voldemort himself might choose to visit. But the Gaunt shack had given him an idea, and after some research into Muggle towns in the area, he determined that this might be the perfect area to pass unnoticed.

Harry walked into the main town square of the village known as Ashewick, glancing around at the dilapidated store fronts. Many were boarded up and long abandoned; others were dingy and poorly-kept, indicating infrequent use. There was only a post office and a pub on the main road that appeared open for business. After applying an aging glamour on himself, Harry entered the latter.

The pub was deserted, as expected, save for a lone bartender reading a book behind the counter. The man appeared surprised to have a visitor, hastily closing his book to attend to him.

"You lost, mate?" the bartender asked. "We don't get many outsiders 'round 'ere."

"Just passing through," said Harry casually as he took a seat. "Water, please?"

The bartender nodded and began filling a glass for him. "What brings ya to Ashewick?" he asked. "Doubt it was on purpose."

"I'm an investor, looking into some properties in the area," Harry lied. "What can you tell me about this place?"

"I don't recommend nothing 'round Ashewick," the bartender snorted. "Turning into a ghost town, this place is."

"You're still here," Harry pointed out.

"Aye, we get enough business from the factory just up the hill," said the bartender. "Seasonal workers walk down here after their shift most nights, but they all live on-site."

"What about all the neighborhoods to the east and south of here?" Harry asked. "Don't people live there?" He had come across the name of the town in the Muggle library in Godric's Hollow, while researching Little Hangleton over a year prior. It was described as a small agricultural village with a population of a few hundred residents, but he had no clue how up-to-date the information was.

"Pah! Maybe fifty years ago," the bartender chuckled. "Been deserted for a long while now. I'd be surprised if there were more than fifty people livin' within five miles of here."

"I see," said Harry thoughtfully. "So those houses are just sitting there, empty? Who owns them?"

"Some bank, I figure," the bartender shrugged. "Not that it matters any. Whole neighborhoods have been abandoned for decades – no use in fixin' 'em up neither, what with people movin' away."

That was exactly what Harry was hoping to hear. "You've been most helpful," said Harry as he got to his feet and drew his wand. "Obliviate."

The bartender's eyes went glassy and unfocused as Harry removed the memory of his visit. As with Borgin, he also sent the man back into the storeroom with a mild Compulsion Charm, ensuring Harry would be gone and forgotten by the time he walked out the door. No point in leaving any loose ends that could point in his direction later.

Harry exited the pub and walked quickly down the road to the east. The city center quickly gave way to a single dirt road that wound off into a neighborhood, or what was left of it. It was reminiscent of the scene at Little Hangleton, with house after house being slowly reclaimed by nature after decades of neglect. No one would be coming through here any time soon, Muggle or wizard, giving Harry all the privacy he could ask for.

He eyed each house he passed, wondering if it would be suitable for his plans. He wasn't looking for anything in particular – he figured he would just go with whatever felt right in the moment. Some houses were too small; others were too far gone to even bother magically repairing them. He wandered aimlessly down winding side roads, window shopping in the most literal sense, unsure whether he should even spend this much time deciding—

He knew when he found the right home straight away. It was somewhat isolated from the others, set back deep on a plot of wooded land surrounded by tall trees. The home itself was large enough – a two-story abode, shrouded in semi-darkness from the trees looming overhead. And to top it off, a flock of ravens took roost in the surrounding trees, cawing ominously to add to the eerie atmosphere.

No one will come snooping around here, Harry thought as he made his way onto the property. He planned to set numerous wards to repel Muggles and wizards alike, but he could even do without, giving how naturally repulsive and spooky the place felt. But Harry strangely felt right at home here. Perhaps it was the ravens – their significance was not lost on him, traditionally viewed as an omen of death. Given Harry's Patronus and his background with the Veil, he could imagine no more fitting of a setting for his secret home base.

"Hominum revelio," Harry whispered as he approached the home. As expected, no one was here. The front door was partially ajar, so he gently slipped in through the crack and stepped inside. Despite the layers of dirt and rotting wood, the place felt homely enough, once he put in some effort to spruce the place up a bit. It wasn't much – just a large living area and kitchen space – but for one person, it would be more than he needed.

Harry bounded up the steps to the second floor, after magically reinforcing every step to ensure it wouldn't collapse under his weight. There were three small bedrooms and a single bathroom, which would be plenty of space for what he had planned. Once he was able to purchase all the supplies he would need, he could bring them all here and rest assured that nobody would come to disturb them.

He began repairing the place room by room, replacing rotting boards with fresh ones and clearing the layer of dust coating every surface. He summoned simple lanterns that could be magically activated to light up the space as needed without electricity. And for good measure, he changed the color of the wallpaper from dour gray to bright yellow, to make the place feel more vibrant and less depressing. He might have to keep the exterior of the home decrepit-looking to avoid suspicion, but there was no reason not to make the inside more habitable if he was the only person who would ever see it.

With the afternoon drawing long, Harry returned downstairs and out to the front yard. He had plans for more permanent protections later, but for now, some basic wards would have to suffice. He began casting Muggle-repelling wards around the property line, and a mild Repulsion Charm to amplify the eerie effect of the spooky environment. He charmed every window to block light from within, so that once he moved in, the place would look just as dark and abandoned from the outside as before.

Satisfied, Harry finally stepped back to admire his handiwork. It had taken a good amount of magical effort, but the place was now sufficiently warded to repel anyone who might wander past and give no visual indication that the place was occupied. He intended to bury some protective rune stones around the property once he had the time to carve them, but that was a project that could wait for another day. The sun was getting low in the sky, and Harry decided to return to the castle early to ensure nobody noticed his absence.

Harry Apparated back to Hogsmeade and marched straight up to the front gate. "Dobby!" he called out. With a small crack, the diminutive elf appeared before him. "Can you take me to the Room of Requirement?"

Seconds later, he was back in his sanctuary within the castle. It was a comforting feeling, though now that Dumbledore and others knew about the Room, he would need his external hideaway more than ever. The possibilities excited him, and he spent the remainder of the evening jotting down a list of ingredients and supplies he would need to build up his base of operations once he'd finished magically renovating the interior.

As he scanned the list and took a mental tally of its costs, a new conundrum arose. He was flat broke, a problem that had never plagued him much before as a teenager living at home with his parents. How was he going to afford cauldrons, brewing supplies, ritual ingredients, rune stones, and all other manner of provisions?

Harry had an idea how to kill two birds with one stone...he could improve his skills while also making money in the process. Flitwick had mentioned making a living by entering dueling competitions in his youth, and Harry found the idea quite appealing. If he could hold his own against the strongest Death Eaters in the land, surely he could handle himself against no-names in a one-on-one environment. Surely he could find a tournament he could enter on the weekends to make some quick cash.

It would be dangerous, and he would have to lie about his age and identity to get in. But Harry was done playing things safe. Screw what Dumbledore said: he was tired of waiting for the war to come to him. It was time to take matters into his own hands.
Year 6-05: The Untouchables

"C'mon, Boot! That's the third Bludger you've hit at your own teammate today...no wonder my sister dumped your sorry arse!"

"Oh yeah? Maybe if you caught the Snitch faster, Katie Bell wouldn't have ditched you!"

Harry and Terry Boot glared at each other for a moment across the pitch. Then, they simultaneously laughed and zoomed away from each other on their brooms.

Harry had to admit: he'd missed Quidditch dearly. As much as the responsibility of being captain cut into his free time, he couldn't live without it. The sport was excellent stress relief, and the camaraderie of teamwork was unlike anything else he could get in the castle. His teammates knew him well enough that they could joke around and poke fun at Harry without falling over themselves to apologize after. It was far preferable to the reverential treatment Harry received from the rest of the student body on a daily basis.

"Alright, gather round, everyone!" Harry announced. The team concluded their scrimmage and flew over to form a semi-circle around him at midfield. Spirits were high: the Ravenclaw team was meshing together beautifully, and they were the clear favorites to win the Quidditch Cup this year now that Cedric Diggory had graduated.

"We have Slytherin coming up in two weeks," Harry informed the team. "Two of their Chasers and their Keeper have graduated, so they'll be weaker on defense than last year. I propose our Beaters focus on the defenders, and I can handle Malfoy on my own at Seeker."

"Er...Harry?" Cho spoke up. "Didn't you hear? Malfoy's not playing Seeker this year."

"He's not?" Harry frowned. "What position is he playing?"

"He didn't try out for the team at all, mate," said Terry. "It's all anyone's been gossiping about."

That was news to Harry. Granted, he wasn't keyed into the school rumor mill these days, but surely he would have heard about this. Why would Draco Malfoy not want to play Quidditch? Was he not allowed to any more? Or did he have other things on his mind – more pressing matters to attend to?

"Erm...right, then," said Harry. "Whoever their new Seeker is, I'll assess how strong of a flier they are for the first Snitch, then we can re-evaluate our strategy if needed."

But something about this new information bothered Harry more than he cared to admit. It was one thing to learn that Draco had taken the Dark Mark and was still permitted to roam the halls of Hogwarts unattended. It was quite another to learn that he was stepping away from Quidditch, making his schedule more unpredictable and his whereabouts more fluid. What would he be up to during the Ravenclaw v. Slytherin match? Did he have more nefarious plans in mind for that day?

Harry wanted to run straight to Dumbledore to confront him with his concerns, but he knew it would accomplish nothing. The Headmaster would just reassure him that everything was under control and urge Harry to stay away from the boy at all costs. Did he view Harry as a liability? Did he think Harry was incapable of resolving the matter on his own without doing something rash?

He instead busied himself with his own preparations in the meantime. Harry had decided to improve the defenses around his new headquarters in Ashewick, rather than rely on its isolation and creepy aesthetic to keep people away. He'd begun collecting smooth rocks from the shallow waters of the Black Lake to carve into rune stones – they were not as ideal as river stones for runic properties, but they would suffice. He simply needed a few anchors on the property to maintain the basic repelling wards he planned to erect around the house.

The biggest improvement Harry wanted to make was to place a Fidelius Charm on the property. He knew it was the strongest possible protection one could place on a home, though it had one significant drawback: he had to share the secret with someone else and trust them to keep it to themselves. He didn't want his family to know of the house's existence just yet, and he certainly wasn't going to trust Dumbledore with the information. He would have to think carefully about who to make his secret-keeper.

Then there was the question of how to make money. The more Harry thought about his plans to duel competitively, the more excited he became. He knew it would be dangerous, but something about it gave him a thrill of adrenaline all the same. Dumbledore had said himself that Harry's skill surpassed that of most Aurors, so he was confident he could hold his own. Surely there wasn't some hidden cache of brilliant duelists in Britain that weren't already involved in the war, right?

But for good measure, he'd reached out and sought assistance from another source to make sure he was ready. And a few days later at breakfast, help arrived in the form of a massive barn owl, struggling to remain airborne with a large parcel clutched in its talons. The poor bird crash-landed in front of Harry, sending food flying everywhere as the Ravenclaws around him laughed at the plight of the poor bird.

"Blimey, Potter, did you order an encyclopedia of the entire world?" whistled Anthony Goldstein as he relieved the bird of its heavy package.

"Something like that," Harry chuckled as he pushed his goblet of pumpkin juice forward for the grateful owl to gulp down. He recognized the handwriting on the package at once, and stowed it away to open later, away from prying eyes. Once he had retreated to the privacy of the Room of Requirement, he ripped open the parcel and found a note written in Krum's messy scrawl within:

Harry,

Attached is a book of darker hexes and curses that Karkaroff gave me in preparation for the Triwizard Tournament. Luckily I was not required to use any of them, because some of them are rather nasty – I would not recommend getting caught using any of them in public. Even in Bulgaria most of them are dubiously legal and I would not feel comfortable using them against another person without lethal intent.

Based on what you've told me, your Headmaster's interpretation of Dark magic seems somewhat skewed. At Durmstrang, we were taught that Dark magic does not directly damage the soul in individual doses. If one immerses him/herself in the Dark Arts the soul can be corrupted, but it takes repeated, prolonged use to do so. It was common practice at Durmstrang to use the Killing Curse on bears, boars and other wild animals that occasionally strayed too close to the castle. It was considered more humane than other means of dispatching them, and our souls were no more damaged because of it.

The same is also true of blood rituals. Performing too many can addle the mind and put one's soul in danger, but only in the most extreme of cases. Beauty rituals are common among Bulgarian witches, for example, and there was only one notable case in the past decade of a woman going mad from repeated de-aging rituals well past her hundredth birthday. If you select a small handful of rituals from the book I sent you last year, you shouldn't suffer any adverse consequences.

I hope you don't plan on getting yourself into any trouble with these methods. But if you do, I wish you the best of luck and urge safe practices. If you need any advice, feel free to reach out.

-Viktor

Harry grinned to himself as he finished the letter and set it aflame to hide the evidence. He could always count on Krum not to judge him and instead encourage him to do what needed to be done for self-improvement. And as he'd suspected, Dumbledore's cautious approach to Dark magic seemed a bit over-zealous and unnecessarily resistant to its usage in smaller doses.

Harry also followed the news carefully as the term progressed. His father had made many sweeping changes within the Ministry thus far into his term, expanding the Auror Office and tightening the screws on public figures with known past sympathies to Voldemort. There had initially been some uneasiness regarding these policies, particularly from some of the "Darker" wizarding families who had quietly supported the Dark Lord from afar, but the outcry gradually died down as the number of deadly incidents slowed dramatically. James' policies appeared to be working, at least in the short term.

But one bombshell bit of news came in mid-October, as Harry arrived for breakfast to find the entire Hall reading the morning Prophet and gossiping loudly about its contents. Harry could see why when he unfolded his own copy of the paper and took in the headline:

DOZENS ARRESTED IN MASSIVE MINISTRY RAID; MULTIPLE LORDS INDICTED

By Sabrina Vane, The Daily Prophet

'Last night, a strike team of over fifty Aurors and Hit-Wizards conducted a raid on a suspected safe house being utilized by Death Eaters. Nearly thirty witches and wizards were arrested in connection with the sting operation, including two sitting members of the Wizengamot: Lords Quincy Nott and Rowan Avery. Both remain incarcerated in Ministry holding cells, pending charges from the DMLE.

Minister of Magic James Potter spoke to reporters early this morning about the operation. "Last night, the Ministry conducted a successful raid on a home suspected of Death Eater activity," said Potter. "Our intel proved correct, and we dealt a devastating blow to Lord [REDACTED]'s operations and recruiting efforts."

According to Potter, the raid interrupted a recruitment session in which some thirty witches and wizards were being courted to join You-Know-Who's ranks in the war. Many of these attendees were mercenaries illegally traveling from overseas, posing further legal challenges for the Ministry. Potter has drawn scrutiny in recent months for his overly-strict conviction standards, handing out severe punishments for anyone with even remote ties to You-Know-Who.

Potter defended his methods when questioned, saying, "The Ministry remains committed to stopping [REDACTED] at all costs, even if it means harsher punishments for less serious crimes. We do not tolerate any involvement with [REDACTED] in any way, shape, or form, and anyone caught aiding him by any means will face the consequences."

It is unclear what this means for the Wizengamot status of Lords Nott and Avery. Inquiries will also surely be made into the foreign agents being held in Britain, but Minister Potter has indicated that he will not release them to their home nations unless assurances are made that they will face severe repercussions for their actions.

For more on last night's raid and the identities of those involved, see pg. 3. For more on James Potter's impressive track record as Minister thus far, see pg. 8.'

The Great Hall was abuzz with gossip about these arrests, and for good reason. Several of the named arrests were parents of students, mostly in Slytherin. Harry spied Malfoy's group huddled at one end of the Slytherin table, speaking in hushed tones. A few of them shot dirty glares at Harry from afar...most of them now had parents in Azkaban thanks to James' actions. Harry coldly returned each of their glares with one of his own… Gonna do something about it? Harry silently dared them. C'mon then, I'll be happy to reunite you with your daddies in a dirty cell.

Only one member of the group refused to meet Harry's eye: Draco, who looked frazzled by the latest news. He abruptly stood and took off from the Hall, ignoring his friends' questions as he strode away. Where might you be off to, little Draco? Harry wondered. It was a Saturday...he'd planned on making a quick trip to Ashewick to bury his newly-carved rune stones, but figured this was a prime opportunity to do some reconnaissance and see what Malfoy might be up to.

Harry excused himself and casually exited the Hall. Once he was clear of the doors, he retreated into a corner and pulled out the Marauder's Map. He scanned for Draco's name and spotted him making a beeline for the third floor. The one-eyed witch's passageway? Harry wondered. It appeared he was not the only person leaving campus on the weekends when nobody was looking.

He stowed the Map away and took off for the third floor. With luck, he could catch Draco in the act of attempting to leave the grounds and use his newfound prefect powers to punish him for it. But he didn't get far before a voice called out after him:

"Going somewhere, Potter?"

Harry turned and groaned when he saw Snape standing at the base of the stairwell, arms crossed in suspicion.

"Morning, Professor," said Harry casually, suppressing a groan. "Just off to the library to study."

"The library is in the opposite direction," Snape sneered. "Do not lie to me, boy. Why are you following Mr. Malfoy?"

Harry sighed...there was little point in trying to lie. "I think he might be trying to leave the grounds without permission," he said. "As prefect, it is my duty to ensure all students are following school rules, isn't it?"

"Don't play coy with me, Potter," Snape snapped. "The Headmaster explicitly forbade you from interacting with Mr. Malfoy, did he not? You are not to engage with him, particularly when he has made every effort not to engage with you."

"He's up to something sneaky, I know he is," Harry growled in frustration. "I know you and Dumbledore seem to think he's some faultless angel, but I just know—"

"Draco Malfoy is a spineless coward," Snape scoffed, "and a sad imitation of all his father's worst traits. His shortcomings do not excuse your own subversion of the rules."

Harry rolled his eyes at this. "Why d'you care, anyway?" he demanded. "Why so keen to protect him? Looking out for your own, are we?"

Snape's eyes flashed dangerously at the insinuation. "I told you once and I'll tell you again, Potter," he growled. "You are being watched. Every action you take is being reported back to the Dark Lord. I would take great caution not to anger him further."

"I'm not scared of your master," Harry challenged. "I'll be happy to march all of his little Junior Death Eaters to Azkaban myself, and wave to Voldemort on the way."

"Such arrogance!" Snape barked. "You truly must think yourself and your family immune to consequences. Have you learned nothing, Potter? Do you care not for the safety of those you love?"

"I reckon we're at the top of Voldemort's hit list already," Harry shrugged. "So why sit around and wait for him to send spies and assassins my way? I'd rather hit back while we have the advantage."

"Do not mistake the Dark Lord's inaction for weakness," Snape warned. "When he decides to strike back, it will be swift and without mercy. You'd best not be directly in the firing line when he moves out of the shadows once more."

"Know a little something about his plans then, Severus?" Harry taunted. "Trying to stop me from sabotaging his little plans within the castle, so you can give him what he wants?"

"Detention, Potter!" Snape said angrily. "You do not know half of what is truly going on around here, and you'd do best not to interfere and make things worse as you so often do. My office, tonight at six-thirty."

"Tonight?" Harry groaned. "But I had...plans tonight."

"All the better," Snape smirked. "And do not be late. There are third-year essays that need grading, and you'll get to see the utter incompetence I am forced to put up with every day."

And whose fault is that? Harry thought mutinously, but he held his tongue. Snape seemed to have taken a far greater interest in his activities this term, which was just one more set of eyes and ears he had to take care to avoid. And as much as he wanted to keep his campus excursions a secret from his parents and from Dumbledore, perhaps there was no one more dangerous to learn about them than Voldemort's right-hand man himself.

And it turned out Harry would not have been able to escape the castle anyway, as his Quidditch teammates caught up with him soon after. "You shouldn't be wandering off alone, mate," Terry Boot said nervously. "Slytherin looks especially pissed with you...I think two of their Chasers had dads that were caught in that raid, not to mention Mulciber, Crabbe and Goyle."

"I can handle myself, thanks," Harry shrugged.

"I don't doubt it, but we don't want you getting expelled again before the match," Cho said grimly. "Promise you won't go off on your own this week, will you?"

"Alright, fine," Harry groaned. Being flanked by his House mates only compounded the difficulty of getting anything done.

But he couldn't deny that tensions were unusually high in the week leading up to the Quidditch match. Things were always nasty where Slytherin was involved, but the atmosphere felt especially malicious this time around. No physical altercations took place, but the death glares Harry received in the halls felt like more than simple House rivalry fun. For the first time, it felt like his classmates truly wanted him dead.

What did that mean for the upcoming match? Would they use it as an excuse to hurt Harry and have plausible deniability after? It made him reconsider his strategy a little, as he wouldn't mind having a Beater or two watching his back in case the seven enemies were hell-bent on knocking him off his broom. But pride prevented him from asking for help, and a self-destructive part of himself almost invited the abuse so he could take out some of his own frustrations on them in return.

He would also get a chance to take out some frustration of a different kind a few days later, when he met with Dumbledore for their next training session. The last few sessions had all ended in the same predictable fashion: with Harry exhausted and out ideas, while Dumbledore stood calmly across the room from him totally untouched. It was infuriating, and Harry was growing sick of it.

Today he had a few tricks up his sleeve he wanted to try. If the playing field was going to be so imbalanced, Harry would look for any opportunity to level it.

"Again!" Dumbledore said as Harry picked himself up from yet another failed offensive. He had tried for a more patient approach this time, opting for complex and varied spells rather than raw power, but as always the Headmaster had the perfect counter to everything Harry threw at him.

"What's the point?" Harry groaned. "I'm never going to break through at this rate."

"It is as I have repeatedly told you, Harry," said Dumbledore encouragingly. "You have to fail many times before you can learn how to succeed."

How much bloody failure does he expect me to put up with? Harry thought irritably. But he got back into a fighting stance and prepared for one more assault. Dumbledore stood calmly across the room, looking completely unbothered by whatever Harry might throw at him. It only irritated Harry further.

He launched into another furious salvo, throwing as many nonverbal spells at the Headmaster as he could muster. Dumbledore erected another picture-perfect Shield Charm to deflect them, and calmly batted aside the follow-up Blasting Curse designed to shatter the Shield. But Harry hadn't expected the frontal attack to work – it never did. Nothing ever did.

Harry flicked his wand to transfigure a nearby pillar into a series of stone daggers, sending them flying towards Dumbledore from behind. The Headmaster spun around to give the daggers his full attention, twirling his wand to transform them into smoke, wisping away back into nothing. Harry knew it was ill-advised to use Transfiguration against a specialist in the branch, but again, the goal wasn't to break through Dumbledore's defenses. It was to distract them.

Dumbledore spun back around to face Harry, prepared to deflect whatever spell he tried next. But Harry was already preparing his next angle of attack. One the Headmaster would not be expecting. He aimed his wand at Dumbledore and shouted: "Imperio!"

For the briefest of moments, Harry felt his mind connect to the Headmaster's. It was like staring into a blazing furnace of power, burning brighter than the sun; the next moment, Harry was sent sprawling backwards, smashing into the back wall with a dull thud. When Harry sat back up, he saw the Headmaster walking toward him with a look of fury so intense that he wanted to shrivel up into a ball and die.

"I had one rule, Harry," Dumbledore said warningly. "No Unforgivable Curses. Using such a spell in the real world would earn you a one-way ticket to Azkaban."

"Wouldn't be the first time I got away with it, would it?" Harry scoffed. "And what d'you expect me to do, anyway? Just take my beatings like a good boy without trying something to gain the upper hand?"

"This is precisely the thing I was trying to warn you against," said Dumbledore. "You cannot use the Dark Arts as a shortcut to success. It is a cheap imitation of progress that will only burn you in the long run."

"I'm not about to run around casting Unforgivables on everyone!" Harry protested. "But in small doses it can create an advantage of surprise, no? That was the first time I've even come close to overpowering you!"

"Only because I did not expect such an underhanded tactic from you," Dumbledore chided him. "And I would advise you not to try such a stunt again, or there will be dire consequences."

But you've just proven my point! Harry thought angrily. Doing something the enemy didn't expect was exactly the kind of leverage he needed to take advantage of! Would anyone begrudge him using the Imperius Curse if it meant taking down Voldemort with it, or one of his top lieutenants? This was war they were talking about!

"I think we should end things here," said Dumbledore, reaching down to help Harry to his feet with a surprisingly strong grip. "I suggest you apply yourself more to your studies and your preparation rather than resort to such drastic measures."

"Maybe I wouldn't have to, if I had even a shred of progress to cling to," Harry said grumpily.

"I took you on as a personal student because I felt you could handle a challenge," Dumbledore said firmly. "Perhaps it is a good thing that you face some adversity for once in your life."

"Adversity?" Harry snapped, growing angrier by the second. "You think I've never faced adversity, sir? You don't know the first thing about it! I've felt like my back was up against the wall for far longer than you can even fathom, so don't pretend like you know what I've been through!"

"Harry—" Dumbledore sighed, but Harry stormed off, exiting the Room of Requirement with a huff. How dare Dumbledore suggest that he knew what his life had been like? That he'd been born with a silver spoon in his mouth? It couldn't be further from the truth. Harry might appear to an outsider like the spoiled rich kid of a famous father, but in reality he'd faced more adversity in the last ten years than most people face in ten lifetimes.

"Nervous about your match tomorrow, dear?"

"Huh?" Harry said absent-mindedly. He'd been zoning out while watching his mother sort through ingredients delivered from the greenhouses earlier that day. "Maybe a little."

"I'm sure you'll be brilliant as always," Lily smiled kindly. "Give me a hand with these, will you?"

Harry stood to assist his mother with transferring the tiny piles of ground fluxweed saplings into jars for preservation. He'd begun spending Friday nights in her office, making light conversation and helping her with various menial tasks to appease her. The timing was deliberate – he hoped that by starting off his weekend with Lily, she would stay off his back until the following Monday at least. It was a self-imposed detention of sorts, but it kept her happy.

"How have your lessons with the Headmaster been going?" Lily asked. "I hope you appreciate just how big of an honor it is that he's helping you personally."

"Fine, I guess," Harry shrugged. He badly wanted to vent with someone about his frustrations with the man's tutoring style, but Lily was not the right person for it. She would only fret and worry and insist that Harry do whatever the man said, because he knew best. Maybe James would be more understanding of his dilemma, though Harry certainly wasn't going to bother the busy man with such trivial conflicts.

"Severus told me he had to give you a detention last weekend," Lily frowned. "What did you do to upset him this time?"

"He's under the impression that I'm out to get Draco Malfoy hurt again," Harry sighed. "Just because I wanted to see where he was going, and what he thinks is more important than playing Quidditch this term—"

"Oh, Harry, show the poor boy some mercy," Lily groaned. "His family's been through enough already, haven't they?"

"Why are you so sure Draco is innocent in all of this?" Harry demanded. "Dumbledore thinks he got the Dark Mark this summer. That makes him just as guilty as his father if you ask me."

"Don't be so dramatic," Lily tutted. "Draco is sixteen, and doesn't know any better than he was taught. If he did take the Mark, he either didn't know what he was getting into, or he had no other choice."

"But what difference does it make? He's still a threat. If he was given orders to hurt someone I care about, I'll never forgive myself if I just sit back and let it happen."

"You mustn't jump to the worst possible conclusion about people," Lily remanded him. "Look at Severus: he too took the Mark as a teenager, but he saw the error in his ways and turned his life around."

"And yet, Voldemort still trusts him," Harry pointed out. "You've never wondered why that is?"

"Dumbledore trusts him too," Lily said. "And that's good enough for me."

It shouldn't be, Harry thought bitterly, but he held his tongue. Surely his mother could see what everyone else clearly could? Snape was still smitten with Lily, and he would do or say anything to appease her. It didn't make him a good person in Harry's book.

And he couldn't understand why all the adults were so sure that Draco was harmless! Sure, he was an arrogant pest who wasn't half as great as he thought he was, but he was still a clever Slytherin who could find ways to cause havoc if needed. He may be neutered now, but Harry dreaded the day the boy decided it was safe to start antagonizing the Potters again.

But Harry would have to put the boy out of his thoughts for the time being. The day of the Slytherin match had arrived, and Harry had to focus on what was immediately in front of him. The atmosphere was charged when he entered the Great Hall, with all four Houses buzzing excitedly about the opening match of the season. As was tradition, the Hall had temporarily been rearranged to put the opposing Houses on opposite sides of the room from one another, to prevent any nasty physical or verbal altercations from taking place.

"We're going to smoke them today," Terry Boot proclaimed confidently, patting Harry on the back. "Harper's a bit thick, so I don't expect him to be some prodigy Seeker out of the blue."

"Yeah, probably not," Harry agreed. But it wasn't the fifth-year Harper he was worried about. It was the other pure-blood members of the team, particularly those whose fathers had been caught in last weekend's Auror raid. Harry spied them glaring daggers in his direction from across the Hall...did they have retribution planned for today?

And that wasn't his only concern. Harry spied Damian Dursley leaving the castle for the pitch with his friends and hustled to catch up with him. "Wait up, cousin!" he called out. "Got a minute?"

"Looking for some last-minute pointers, Potter?" Damian smirked. "No offense, but we're rooting for Slytherin today to improve our chances at the Cup."

"Never mind that," Harry muttered, pulling Damian aside. "I need you to take this."

"Again?" Damian frowned, taking the Marauder's Map from Harry. "Is there another mass murderer after me or summat?"

"That remains to be seen," Harry said gravely. "Listen, I want you to keep an eye on Draco Malfoy's dot during the match, okay? See what he's up to, where he goes."

"Won't he be at the match?" Damian said, confused.

"Dunno, but just keep an eye on him, will you?" asked Harry.

"You want me to stare at this stupid Map the whole time instead of watching the match?"

"Not the whole time!" Harry groaned. "Just check every couple of minutes to make sure he's not doing anything shady. Please, Damian, it's important."

Damian grumbled discontentedly, but eventually relented. "Alright," he sighed. "That bugger probably is up to no good. I'd love to catch him doing something suspect after last year's incident."

"Just don't confront him on your own, whatever you do," Harry warned. "He's dangerous, Damian, I mean it."

"If you say so," Damian shrugged, pocketing the Map. "Break a leg out there, Potter. Literally – those Slytherin Beaters are right pieces of work."

"Thanks for the show of support, Dursley," Harry smirked, before heading down to the pitch himself. He spied Dahlia chatting excitedly with Astoria and Ginny as they headed to the stands, and knew Lily would be in attendance as well. That was good – all of his family members were accounted for. Whatever Draco had planned, if anything, he would have a difficult time harming any of them.

That peace of mind allowed Harry to take his mind off of Draco and focus on the task at hand. He gave last-minute instructions to his team in the locker room, keeping the strategy more or less the same: focus on the defenders, and let Harry handle the opposing Seeker on his own. Was this a wise decision? Should he show a bit more self-preservation and ask the Beaters to protect him? No, I can handle myself, Harry thought resolutely.

Madam Hooch came to collect the team soon after, and they marched out onto the pitch in a single-file line. The Slytherin team was already waiting for them, lined up shoulder to shoulder at midfield. Madam Hooch instructed the Ravenclaws to do the same, facing the Slytherins; the two teams sized each other up, exchanging no words but plenty of dirty looks.

"Welcome, one and all, to the opening Quidditch match of the season!" exclaimed Dean Thomas over the megaphone. Dean had taken over Lee Jordan's duties as commentator after the latter graduated. "Today's match is between Slytherin, captained by Keeper Ivan Mulciber, and Ravenclaw, captained by Seeker Harry Potter!"

The crowd cheered wildly at this declaration. Harry glanced across the sea of students in the stands; the green and silver Slytherin section was pronounced, but nearly the entire rest of the school was decked out in blue and bronze to show support for Ravenclaw.

"We have a special presentation before today's match," Dean continued. "Here to say a few words and perform the ceremonial Quaffle toss is our Minister of Magic, James Potter!"

The crowd erupted with cheers as James strode across the pitch towards center field, beaming and waving to everyone. It was a far cry from the reception Cornelius Fudge got the year before – James was genuinely beloved at Hogwarts, not only as a former professor but as one of the most popular Ministers in decades. James stood in between the two rival teams and pointed his wand at his throat to address the entire stadium.

"Thank you all," he said once the noise had quieted down. "I just wanted to say that the Ministry is doing all that we can to keep you safe in these uncertain times. I know many of you are afraid of what might happen to your parents and loved ones, but rest assured that we will not rest until the monster known as Lord Voldemort is eliminated, and the wizarding world knows peace once more."

The crowd exploded in applause once more, showing their support for the man. James went down the line shaking hands with each of the Slytherins; they looked somewhat displeased, but nonetheless accepted the gesture without comment. James then moved on to the Ravenclaws, who much more enthusiastically responded to his attention.

"Give 'em hell, son," James whispered in Harry's ear as he gave him a brief hug. Then he took his place beside Madam Hooch as the referee blew her whistle and ordered both teams into the air.

Harry lined up for the face-off, studying the enemy Seeker, Harper, closely. The fifth-year boy averted his gaze, not looking Harry in the eye. Harry knew nothing about the boy's family history or affiliations...was he avoiding Harry out of fear, or knowledge of what was about to happen?

Madam Hooch blew her whistle, and James tossed the Quaffle high into the air to begin the match. "And it's Ravenclaw with possession!" Dean exclaimed excitedly. "Chang passes it to Selwyn, who feigns left and dumps it off to Kim...ooh, a nice Bludger hit from Boot against the Slytherin Keeper...Kim passes back to Chang, who shoots – AND SCORES! Ravenclaw lead, ten-nil!"

The audience cheered appreciatively at the quick offensive display. But something didn't feel right to Harry about it. It had been an easy goal – too easy, as if the Slytherins weren't even trying to stop it. They didn't even argue with one another as they flew back to center field to reset for the next point.

The next few possessions fared little better for the Slytherins. Cho led the Ravenclaw offense with pinpoint precision and power, scoring two more quick goals for the blue and bronze before they reached the five-minute mark. And still, the Slytherins did not seem upset with the outcome; they merely reset each time, stony-faced and betraying no negative emotions about the drubbing they were receiving.

Harry spotted the Snitch on the next possession. He dove after it, fully expecting a pair of Bludgers to come in and attempt to murder him as he honed in on the tiny golden ball. But they never came. Harper was woefully behind and unable to catch up, and seconds later, Harry emerged with the Snitch in his palm as the crowd roared its appreciation once more.

"And the rout continues!" Dean exclaimed. "Make it 80-0 for Ravenclaw!"

Harry intentionally flew close by Crabbe and Goyle, sending them a questioning look as they returned towards midfield. The two hulking boys merely sneered at Harry before turning and flying away. What the hell is going on here? Harry wondered. Are they even trying to win?

A few minutes later, Harry had another opportunity at the Snitch as Ravenclaw extended their lead to 100-0. It was fluttering by the Slytherin goal posts, and Harper was much closer to it. Once he saw Harry streaking towards him, he turned and located the tiny golden ball darting off. He's going to get there first, Harry realized with a sinking feeling.

But then, inexplicably, Harper slowed down, allowing Harry to out-strip him on the much faster broom. Once again Harry braced himself for the inevitable trap, the Bludger attack that would send him to the Hospital Wing. But once again he was surprised to find his path totally clear, and he grabbed the Snitch once again to make it a 150-point contest.

"What are you lot doing?" Harry demanded as he flew up alongside their captain, Mulciber, on the way back to midfield. "Are you letting us win on purpose?"

"Piss off, Potter," Mulciber spat, speeding up to avoid him. Harry could only shake his head and take his own place for the face-off.

Harry's teammates must have caught on to the strange vibes of the match, as they gave him concerned looks before resuming play once more. The Slytherins already looked defeated, barely putting effort into their defenses and quickly giving up the Quaffle whenever they managed to gain possession for themselves. The writing was on the wall, and clearly everyone just wanted it to be over with.

Fortunately, Harry got the opportunity to end it soon after. He saw the final Snitch fluttering feebly around midfield, making no effort to conceal itself, as though sensing the end as well. Harry took off at half-speed, almost inviting Harper to spot the Snitch himself and give chase, but the opposing Seeker seemed just as done with it as the rest of the team. So Harry begrudgingly put on a final burst of speed and caught the Snitch to end the match.

"And that caps off one of the most lopsided victories in Quidditch history!" Dean shouted as the audience cheered. "Ravenclaw defeats Slytherin, 220 to 0...an absolute massacre!"

Harry was still waiting for the other shoe to drop as he landed on the pitch. Mulciber and the other Slytherins were approaching – was this when they would spring their ambush? Did they hope to lull Harry into a false sense of security before attacking him and making an example of him in broad daylight?

But Mulciber merely extended his hand and said, "Good game, Potter." Harry awkwardly shook the hand and watched as Mulciber led his team back into the locker rooms. Was that really it? Was this all a ruse to cover up for something else? Had Draco perhaps plotted some other trap while the entire school was preoccupied with the match?

That idea was squashed, however, when Harry caught up with Damian outside the stadium. "Malfoy was at the match the whole time," Damian shrugged. "Double-checked on the Map in case of Polyjuice and everything. He couldn't have done anything, not with the whole staff and all those Aurors watching."

"Alright," Harry sighed, accepting the Map back. Something still smelled mighty fishy, and he suspected foul play of some kind. If the Slytherin team wasn't planning retribution, why had they chosen not to fight at all? Surely they wouldn't do so of their own accord...they were too competitive, too prideful to accept such a thing. And Harry intended to get to the bottom of it.

He joined his House mates in the Great Hall for a celebratory lunch, before excusing himself and making a beeline for the staff room. When he entered, he found Professor Snape quietly brewing a cup of tea in the corner, and marched straight over to confront him.

"What was all that about?" Harry demanded. "Why did your House roll over and die like that? Did you tell them to?"

"I would never encourage my House to perform with such indignity and lack of self-respect," Snape said calmly without looking up from his teacup.

"Who, then?" Harry asked. "Because they sure as hell wouldn't have done it on their own!"

Snape finally set down his cup and turned fully to face Harry for the first time. "You'd do well to remember what I told you on the first day of class, Potter," he said sternly. "You are being watched very carefully within this castle. The Dark Lord remains intrigued by you, and it would behoove you to avoid doing anything to capture his attention further."

"What are you saying?" Harry asked, confused. "You mean...Voldemort told the sons of his Death Eaters to let us win?"

"How do you think it would look, if the children of disgraced insurrectionists were to harm the son of the Minister himself?" Snape asked. "How might such an act be viewed by those in positions of power? What kind of retribution might someone like Mulciber Sr. face within Azkaban Prison?"

"So that means Voldemort is...protecting me?" Harry concluded.

"I said nothing of the sort," Snape sniffed, turning back to his teacup. "Watch your step, Potter, or such displays of mercy might cease to exist entirely." And Snape walked across the room to a table against the far wall, sitting with his back to Harry – a clear dismissal.

Harry returned to Ravenclaw Tower, mulling over what Snape had said. Was it really as simple as he made it out to be? Was Voldemort having such a difficult time dealing with Minister Potter's tough measures, that he feared inciting further raids and sanctions? Had he labeled Harry and his family as 'untouchable', lest any act of violence towards them be viewed as a proxy attack on the Minister himself?

Or was there more to the story than Snape was letting on? What did he mean by 'displays of mercy'? Did Voldemort want Harry to know that he was deliberately keeping his minions away from the Potter family? But why would he bother? James Potter was a formidable enemy...wouldn't Voldemort want to knock the Minister down a peg by messing with his son? What reason could he have for not only avoiding Harry, but actively clearing a path for him?

Harry couldn't help but think of something Saul had said in his fourth year...a theory he'd concocted as to the reasoning behind Rita Skeeter's motive. What if Voldemort was actively trying to help Harry? He'd already tried to recruit Harry to his side twice before, and the last time they met in the Atrium, he'd witnessed Harry rebuke Dumbledore and reject the notion that he was on the Headmaster's side. Did Voldemort hope to court Harry again in the future – to corrupt Dumbledore's 'golden boy' and turn him against the Light?

It was a ridiculous notion, but one Harry could not shake as he pondered the intended message behind the day's events. Today had been a statement, that much was clear. What it intended to convey remained a mystery, however.
Year 6-06: The Spiked Chalice

A/N: Thank you all for the feedback on the last chapter. I know Harry is frustrating to follow at times, and no, we are not meant to side with every decision he makes. He is a flawed narrator and will make bad choices at times, even if it isn't always acknowledged as such in the narrative. I will do my best in the future to balance his self-defeating tendencies with smarter thought processes and more self-awareness. Turns out that writing flawed protagonists is hard!

For two months, Harry had been a good boy. He'd walked the straight and narrow, doing everything that was expected of him. Attended all his classes, kept his grades up, ran the Dueling Club on Sundays, held weekly Quidditch practices, and performed his prefect duties. He'd even taken the time to spend more time with his classmates to head off any accusations of isolating himself from his peers like in years past. Despite his disagreements with Dumbledore behind the scenes, in public he'd played the role of Golden Boy without complaint.

But two months was long enough. Harry had come back to Hogwarts on one primary condition: that he be given the freedom to move about, to attend to the war outside the walls of the castle as needed. Bill and Fleur were anxious to speak with him about the horcrux hunt, and he had his own preparations he wanted to make at his safe house. It was time to put his weekends to work.

Harry had a checklist of things he wanted to do and supplies he wanted to purchase. He hoped to set up a makeshift potions lab in Ashewick, brewing whatever he might need – Polyjuice, Blood Replenishers, Stamina Potions, you name it. He also wanted to explore some of the minor blood rituals in Krum's book, most of which required ingredients that could only be found in seedy places like Knockturn Alley. All of this cost money that Harry did not have.

Harry had ruled out the possibility of entering sanctioned dueling tournaments, which were occasionally held in Ministry-approved environments. For one, he was not legally allowed to join, being underage; for another, it would only draw attention to himself as the son of the Minister of Magic. He needed anonymity, and he could only get that in the illegal, underground fighting scene.

He'd heard his father speak of such events being held in Knockturn Alley, and the difficulty the Aurors had in breaking them up. Krum had also spoken of Bulgarian fighting rings in a recent letter, where talented fighters could make a killing if they were willing to take the risk. It would be more dangerous, but far more lucrative, and Harry felt somewhat confident that he could make some quick profit without exposing his identity. He just needed to figure out where they were being held.

So Harry planned his big excursion for the first weekend of November. He sent letters off to Bill and Fleur to schedule their next meeting for that Saturday, figuring he could also use the opportunity to check in with them. He didn't want the progress of the horcrux hunt to depend entirely on the Hogwarts holiday schedule. Hopefully he could make a quick pit stop with them before moving on to his own hunt, a similarly dangerous one.

As a bonus, it was a Hogsmeade weekend, meaning Harry wouldn't need to utilize Dobby to leave the school grounds. He could simply hitch a carriage ride to the village and Apparate away from there, with no one being the wiser. He had to politely decline a few invites from his classmates to join them for drinks at the Three Broomsticks, and a few not-so-subtle invites from girls to walk with them to Madam Puddifoot's, but he managed to slip away undetected down a side alley once students dispersed to take in the delights of the village.

Harry Apparated to a quiet side street in the London suburbs and made his way down the road to Bill's apartment. He barely knocked twice before the door flew open, revealing a stressed-out Fleur standing on the other side.

"'Arry!" she greeted him with a hug. "Come in, come in! 'Ow are you?"

"Fine," Harry shrugged. Bill stood in the entryway behind Fleur, giving Harry a grim nod. "What's been happening with you two?"

"Things have been tense," Bill sighed. "It's been quiet since the Ministry raids last month, but everyone is on edge, waiting for a retaliatory strike of some kind."

"Has the Order of the Phoenix been meeting?" Harry asked.

"Not since the summer," said Bill. "Not that it matters much – your dad has brought in most of the old Order members into his administration, to act in an official Ministry capacity. Makes things easier when we can work with the Ministry instead of against it."

"How about Gringotts?" asked Harry. "What's changed since my dad took office?"

"Ze goblins are resisting Ministry efforts to seize Death Eater vaults," Fleur muttered. "They still do not trust wizards, and refused to take sides in zis war."

"Don't they realize how much worse things will be for them if Voldemort takes over?" Harry groaned. "Surely the goblins recognize that would be a worst-case scenario for them!"

"Things aren't exactly great for them now either," Bill chuckled. "They've been making demands for years now, and still haven't gotten their way. Your dad is trying to negotiate more reasonable terms, but I don't think the goblins care about reasonable – they only want to use this war to seize as much power for themselves as possible."

"How does this affect our plans to search for a horcrux in the vaults?" asked Harry. "Any luck there?"

"Sadly, no," Fleur frowned. "Most of ze high-level Death Eaters are from old pure-blood families, and their vaults have the highest protections in the lower levels of the bank. Only high-ranking goblins are permitted to service those vaults."

Figures, Harry thought. If Voldemort had indeed planted a horcrux in Gringotts, he would want to ensure it had the strictest possible defenses surrounding it.

"And I don't suppose we could just break in?" he suggested.

"I hope for all of our sake that was a joke," Bill said grimly. "Unless you actually intend to go to Azkaban and trigger another goblin revolt."

"Just weighing all our options," Harry shrugged. "If a horcrux is in there, we have to get it at all costs, don't we?"

"What if we could bargain for it?" Fleur wondered aloud.

"No chance," Bill shook his head. "Goblins don't care about gold and can't be bribed."

"But what if we had something besides gold?" said Harry thoughtfully. "Something they wanted more?"

"Like what?"

"Like the Sword of Gryffindor," Harry shrugged.

"Which we also don't know the location of," Bill pointed out.

"But we might know how to get it," said Harry. "With the Sorting Hat. And we need to find the Sword anyway – what if we get it first, then use it to bribe our way into the vault we need to access?"

"That could work," Fleur said, looking surprised. "Ze goblins would also be able to destroy the horcrux within the Sword for us."

"You're not seriously considering this?" Bill scoffed. "Goblins are not to be trusted! Bargaining with them is a surefire way to get betrayed and lose everything in the process."

"Would you rather go with the heist plan, then?" Harry deadpanned.

"I'd rather ask Dumbledore for help," Bill scoffed. "But I don't suppose that's on the table, is it?"

"What d'you reckon he could do about it?" Harry asked pointedly. "Not like he's a professional bank robber, either."

"He's the cleverest wizard of the age," said Bill. "And the only person who can stand up to You-Know-Who."

"Then let's leave him to that job, and not burden him with anything else," said Harry. "You two know more about how Gringotts works than he does. It's not as if Dumbledore's succeeded in solving the wizard-goblin conflict in his lifetime, is it?"

Bill grumbled discontentedly at this response, but he did not press the issue further.

"How are things at Hogwarts, 'Arry?" asked Fleur.

"Quiet," Harry shrugged. "The Slytherins are staying far away from me and my family...I think they were ordered to by Voldemort, or at least by their fathers. I'm positive Malfoy is up to something, but Dumbledore told me to stay away."

"You are taking private lessons with Dumbledore, non?" asked Fleur. "What 'as he been teaching you?"

"How to fail, mostly," Harry laughed hollowly. "It's been bloody frustrating, to tell the truth."

"What do you mean?" asked Fleur.

"We're dueling, but he's not showing me any new magic I can incorporate into my arsenal," Harry said bitterly. "Keeps going on about small, incremental improvements, and not giving me any concrete progress to hang onto."

"Well, I'm sure Dumbledore knows what he's doing," Bill said matter-of-factly. "He knows best with matters like this."

"Except he seems to think we have all the time in the world," said Harry. "I don't have years and years to take tiny lessons from him. Voldemort is here, knocking on our front door, and I don't want to be caught unprepared just because Dumbledore thinks I'm moving too fast."

"If he thinks that, he's probably right," Bill shrugged.

"Pah! Do not be naive, Bill," Fleur scoffed. "Your old Headmaster is too passive for 'is own good. I think 'Arry is right: he is not taking the threat of Voldemort seriously enough."

"More accurately, I think he's not taking me seriously enough," Harry corrected. "He doesn't think I will play a crucial role in the coming war. He's putting all his hope in Neville, and assuming I'll just be an Auror clearing a path for him. Besides, I think he's only doing this to appease my father, and to use me as a morale boost for the other students."

"But doesn't the prophecy refer to Neville?" Bill frowned. "Isn't he supposedly the one who can defeat You-Know-Who?"

"Dumbledore thinks so," said Harry. "But he doesn't know what we know: that he has a horcrux in his head. Makes it kinda difficult for him to defeat a Dark Lord when he's also the one keeping him alive."

"So tell Dumbledore about the horcrux!" Bill groaned. "Then he'll take you more seriously, won't he?"

"At the expense of Neville's life," Harry pointed out. "We've been over this. I want to explore our options to remove the horcrux first before putting the decision in Dumbledore's hands, because he'll jump at the opportunity to sacrifice Neville without a second thought."

Bill still looked supremely frustrated by this logic. Fleur piped up in an attempt to defuse the tension.

"Bill, did you speak with zat necromancer you were talking about?" she asked softly.

"What necromancer?" asked Harry, intrigued.

"Bloke I met in Egypt a couple years back," Bill muttered. "He's difficult to get a hold of. I sent a vague letter asking for a meeting, but he hasn't responded yet."

"Do you think he could help with Neville's horcrux?" asked Harry.

"If anyone could, it would be him," Bill said grimly. "We employed his services once, to deal with a malevolent spirit that was still tethered to a tomb we were attempting to raid. He managed to capture it, but he's a freaky bloke. Not someone I'd want to cross paths with in normal life."

"Well, our lives are far from normal at this point," Harry chuckled humorlessly. "I'd like to meet with him."

"I can try again to get in touch with him," Bill shrugged. "But he's paranoid, considering his line of work is illegal in every developed country, and he may not take kindly to us dropping in unannounced."

"Right," Harry sighed. "Keep working on that and exploring other options. Fleur, you keep looking for ways into the high-security vaults, and I'll learn what I can about the Sorting Hat. We can meet again over Christmas Break to discuss progress."

"What? You're leaving already?" said Bill. "You barely just got here!"

"I have other plans tonight," Harry said evasively. "Errands to run, supplies to pick up. No need to linger around here if we have no tangible progress yet."

"All the more reason to involve more people in the hunt," Bill muttered mutinously under his breath.

"Or to work a bit harder ourselves," Harry retorted. "We can still do this on our own. With a little luck, we can have this done in just a few months and no one will be any the wiser, including Voldemort."

Bill still looked uneasy, but he shrugged and gave Harry a parting handshake before retreating to his bedroom. Harry gave Fleur a reassuring nod before heading for the door.

He exited the apartment building and headed for the back alley where he knew he could safely Apparate away. But before he got there, a voice called after him: "'Arry, wait!"

Harry turned; Fleur was hustling down the stairs behind him. "Yeah?" he asked.

"Where are you going?" Fleur demanded.

"Er...Hogsmeade," Harry lied. "Gonna buy a few things, then return to the castle."

Fleur crossed her arms and gave him a scathing look. "Bill may not know you well enough to tell when you are lying, but I do," she said. "You 'ave that look in your eye, the one when you are about to do something foolish. What are you planning?"

Harry hesitated. He didn't want anyone to know what he had planned for the evening. But deep down, he knew it was foolish to attempt what he was about to without backup. Perhaps he should let someone know, in case things went wrong.

"I'm going to Knockturn Alley," he admitted. "I'm gonna ask around about dueling competitions to try and make some money."

"That is incredibly dangerous!" Fleur gasped. "What if you get caught? What if you get hurt?"

"Wasn't planning on it," Harry shrugged. "And I think I can win...I just need to find it first."

"Knockturn is unsafe to wander around asking questions alone," Fleur muttered. "Especially at night."

"I can handle myself just fine."

Fleur tapped her foot thoughtfully, eyes narrowed at Harry. "Very well," she said. "Give me two hours. I will meet you at the entrance outside Flourish and Blotts."

"Huh?" said Harry. "What do you mean?"

"I am coming with you, obviously," Fleur scoffed. "I will not let you get yourself 'urt without anyone being able to help."

"You don't have to do that, Fleur," Harry chuckled, rolling his eyes. "I think I know what I'm doing by now."

"You may be older than you look, but it does not mean you are experienced enough to do this by yourself," Fleur pointed out.

"Please, I've got plenty of experience," Harry smirked. "If I can handle a few Death Eaters, I think I can handle – oi!"

Harry reeled back as Fleur angrily slapped him across the cheek. "You arrogant leetle boy!" she chided him. "You are not invincible, and you do not always know what is best! I will not stand by and watch you get yourself killed because you do not know when to ask for 'elp!"

Harry massaged his jaw, stunned at the raw emotion in Fleur's expression. She was a beautiful witch, but she could look downright terrifying when she was angry. And he knew she was right...he was biting off more than he could chew, and putting himself in unnecessary danger.

"Okay," he sighed. "You're right. I suppose you can come."

"Good," Fleur sniffed. "I will make my excuses to Bill and meet you there at eight-thirty."

"You're not going to tell Bill?" Harry asked, arching an eyebrow.

"Bill is too much like 'is mother," Fleur scoffed. "He would only fret and try to convince you otherwise."

"You're probably right," Harry chuckled. "See you at eight-thirty then."

So instead of heading straight to Diagon Alley, Harry Apparated to his safe house in Ashewick, where he'd stashed his collection of carved rune stones in an upstairs closet for safe-keeping. He might as well use the time productively and get started on protecting his property. He grabbed the stones and brought them out onto the grounds to begin setting up his defenses.

Harry measured the length and width of the property by counting steps from one end of the fence line to the other. He then marked out seven equidistant points along the boundary, carving out a shallow hole at each spot. He placed one of the carved stones in each hole – they would serve as the anchors for his planned magic, keeping them active indefinitely, even if he was not present to replenish the wards.

One by one, he tapped his wand to each rune stone to activate them before burying them beneath the soil. Shen – protection. Isfet – repellant. Maat – harmony. He could feel the magical pull of the anchors as they came alive, feeding off of one another, seeking more magical fuel to power themselves.

With the last rune stone buried, Harry stood at the center of the property and closed his eyes, wand pointed to the sky. "Salvio Hexia," he whispered. "Protego Totalum...Repello Muggletum…"

He felt pulses of magic wash over him as the wards erected around him, latching onto the rune stones and building a powerful network of enchantments around the property. To Muggles, nothing would appear amiss; even to wizards, nobody would notice unless they attempted to set foot on the property itself, which Harry strongly doubted would happen. When the magic settled in the air, Harry was standing within an invisible dome, ensuring that no one could enter the property without his knowledge.

It wasn't a perfect solution, of course. If someone learned the location of the property, they could destroy the runic anchors and bring down the wards quickly enough. That may not be an issue now, but it would if Harry accidentally left a trail to his safe house that Death Eaters or other bad actors could trace. It was, after all, how the Ministry had discovered the location of Voldemort's safe houses weeks prior. But for now it gave Harry a small sense of comfort that he would not be disturbed here.

With the wards complete, Harry walked back into the house and began the meticulous process of clearing out and refurbishing each room. There were many rotten boards to replace, weeds to clear out, lights to string up. When he was done, he was left with a sizable downstairs living area, plus two additional rooms upstairs. And he already had ideas for how to put them to use.

One of the upstairs rooms would become a potions lab, where he could have cauldrons simmering at all hours of the day, even when he was off at Hogwarts. He would have to reinforce the room to prevent any fires or spillages from causing issues, but there was plenty of space for what he had planned. The other upstairs room would be used for rituals – it had just enough room to draw a pentagram and spread the appropriate ingredients evenly to conduct them safely. Rituals were a branch of magic remarkably similar to Potions: as long as you followed the recipe and understood how each ingredient affected the whole, anyone could perform them without issue.

With his housekeeping work done, Harry checked his watch. It was quarter past eight, meaning it was nearly time to meet Fleur. After applying a glamour to himself, he Apparated to a quiet alley in downtown London and walked across the street to the Leaky Cauldron. He drew no attention from Tom the barman or any other patrons as he walked briskly through the pub and tapped the brick wall in the back to gain entry into Diagon Alley.

The alley was quieter now than Harry had ever seen it. Gone were the throngs of students and parents excitedly looking for school supplies. Gone were the extravagant store fronts advertising their wares. An atmosphere of fear pervaded the place now; people walked in tight-knit groups, not interacting with anyone else or slowing to window-shop along the way. Aurors strolled up and down the road, glancing suspiciously at each passer-by before moving along.

Harry reached Flourish and Blotts and immediately spotted Fleur waiting for him. He could tell she was nervous; she was shivering quietly as she clutched her heavy cloak to herself, and he could feel her passive Allure wafting down the alley, which she struggled to suppress during times of stress. Occasionally a passing wizard would pause, as though sensing the allure but not knowing where it came from, before shaking it off and moving along.

"You're standing out too much," Harry whispered as he came up behind her.

Fleur jumped a foot in the air and spun around in surprise. "'Arry?" she whispered uncertainly, squinting at his unrecognizable face.

"Yes," Harry replied. "Mind if I make a few improvements?"

Fleur nodded, and Harry drew his wand. He lengthened the hood of her cloak so her silvery blonde locks couldn't be seen, and altered her complexion so her unnaturally pale, smooth skin was not quite so pronounced. When he was done, Fleur glanced into the window of a nearby shop and scoffed at her appearance.

"Merde, I look 'ideous," she sighed. "How do I look so different now?"

"Illusory spells are kinda my specialty," Harry shrugged, pocketing his Kneazle core wand. "And you do not look hideous...you just won't draw as much attention to yourself this way."

"Fine," Fleur moped. "What is ze plan?"

"Walk with me," Harry said, grabbing her arm and leading her into Knockturn Alley. "Walk straight and act like you know where you're going, and no one should bother us."

"But 'ow will we ask around if we do not wish to be bothered?"

"I know of a couple pubs deeper in," said Harry. "We can ask around discreetly in there. Just don't be too obvious about it."

Harry and Fleur walked arm in arm down the decrepit streets of Knockturn. Although Harry was older now and knew he could defend himself if needed, the place still gave him the creeps. Long shadows were cast over every narrow walkway, and shadowy figures lurked in seemingly every alleyway, watching them from afar. Harry was grateful for the company now, both for the moral support and the decreased likelihood of anyone messing with them.

They rounded a corner and came across a dingy pub, which appeared to be bustling with activity. A weathered sign over the door heralded it as 'The Spiked Chalice'.

"Odd name for a place that sells drinks," Fleur remarked as they approached. Harry didn't disagree, and yet it was an oddly fitting choice for the environment. He doubted the place cared if they scared away casual visitors – in fact, that was probably a perk of the name, not a drawback.

Harry led the way into the pub, and immediately sensed the hostility in the place. Everyone in the tiny space continued their conversations as they entered, but there was no mistaking the suspicious glances thrown their way, as each patron clocked the new arrivals before returning to their drinks. Keeping an eye out for Aurors? Harry wondered. Or maybe even more dangerous visitors?

"Right," Harry muttered under his breath. "I reckon we'll order drinks at the bar and see what the bartender knows."

"You do that," Fleur suggested. "I will float around and see what I can learn myself."

"Are you sure—?" Harry began, but Fleur was already off, headed to the back of the room. He watched her nervously, wondering if she would be able to blend in with the rough-and-tumble crowd here. But to his surprise, she seemed to meld into the environment seamlessly; she slid past a burly wizard and ran a delicate hand across his shoulders, winking as she passed and earning an appreciative grin from the man. She can handle herself, Harry figured.

Harry walked in the opposite direction and slid into an empty bar stool. The barman sauntered over soon after, a wizened, bearded man who eyed Harry with mild suspicion and intrigue.

"What'll yeh have?" grunted the barman.

"Firewhiskey, please," said Harry. The barman gave him an odd look – it dawned on Harry that being polite was probably not common around here. Don't stand out, Harry chastised himself as he settled into his stool while the barman poured him his drink. At least they aren't carding me.

"You local?" the barman asked as Harry took a small sip of his drink. It burned something fierce going down his throat, but he resisted the urge to cough and played it off as cool as he could.

"Nah," Harry shrugged. "Not from here."

"But yer British, if yer accent's to be believed," the barman noted, narrowing his eyes at Harry. "Not many Brits I ain't familiar with."

Shit, didn't think that one through, Harry thought. "Er...moved around a lot growing up," Harry lied quickly. "Parents left Britain during the last war."

"Hmph," the barman sniffed. "What brings ya back to the kingdom?"

"Heard there was money to be made," Harry said casually. "For folks with the right skills."

"Yeah?" said the barman, folding his arms. "What kinda skills?"

"The kind that keeps you alive during a war," Harry said cryptically. The barman studied him closely, as though judging his character from afar.

"You an Auror?" the barman demanded.

"Nah," Harry chuckled. "My old man didn't raise no copper."

"Pah," the barman snorted; Harry couldn't tell if he believed him or not. "Enjoy yer drink, foreigner, but don't linger too long. Outsiders aren't welcome 'round here as of late." And the barman moved on to tend to the other patrons at the bar.

Did I blow it? Harry wondered as he forced himself to take another gulp of Firewhiskey. Did he suspect me to be untrustworthy? Oh, well – best try somewhere else then.

Harry took a casual glance around the pub, spying Fleur in a corner booth sitting beside a large and scary-looking man. She was smiling and obviously flirting with him, but it was hard to tell if it was working. Careful, Fleur, Harry thought. Don't get yourself caught up in something I'll have to get you out of later.

Harry forced himself to finish half of his remaining drink to avoid suspicion, then dropped five Sickles on the counter and stood to leave. He casually made his way towards the exit, and Fleur got the hint, excusing herself to join him. However, as Harry reached for the door, Fleur gently pulled him aside and into an empty booth.

"This is ze place," she whispered. "Zey are hosting a fighting competition in the basement."

"They are?" said Harry, surprised. "How did you know that?"

"He told me," said Fleur, surreptitiously jerking her head towards the burly man in the corner booth Harry had seen her flirting with earlier. "I asked 'im if there was anything fun to do in Knockturn, and 'e invited me to watch 'im fight in an hour. Gave me the password and everything."

"Huh," said Harry, eyeing the man more closely now. He did not look familiar to Harry – in fact, he didn't even look British. Harry remembered the Prophet's coverage of the recent Ministry raid, and the fact that numerous mercenaries had entered the country seeking to profit off of the war. Was this one such man?

Harry raised a Notice-Me-Not ward around their booth so that they could strategize and people-watch without being bothered. It made sense that there was a secondary location in the basement...there were far more people entering and exiting the pub than the small room could possibly hold. Harry watched them filter through, trying to determine which of them might be here to fight like he was.

"You do not 'ave to enter, 'Arry," Fleur insisted. "We do not know 'ow dangerous it will be."

"Can't get more dangerous than Voldemort's top Death Eaters," Harry shrugged.

"But there are plenty of non-Death Eaters who are trained duelists," Fleur pointed out. "Zis is what they do for a living."

"But they've been trained to duel a specific way, against other trained duelists. I don't fight like one, which gives me an advantage."

"These are dangerous men, 'Arry," Fleur said worriedly, looking around at the various tough customers milling about the pub. "I worry you will not be strong enough."

"It's not about raw strength," said Harry. "I doubt any of these men have seen real fighting before. I've been fighting for survival for a decade now...I bet I have more combat experience than all these men combined." Fleur still looked worried, but she eventually nodded in grim acceptance.

After a while, they watched as the burly man in the corner stood and slipped into a back hallway of the pub. Harry had seen a few other intimidating-looking customers go through that hallway and not come back, confirming his suspicion that it was the way to the basement. He got up from the booth and signaled for Fleur to follow as he headed for the hall himself.

The narrow hall terminated in a lone doorway, where a large wizard stood guard. He eyed Harry and Fleur suspiciously as they approached. "Ain't no exit through here," he spat.

Harry opened his mouth to retort, but Fleur beat him to it. "Devil's Gateway," she recited. Harry realized this must be the password. That was confirmed when the man stood aside and opened the door for them, allowing them to slip through and descend a narrow spiral staircase into the basement.

Harry gawked at the magically-enlarged space they found themselves in. In sharp contrast to the dingy pub overhead, this place was more like a raging nightclub, filled with dozens of hooded wizards laughing and sharing extravagant-looking drinks. Scantily-clad witches roamed the space, serving drinks and smiles to the patrons, most of whom Harry hoped to never cross paths with in the real world. He immediately got a bad feeling and started to reconsider his plans to fight.

But before he could plan an escape, a heavily-tattooed wizard marched straight up to the pair of them. "Who're you?" he demanded. "Never seen you lot down here."

"I'm here to fight," Harry said as confidently as he could muster.

"Fresh meat, eh?" the man sneered. "Very well then. It's a hundred Galleons to enter."

"Oh," said Harry, crestfallen. "I...haven't got the gold."

"I'll cover it," said Fleur, reaching into her robes.

"What?!" Harry hissed, grabbing her wrist. "I can't let you do that."

"You'd better win, then," Fleur said pointedly. And she withdrew a small coin purse, emblazoned with a gold letter 'G'. It didn't look large enough to hold a hundred Galleons, but when Fleur tapped her wand to the brim and tilted it over, the gold poured out into the man's eager hands. He counted the coins and, satisfied, retreated to a dark corner of the club.

"Gringotts purse," Fleur explained at Harry's incredulous look. "It's charmed to my bank account so only I can withdraw from it."

"Never mind that," Harry hissed. "I'm willing to risk my own money, but yours…?"

"I figure you are good for it," Fleur shrugged. "Besides, I 'ave seen you fight, and know you 'ave been training with Dumbledore. I think you can win."

Harry shook his head in disbelief. It felt good to have such a vote of confidence in his corner, but it only increased the pressure he felt to win. He didn't know what Gringotts paid its first-year employees, but he had to imagine a hundred Galleons represented a significant chunk of her wages.

But Fleur seemed nonchalant as she wandered off across the club floor to mingle. Harry headed for the corner where the man had retreated to after taking his (or rather, Fleur's) entry fee. He knew it had to be the right place, because all of the toughest, scariest-looking wizards in the club were gathered there. They all eyed Harry suspiciously; he remained impassive, grateful that he was disguised beneath his glamour. He couldn't imagine what would happen if the Minister's son was caught in a place like this.

The heavily-tattooed man came back soon after, consulting a clipboard of names. "Right, so we have eight entrants tonight," he announced. "That means a clean three-round bracket, winner takes all. Any objections?"

No one spoke up. The contenders seemed to be sizing one another up, leering at each other, as though judging their strengths and weaknesses. Harry didn't recognize any of them, which he wasn't sure was a good or bad thing...no renowned fighters, sure, but maybe they were simply smart enough to keep their talents hidden from the real world.

"Good," the tatted man continued. "Only two rules: no Unforgivables, and no destroying the arena. We don't want to attract any Auror attention. Got it?"

The men nodded in agreement. The organizer strode across the room to a small stage, and pointed his wand at his throat as he stood atop it.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he announced to the room, "your entertainment for the evening is about to begin! Please make your way to the north side of the room if you wish to spectate our fighting tournament. Witness these brave wizards as they risk life and limb to be crowned champion of the evening!"

As he spoke, the wall behind him dissolved, revealing a hidden chamber beyond. Harry approached curiously; the wall had been replaced with a translucent enchantment barrier, providing a window looking down upon a small fighting arena. It had clearly been put to frequent use: there were scorch marks on the walls and deep gouges in the stone, indicating that fierce battles had taken place here.

Harry felt a pit in his stomach as club-goers began lining up along the barrier to watch the matches. He saw money changing hands and realized this must be a major gambling operation as well...no wonder it took place underground, away from prying Ministry eyes.

A whistle caught Harry's attention, and the organizer beckoned him over. "You're up first, string bean," he told Harry. "I need a name."

"Er—" Harry stammered, unsure if he should make one up on the spot.

"Just a stage name, kid," the organizer groaned, rolling his eyes. "No one's asking for your Ministry I.D. here."

"Right," said Harry. "Er...call me Thestral."

The organizer snorted in approval. "Ominous...I like it," he said. "You're up first. Head down into the pit and we'll get started."

The knot in Harry's stomach intensified...he hadn't expected to be thrown in right away. But he nodded and made his way towards the stairs that led down into the fighting arena. Fleur met him halfway there, whispering "Good luck" into his ear, before he descended the steps and entered the arena.

"And here we have our first match-up!" Harry heard the organizer announce from beyond the barrier above. "On the left is an old returning favorite, Carnage! And on the right is a newcomer: please welcome Thestral!"

The crowd cheered and booed for each of the respective fighters as they took their places across the room. Harry eyed his opponent warily…'Carnage' leered menacingly at Harry, glaring daggers and pacing back and forth like a caged animal waiting to pounce. He was a shade taller than Harry and at least fifty pounds heavier, with heavy muscles and a thick-set jaw. Harry had no idea what his magical prowess was, but given his body type, Harry hoped he could out-maneuver him with agility and speed.

"Fighters, get ready," said the organizer. "Three, two, one, fight!"

Carnage launched out of the gates with a furious salvo of spells aimed directly at Harry. Harry spun out of the way, noting with mild relief that he recognized each of the incoming spells – a mix of basic hexes and jinxes standard to a traditional dueler. He's no Death Eater, Harry thought to himself.

Harry remained patient at first, dancing elegantly around Carnage's spells, taking a measure of the man's style. There was undeniable power behind his casting, and he was fairly accurate to boot, but Harry noticed one clear weakness straight away. Carnage remained mostly immobile, feet planted firmly on the ground, taking a traditional duelist stance. This isn't a sanctioned duel, my friend, Harry thought with a smirk.

Harry began his own assault with a mix of standard hexes of his own, not wanting to tip off his opponent to his true strength. Carnage Shielded them well enough, though he stumbled slightly as he side-stepped Harry's follow-up Blasting Curse. Harry kept his feet moving, slowly advancing, decreasing the distance between them. He just had to wait for an opening.

Soon enough, it came. Carnage attempted a counter-attack, only to be forced on the back foot by Harry's more powerful return. He lost his balance as he back-pedaled, forced to cancel his Shield Charm, and Harry pounced.

Harry transfigured the ground beneath Carnage into ice, causing the man to slip around comically for a second before crashing to the ground. Harry rushed forward and pinned the man's wand arm to the ground with a conjured vine, before immobilizing Carnage in a Body-Bind Curse and standing over his fallen enemy, looking up to the barrier above.

"Winner: Thestral!" the organizer said, sounding somewhat surprised. The crowd applauded politely, though Harry noted some sour looks from the onlookers. How many of them made wagers against me? Harry wondered. Bet they won't make that mistake again. Harry freed his opponent and made his way back up to the main club, slipping into a sofa beside Fleur in the back to avoid notice.

"Well done," Fleur whispered. "I heard ze other competitors talking about ze match...they think you just got lucky."

"Let them believe that," Harry shrugged. "All the better that they underestimate me."

Harry watched with great interest as the next three matches played out. The first two were fairly close; one was won by a man nicknamed 'the Butcher,' who won with a combination of savage Cutting Curses that nearly amputated his opponent's arm. The other was won by 'Viper', a short and nimble man that reminded Harry a bit of a young Flitwick, who merely avoided being hit by any of his opponent's spells until he managed to land a Stunner to end things.

But the final match of the round made Harry's neck hair stand on end. It was won by 'Reaper', the scary-looking bloke Fleur had flirted with earlier, and he was downright terrifying in the arena. He wielded a powerful arsenal of spells and was deadly accurate with them, combining maneuverability and strength for a nasty combination of skills. He won by simply overwhelming his poor opponent with curse after curse until he was felled by a nasty Blasting Curse that knocked him into the back wall, unconscious.

"Get your bets ready for Round 2!" the organizer announced gleefully as a pair of bouncers dragged the unconscious man out of the arena. "First up is Thestral versus the Butcher!"

Harry made his way back down into the arena, facing off against the man dubbed the Butcher. Harry was grateful he'd had the chance to see the man fight first...he knew that Shield Charms would be less effective against his style. The Cutting Curses could overwhelm such protections and even get around them under repeated pressure. Harry would have to stay nimble and avoid the wide swath of damage he could create.

"Fighters ready!" the organizer shouted. "Three, two, one, fight!"

Harry did not remain passive this time, starting his own offense before the Butcher could do so. He forced the man to Shield and dodge his attacks as Harry began to slowly close the distance between them. He did not want to give the Butcher too much space – his last opponent had made that mistake, allowing the Butcher to dictate the pace of the fight and corner the other fighter into a tighter and tighter area. Harry would not let himself be constrained this way.

But the Butcher was wise to this plan, perhaps from watching Harry's own match. He spun and flicked his wand in a broad circle, sending a wide swath of Cutting Curses that forced Harry to roll close to the ground to avoid them. Harry tried the same trick as before, summoning ice beneath the Butcher's feet, but he was ready for it, leaping aside and shattering the ice with a Blasting Curse to keep Harry several paces away.

Harry could tell his enemy was far savvier than the last and wouldn't be easily tricked. He would have to figure out some way to get his defenses down before striking. He reversed tactics, beginning to back away, allowing the Butcher to regain his footing and advance. He skillfully used crowd control tactics to force Harry into a corner, much the same way he had won his last bout. Harry willfully entered the Butcher's trap, knowing that he was about to spring one of his own.

Finally, the Butcher pounced. He sent a volley of hexes Harry's way, forcing him to erect a Shield, before sending a devastating flurry of Cutting Curses to overwhelm him. But to his surprise, Harry was not there when the Shield dropped; Harry had jumped high into the air, aided by a summoned gust of wind to send him airborne. Harry directed the gust directly at his opponent, who was stunned by the sudden burst of speed and barely had time to raise his wand in defense before—

Wham! Harry's elbow connected with the man's head, sending him sprawling across the arena floor. Harry landed in a roll and swiftly Disarmed the Butcher before Freezing him in place, panting, his foe finally defeated.

"Winner: Thestral!" the impressed organizer announced, as the crowd once again descended into hushed murmurs at the surprising result. Harry released his opponent, but to his surprise, the Butcher jumped up at once, looking furious.

"But 'e cheated!" he shouted in a thick Eastern European accent. "'E hit me like a common Muggle!"

"And why'd you let him do that?" the organizer chuckled. "No rule against it."

The Butcher glowered angrily at Harry before storming out of the arena. Harry returned to his spot beside Fleur, feeling the eyes of everyone in the club upon him. He was starting to get concerned about his safety beyond the tournament now, and was eager to get the night over with and get himself and Fleur out of here in one piece.

But he had one more match to go first, and he had a good idea who it would be against. The second semi-final match commenced between Viper and Reaper, and it ended in a similarly brutal fashion as the first round. Viper attempted to repeat his tactics of keeping a small target and dodging dangerous spells, but Reaper was simply too accurate, forcing him to slow down and summon Shields to stay alive. Viper was forced to back-pedal away from his dangerous foe, realizing he could not out-maneuver him.

Eventually Viper was corralled back into a corner, and unlike Harry, he had no plan of escape. Eventually his Shield flickered and died under an onslaught of dangerous curses, and the man raised his hand at once. "I yield!" he shouted. But Reaper either didn't hear him or didn't care. He fired a nasty yellow curse that caught Viper directly in the chest, causing him to keel over unconscious at once as the crowd roared its appreciation.

"Winner: Reaper!" the organizer announced, as a pair of bouncers rushed in to drag Viper out of the arena. Harry watched as they rushed him into a back room, presumably to attend to him medically. Harry saw the organizer chewing out Reaper as he exited the arena, perhaps chastising him for not taking the peaceful conclusion. But Reaper just sneered coldly, clearly not caring what became of his felled opponent.

"Now we have the grand finals!" the organizer said gleefully. "It's the reigning champ, Reaper, against the challenger, Thestral! Who will claim tonight's top prize?"

Harry re-entered the arena for the final time, doing his best to calm his nerves. He had not seen any weakness in Reaper's game...he was a powerful fighter, more powerful than any Auror he'd met, even rivaling James. But unlike his father, who had certain tics and tendencies Harry could try to exploit, he could not see any obvious holes in Reaper's strategy. He fought smart and efficient, leaving little room for counter-attacks or reprieve.

Reaper too looked confident as he faced off against Harry. "Any last words?" he taunted in an American accent. "I'll be sure to relay them to your pretty girlfriend after I take her home tonight."

Harry did not give him the satisfaction of a response. He got into a fighter's stance, his full focus on the task at hand. He would have to be perfect to have a chance.

"Fighters ready!" the organizer said gleefully. "Three, two, one, fight!"

Neither Harry nor Reaper made a move straight away. They slowly circled one another, waiting for the other to strike. Harry knew he could not overpower or out-maneuver the man so easily...he had to prepare for a prolonged bout and be patient, which was not his strong suit. Luckily, Dumbledore had forced him to slow down and put more thought into his attacks...perhaps he would have to thank the Headmaster if he got out of this in one piece.

Finally, Reaper made his move. He sent a few light hexes Harry's way, probing him, testing his defenses; Harry merely side-stepped them, conserving his energy. He cast a few minor jinxes in response, including a Tickling Charm; Reaper smirked in recognition as he too spun away from them. They were just toying with one another now...but not for long.

Reaper made his first major attack next, sending a rapid-fire assault Harry's way. Harry did not recognize half of the incoming spells; he batted aside the Bone-Breaker before flattening himself to the ground to avoid the others. He spun out of the way of the conjured boulder Reaper summoned to slam into the ground where Harry had just been, then melted the rock into molten lava and sent it flying back towards its creator. Reaper chuckled and conjured a thick metal sheet to deflect the burning liquid into a nearby corner, where it sizzled and ate into the stone floor.

Harry got to his feet and began his own assault, mixing curses and transfiguration in an attempt to distract the man. But Reaper was unfazed, blocking the curses while undoing every transfigured attack coming his way. He still had a broad smile on his face, feeling confident but recognizing that he had a real fight on his hands. The two best fighters had reached the finals, and only skill would determine the outcome now.

Both Harry and Reaper continued to alternate offense and defense, pressing harder and harder into the other's defenses, but neither was giving much ground. Harry tried to gain a spatial advantage by closing the gap between them once again, but Reaper skillfully kept him away with powerful area attacks to keep Harry at a distance. Harry could not see an easy way to win this, and while he was starting to get winded, Reaper didn't appear to be tiring. He would have to try something drastic.

Harry hadn't devoted as much time to learning illusory magic as he would like, but it was rarely utilized in combat and he knew he had to try every trick in his arsenal to have a chance. So when Reaper let up on his next assault, rather than return fire, Harry shouted, "Homunculi speculo!"

He felt the uncomfortable tearing effect as his consciousness was split into separate entities, staring at Reaper from three separate locations. He heard the crowd murmur in surprise, but Harry ignored them, putting full focus on his enemy. Reaper appeared slightly bemused by the gesture, pausing only to give a nod of acknowledgment at the advanced magic, before resuming the bout.

He alternating firing at each of the three copies, forcing Harry to switch rapidly between the three to avoid being hit. Harry slowly tried to advance again, but Reaper wisely stood his ground, not letting any of the three copies get too close. His attention was split, however, which gave Harry an opportunity to strike. He just had to pick the proper moment—

Suddenly Reaper pounced, charging headlong at the leftmost copy of Harry. If Harry had anticipated such a tactic, he would have simply canceled that copy of himself and focused the other two on Reaper's retreating backside. Instead he panicked slightly and focused entirely on the targeting copy, sending up a Shield Charm and trying to slow Reaper down.

But Reaper's strategy was more cunning than that. He put on the brakes and flicked his wand with a smirk – it had been a ruse to distract Harry from his planned attack from behind. Harry turned just in time to duck away from the still-steaming pile of lava sizzling in the corner, which had been hurled towards him. He knew Reaper would not remain idle, either, and had to prepare quickly for the follow-up attack.

"Protego duri!" Harry shouted in a fit of desperation. The much-maligned Barrier Charm, which he'd all but sworn off using in battle, was erected just in time to absorb the onslaught of spells Reaper had hoped would end things. Harry felt it drain his magical stamina and knew the fight would soon come to an end, one way or another. It was now or never.

Harry dropped the Barrier Charm and threw everything he could think of at Reaper. The man was closer now thanks to his charging maneuver, and his reaction time was more limited. It gave Harry an idea, as he kept pressing forward to prevent Reaper from backing too far away from him. He would need to take advantage of their closeness if he was going to win this fight.

Reaper launched his own counter-attack soon after, throwing another furious salvo his way. Harry knew this was his best chance. He summoned a Shield Charm to deflect the onslaught, knowing Reaper would expect him to keep it active through the last incoming spell. But Harry dropped the Shield early and fired a quick response earlier than expected, hoping it would catch Reaper off-guard.

Reaper clearly did not expect the counter-attack so soon after his own. He raised his own Shield to deflect them, but Harry's Blasting Curse shattered it, allowing his follow-up Stunner to hit the man in the chest, sending him toppling over.

But Harry's tactic cost him: the final curse Reaper sent his way connected with his wand hand, sending a sharp, searing pain shooting up his arm. It took all of his willpower not to drop his wand, instead transferring it to his off-hand and pointing it at Reaper in case another attack came. But his opponent was fortunately unconscious on the ground, leaving Harry to sink to his knees, clutching his wrist in agony.

"Winner: Thestral," the stunned announcer said, followed by a chorus of gasps and murmurs. Clearly no one had expected the upset. The two bouncers swarmed onto the arena; one moved to revive Reaper while the other tended to Harry's hand.

"Necrotic Curse," the man muttered; Harry watched in disbelief as his skin bubbled and burned, as the curse burrowed its way deeper into his hand. The bouncer wove his wand over the affected area, but it seemingly had no effect; Harry continued to feel excruciating pain as the curse ate away at his flesh.

"We need the counter-curse!" the bouncer shouted at the other, who was helping Reaper to his feet. The fight organizer rushed into the arena soon after, seeing what was happening and wincing at the sight of Harry's dissolving hand.

"Undo that curse, now!" the organizer demanded of Reaper. "Or we'll have to send him to St. Mungo's, and this whole operation is bust!"

Reaper sneered, but he approached Harry and flicked his wand. The searing sensation ceased as the Necrotic Curse was lifted, leaving a nasty open wound on the back of his hand. It did nothing to cease the pain, however; Harry gritted his teeth to stop himself from screaming in agony, allowing the bouncers to lift him to his feet and guide him out of the arena towards a back room.

They set him down on a chair as one of the men rifled through a series of cabinets. He returned with a bottle of murky yellow liquid, which he immediately emptied into a large bowl. "Murtlap essence," he explained as he forced Harry's injured hand into the liquid. "Should accelerate the healing process."

Harry once again resisted the urge to shout out as the murtlap essence got to work on his open wound, intensifying the burning sensation. He instead focused on his breathing and counted his lucky stars that that he'd survived...he could only imagine what the curse might have done if it had connected with his head or torso, or if Reaper had refused to perform the counter-curse.

The organizer entered the back room soon after, surveying Harry's hand and nodding tersely at the sign of progress. "Nice fight, kid," he said, tossing a hefty bag of coins on the counter beside him. "Eight hundred Galleons, as promised. Hope you realize you pissed a lot of people off tonight, don't you?"

"I don't plan on sticking around to talk to fans," Harry deadpanned as he grabbed the coin purse with his free hand and stuffed it into his robes.

"Good," the organizer nodded. "I would lay low for a while – if you choose to fight again, I'm sure the betting odds will be more in your favor. We can't tell you when the next fight will be, because the Aurors might sniff it out, but keep your ears open and come back any time."

"Will do," Harry nodded. He didn't expect to be returning to The Spiked Chalice any time soon – he was eager to get out of there before anyone decided to make their displeasure with his victory known. Whether it was an angry better who'd lost it all, or Reaper himself, he wouldn't stick around to find out.

Harry stood, waving off the bouncers' insistence that he stay and let his hand soak for a few minutes longer. He paused only long enough for them to apply a few drops of dittany on the wound and conjure a bandage to cover it. Harry exited the room and spotted Fleur anxiously hovering in a corner; he wordlessly gestured for the door, and she nodded, following him to the exit.

Harry stumbled up the steps and through The Spiked Chalice back onto the streets of Knockturn Alley, Fleur close behind him. He blinked in surprise; the sun was already up, heralding Sunday morning to the world.

"I can bring you back to my flat if you wish to rest," Fleur suggested.

"No, I have a place," Harry muttered. He offered his arm; Fleur eyed it warily for a moment, then accepted it. Harry Apparated them to the dirt road just outside his property in Ashewick, which, as expected, remained totally deserted.

"Where are we?" Fleur muttered, looking around in confusion.

"One moment; I'll need to walk you through the wards," said Harry. He kept hold of her arm as he approached the ward boundary; Fleur shivered in discomfort as the enchantments attempted to repel her, but Harry guided her forward until they were through them all and onto the property itself. Fleur saw the house for the first time and clicked her tongue in disapproval.

"Must you choose someplace so grim?" she sighed. But she followed Harry into the house nonetheless.

Harry flicked his wand to activate the makeshift lights he'd strung up the night before. He immediately sat at the ruined wooden table and plopped the sizable coin purse onto the surface. "I figure it's only fair to split it fifty-fifty," he offered. "Since you paid for my entry."

"Keep it," Fleur smirked. "I made a nice profit of my own tonight."

"How?" Harry frowned.

"I bet another hundred Galleons on you winning ze tournament," Fleur shrugged. "Odds were fifteen to one. I knew you could do it."

"I…" Harry stammered in disbelief. Apparently Fleur had profited even more than he had tonight. All he could really do was laugh at the absurdity of how lucky they had both gotten tonight. "You're absolutely mad, did you know that?"

"Yes, perhaps you are rubbing off on me," Fleur winked. "Now, you need rest, or zat hand will never heal itself."

"Right," Harry muttered as he unspooled the bandage to check the wound. The back of his hand had thankfully blistered over, but it still stung mightily and he yearned for the release of sleep to ease the pain. He headed into the next room, where he'd transfigured himself a small cot, and flopped onto it, totally exhausted. "You don't have to stay and babysit me, you know."

"Well, excuse me for walking you home," Fleur said, pretending to be scandalized. "Sleep well, 'Arry. You fought well tonight."

Fleur bent down to give Harry a kiss on the forehead. He mumbled his thanks, but wasn't sure if it was coherent or not, before Fleur disappeared out the front door and Disapparated with a crack. He couldn't muster much energy for anything right now.

He realized with a dull pang that he was meant to lead a Dueling Club session at Hogwarts in just a few short hours. Dumbledore would be expecting him there – it was one of the stipulations of their agreement, after all.

Screw it, Harry thought blearily. It won't hurt to miss one lesson...Neville can cover for me. And he slipped into a heavy slumber, putting all thoughts of responsibility and agreements out of his mind.
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"Shen."

"Protection."

"Siah."

"Perception."

"Styx."

"Death."

"Sutekh."

"Thunder."

"That's the end of the S's," Harry sighed, closing the Ancient Runes textbook he'd been reading from. "Can we take a break now?"

"C'mon, just a few more!" Hermione insisted. "I want to make sure I know everything for the pop quiz on Thursday!"

"I'm sure you'll get a hundred percent like always," Harry sighed, kicking his feet up on the desk and closing his tired eyes. It was past midnight on a Tuesday, and he and Hermione were lounging in an empty classroom on the second floor. They were meant to be on prefect night patrol, but thanks to the Marauder's Map, they could simply stay in one place and keep an eye on the whole castle at once. Hermione insisted on using the time to study runic translations, but Harry preferred to rest.

"Fine," Hermione huffed, shoving her notes back into her bag and settling back into her seat. "Say, I noticed Ginny Weasley was the new Gryffindor prefect this year...why was Dahlia not chosen?"

"She's got her Healing internship with Pomfrey," Harry shrugged. "I guess she's busy enough outside her lessons to take on extra responsibilities."

"And you aren't?" Hermione smirked.

"Funny, I was just thinking the same thing," Harry chuckled. He was feeling spread rather thin lately, between prefect duties, Quidditch captaincy, the dueling club, Dumbledore's private lessons, and of course his excursions outside the castle. He had yet to see the Headmaster since returning to Hogwarts late Sunday night, and wondered if he was due for a lecture for shirking his Dueling Club duties. Nobody had reprimanded him yet, but he had a bad feeling all the same.

Suddenly, Hermione grabbed Harry's wrist and pulled it closer to her face. "Harry, what is that?" she demanded.

"Oh, it's nothing," Harry muttered, gently pulling his hand away to conceal his wound from the Necrotic Curse. "Quidditch injury."

"It looks infected," Hermione said uncertainly. "You should go to Madam Pomfrey to have it checked out."

"I'm sure it'll heal on its own," Harry said dismissively. Though privately, he thought she was probably right. The wound still hadn't properly healed, and the back of his hand still held shades of nasty green and purple around the blistered skin. He'd been using a glamour to keep it hidden during the day, but it must have faded due to his exhaustion and the late hour. Perhaps he should get it properly looked at.

Hermione continued to give him an odd look. "Say, Harry?" she said tentatively. "Is it alright if I ask you something personal?"

"I suppose so," Harry frowned. "What is it?"

Hermione hesitated before speaking up again. "Is it true that you did a b-blood ritual two summers ago?" she blurted out.

Harry's eyebrows shot up. "How did—who told you that?" he asked, bewildered.

"Well...promise you won't be cross with me," Hermione said nervously.

"I can't promise that if I don't know," Harry frowned.

"Dumbledore told Neville during their last private lesson," Hermione confessed, speaking quickly now out of nervousness. "He wasn't supposed to tell anyone, but he told me and Ron because he tells us everything, and I swear we won't tell another soul, but...is it true?"

Harry groaned at this revelation. "Yeah, sure, I did a minor ritual under adult supervision two years ago," he admitted. "But why the hell is Dumbledore telling Neville about my private business?"

"I-I think…" Hermione stammered worriedly. "I think Dumbledore's worried about you turning dark."

Harry laughed aloud. "Classic Dumbledore," he scoffed. "Listen, Hermione, Dumbledore and I disagree on how blood rituals are classified as dark magic. It was a simple augmentation ritual that is quite common on the continent."

"B-but you did also kill Bellatrix Lestrange with an Unforgivable Curse," Hermione pointed out. "And that wound on your hand looks like it came from a dark curse. And Dumbledore said you used the Imperius Curse against him in a recent duel—"

"Unbelievable," Harry muttered angrily. "He expects me to trust him, while betraying my privacy behind my back and spreading malicious rumors? What, does he want Neville to think I'm some kind of bloody Dark Lord on the rise?"

"I d-didn't mean to anger you, Harry," Hermione said awkwardly, casting a fearful look at the floor. "I'm sorry if I've upset you."

Harry realized that he had no reason to lash out at Hermione for this. She was only the bearer of bad news, not the cause of it...in fact, he ought to be thanking her for bringing it to his attention.

"It's okay, Hermione," he sighed, forcing himself to calm down. "Thank you for telling me. To answer your question, no, I'm not a dark wizard and have no intention of becoming one. I just have differing views from Dumbledore on what constitutes dark magic and how it ought to be used in times of war."

"I see," Hermione exhaled, sounding relieved. (Had she actually started to believe it herself?) "Well, as I said, I won't be spreading any rumors about you. I just wanted to ask you directly."

"Much appreciated," Harry chuckled hollowly. "So Neville tells you everything, huh? Has he told you what Dumbledore is teaching him in his own private lessons?"

Hermione froze at this question. "Er...yes, he has told us some things," she said cryptically. "But I don't think I should tell you. Dumbledore said we should keep it secret."

"So he's allowed to betray my secrets, but Neville's are sacred?" Harry frowned. "Bit hypocritical, don't you think?"

"You're not wrong," Hermione sighed. "It's just...this could be very important for the war one day. If too many people learn about it, it could give You-Know-Who a big advantage."

"What kind of advantage?" Harry pressed, intrigued. He was burning with curiosity about what Dumbledore had to teach Neville, and if it was this significant to the war, it seemed highly relevant to his own activities behind the scenes.

"I'm sorry, Harry, I don't think I should tell you," Hermione sighed. "Ask Neville or Dumbledore directly if you really want to know. I can't be the one to tell you that."

Once again, Harry was dying to know more and dig deeper, but now was not the time – and Hermione was certainly not the person. She was too much of a rules-abider to give up what she knew after being explicitly told not to. "Alright, Hermione," he sighed, once again forcing himself not to lash out at her. He glanced at the opened Map out of the corner of his eye and spotted something odd, turning his full attention to it at once.

"We've got something going on here," Harry muttered, pointing to the Map lying open on the desk between them. Two students were out of bed, and based on the way their names were overlapping within the broom closet they inhabited, they were up to something salacious. He couldn't even make out either of their names in the confined space.

"Oh, dear," Hermione sighed. "We'd better go break it up."

They silently made their way through the halls towards the sixth floor, where the out-of-bounds activity was taking place. "Do you want the honors, or should I do it?" Harry asked dryly as they approached the broom closet, already hearing the light thumps and shufflings within.

"All yours," Hermione sighed. Harry braced himself for an awkward interaction as he rapped twice on the door before pulling it open.

At once the two students extricated themselves from one another's grasp, and Harry had to stifle a laugh of surprise when he realized who it was. "Luna?" he said.

"Oh, hello Harry!" said the blonde, her flushed red face betraying her usually placid demeanor. "I was just snogging Demelza here."

"Yes, I can see that," Harry sighed; the newest Gryffindor Chaser, fourth-year Demelza Robins, was shamefully avoiding his gaze while re-buttoning her top. "Why don't you two make yourselves decent and come out of there?"

Harry and Hermione awkwardly turned away until the two girls emerged from the closet side by side. "Are we in big trouble?" Demelza asked worriedly.

"Not necessarily," Harry said diplomatically. "Is this the first time you two have snuck out after curfew?"

"Y-yes," Demelza stammered, clearly a lie.

"Actually, it's our second," Luna corrected her, for once looking abashed at the admission. "We also met on Halloween, after the feast."

"We appreciate the honesty, Luna," sighed Hermione. "That'll be fifteen points from each of you, I think."

"Hermione, why don't you take Miss Robins back to Gryffindor Tower?" Harry suggested. "I'll escort Luna back to bed."

"You aren't going to tell anybody, are you?" asked a fearful Demelza. "My friends don't know that I'm a...well, you know."

"There's no need for that," Harry said gently. "But do be more discreet next time." Demelza nodded gratefully as Hermione guided her down the corridor and out of sight.

"You know, Harry, we really couldn't have been more discreet if we tried," Luna pointed out as she skipped alongside him back to Ravenclaw Tower.

"I know, Luna," Harry sighed. In hindsight, if it wasn't for the Marauder's Map, it was quite likely that neither girl would have been caught. And given their unique circumstances, it wasn't like they had much other choice than to sneak around after hours. "I didn't know you liked girls that way."

"I think I just like everyone," Luna shrugged. "And Demelza is very sweet. I'm the first person she came out to, you know. And it's not as if she has many dating options in the castle."

"Well, that's...thoughtful of you," Harry said slowly. "As long as you're not taking advantage of her?"

"Of course not," said Luna. "I have already told her I'm not looking for a serious relationship. Besides, she is a very generous lover."

"I don't need the details, thank you," Harry blanched as they rounded the corner to Ravenclaw Tower. "Have a good night, Luna."

"You too, Harry," said Luna. She paused before approaching the door. "Say, you aren't putting yourself in any danger, are you?"

Harry frowned at the odd question. "I'm not sure how you mean, Luna," he said slowly.

"Neither do I," Luna sighed. "Forget it. Just some weird dreams I've been having about you lately."

That certainly caught Harry's attention. "Luna, you should know that your dreams mean more than the average person's," he said. "If you ever have a bad feeling or a recurring dream you just can't shake, you should speak up. It could be important."

"Yes, Professor Firenze has told me the same," Luna nodded forlornly. "He can tell when I'm not being honest in my dream journals. He seems quite interested in my visions too."

"What dreams have you been having about me, Luna?" Harry pressed gently. "I promise I won't share it with anyone else."

Luna looked hesitant to say more, but she eventually relented. "I keeping seeing you in a prison cell," she admitted. "But nobody put you in there against your will. It's like you put yourself there by accident, and you can't figure out how to get out again."

"How did I put myself in the cell?" Harry frowned, perplexed by the odd vision.

"I wish I knew," Luna said glumly. "I've tried asking you in my dreams, but you won't tell me. You won't tell anyone. And I fear that's the reason you wound up there in the first place."

How strange, Harry thought, pondering what this could mean. He put himself in a prison cell? Was this literal, or metaphorical? Was he doomed to Azkaban for his use of dark magic, perhaps? Or was it more of a prison of the mind, restricting himself consciously or otherwise? Why would he do such a thing? Harry valued his freedom very much and could not fathom a situation where he would limit his own ability to move about of his own will, mentally or physically.

"Thank you for telling me this, Luna," said Harry, offering the girl a parting hug. "Please let me know if you have any more dreams or visions about me, or anyone else in my family."

"I will," Luna nodded, her hug lingering longer than usual. "And do be careful, Harry. I don't know why, but I feel like someone needed to say that to you." And the blonde girl entered the common room and disappeared out of sight.

Harry remained troubled by Luna's odd vision that night and the following day. He certainly was on a dangerous path, and he'd taken a great risk with the dueling tournament the weekend before. Was this a sign to avoid such risks in the future? Or did he simply need to speak up more and ask for help? He definitely appreciated Fleur's help in The Spiked Chalice...perhaps he should take Luna's concerns to heart and stop shouldering all his burdens alone.

He decided to put that mindset into action that afternoon after his classes. He walked into the Hospital Wing, and Madam Pomfrey tottered out of her back office to attend to him.

"Mr. Potter!" she greeted him, looking surprised. "I haven't seen you in here in quite some time. Do you need assistance?"

"Actually, I'm looking for Dahlia," said Harry. "Is she working today?"

"Yes, I believe she's studying in the back," said Pomfrey, gesturing to the end of the ward. Harry walked through the empty room, finding his sister lounged on the far bed with books and papers spread out around her. She appeared to be muttering quietly to herself as she studied.

"Hey, moron," Harry called out to announce himself.

Dahlia looked up at him, startled. "Oh, hey, idiot," she grinned. "Mum send you to tell me something?"

"Er...no," Harry frowned. "What makes you think that?"

"Dunno; she just likes to find excuses to visit me up here," Dahlia sighed, sitting up to give Harry her full attention. "What's up?"

"Can you look at this for me?" said Harry, sitting on the bed beside her and closing the curtain behind him. He held out the back of his hand for her to examine, and she winced at the sight of it.

"What the hell did you do to yourself?" she demanded.

"Quidditch injury," Harry lied. "Can you fix it for me?"

Dahlia waved her wand over the wound, frowning at whatever feedback the runes that popped up gave her. "You're a bad liar," she muttered. "This was done by a curse. I need to know what it was if I'm going to heal it."

Harry groaned internally. "It's something called a Necrotic Curse," he admitted.

"That's a really dangerous spell to be throwing around," Dahlia muttered. "How did you get it?"

"Never mind that," Harry said quickly. "It won't happen again. Can you please just keep this between us?"

Dahlia looked at him worriedly, then sighed. "Mum would flip her lid if she knew," she said. "But alright. What have you tried to treat it so far?"

"Murtlap essence and dittany," said Harry. "Both helped a little, but didn't fully cure it."

"No, those wouldn't be strong enough," Dahlia muttered thoughtfully. "You'll need something stronger, like doxy powder...let me see if we have any."

Dahlia stood to check the back storage room for the ingredient. Harry sat quietly on the bed, thinking. Listening…

"Eavesdropping, are we, Neville?" he asked to nobody.

There came no response. Harry sat still for a moment longer, then lurched forward and grabbed at open air. He yanked down on the invisible fabric he made contact with, exposing Neville's head and shoulders, sitting in the chair beside the bed.

"H-Harry!" Neville stammered, looking embarrassed. "I d-didn't mean to listen in...how did you know I was here?"

"Call it a sixth sense," Harry shrugged. "It's my family's cloak, after all. What are you doing here?"

Neville glanced nervously towards the front of the ward. "Madam Pomfrey doesn't like me hanging around here all day," he admitted. "I sneak in sometimes to visit Dahlia when she isn't busy."

"Uh huh," said Harry. "Y'know, I've been thinking, and maybe it's time you returned that cloak. I can turn invisible without it, but I would feel safer if Dahlia had it in her possession."

"We've been sharing it!" Neville insisted. "I give it to her whenever she has late-night shifts and has to walk back to Gryffindor Tower alone. But Dumbledore also wants me to keep it on me at all times."

"He does?" said Harry, surprised. "Why?"

"It's...complicated," Neville said evasively.

What does Dumbledore know that I don't? Harry wondered, not for the first time that term. Did this have something to do with Draco Malfoy? Did Dumbledore think that, if Draco was forbidden from attacking the Potters, he might go after Neville instead? Did he hope that the Invisibility Cloak would shield Neville from harm? Or was there more to the story?

"Neville," Harry said slowly. "What have you and Dumbledore been doing in your private lessons? Is he training you to fight?"

"Not exactly," said Neville. "He's...teaching me other things. Things he wants me to keep secret. I don't think I should tell you."

"You told Ron and Hermione," Harry pointed out.

"That's different," said Neville. "I tell them everything. I haven't even told Dahlia what we're doing."

"It's true," Dahlia sighed as she returned to the bed with a small tin. "I've tried asking for weeks, and his lips remain sealed. Now hold still." She popped open the tin, revealing a fine gray powder within; she began to sprinkle it lightly over Harry's wound, causing it to sting painfully.

"Then why is Dumbledore telling you things about my lessons if I'm not allowed to hear about yours?" Harry demanded, as his eyes watered from the doxy powder.

"He doesn't tell me everything," Neville shrugged. "He just says that...I should be careful around you."

Harry guffawed at this. "Careful?" he repeated. "Why, because I'm some kind of dark lord on the rise?"

"Not exactly," Neville said hesitantly. "But you do odd things sometimes, don't you? Like wind up with Necrotic Curses on your hand. Or cast Unforgivables during fights. Or disappear from the school on weekends – Terry Boot says he didn't see you come home from Hogsmeade last Saturday, and you ditched the last Dueling Club meeting."

"I have permission to leave on weekends, and you know that," Harry huffed. "And these are all just misunderstandings, alright? I'm not a bloody dark wizard."

"Which I have repeatedly told Neville all term," Dahlia said firmly, giving her boyfriend a stern look. "Harry doesn't have a dark bone in his body. Enough bickering, you two – we're supposed to be on the same side here."

Neville sighed heavily. "Right, sorry," he said to Harry, though he still looked uneasy. Harry remained annoyed that he was being kept out of the loop, seemingly due to Dumbledore's paranoia rubbing off on Neville and others around him. He planned to confront the Headmaster about it soon.

The opportunity came the following day, when he received a message from Dumbledore at breakfast inviting him to meet that evening. Curiously, the message said to come directly to the Headmaster's Office, rather than meet at the Room of Requirement as they had been doing for the past few weeks. Did Dumbledore have something else in mind for the day's lessons?

Harry realized this was also a prime opportunity to speak with the Sorting Hat to get some answers about the Sword of Gryffindor. So rather than join his classmates for dinner, he headed straight up to the Headmaster's Office half an hour early, hoping Dumbledore would be busy in the Great Hall, giving him time alone to conduct his own research.

"Pepper Imps," Harry announced to the gargoyle, which sprang aside and granted him access to the office. As he'd hoped, it was empty; Fawkes was sleeping peacefully in his cage, as were many of the portraits of past headmasters on the walls. Harry stood on tip-toes to grab the Sorting Hat from its perch high overhead and sat in one of the armchairs, placing the Hat upon his head.

He heard nothing but silence for a moment as the Hat read his thoughts. Finally, it spoke directly into his mind.

My, my, the Hat mused. You have been busy, haven't you, Mr. Potter?

You could say that, Harry grumbled. I have a few questions for you.

I can attempt to answer them, said the Hat. But do keep in mind that I am not truly sentient and all-knowing. I am only an imitation of such, created by Godric Gryffindor himself for one purpose and one purpose alone.

That's not entirely true, Harry pointed out. You have another purpose besides Sorting. You can also produce the Sword of Gryffindor to students in need.

Ah, said the Hat sagely. Yes, I can see that I did provide such a service for you in a past life. However, you are no longer a Gryffindor, Mr. Potter, and therefore are not worthy to wield the Sword.

That's fine, Harry thought. But you can still do it for another Gryffindor, can't you?

Only if they have true need for it, said the Hat.

Well, we need it, badly, said Harry. It has been turned into a horcrux by Voldemort.

That is distressing to hear, the Hat lamented.

But you can still summon it, can't you? Harry asked. Do you know where it is?

There was a moment of silence as the Hat contemplated this. I can, it eventually answered. And I do.

Harry's heart leapt at this news. So, can you retrieve it for me, or for Bill Weasley perhaps? he asked. Or at least tell me where it is?

I can only summon it for a true Gryffindor, said the Hat. And only if they have true need for it.

Yes, you've said that already, Harry said impatiently. Wouldn't you agree that we have true need?

As I have said, I am not truly sentient and cannot answer that question, said the Hat. Only Godric himself knows what 'true need' constitutes, and he did not explain the conditions to me when he created me. I can only judge in the moment if the need is great enough.

So you're saying I have to bring you to Bill Weasley for him to ask for the Sword directly? asked Harry, crestfallen.

That is correct, said the Hat. And I cannot guarantee that it will work.

Wonderful, thought Harry, more to himself than to the Hat. Of course things couldn't be that simple – they never were. He should've known better than to assume he could shortcut his way to the horcrux...magic was all about intent, as Dumbledore always said, and he doubted Bill asking politely would be good enough. Besides, he had no plans to steal the Sorting Hat and smuggle it out of the castle...surely that would get him caught in an instant, with some uncomfortable questions to answer.

Best of luck to you, Mr. Potter, said the Hat. And remember to continue asking 'Why' as much as possible...such curiosity has never led a Ravenclaw astray.

Thanks, I guess, thought Harry, before removing the Hat from his head and returning it to its perch. As usual, the Sorting Hat left him with more questions than answers. But at least he had one concrete bit of information: the Hat could still retrieve the Sword, even if it was now a horcrux. It was just a matter of the right Gryffindor figuring out how to generate the proper 'need' to convince it to do so.

There was a soft caw as Harry re-took his seat. Fawkes had awakened on his perch, stretching his neck and ruffling his feathers contentedly. "Hello, Fawkes," Harry greeted the bird.

Fawkes jumped from his perch and alighted on his shoulder, rubbing his head affectionately against Harry's cheek. Harry scratched underneath his beak, marveling as always at the heat the bird radiated. It felt like it should be hot enough to scald him, but it never did, always staying just on the right side of comfortable to the touch.

Fawkes suddenly pecked at the hand Harry was scratching him with, his beak prodding the still-healing wound on the back of it. "Oh, this?" Harry chuckled, showing his hand to the bird. "It's nothing. It'll be healed soon enough." The wound was still discolored and swollen, but at least the doxy powder had lessened much of the pain.

Fawkes lowered his head to examine the wound closer. Then, to Harry's surprise, he blinked, and a single silvery tear ran down his beak, dropping onto the wound. Harry watched in amazement as the phoenix tear dissolved into his skin, immediately reducing the swelling and returning his skin to its usual pale white. When Fawkes' head retreated, the wound had totally healed, as though it had never happened.

"Wow...thanks, Fawkes," Harry said gratefully.

"That looked like a nasty wound," a voice said from behind Harry; making him jump; he turned to see that Dumbledore had entered the office. "Fawkes only gives his tears to people he likes."

"Er...yeah," Harry said lamely. Dumbledore merely smiled and walked around the desk to take his seat behind it. Fawkes jumped from Harry's shoulder to Dumbledore, nibbling the Headmaster's ear.

"Yes, very well, Fawkes," Dumbledore chuckled as he reached into a desk drawer. He withdrew a small tin and opened it, fishing around inside for a thin wafer and giving it to a grateful Fawkes. "Biscuit, Harry?"

"No thank you, sir," said Harry politely. He waited patiently as Dumbledore nibbled on a wafer of his own, before closing the tin and putting it away as Fawkes returned to his perch.

"I must apologize, but I do not have time for a full lesson this evening," said Dumbledore. "I would have simply rescheduled, but I do wish to talk to you about last weekend."

Harry said nothing, merely waiting for Dumbledore to continue. The Headmaster surveyed him carefully before doing so.

"I made it very clear what I expected of you when I re-enrolled you this term," said Dumbledore calmly. "Your return to Hogwarts has done wonders for the morale of the student body in such difficult times. But you isolating yourself and skipping club meetings sends the wrong message."

"It was just one meeting," Harry sighed. "Something came up. I won't make a habit of it, sir."

"Glad to hear it," Dumbledore nodded. "Out of curiosity, what was so important that you could not attend to your scholastic duties?"

"It's not important," Harry muttered, absent-mindedly scratching the back of his now-healed hand. "And to be frank, sir, I find it suspicious that you scheduled the Dueling Club meetings for Sundays, when you knew full well I planned to spend the occasional weekend away from the school grounds."

"I can assure you that wasn't an intentional design," said Dumbledore. "I merely thought Sundays would attract the most interest from the full student body. Would you prefer to move meetings to Monday?"

"No, that's all right," Harry sighed. "Like I said, I don't plan on making a habit of it. Honestly, it's not a big deal."

"As I said, it sends the wrong message if you frequently shirk your duties and isolate yourself from your peers," said Dumbledore sternly. "But if you insist that this is a one-time incident that will not become habit, I will let it slide this time."

"Very well," Harry nodded, stopping himself from saying more. He could not promise that it wouldn't happen again...he might miss the occasional meeting here and there if his weekends stretched long again like they had this time. But Dumbledore appeared satisfied with his answer for now, so he held his tongue.

"I hear that you have befriended the house-elf named Dobby," Dumbledore continued. "Quite resourceful of you to utilize the school house-elves for your own transportation."

"Er...yes, thank you, sir," Harry nodded, wondering if that was meant sardonically. "Dobby has been most helpful in taking me to and from Hogsmeade." He had utilized Dobby the previous Sunday evening to bring him back to Ravenclaw Tower, scaring the pants off of his roommates when they materialized in the middle of the dorm as they prepared for bed.

"I do find it curious that you chose him, specifically, for this task," Dumbledore frowned. "I assume you are familiar with Dobby's family history?"

"With the Malfoys?" asked Harry. "Yes, he explained it to me. I do not hold his past employment against him."

"That is good to hear," Dumbledore nodded. "I am led to believe that Lucius Malfoy was cruel and abusive towards his house-elves, and Dobby should not be judged for serving such a monster. I only wonder why you chose to ask for his help, knowing the connection to the Malfoy family?"

"Well…" Harry said, racking his brain. He couldn't exactly explain his past connection to the elf, which only existed in another timeline. "Neville used to talk about him, back in our second year. He said Dobby was reliable and good-natured."

"That he is," Dumbledore smiled. "And you're certain this has nothing to do with Draco himself?"

"How do you mean, sir?"

"I know you harbor suspicion against the boy," said Dumbledore. "I hope you do not plan on using his former house-elf against him, to spy on him or else dig up information about his past activities."

Harry hesitated. The thought had crossed his mind, truth be told. Draco had been far from his thoughts as of late, but he still suspected the boy of something, and Dobby would be a useful fount of information if he decided to dig deeper into it. But he could feel Dumbledore's stern gaze upon him, so he said, "No, sir."

"Good," said Dumbledore. "That is all I wished to speak with you about. I'm afraid I have other matters to attend to this evening...I promise to give you my full attention during next week's meeting."

"Very well, sir," said Harry, standing to leave. But curiosity got the better of him, and he sat back down. "Professor, what are you and Neville doing in your private lessons together?"

Dumbledore looked mildly surprised by the question. "Neville and I have much to discuss about the war to come," he said simply. "Things he needs to know before Lord Voldemort makes his next move to conquer Britain."

"What kind of things?" Harry asked.

"I'm afraid that is between Neville and me," said Dumbledore.

"But you have no problem telling him what you and I are doing," Harry retorted. "Seems a bit unfair, does it not?"

"With respect, Harry, the outcome of the war does not hinge upon what you and I are doing," Dumbledore smiled politely. "You and Neville have very different roles to play in the coming war, and I am arming you both with what each of you needs to succeed, which are not one and the same."

"Why, because of the prophecy?" Harry demanded. "You said yourself that it is folly to act differently based on what prophecies say, yet isn't that what you are doing with Neville?"

"The prophecy is not the only reason, Harry," said Dumbledore patiently. "Neville is not a born fighter, and possesses a very different skill set to yourself. There is no combat magic I can teach him that would help him overpower Lord Voldemort. His exact role in the war remains to be seen, but he will not be on the front lines as you will be. His survival will depend on other factors, factors I hope to help him control."

"That's fine and all, but why can't I help him also?" Harry demanded. "You know I've spent the last five years trying to help Neville, and I'll continue to do so in the future. Why are you leaving me in the dark?"

"It is not my intention to alienate you, Harry," Dumbledore sighed heavily. "But, forgive me for saying this, you have an unfortunate tendency to act without thinking and create more problems than you seek to solve."

"That tendency has also saved the lives of those I love multiple times over," Harry pointed out. "Lives that you have a tendency to disregard and unnecessarily put in danger."

"I know you disagree with my methods, Harry," said Dumbledore sadly. "But I must insist that I am doing everything in my power to keep you, Neville, and everyone else you care about alive and well through this war. If I was aware of any direct threats to the livelihood of any Potter, or Dursley or Evans for that matter, I promise you I would let you know."

That was somewhat reassuring, but not entirely. It didn't solve the primary issue of Dumbledore telling Neville what Harry was up to and not vice-versa. The Headmaster still clearly did not trust Harry, which made it hard for Harry to show trust in the other direction.

Harry excused himself soon after, head still buzzing with all he'd learned tonight. He remained frustrated with Dumbledore's selective use of information, putting everybody into separate boxes. He hated to think that Neville was suspicious of him thanks to Dumbledore, or that he himself was deemed untrustworthy with valuable information. But raging and complaining about it wouldn't solve matters. He had to remain patient and work to restore some of that trust, and hope that Dumbledore saw fit to bring him in the loop when the time came.

November blurred into December, and Harry resolved to keep his head down as much as possible. He did all his homework, attended all his classes, remained in the castle on weekends, and resumed taking charge of the Dueling Club lessons. He knew with every excursion he made from the grounds, he would have to be extra careful afterwards to avoid suspicion.

He badly wished to attend to his safe house in Ashewick again, which he'd dubbed 'Raven House' in his mind, now that he had the money to build it up properly. He'd begun sending out mail orders to Diagon Alley for supplies, requesting to pick them up at a future date rather than have them delivered. It felt good to finally have money to spend, even if he had to be careful not to get caught with it. He would wait until winter break to begin setting everything up and finish erecting the protections around the property.

One unexpected item was added to his calendar one morning in early December, when Harry received a letter at breakfast in a fancy embroidered envelope. A few of his classmates had received an identical envelope, and they shared confused looks as they opened the letter to read the cursive note within:

Dear Harry Potter,

You are cordially invited to this year's Slug Club Christmas Party! The 'Slug Club' is named in honor of the late Horace Slughorn, who held similar functions for promising students to mingle with other talented individuals in the school. If you are receiving this invite, it is because you have shown exceptional talent in a particular area of study and deserve to be recognized alongside your other peers!

Please arrive no later than 7 PM on Saturday, 14 December. You are encouraged to bring a date who does not yet have an invitation...the more the merrier!

Cordially,

Professor Lily Evans-Potter

Harry folded his letter thoughtfully. He'd heard about the Slug Club before from Hagrid, who seemed disdainful of the exclusive club. Harry had only spoken with Horace Slughorn once, just before his death, and the man struck him as rather self-serving, using the club as an excuse to sidle up with Britain's future leaders and curry favor with their parents. He doubted his mother had the same attitude.

She confirmed as much when he asked her about it after Potions that afternoon. "It always meant so much to me that Professor Slughorn chose to honor me that way," Lily smiled. "I thought, why not continue his legacy and honor some of the most talented students of your generation?"

"That's great and all," said Harry. "But don't you think everyone you didn't invite will be insulted?"

Lily looked horrified by this concept. "I hadn't thought—" she stammered. "Oh, dear, that hasn't happened, has it?"

"Dunno," Harry shrugged, though he remembered the sour look on Ron Weasley's face that morning, when Neville and Hermione had received their invites and he had not. "Maybe I'm overthinking it."

"Well, I'm sure plenty will be eager to speak with you there," Lily said hopefully. "Have you thought about who you will bring as a date?"

"Probably no one," Harry shrugged. "Wouldn't want to give anyone false impressions."

"Oh, I'm sure lots of girls would be happy to go with you!" Lily beamed. "Think about it, will you?"

"Alright," Harry sighed. He certainly wasn't going to pick out a girl he didn't know well, especially among the girls who had delivered marriage contracts earlier that year. That was a fiasco waiting to happen. If he was going to ask anyone, it would be a friend, and not for romantic or courting purposes.

He decided to ask Luna first, at breakfast the following day. "Thanks, but I'm going with Demelza," she smiled politely.

"Really?" asked Harry. "She's, er, okay with making things public with you?"

"Officially we're only going as friends," said Luna. "But I think she's feeling more bold after the other night. She doesn't want to hide who she is forever."

"Oh...okay, good for her," said Harry. Who else could he ask? Perhaps he could mend things with Katie and bring her as a friend, but he overheard that she was attending with Cormac McLaggen, so that was out. He certainly wasn't going to ask one of Dahlia's friends in the year below his. Only one real option made sense to him, but he had to be very careful about his intentions.

"Hey, Daphne," he greeted his Slytherin classmate after Herbology later that afternoon. "Want to attend the Slug Club party with me?"

Daphne Greengrass arched an eyebrow at him. "So you've finally decided to court me?" she asked.

"Er...no," said Harry quickly. "Just as friends, not as a romantic thing, if that's alright with you?"

Daphne narrowed her eyes at him. "Why, am I that unacceptable to you as a potential mate?" she demanded.

"I didn't say that," Harry groaned. "I'm not looking for a 'potential mate' right now. Just someone to have a good time at the party with."

"Well, I am already accompanying Blaise Zabini to the party," said Daphne. "He is one of the families my father has sent a potential contract to."

"Er...alright, fine," Harry shrugged. "Why didn't you just say that to begin with?"

"I would have certainly broken off that arrangement if you intended to court me," Daphne shrugged. "You are a much more valuable mate, and the Zabini's would understand that."

"What if we just went as friends and happened to enjoy each other's company along the way?" Harry laughed. "Does it have to be so cut-and-dry?"

"I don't have time for such wishy-washy games, Potter," Daphne sighed. "I need firm commitment with so little time until I come of-age, and if you can't give that to me, I must seek my prospects elsewhere."

"Alright," Harry shrugged. If anything, it sounded like he was dodging a bullet...spending the evening courting a pure-blood heiress didn't sound that fun to him, even if he did like Daphne as a person.

"I don't have a date yet, Harry," Tracey Davis winked, catching up to the pair from behind. "I'd be happy to go with you."

"Er…" said Harry uncertainly. "If you're interested, then sure. But you know it would just be as friends, right? I'm not looking for a relationship right now."

"Good, me neither," Tracey shrugged. "So it's a date?"

"Sure," Harry nodded. Tracey beamed, grabbing Daphne's arm and skipping off down the hall. Harry hoped Tracey didn't get the wrong idea...she was a fun personality to be around, but Harry didn't want a girlfriend. That was more trouble than he was willing to put up with.

On the night of the party, Harry met Hermione in the common room and they walked down to the dungeons together. She, it turned out, had asked Ron to come with her as a friend, but he'd declined, choosing to spend the evening with Sally-Anne Perks. "I think he's just jealous because he didn't get an invite," Hermione sighed. "Can't blame him for that, I guess."

"Who are you going with, then?" Harry asked.

"Dean Thomas," said Hermione. "He's always been nice to me, and I figured the more Muggle-borns the better, right?"

"Absolutely," Harry chuckled. Hermione didn't have to justify herself with him – Dean was a good guy and a handsome bloke, and she could do much worse than him in their year.

Three mismatched pairs arrived outside the Potions classroom: Harry and Hermione from Ravenclaw, Dean and Dahlia from Gryffindor, and Neville and Tracey from Slytherin. They each paired off with their respective partners before entering the room, where Lily greeted each new arrival, wearing an elegant gown and a wide smile.

"Oh, good, you all made it!" she beamed at them. "Looking sharp, Neville. And—oh, Miss Davis! So nice to see you here!"

"Nice to see you too, Professor," Tracey said politely with a little curtsy. Once they were deeper in the room and out of earshot she whispered, "She could've bloody invited me if she wanted to see me here…"

"I don't think she meant it as a slight," Harry laughed. "You have plenty good grades; you just don't stand out in any one subject in particular."

"Don't worry, I can tell when I'm being called a dumb bint," Tracey snorted, reaching for a glass of something fizzy and sweet from a passing tray. "Say, maybe I can get my revenge by snogging her son in broad daylight!"

"I'm afraid that would backfire on you," Harry chuckled. "She would just fall in love with you and try to make you a part of the Potter family."

"What a terrible fate that would be," Tracey sighed dramatically. "C'mon, let's go people-watch."

Harry laughed to himself as he followed the energetic Tracey to a corner of the room. She could be crass and abrasive at times, but she was undeniably good company, especially in a setting like this. She knew how to play the part of the goodie two-shoes whenever the professors were around, but when it was just them, she had an irreverent and cavalier attitude towards the pomp and circumstance that Harry found endearing.

"Look at these poor bastards," Tracey sighed, pointing out a clique of Slytherin pure-bloods in the opposite corner. "They'll all be married to each other in about two years, and they already know they'll be miserable together."

Harry couldn't disagree with her assessment. None of the poor students seemed to have much chemistry with their dates, as they stood around awkwardly discussing bland topics like Ministry politics and where their parents planned to take them for the upcoming holiday.

"Couldn't be me," Harry scoffed. "I don't see myself getting married for a long, long time."

"A typically male and privileged position," came a haughty voice, as Daphne floated elegantly across the room towards them. She wore a traditional dress that didn't expose a single inch of flesh below the neckline. "Us women are on the clock from the moment we turn seventeen, and that clock stops ticking much quicker for us than it does for you men."

"That doesn't mean it has to be a sprint, girl," Tracey laughed. "It won't kill you to take a little extra time to find the right person. You're wasting all your fun years trying to settle down with someone you might not even like!"

"Who says I don't like the people I'm being courted by?" Daphne demanded. However, at that moment her face turned sour at the sight of a new arrival. "Aw hell, Blaise is here. I'll talk to you two later." And she glided back across the room to greet her date, as Tracey and Harry giggled quietly at her expense.

Harry and Tracey made the rounds through the room, conversing politely with the different groups of students. Harry found most of them incredibly dull, but they were all eager to speak with him, to get his opinion on political issues he had no clue about, to ask if he had aspirations at Minister of Magic like his father. It was only bearable because of Tracey, who managed to find the right quip after leaving each group that had him stifling laughter at the expense of the poor student she'd just mercilessly roasted.

It wasn't all dour and tedious, however. Some of the students were actually quite fun to talk with, thanks to Lily's efforts to diversify the invite list with more than just the young political aspirants of Slytherin. Dean was eager to join him and Tracey in their trash-talk of the whole stuffy affair, much to Hermione's consternation. Neville was being subjected to the same rotation of boring attention-seekers that Harry was, with Dahlia managing to extricate him each time with clever excuses to pull him away. Luna was taking the heat off of a nervous Demelza by baffling each student she spoke to with odd ramblings about nonsensical topics. Then there was Ginny Weasley and her date, Michael Corner; Ginny had apparently taken up the mantle of her twin brothers, causing mild chaos when several Slytherins consumed spiked beverages causing them to sprout feathers, forcing them to retire early as the redhead tried her best to look innocent.

Eventually Harry found himself in a circle of mostly Quidditch players, including his teammates Terry and Cho, Ginny and Michael, and Katie Bell and Cormac McLaggen. It was easy to fall right into strategy talk and light speculation about who might win the Quidditch Cup that year, with only Tracey and Michael looking lost by the turn in the discussion.

"Say, Harry," said Katie during a lull in the conversation, looking around to ensure they weren't being overheard. "There's an after-party going on in the Bell Tower later. Only Quidditch players and their dates allowed...Ron Weasley's organizing it. Wanna come?"

"Er...yeah, alright," said Harry, turning to Tracey for confirmation. "If you're interested?"

"Can my friend Daphne come?" Tracey asked. "I don't think she's having a very good time with her date." They turned to spy the poor girl in another social circle across the room, looking bored out of her mind as Blaise told some long-winded story by her side.

"Eh, I don't see why not," Katie shrugged. "I doubt the boys will complain about having an extra girl around." Cormac certainly didn't seem to mind, giving Daphne an appreciative sort of look that earned him a slap on the arm from Katie.

The group schemed to leave in stages, so it wasn't obvious they were all heading to the same place afterward. First Katie and Cormac made their excuses, then Terry and Cho, then Harry and Tracey. "Oh, leaving already?" said Lily, sounding disappointed. "I hoped to get to know you a bit better tonight, Miss Davis!"

"Plenty of time for that, Professor," Tracey grinned mischievously, holding onto Harry tighter than strictly necessary. "I would love to get to know the mother of such an amazing person as Harry." Lily was so touched by this sentiment that she gave Tracey a lingering hug before allowing them to leave the classroom.

"You are incorrigible, you know that?" Harry said, shaking his head in amazement as they headed for the Bell Tower.

"I don't know what that means, but thank you," Tracey giggled, skipping ahead of Harry as they walked.

The Bell Tower was almost always deserted this late at night, as there was not much there besides an open courtyard beneath the large bells. But hidden behind an alcove was a sizable storage area, where Harry knew students occasionally liked to hang out past curfew. When he and Tracey entered the space, it was already packed with students, as music played loudly from overhead and drinks were passed around that Harry was certain were not permitted on school grounds.

"Oh, good, you two are here," a voice sighed from nearby; Daphne was planted firmly in the corner, looking quite put-out by the much more debaucherous activity happening here. Students were dancing quite close to their partners and even snogging out in the open, which no doubt offended her poor pure-blood sensibilities.

"Lighten up, will you, Daph?" said Tracey, giving her friend a sensual hug that Daphne squirmed away from. "It's a party! Maybe you'll even manage to get snogged properly before you marry someone who never wants to touch you again after the honeymoon!"

"Ugh, that's disgusting, Tracey," Daphne groaned. But she was quietly tapping her foot along with the music, and looked like she badly wanted to have some fun but wouldn't allow herself to. Tracey must have noticed too, because she met Harry's eyeline and gave him a knowing smirk.

"Harry, why don't you take Daphne to get a drink?" said Tracey. "I'm going to ask Cormac how much he can bench-press." And she sauntered away, looking far more in her element here in this chaotic, carefree environment.

"C'mon, Greengrass, one shot won't kill you," Harry chuckled, taking Daphne by the arm and forcing her towards the drinks table. Ron Weasley was stood behind it, handing out cups of random liquids to anyone passing by; his eyes lit up excitedly when he saw Harry approach.

"Oi, it's Harry bloody Potter!" he laughed, slurring his words; clearly he'd been drinking excessively already. "How are ya, mate?"

"Good to see you, Ron," Harry grinned. "Congrats on the big win."

Ron glowed with pride at this; he'd led Hufflepuff to a heroic comeback victory over Gryffindor two weeks prior, saving several clutch goals to allow their new Seeker to catch the final Snitch. "And if it isn't Daphne Greengrass!" he smiled sloppily at the blonde. "Looking drop-dead gorgeous as ever, m'lady."

"Weasley," Daphne greeted him frostily, though she looked somewhat bemused by his demeanor.

"Are you two – hic – dating now?" Ron demanded, eyeing her and Harry. "I bet you two'd make – hic – beautiful babies together."

"No, just friends," Harry grinned as Daphne blushed furiously beside him. "But, er, thanks for the compliment, I think."

"It surely was one," Ron winked in Daphne's direction. "Your loss, Potter. Anyway, shots! Who's in?"

A few nearby party-goers gathered around as Ron poured generous portions of Firewhiskey into small glasses on the table. Daphne tried to refuse hers, but Ron insisted, pushing one towards her until she huffed and accepted it along with half a dozen others around them.

"Let's see, what to toast to?" Ron wondered aloud. "Oh, I know: to Harry feckin' Potter, the next great Dark Lord of Great Britain!"

"What're you on about, Ron?" Harry groaned.

"Didn't you hear, everyone?" Ron giggled openly. "Our esteemed Headmaster thinks Potter's gonna go dark! Can you imagine it? The son of the bloody Minister of Magic, terrorizing us all one day?"

"That's not funny, Ron," Harry muttered anxiously.

"You're right, it's not," Ron nodded. "It's bloody HILARIOUS is what it is! We all know you're too much of a saint to go rogue, Potter. Your mum would probably kill you before you even tried!"

The surrounding students laughed openly at this. At least they don't seem to buy it, Harry thought to himself, somewhat relieved. Still worrisome that Dumbledore thinks it.

"To Dark Lord Potter!" said Ron, thrusting his glass into the air. The students laughed and repeated the refrain before downing their own shots. Harry felt the Firewhiskey burn mightily going down; he turned to see Daphne still staring down into her glass, looking anxious.

"It won't bite you, Daph," Harry grinned. "Well, maybe a little, but that's half the fun!"

"Oh, to hell with it," Daphne muttered, before throwing the liquid back into her throat. She looked briefly like she wanted to vomit, before unleashing a belch of flames that had her clapping a hand to her mouth in embarrassment.

"That's what I'm talking about!" Ron laughed with glee. "Now let's get this party really started!"

A Weird Sisters song started blaring overhead, and students gathered in the open space to dance along. Harry practically had to drag Daphne onto the dance floor, encouraging her to jump around and get loose like the others. Daphne looked mortified, staring around at the throngs of drunken revelers, but Harry noticed her foot was tapping along to the catchy beat, which he considered a win.

The song faded into a quieter ballad, and a few pairs of students began to slow-dance around them. Ron grabbed his date, Sally-Anne Perks, and pulled her close, kissing her ferociously as the room erupted in cheers and catcalls. Daphne looked shocked by the display, losing all remaining color in her face.

"I don't think I like this party very much," she muttered. "I'd like to go to bed now."

"You're sure?" Harry asked. "You just got here!"

"Quite sure," said Daphne. "Tell Tracey I'll see her back at the dorms."

"Alright," Harry shrugged, walking her back to the entrance. "Good night, Daphne."

Daphne paused at the door, turning back to look at Harry with a strained expression.

"Thank you for being my friend," she said honestly. "I don't have many besides Tracey. Most people think I'm just a bitch who hates everything, but I appreciate you treating me like a human being."

"Er...of course, Daph, any time," said Harry, nonplussed.

"Oh, hell, I'm drunk," Daphne groaned, massaging her temple. "I shouldn't have said that. Well, I meant it, but...oh, never mind. Good night, Pott— I mean, Harry." And Daphne hurried from the room, disappearing down the steps of the Bell Tower.

Before Harry could contemplate this further, another voice beckoned him from across the room. "Get over here, Potter!" slurred Katie Bell, waggling another bottle of Firewhiskey at him. "I was just telling everyone here what a lousy kisser you were!"

Harry groaned as the room laughed at his expense once more. But he joined the circle and accepted another shot glass as the party descended into even further revelry.

The rest of the night was a bit of a blur for Harry. He remembered lots of loud music, several people thrusting drinks at him, and dancing so much his feet hurt. It was the first time in a long time he could truly take his mind off of the war and live in the moment, enjoying the company of good friends. Why can't life be like this all the time? he thought blissfully to himself. He dreamed of a day when all of this hardship would be over, and nights like this could be more than just a fleeting memory amidst a sea of tribulations.

Eventually Harry managed to extricate himself from his partying peers and sink back into a nearby sofa to clear his head. But not a moment later, someone climbed on top of him, straddling his hips and planting themselves on his lap.

"Having a good time, Potter?" giggled Tracey, smelling of Firewhiskey herself.

"Yeah, sure," Harry shrugged. "You know there's another seat right next to me?"

"Thanks, but I've already found one," Tracey smirked, playing idly with Harry's tie. "Wanna have a little fun?"

"Erm...like I said, I'm not really looking for a relationship right now," Harry mumbled.

"Good, me neither," Tracey repeated with a wink. Then she smashed her face into his, engulfing Harry in a sloppy drunken kiss. Harry resisted at first… She's drunk, he thought to himself. Then: Screw it, so am I. And isn't this what parties are for? He kissed her back, their tongues dancing around one another, the taste of Firewhiskey burning both of their lips. All thoughts of impropriety flew from Harry's brain as he lost himself in the passion of the moment.

Several minutes of clumsy fumbling around later, and Tracey abruptly pulled away from Harry, leaping off of his lap with sudden urgency. Harry opened his eyes curiously and saw Tracey standing nervously before him, an irate Lily Potter glaring between her and Harry. The music had died, and many students looked fearfully at the professor, knowing they'd been busted.

"Bed, all of you!" Lily snapped. "Anyone I see out of their dorm in five minutes gets detention for a month!"

The group didn't need telling twice. Students bolted for the door, streaming out of the room to head to their respective common rooms. Harry jumped up to join them, hoping to disappear into the crowd, but his mother grabbed his arm before he could do so. "Not you, Harry. Let's have a little talk."

Harry groaned and sat back on the sofa as the last few students departed from the room, including an apologetic-looking Tracey. He could feel Lily's burning green gaze fixed upon his face and deliberately avoided looking at her.

"Well?" Lily demanded.

"Well what?" Harry grumbled. "I'm not in the mood for a lecture. Are you gonna punish me, or not?"

"Dammit, Harry, I thought you were better than this kind of behavior!" Lily groaned. "You're a prefect, top of your class, and I know you're more mature than this—"

"Too mature to enjoy life every once in a while?" Harry protested. "Is it not enough that there's a war going on? Do you have to take the last fleeting moments of happiness away from me, too?"

"That is not the issue here!" Lily huffed. "You're out after curfew and drinking underage! I ought to throw every punishment this school has to offer at you!"

"I've already been expelled once," Harry quipped. "And I can test out of N.E.W.T.'s whenever I want. No offense, but there's not much more you can do to me at this point."

Lily regarded her son for a moment. She sat on the sofa beside him, and to Harry's surprise, she began to softly cry.

"Aw hell, Mum, I was only joking…" Harry groaned.

"I know," Lily sniffed miserably. "You're just growing up too fast! I don't recognize the little boy I raised anymore. You're almost a man now, and it makes me feel like I'm losing you."

Harry felt a stab of immense guilt at her words. He wasn't the little boy she raised, not at all. She would never know that boy again. And he knew that for all his haste to get out of the adolescent body he'd been inhabiting for so long, he'd essentially robbed James and Lily of the parenting experience they expected with a normal child.

"You're not losing me," said Harry, reaching out to pull his mother in close for a hug. "I just don't want to be smothered is all. I'm practically the only student at this blasted school whose mother is lurking around every corner, waiting to bust me for having some harmless fun."

"That's true," Lily chuckled. "The other day, Dahlia asked me to stop visiting her in the Hospital Wing so often. I'm not trying to smother you both – I just want to be a part of your lives."

"And you are," said Harry. "But we need our space too."

"I know," Lily sighed miserably. "Doesn't make it any easier, though."

"How did you find us up here, anyway?" Harry asked.

"Don't you know who I married?" Lily scoffed. "I've got a bit of experience tracking down troublemakers in this castle. I know all the hidden nooks and crannies."

"Fair enough," Harry chuckled. His mother had been a prefect in the years when the Marauders began roaming freely throughout the castle, and she'd probably spent more than a few nights chasing them down side corridors and hidden passageways and the like. At the time she might have justified it as part of her prefect duties, but deep down she had her eyes on a certain black-haired Seeker and had other reasons to want to catch him.

"Up you get," Lily tutted, standing and offering a hand for Harry to stand. He did so, swaying slightly on the spot and resisting the urge to vomit, before following his mother from the room.

Lily led the way to Harry's common room in relative silence. Harry was grateful for it – his head was still spinning slightly, and he felt badly for putting her emotions through the ringer. As much as he didn't want his mother on his case about his castle excursions, he also did not want to worry her. She had enough to worry about with everything going on at the Ministry and beyond – knowing what her son had gotten himself into might tip her over the edge.

"Are you and Miss Davis an item now?" Lily eventually asked.

"No," said Harry flatly. "And I suppose you're going to shame us for it?"

"I didn't say that," said Lily. "Tracey's a nice young lady, and I just thought—"

"Mum, come on—"

"Alright, alright, I won't pry," Lily sighed. "As long as you aren't taking advantage of that girl—"

"She came on to me, for your information," said Harry.

"I figured as much," Lily grinned. "She had you pinned down like a predator claiming its prey."

"Merlin, Mum," Harry groaned, as Lily giggled at her own joke. They fell silent once more, but thankfully it was a lighter silence, not so laden with tension. It felt good to know his mother wasn't truly angry with him...she was just looking out for his well-being.

"Promise me one thing, Harry," Lily murmured as they approached Ravenclaw Tower.

"What's that?"

"Finish your education," said Lily. "Come back to Hogwarts for your seventh year."

Harry was surprised by this request. "Why would you say that?" he asked.

"I know you've thought about leaving school early. You're right – you could probably ace your N.E.W.T.'s right now and never set foot in this castle again. But I promise you it would be a mistake. You'll regret not making the most of your youth and rushing into adulthood. You will look back fondly on your time here and wish you could go back to it. Especially with such dark days ahead."

Harry realized that Lily was speaking not only about him, but about herself. She had, after all, joined the war immediately after graduating and had children a mere two years later. "Do you feel that way sometimes?" he asked her.

"All the time," Lily sighed. "I almost went to a potions institute after Hogwarts, you know, to continue my studies. What if I'd done that instead? What if instead of marrying James right away, I'd spread my wings, seen what else was out there for me?"

"You regret marrying Dad?" asked Harry, eyebrows raising.

"I didn't say that," Lily said quickly. "I love your father very much. I just meant...I wonder sometimes...oh, never mind. You're too young to understand."

Privately, Harry disagreed. He knew perfectly well the kind of regret Lily was talking about. He'd faced it himself plenty of times in the past: what if he'd stayed in his old timeline and rejoined his loved ones in death? What if he hadn't broken things off with Katie? What if he told his parents the truth from the beginning? Such thoughts threatened to consume him at times, and he found it best not to dwell on them for too long.

Harry and Lily walked in thoughtful silence for a long while after this. Finally, they reached the brass eagle standing guard outside the Ravenclaw common room.

"I'm afraid I have to give you detention for this," said Lily. "Can't be seen showing favoritism to my own child."

"So instead you're punishing me and nobody else who was there?" Harry scoffed.

"Just tell them it's because you refused to give up any names," Lily said with a small smile. "That should earn you some appreciation. Maybe Miss Davis will reward you for your silence another time."

"Merlin, Mum…"

"Only teasing," Lily smirked, drawing her wand. "Now hold still. Denebrius!"

Harry felt like a blast of cold wind was shot down every orifice, his sinuses and lungs feeling as though they'd been deep-cleaned from the inside out. The dull burn of Firewhiskey in his brain was extinguished in an instant. "Bloody hell!" he gasped, ears ringing. "What was that?"

"Sobering Charm," said Lily. "A rather ingenious invention of your Uncle Sirius, back when he and your father would go out partying late at night. What they didn't know is I could still smell the alcohol on your father's breath when he snuck back into the house."

Harry laughed at this mental image. "Afraid I'm turning into him then, are you?" he quipped.

"Not at all," said Lily, cupping his cheek affectionately. "You are turning into your father, in all the best ways. You're going to be a handful for some lucky witch someday."

"Or wizard," Harry pointed out with a sly grin.

"I'll believe that the day I pull Mark Davis off your lap instead of his cousin," Lily smirked. "Now off to bed, you troublemaker."

Harry retired to his dorm, head still buzzing with the night's events. Despite the awkward end to the party, he'd had a fairly good time all in all. The kiss he'd shared with Tracey was a particular highlight – just so long as she understood it couldn't happen again. That was a can of worms he didn't want to open right now.

But what would be the harm in that? Harry reasoned. It's just a bit of harmless fun. No one's getting hurt by it, and, bloody hell, Tracey's a good kisser. He drifted off to sleep with blissful thoughts of her lips on his, deciding he wouldn't let himself feel guilty about it until the morning.
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As with his ditching of the Dueling Club, Harry worried about what repercussions might come from the wild night out he'd indulged in. Would his friends be cross with him for his mother being the one to bust them? Would they think he got special treatment for getting off with just a slap on the wrist? Would Dumbledore learn of his transgression and seek further punishment?

But nothing more came of it as the winter term drew to a close. Aside from a few nods and knowing winks from his fellow party-goers in the halls, nobody acknowledged what had happened that night. Lily did not bring the party to the Headmaster's attention, and true to her word, she let Harry off with a light detention before dropping the matter entirely.

Harry's primary concern was how Tracey would act towards him after their shared moment of intimacy. Would she act clingy and want to spend every waking moment with Harry in the days to come? But to his relief, Tracey treated him completely normal in the days to come, as though nothing out of the ordinary had transpired between them. It seemed that she too was true to her word and wasn't looking for anything serious, which was a relief (and also mildly disappointing, to be honest – she had made the night one to remember).

Besides, the party was soon forgotten as Winter Break arrived and students boarded the Hogwarts Express to return home to their families. The atmosphere was especially festive; students were eager to see their parents, jubilant that nothing bad had happened to them during their months apart in the war. Spirits were high, as Minister James Potter seemingly had the Dark Lord on the back foot, unable to retaliate properly.

That only gave Harry a sense of foreboding as he remained fully in the dark about Voldemort's plans. An enemy you couldn't see was ten times more frightening than one you could, and he was uneasy about the relative peace and silence that had settled over Britain. Were things truly going as well as they seemed? Or was Voldemort lulling them all into a false sense of security, before he struck when they least expected it?

This would not be a holiday of relaxation for Harry. Not only out of paranoia, but because he had major plans. He needed to touch base with Bill and Fleur and finish setting up his safe house in Ashewick. He had his prize money from the tournament burning a hole in his pocket, and he had a mental checklist of items he already wanted to buy. Potions to brew, ritual ingredients to set up...he just needed an excuse to slip away for a few hours to get it all done.

That might prove more difficult than expected, however. Harry arrived at Platform 9 to find a miniature army waiting to pick him and Dahlia up, including Arthur and Molly Weasley, Sirius, Kingsley, and a number of undercover Aurors. "Over here!" Molly waved to the Potter siblings. "We're going straight back to Grimmauld all together. Oh, and you too, Damian dear!"

Damian Dursley paused, confused, on his way across the platform towards the exit. "Er...I'm going home with my mum," he frowned.

"Your mother is meeting us there," said Molly. "We can explain everything when we arrive."

Damian looked quite confused, but he shrugged and waited with his cousins for the rest of the group to arrive. Hermione and Ginny hustled over soon after, having been caught up on prefect patrol, while Ron sauntered over minutes later, giving Sally-Anne Perks a sloppy kiss goodbye before joining his parents.

"Weren't you going to introduce us to your...friend?" Molly said hopefully, watching Sally-Anne depart the station alone.

"Maybe another time," Ron shrugged. "When things aren't so crazy around here."

"When you're not busy sticking your tongue down her throat," Ginny scoffed. Molly looked scandalized by this, while Ron looked utterly unashamed and Sirius and Kingsley stifled their chuckles of amusement.

The group traveled to 12 Grimmauld Place together via Portkey, where they were greeted by the dulcet tones of Walburga Black screeching her head off about Mudbloods and blood traitors infesting her home. Harry assisted Sirius in yanking the curtains over her portrait, succeeding only after Sirius whipped out his wand and cast a spell that sent his mother sprawling backwards from the frame, howling in indignation.

"You'll never know how lucky you are to have a mother as wonderful as Lily," Sirius panted as they returned to the group. "Being raised by such a monster does a real number on your mental health."

"Believe me, I know," Harry chuckled. He too had been raised by monsters, and felt lucky every single day to have parents as great as James and Lily Potter.

Of course, this reminder of his true upbringing made things awkward a few minutes later when he encountered his Aunt Petunia in the kitchen, greeting her son Damian with a tender hug. She's not the same Petunia that abused you, Harry had to remind himself. Be civil.

Petunia spotted Harry and gave him a brief nod of acknowledgment. Then, to his immense surprise, she shuffled forward and gave him a stiff hug, which he had to fight hard not to flinch away from.

"You killed the Lestrange woman?" she whispered in his ear as she held him close.

"Er...yes," Harry said awkwardly.

Petunia pulled away and gave him a curious look. She nodded jerkily and patted Harry on the cheek in what he assumed to be a gesture of gratitude. "Come, Damian, I'd like to speak with you alone," she said, leaving the room. Damian merely shrugged at Harry before following his mother from the room. Harry stood there, bewildered by the exchange, wondering how his aunt could simultaneously be a hundred times kinder to him, and also the exact same severe woman he'd know in his past life.

Harry brought his things upstairs, to the room he was sharing with Neville and Ron. He heard them whispering in hushed tones, but they went silent as they heard him approach from down the hall. They pretended to be busy with unpacking when he entered, despite the urgency of their tones earlier.

Still not trusting me, eh? Harry thought, a bit disgruntled. Whatever. At least no one will ask questions if I slip out for an afternoon…

Damian joined the group soon after, as all of the other rooms were full. "Feeling ready for Slytherin next month, Dursley?" Ron quipped as the younger boy began to unpack. "With Malfoy off the team, it should be a cake-walk."

"Yeah, sure," Damian shrugged. Harry noticed that Damian looked troubled by something, though he didn't acknowledge it. Did it have something to do with his mother's presence here? Why was she staying at Grimmauld, and not at Privet Drive? Were the Dursleys in danger? If so, where were Vernon and Dudley?

Harry didn't get his answer until late that evening. He got up for a glass of water in the middle of the night, only to hear voices wafting out of the kitchen as he approached. When he entered, he found his mother and Petunia sitting around the dining table, a nearly-empty bottle of wine between them.

"Can't sleep, dear?" Lily frowned when she saw him.

"Just getting water," said Harry. He poured himself a glass, trying not to eavesdrop as Petunia picked up the conversation again. But it was difficult not to overhear with how loud she was speaking; by the sounds of it, she had been the one consuming most of the wine.

"About ruddy time, isn't it?" Petunia slurred. "It's been a long time coming."

"I've tried telling you for years, Tuney," Lily sympathized. "It will be for the best, I know it will."

"I should have put my foot down earlier, like you always said," Petunia muttered. "The bastard just wouldn't listen, no matter how many times I told him."

Harry had never heard Aunt Petunia swear before, nor had he witnessed her drinking to excess. She looked distraught, as though she hadn't slept in days; he got the disturbing feeling that something was very wrong.

"Er...Mum?" he asked. "Is everything alright?"

"Yes, dear, everything's fine," Lily said quickly.

"No it ruddy well isn't!" Petunia said indignantly. "My husband's turned his back on his own boy! It's an outrage, a damned outrage!"

"Your aunt and uncle are going through a rough patch, that's all," Lily grimaced. "Nothing to concern yourself with, dear—"

"Rough patch? A rough patch?" Petunia laughed openly. "That's rich! A rough patch is when you argue over finances, not when you disown your own child! It's unacceptable, and I should have left his sorry arse years ago!"

"You're leaving Uncle Vernon?" Harry blurted out in shock.

"Already have," Petunia sniffed haughtily. "And I won't be going back to the mean bastard, no matter what Lily says!"

"I'm not saying you have to," Lily said quickly. "I'm just saying you should think of Dudley, and not make things worse for him—"

"He's just as bad as Vernon," Petunia sighed. "I should have seen it coming. Vernon taught him to hate his own brother, and I don't recognize the boy I thought I raised anymore. He's a spiteful monster, just like his father."

Harry had to stifle a laugh. Was Petunia really that blind to how much of a prick Dudley was? He'd been a spitting image of Vernon for most of Harry's previous life, joining in on the bullying of Harry, easily hating whatever his small-minded father hated. Was Petunia truly so unable to see it? Had she been blinded to the truth in his old life because she, too, had been on the side of hate herself?

But his amusement quickly gave way to pity as Petunia broke down in heavy sobs. "Oh, poor Damian!" she wailed. "No child should have to think he ruined their parents' marriage...it's all my fault...I should have taken his side earlier, should have stopped Vernon's nonsense, but I was too afraid—"

"You were a victim of his abuse," Lily reassured her sister. "Don't beat yourself up over it. What matters now is how you respond, and how you keep things together for your children's sake."

Lily scooted over and embraced Petunia in a hug. She looked up at Harry and glanced towards the door, indicating that he should leave. He hastened from the kitchen, realizing he'd heard more than he ought to, but mind ablaze with the revelation.

Petunia and Vernon, divorcing? It was unfathomable to him. They'd always been a united front against him growing up...two sides of the same coin, eager to stamp out any trace of freakishness out of their nephew. It was difficult to reconcile the Petunia he once knew with the one before him now, especially given the psychological damage he still bore from their abuse.

But hopefully Damian would escape the same fate he did. He would still bear the weight of being hated by his father, but at least he had someone in his corner via his mother. Harry would just have to be more attentive to his cousin and be as supportive as he could in the days, weeks, months to come. Divorce was uncommon in the wizarding world, and Harry could only imagine how difficult it would be to reckon with.

Molly Weasley put the kids to work around Grimmauld in the days to come. Or at least she tried to – they'd already done a remarkable job of making the space livable the summer before. Mostly she just invented odd tasks for them to perform, like dusting the study without magic, or reorganizing the library bookshelves by authors' last name. That was fine by the teens – so long as they made themselves look busy whenever an adult was around, they were able to converse freely.

Harry did his best to cheer Damian up whenever they were assigned to the same task. He goaded the younger boy into making animated step stools race around the parlor until Lily walked in and yelled at them for using their wands. He even made the grave mistake of challenging Damian to a wrestling match, which ended with him flat on his back, out of breath and sore in parts of the body he didn't even know he had. Damian always humored him, but there was a lingering sadness that Harry just couldn't shake...he hoped the boy's support system at Hogwarts would be strong enough to overcome this rough period.

Harry also spent a surprising amount of time with his sister. He'd barely seen Dahlia at Hogwarts the previous term, between her Hospital Wing duties, her friends, and her relationship with Neville. But she was especially chatty over the vacation, asking him about his N.E.W.T. levels and making small talk about their classmates. Harry didn't know what brought on the recent positive treatment and didn't ask – it just felt good to spend time with her again.

"A little birdie told me something interesting the other day," Dahlia remarked one afternoon as they were carrying boxes of junk up to the attic. "Katie Bell said you and Tracey Davis were getting handsy at a party last weekend."

"Did she now?" Harry grinned. "You can't trust everything you hear, I'm afraid."

"Oh don't worry, I got quite the graphic description," Dahlia smirked. "Did you at least buy her a nice meal before you grabbed her—eep!" She cackled and dove out of the way as Harry dropped his box and attempted to playfully grab her and cover her mouth.

"Someone's awfully nosy," Harry fired back. "You weren't eager to share details of what you and McLaggen got up to last year...and do I even want to know what Neville's been grabbing lately?"

Dahlia's mirthful grin faded at Harry's comment, and she suddenly looked troubled. "Er...no, he hasn't—" she said hesitantly. "Actually, we're kinda on a break right now."

That was news to Harry. "Really?" he said. "What happened? I mean...if you want to talk about it."

Dahlia set her own box down and sat atop it miserably. "He's been acting really insecure and paranoid lately," she sighed. "Kinda like how he was during the Triwizard Tournament two years ago."

"Still going on about me going dark, is he?" Harry grumbled.

"It's not just you," said Dahlia. "Our family's really powerful right now, you know. With Dad being who he is, and Mum being so well-respected...I think he's intimidated by us."

"He wasn't too eager to associate with us when our name was being dragged through the mud last year, either," Harry scoffed.

"That's what I keep trying to tell him," Dahlia groaned. "Popularity comes and goes. He's the bloody Boy Who Lived – he shouldn't be walking around with a chip on his shoulder! People look up to him as much as they do you and Dad, but he's too jealous to see it."

"So you broke up with him over it?"

"Not exactly," Dahlia sighed. "Just told him I wanted some space for a while. Part of me hopes he figures it out on his own and apologizes, but I'm not sure he's capable of that yet."

As always, Harry marveled at his sister's emotional maturity despite her young age. Granted, she knew Neville much better than Harry did, but she was insightful enough to put the pieces together of the boy's psyche better than he ever could himself. She seemed to have hit the nail on the head of why he was acting so strange towards Harry, both this year and in the past.

"Well, sorry you're going through that," he commiserated, taking her hand and squeezing it for reassurance. "If you need to talk about it, or anything else, I won't judge you."

Dahlia nodded slowly and looked up at him curiously. "Are you okay, Harry?" she asked pointedly.

"Er...what do you mean?" Harry asked.

"You seem stressed all the time," Dahlia remarked. "And you've got so much responsibility now. I worry sometimes you're going to crack under all the pressure, especially because you don't like asking others for help."

"Oh," said Harry, feeling once more like Dahlia was hitting too close to home. "I'm doing okay, thanks. I can handle it."

"It's okay if you can't, you know," said Dahlia. "I can keep secrets too, you know, even from Neville and Mum and Dad. I don't like that curse you got on your hand and have a bad feeling you're going to keep doing whatever it is that made you get it in the first place."

Harry sighed heavily at her words. He believed her completely – he would trust Dahlia with his life at this point. But he didn't want to burden her with the truth just yet. The weight of an entire wizarding war was too much for a fifteen-year-old girl to bear, no matter how mature she may be.

"I'll be more careful, I promise," he said. He pulled her in for a hug, and Dahlia held him tight, as though silently communicating that she had his back. He appreciated the gesture, and knew that one day, when the moment was right, she would be of of the first people he told the truth about his past. But not right now – not when things were so stressful for everybody. He could soldier on alone for a while longer.

Later in the week, word came that an Order of the Phoenix meeting would be held that Friday evening. Harry planned to attend and relay the information to the other teens afterward as usual, but it turned out not to be necessary. When members began meeting in the conference room, the teens all followed Harry into the room, hoping to slip in unnoticed, but Molly Weasley spotted them at once.

"Out, quickly, dears!" Molly tutted, trying to shoo them from the room. "The meeting starts soon, and it's adults only!"

"It's alright, Mrs. Weasley," Neville placated her. "My Gran says I can attend meetings now. She says I'm nearly of-age and need to start learning how to represent my own name."

Interesting, Harry thought. He wondered if he'd gotten through to Augusta during their last conversation...was she finally treating him like an adult instead of a helpless child? He hoped that would help boost his confidence and reduce his feelings of insecurity around the Potter family.

"I came of-age in September, Mrs. Weasley, so I'd like to attend as well," Hermione said firmly.

Molly deflated a bit at this. "Fine, you two can come," she huffed. "But the rest of you, out!"

"Come off it, Mum, I'm of-age in just two months!" Ron huffed. "And Neville will tell me everything anyway!"

"And Ron will tell me!" Ginny piped in.

"And Ginny will tell me!" Dahlia agreed fervently.

"And I'll tell Damian," Harry supplied helpfully, not wishing for his cousin to be left out of the loop.

"Fine!" Molly groaned, throwing her hands up in defeat before wandering off across the room. "You can all come. Merlin forgive me for trying to spare the innocence of children…"

The group went their separate ways to mingle around the room. Harry spotted Tonks in the corner, chatting with Kingsley, and made his way over to her.

"Wotcher, Tonks," he greeted her. "How's Auror re-training going?"

"Harry!" she smiled, giving him a hug. "Very well, thank you. I've just been approved to re-join the department full-time...turns out I kept most of my instincts intact."

"Good for you," Harry grinned. "And how's the memory recovery coming along?"

"Eh, it is what it is," Tonks shrugged. "I've had to accept that I won't get back what I lost, but I can still fill in most of the gaps with Pensieve memories and by talking to close friends. You've been one of the toughest nuts to crack, though."

"Me?" Harry frowned. "I don't get it."

"I hear a lot of tall tales about the 'Hero of Hogwarts' these days," Tonks winked. "I assumed most of them are just exaggerations, but the more I learn about them, the more true they start to become. One might think you're an honest-to-Merlin superhero."

"I've tried telling you Harry's the best of all of us," Cedric smirked, walking over to join them. "You probably haven't even heard the craziest of the true stories about him."

That's certainly true, Harry thought, remembering his voyage through the Veil of Death. "I've just been lucky, that's all," he said humbly.

"It is not luck, trust me," said Fleur as she sauntered over to the group. "Ze things I saw 'Arry do in the Tournament I will not soon forget."

"Well, you were the one in the lake and the maze, not me," Cedric grinned. He kissed Fleur on both cheeks in greeting; Tonks gave her an odd scrutinizing look, as though trying to place her. Fleur Delacour was not a face one forgot easily, which must have made it doubly frustrating for Tonks not to remember her.

"Bill was just looking for you, 'Arry," Fleur informed him. "He had some questions about our...project."

"Oh...sure," said Harry, trying to sound casual. He bid Tonks and Cedric farewell and followed Fleur across the room.

"I might need your help in calming him down," Fleur whispered in his ear as they wove through the crowd. "Bill is behaving quite odd lately."

"Odd how?" Harry frowned.

"Just paranoid and afraid all the time," Fleur sighed. "I 'ope it is nothing, but he does not handle the pressure well."

That was certainly concerning to hear. They found Bill standing in a quiet corner of the room, fidgeting with a drink in his hand, looking skittish.

"Evening, Bill...having a nice holiday?" Harry greeted him.

"It's been...quiet," Bill muttered darkly as he sipped from his drink. "Bit too quiet if you ask me."

"How has our project been coming along?" Harry asked pointedly. "Any word out of Egypt?"

Bill looked supremely uncomfortable as he glanced across the room. "Been a quiet few months," he grumbled. "My contact still hasn't responded...we'd have to go to him directly, and leaving the country may raise questions."

"Only if we went legally," Harry pointed out. "You can get illegal Portkeys in Knockturn for a reasonable price."

"I don't even want to know how you know that," Bill scoffed. "And I'll just assume it was a joke."

"Did you think we'd be able to do this without bending a few rules?" Harry chuckled. "Winning a war requires taking some risks."

"We wouldn't have to take so many risks if we had some bloody help," Bill grumbled. "You continue to assume we can do this all ourselves, like an arrogant child—"

"Bill, that is enough," Fleur hissed, elbowing him subtly in the ribs. No one seemed to notice, however, as Dumbledore swept into the room soon after, and everyone took their seats around the table. Harry gave Bill an exasperated look before taking his seat beside Dahlia and his mother, across from Snape. He spied Neville, Ron, Hermione and Ginny seated farther down the opposite row, looking excited but somber at the tense atmosphere.

"Thank you all for coming," Dumbledore said as he took his seat. "Minister Potter sends his regards, but he remains busy with official business and will be unable to join us today. It has been many months since we last met, but I wanted to touch base with everyone while we were all available. How has the war been treating you all?"

"Quieter than expected," Moody grunted, sounding almost displeased by this fact. "The Ministry's done a fine job keeping the Dark Lord at bay thus far."

"That it has," nodded Hestia Jones. "Which begs the question, Albus: what's the point of these meetings, exactly? We don't need to be operating in the shadows when the Minister himself is sympathetic to our cause."

"I find it can be helpful to have multiple teams working on the same problem at once," Dumbledore said diplomatically. "While it is beneficial to have the Minister's office on our side, that may not always be the case in the future."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Harry frowned. "You think my dad's going to stop helping you fight Voldemort?"

"Allow me to rephrase," Dumbledore said with a calming smile. "If, for example, the Ministry experiences another upheaval and Minister Potter loses favor within our government, it will be important to have backup plans in place to stem the bleeding and keep the fight going no matter the political climate."

The others looked reassured by this answer, but Harry wasn't entirely convinced. He was almost certain that Dumbledore knew (or at least suspected) that the Order of the Stag operated independently of his own Order, and was preparing for a future in which the Potters no longer factored into his plans. He was in Harry and James' good graces for the moment, but that hadn't always been the case and may not be in the future.

"I think we all have one big question regarding the war at the moment," said Dumbledore, turning to Snape. "And that is what Voldemort is planning next. What can you tell us, Severus?"

"The Dark Lord is playing his cards close to the chest," Snape said irritably. "He remains frustrated by Minister Potter's efforts to restrict his spending and movements, and doesn't trust any of his followers for fear of another leak like the one that led to the last raid."

"Surely he does not blame you for that leak?" Dumbledore asked. "Your information has been most valuable, Severus, as you remain our one warning alarm before something bad happens."

"And what if I sound the alarm to foil his next plan?" Snape grumbled. "What will he think of me then? How can you expect the Dark Lord to trust me when you also expect me to hand over every tidbit he passes along?"

"Do you mean to suggest you are keeping things from us, Severus?" asked Dumbledore.

"I suggest only that I am being tested!" Snape huffed. "You've no idea the minefield I must walk every day to avoid suspicion! If I am being cagey with you, it is because I fear feeding information that will lead the Dark Lord back to me and losing his confidence."

"I understand the difficulty of your position, Severus—" Dumbledore sighed.

"Do you!?" Snape snapped. "Because you continue to ask more of me than I can give! I have been given nothing of substance lately to bring to the Dark Lord, and he gives nothing in return!"

"I will help you concoct a story to appease him," Dumbledore said placatingly. "But you know how crucial our foreknowledge of his plans may be, and must endeavor to learn more about them."

Snape looked displeased by this response, but he merely nodded. Snape and Dumbledore aren't getting along? Harry thought, intrigued. He'd always assumed the two men to be in lockstep, but perhaps a gulf was widening between them. He would have to think about whether he could use this to his advantage in the future.

"Would anyone else like to bring business to the table?" Dumbledore asked the room. "All ideas are welcome."

There was an awkward silence as the Order members looked to one another. Then, Bill Weasley raised his hand.

"Sir?" said Bill awkwardly. "I believe Harry has something he'd like to ask you."

All eyes turned to a bewildered Harry. "Er...do I?" asked Harry, confused.

"About that project we've been working on together," Bill urged him on. "Wouldn't you like to involve the Headmaster in our plans?"

A chill ran down Harry's spine. He realized at once what Bill was doing...he was bound by the Unbreakable Vow not to reveal their horcrux hunt, but he hoped to pressure Harry publicly into sharing the information himself. Fleur's eyes went wide as she made the same realization as Harry.

"What kind of plans are these, Mr. Potter?" asked Dumbledore.

"I think Bill is mistaken, sir," Harry said cautiously, feeling the curious eyes of his friends and family upon him. "It is just a curse-breaking project of ours. We are managing just fine on our own."

"But perhaps it would be easier with more people working on the problem," said Bill. "Considering how dangerous this project may be—"

"Bill, perhaps now is not ze time," Fleur said, grabbing Bill's hand and silently urging him to be quiet.

"Harry, dear, what is Bill talking about?" asked a confused Lily. Dumbledore similarly looked perplexed by the cryptic request.

"I agree with Fleur," said Harry. "Now is not the time."

"Then when is the time?" Bill demanded. "How long do you plan to wait? When will you set your little feud with Dumbledore aside and let him—"

"Bill, enough!" Harry growled. He could not believe Bill was doing this here, out in the open. Did he not realize the danger this conversation posed? The suspicions it would raise?

"Perhaps the three of us can speak privately after the meeting," Dumbledore said after an awkward silence. "If it is significant to our war efforts, I would be glad to help where I can."

Bill wrenched his arm out of Fleur's grasp and stormed out of the room in a huff. Fleur got up and followed him, leaving the entire Order to gossip quietly about the interaction. Many eyes remained glued to Harry, looks of curiosity and even suspicion upon him. Thanks, Bill, Harry fumed internally. Just what I need to get people to trust me again.

Dumbledore thankfully steered the conversation elsewhere, turning to Kingsley for reports from within the Ministry. As soon as the meeting was adjourned, Harry stood and stormed out of the room, looking for Bill and Fleur. He found them in the library, as Fleur seemed to be giving Bill an earful.

"What the hell was that about?" Harry demanded, after casting a Muffling Charm on the door.

"Maybe I'm tired of sneaking around with two teenagers trying to win a war by ourselves!" said Bill. "Maybe someone has to step up and be the adult here by asking for help!"

"And you chose to do it there, in front of everyone?" Harry shouted. "Are you daft?"

"Perhaps you've gotten too comfortable lying to everyone, but I haven't," Bill said stubbornly. "I'm just trying to get this out into the open."

"And what about Snape?" Harry demanded. "Did you even think what might happen if he learned what we were up to? If he reported it back to his master? You could have just jeopardized the entire war!"

"I agree, that was quite foolish, Bill," said Fleur. "You should 'ave at least asked us first before doing something like that!"

"Like that would have done any good!" said Bill. "You two have been against me from the beginning! At least when Saul was around we had some proper guidance—"

"You'll notice that Saul also didn't trust Dumbledore," Harry pointed out. "And nobody's against you – we just disagree that Dumbledore needs to be involved. You're so fixated on him that it's clouding your judgment."

"Well, excuse me for trusting the greatest wizard of the century over a sixteen-year-old!" Bill retorted. "Maybe it's your judgment that's clouded, did you ever consider that? We're in too deep here!"

"Look, if you can't handle the pressure, you don't have to do this anymore," said Harry. "I can Obliviate you, and you can go back to your normal life without having to worry about this stuff anymore."

"You must be joking," Bill scoffed. He turned to Fleur. "Obliviation? Are you hearing this, too?"

"I hear him loud and clear," said Fleur. "And maybe 'Arry is right. You are endangering our mission, and perhaps it will be better this way."

Bill opened his mouth to retort, but there came a knock at the door, and Dumbledore walked in. "Is now a good time?" the Headmaster asked.

"Not particularly," Harry said bitterly. "This is just a misunderstanding, sir."

"I quite agree," said Fleur, looking to Bill sternly. "Wouldn't you agree, Bill?"

Bill looked mutinously between Harry and Fleur. Then he left the room once more, headed for the fireplace to Floo away. Harry let him go, hopeful that Bill would cool off and not do anything more rash. Dumbledore stood patiently, looking between Harry and Fleur.

"I sense that I've struck upon a sensitive topic," the Headmaster frowned. "Perhaps we can talk about this when term resumes?"

"Yes, let's do that," Harry muttered. Hopefully that would give him time to come up with an appropriate cover story for Bill's antics. He gave Fleur a significant look, and she nodded, rushing from the room to follow Bill home. Harry gave the Headmaster a parting shrug before heading upstairs to cool off.

Only, he didn't get the chance. As soon as he shut himself back in his room, Ron was on his case. "What're you fighting with my brother about?" he demanded. Neville stood in the corner, watching warily.

"We aren't fighting," Harry huffed. "Bill's just getting antsy about a project I've asked him to help me with."

"What kind of project?"

"None of your business."

"Bill seems to think it is," said Neville cautiously. "What's he on about? What are you two doing behind everyone's backs?"

"What do you expect me to say?" Harry said hotly. "That I'm asking him to help me become a Dark Lord? You really believe that rubbish?"

"I don't like to jump to conclusions," said Neville, crossing his arms. "So now's your chance to explain yourself, and make us believe you."

"How about first you tell me what you and Dumbledore are up to in your private lessons?" Harry said hotly.

"Why d'you wanna know so badly?" Neville asked, narrowing his eyes in suspicion.

"Why do you wanna know so badly?" Harry shot back. "Seems we're all keeping secrets from each other, aren't we?"

"We're not the ones doing blood rituals and casting Unforgivables about, mate!" Ron retorted. "It takes a lot to get my brother upset, so if he's got a problem with you, then I've got a problem with you."

"Oi, knock it off, will you?" Damian shouted; he'd entered the room without them noticing. "Weasley, you might be my captain, but I'll knock your block off if you don't leave my cousin alone."

Harry and Ron continued to glare at one another, until the latter huffed and exited the room, with Neville close behind him. "Thanks, Damian," Harry sighed, flopping back onto his bed in exhaustion.

"Everything's okay, isn't it, Harry?" asked Damian worriedly. "People have been saying things about you, and...I know they're not true, but it's scaring me a little."

"I'm fine, honestly," Harry sighed. "I'm just dealing with a lot right now. If everyone could just lighten up on the 'Dark Lord' talk, that would be splendid."

"Alright," Damian shrugged. "Well, let me know if I need to sock anyone in the mouth to shut them up."

"You sound like your dad," Harry chuckled. He realized too late that this was probably a sore subject to bring up at the moment. "Aw hell, sorry, I shouldn't have—"

"It's alright," Damian shrugged. He looked for a moment like he wasn't going to acknowledge the situation. But then he blurted out: "Honestly? I hate him. I thought I wanted to please him, but I've realized the bastard will just never be happy unless I turn out exactly like him."

"Huh," said Harry, unsure if he was supposed to agree or not. He certainly loathed Uncle Vernon and could relate to Damian's feelings of neglect, but didn't want to rub salt in the wound. "Listen, if you ever want to talk about it, I'm all ears."

"Thanks, but I prefer actions over words," Damian snickered. "No hard feelings, but when we play you in Quidditch this spring, I'll be hitting Bludgers at you harder than you've ever seen."

"Wouldn't expect anything less," Harry grinned. He took solace in knowing that his sister and cousin were on his side despite the current tensions with Neville and the others. Such squabbles would pass over time, but family bonds ran deeper than he could've imagined possible, and it was the one thing keeping him sane in this timeline.

Things remained frosty at Grimmauld over the coming days. Ron and Neville seemed determined to ignore Harry at all costs, and while Hermione threw him a few worried glances, she too kept her distance. Even Dahlia and Ginny seemed to be at odds over the Potter-Weasley family dispute, as the normally-inseparable girls were not spending much time together, sticking to their own siblings. The adults spoke in hushed whispers and seemed to be watching Harry from afar, but nobody approached him about the odd exchange at the Order meeting.

Harry was faced with a new conundrum, as he still intended to make a trip to Diagon Alley to pick up all the supplies he'd ordered by mail. His original plan was to use Bill's project as an excuse to get out of the house for a few hours, but that would now only raise more questions. He would have to get more creative if he was going to make his escape.

"Say, Mum?" he said after dinner, two night before Christmas. "I have some last-minute gift shopping to do in Diagon Alley, and Fleur does too. Can we go tomorrow for a couple of hours?"

"It's not a good time to be out in public right now," Lily sighed. "Especially given who your father is."

"We can use glamours so no one recognizes us," Harry offered. "I've gotten quite good at them."

Lily frowned as she considered this. "I'd feel better if you took an Auror or two with you," she sighed.

"How about Tonks?" Harry said at once. "She's also good at illusions. No one will even know any of us were there."

Lily still looked uncomfortable by the prospect. "Alright," she eventually relented. "But you are not to leave Tonks for a second, and I'm asking Sirius to make you an emergency Portkey in case things go wrong."

Harry readily agreed to these terms. He felt that it would be easier to give Tonks the slip than another Auror, or at least convince her to turn a blind eye to some questionable activity. He owled Fleur straight away to confirm this plan, planning to meet her at the Leaky Cauldron at noon.

As always, things weren't quite so simple when the time came to leave. "Why does Harry get to go to Diagon by himself?" Ron demanded over breakfast the next morning. "I wouldn't mind visiting the joke shop."

"He won't be by himself," said Lily. "He's going with Tonks and Fleur Delacour."

"Ooh, Fleur is going?" Dahlia said in a sing-song voice. "No wonder Harry wants to go by himself!"

"Merlin, Dahlia…" Harry grumbled, as the teens laughed at his expense around the table. For the moment, all the tension from the meeting dissipated as they gently ribbed him:

"Bet Tracey Davis won't be happy!"

"I didn't know Tonks swung both ways!"

"Five Sickles says they ditch her and say they got 'lost' after!"

"Alright, alright," Harry chuckled as he got up to leave. For once he didn't mind the teasing: it meant the scrutiny was somewhere other than his illicit activities. He would just have to buy a couple gifts for his friends and family to appease them.

Tonks was waiting for him in the living room beside the fireplace. "Wotcher, Harry!" she greeted him. "A stealth mission for Christmas spirit, eh? I suppose that's a noble enough endeavor."

Lily fussed with Harry's cloak for a moment before slipping a small pendant on a chain around his neck. "This is just in case you run into a spot of trouble," she said. "The trigger word is my maiden name. Got it?"

"Yeah, got it," Harry said impatiently, tucking the Portkey beneath his collar. He turned to go, but Lily held him firm, looking into his eyes searchingly.

"You haven't gotten yourself into any trouble, have you, dear?" she asked softly.

"Er...no, Mum, everything's fine," Harry said.

Lily didn't look sure if she believed him or not. "Okay," she said uncertainly. "You know you can come to me if you ever do. I'll love you no matter what mistakes you think you've made."

"Thanks, Mum," said Harry, accepting her hug. He still felt badly about lying to her, but now was not the time to divulge all of his secrets. They were at a pivotal crossroads, and he couldn't afford any distractions at the moment.

"Right, let's see that disguise then, Potter," said Tonks. She scrunched up her eyes and transformed herself into an older, more nondescript witch. Harry waved his wand over his head and adopted his usual disguise: blonde, mid-twenties, with a rough and weathered face that would hopefully deter anyone from nosing into his business.

"Not bad," Tonks remarked. "Let's get going. I'll have him back by sundown, Mrs. Potter."

Harry and Tonks stepped through the Floo into the Leaky Cauldron, which was fairly crowded despite the holiday. It wasn't difficult to find Fleur; Harry sensed her nervous Allure wafting through the crowd, as she waited anxiously in a corner. Harry immediately drew his wand and cast his usual enchantments, masking her Allure and disguising her features as he had before the Knockturn Alley tournament.

Fleur shivered as she felt the enchantments wash over her, but nodded her acknowledgment. "Thanks," she said. "Illusions were never my spécialité."

"Wotcher, Fleur," Tonks greeted her. "I'm afraid I don't remember you, but apparently we were acquainted before my accident."

"Oui, how could I forget?" Fleur smiled kindly. "Ze Auror who can change her appearance at will. An ability any girl would die for."

"As if you have anything to complain about," Tonks winked. "Shall we?"

They made their way through the brick wall into Diagon Alley, which was bustling with customers. Apparently people felt safe enough to go holiday shopping despite the war, which Harry figured was a good sign for how things were going. It also meant they were more likely to pass unnoticed in the crowds, which was a plus.

"So what's up with you and Bill, Harry?" Tonks asked pointedly as they traversed the narrow walkways. "Lot of theories flying around about what he was talking about in that meeting. My money's on a giant death ray to vaporize You-Know-Who."

"If only," Harry chuckled. "Honestly though, it's nothing. Just something I asked for his help with, and Bill's worried I'll get myself hurt if I don't ask a specialist for help. He's just being overly-cautious."

"I agree," Fleur chimed in. "Bill is only looking out for 'Arry, but 'e is easily paranoid, much like his mother."

"Merlin, I can believe that," Tonks chuckled. "Molly's been driving me up the wall for months now. Every time I come by Grimmauld, she talks my ear off with her mad theories about You-Know-Who's outlandish plots to harm her children. And I remember Bill always getting on Charlie's case at Hogwarts about his dangerous Quidditch stunts...that man is a Nervous Nelly, I tell you."

Harry was relieved to hear this about Bill's reputation. Hopefully that would be the main takeaway for other Order members as well, rather than Harry truly getting himself into something life-threatening.

He caught Fleur's eye as they approached their first shop: the potions apothecary. "This is me," Harry announced as they passed the door. "I'll just pop in quickly and get what I need."

Fleur luckily got the hint, as before Tonks could reply, she gasped and pointed across the way. "Ooh look, Madam Malkin's is 'aving a sale!" she squealed with delight. "Come, Tonks, we must 'ave a look!"

Tonks looked nervously at Harry. "Grab what you need and come straight back to us," she said warningly. Harry nodded, and he entered the apothecary as Fleur dragged Tonks across the alley towards the fashion shop.

As always, the shop smelled musty and rotten thanks to all the various ingredients on the shelves. The shop owner wandered out from the storeroom as Harry approached the counter. "Sellin' or buyin'?" he grunted.

"Buying," said Harry. "I placed an order by owl two weeks ago...name of Jack Smith."

The owner opened a thick ledger book and searched for the correct page. "Hmph," he said, consulting the lengthy list. "Pretty comprehensive list. Just starting out as a brewer?"

"Yep," Harry said casually. "Getting my first lab set up."

"Then you're missin' a silver parsing knife," the owner remarked. "Not gonna get proper results with any old knife, y'know."

"Oh," said Harry, feeling foolish; he always just grabbed any random knife from the supply drawer in the Potions classroom during lessons. "Er, add it to my tab then."

The owner tallied up all the ingredients and supplies. "Four hundred and thirteen Galleons," he announced.

Harry winced; that was over half of his winnings from the dueling tournament, and he still had more shopping to go...not to mention the gifts he had to find for his family. But he agreed, knowing time was of the essence. He forked over the gold and gathered all of his supplies together, then shrunk them and carefully slipped them into his robes. He returned outside and met Tonks and Fleur outside Madam Malkin's, and they resumed their walk.

Harry stopped at a couple more stores on their way, picking up more mail order items while also quickly browsing for Christmas gifts for his family. He slowly gathered every ingredient he would need to set up a brewing station and begin making some elementary potions for future use. He also intended to gather supplies for his next blood ritual; some of them would require a trip into Knockturn Alley, which he could save for another day when Tonks wasn't breathing down his neck.

They soon arrived at his final stop: the Magical Menagerie. There was one crucial ingredient left for his intended ritual, one that he'd been silently dreading for months now. But there was nothing to do but just get over it, so he entered the shop alone to retrieve it before he lost his nerve.

"Afternoon," the shop owner greeted him. "What can I do for ya?"

"Looking for a rabbit," said Harry. "Got any in stock?"

"In the back," the owner grunted. "Follow me."

Harry followed the man into the back of the shop, which was magically expanded to house larger pens for animals to roam free in. They reached the rabbit pen, where some two dozen or so hares resided, munching on straw or hopping around aimlessly. "Take yer pick," said the shop owner.

Harry eyed the various rabbits, storming churning slightly. He knew it would be unpleasant to kill an innocent animal for his ritual, but seeing them here and now made it even worse. How could he possibly choose one, knowing that he was effectively marking it for a painful death?

Part of him wanted to choose one of the older and slower ones, reasoning that they'd already had a long and full life and he wouldn't be stealing that much of their lifespan. But he also knew magic was all about intent, and that choosing a slower and less nimble rabbit might have unwelcome consequences on the ritual. No, if he wanted to improve his speed and dexterity, he had to choose the fastest rabbit with the most vitality. Such was the nature of the ritual: the bigger the sacrifice, the better the results.

A blur of motion caught his eye, as something small and furry darted across the pen from one enclosure to another. "What was that?" Harry asked.

"That bugger has been impossible to catch since we put him in here," the shop owner sighed. "We've taken to calling him Phantom, because he's always lurking in the shadows."

Harry knew immediately that 'Phantom' was the rabbit he needed. Those were exactly the qualities he was looking for himself: agility, quick instincts, and the ability to remain unseen and unscathed. "Is he for sale?" he asked.

"If you can catch him, I'll give you half off," the shop owner chuckled.

So Harry tentatively climbed into the cage, slowly approaching the small wooden enclosure Phantom had just entered. Just surround the entrance and stick your hand in, Harry reasoned. How hard could it be?

But as he approached the small box and knelt down to grab Phantom, the rabbit bolted, as though sensing his encroachment, darting between his legs for freedom. Harry lunged backwards for it, succeeding only in twisting himself up like a pretzel on the straw-covered floor.

Harry swore loudly and picked himself up, ignoring the guffaws of laughter from the shop owner. Clearly Harry wasn't the first to fail at this task. Where did that damn thing run off to now? Harry grumbled. He crept towards the corner of the pen where he thought he'd last seen the rabbit run, already dreading the task ahead of him.

He spent the next ten minutes or so trying and failing to catch that rabbit, each time coming up just short as the streak of fur just eluded his fingertips. This is getting bloody ridiculous, Harry groaned internally. I'm a Seeker, dammit...this should come naturally to me! But deep down he knew this was a necessary chase...Phantom's uncommon speed and elusiveness was exactly what he hoped to acquire himself through the ritual.

Harry finally got Phantom wedged in a tight spot, caught in a narrow stretch of pen with Harry blocking the exit. A desperate Phantom made his move once more, attempting to leap across Harry's left leg, but Harry managed to pin the creature against the fencing, grasping it tightly in two hands as the thing shrieked and screamed for freedom. The shop owner helpfully procured a small cage for Harry to place it in, where the defeated creature was left to brood over its defeat as Harry paid for his catch.

"You're a worthy adversary, Phantom," Harry remarked, peering into the cage. "I suppose you've earned some freedom before I'm ready for the ritual." Phantom stared right back with his eerily red-ringed eyes, and Harry felt uncomfortable getting to know the creature too well before the ritual, so he quickly shrunk the cage and stowed it away before returning to the Alley.

"Ready to head back?" asked Tonks.

"Er—" Harry said awkwardly, glancing at Fleur for help.

"My, it is cold out, isn't it?" she remarked. "Why don't we grab a cup of hot chocolate at my place first?"

"Mrs. Potter was quite insistent that we go straight back—" Tonks protested.

"It is not far from 'ere," Fleur insisted. "And I have a Floo we can use."

"Fine," Tonks muttered. Fleur held out both her arms; Harry and Tonks each took one, and Fleur Apparated them directly into her living room. Harry did not recognize the place; he'd expected to see Bill's place in the London suburbs. But he said nothing as Fleur waltzed into the kitchen to fix up some hot chocolate.

"You don't have to wait here on our behalf, Tonks," said Harry. "I know how to use the Floo."

"I'm sure you can," Tonks chuckled. "But your mother insisted that I keep a close eye on you."

"I don't think any Death Eaters will be attacking me here," Harry winked.

"Indeed no; ze apartment is heavily warded," said Fleur as she returned to the living room with drinks. "My father insists. Also, 'Arry and I had some things to discuss in private, if you do not mind."

Tonks looked from Fleur to Harry, confused. "Oh," she said softly. Then, "Oh! I hadn't realized...you two...Merlin, I'm an idiot...it should've been obvious from the start…"

"I 'ope we can count on your discretion?" asked Fleur. Harry was confused by what they were talking about, until Fleur sat beside him on the sofa and slipped a hand in his, interlocking their fingers together.

"Of course, of course," Tonks said with a sly grin. "Now I can see why Harry was so eager to ditch his mother...have fun, you two!" She gave Harry a salacious wink as his face reddened, then stood up and headed for the fireplace, Floo'ing away to leave them alone.

Fleur devolved into a fit of giggles as soon as she was gone; Harry let go of her hand and stood from the sofa, shaking his head. "You get a real kick out of making everyone think we're an item, don't you?" he groaned.

"Eet is fun to see you look so flustered," Fleur smirked. Then, her laughter faded and was replaced by a more somber demeanor. "I suppose we should talk about Bill."

"Yeah," Harry sighed. "What happened after you two left the other night?"

"I managed to calm him down and talk him out of approaching Dumbledore alone," said Fleur. "I convinced him that the Unbreakable Vow might interpret his actions as breaking his promise to you, and that seemed to get through to him."

"That's one problem sorted, then," said Harry. "But what are we going to do moving forward? I don't know if I can trust him from now on after that stunt he pulled."

"I do not either," Fleur sighed. "But I think I can keep him in line for now. I told him in no uncertain terms that I would leave him if he attempted something like that again. We can use his skills for now and decide what to do about him later."

Harry raised his eyebrows; he hadn't expected her to be so cold and calculating about the matter. "You have no issue with using him like a tool and discarding him?" he asked bluntly.

"If it is necessary," Fleur shrugged. "I am doing this for you, 'Arry, not for Bill. I owe you my life, and a Delacour is always loyal to those who show them respect."

Harry was stunned by this declaration of allegiance. "Wow...thank you, Fleur," he said. "You've no idea what your support means to me."

"Do not squander it, then," Fleur said simply. "What is ze plan now?"

"I need your help with something," said Harry. He offered her his arm; she eyed it curiously, but took it without question. He Apparated them directly into the boundary of his safe house property, which remained just as he had left it. Fleur shivered once more at the sight of the place.

"This place is eerie as always," she sighed, looking around with a frown.

"Yes, that is the idea," Harry chuckled. He reached into his robes and pulled out the shrunken cage containing Phantom the rabbit, enlarging it and setting it on the ground. He had no plans to perform the ritual today, and figured it deserved to spend the next few weeks roaming free on the property.

Harry tapped his wand to the cage door, and it sprung open. Phantom immediately bolted for freedom, sprinting for the fence line; however, it was thrust backwards by the wards, unable to leave. It tried a few more times at various exit points, eventually realizing it could not get past the boundary. It took shelter underneath the front steps, where Harry figured it would reside safely for the next few weeks.

Enjoy your time while it lasts, Phantom, Harry thought grimly. It had plenty of food and water around, with overgrown grass covering the property and a small pond in the back to drink from. Hopefully it would enjoy a peaceful existence here until Harry could muster the courage to end its life for his own selfish purposes. It gave him no pleasure to think about, but he knew it must be done.

Harry brought his remaining purchases into the house and dropped them off in the living room. He would come back and set them up properly another time, when he wasn't on a time crunch. He had one more crucial task to complete today, and he didn't want to waste any more time, turning back to Fleur.

"Are you familiar with the Fidelius Charm?" Harry asked her.

"Oui, it is used to protect secrets," Fleur nodded. "Why do you ask?"

"I'm going to create one on this property," said Harry. "And I'd like for you to be my Secret-Keeper."

Fleur looked astonished. "Me?" she said. "I am flattered, 'Arry, but...why not your mother or father? Or someone closer to you?"

"I've already told you things I can't tell anyone else," Harry reasoned. "I don't want my family to know about this place just yet. And I trust you just as much as my family at this point, if not moreso."

"That is...very touching, 'Arry," said Fleur. "But are you certain? It is a big responsibility—"

"One I'm sure you'll take seriously," said Harry. "So what do you say?"

Fleur considered it for a moment. Eventually, she nodded. "Very well," she said. "Tell me what I need to do."

Harry led the way out of the house to the front yard. According to his studies, the Fidelius Charm worked best when it had magical anchors to harness and sustain it. He had accounted for this when he buried the rune stones, which were also powering the basic wards but had plenty of power left over to handle this additional burden.

Harry situated himself and Fleur as close to the center of the circle as possible, near the front porch, roughly equidistant from all seven stones buried around the property line. He dropped to his knees and indicated for Fleur to do the same, taking her hands in his. "Right, so I'll say the incantation, then I need to give you the secret," said Harry.

"And how will you 'give me' the secret?" Fleur frowned.

"I dunno," Harry shrugged; the book was rather vague about that part. "It just says that you give it back to me, and we're done. I guess we'll find out together."

"Okay," Fleur said nervously. Harry too felt somewhat jittery; he didn't know why, but the significance of the moment felt larger than it ought to be. What was the big deal about sharing a secret with someone?

Harry closed his eyes and began to say the incantation. It had taken him some time to memorize – several lines of Latin that he did not know the full meaning of. He recognized a few root words from his Ancient Runes studies, such as the terms for 'guard' and 'ally', but largely chose to trust that the correct pronunciation plus his intent would do the job.

As he reached the end of his incantation, Harry felt a strong sensation around him, as though a swirl of magic had picked up in the air – a silent maelstrom surrounding himself and Fleur. She must have sensed it too, because he heard her breath hitch and felt her hands tremble slightly from the power of whatever Harry was doing.

With the incantation complete, Harry opened his eyes. Fleur was looking at him quizzically, waiting for whatever came next. He suddenly felt a great weight of expectation upon him, like he needed to share something with her – to relieve himself of the knowledge he was carrying on his own.

"Harry Potter's safe house is located at Raven House in Ashewick," he said. As he spoke the words, he felt them leave his body, and immediately forgot their contents. He gasped – it was as though giving Fleur his secret had stolen it away from him, so that he was no longer in on it himself. Where are we? Harry wondered, suddenly feeling very unsettled. What are we doing here?

Fleur shivered slightly as the words washed over her, and she blinked in surprise as they settled within her magic and her mind. Harry watched with great interest, wondering what revelation she'd had – wishing to be a part of the secret himself. Fleur looked into his eyes and repeated, "Harry Potter's safe house is located at Raven House in Ashewick."

Harry gasped as the words came back to him in a rush, and he suddenly remembered where they were. It was as though Fleur had given the knowledge right back to him, after he'd trusted her to keep it safe on his behalf. The swirl of magic around them ceased, and they found themselves back near the front porch of Raven House, the ritual complete. The secret was secure, and Fleur was now its keeper.

Harry stumbled to his feet and helped Fleur to her own. "That was...more involved than I expected," Harry exhaled.

"Yes indeed," said Fleur. "Thank you for trusting me with your secret."

"Thank you for keeping it," Harry said honestly. Keeping secrets was already a valuable trait in Harry's eyes, but having it sanctified with a magical bond made it feel that much more powerful and significant. It wasn't as unbreakable as a Vow, but Harry trusted Fleur with it all the same.

"Who else will you tell about zis place?" asked Fleur.

"Well, I personally can't tell anyone anymore," Harry chuckled. "They'd have to go through you first. And I'm not sure I want anyone to know about this place. Not Dumbledore, not Bill, not even my family."

Fleur regarded him carefully, a hint of sadness in her expression. "I cannot imagine not trusting my own family," she sighed. "They are the ones who will always 'ave your back."

"I love my family dearly," said Harry. "But there's a lot I can't tell them yet. I don't want to hurt them, and I don't want them to think differently of me."

"You don't think they would understand what you've been through?" Fleur frowned. "You don't think they 'ave the right to know?"

Harry sighed; he'd been grappling with that very question for a long time. "Someday I will tell them," he said. "I just...can't do it to them. Not right now. It's too much."

Fleur nodded somberly. She stepped forward to wrap Harry in a tight hug. "It is your secret to share, and your decision when to share it," she whispered. "But I think it will bring you closer together in the end."

Harry didn't know if she was right or not. He'd had nightmares in the past about the moment – telling his parents the truth, watching the horror dawn on them that he was not their true son, but an impostor who'd erased their own son's existence from their reality. He couldn't bear that kind of betrayal, not now.

But today had taught him how much of a relief it was to let someone else share the burden. It made him feel less like he was drowning under the weight of all the secrets he was carrying. He just had to find the right people and the right time to pass them along.
Year 6-09: Phantom's Revenge

A/N: WARNING: This chapter contains brief but graphic descriptions of animal cruelty.

Christmas was always a wonderful occasion in Harry's new life. He was not ashamed to admit that his family spoiled him; his parents and uncles always showered him and Dahlia with lavish gifts that made the day a lot of fun. But the real joy came in spending time with his loved ones, which was the one downside of attending Hogwarts year-round, as he missed spending quality time with them.

The best present of all was waiting for Harry in the kitchen on Christmas morning, as he headed downstairs for breakfast and found his father sitting at the table with Dale Greengrass. "Dad!" he exclaimed, rushing up to give him a hug.

"Harry!" James beamed, wrapping his arms around his son. "How have you been?"

"I'm doing great, Dad," Harry grinned. "It's good to see you." He'd been worried about his father all term, busy at the Ministry fighting the war on multiple fronts. James looked more haggard than Harry last remembered; he had lost weight and had dark bags under his eyes, indicating stress and a lack of sleep. But he seemed to be in good spirits, sporting his usual roguish grin and calm confidence that always set Harry at ease.

"Good to see you again, Harry," said Dale, standing to greet the teen. Dale too appeared weathered; Harry knew from the Prophet that he was leading the charge in the Wizengamot to get James' policies approved.

"You too, sir," said Harry. "Not spending the holiday with your own family?"

"I'll be back with them shortly," said Dale. "Unfortunately, this war rests for no one, not even on Christmas."

"We're going over some last-minute strategy for the upcoming ICW mid-term board meeting," said James. "We hope to bring an emergency resolution to the board to authorize troops to Britain to assist with the war."

"They still haven't agreed?" Harry grimaced. "Even now that Voldemort is confirmed to be in Britain?"

"The ICW is still downplaying his threat level," Dale sighed. "They don't want to get involved if they don't feel their own territories are threatened. At this point it's difficult to tell if it's willful ignorance or deliberate sabotage from You-Know-Who's camp."

"We suspect that is part of the reason Voldemort has been so quiet thus far," James frowned. "If he came out and openly declared war on the wizarding world, he would face far more push-back from the international community. As is, he has everyone second-guessing his intentions."

Harry nodded thoughtfully. It made sense – Voldemort was a savvy tactician, and he clearly knew the dangers that a full army posed to his plans of conquest. He was likely biding his time, searching for an opening to gain control in one fell swoop.

"Daphne tells me the mood at Hogwarts has been positive, thanks to you," Dale remarked. "It's nice to know the students have someone to look up to in these dark times. And it seems you've also gotten my daughter into a spot of trouble as a party-goer, if Astoria's account is correct."

Harry reddened at this. "Er, yeah, sorry about that," he said sheepishly. "I shouldn't have involved Daphne in that, and she didn't do anything to be ashamed about—"

"I'm only teasing," Dale winked. "I'm glad to see my daughter having some fun for once. She puts so much pressure upon herself to be the perfect heiress that I worry she's not enjoying her childhood enough."

"Forgive me, sir, but doesn't pressuring her into a marriage contract kinda contribute to that?" Harry asked.

"That would be my wife's influence, not my own," Dale sighed. "Ariadne was always the more traditional of the two of us. I would never force my daughter to marry someone she didn't want to, and I would burn every contract offer if she didn't insist that's what she wanted."

"I see," said Harry. He knew Daphne was beholden to pure-blood traditions, but it was good to know her father wasn't the driving force behind it. Meanwhile, the other teens were beginning to trickle down for breakfast, ending the conversation there.

Fortunately, the tension between Harry and the others was lessened today, as they enjoyed a nice meal together before moving to the drawing room to open gifts. Harry received a pair of dragonhide boots from his father; a nice set of silk trousers from his mother; a portable recorder player and small collection of wizard rock albums from Remus; and a sackful of Galleons from Sirius (which was much-appreciated, after Harry spent nearly all of his tournament winnings the day before).

Harry also received a number of presents from unexpected sources. Fred and George Weasley gifted him a full wardrobe of shield garments – bracelets, socks, and even an undershirt and underpants, all good for up to twenty charges. Harry definitely planned to save them for his next foray into the underground dueling scene. Viktor Krum also sent him a self-cleaning kit for his Quidditch robes, and Fleur Delacour got him a wand holster made of spider silk, earning him a new round of playful teasing from his friends and family.

Harry was also happy to hand out his own gifts, most of which he'd picked out last-minute at Diagon Alley. Dahlia got a pair of comfortable sneakers with Cushioning Charms built into the lining; Lily got an enchanted cauldron ladle that could hold seven times the volume of its typical size; and James got an enchanted journal that could record entries via verbal dictation. He even got small gifts for the other teens as an olive branch...Hermione got a quill that could write in any color ink; Neville got a book on rare magical plants; and Ron, Ginny, and Damian each got a pair of Quidditch gloves designed for Keepers, Seekers, and Beaters, respectively.

The following days felt like a tentative ceasefire of sorts, as Harry knew it may be his last few days of peace before jumping right back into the fire when the school term resumed. He would savor these last few moments of relaxation, and use them as fuel in the dark days to come. He envisioned a future without Voldemort where such days were commonplace, without the fear of death and destruction looming overhead. And Harry would make that future a reality, no matter the cost.

Before he knew it, it was back to the Hogwarts Express to return to the castle for a new term. The atmosphere on the train was more somber than the ride home two weeks prior – students were once again being separated from their loved ones with no guarantee of seeing them again. When Harry passed through the train on his prefect patrol, he saw the many worried looks on students' faces, looking to him for reassurance. He hoped he would be able to provide it while also attending to his other duties in the months to come.

One unfortunate side-effect of his early O.W.L.'s the year prior meant that Harry had to take his N.E.W.T.'s a year early in three crucial subjects. Snape, Flitwick and McGonagall did not let their students off easy, challenging them with more and more complex material in preparation for the final exams of their subject. Harry was able to stay on top of the subject matter, but the amount of homework was worrisome, and he feared he might have to skip some assignments to make time for everything else on his agenda.

There was also another Quidditch match on the horizon, against his old Gryffindor teammates. Harry felt fairly confident about their chances, especially with how many of the old team had graduated, but he still had no idea how strong of a team Ravenclaw actually had. Slytherin had all but given up in their first match, giving him no indication of how well the team meshed. But no matter – his team's contribution wouldn't matter if he was just able to out-fly Ginny at Seeker, which he was confident he could do.

Harry's first meeting with Dumbledore of the new year came on Thursday night. He wondered if the Headmaster would bring up the awkward interaction with Bill at the last Order meeting, and had been brainstorming excuses to appease the man's curiosity. He knew that outright lying to Dumbledore was a lost cause, as he was far too savvy to fall for an obvious fabrication. He'd have to come up with a cover story to downplay the incident and explain it away as a simple misunderstanding.

The Room of Requirement was already active when Harry arrived at the seventh floor corridor that evening. However, when he entered the spacious room, he found it empty. Had Dumbledore activated the room and been drawn away before entering? Did he want Harry to wait for him before beginning today's lesson? Harry stood in the middle of the room, confused.

But his instincts warned him of danger, and a split second later, he flattened himself to the ground to avoid a chain of spells thrown at him from the corner of the room. He leapt back to his feet and fired a return salvo before rolling behind a pillar for cover. Dumbledore emerged from the shadows, disillusioning himself to make himself visible again.

"Very good," he appraised Harry. "Never let your guard down, especially when things are not as you expect them to be."

"Yeah, whatever," Harry grumbled, dropping into a fighting stance. "Let's get this over with."

Harry launched himself into a furious attack, trying to break down Dumbledore's staunch defenses. He was experimenting with mixing in illusions with his spells, throwing transfigured projectiles at the Headmaster alongside false copies that would do him no harm. But Dumbledore was far too savvy to fall for it, side-stepping the true threats while allowing the mirages to pass through him without incident.

As usual, it didn't take Harry long to grow frustrated. For half an hour he threw everything he could think of at the infuriating old man standing across from him. And every time, Dumbledore had the perfect response ready, effortlessly shielding, dodging, and deflecting every threat Harry posed to him. Harry pushed through the fatigue, despite knowing it was fruitless, and it eventually ended as it always did: with him on the ground, fallen to whatever method Dumbledore had chosen to end the match.

"I yield!" Harry groaned, and the stone golem Dumbledore had conjured released him from the chokehold it had him in. "I'm done! This is bloody pointless!"

"You have progressed tremendously in these past months, Harry," said Dumbledore encouragingly. "Your attacks have gotten far more precise, and your spell vocabulary is growing by the day. I daresay you can stand toe to toe with even the most dangerous of Death Eater by now, as it will take them far more effort to defend against such an onslaught."

"But it isn't good enough!" Harry huffed, kicking in frustration at the pile of gravel that had been the stone golem moments before. "I'm not good enough to face you or Voldemort! This is getting me nowhere!"

"With respect, Harry, it would take you many decades to stand up to the likes of me or him," said Dumbledore.

"Decades we don't have!" Harry shouted. "Voldemort is here, and I don't have time to waste before he's knocking at my family's front door!"

"You have my assurances that I will protect you and your family from Voldemort," said Dumbledore. "You need not concern yourself with him. Neville is the one who must defeat him."

"Says you," Harry grumbled, sliding down the wall to sit despondently and catch his breath. Dumbledore twirled his wand to summon a chintz armchair, sitting across from the teen in contemplative silence.

"I do not wish to antagonize or upset you, Harry," said Dumbledore cautiously. "But I would be remiss if I did not bring up the incident with Mr. Bill Weasley at our last Order meeting."

Harry sighed; he knew this line of questioning was coming. "It's nothing to concern yourself, sir," he said evenly. "I asked Bill for help with a personal project of mine. Yes, it's dangerous, and it was probably ambitious of me to assume I could handle it myself. But Bill is being overly-cautious in my opinion, and your assistance is not required."

Dumbledore nodded slowly as he processed this. "And given the context in which this project came up," he said, "can I assume it is related to the war in some way?"

"Tangentially, yes," Harry admitted. "If successful, my project would deal a significant blow to Voldemort's ambitions."

"I see," Dumbledore frowned. "And why did you go to Bill Weasley for assistance, rather than your father or somebody else?"

"Because it's his area of expertise," Harry shrugged. "And I did not wish to alarm any of my family members about what I was doing. It seems that I overestimated Bill's willingness to work in secret."

Dumbledore studied Harry in silence for a moment with those piercing blue eyes of his. Harry could practically hear the gears turning in the old man's head...he clearly wished to know more, but didn't want to overstep his bounds.

"And given the vagueness with which Mr. Weasley presented his concerns," Dumbledore continued, "can I assume that he was bound by some kind of magical oath not to reveal more?"

Harry sighed; of course Dumbledore wound be shrewd enough to make such a deduction. "Yes," he admitted. "So if you plan on asking Bill for more information, I would be very careful."

"Understood," Dumbledore nodded. "Harry, I know you do not trust me completely, and I can respect your wishes for privacy. But do know that your parents are highly concerned about your recent activities. Both have come to me in recent months in confidence, imploring me to watch over you and try to curb your tendencies to seek out trouble. I fear that I am failing them in this endeavor."

Harry felt a twinge of guilt at his words. "I understand the difficult position I've put you in, sir," Harry conceded. "But I would prefer not to discuss this right now. Despite what Bill may think, I am not in nearly as much danger as he suspects, and if it became a matter of life or death, I promise I would ask for more help."

Dumbledore clearly did not love this answer, but he nodded slowly in resignation. "Very well," he muttered. "I still do not fully understand your reluctance to trust me, but I accept your decision all the same."

"Perhaps one day, when this war is over, we can discuss that," said Harry, getting to his feet. "Good day, Headmaster." And he took his leave from the Room of Requirement, leaving Dumbledore sitting in his chair in contemplative silence.

Harry's mind was not with the Headmaster at the moment, or even with the horcrux hunt. He was still thinking about the duel and his repeated failures to defeat Dumbledore. For once, he could not think of anything he had done wrong in the fight – his opponent was simply better. There was nothing to learn, nothing to hope to improve. He was just hopelessly outmatched, and trying to win was a fool's errand.

He had to find other ways to improve, ways that Dumbledore would not approve of. He had finally obtained the last few ingredients he needed to conduct a blood ritual, and just needed to find the right time to perform it. But that wasn't all that weighed on him. His mind wandered to Ravenclaw Tower, to the tiny black stone wrapped in a sock and stuffed at the bottom of his school trunk. The supposed 'Hallow' that was one of a set of three, the other two being his father's cloak and the unbeatable wand of legend.

Could Harry somehow obtain this 'Elder Wand' for himself? It was the one Hallow he'd found the most information about, carving a bloody trail through centuries' worth of wizarding history. That trail had gone cold somewhere in the Balkans, over two centuries prior. It wasn't much to go on, but surely such a powerful weapon could not have gone unnoticed for so long. Harry had to start somewhere; might as well start there.

So that evening, he sat down to pen a letter. He realized as he began writing that he actually had a lot to say, and hoped to speak to this individual soon – not only as an informant, but as a friend.

Dear Viktor,

How have you been? It has been a while since we last spoke at the ICW summit in France. I apologize for the abrupt departure – I'm sure you read about the aftermath and understood the need for haste.

I'm writing with a strange request. I wondered if you've ever heard of an unbeatable wand, sometimes called the Elder Wand, the Deathstick, or the Wand of Destiny. I've been researching it and found that it was last seen in northern Greece in the 1700's, which is not far from your home country. I wondered if you or your relatives have ever heard of such a wand? Surely it must have reared its ugly head somewhere between then and now.

I also wonder if you've heard anything about my father's recent attempts to acquire reinforcements from the ICW. I know you offered your support before, despite your representative changing his mind at the summit. It may be a lot to ask, but could you look into your Ministry's current position on Voldemort? Surely they must know the risk he poses to mainland Europe if Britain falls, and believe me, this temporary peace will not last.

I read about your Quidditch victory against Macedonia last week...well done. I envy your ability to focus entirely on the sport during such a chaotic time. I have contemplated whether I would like to go pro myself as a Seeker one day, after the war, but I may not be able to thanks to the book you gave me and what I have planned with it.

I look forward to seeing you again, perhaps in a more casual setting than the last time. Now is perhaps not the best time to visit Britain, but I hear spring and summertime in Bulgaria can be quite pleasant. I would love to visit sometime, if you are not too busy with your training.

Best,

Harry Potter

P. S. - Hermione says hello.

Harry sent the letter off with Bandit the following morning, along with a pocketful of bacon to bribe him into making the long journey south. Harry had always liked Krum – not just for his celebrity status and Quidditch skills, but as a fair, honest man with a good head on his shoulders. If not for the age difference, the physical distance between their homelands, and the war raging on, Harry thought they might have been good friends. Maybe one day that would be a reality.

Harry also wondered if perhaps Krum would be a good candidate to bring into the fold alongside Fleur. He trusted the man and knew how much he loathed dark wizards like Voldemort, given his family history with the likes of Grindelwald. Could Harry bring himself to confide in the Bulgarian with his deepest secrets, like his true past and the horcrux hunt? Was it wise to give such critical information to such a renowned worldwide celebrity, one whose political affiliations with the Potters was well-known by now?

He would have to think on that question before coming to a decision. But part of him liked the idea of reuniting the Triwizard Champions and banding together to defeat Voldemort as a cohesive unit. The war may be confined to Britain for now, but it would soon spill over to involve the rest of the world, and there was something poetic in the idea of Europe's three wizarding schools coming together to put down a common enemy once and for all.

"...AND KATIE BELL SCORES! That's the fifth goal of the game for the Gryffindor captain, but her team still trails Ravenclaw, 90 to 110!"

Harry had to hand it to Gryffindor: they were a rock-solid team. Katie had fully transformed the roster after multiple graduations the year before, and their new Chaser trio of Katie, Demelza, and Dean Thomas was a well-oiled machine. They were running up the score on Ravenclaw's defense, which was facing its first big test of the season and failing miserably.

There was just one problem for Gryffindor, and its name was Harry Potter. He was by far the most skilled player on the pitch, and poor Ginny Weasley was struggling to keep up with him at Seeker. The Beaters fought valiantly to keep him away from the Snitches, but he'd caught the first two in the first fifteen minutes to take a comfortable lead.

But that lead was getting less comfortable by the minute, as the third Snitch eluded him and Gryffindor's Chasers got them back in the hunt. Harry couldn't take anything for granted; he knew Ginny was a skilled flier, and if she spotted the final Snitch before him, it could mean game over. He would have to be the hero today and pull off the hat trick to deliver his team the victory.

"And here's Cho Chang with the Quaffle…" said Ernie Macmillan, filling in as announcer for the match. "She passes it to Selwyn, back to Chang, who shoots—SAVED BY MCLAGGEN! Another brilliant save by the Gryffindor Keeper!"

The red and gold faithful roared their appreciation as Cormac pumped his fist in the air. Harry groaned...his team had only managed a single goal today versus Gryffindor's nine, making his job more difficult. He'd hoped they could cushion the lead so the final Snitch wouldn't matter, but it seemed that would not be happening.

Fortunately, Harry spotted the final Snitch a few minutes later, as the two teams were distracted with a play at the opposite end of the pitch. Nobody even realized what had happened until Harry swooped up to take his victory lap, the final golden ball clutched tightly in his palm.

"HARRY POTTER HAS THE SNITCH!" Ernie Macmillan exclaimed as the crowd went wild around him. "Another hat trick for Ravenclaw's Seeker, delivering the victory to his team, 160 to 100!"

Harry landed and accepted his team's grateful congratulations. He could sense their guilt, but he didn't care...a win was a win, and he was glad to bail them out this time knowing that the situation could be reversed in the future.

He hoped to escape the pitch before being mobbed by classmates, but the Ravenclaw faithful stormed the pitch soon after, mobbing the team excitedly for the close victory. Harry was hoisted onto someone's shoulders, and he sheepishly accepted the praise as half the school chanted, "Potter! Potter! Potter!"

Eventually he was let down to his feet, and suddenly Harry found himself face to face with Tracey Davis. Before he could register it, she pulled him in close and engulfed him in a hungry kiss. He stood in shock for a split second, but decided to just go with it, returning the kiss with vigor as their classmates whooped and catcalled around them.

Eventually Tracey pulled away, a triumphant smirk on her face. "Wanna meet up later tonight?" she asked, quirking a suggestive eyebrow.

"Er…" Harry said, somewhat confused. "I thought you said you weren't looking for—"

"And I'm not," Tracey shrugged. "You've never heard of friends with benefits, Potter?"

"Well...I…" Harry stammered. He was sorely tempted, and visions of what he and Tracey might be able to get up to in private later danced through his mind. "I can't tonight. Maybe later this week."

Tracey looked slightly disappointed, but she ultimately just winked at him. "Good game, Harry," she said, disappearing back into the crowd as Harry fought his way back into the locker rooms.

Truth be told, he would love to take the night off and celebrate his victory with Tracey, but he had other plans. He had decided that tonight was the perfect night to perform the blood ritual he'd been gathering supplies for over the past few months. According to his Astronomy charts, Jupiter was entering Capricorn tonight, which Professor Sinistra said symbolized personal growth, ambition, and discipline. Magic was all about intent, after all, and Harry figured that must be a good omen for the success of his own growth and ambition.

Harry returned to the castle with his peers, accepting his House mates' praise and waiting for his opening. Fortunately, Ravenclaw was not the type of House to party heavily after a win, so by the time dinner rolled around, Harry was able to slip away unnoticed. Nobody would notice his absence, as he frequently made himself scarce on weekends already. Dumbledore may want him to be a leader for his classmates, and he was happy to do so...between Monday and Friday, that is.

Harry wound through the castle until he located an empty classroom for privacy. After checking the Marauder's Map to ensure he was alone, he called out: "Dobby!"

There was a small pop, and the house-elf appeared before him. "Is Mister Harry Potter requiring a journey into Hogsmeade?" asked Dobby.

"Yes," Harry nodded. Then, he got a better idea. "Er, actually...can you take me anywhere outside the castle?"

"Oh, yes, sir!" Dobby nodded eagerly. "Will Harry Potter be needing to go to Diagon Alley? Or to the Ministry of Magic? Or to his home in Godric's Hollow?"

"No, not exactly," said Harry. "Listen...are you able to take me somewhere that's under a Fidelius Charm?"

Dobby frowned, wringing his hands slightly in confusion. "If Dobby does not know the secret, Dobby cannot take you there," he muttered.

"What if I can share the secret with you?" said Harry, reaching into his robes. "Here—" And he withdrew a small scrap of parchment, which he'd asked Fleur to create for him the last time he saw her. He'd gotten the idea from his original fifth year, when the Advance Guard took him to Grimmauld Place for the first time and gave him the secret via the same method.

Dobby unfolded the parchment, reading Fleur's neat handwriting within: 'Harry Potter's safe house is located at Raven House in Ashewick.' Harry felt a small pulse of magic as Dobby shuddered slightly, his body accepting the secret via whatever mystical means the Fidelius Charm conferred it.

"Harry Potter has a safe house?" Dobby asked nervously.

"Yes I do," Harry nodded. "And technically I haven't broken any magical laws to acquire it, so you can keep it between us, right? You won't have to report this to the Headmaster, or the Ministry?"

Dobby looked uncertain about this. "And Mister Harry Potter is doing all of this to help Neville Longbottom?" he asked.

"That's exactly right, Dobby," said Harry. "And the fewer people know about this, the better. So what do you say?"

Dobby considered this for a moment. "Very well," the elf sighed. "Dobby does not tell if Dobby is not asked."

"Thank you, Dobby," said Harry, sighing with relief. "Can you take me to the front porch of the safe house?"

Dobby nodded and held out his hand. Harry accepted it, and felt himself twisting into oblivion before re-emerging at the front steps of Raven House. Dobby looked up at the place with trepidation, his bulbous eyes wide.

"It just needs a bit of renovation," Harry said to reassure the elf. "Can I call you from here tomorrow morning, to bring me back to the castle?"

"Yes, Dobby can come and retrieve Harry Potter from here," said the house-elf. Dobby bowed and disappeared with another small pop. Harry hoped the elf would keep his word and not tell anyone about this place...he couldn't share the secret of its location, of course, but it wouldn't do for Dumbledore and the Ministry to learn that he had a hidden safe house. So long as Dobby didn't see what Harry was planning upstairs, Harry didn't mind the elf knowing about this place, if only to save himself the long-distance Apparation journeys that took a lot out of him magically.

But now, Harry had the full evening to himself. He planned to work well into the night, preparing potions and performing the blood ritual he'd been planning for months now. He didn't need to be back at Hogwarts until the following afternoon for the Dueling Club meeting, giving him nearly twenty-four hours of uninterrupted time to himself. And he planned to take full advantage of it.

He first headed up to his potions lab, intent on starting the brewing process for several concoctions he wanted to make. He hoped to fashion himself a modified Auror's Toolkit of sorts, with a number of different substances he might find useful in a pinch. Blood Replenishers, poison antidotes, Skele-Gro, Wiggenweld Potion, and a couple of corner-case brews for specific situations. Some potions required rarer ingredients, such as Lethifold skin for Thief's Downfall and powered moonstone for Felix Felicis, which Harry would have to find ways to obtain before beginning to brew them.

Best to start off simple anyway. Harry began filling the first cauldron with ingredients for the Blood Replenisher, starting the fire underneath it once he was done. After stirring for thirty minutes and adding the final ingredient – five drops of his own blood – he let it sit, knowing it would need twelve hours to simmer before stirring again.

Next up was the poison antidote. It was a more complex recipe, but he knew it well thanks to his O.W.L. studies (and practical exam) the year before. This one needed even longer to simmer – three days – meaning he would be back at Hogwarts when it was done. So Harry set a timer for the duration, which would release a Freezing Charm on the flame and a Preservation Charm over the lid of the cauldron until he could return to resume the brew.

Harry started a few more potions that he knew would need a long time to prepare, before stepping back to admire his handiwork. The temperature in the room had increased significantly from the flames, but he was confident in his fire-proofing charms to keep the house from spontaneously combusting. He left the cauldrons to boil over low heat as he attended to his secondary, but more important, task of the evening.

In the next room over, Harry had been amassing all of the ingredients he needed for the blood ritual. One final trip to Knockturn Alley the weekend before had gotten him the last few rare supplies he needed – now it was simply a matter of putting it all together. Following the instructions from Krum's book to the tee, Harry situated the required ingredients at each tip of the pentagram, carving the activation runes along the edges of the star.

Before he knew it, only one ingredient remained. Harry had dreaded this moment for weeks, but he could not afford to back down now. He headed downstairs and back out to the front yard, which was plunged in darkness due to the late hour. He had a rabbit to catch.

Harry knew it was futile to grope around underneath the foundation of the house to ensnare Phantom from his hiding space. So instead, he lit up the grounds with a few glowing orbs, then directed his wand towards the base of the house. He began filling the crawl-space with water, knowing that Phantom would not be able to hide in there forever – it would have to leave the safety of the home to avoid drowning.

Within seconds, Harry spotted a blur of movement dart out from under the porch. He swiped his wand at it, his conjured ropes barely failing to ensnare the creature. He silently stalked along behind it, his footsteps muffled by a Feather-Light Charm, intent on catching the troublesome animal more quickly than it had taken him on Christmas Eve.

It was tedious work, but slowly Harry managed to get the rabbit cornered near the northern tip of the property. The creature eyed him warily from afar, as Harry slowly advanced, making sure to leave no escape avenues. Phantom was even more annoying to capture than a Snitch, possessing strong survival instincts and remarkable reflexes. But that was precisely why Harry had chosen him after all.

Eventually, Phantom made his move. The rabbit darted right, but Harry was prepared, conjuring a brick wall in its path to prevent it from slipping away. Phantom swerved left, directly into Harry's path; he attempted to dart between his legs, but Harry was ready for it, lunging and grabbing the rabbit by the foot before securing it to his chest.

Harry did his best to ignore the pitiful squeaks and screams the rabbit emitted as he transported it back upstairs. It was as if Phantom knew what was coming next and was trying desperately to escape his fate. I'll make it quick, Harry thought miserably as the poor creature writhed and wriggled in his hands. I won't let you suffer.

Harry brought Phantom into the ritual room and closed the door, kneeling within the pentagram. According to the book, he needed to slit the rabbit's throat and spill its blood at the northern tip of the pentagram. Such a simple description on paper, but a gruesome act in practice. Harry picked up his silver knife he'd devoted to this task in one hand, while clutching Phantom with the other.

He held the creature aloft and looked sadly into its eyes. Phantom stared right back, its eyes wide with terror. Harry could see the red rings around its pupils as it stilled for the first time, watching him, awaiting its fate. Can I really do this? Harry thought. Can I take an innocent creature's life? Is this the monster I've become?

But Voldemort will do much worse to Britain if I don't stop him, he reasoned. It's a worthy sacrifice. I'm sure Phantom would understand if I could explain it to him.

"I'm so sorry about this," Harry muttered as he brought the silver knife to the rabbit's throat. "I'll try to get it over with fast so you don't—ouch!"

Harry flinched as Rabbit lashed out and bit him on the finger. His free hand jerked, and the silver blade sliced across Phantom's throat, spilling blood everywhere. Harry watched in horror as the poor creature twisted and writhed in his hand, dying from the blood loss. Harry set Phantom down on the northern tip of the star and watched as it lay twitching for several more seconds before finally, mercifully, falling still.

I'm sorry, Harry thought, tears welling up in his eyes as he realized the cruel act he had committed. It had to be done.

Hands shaking, Harry turned to complete the final part of the ritual. He stripped off his outer layers and sat in the center of the pentagram. He needed to add his own blood to the activation rune at the base of the star, and thanks to Phantom, he didn't even need his knife for that – his injured finger would suffice. He smeared the bite wound against the proper rune, which glowed gold. The ritual was ready.

Harry closed his eyes and began to chant in Latin. As he completed the incantation, he felt the magic swirl around him in a maelstrom, the mingled blood and ingredients gathering in the air around him. He did his best to ignore the heavy vibrations rippling through his body, keeping his body still, allowing the ritual to work around and through him.

That was easier said than done. The ritual felt far more violent than the last one he'd performed; his entire body felt like it was being shaken tremendously, as if by an earthquake. His breathing became shallow as the swirling maelstrom raged around him, at times pelting him with small bits of ingredients or spurts of blood that stung his skin.

Did I do the ritual right? Harry wondered. What happens if I did it wrong? Can this kill me? Will I be terribly disfigured afterwards? Can I cancel this before it gets any worse?

But just as Harry was beginning to panic, the swirl of magic around him began to slow, and the vibrations through his body lessened. Harry continued to hold still until the magic in the air slowed to a crawl and eventually stilled, and silence returned to the room at last. He slowly opened his eyes – the room was a mess, blood splattering the walls, but he appeared to be intact, with only a pile of burned ingredients and a cooling rabbit carcass within a pentagram as evidence of what had happened here.

Harry shakily stood to his feet. He was covered in blood – a mixture of Phantom's and his own, he realized – and he felt rather light-headed. The vibrations had ceased, but his entire body was still tingling from head to toe – otherwise, he felt no different than before. Was that normal? Was he supposed to feel the positive effects straight away? How would he know if the ritual was successful?

No matter, Harry thought as he headed to the table to retrieve his wand and clothes. I'll just clean myself up and then lie down—

The next thing Harry knew, he was flat on his back, twitching and gasping for air. He suddenly felt like his lungs were the size of prunes, struggling to take in enough oxygen. No matter how hard he tried to suck in air, it was as though his airway was blocked and could not take in any more. Something had gone terribly wrong.

I'm going to die here, he thought in a panic. Nobody knows where I am…

Harry weighed his options. He could try to Apparate to St. Mungo's and hope a Healer saved him in time. He could try to get to the Hospital Wing at Hogwarts, but that would likely cause a panic as Madam Pomfrey and whoever else was present would surely alert the Headmaster (and the entire school). Only one option stood out to him, one that would save his life and allow him to keep his secret safe…

"Dobby!" he croaked. A moment later, there was a soft pop, and the house-elf appeared in the room beside him, only to recoil in horror at what he saw.

"Mister Harry Potter!" he yelped. "You are gravely injured! I must assist you to the hospital at once—"

"No," Harry rasped, only able to say a handful of words at a time with his limited breath. "Find Dahlia. My sister. Bring here."

"But...but she will not be able to get through the wards!" said a distraught Dobby, wringing his hands.

"Give her this," Harry croaked; he lunged for his pant leg, still dangling off the side of the table, and retrieved Fleur's folded note from the pocket. "Make her read. Then come."

Dobby took the folded parchment with shaking hands. "Dobby will try," the elf bowed, then disappeared with a pop.

Harry had no idea how long the elf was gone. His vision was starting to go black around the edges, and fog was penetrating his brain, making it hard to think. Should he have just bit the bullet and gone to St. Mungo's to face the consequences? Would his desire to keep his activities a secret be his downfall? Had he just doomed his sister to arrive to find her brother's lifeless body, covered in blood?

After what felt like an eternity, there was another pop, followed by a blood-curdling scream. "Harry!" Dahlia screamed, dropping to her knees beside him. "What have you done to yourself?!"

"Can't breathe," Harry gasped. He was fighting to keep his eyes open; Dahlia's terrified face was swimming in and out of his vision as he started to slip into unconsciousness.

Dahlia whipped out her wand and began muttering incantations under her breath. Harry could not make sense of the flashing red runes hovering over his chest; Dahlia began frantically muttering spells under her breath, but nothing was working. She was not trained enough for this...Harry wasn't going to make it…

Then, Harry felt like two balloons had expanded within his chest, and he took in a great, rasping breath. He hacked and coughed violently, trembling as full consciousness returned to him and oxygen filled his greedy lungs. But with it came a searing pain, running up and down his entire body, as he gasped and trembled on the ground, curled up in the fetal position.

"What the bloody hell are you doing?" Dahlia demanded, still kneeling beside him. Harry looked up into her tear-streaked face, her green eyes narrowed in terrified anger at him. "Where are we, and why are you alone, half-naked and covered in blood? And is that a dead rabbit?!"

"Yeah," Harry groaned, flopping over onto his back. "Thanks for the help."

Dahlia stood, taking in the full room for the first time. Her eyes scanned the blood-soaked walls before landing on the pentagram etched into the floor, to the rabbit corpse at the northern tip of the star, to the expended ingredients at the other four ends. "Were you doing a blood ritual on yourself?" she asked quietly.

"Yes," said Harry, finally feeling able to sit up again. "And I followed every instruction to the tee. I don't know what went wrong."

"Something must have contaminated the system," Dahlia frowned. "Your lungs collapsed in on themselves. Are you certain you didn't add any ingredients you weren't supposed to?"

"I don't think so—" Harry groaned. Dahlia suddenly perked up, nose sniffing something in the air. She darted for the door and headed down the hallway. A few seconds later, he heard another gasp.

"Are you brewing potions next door?" she demanded, rushing back into the room.

"Yeah," said Harry defensively. "So what? You never know when you might need something in a pinch—"

"Why the hell would you do a ritual so close to an active cauldron?" Dahlia demanded. "Did you even ventilate the house properly? I can smell the fumes from all the way down the hall!"

Harry opened his mouth to retort, then closed it again. He had forgotten to ventilate the potions lab. For all his caution in fire-proofing the place, he'd forgotten the most elementary step...the fumes from the brewing potions must have been sucked into the blood ritual with nowhere else to go.

"You're right," he admitted. "Look, I know I'm an idiot. Can you save the insults for later, when I haven't just had a near-death experience?"

Dahlia stood for a moment in the doorway, hands on her hips, glaring at him for his stupidity. But she finally relented, dropping to the ground to sit in front of him, wide eyes searching his face.

"What is going on, Harry?" she asked softly. "You're really scaring me. First a panicking house-elf shows up in my bed, demanding I read from a piece of paper, then takes me to find my brother nearly dead and covered in his own blood?"

"I'm sorry; I didn't mean to scare you," Harry sighed. "I just...didn't want anyone else to know about this place, or what I'd been doing. Can you keep it a secret?"

"That depends," said Dahlia. "I want to know where we are and what you've been doing here. I won't tell Mum and Dad, but you can't expect me to save your life and say nothing without telling me what the hell is going on!"

"You're right," Harry nodded. He trusted Dahlia completely, and he knew it would be cathartic to let her in on some of what he was planning. Part of him wanted to spill everything, to tell her his whole life story, how he came to exist in this reality via the Veil, how he had dedicated himself to destroying Voldemort's horcruxes at all costs. But he couldn't bring himself to do that yet. That was one traumatic tale too many...he would save that for another day.

Instead, he told her about his decision to establish a safe house. His belief that his days at Hogwarts were limited. His entrance into the underground dueling tournament. His frustrating duels with Dumbledore, and subsequent realization that he wasn't good enough to stand up to the most powerful wizards alive. And he ended by tearfully explaining his sacrifice of Phantom the rabbit to enhance his speed and reflexes, winding up with a botched ritual that required Dahlia's intervention.

Dahlia listened patiently as Harry concluded his tale. He expected her to yell at him, to chastise him for being so stupid, for risking his life unnecessarily. Instead, she wrapped her arms around him in a hug, catching him off-guard.

"You're only one person, Harry," she said. "Why do you insist on putting so much pressure on yourself? There's a lot of other people who want to help, you know."

"I know things no one else does about this war," said Harry. "I have no choice but to act on that knowledge. And I'm not alone...Fleur and Bill have been helping me."

"Whatever you're doing, Bill didn't sound thrilled about it either," said Dahlia. "Why not ask Dad for help?"

"He's got too much going on at the Ministry," said Harry. "I promise, Dahlia, I've got things under control...I just made a small mistake with the ritual, that's all. It won't happen again."

Dahlia frowned as she considered these words. "Fine," she said, then she got back to her feet and marched out of the room and down the hall.

"Where are you going?" asked Harry, standing to follow her.

"To fix this sorry excuse for a potions lab of yours," said Dahlia, walking into the next room. "For one thing, you're storing your cold, warm and wet ingredients too closely together without temperature control. For another, the cauldrons should be farther spaced apart – wait, are you brewing Blood Replenishers right next to a poison antidote? Are you trying to cause an explosion?!"

Harry chuckled and set to work re-organizing the lab under Dahlia's instruction. She'd inherited their mother's potions genius, and spent the next hour pointing out every minuscule flaw in his setup. She also insisted on checking every ingredient he'd added to each cauldron – to his relief, he'd at least gotten that part right, as she gave each recipe a curt nod of acknowledgment, reminding Harry amusingly of Snape.

After a while, Harry found himself feeling quite fatigued...the adrenaline rush of the ritual had worn off, and his entire body was sore. A quick Tempus told him that it was nearly three in the morning.

"You should get back to your dorm before anyone notices," he told Dahlia. "I'll summon Dobby to bring you back."

"Not a chance," said Dahlia, shaking her head. "Your lungs need time to stabilize, and someone has to stay here and make sure you don't suffocate to death in your sleep. I'm staying."

"Really, you don't have to," Harry insisted. "This place is a mess – you shouldn't be here."

"You're right, it is a mess," said Dahlia, looking around. "I can't believe Fleur let you stay in a place this disgusting. What is it with men and insisting on living in squalid conditions?"

Harry rolled his eyes and laughed at the jab. He had established this place as a safe haven for himself alone, with no thought for aesthetic or livability besides its magical protections. It seemed that no matter his efforts to sequester himself, his friends and family would not allow him to hide away from the world in darkness. He allowed Dahlia to lead the way downstairs, as she shot glowing orbs of light into every darkened corner to brighten up the space considerably.

Harry settled into the lone cot downstairs, his head feeling heavy already as he rested it on the pillow. "Get some rest," Dahlia instructed him. "I'll get this house into shape in the meantime, so it doesn't burn down or collapse in on itself while you sleep."

"You're amazing, you know that, right?" Harry murmured sleepily. "Thank you. For everything."

Dahlia knelt by his side and gave him another concerned look. "I don't know what you're doing or why you're doing it," she sighed. "But don't ever do something like that again without telling me first, okay? If you die attempting some crackpot ritual by yourself, I'll bloody kill you."

Harry laughed at this. "Love you, twerp," he quipped.

"Love you too, dimwit."

As Harry drifted off to sleep, he felt oddly at ease knowing that Dahlia had his back. Not only medically, but emotionally as well...she was far from the scared little girl he'd met over five years ago, emerging as a confident young woman who stood up for those she cared about. There was no questioning the House she belonged in...despite her obvious fear for her loved ones' safety, she would stand beside them and help however she could, no matter the consequences.

He also felt a twinge of regret and guilt for Phantom's gruesome fate. Such a selfish act, taking the creature's vitality and stealing it for himself! I promise your death won't be in vain, Phantom, Harry thought as he faded into oblivion. I'll take the gift you've given me and make the world a safer place for everybody.

A/N: It has come to my attention that a user by the name of Holy_Chad is reposting this fic under a different title on Webnovel without my permission. More concerning is that they are also advertising a Patre0n offering "advance" chapters of my stolen work for money. I have reported the Patre0n page (August_Writing) and would encourage others to do the same. I do not believe it is ethical to profit off of copyrighted material, ESPECIALLY when you didn't even write the material yourself. For shame!
Year 6-10: Side Effects

Harry didn't notice any changes from his blood ritual straight away. He'd slept for most of Sunday, until Dobby gently awoke him to remind him of the Dueling Club meeting as he'd requested. Harry went through the meeting in a daze, once again allowing Neville to lead most of the exercises in his stead as he fought off a dull pounding in his head. Once the meeting had adjourned, Harry retired to his dorm, sleeping straight through dinner and into the night, his body exhausted.

He woke up before dawn the following day, suddenly alert and wide-awake. He sat up, eyes adjusting to the dark room, listening to the ambient noise of the dorm. He could hear each of his four roommates' breathing in their beds, the subtle creaking of pipes in the walls, and even a house fly buzzing around in the hallway. He felt more acutely aware of his environment than ever before.

Suddenly Harry felt the strong urge to get up and move around. He got out of bed and slipped on running gear before heading out of Ravenclaw Tower. He hadn't been going on early-morning runs much lately, with the shoddy weather and his busy schedule. But right now he felt jittery and full of energy, as though he'd been trapped in a cage and yearned to be free.

As soon Harry's feet touched down on grass, he took off running. He could barely feel the biting cold as he headed down for the lake, nor the light snow flakes landing on his skin. He barely even had to pace himself as he rounded the icy shores, his legs carrying him far faster around the water than ever before. And his heart rate was barely even elevated – it was like it took no effort at all.

Harry lost track of how many laps around the lake he took that morning. Five? Six? Usually he began to fatigue after three or four, but today he felt limitless, like he could keep going forever. He'd never measured the exact distance around the lake, but it had to be at least a mile and a half, if not two. He wasn't even in peak Quidditch shape, having cut down on practices during the winter months...there was no mistaking this as a side-effect of the blood ritual.

As the sun began to rise over Hogwarts, Harry became aware of a new presence on the grounds: Katie Bell, beginning her own morning run. He spotted her on the opposite shore of the lake, and despite being well over an hour into his own run, he accelerated, intent on catching up to her from behind. Within minutes he was pulling up behind her, tapping her on the shoulder to get her attention.

"Blimey, Harry!" Katie gasped, pulling up to a stop. "You scared me! How did you sneak up so quietly?"

"I'm just stealthy like that," Harry grinned; he was hardly even winded from his long run. "Good game on Saturday...you had the better team, no question."

"Well, you were the better player," Katie shrugged with a grin. "Ravenclaw vs. Hufflepuff ought to be interesting...your cousin's become a right menace at Beater."

"I look forward to the challenge," said Harry. "Alright if I join you for your run?"

"Really?" Katie frowned. "I saw you running from my dorm room window half an hour ago...you're still going?"

"Yeah, I feel good today," Harry shrugged. "Think you can keep up, Bell?"

"You're on, Potter," Katie smirked, and they took off running together. Harry was glad to be back on friendly terms with Katie; their romance hadn't worked out, but he still valued her company as a friend. They jogged together for another half-hour, bantering about Quidditch and life, until Katie called it quits with a stitch in her side. Harry still felt great, like he could keep going for another lap, but it was nearing breakfast time and he had classes to attend.

Even as his lessons progressed throughout the week, Harry felt fully attentive, his mind sharp and clear. Usually he began to flag in the early afternoon, his energy waning as the day progressed, but now he was firing on all cylinders, even earning praise from Professor Sinistra after his Astronomy lesson for his insightful questions during her lecture.

There was no question now that the blood ritual had given Harry tremendous mental and physical benefits. He was eager to see how it helped him in other areas, like dueling, but suspected he would see a marked improvement there as well. But he would never forget what he had to sacrifice to gain such benefits, and he said a quiet thanks to Phantom over dinner that evening, intending to honor the rabbit and not take for granted what he had given Harry.

January melted into February, and Harry settled into his new routine. He now ran for several hours every morning, which was necessary to burn off some of the excess energy he had built up in his body now after the ritual. His workload was increasing in his N.E.W.T. subjects, and he found that his homework and reading took him less time than usual due to his improved focus and mental clarity.

Part of him morbidly looked forward to his next meeting with Dumbledore, just to see how much improvement he'd seen in that department. But the Headmaster was increasingly busy as of late, sending Harry missives two weeks in a row apologizing for being unable to meet him. That was fine by Harry too: he could use some space from Dumbledore right now as he focused on other things.

Another Hogsmeade weekend was fast approaching, and Harry planned to spend it away from the castle again as usual. He wanted to check up on his potions progress, and perhaps make another foray to the Spiked Chalice to see about making some more money. But those plans changed when Tracey approached him at breakfast one morning, as he scarfed down a plateful of eggs after his customary two-hour run.

"Morning, Harry," she greeted him casually, sitting next to him. "Will you come to Hogsmeade with me this weekend?"

"Morning, Tracey," Harry greeted her. "Er, I sorta had plans that afternoon. What did you have in mind?"

"I know I said I wasn't looking to date you," said Tracey quickly. "But Daphne's agreed to lunch with Theo Nott, and she asked me to come with her. I'd love for you to come as my double date, but if you don't want to, I can find somebody else."

"Nott?" Harry frowned. "What's she doing, going out with that prick?"

"I told her it was a bad idea," Tracey grimaced. "But his dad's a respected Lord, and they've offered her a marriage contract, so she feels obligated to go."

"Wasn't he sacked from the Wizengamot after he was caught in the sting last year?" Harry frowned.

"Yes, but the charges were dropped," said Tracey. "He has good lawyers, it would seem."

Harry considered this. He didn't know Theo Nott very well, but he was always hanging out with Draco Malfoy and his cronies, and his father was a known Voldemort sympathizer, so Harry automatically disliked him. Joining the boy for lunch sounded unpleasant, but he didn't want to resign Daphne and Tracey to such a fate alone, and figured it could be an opportunity to learn more about what was going on behind the scenes among Slytherin's darker circles.

"Sure, I'll come," he said.

"Great!" Tracey beamed. "We'll meet you in the Great Hall at ten. I promise I'll make it up to you!" And she planted a kiss on his cheek before skipping back to the Slytherin table.

Part of Harry wondered if Tracey was subtly manipulating him, claiming not to be interested but manufacturing excuses to get close to him. But truthfully, he didn't mind if that was the case. He enjoyed her company and would humor her, if only to see where it might lead later. (Did that make him a bad person? Was he using her? Was she using him? Or were they using each other?)

He met the group of Slytherins in the Great Hall that Saturday, noting the tense atmosphere at once. Daphne was wearing the same traditional dress she had at Lily's Slug Club party, while Theo Nott wore flowing robes of deep purple, a family crest emblazoned on his breast that indicating his status as heir to a noble family. Tracey, meanwhile, sported a Muggle overcoat and jeans, looking supremely awkward beside the two pure-bloods.

"Harry, you made it!" she smiled when she saw him, greeting him with a hug.

"Hey, Trace," he said, before turning to the others. "Daphne. Nott."

"Potter," Theo said brusquely, giving him a jerky sort of nod. He clearly did not look happy to be spending time with Harry either.

"Greetings, Heir Potter," Daphne said with an elegant curtsy. Harry stifled a laugh, figuring he shouldn't mock her customs, especially knowing that she wasn't being forced into them. He did notice that her attire seemed ill-suited for the snowy environment, so he figured he would be polite instead.

"Won't you be cold wearing that in the snow, Daphne?" he asked. "Here, let me—" And he drew his wand, casting a Warming Charm on her.

At once he realized he'd committed some kind of faux pas. Theo flinched, and Daphne suddenly looked flustered, looking nervously from Harry to Theo. "Er...thank you, Heir Potter, but I can manage on my own," she said awkwardly.

"Oh," said Harry. "Er...sorry." He wondered if perhaps he'd interrupted some pure-blood courting ritual, in which the male offered his coat to the female to keep her warm. He looked to Tracey for help, only to find her snickering quietly at his confusion.

"Shall we meet you at the Three Broomsticks?" Tracey suggested to Daphne. "We'll let you get your own carriage to get to know one another."

"Excellent idea, Tracey, thank you," Daphne nodded. Tracey grabbed Harry's arm and steered him away; once they were out of earshot, she broke down in a fit of giggles.

"C'mon, don't mock me," Harry groaned. "I don't understand half the shite these pure-bloods consider traditional or whatever."

"I'm laughing at them, not you, Harry," Tracey reassured him. "Daphne turns into a different person when she's in 'heiress mode', as I call it. She claims to enjoy it, but I know she'll be venting to me later tonight about how awful of a time she had with him. I don't know why she puts up with it myself."

Harry and Tracey grabbed a carriage into the village, laughing about the odd customs pure-bloods had to go through. Harry realized that he didn't know a lot about Tracey's own family history – she must have ties to pure-blood families herself, given her status as a Slytherin.

"My grandmother was a Rowle," Tracey explained. "She was contracted to marry a pure-blood at seventeen, but she ran off and married a Muggle instead. Got kicked out of the family for it. Both mine and Mark's dads got plenty of grief for it when they were in Hogwarts, but that was before You-Know-Who rose to power. I guess things are changing for the better in that regard."

"Definitely," Harry agreed. "I don't know if a Potter would have been able to marry a Muggle-born back then and been able to keep his status as heir."

"It helps that your mum is a total bad-ass," Tracey remarked. "I didn't think we'd ever have a teacher as good as your dad, but she's even cooler than he is! Really makes you wonder how their son ended up so boring and lame."

"Har, har," Harry chuckled. "Who agreed to this disaster of a double-date waiting to happen, anyway?"

"Hey, I told you I'd make it up to you," Tracey winked. She ran her hand up his thigh, causing a shiver to run down his spine. He forced his mind not to wander off to more salacious thoughts as they pulled into the village.

Harry casually observed each group of students disembarking from their carriages as they waited for Daphne and Theo to arrive. Damian was present, accompanied by his gaggle of fourth-year friends; Ginny, Dahlia and Astoria were grouped up, no doubt seeking to stir up trouble; Demelza and Luna walked down the high road hand-in-hand, the former looking nervous and the latter cheery as always; and the Golden Trio also arrived together, though Ron quickly broke off to meet Sally-Anne Perks. Harry watched them all disperse into the village, grateful that the Ministry had upped the Auror protection in the village during student visits to prevent any incidents like last year.

He noticed that there was no sign of Draco Malfoy or his group of goons here. That was odd...the last time they'd skipped out on Hogsmeade, dementors had descended upon the village. That was unlikely to happen again, given the increased protections – besides, Theo Nott would be there, meaning he would be in the firing line alongside everyone else. Still, Harry couldn't help but wonder what Malfoy was up to back at the castle, apparently too busy for both Quidditch and a casual afternoon outing.

Daphne and Theo arrived soon after, and based on the sour expressions on their faces, they hadn't found much common ground during the short ride into the village. The four walked into the Three Broomsticks together and found a table in the corner, where they ordered lunch and settled in for what would surely be an awkward meal.

Harry sat and nibbled on a sandwich as Daphne and Theo discussed banal matters that held little interest to him. Upcoming social gatherings, politics (not relating to the war), and the poor weather in Yorkshire, where both of their parents resided. Tracey occasionally tried to interject and involve herself and Harry in the conversation, but it was clear she was also out of her depth in such matters, so the two of them sat largely in silence listening to the two pure-bloods talk at one another.

Eventually their conversation strayed to a topic that caught Harry's attention. "Father says that Dumbledore has given up his seat in the Wizengamot," Theo remarked casually. "He was the longest-sitting member by several decades...that ought to shake up the dynamics significantly."

"He did?" Harry frowned. "Why would he do that?"

Theo gave Harry an odd look. "I would've thought you of all people would know, Potter," he scoffed.

"Why me?"

"Aren't you Dumbledore's favorite?" Theo asked. "You spend more time with him than anyone else at the school, besides maybe Longbottom."

Harry laughed openly at this. "His favorite?" he repeated. "More like his pet project. I'm pretty sure he's only agreed to tutor me to curry favor with my father."

All three at the table looked surprised by this information. "We all thought he was raising you as his protegee," said Daphne. "There was a rumor he was even teaching you how to duel."

"He hasn't taught me much of anything lately," Harry said bitterly. "He's just keeping an eye on me, mostly. After my incident with Malfoy last year, I don't think he trusts me very much."

There was a thoughtful silence after these words. "Well, to answer your question, Potter, nobody knows why Dumbledore is stepping down," Theo continued. "Especially now, given the war and his ties to the Minister. He must have something more important to do with his time."

Harry was getting that sense as well. Dumbledore had taken to leaving the castle for days at a time, and had canceled several weeks' worth of lessons with Harry in a row. What was he up to? Did it have anything to do with his lessons with Neville? Despite his recent close proximity to the Headmaster, Harry felt even further from understanding the man and his motivations than ever before.

The conversation drifted elsewhere again, and Harry's attention wandered to the pub around him. It was full of students, seeking reprieve from the cold; he spied his sister and her friends at a table across the room, enjoying a carefree outing. It was nice to see his sister looking so relaxed; she didn't voice her fears openly all the time, but he knew she was afraid for her family's safety in this war. Hopefully this would all be over soon and he could enjoy the sound of her laughter more often.

The door opened, and Neville and Hermione hurried out of the cold and into the Three Broomsticks together. Neville's eyes immediately landed on Dahlia, as she and her friends suddenly stilled to look at him in silence. For a moment Neville looked like he wanted to say something, but then he moved on, passing by their table in silence, red-faced.

"What's the story between your sister and Longbottom?" asked Tracey, following Neville's path to the back of the pub.

"Dunno," Harry sighed. "I've learned the hard way not to meddle in Dahlia's affairs."

"She's wise to keep her options open anyway," Daphne remarked. "I'm sure she'll receive many lucrative contract offers when she turns sixteen."

"As if she would ever consider a marriage contract," Harry snorted. "She'd more likely hex any bloke who tried to offer her one."

"Just because your family rejects pure-blood customs doesn't mean you can insult those of us who still care about tradition, Potter," Theo said icily.

"Tradition, eh?" Harry sneered. "That why your father supports a pure-blood supremacist movement, led by a man who isn't even a pure-blood?"

"I resent that accusation," Theo glared. "My father was cleared of all charges in that raid."

"Yes, and I'm sure you hang out with Malfoy and his cronies for unrelated reasons," Harry glared right back.

"Boys, enough," Tracey said sharply. "Be civil. Can't we just enjoy a simple meal without this war infecting our conversation?"

Harry and Theo continued to glare at one another for a moment. "Fine," Harry muttered, tearing his eyes away from Theo at last. His father might not be a convicted Death Eater, but he might as well be one in Harry's eyes – actually, the fact that he hadn't been caught made him twice as dangerous in their society.

Daphne and Theo fell back into courting mode as Harry forced himself to focus his mind elsewhere. He watched idly as Ron Weasley and Sally-Anne Perks sat at a corner booth, the former making some grand exaggeration recreation of a save he'd made in the previous match against Slytherin. Ginny Weasley was concentrating very hard on their booth from afar, apparently trying to levitate a napkin into Sally-Anne's glass of Butterbeer.

Eventually he realized someone had asked him a question. "Sorry?" he said, returning his attention to the table.

"I asked if you wanted to go to Zonko's," Tracey repeated. "We wouldn't want to overstay our welcome on Daphne and Theodore's date."

"N-no, you aren't overstaying at all!" Daphne said, suddenly looking desperate. "We're having such a lovely time, aren't we, Harry?" Harry had to stifle a laugh...clearly Daphne was not looking forward to her time alone with Theo.

"Zonko's sounds delightful," Theo piped in. "Shall we join them after our meal, Heiress Greengrass?"

"Yes, let's," said Daphne, sounded relieved. Tracey looked a bit put-out; Harry could tell she was trying to get out of the awkward dynamic. Harry too was surprised...he would have thought Theo would jump at the opportunity to ditch Harry, just as Harry was also eager to leave Theo. But Daphne seemed glad for their company, so he would suck it up for her sake.

They stayed a while longer munching on their food and discussing mundane topics. They decided to leave early when chaos erupted across the room, as Sally-Anne Perks had spontaneously sprouted feathers and transformed into a canary after sipping her Butterbeer. There was general pandemonium as several bystanders attempted to reverse the spell, while Ron laughed his ass off and Ginny attempted to look innocent the next table over. Harry and his group stood to leave just as Sally-Anne was transformed back into a human, storming out of the room as an apologetic Ron chased after her.

The two pairs walked down the road to Zonko's, which was similarly crowded with eager students. Harry had always enjoyed the uncontrolled chaos of joke shops; it reminded him of Fred and George Weasley, who may have chosen a different career path in this timeline but nonetheless enjoyed a good prank. He took in the various sights and sounds of the shop (and smells, unfortunately, as a second-year accidentally knocked over a shelf full of Dungbombs, forcing everyone to erect Bubble-Head Charms to breathe again).

At one point Tracey excitedly pointed out a display of glamour potions, dragging Daphne away to examine them. That left Harry and Theo alone to awkwardly wander around through the shop together. Harry realized this might be an opportunity to get some valuable information.

"Couldn't help but notice Malfoy and his mates didn't come to Hogsmeade today," he remarked casually.

"Yeah," Theo shrugged noncommittally.

"And he's not playing Quidditch this year either," Harry went on. "He must not have time for extra-curriculars."

"Don't see much of him these days," said Theo neutrally. "Always busy with something or other."

"Busy with anything in particular?" Harry asked.

Theo looked up to give Harry a suspicious look. "Why, do I look like his handler or something?" he asked.

"I just figured you might know, since you two are close," said Harry.

"He's my dorm mate, not my best mate," Theo scoffed. "Do you keep tabs on Michael Corner all day?"

"Fair point," Harry chuckled. Then, after a short pause, he tried, "But surely you must have noticed if something odd was going on—"

"Bloody hell, Potter," Theo groaned, turning to face Harry fully. "Why don't you ask me what you really want to ask me? You think he's gone dark like his father?"

"I've heard rumors," Harry shrugged.

"For the record, Draco does not clue me in to everything going on in his personal life," Theo said pointedly. "And if he did, I certainly wouldn't share the particulars with you."

"Why, because my dad's the Minister?" Harry demanded.

"Because you're a right prick when you want to be, Potter," said Theo. "I don't give a rat's arse who your father is – I certainly don't take after my own father in every way. But why would I give you more fuel to make Draco's life more miserable than it already is?"

"If you'll remember, Draco is the one who came after me for the past five years—" Harry said hotly.

"And he has paid dearly for it," said Theo. "His family reputation is tarnished, and his future outside the castle is looking bleak. The last thing he wants or needs is you making it worse. I'm not saying he's a good person, but don't kick a bloke while he's down, will you?"

Harry did not respond to this. He hadn't given much thought to Draco's state of mind over the past few months. He certainly looked like he wanted nothing to do with Harry whenever they'd crossed paths this term. Did the boy deserve a second chance after being thoroughly humbled by his father's disgrace? Was Harry overreacting to his presence in the castle, mistaking his paranoia for malice? It bore consideration.

Tracey and Daphne returned to the group soon after, and Theo offered to buy Daphne the entire set of glamour potions she had returned with. Harry offered the same, but Tracey politely declined, paying for her own handful of goods before the group exited the shop.

"Well, this was a lot of fun," said Tracey. "Shall we leave the two of you to it, then?"

"Yes, I suppose so," Daphne sighed, looking a bit put-out. "Theodore and I must discuss the particulars of our prospective contract, in case we decide to wed." Theo nodded glumly beside her; Harry had a sinking suspicion that they would not be going through with the union, but he said nothing. Instead, he merely waved goodbye as the two departed for someplace warmer.

Tracey took Harry by the hand and all but dragged him down the lane. Why the sudden urgency? Harry wondered. She steered him through the throngs of students before turning sharply down a side alley. No sooner had they left the sight of the passers-by did she pounce on him, shoving him against the wall and smothering him with a needy kiss.

"Merlin, I've missed this ever since the party," she whined into his mouth. "You do like to play hard to get, don't you, Harry Potter?"

"Wouldn't do to be an easy catch, would it?" Harry quipped, as he eagerly responded to her advances.

"No, it wouldn't," Tracey agreed, her hands massaging his chest. "There's something mysterious about you. Something dangerous."

"Not buying into the rumors that I've gone dark, are you?" Harry asked, half-jokingly.

"Only in my fantasies," Tracey smirked, looking up into his eyes hungrily. "Now, I did promise I would repay the favor, and I have every intention of—eep!"

Tracey suddenly jumped backwards out of reach, looking at him fearfully. Harry froze, standing stock-still...had he done something wrong? Had he misread her intentions somehow and crossed a line?

"Er...you alright, Tracey?" he asked nervously.

"Yeah...sorry," Tracey sighed, placing a trembling hand to her chest to calm herself. "It's just...your eyes. They frightened me."

"My eyes?" Harry frowned. "What about them?"

"You haven't noticed?" asked Tracey. She reached into her purse and withdrew a small handheld mirror, holding it up to Harry. He took it and examined his own reflection. At first he didn't understand what she was talking about. But as he peered closer, he saw it: subtle and faint, but definitely there. Two blood-red rings, circling his green irises, giving his eyes an ominous and eerie appearance up close.

"Must not have slept well last night," Harry quipped, handing back the mirror. Tracey chuckled, but still looked a bit shaken from the interaction. Harry knew that it must be an unexpected byproduct of the blood ritual, as Phantom had had identical red rings around his own eyes. He would have to take care to apply a glamour to his eyes in the morning now, lest anyone else should notice.

Harry and Tracey stood awkwardly across from each other in the narrow alleyway. The mood had been sufficiently soured, and Harry wasn't sure what the proper protocol from here was.

"Well...it's rather cold out here," Tracey muttered. "Shall we find someplace warmer?"

"Sure," Harry agreed, and they returned to the main thoroughfare together.

They walked side by side through the village, peering into window displays, making idle small talk about classmates. Harry wasn't entirely sure what this was...a date, a friendly hang-out, or something in between. And frankly, he wasn't entirely in the mood to guess – he had more important things to be doing with his time. He felt badly for thinking this, but spending casual time with Tracey was not the ideal use of his weekend.

"Well, this was fun," he eventually mustered during a lull in the conversation. "But I think I'd best head back to the castle now."

"Off to plot your takeover of Britain?" Tracey quipped. Then, seeing the surprised look in his eye, she added, "Sorry, bad joke."

"People don't actually believe that, do they?" Harry asked worriedly.

"It's a common joke, but no, I don't think so," said Tracey. "We know your mum and dad would have your hide before you got that far."

"That's certainly true," Harry agreed with a laugh. "Good night, Tracey."

"Night, Harry," she said. She pulled him in for one last lingering kiss; they both lost themselves in it for a moment, holding each other close, before remembering they were in public and pulling apart.

Once again Harry contemplated throwing his plans out the window and spending the rest of the evening with Tracey. Why shouldn't he be allowed to indulge in a little fun? Why shouldn't he take advantage of his reputation and make some lasting pleasurable memories before—

Suddenly Harry froze, ears suddenly perking up at something far off in the distance. Something distinct from the whistling winds and laughing children. He couldn't quite place it, but he got the sudden distinct feeling that something was very wrong.

"Do you hear that?" he asked.

"What?" said Tracey. "I don't hear anything…"

Harry tried to tune his hearing to whatever had caught his attention. Something high-pitched and distant, barely audible over the din of the village around him. A scream.

He took off running without even saying goodbye to Tracey. He drew his wand, half-expecting bedlam to descend upon the village in moments. Dementors? Death Eaters? Werewolves? Dozens of doomsday scenarios ran through his mind, as he rushed forth to deal with whatever madness Voldemort had in store…

But as he approached the source of the commotion, he instead found a small group of students on the outskirts of the village, on the road leading back up to the castle. They were standing in a semi-circle, staring down at a screaming girl, writhing around on the ground. Harry didn't recognize her at first, but it finally clicked as his mind registered the sneakers on her feet, the ones with built-in Cushioning Charms that he'd gifted her for the holidays.

"Dahlia!" he gasped, dropping to her side. His sister was frothing at the mouth, eyes wide and fixed on the cloudy sky, screaming an inhumane screech of sheer agony.

"S-she wasn't herself, Harry!" sobbed Ginny Weasley, kneeling at her other side. "She wouldn't listen to me...kept saying she had to deliver something to the castle—"

Ginny pointed to a bundle of parchment lying in the snow beside Dahlia. Harry caught a glimpse of an ornate necklace, one that looked vaguely familiar to him. Immediately he sensed the malicious magic radiating from the necklace, promising immense suffering for anyone who picked it up.

"Don't touch that!" Harry barked, pointing at the necklace. Nearby students leapt out of the way in fear as Harry pointed his wand at the offending object. He conjured a marble box and stuffed the necklace inside of it, before sealing it shut and stuffing it into his robes. He then scooped up the still-screaming Dahlia into his arms and stood.

"Tell Dumbledore I'm taking her to St. Mungo's," Harry told the surrounding students. And he turned on the spot, Disapparating away from the village with a resounding crack.

It took nearly an entire ward full of Healers to calm Harry down upon arrival at St. Mungo's. Once the initial shock of his appearance in the lobby wore off, and he'd handed off his sister and the cursed necklace to the attendants, he tried to force his way through onto the ward with her. The Healers tried in vain to keep him back, informing him that Dahlia was in good hands and they needed space to work on her, until one of them was forced to Stun Harry to keep him from clawing his way past them all anyway.

He awoke in a daze in an empty room elsewhere on the floor. He jerked awake, suddenly remembering the dire situation, jumping to his feet to find his sister—

"Relax, sweetheart," said Lily, who had been sitting in a chair beside him. "Dahlia's being taken care of as we speak. She's going to be alright."

Harry stared wildly into his mother's eyes. Only once the weight of her words hit him did he relax, sinking back onto the bed in relief. Dahlia would survive.

"It was a close thing, though," muttered James; Harry's father was also present in the room, pacing to and fro and looking just as haggard and stressed as Harry remembered from Christmas. "They said a few more minutes and she might not have made it."

"How did you get her here so quickly?" Lily asked her son.

"Apparated," Harry shrugged.

"Without a license?" Lily sighed. "Dear, we talked about this...you're underage, and you could have Splinched yourself or Dahlia—"

"Lay off him, Lily," James sighed. "He saved her life...I think we can forgive him for taking the fastest possible route he could think of."

"Yes, you're right," Lily sighed, retaking her seat. "Darling, can you tell us what happened? Ginny wasn't able to tell us much...she just said Dahlia began acting strange, then she touched that necklace and started screaming."

"Sounds about right," Harry shrugged. "I got there later. But it's obvious what this is, isn't it?"

"Is it?" Lily frowned, looking confused.

"Draco Malfoy," said Harry. "He's been plotting something all term, and clearly Voldemort instructed him to target my family members since he can't go after me directly."

"It can't have been Draco," sighed James. "Kingsley's looking into this matter directly, and although he was an early suspect, he was not even present at Hogsmeade, as he was serving detention with Professor Snape at the time."

"How convenient," Harry muttered dubiously.

"And Ginny said Dahlia was going on about delivering the package to somebody in the castle," said Lily. "We think it may have been an Imperius Curse. It seems like she was just an unintended side effect of whatever the true plot was."

"So that's it, then?" Harry huffed. "We're just going to let this go without asking questions? Your own daughter nearly dies to an Unforgivable Curse, and you just shrug it off?"

"We most certainly are not!" said James sternly. "The Aurors are actively investigating this as a murder attempt. We are not taking this lightly."

"And you are not to involve yourself," Lily said warningly. "We know you have a tendency to take matters into your own hands, but we are handling it."

"My sister was nearly killed!" Harry protested. "And I'm supposed to sit and do nothing about it?"

"You will look out for yourself and for your cousin," said James. "And carry on. Voldemort wants us to panic and over-react, and we mustn't play into his hands. We will prove to him that one incident will not break our family."

Harry wasn't sure he saw it that way. If anything, it would prove to Voldemort that he could take cheap shots against the Potters without retaliation. And what was his big idea, anyway? To leave Harry untouched while harming those around him? What kind of message was he trying to send? Or was there more going on than Harry was privy to?

Regardless, he knew he could not simply let this go. He wouldn't do anything rash, but he would be looking into the matter. What if Draco was responsible? What if Theo Nott had agreed to the double date in order to keep Harry preoccupied while this plot was underway? The very thought made his blood boil, and he intended to learn the truth from both boys – whether they wanted to give it up willingly or not.

The Healers would not let the Potters in to see Dahlia for several hours as they worked to stabilize her. When they finally did, she looked sickly and frail, lying prone in a hospital bed connected to half a dozen whirring machines.

"We've placed her under a magical coma," a Healer explained. "The curse drew heavily on her magic, so her core will need time to replenish."

"How long?" asked Lily fearfully.

"Maybe weeks, maybe months," the Healer shrugged. "She's responding well to treatment so far, though. Her magic must be strong to fight off the effects so well."

"That's my girl," James said weakly as he sank to his daughter's bedside, clasping her pale hand in his own. Harry and Lily took her other side, watching in silence as Dahlia breathed peacefully in her magically-induced sleep. Aside from the occasional twitch across her face and beep from the monitors, she could have just been taking a nap.

The Potters sat quietly talking over Dahlia's prone form for some time. The afternoon stretched long into evening, and eventually Lily yawned and glanced at her watch before standing. "Come, Harry, I'd best get you back to the castle," she said. "You need your rest."

"I'm not going anywhere," Harry said adamantly. "I'm staying right here."

"There are guards stationed all throughout St. Mungo's," James said softly. "Dahlia is perfectly safe."

"Do you trust every one of them?" Harry asked. "What if getting her to St. Mungo's was only part of the plan, to get her out of the castle? I'm not letting her stay here unattended."

James and Lily glanced at one another nervously, a silent conversation playing out between them. "Alright," James sighed. "But try to get some sleep. We'll be back as soon as we can." And they each hugged their son goodbye before departing from the ward, as Harry settled into a chair just outside Dahlia's room, determined to guard her door around the clock if necessary.

Over the coming days, numerous people stopped by to give offer their well-wishes to Dahlia. Sirius and Remus were of course in constant rotation, offering to relieve Harry of his watch (which he always refused). A few Order members also stopped by, as well as familiar Aurors on rotation, including Tonks, Kingsley and Cedric Diggory. A handful of Ministry employees and members of the Wizengamot also came to pay their respects, whom Harry politely met at the door but refused entry into the room. He wasn't letting anybody near his sister that he didn't trust completely.

In the meantime, Harry stewed quietly in his seat, replaying the Hogsmeade visit over and over in his mind, searching his memories for any indication of what was to come. But he couldn't make heads or tails of what had happened. Why had Dahlia been chosen? Was she the primary target, or merely the first person who got in the way of the true mark? And who would be brazen enough to attempt such a move in Hogsmeade, with so many Aurors around watching out for wrongdoing?

One particular memory stood out in Harry's mind, from long before the Hogsmeade visit. In Diagon Alley, over the summer, when he'd spoken to Borgin and wiped the man's memory before leaving the man's shop. Harry had run into Draco Malfoy on the way out, the teen entering the shop behind him. Was that where he had obtained the cursed necklace? Harry knew he had seen the jewelry piece before, and figured it could easily have been on display as he perused the shop. If Draco had been tasked with attempted murder of a classmate, that would have been an ideal way to attempt it...Harry just had to figure out how the boy had managed to pull it off, if he indeed had.

I'm onto you, Malfoy, Harry thought bitterly. I've found your smoking gun...now I just have to find a way to link you to it.

The deluge of visitors slowed to a trickle over time, but one unexpected visit did come later in the week. Fleur and Bill arrived together, the former wrapping Harry in a tight hug while the latter hung back. "Sorry we could not come sooner," Fleur apologized profusely. "We 'ave been swamped at Gringotts this week—"

"It's fine," Harry reassured her. "Dahlia isn't going anywhere. Thanks for coming." It was odd to see Fleur and Bill together; the last time he'd spoken with them, they seemed to be on the verge of breaking up. Bill looked remorseful as he approached Harry, offering his hand in greeting.

"Might we have a word in private?" Bill asked. Harry nodded; he waved Fleur into the room with Dahlia as he and Bill walked down the hall to a quieter part of the ward to talk. Bill shifted uncomfortable from foot to foot, as though unsure what to say.

"I wish to apologize for what happened at the last Order meeting," he said. "You and Fleur were right: it was dangerous to bring the matter out into the open."

"Dangerous for you especially," Harry pointed out. "You're lucky the Unbreakable Vow did not recognize it as a betrayal of trust."

Bill cringed at the thought, but he nodded. "I've put a lot of thought into our...arrangement lately," he said in an undertone. "We've decided...er, I've decided to continue on as normal for now. We can talk about expand our group at another date." From the way Bill glanced up at Fleur as he said this, Harry got the impression that it was more Fleur's idea than Bill's. He wondered how much Bill was actually agreeing with the course of action, or simply going along with it to remain in her good graces.

"We can reassess in the summer," Harry promised him. "I'm unlikely to return to Hogwarts for my seventh year, so I can join the search full-time."

"You aren't finishing your education?" said Bill, surprised. "But why?"

"I've learned just about everything I can from that school," Harry shrugged. "Besides, I'll have my N.E.W.T.'s in three crucial subjects, so there wouldn't be much for me to come back to anyway."

"I see," Bill said slowly, still looking surprised by the news. Harry wasn't surprised – Bill had been Head Boy and the star pupil of his class, so the thought of leaving such a position early must have appalled him. "Anyway, I have made progress on locating my contact in Egypt. We may be able to arrange for a meeting shortly."

"Good," Harry nodded. "Keep up the good work. I spoke with the Sorting Hat and received some good news about retrieving the Sword, so we just need to locate the Cup and we'll be very nearly done."

Bill actually looked relieved by this news. "Brilliant," he said. "Well, give Dahlia my best. We'll speak soon." And he shook Harry's hand before rejoining Fleur and departing. Harry watched him go, still feeling uncertain about his trust in the man but at least glad they were back on the same page. He would just need to be careful about feeding Bill enough positive progress to keep his spirits high.

According to the Healers, Dahlia was responding well to her treatment, well enough that she could be taken off her magical coma much sooner than expected, just a week into her stay. They tried to kick Harry out as they prepared for the procedure, but he refused, remaining seated at her side with her cold hand clenched in his.

Harry felt a strong pulse of magic rippling through Dahlia's body as a team of Healers waved their wands over her and chanted incantations under their breath. Suddenly, her eyes snapped open and she took a deep, rasping breath, flailing about slightly in the bed until she turned to see Harry and began to relax.

"Harry?" she croaked. "Where...how…?"

"Just relax," Harry reassured her. "You were exposed to a cursed necklace in Hogsmeade. You're safe in St. Mungo's now. Do you remember anything about what happened?"

Dahlia's eyes scrunched up in concentration. "Hogsmeade?" she repeated. "Er...I remember sitting at the Three Broomsticks with Ginny and Astoria...and you were there, but you left...I got up to use the ladies' room, and…"

"Yes?" said Harry expectantly when she paused. "Go on."

"That's all I remember," Dahlia frowned. "I opened the door and walked up to the sink, then just...blackness. Now I'm here."

Harry groaned internally. It was as he feared: she was unable to remember whoever had cursed her and given her the necklace. "That's alright," he said, stroking her hand softly. "You just rest. You're in good hands here...Mum and Dad will be here soon."

Dahlia nodded appreciatively, settling back into her bed, looking quite tired. "Have you talked to Neville?" she asked quietly.

"Er...no, not in a few weeks," Harry frowned. "Why?"

"Nothing," Dahlia said quickly. "If you see him, just tell him...actually, never mind. I'm sure I'll see him myself soon."

Harry chuckled to himself at this exchange. He'd long since given up on understanding the turbulent relationship between Neville and his sister. Whatever was going on between them, Harry certainly wouldn't make anything better himself, so he intended to stay well clear of it.

James, Lily, Sirius and Remus all arrived within the hour, having received the news that Dahlia was awake. They had a tearful reunion around Dahlia's bed, as the four Potters plus their two surrogate uncles enjoyed a quiet moment of togetherness. Harry had known at Christmas that such moments would become more fleeting, but he hadn't imagined such a threat to their unity quite so soon.

The Healers came in soon after, insisting that Dahlia be allowed to rest. Harry planned to spend another night camped outside her room, but James put his foot down. "You've missed a week of school already," he said firmly. "You need to get back to Hogwarts. Tell everyone she's alright and show that the Potters are continuing on as normal."

"We've got it from here, kiddo," Sirius reassured him. "Even if You-Know-Who himself shows up to finish the job, Remus and I will guard the door with our lives." Harry chuckled appreciatively at the quip, even if Lily looked horrified by the dark humor.

Truthfully, Harry was grateful for the reprieve. He was exhausted after a week-plus of vigilant guard duty, and his four-poster bed in Ravenclaw Tower sounded pretty nice right about now. Now that he knew Dahlia was awake and would be alright, he could allow himself to relax. He accompanied Lily through the Floo and back to the castle, where he headed straight for his dorm and crashed hard as soon as his head hit the pillow.

The next morning was a Tuesday, and Harry awoke groggily, wishing he could continue to sleep. But his father was right – he had to return to the student population and show that things were returning to normal. So he dragged himself out of bed and headed downstairs for breakfast.

As soon as he entered the Great Hall, he was mobbed by throngs of concerned students asking about Dahlia. He assured them all that she was going to be fine, causing a ripple of relief throughout the entire room. It was readily apparent how popular she was in the school, perhaps even moreso than Harry himself...students of all ages, from first-years to seventh, looked pleased by the news that she would make a full recovery.

Many of Harry's friends and classmates approached him to offer their congratulations as he ate his breakfast. He accepted politely, hoping that the parade of well-wishes would end soon so that things could get back to normal. But the sight of one person in particular caught his attention, as he turned to see Neville wringing his hands nervously, waiting to speak with him.

"Hey, Harry," said the boy. "I, er, wanted to apologize."

"Apologize?" Harry repeated, surprised. "What for?"

"For everything, I suppose," Neville shrugged. "For calling you a Dark Lord. For believing you weren't on our side. This whole incident made me realize how stupid I was being...I know there's no way you would go dark when your family is being so targeted like this."

About bloody time you woke up, Harry thought somewhat bitterly, but he decided to be graceful. "Apology accepted," he nodded. "Let's try to work together from now on instead of butting heads all the time."

"Agreed," Neville nodded vigorously. "And, er...can you give Dahlia a message for me?"

"If I see her again before you do," Harry shrugged. "What message?"

Neville shifted nervously from foot to foot. "Just tell her...I'm sorry," he muttered. "And that I miss her. And that...oh, hell, I should just tell her myself. Forget I said anything." And Neville hurried back to the Slytherin table, red in the face.

Harry once again chuckled at the foibles of teenage romance, but it was nonetheless nice to be back on good terms with Neville. The enmity with the boy was tiresome, and even if it was spurred on by extreme circumstances, it was good to know he longer thought Harry to be some budding Dark Lord.

Harry's eyes scanned the Slytherin table as he watched Neville retake his seat beside Mark Davis. He spotted Theo Nott in a corner with Crabbe and Goyle, all deliberately avoiding his eye. Know something about what happened, do we, gentlemen? Harry wondered as he studied them. He'd begun to wonder if Theo knew what was about to happen to Dahlia at the Three Broomsticks, and if he'd deliberately drawn Harry away to Zonko's to clear a path. If that was the case, the boy would suffer just as greatly as whoever was behind the plot.

As breakfast drew to a close, Harry spied Draco Malfoy entering the Hall late. His eyes landed upon Harry at the Ravenclaw table, and he froze, an expression of surprise on his face. Harry stared back impassively, silently judging the boy, gauging his reaction. Draco's face slowly morphed from surprise to fear, and he immediately turned on his heel, racing back out of the Great Hall from whence he came.

That was as good as a guilty admission as Harry could have hoped for. Draco knew something at the very least, even if he wasn't directly involved in the assault. And Harry was going to get to the bottom of it as soon as possible.

He excused himself from the Ravenclaw table and casually exited the Great Hall towards Ravenclaw Tower. As soon as he determined he was alone, he doubled back on the stairwell, instead taking a different path down into the dungeons. Using his vague memories from his original second year, Harry winded his way through the corridors towards the Slytherin common room entrance. He finally reached it, coming upon the blank stretch of wall where the hidden door waited to appear to the correct password. Harry didn't have the password, but he didn't need it...he had his own set of skills to draw upon.

Harry backed into a small alcove and Disillusioned himself, checking his appearance (or lack thereof) in a nearby window to ensure his concealment. He'd gotten quite good at the charm by now, able to make himself nigh-undetectable if he stood perfectly still. It wasn't quite as perfect as his old Invisibility Cloak, but nothing was, and he knew he could remain here undetected for just about as long as required.

Harry sat patiently across from the common room entrance, prepared to wait all day if he had to. He would wait until Malfoy emerged from hiding and tail him to wherever he was cooking up his schemes. If he didn't come out, he would tail Crabbe or Goyle instead, or perhaps even Nott. He wanted to know what they knew about the events of Hogsmeade weekend, and how involved they were in the plot against his sister. He wished he had Veritaserum on hand, but he lacked the ingredients (and funds) to brew it...perhaps a few creative curses could loosen their tongues the old-fashioned way—

Suddenly, a pair of hands roughly grabbed him from the hallway; Harry yelped as he was dragged out into the open. A wand flashed through the air, canceling his Disillusionment Charm and exposing him to the hallway; Harry wheeled around, wand at the ready, only to come face-to-face with a snarling Professor Snape.

"Potter," he spat. "I had a feeling you wouldn't let old grudges die. What do you think you're doing outside my House's common room?"

"Why don't you tell me?" Harry demanded. "Considering you seemed to know I'd be here?"

"I witnessed the interaction between you and Mr. Malfoy in the Great Hall earlier, as did most of the staff," said Snape. "For your sake, I hope you weren't planning on doing anything rash to the boy, for you would have been the first and most obvious suspect."

"I have no intention of harming Draco," Harry shrugged. "Not as long as he tells me what I want to know, of course."

"You were given explicit instructions to stay away from Mr. Malfoy," said Snape fiercely. "And here you are, clearly disobeying that directive. Have you no sense of self-preservation? Must you continue to jeopardize your standing here?"

"As if I care about my education," Harry scoffed. "If I get expelled again, I would find better things to do with my time—"

"I do not speak only of your standing at the school, boy!" Snape glared. "Your place in our society will be determined by your actions in the months to come. Your choices have ripple effects that can and will affect things in the real world."

"What, like my dad's position in the Ministry?" said Harry. "As if you care about my father's reputation."

Snape's eye twitched slightly at this remark. "This goes far beyond your father's status as Minister," he said. "There are a great many things happening in our world, things you do not fully understand, and all it takes it one foolish mistake to destroy any chance you have of affecting positive change."

Harry glared at Snape, more out of principle than anything else, but he did consider these words. Did he know Harry planned to subvert the law to get his answers? Was he trying to prevent Harry from going to Azkaban for it? Or was he simply keeping his fellow Death Eater out of harm's way by deflecting Harry away from him?

"Anything else, sir?" Harry asked through gritted teeth.

"As a matter of fact, there is," Snape sneered, rummaging through his robes and procuring a slip of parchment. "A missive from the Headmaster. A summons for your next lesson."

Harry opened the slip of parchment, reading Dumbledore's neat handwriting within: 'Tonight. Seven PM. The usual place.' That was certainly intriguing...he hadn't met with Dumbledore for a dueling session since their last heated exchange the month prior. This would be his first opportunity to test his mettle against the man after the blood ritual, an exciting prospect.

"Off to class with you, Potter," said Snape. "And do keep your distance from your Slytherin classmates...I will be watching you closely to ensure your compliance."

Wonderful, Harry grumbled to himself as he departed from the dungeons. Just what he needed: a Death Eater scrutinizing his every move within the castle. He continued to ponder the man's cryptic warning throughout the day, wondering what he could mean by it. Why did he care about Harry's 'standing' in the wizarding world? Were the rumors of him going dark spreading beyond the castle walls? The Prophet had been favorable in their coverage of the Potters as of late, but what if that were to change? News of the Minister's son illegally interrogating a fellow student might not bode well for his future.

But still Harry wondered what Snape's ulterior motives might be, where his true loyalties might lie. He got an unexpected bit of clarity later that evening, when he reported to the Room of Requirement for his meeting with Dumbledore. He paused before rounding the final corner to the entrance, his improved sense of hearing alerting him to voices nearby. He remained concealed and listened in on the conversation in progress:

"...an untenable position," Snape was saying. "You know this peace cannot last."

"It can and it must," Dumbledore asserted firmly. "It would put all our plans in jeopardy if another incident between Mr. Potter and Mr. Malfoy were to take place."

"I cannot keep the two idiots separated forever," Snape said bitterly. "They have an uncanny knack for antagonizing one another in new and unexpected ways."

"You seem to have taken a keen interest in their interactions over the past year," Dumbledore remarked. "Why the sudden intervention in your students' affairs?"

Harry sensed Snape's hesitation before answering this question. "I swore an Unbreakable Vow to the boy's mother," he admitted. "Prior to term starting. Promising to keep him safe at all costs."

"Ah," Dumbledore said knowingly. "And I suppose that would motivate you to keep them away from each other."

"It complicates matters when Potter refuses to leave Malfoy alone!" Snape snarled. "I have caught him tailing the boy on many occasions and headed him off, but if he were to slip past...if I were unable to stop him—"

It all made so much sense to Harry now. Snape was protecting Draco from Harry, knowing that Harry would seek vengeance for what happened to Dahlia, both in Hogsmeade and the previous June. Whatever promises Snape had made to Narcissa Malfoy meant that he was forced to act as Draco's bodyguard, keeping Harry away despite knowing what crimes he must have been ordered to commit on his new Lord's behalf.

"You've done an admirable job thus far, Severus," Dumbledore commended him. "We can discuss this further another time, when Mr. Potter is not listening in from around the corner."

Harry groaned internally; of course Dumbledore would know he was there. He came out from around the bend; Snape was pacing to and fro in front of the tapestry, glaring at him, while the Headmaster calmly observed him, standing outside the entrance to the Room of Requirement.

"Eavesdropping, are we, Potter?" Snape sneered.

"The conversation seemed pertinent to my interests, sir," Harry fired back. "Anything else you'd like to share with me?"

Snape gave him a sour look, and with one final glance at Dumbledore he swept from the corridor, passing Harry and disappearing down a nearby stairwell. Harry approached the Headmaster and looked at him quizzically.

"Snape is taking vows without tell you now, is he?" Harry asked innocently.

"Professor Snape, Harry," Dumbledore corrected gently. "He is free to do as he wishes outside the castle, so long as his primary concern is protecting students within these walls."

"Does that include my sister?" Harry asked hotly. "Or does she not count, since she wasn't inside the castle at the time?"

"I hope you don't mean to suggest that Professor Snape was involved in what happened to Dahlia," said Dumbledore.

"Not directly," Harry shrugged. "But if he is protecting the person responsible, he might as well be guilty."

"I have given the Aurors free reign to investigate this matter as they see fit," said Dumbledore. "Multiple people were questioned, including Professor Snape and Draco Malfoy, and both were cleared of any wrongdoing."

"But Draco has to know something about what's going on," Harry protested. "I saw him, sir, this morning—he practically sprinted out of the Great Hall to get away from me!"

"Draco fears you, Harry, that is no secret," said Dumbledore. "Your family holds all the power against his, and due to his father's affiliations with Voldemort—"

"I don't give a damn about his father!" said Harry. "Lucius is in Azkaban where he belongs. Yet Draco, who by your own admission is likely a Death Eater himself now, is allowed to roam free!"

"Not nearly as free as you imagine," said Dumbledore. "Professor Snape is watching him like a hawk, per my request, and making sure he is not causing any issues. In fact, he assigned Draco detention during the last Hogsmeade weekend specifically to deter him from communicating with anyone outside of the castle, and he did not leave Professor Snape's sight once that day."

Harry sighed in frustration. Draco had clearly covered his tracks quite well, but he was still responsible for this somehow, he just knew it. Whether he'd been directly involved or otherwise knew it was going to happen, he didn't care...he was guilty all the same.

"Now come, let us get to work," said the Headmaster, turning to enter the Room of Requirement. "As you've noticed, my time is quite limited as of late."

"Why is that, sir?" Harry asked innocently as he followed Dumbledore into the Room, which as usual had taken the form of a dueling arena. "Where are you going all these nights?"

"I'm afraid it's a confidential matter relating to the war," said Dumbledore as he took his place across the room from Harry. "Nothing that ought to concern you."

"Does it concern your lessons with Neville, by chance?" Harry asked. Dumbledore merely smiled in his cryptic sort of way as he drew his wand for battle.

"That is a topic for another day, Harry," he said. "For now, let's see your progress."

Harry drew his own wand and dropped into a fighting stance. He was eager to test his mettle against Dumbledore today, now that the blood ritual had augmented his senses greatly. But he kept his resolve quiet, merely waiting for the Headmaster to make his first move.

Dumbledore began with a soft salvo of elementary spells, which Harry effortlessly rolled away from. He fired a few return shots of his own – nothing too powerful, nothing too complex. No need to give away his improved power just yet. They were still warming up, and Harry hoped to catch Dumbledore off-guard when he least expected it.

Harry and Dumbledore resumed their intricate dance they'd each grown accustomed to in recent sessions. They both knew the other's fighting styles quite well by now – Dumbledore knew to be cautious and avoid opening himself up to any daring counter-attacks, while Harry knew not to over-expose himself and allow Dumbledore to sneak in a clever bit of Transfiguration to catch him unprepared.

Dumbledore made his first real attempt at victory soon after, distracting Harry with a handful of high jinxes before transfiguring the ground beneath the teen's feet into water. But Harry was prepared for such a tactic; he swiftly cast a Solid-Footing Charm on himself, allowing him to stand atop the lapping surface as though it were firm ground. He'd come across the obscure charm in an old library book and figured it could come in handy one day.

"Very clever, Harry," Dumbledore appraised the boy. "You're learning to think outside the box."

That's not all I've learned, Harry thought to himself. But still he didn't want to reveal his cards to the Headmaster just yet. He kept up his steady pace, not disrupting the natural flow of their exchanges, waiting for the appropriate moment.

Harry didn't know how long their delicate dance went on for, but he felt as though he could go on for ages. His stamina was vastly improved, and while by now he might have begun to flag and tire, now he felt like he was still at the start of a marathon, prepared to run as long as necessary to reach the finish line. Could Dumbledore say the same? The man was pushing a hundred and fifty...surely he couldn't keep this up all day, right?

But the Headmaster remained infuriatingly steadfast, keeping up the pressure, effortlessly dodging Harry's most earnest attempts at victory. Still not going to give me an easy win, are you? Harry thought. Very well. Time to see if you're truly invincible.

Harry continued to poke and prod until he saw an opening. It came when Dumbledore briefly paused to regain his footing, having stumbled slightly on his flowing robes. Harry fired a practiced combination of three spells, which he had prepared for just this moment. They sizzled ominously as they sailed across the room at Dumbledore, brimming with power. The Headmaster was forced to summon a large silver shield to intercept the incoming barrage, absorbing the three jets of light with a resounding gong.

But the large flash of resulting light meant the Headmaster would be temporarily blinded. Harry sprinted around the room in a wide circle, his augmented abilities allowing him to get behind the Headmaster in just a few strides. He fired a lone Expelliarmus at Dumbledore's back, praying that the silent spell would go unnoticed as the Headmaster was preoccupied with the frontal assault.

And to Harry's amazement, it seemed to be working. Dumbledore lowered his shield, frantically looking around for Harry. The Disarming Charm sailed totally silent at the Headmaster's exposed back, its target fully unaware of what was to come. I've got him, Harry realized in silent triumph. I've beaten Dumbledore.

Then, to Harry's utter amazement, Dumbledore's wand arm flicked out behind him, swatting aside the Disarming Charm like an irksome gnat. How?! Harry thought, bewildered...there was no way Dumbledore could have known the spell was coming. It was simply impossible. The next moment, thick vines were wrapping themselves around Harry's ankles, dragging him to the ground and pinning him there, as the Headmaster strolled over to face his fallen foe.

"You almost had me there, Harry," said Dumbledore; he actually had a bit of perspiration on his brow, and he grunted as he summoned an armchair and sank down into it. "I have not faced a fight like that in quite some time."

"Don't patronize me," Harry grumbled, getting back to his feet as the vines retracted back beneath the ground. "Now come on, let's go again. We're not finished here."

"Oh, I think we're quite done for the evening," said Dumbledore. "In fact, I think this is the last session you and I will have."

"What? Why?" Harry demanded. "I'm finally making progress! As you said, I almost had you!"

"Yes, and that is the problem," Dumbledore sighed. "You did precisely what I warned you not to, Harry. You took a shortcut rather than progress naturally. You sacrificed a bit of your soul in whatever ritual you have performed to strengthen your body and mind."

"And it was worth it!" Harry retorted. "It allowed me to get the upper hand on you! And if I'm lucky, I can catch Voldemort off-guard as well!"

"As I have repeatedly told you, Harry, your job is not to defeat Voldemort by yourself," said Dumbledore. "My goal was to arm you with the tools to survive this coming war. Clearly you have decided to take your own route to do so, rather than bother to learn what I have to teach you."

"Yeah? And what are you trying to teach me?" Harry demanded. "That your word is law? That nobody can ever stand up to you? Is that what the problem is now, huh? You realized I'm getting close to beating you, and don't want to have your ego deflated?"

"It is not a matter of ego—" Dumbledore sighed.

"You can tell yourself that all you want!" Harry glared. "All I'm hearing is that you think you know better than everyone else. That you think you're the all-knowing, all-powerful leader who is going to win this war by himself. To hell with that! You're not some war general, moving pawns around a chessboard – you can't just control everyone to do your bidding!"

"No one is trying to control you, Harry," said Dumbledore. "I'm merely doing what I can as an educator to guide and mentor you through this difficult period—"

"Sugarcoat it however you want – I know exactly what you're doing," Harry huffed. "You want to prop me up as some sort of symbol for people to look up to. The good little soldier to keep up morale while you and Neville go off and fight the war yourselves. Maybe I don't want to be your 'golden boy'! Maybe I have my own ideas about how this war is supposed to go!"

"We are on the same side, Harry—"

"Are we really? Because you refuse to tell me what's going on or train me to improve beyond the limited potential you see in me! You made up your mind about me the moment you interpreted the prophecy to refer to Neville rather than myself! I'm disposable to you, just like my sister, and everyone else you deem unimportant!"

Dumbledore looked supremely tired, slumped back in his chair; Harry couldn't tell if it was exhaustion brought on from the duel or from the same old argument with Harry. "I am truly sorry you see things this way," the Headmaster sighed. "And that you have so little regard for the sanctity of your own soul."

"That's the difference between you and me, sir," Harry scoffed, as he crossed the room towards the exit. "I would gladly give up my entire soul if it meant keeping the rest of my family safe." And he departed from the room, fully intending to never meet with Dumbledore again.

It was obvious now that the Headmaster didn't actually want to teach him anything worthwhile. He'd strung Harry along enough to hold his attention, but now that he was proving to be an actual challenge, he wanted nothing to do with Harry anymore. Did he still fear Harry going dark, not wishing to train up a future enemy? Had he seen Harry as a serious threat for the first time tonight?

But no matter. Harry's path went far beyond where Albus Dumbledore was prepared to take him. Already he had a new checklist of items to acquire, tasks to complete for the next step of his journey. They would require both gold and information, both of which he lacked and lay outside the castle.

It was time for another field trip. And Harry had a good idea of where he wanted to go next.
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Dahlia's return to Hogwarts was a momentous occasion for the student body. Harry had never realized quite how popular she was until she walked into the Great Hall at breakfast on a Wednesday, just two and a half weeks after her accident. There was a loud cheer from the Gryffindor Table as her friends rushed to greet her, and nearly the entire Hall stood to applaud for her.

Harry supposed it made sense. Half the school had been helped by Dahlia in the Hospital Wing over the past few years, and she had the same benefit Harry had of being the child of two highly-popular professors (and a Minister). Besides, she'd now been the victim of three separate attacks at the school – first in the Chamber of Secrets incident, then the kidnapping plot of last year, and now the cursed necklace. And through it all she wore a smile and a positive attitude – no wonder she was so beloved.

He glanced over at the Slytherin Table to gauge their reaction. Draco and his mates were sitting in a corner, separate from the others, not paying attention to the commotion. Draco briefly glanced up and made eye contact with Harry, before quickly looking back down at his plate in fear. Good, Harry thought angrily. Be afraid. Don't even think about trying something like that again, or you'll get ten times worse what she got.

Harry made his way over to his sister and pulled her in for a hug. "Glad you're okay, idiot," he whispered in her ear.

"Can't get rid of me that easily, numskull," Dahlia whispered back, giving him a sly wink as they pulled apart. Her smile suddenly evaporated as she spotted someone behind Harry; he turned to see Neville timidly approaching them.

"Welcome back, Dahlia," he said nervously. "Can we talk?"

"Er...yes, alright," Dahlia said breathlessly. Neville held out a shaky hand, and she tentatively took it. They walked out of the Hall together as the student body whispered among themselves. Harry wondered if the two would manage to reconcile their differences and get back together over this. But frankly, he wasn't that invested in the saga. He had more important things on his mind than teenage romance.

He had settled his plans for another voyage outside the castle that very weekend. It would be his longest journey by far, and possibly his most dangerous. Viktor Krum had written him recently, mentioning that he had a week off of Quidditch in early March, and Harry leapt on the opportunity, asking if he could come visit in Bulgaria. A surprised Krum agreed, though he did not understand how that would work logistically – Harry assured him that he would figure that part out himself.

Bulgaria was way too far to Apparate to, and he would have to find a way to travel illegally without alerting the Ministry of either country. But Harry was starting to get a knack for such underground dealings...you could find just about anything you needed in Knockturn Alley after all, if you had the confidence and wherewithal to ask in the right places.

Harry awoke early that Saturday, getting up for his usual morning run. However, today he brought along a small bag, stuffed with a change of clothes, a coin purse, and a few other things he might need over the next 48 hours. He took off for the lake, running his usual few laps to get the blood pumping and work off some of the excess energy he now had thanks to the rabbit ritual.

As the sun rose over Hogwarts, Harry paused at the far bank to collect his bag. Normally he would return to his dorm for a quick shower before breakfast, but today, Cleaning Charms would have to suffice. "Dobby!" he called into the cool morning air.

A soft pop heralded the arrival of the diminutive elf. "Is Mister Harry Potter requiring assistance?" the house-elf asked.

"Yes," Harry nodded. "Can you take me to Raven House?"

Dobby looked concerned at this request. "Mister Harry Potter is not performing any more dangerous rituals at the Raven House?" he asked nervously.

"Not today, Dobby," Harry reassured him. "I'm just grabbing a few things from there before moving on."

Dobby nodded uncertainly, taking Harry's hand and Disapparating from the grounds. They arrived at the safe house, which despite the gloomy atmosphere had become something of a welcome sight for Harry. Dahlia had spent her brief time there making the space more habitable, and now it was a cozy home away from home – a true safe space for Harry to relax and put his guard down, if only for a few hours at a time.

Harry headed straight up to the potions room to check on his latest brews. Dahlia had transformed the space into a clean, fully-functional lab, with perfectly-spaced cauldrons, a proper cabinet for storing supplies, and a ventilation system carrying harmful fumes out of the house entirely. He approached the nearest cauldron, removing the Stasis Charm from the lid to peer inside. The Blood Replenisher looked like exactly the right color; moving on to the next two cauldrons, so did the Stamina Potion and generalized poison antidote.

Harry approached the cabinet and withdrew a small glass vial. He aimed his wand at it, transfiguring it to add multiple compartments, similar to the Auror's Toolkit that Moody gifted him in his fourth year. He then used a Protean Charm to copy the vial multiple times, allowing him to create a mini-arsenal of toolkits he could bring with him for whatever the situation called for.

Over the next half-hour, Harry carefully ladled each of the three completed potions into a separate compartment of each toolkit. When he was done, he had a dozen mini-toolkits, each containing three filled compartments and a couple extra empty ones for future use. He wasn't sure what he would fill them with yet – that depended on what ingredients he could afford for future brews. Harry stuffed two toolkits into his bag, one into his robes, and the rest into the cabinet for storage.

Finally, Harry returned downstairs to sort through the pile of clothing he'd brought with him. He undressed and put on the shield items Fred and George had gifted him: undershirt, underpants, socks, a neck chain, and a bracelet for both wrists. Satisfied, he put the rest of his clothes on over them, leaving little indication that he was fully protected from most curses. Sure, a Killing Curse would still end his life, but most things short of that would be absorbed by the powerful enchantments woven into the material.

There was only one stop left now. After applying his usual glamour disguise, Harry Apparated to Knockturn Alley, striding confidently down the main cobblestone path. Long gone were the days he feared these back streets...he knew he was the most dangerous person here now. Nobody would mess with him, and if he did, they'd regret it.

Harry strode into Borgin and Burke's, walking up to the front counter and ringing the bell, which summoned Borgin from the storeroom to greet him.

"Can I help you?" Borgin grunted.

"Yes," said Harry. "I'm in need of an international portkey."

"Where to?"

"Bulgaria."

Borgin wrinkled his nose. "Long journey," he remarked. "You can catch a ride for fairly cheap from the Department of Magical Transportation."

Harry scoffed at this. "Do you think I would be here, if I wanted the Ministry to know where I was going?" he asked.

Borgin chuckled a little at this quip. "No, I suppose you wouldn't," he muttered. "I can make you one, but it'll cost you eighty Galleons."

"That's outrageous," said Harry. "The Ministry only charges ten."

"Yeah, well, you won't go to Azkaban for using one of theirs, will ya?" Borgin retorted. "Besides, I'm takin' a big risk in makin' it. You could be an undercover Auror for all I know."

"I'll pay you thirty for it," said Harry.

"Seventy-five."

"Forty."

"Seventy-five."

"I'm not paying that much!"

"Then you can go. It ain't worth the trouble to me."

Harry considered this. "Fine," he sighed, reaching into his cloak for his coin purse. He didn't want to waste all day haggling – besides, he had no clue where else to obtain an illegal international portkey, or even how to make one himself. He counted out the gold (most of his remaining funds) and placed it on the counter, which Borgin greedily counted out and scooped into a purse of his own.

"Wait here," said Borgin. He retreated into the storeroom, giving Harry a few moments alone in the store. He strolled through the narrow aisles, peering at the various dark items in glass displays. He couldn't remember exactly if the necklace that cursed Dahlia had come from here, but it made sense...where else would he have seen and recognized such a thing? Many of the items here were saturated with the same malicious magic he'd sensed from the necklace after his sister accidentally touched it in Hogsmeade.

Eventually Borgin returned from the back, carrying a small silver comb. "Here you are," he said, placing it gently on the counter. "This will take you to a remote location, ten miles north of the Bulgarian Ministry. The return journey will take you to Epping Forest, just northeast of London. Do not activate it anywhere within five miles of a major magical dwelling, or you may trigger the international detection wards. This is the activation phrase."

Borgin showed Harry a slip of parchment, upon which was scribbled the word 'Jobberknoll'. As soon as Harry read it, Borgin set the parchment aflame, burning the evidence. Easy enough to remember, Harry thought. But also obscure enough not to come up in casual conversation by accident.

"Understood," said Harry, pocketing the small comb. "I'll be discreet."

"Anything else I can do for you?" asked Borgin.

"Yes, actually," said Harry. "I'm looking for a necklace that was sold here last summer. A cursed necklace, inset with blue opals."

Borgin eyed him suspiciously. "Doesn't sound familiar," he said dubiously.

"You sure?" Harry pressed. "Wouldn't be good for business if it was used to harm someone and got traced back to your shop."

"And how would they do that?" Borgin scoffed. "We don't keep ledgers on such things. In fact, how dare you insinuate that any of my wares are cursed?"

"Really?" Harry laughed, approaching a nearly glass display. "So if I reached in and touched this chalice, I'd be just fine?" He could sense the Rotting Curse lurking on the rim of the cup, similar to the one protecting the false ring in the Gaunt Shack.

"I wouldn't recommend it," Borgin sneered. "Many of these items are bought secondhand. We are not responsible for the condition of said items."

"How negligent of you," Harry deadpanned. "I'll be going now, Borgin. I'd be careful about selling dangerous artifacts to Hogwarts students in the future." And he departed the shop, leaving a stunned-looking Borgin behind him. He knew he'd never be able to prove Borgin sold Malfoy the cursed necklace – not that it mattered now. He wouldn't get the answers he was looking for without Veritaserum, which would take a long time for him to brew.

Harry Apparated back to Raven House before pulling out the portkey. He knew for a fact that there were no wizarding establishments anywhere for dozens of miles, so according to Borgin, he should be safe to activate it without triggering any detection wards. He grasped the silver comb firmly in his palm, bracing himself for an uncomfortable flight before whispering: "Jobberknoll."

He felt the familiar jerk behind the navel as the portkey activated and whisked him away. The dizzying, spinning sensation lasted for much longer than he was accustomed to, no doubt thanks to the prolonged journey to Bulgaria over a thousand miles away. Finally, mercifully, his feet landed on solid ground, and he managed to steady himself without falling to the dirt before looking around.

Harry found himself standing atop a tall hillside, overlooking a wide valley below. In the distance he could see the sprawling urban center of Sofia, Bulgaria's capital city, laid out before him. He had never visited the city before, but had researched it once and knew of a couple famous landmarks. He envisioned one in his mind before closing his eyes and Disapparating on the spot.

He reappeared in the center of Nevsky Square, in the shadow of a large cathedral. Muggles passed him by, too busy to notice the strangely-dressed teen who had appeared literally out of thin air (they never were too observant). Harry checked his watch – it was 11:30 local time, giving him half an hour before he was due to meet Krum.

He strolled casually through the square, taking in the sights and sounds of the city. The city had an air of ancient grandeur to it, and he could feel the latent magic in the air from nearby hidden wizarding establishments. Harry followed the pull of magic towards the downtown area, where he eventually came across another ornate square centered around an aging rotunda. He cast a subtle Confundus Charm on one of the Muggle security officers before hopping a fence and sneaking onto the rotunda property.

He followed his senses until he came upon a wall that didn't seem like a proper wall. Harry placed his hand to the wall and it passed straight through – a hidden passageway, much like the one dividing Platform 9 from the rest of King's Cross station. Harry passed through and descended several flights of stairs before emerging on a vast underground concourse, stretching far beyond his sight line. A sign in a foreign language greeted him; Harry tapped his wand to his glasses, and the sign auto-translated itself for him: 'Welcome to the Bulgarian Ministry of Magic.'

Krum had said that he would meet Harry at the central fountain at noon. Harry located the place fairly quickly, and it was no surprise why – Krum had already arrived. And unfortunately for the Quidditch star, he'd been spotted almost immediately, mobbed by eager fans wishing to grasp his hand, to obtain a signature from him.

Bemused, Harry joined the mess of people jostling for position and eventually pushed forward through the crowd towards Krum. "Viktor, Viktor!" Harry said excitedly, thrusting a piece of parchment towards him. Krum sighed and took it, intending to sign his name, but paused when he read what Harry had scribbled upon the parchment: 'It's Harry Potter in disguise. Can you get us out of here?'

Ever the professional, Krum merely smiled and scribbled something on the parchment before handing it back. Harry retreated and re-opened the parchment; rather than a signature beneath his own text, Krum had written: 'Follow me to the alley.'

"Sorry, sorry, I must go," Krum eventually apologized, extricating himself from the crowd and taking off down the concourse. Disappointed fans began to disperse, as Harry casually began to stroll in the direction Krum had gone. He nearly lost the man in the crowd, weaving in between people and eventually ducking into an alleyway between two buildings. Harry followed suit, entering the alleyway, only to find himself with a wand pointed in his face.

"Identify yourself," Krum demanded.

"Harry James Potter," said Harry with his hands up in surrender. "We competed together in the Triwizard Tournament. You helped me and my father at the ICW summit last summer, but Lucius Malfoy sabotaged our plans."

Krum nodded and lowered his wand."It is best that ve are not seen together," he warned. "If any reporters spotted me and took photographs, they vould deduce your identity at once and vonder what you are doing in Bulgaria."

Krum offered his arm, which Harry accepted, feeling the world twist into nothingness as they Apparated away. Fortunately the journey was not nearly so long this time, as they touched down in an ornate garden. Harry looked up and whistled; they were standing outside an opulent Victorian-style manor...a sprawling estate that looked more like a royal palace than a private dwelling.

"This place is nice," Harry remarked. "Does your family own it?"

Krum gave him an odd look. "I own it," he clarified. "I am a Seeker, remember?"

"Oh...right," Harry chuckled. Krum was one of the most famous athletes in the world – of course he would be able to afford such extravagance.

Still, he was in awe as he followed Krum up the steps to the entrance and into the manor. Harry marveled at the luxurious interiors and the sweeping views of the well-kept grounds outside. There was even a miniature Quidditch pitch in the backyard, which Harry yearned to use at least once before leaving.

Eventually they wound up in the kitchen, sitting around the table munching on the food Krum's house-elf, Stara, had procured. "So, Harry," said Krum, "you vere quite cryptic in your letters. Vot brings you to Bulgaria, exactly?"

"Er...well, to be honest, I'm looking for information," said Harry. "First, about a ritual I just performed a couple of weeks ago."

He described the semi-botched rabbit ritual in great detail, including the collapsed lungs that had resulted. Krum listened impassively, merely nodding along to the story until Harry finished.

"That sounds quite bad," Krum chuckled. "I have heard of rituals being contaminated by potion fumes before, and the results could have been much worse."

"Do you think there could be long-term dangers?" Harry asked worriedly.

"No, I think not," Krum shrugged. "If you survived the initial effects and reversed the damage to your lungs straight away, you should be fine. As long as you weren't brewing anything toxic, like a poison?"

"No, just some Blood Replenishers and Stamina Potions and the like."

"Then in that case, you may have some positive effects from the contamination," Krum shrugged. "Better stamina and blood regeneration, perhaps."

That made a surprising amount of sense to Harry. He had far more stamina now than ever before, and had attributed it solely to the ritual and Phantom's sacrifice, but perhaps the potions next door had also contributed to his rapid growth.

"That's good to hear," Harry sighed with relief. "I also wanted to follow up about something I asked in a previous letter. About the Elder Wand. Do you know anything about it?"

"Oh, that," Krum sighed. "I am sorry, Harry, but I have not heard of such a wand. It was never mentioned in Durmstrang curriculum, nor did Karkaroff speak of it during my private tutoring."

"I see," Harry frowned. "You never even read The Tales of Beedle the Bard?"

"No, what is this?" asked Krum, confused. "An autobiography?"

"A book of fairy tales," said Harry. "One of them tells the story of the Deathly Hallows."

"The what?"

Harry gave Krum an abridged version of 'The Tale of the Three Brothers', and the theory that the Hallows were tied to the Peverell family. Krum listened attentively, but when Harry finished, he merely shrugged.

"I have never heard of these objects," said Krum. "Ve do not have such fairy tales in Bulgaria."

Harry was disappointed by the answer, but he supposed he couldn't be surprised. The story centered around British wizards, if the Peverell family was indeed linked to the three brothers in the story, and likely never made its way this far into the continent.

"There is a symbol associated with them," said Harry. "Have you ever seen it?" He drew his wand and traced it through the air, drawing the triangle, circle, and line overhead. To his surprise, Krum scowled at the sight.

"You should not show that symbol again in Bulgaria," he muttered. "It is considered a hate symbol here."

"It is?" said Harry, surprised. "Why?"

"That is Grindelwald's mark," said Krum. "He used it to instill fear in his enemies during the war. Displaying that mark in public is no different than waving a swastika flag in the Muggle world."

"Interesting," Harry muttered. He wondered how Krum would react to knowing that the symbol was prominently displayed in the graveyard of Godric's Hollow, and decided to keep that to himself. "Why would Grindelwald use the same symbol of the Hallows for his own purposes?"

Krum pondered this for a moment. "I suppose we could ask my grandfather," he shrugged. "He fought in the Grindelwald Wars fifty years ago."

"Great!" said Harry. "Does he live close by?"

"Very close," Krum chuckled, getting to his feet. "He's in the east wing, just down the hall. Come with me."

Harry followed Krum through the manor as he explained the situation to him. "Grandfather was disabled from a dark curse during the war," Krum explained. "My grandmother cared for him until her death three years ago, and I volunteered to take over his care."

"That was thoughtful of you," Harry remarked. He already thought highly of Krum, but such a gesture only further cemented what a great person he was. To be barely seventeen, a budding international star with the world at his fingertips, and take on such a heavy burden? It reflected well upon him as a man.

They arrived at a set of closed double doors down the hall, and Krum paused to knock before pushing them open. They walked into what looked like a large library. Large shelves filled with heavy tomes lined the walls from floor to ceiling – thousands of books, some looking quite ancient. Harry could only imagine Hermione's reaction to seeing such a sanctuary for book lovers and knowledge-seekers.

Krum began saying something in rapid Bulgarian. Harry looked wildly around the room, unable to locate the recipient of the words. Movement in his peripherals caught his eye, and he spotted an older man seated on what looked like a floating disc, hovering up near the vaulted ceiling. The man floated down towards them, and Harry realized he had no legs – this must be his version of a wheelchair, only a magical one that allowed him to float freely throughout the room.

Krum and his grandfather began to converse in Bulgarian, leaving Harry lost. He reached into his robes and pulled out a pair of Muggle earbuds, which he had brought specifically for this purpose. He nestled one in his ear and tapped his wand to it, applying a Translation Charm so that he could understand what was being said.

At once the rapid flow of conversation switched to English, and he was able to understand the elder man's diatribe. "...feeding me garbage all day long," the man was muttering in a disgruntled tone. "Her cooking has gotten worse, I tell you!"

"I will tell Stara you are dissatisfied with her meals," Krum said in a somewhat annoyed tone. "You are of course welcome to come downstairs and prepare your own meals?"

"Pah! I am too old and tired for such things," the man scoffed. "Just tell her to make better food! And who the hell is this?"

The old man's eyes landed on Harry, scrutinizing him. "Grandfather, this is my friend from Britain, Harry Potter," said Krum. "Harry, this is my grandfather, Nikolai Krum."

"Pleasure to meet you, sir," said Harry, extending a hand.

"Britain, you say?" Nikolai spat, sounding disgusted. "Are you a damned coward like the rest of your countrymen?"

"Er...come again?" asked Harry, confused.

"Grandfather, not this again…" Krum groaned, but Nikolai would not be deterred.

"You Brits left us to rot in the Grindelwald Wars!" said Nikolai, waggling a finger in Harry's face. "Refused to join the fight until the final year, when it was all but won! And then that bastard Dumbledore took all the credit!"

"Grandfather, don't be rude…" Krum sighed, cringing slightly at the rebuke.

"It's alright," Harry reassured him. It seemed to be a common sentiment on the continent...it partially explained the ICW's unwillingness to provide troops for Britain's ongoing war efforts. "We're dealing with a Dark Lord problem of our own right now."

"Yes, my grandson has explained the situation to me," said Nikolai dismissively, floating off in his hover chair to return a heavy book to a high shelf. "First British Dark Lord in over four centuries. Can't be that dangerous, though, if he could be defeated by an infant."

"He's a much bigger threat than you know, sir," said Harry. "Perhaps even greater than Grindelwald."

That got Nikolai's attention. He zoomed back over to Harry, a surly scowl on his face. "You know nothing about Gellert Grindelwald!" he snapped. "He nearly conquered all of Europe and the Americas in less than a decade! I would know – I fought him myself on the battlefield."

"You fought Grindelwald personally?" asked Harry, surprised.

"How do you think I lost my legs?" Nikolai scoffed. "I've never seen anyone fight like him. Cutting down swaths of people like it was nothing. Killing men by the dozens with a single swipe of his wand. I only survived by taking shelter among the bodies of my fallen comrades, but even then it was a close thing."

Harry realized he didn't know that much about the Grindelwald Wars and how they were fought. He knew only that it happened concurrently with World War II in the Muggle world, and that Dumbledore had defeated Grindelwald in the end. But he hadn't realized how bloody and protracted the conflict had been, which only made the distaste towards the British that much more understandable.

"Grandfather, we had a history question for you," said Krum awkwardly. "Have you ever heard of an unbeatable wand? The Deathstick, or the Wand of Destiny?"

"Oh, sure," Nikolai chuckled. "It was a legend shared among ICW troops, more often from the Western European nations. I always assumed it was a wives' tale, something too good to be true. But the Grindelwald Wars made me reconsider."

"Reconsider how?" asked Harry, intrigued.

"There were many stories about Grindelwald that didn't make sense," said Nikolai. "He had a knack for getting out of tight corners when all seemed lost. One French commander swore up and down that he had the man dead to rights in a battle in Kursk, but he somehow held off the spellfire of twenty men by himself until backup arrived. Another Polish soldier said he had a clear shot at Grindelwald's back during a skirmish, but he managed to block the Killing Curse with inhuman reaction time. They said the man's wand appeared to have a mind of its own at times."

"You think Grindelwald had the Elder Wand?" Harry frowned.

"If such a wand existed, then sure," Nikolai shrugged. "He did things no mortal wizard should be able to do. Perhaps he was just better than the rest of us, but I'm not so sure. In the end he fell like a mortal man, didn't he?"

Harry contemplated this for a moment. The pieces were falling into place in his mind...had Grindelwald found the Elder Wand? They were certainly in the right region for it – the trail had gone cold just one country to the south of them. Had he adopted the symbol of the Hallows after mastering the Wand, using it to sow terror and chaos across the continent?

But one thing still didn't quite make sense. "But surely he didn't have the Elder Wand," he muttered. "If it was truly unbeatable, how did Dumbledore defeat him?"

"From what you've described, it sounds like it isn't as unbeatable as they say," Krum pointed out. "Hasn't it changed hands many times over the centuries?"

Krum had a point. Harry had read about the bloody history of the wand...if it was truly infallible, surely it would have served its original master until his natural death, rather than allow him to be killed. Maybe the 'unbeatable' part was the actual wives' tale, and the wand was just uncommonly powerful but could still change allegiances if a better wizard came along.

But then, if Grindelwald did have the Elder Wand, and Dumbledore defeated him, what had happened to it afterwards? Was Dumbledore aware of its existence? Had he claimed the wand for himself, or was it buried with its last owner?

"Where is Grindelwald buried?" Harry wondered aloud.

"Buried?" Nikolai guffawed. "As if we would let that sonuvabitch off easy with death! He's been locked up in Nurmengard for over fifty years now!"

"What's Nurmengard?" asked Harry.

"Grindelwald's prison, in Switzerland," said Nikolai. "He designed it himself to hold political prisoners during the war. An impenetrable fortress, impossible to escape. Only to be placed in there himself at the war's end – poetic irony, don't you think?"

"Wait, so...Grindelwald is still alive?" asked Harry.

"Yes, yes, haven't I said that?" Nikolai said impatiently. "The coward Dumbledore couldn't finish the job, so he handed the man over to the ICW instead and pissed off back to Britain. Last I heard Grindelwald was still kicking – the powerful ones never could bring themselves to die young, could they?"

This was news to Harry. He had always just assumed Dumbledore had killed him in their battle in 1945 – but then again, Dumbledore said himself he'd never taken a life before. At once Harry knew he had to learn more about their battle, and he certainly wasn't going to ask Dumbledore about it. That left one other person to talk to.

"How do you get to Nurmengard?" asked Harry.

"You wish to speak to Gellert Grindelwald yourself?" asked a bewildered Nikolai. "Best of luck to you, boy. It's heavily guarded, and multiple wannabe dark wizards have tried and failed to break him out to further their own gains over the years."

"Harry is only joking, Grandfather," Krum chuckled nervously. "Sorry to bother you – we'll leave you in peace." And he motioned for Harry to follow him from the library; Nikolai returned to his books as Harry and Krum departed, closing the double doors behind them.

"For your sake, I do hope you were joking," Krum said in an undertone. "Trying to get into Nurmengard is a death wish."

"Understood," Harry chuckled. "I wasn't planning on it." Though truthfully, the idea was suddenly very appealing to him...if Grindelwald did in fact possess the Elder Wand, Harry wanted to know exactly how he got it, what he knew about it, and where it was now.

But he would have to ponder this another day. For now, Harry intended to enjoy the rest of his stay in Bulgaria. He and Krum went out to fly on the pitch, racing around on Firebolts for hours. They cooled off with a swim in the underground pool, followed by a stop at the in-house sauna that had Harry feeling like a burned vegetable, with Krum laughing hysterically at how red Harry's skin got from the steam.

The sun began to dip low in the sky, and Krum instructed Stara to prepare a lavish five-course meal for them. Harry tried to insist otherwise, but Krum wouldn't hear it – soon they were eating some of the best food Harry had ever tasted, including ribeye steaks, creamy mashed potatoes, and crisp sauteed vegetables. Even Nikolai came down from his isolated wing to grab several plates before grumpily floating off again.

An hour later, Harry and Krum sat opposite the table from one another, nursing their full bellies. "Well, this is normally around the time I vould go out to enjoy the nightlife," Krum remarked, glancing at the clock. "Anything you vould like to do tonight?"

"Actually, yes," Harry said nervously. "I've recently been, er, looking to make some money in the dueling scene. I'm underage, of course, so I can't join any sanctioned tournaments. Do you know of any...discreet places I could compete in disguise?"

Krum eyed Harry with surprise as he considered the request. "I have been invited to such establishments before," he muttered. "There is good money to be made, but I have seen ugly things take place. Men have died, or been brutally dismembered. Do you truly wish to take that risk?"

"I do," Harry nodded. "I'm confident I can win." If he could stand toe-to-toe against Albus Dumbledore, he failed to see how any random duelist could stand a chance, even in an unsanctioned environment.

Krum sighed heavily, as if unsure if he should humor this request. "Very well," he said. "I will take you."

So an hour later, Harry and Krum Apparated back to the Bulgarian Ministry, walking down the mostly-empty concourse. Harry had applied his glamour already, and Krum had his hood up, preventing any would-be fans from flocking toward him as they had earlier that day.

"Why is the place so close to the Ministry?" Harry asked in a whisper. "Seems risky."

"Da, but that is part of the brilliance," Krum responded. "No one vould think to look there, and any spikes in powerful magic usage would be disguised by the latent magic of the Ministry. Now come, we are nearly there."

Krum led the way through several side passageways until they arrived at a small courtyard. Only one storefront had its lights on: a small coffee shop, which was still bustling despite the late hour. Coffee this late at night? Harry wondered. Perhaps it was a cultural quirk of Bulgarians, or perhaps there was more to the place than met the eye.

And the latter proved to be true almost straight away. Krum led the way into the shop, passing through the light crowds to the back. A man sat lazily on a stool, looking nonchalant, but Harry could tell he was subtly guarding something. Krum leaned in and whispered something in the man's ear, and he nodded and waved them past. Krum led the way down a narrow hallway and through a doorway, beckoning for Harry to follow.

The door gave way to a narrow spiral staircase, winding down into the ground. Harry realized at once that the setup was nearly identical to that of the Spiked Chalice in Knockturn Alley. And indeed, when they emerged at the foot of the steps, they found themselves in a large club environment, as loud music pulsed through the space and drunken revelers partied all around them.

"Viktor!" a genial voice called out; Harry turned as a burly man approached and wrapped Krum in a hug. They spoke in rapid Bulgarian to one another; Harry rummaged through his robes for his enchanted earbud, sticking it in his ear so that he could understand everything being said.

"...busier than usual tonight," the burly man was saying to Krum. "You picked a great night. Shall I round up some women for you to choose from?"

"No, friend, not tonight," Krum said politely. "I've come to watch the fights. My friend here wishes to participate."

The burly man sized up Harry. "You wish to run the Gauntlet?" he asked.

"Er—" Harry hesitated. The Gauntlet? What does that mean? He figured something must have been lost in translation, so he just went with it. "Yes, I do."

"Splendid!" the man smiled, clapping his hands together. "Meet me in the back in ten minutes."

"You are certain you want to do this?" Krum muttered as the man sauntered off. "This may be quite dangerous."

"I'm sure," Harry nodded.

"Best of luck, then," Krum nodded. "I vill be watching. Now excuse me, I must mingle." And he headed off to greet others around the room.

Harry spent the next few minutes wandering around the club, taking in the sights and sounds. He politely declined a few invitations from scantily-clad women to join them for drinks, knowing it was likely a scam. He watched Krum effortlessly glide around the room socializing – it was clear this was a high-end establishment, as nobody fawned over him like the fans had earlier that day. The clientele here seemed wealthy and dangerous, and Harry knew he had to be careful not to draw notice. This was not the kind of place to advertise yourself as the son of a powerful politician.

Eventually the burly man beckoned Harry over to the corner, where two other intimidating-looking men stood waiting. They sized Harry up, who did the same – they looked savvy and street-smart, but Harry felt that he could take them.

"Right, three of you for the Gauntlet tonight," said the event organizer. "Three rounds apiece – survive the first and win 100 Galleons, 300 for the second, 500 for the third. Sound good?"

The other two nodded forlornly. Three rounds with only three participants? Harry thought. How does that work? A thousand Galleons in total was a hefty sum, and he wondered how that worked with no entry fee. But he didn't want to ask too many questions, so he simply nodded along.

"I need names for the crowd," the organizer said. "How will you be called?"

"Hunter," said the first man.

"Renegade," said the second.

Harry paused before giving his own name. He considered using Thestral again, but figured it was best to mix things up from event to event to avoid notice. Besides, he had a better idea now. "Phantom," he replied, deciding to honor the rabbit that had given its life for him.

The organizer nodded and headed off across the room. He took to a makeshift stage and amplified his voice for all to hear.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we have three participants tonight who have agreed to run the Gauntlet!" he announced. "Gather around the arena and place your bets, because we will be beginning shortly."

As with the Spiked Chalice, a false wall fell away to reveal a sunken arena at the back of the establishment. But unlike the last, which was a standard dueling-sized area, this was a sprawling bowl, roughly half the length of a Quidditch pitch. At one end of the arena was the entrance to a tunnel in the wall, sealed off by a large grate, through which odd noises were emanating from within.

"Right, you'll go in one at a time," said the organizer. "Alphabetical order. Hunter, you first."

Hunter nodded and made his way into the pit. We aren't fighting each other? Harry realized. It dawned on him that they would each have to fight whoever – or whatever – was waiting for them on the other side of that grated tunnel. A chill ran down his spine as he pondered what it could be.

"Our first contestant is ready!" the organizer announced. "Igor, release the first beast!"

The grated barrier lifted, opening up the tunnel for whatever lay in wait on the other side. A large, feathered beast burst out, making its displeasure known as it snapped its beak and swiped at open air. A hippogriff. That's not so bad, Harry thought with relief – he could deal with a hippogriff. This one looked somewhat emaciated and malnourished, with slash marks on its haunches indicating frequent abuse. Clearly these animals were not well cared for.

Hunter circled around the beast carefully, as the hippogriff zeroed in on him as a threat. It lunged at Hunter; he deftly stepped aside and fired a Stunner at the creature's flank. It smacked the hippogriff in the side, but only seemed to anger it; it swiped at Hunter, who had to dive for safety to avoid the slash.

"Ooh, nice try there!" the organizer said. "Hunter doesn't realize hippogriff skin is curse-resistant!"

Eventually Hunter wised up to this fact and attempted a new strategy. He summoned thick flames to corral the hippogriff into a tighter space, then began pelting it with heavy rocks, conjured out of thin air and launched at high speed at the poor beast. Harry had to look away, taking no pleasure in seeing such a majestic creature brutalized in such a way.

The hippogriff eventually submitted, retreating and cowering in a corner until the animal handlers rushed out to stop the onslaught. "Hunter finishes the first round through brute force!" said the organizer. "Let's see how Phantom handles the challenge!"

Harry entered the arena as Hunter departed, and the handlers shepherded the injured hippogriff back down the tunnel. A new one emerged from the darkness soon after – similarly malnourished and abused, and even more pissed off than the last one.

"Let's see how Phantom deals with his beast!" the announcer said with glee as the winged creature began to circle Harry menacingly.

The first thing Harry did was lower his head and bow to the great beast. It seemed confused, pawing the ground nervously at the gesture. It looked like it wanted to bow back, but the jeering crowd and hostile atmosphere caused it to tense up, instead squawking angrily at Harry and preparing to charge.

Harry tried the gentlest option first. When the creature charged, he summoned a wave of water, attempting to slow the creature with the deluge and subdue it from there. But the beast dove straight through the water – apparently wherever it had come from, it had a large body of water to play in, like the Hogwarts hippogriffs and the lake. Harry would have to find a more direct method of stopping it.

He waited for the hippogriff to make its next move. When it charged, he rolled out of the way, and twirled his wand to conjure thick vines, tethering the great beast to the ground. It squawked angrily and fought to break free, but Harry conjured more vines, pinning it down and increasing the weight so that it could not move. Eventually it succumbed to the pressure and fell flat to its stomach, pinned unceremoniously but otherwise unharmed.

"A humane solution from Phantom!" the organizer mused as Harry released the beast and retreated from the pit. "Next up is our final challenger, Renegade!"

Harry settled into the crowd to watch as the third man entered the arena. A third hippogriff emerged from the darkness, squawking angrily at him. Renegade looked somewhat intimidated by the winged beast, and from his wild opening salvo of spells, Harry could tell he wasn't accustomed to fighting non-human foes. Most of them splashed harmlessly against the creature's skin; only a Cutting Curse managed to connect, slicing a thin sliver of skin open and causing the hippogriff to caw angrily.

It charged, forcing Renegade to take evasive action. He stumbled as he attempted to dive away; the hippogriff caught him across the back with one of its talons, causing the man to howl in pain. He stumbled away, the back of his shirt growing damp with red. The crowd cheered with bloodlust – this was what they had come to see, not Harry's effective yet dull techniques.

Renegade apparently decided to take after Harry's solution, as when the hippogriff charged again, he conjured vines to pin the creature down. But his were not strong enough to stop it; the vines twisted and ripped as the hippogriff's momentum carried him through the ensnarement. But it gave Renegade time to land a volley of Cutting Curses to the creature's neck and chest, causing it to begin bleeding profusely.

They should end this now, Harry thought miserably as the crowd roared with delight at the sight of the wounded creature. This is cruel. Fortunately, the suffering didn't last much longer, as Renegade tried the vines once more and finally succeeded in pinning the wounded hippogriff, ending the fight.

"Nicely done, nicely done!" the organizer grinned as the hippogriff was dragged back down the tunnel and Renegade returned to the group, wincing from his injuries but still standing upright. The organizer pulled out three small coin purses and tossed one each to the three competitors. "One hundred Galleons, as promised. Ready for round two?"

Hunter and Renegade readily agreed. Harry nodded, though he felt more trepidation than the other two. It seemed too easy...almost like the first round was to entice them to continue. Surely the subsequent creatures would not be so simple to apprehend, and judging by some of the eerie sounds emanating from the grated tunnel, he worried what else might be in store for them.

"All three of our contestants have agreed to move on to round two of the Gauntlet!" the organizer announced gleefully minutes later. "Come and see how our first victim – ahem, fighter will fare with the next challenge!"

Hunter returned to the pit as the grate was once again raised. Harry felt a sense of foreboding as he and the crowd awaited the next creature...whatever it was would be more dangerous than a hippogriff, that was for sure.

But even Harry wasn't prepared when a massive beast charged out of the tunnel, the size of a small bus, bellowing angrily. A Graphorn?! Harry thought with alarm. How the hell did they even get it here? They aren't native to this part of Europe! The huge beast looked furious; it too bore slash marks all over its body, the abuse only making it more dangerous, more bloodthirsty.

Hunter looked intimidated as the beast paced to and fro, the entire arena shaking from its heavy footfalls. The Graphorn eyed him angrily, preparing to charge. Harry had studied Graphorns briefly in preparation for the Third Task, and knew that they were highly dangerous and difficult to control. He wasn't even sure how he would approach this task, and hoped to get some ideas from Hunter.

But he wouldn't get any. The Graphorn charged, giving Hunter little time to react. He fired a flurry of desperate spells at the Graphorn, but they splashed harmlessly off of its spell-resistant hide. A moment later, and Hunter was sent flying through the air, hitting the opposite wall with a sickening crunch.

The Graphorn went in for the kill, tusks poised to spear the man into the ground. However, a small team of animal handlers poured out of the tunnel, conjuring thick ropes to stop the Graphorn in its tracks. It bellowed angrily at them, but they managed to wrestle it under control and back through the tunnel. As soon as it slammed closed behind them, two men rushed into the arena to retrieve Hunter, who was bleeding profusely and unmoving. Harry wasn't even sure if he was alive as they dragged him unceremoniously into a back room for treatment.

"Hell no," a voice scoffed; Harry turned to see the third contestant, Renegade, shake his head and disappear through the crowd towards the exit. Guess it's just me left, he thought to himself. Part of him wanted to follow suit and call it off, but three hundred extra Galleons would go a long way, and he had a couple ideas he wanted to try against the Graphorn.

"Ready to go, Phantom?" asked the organizer. Harry spotted Krum in the crowd, eyeing him nervously, silently willing him to back out.

"Ready," Harry nodded. He gave Krum a nod of reassurance as he descended back into the arena and prepared himself for battle.

The grate lifted, and the Graphorn came rumbling out again, looking twice as angry as before. It locked onto Harry and huffed furiously, no doubt determining how best to rip him from limb to limb.

Harry knew mobility would be key here. The Graphorn was powerful and hard to stop, but also large and cumbersome, not nearly as nimble as Harry. If it charged, and Harry managed to get out of the way, he would have a small window of opportunity to subdue it. It was just a matter of figuring out how exactly to do so.

And Harry didn't have long to contemplate this. The Graphorn charged, lowering its thick skull to ram him into oblivion. Harry didn't even bother with his wand; he waited until the last moment before diving away, rolling cleanly to the side as the Graphorn barreled past. He knew the only weak point in the Graphorn's hide was at its underbelly, which the beast would not easily expose. There was no point in trying to curse it head-on.

The Graphorn wheeled around, huffing angrily at him. Harry readied himself for another charge, which came almost immediately, as the beast lowered its head to ram him. This time, he whipped his wand to conjure thick vines from the ground, just as he had with the hippogriff. It slowed the beast considerably, the vines straining and creaking as they fought to hold the beast back. But they snapped rather easily, sending the beast lurching forward.

Harry dove out of the way, but this time he was a split second too late – he felt a sharp pain in his side as the Graphorn rumbled past. One of its tusks had speared him in the hip; Harry could feel warm blood running down his leg from the wound. But adrenaline pulsed through him, allowing him to still stand. He would need to find a way to win this fight, and fast, before the blood loss began to truly affect him.

Again the Graphorn charged, giving him little time to think. Harry aimed his wand at the ground between them, and there was a mighty boom as the earth lifted up from beneath the Graphorn, momentarily lifting it up into the air. Harry rolled out of its path, firing wildly at its exposed underbelly but failing to do any significant damage. The Graphorn recovered quickly, landing on its side and lunging back to its feet. All Harry had accomplished was making the beast even angrier.

He was going to have to do something drastic to win this fight. A wild idea popped into his head, inspired by his last duel with Dumbledore. It was potentially suicide, but it just might work. He readied himself for another charge, preparing to put his crazy plan into action.

The Graphorn roared and charged once more. Harry once again fired at the ground between them, sending up a smokescreen of dirt, shielding the Graphorn from view. But that did not deter the beast. It charged straight through the dirt, plowing its head straight through the spot Harry was standing—

Except Harry wasn't standing there. Unbeknownst to the Graphorn, Harry had transfigured the earth beneath him into a water pool, intentionally submerging himself below ground level. The Graphorn skidded to a halt, confused – not realizing that Harry was directly beneath it. And its underbelly was now right in the firing line.

Harry did not hold back. From underwater he cast the most powerful Stunners and Blasting Curses he could manage, rocketing upwards out of the water and directly into the beast's chest. The Graphorn roared in pain as the spells ripped into its skin, causing it to bleed profusely. It stumbled away in a blind rage, and Harry lifted himself out of the pool, quickly drying himself and preparing to defend himself if necessary. But the Graphorn no longer paid him any mind – it howled in agony as it painted a bloody trail across the pit floor.

Harry would not let it suffer long. He once again conjured thick vines, wrapping around the beast and dragging it to the earth. The beast was too weak to fight back, eventually succumbing to the vines and lying miserably on the ground, wailing from its injuries.

"Phantom subdues the Graphorn!" the announcer shouted as the crowd murmured in shock. "The beast will be feeling that one for a while!"

The animal handlers rushed out to tend to the Graphorn. One of them, a wizened older man, marched straight up to Harry, waggling his finger angrily at him. "You almost killed my Graphorn!" he shouted angrily. "Do you realize how much it cost to bring it here?"

"Not a clue," Harry shrugged, turning his back to limp out of the arena. He had little sympathy for the man – he was smuggling animals outside of their natural habitat and treating them poorly. If anything, he should have finished the Graphorn off to put it out of its misery.

Krum rushed over to Harry as he exited the pit. "Are you badly hurt?" he asked.

Harry lifted his shirt and grimaced; the Graphorn's tusk had gored him in the side, leaving a nasty open wound that was bleeding profusely. He had a decent grasp on healing magic, but not enough to fix something this severe.

Instead, he gritted his teeth and pressed the tip of his wand to the wound. His wand tip glowed red-hot, and the smell of burning flesh filled his nostrils as he cauterized the wound closed. Once that was done, he cast a series of Cleaning Charms and reached into his robes for his potion toolkit, gulping down a Blood Replenisher to ensure he wouldn't pass out from blood loss.

"We should get you to a hospital," Krum said nervously.

"Too risky," Harry shook his head. "My sister can patch me up when I get home. I'll be alright for now."

Meanwhile, the organizer was rushing over to congratulate him. "Three hundred Galleons, as promised," he smiled, pressing a second coin purse into Harry's hand. "Ready for round three?"

"Er—" Harry said, pausing to think. The Graphorn had been a tough opponent, and he had to imagine the next creature would be even more dangerous, even if he wasn't injured. Was it really worth the five hundred Galleons? "I think I have to pass. It's too much of a risk."

"But you are our last remaining contestant!" said the organizer, sounding a bit desperate now. He looked around nervously; the crowd was watching on in excitement, hoping for another show like the one Harry had just put on. "You would deny our audience a spectacle?"

"Not if I wouldn't survive the encounter," said Harry. "Sorry, but five hundred Galleons isn't worth the risk." And he turned to leave, intending to retire for the night and make the journey home to Raven House in the morning.

"What about seven hundred?"

Harry turned. The organizer was wringing his hands nervously, suddenly faced with the prospect of an anticlimactic finish. "Come again?" said Harry.

"Seven hundred Galleons," the organizer repeated. "Hell, make it seven fifty. The show must go on."

Harry considered this. He suddenly had a powerful bargaining chip. "A thousand," he said.

The organizer looked shocked at this. "That's double the normal rate!" he stammered.

"You'll still make a profit," Harry shrugged. He'd seen many hundreds of gold coins exchange hands in the past few hours, and knew his request was far from breaking the bank for the club. "Plus, you'll lose customers if you don't provide a good show. A thousand Galleons, or I walk."

"I...I can't do that!" the organizer protested.

"Good night, then," Harry nodded, turning to go. As expected, it took only a couple seconds before the man called back after him.

"Okay, okay, you win! A thousand!" the organizer groaned.

Harry nodded and began to lightly stretch in preparation. Krum made his way over to him, looking highly concerned.

"This is a bad idea, Harry," he said warningly. "You're already injured. I do not know what else they are keeping down there, but it cannot be anything good—"

"I'll manage," Harry shrugged. A Graphorn was near the top of the list of dangerous creatures, and he could only think of a few things worse. If he could handle the massive beast, he could handle just about anything. Krum looked highly concerned, but he nodded and retreated back into the crowd as the organizer returned to the stage.

"Phantom has agreed to face the final round of the Gauntlet!" he announced excitedly. "Gather round and watch as he defies death for a third time!"

Harry steeled his nerves and headed back into the pit. He paced to and fro in front of the gate, mentally preparing himself for whatever came out next. The grate slid open, and Harry half-expected another massive beast to charge, forcing him to think fast—

But nothing happened. The crowd murmured quietly as Harry waited, watching the tunnel carefully. He could feel a powerful wave of magic rolling towards him, but could not yet see any threat. What was he about to face?

A thin mist began to creep out of the tunnel, swirling around and kicking up light dust. Harry's hair stood on end – it felt like the temperature had dropped in the pit by at least ten degrees. There's no way, he thought to himself. They couldn't have brought one here…

But his worst fears were realized when the creature finally emerged, drifting slowly towards him, silent as night. A pitch-black cloak, rippling in the wind with no wearer, floating menacingly towards him. The most dangerous creature known to wizarding kind. A Lethifold.

Harry immediately summoned a Bubble-Head Charm around his nose and mouth for clean air. He knew if he caught even a whiff of the swirling mist around the Lethifold, he would be instantly paralyzed, and the creature would throttle him to death. He had to keep his distance – Lethifolds moved slowly, but once they were within range, there was no escaping their grasp.

Harry wracked his brain, trying to remember a Lethifold's weakness. He fired a few test spells at the creature – Stunners, Body-Binds, Cutters – but nothing seemed to affect the thing, passing straight through as if it were immaterial. He tried fire next, summoning a wall of flame between him and the ominous thing, but it phased straight through unharmed.

Harry only knew of one spell to handle a Lethifold: the Patronus Charm. Like with Dementors, Lethifolds were creatures of pure darkness, unable to stand the pure light energy of a Patronus. The problem was, Harry did not want to reveal the form of his Patronus to these strangers – being able to cast the spell was rare enough, and having a thestral form was even rarer. That was a recipe for being identified with near certainty.

But he had to do something. The Lethifold crept ever closer, wisely cutting off Harry's routes of escape, slowly backing him into a corner. Time to put some of his illusory magic to work.

"Lumos Maxima!" Harry shouted. A large orb of light erupted into the sky, causing a blinding flash of light. The spectators were forced to avert their eyes, giving Harry time to enact his plan. He thought of Christmas, his family all together enjoying one another's company, using the warm memory for his next spell: "Expecto Patronum!"

The silver thestral burst from his wand, turning to await his instructions. Harry worked quickly, pointing his wand at the thestral to modify its spectral appearance. He added feathers to its bony wings, talons to its hoofed feet, and a beak to its long snout. When the spectators were finally able to adjust to the light and look into the pit again, the thestral had taken on the appearance of a hippogriff, turning to face down the Lethifold.

"Looks like our Phantom friend can cast a Patronus Charm!" said the announcer as the crowd murmured in awe. "Can his hippogriff avatar handle the Lethifold?"

The Lethifold looked perturbed by the Patronus, altering its course to back away from its prey. Harry directed the 'hippogriff' forward, charging down the Lethifold, which was forced to swoop away. It tried to re-enter the tunnel to retreat, but the grate had closed behind it, preventing its escape.

The Patronus lunged, grabbing the Lethifold in its mouth. The creature was pinned to the ground, emitting an inhuman sound – not quite a scream, more like the distant echo of lost souls, reverberating through the centuries of misery the ageless Lethifold had subjected them to.

Harry knew at this point he could claim victory and walk away with his gold. But he had no intention of letting the Lethifold live. It was too dangerous to be kept alive – not only was it subjected to horrible treatment, it was in a busy urban center, where it could feast on wizards and Muggles alike if it managed to escape. Harry wouldn't take that chance.

He urged his Patronus to keep going, throttling the creature and stomping it with its hooves. The grate was wrenched open, and animal handlers poured out in an attempt to extract the Lethifold before it could be killed. But Harry summoned an invisible barrier, preventing them from entering the pit as his Patronus bit, stomped, and kicked the creature.

The Lethifold did not last long. With one final, high-pitched keening sound, it burst apart, its 'cloak' dissolving into fine gray flakes, which settled into the dirt. Harry canceled his Patronus Charm as the stunned onlookers looked on.

"Phantom has killed the Lethifold!" said the shocked announcer. "I've never seen anything like it!"

The handlers finally burst through his makeshift barrier, and the older man hobbled towards him once more, beside himself with rage. "You killed my Lethifold!" he spat. "I ought to tear you apart for it!" The man drew his wand, but Harry flicked his own, sending it flying out of his hand and knocking him back. Part of him wished to hurt the man further, but there was no reason to waste his energy. He turned and exited the arena once more, leaving the man to stew.

Harry marched straight up to the organizer, who looked surprised to see him in one piece. "Well done, young man, well done indeed," he managed.

"My payment?" Harry asked, holding out his hand expectantly.

"Right, yes," the man chuckled nervously. "Right this way."

He led the way into a back office. Harry stood in the doorway, not wishing to close himself in with a man he didn't know. The organizer wrung his hands together before addressing him.

"Right, so, here's the thing," he said. "You were to face the three beasts without killing them – that was the rule. We lost a lot of future revenue from that Lethifold, so I'm afraid I have to rescind the thousand Galleon reward."

"Excuse me?" Harry scoffed. "Like hell you are – I earned that money!"

"It's just business," the organizer shrugged. "We have to recoup our losses somehow. Our margins are razor-thin already."

Harry drew his wand and pointed it menacingly at the man. "I wasn't asking," he warned. "Give me the money, or I'll take it by force."

"There are a dozen security guards behind you that will be alerted the second you try anything stupid," the organizer said.

"I doubt they'll react quick enough," Harry shrugged. "A Killing Curse only takes about a second to cast. I would know; it wouldn't be my first time."

The remaining color drained from the organizer's face. "C'mon, there's no need for threats—" he stammered.

"There is if you continue to try to screw me," said Harry. "Now, I'm going to count to ten, and by the time I finish, you're going to—"

Harry paused. Something wasn't right here. He'd felt a subtle shift in the magic in the air – almost imperceptible, something far off, but significant enough to catch his attention.

There seemed to be a general commotion happening in the main room. Harry turned his back on the organizer and left the office, returning to the main floor as club-goers huddled in confusion. A large group was descending the stairwell towards them from above, and one glance told Harry that it meant nothing good.

"Auror Office!" barked a man in official scarlet robes, matching those of a dozen men behind him. "This is a raid...everyone stay where you are and get your papers ready for inspection!"

Harry spotted Krum across the room and slipped through the crowd towards him. "What's happening?" he whispered urgently in Krum's ear.

"Ministry raid," Krum whispered back. "I'll be fine – I can bribe my way out of this, but you must go. If they discover you here, it could cause an international incident."

Harry spun on the spot to Apparate away, but found that he was unable to. "Anti-Disapparation wards," he muttered. "What do I do?" More Aurors were streaming into the space, blocking the only exit – Harry could see no way out.

"I'll cause a diversion for you," Krum muttered. "Try to slip out while nobody's looking."

Krum crossed the room and disappeared into the crowd. Heart hammering, Harry backed into a corner and cast a Disillusionment Charm on himself. It would keep him hidden for now, but the illusion was more easily spotted in motion, and if he stayed in one place, eventually the Aurors would be able to detect him. He had to find his way out, and quickly.

Harry glanced towards the office; he saw the organizer, wide-eyed with fear at the sight of the Aurors. The man crept away, not towards the stairs, but down into the pit. Harry watched him disappear down the grated tunnel, wondering if perhaps there was a secondary exit down there. It might be worth a try.

"What is the meaning of this?!" a voice roared from the other end of the room. Everyone turned; Krum had marched to the front of the crowd, facing down the head Auror with an angry expression. At once people began to mutter excitedly about the celebrity in their midst, including several of the red-robed Aurors.

"Stay where you are and have your papers ready," the head Auror said impassively. "You will be subjected to a fine and allowed to leave shortly."

"How dare you fine us for having a good time?" Krum demanded. "We are free citizens of this nation – what are these draconian tactics?" Many in the crowd murmured their agreement, glad to have a famous advocate on their side.

"Do not resist," the head Auror warned. "Or you will be arrested."

You're going to arrest me?" Krum demanded, laughing loudly at the idea. "How do you think the public will react when that news hits the press? Do you really want that bad publicity?"

"I don't care who you are," the head Auror snarled, pointing his wand between Krum's eyes. "Back up, or there will be consequences."

"Go easy on him, Boris," another Auror muttered nervously, approaching his colleague. "That's Viktor Krum. He's got a match against Greece next week – they're top of the Euro table."

"I don't give a damn who he is!" snarled the Auror named Boris. "I won't be shown up by a punk like him, and he's going to listen when I—"

"Hey, you! Stop right there!"

Harry's heart sank – he'd been spotted trying to sneak around the perimeter of the room. His Disillusionment Charm flickered and died under the scrutiny, exposing him to the view of the entire Auror force.

He wasted no time. Harry jabbed his wand at the ground, creating a large explosion of smoke and sparks that caused a loud bang which reverberated throughout the club. Aurors and club-goers dove out of the way, but the explosion was harmless – it was only meant to buy time.

Harry dove for the entrance to the pit as the Aurors open fire. His entire body glowed gold as his various shield items absorbed the spells, their Stunners and Body-Bind Charms failing to get through. If they'd cast anything stronger, they might have broken through the enchanted clothing, but Harry was banking on the Aurors using non-lethal methods of apprehension. By the time they realized what had happened, Harry was back in the arena and sprinting for the tunnel beyond.

The tunnel opened up a few dozen yards into the wall, revealing a larger animal holding area. Several beasts were chained to the wall, including the injured Graphorn and half a dozen hippogriffs. There was also an enchanted glass box that Harry presumed had held the Lethifold; now all that remained was the gray flakes of skin it had dropped upon its demise, collected by the handlers and gathered in a pile on the ground.

Harry heard shouting behind him; the Aurors were hot on his tail. Another tunnel extended deeper into the wall, promising some sort of hidden exit. But Harry didn't want to confine himself to such a tight space with spells flying at his back. He needed another diversion.

"Relashio!" he shouted, aiming his wand at the chains shackling the various beasts in place. They fell away, releasing the hippogriffs and the Graphorn. For a moment they stood still, not yet realizing they were free; then Harry fired Stinging Hexes at their backsides, spurring them to action. They lurched forward out of their pens, looking for a way out.

The Aurors screeched to a halt at the sight of the large beasts free of their bonds. The Graphorn bellowed angrily and charged at them; the Aurors scrambled back the way they came, as the massive beast chased them back down the tunnel towards the pit, the hippogriffs close behind.

Harry turned the opposite direction to continue through the underground tunnels in search of another way out. However, he paused, his eyes drawn once more to the Lethifold's empty pen. He knew Lethifold skin was an extremely rare and valuable substance, and here it was, freshly harvested and gathered in one place for the taking. Harry had been cheated out of a thousand Galleons tonight and wanted to make his trip somewhat worthwhile. So he quickly summoned a marble box, scooping the Lethifold remains inside before sealing it shut and stuffing it in his robes.

Harry took off down the tunnel again, which wound in seemingly random directions deeper into the earth. After a few hundred feet, it began to incline upwards, giving Harry hope that it would soon lead him to the surface so that he could find his way to safety. But to his dismay, when he rounded a corner, he found the tunnel caved in on itself – clearly the organizer and the animal handlers had destroyed the way out behind them to cover their tracks. Harry could not see any other way through.

Harry tried Apparating away again, but found that he was still within the wards preventing it. He once again heard voices behind him; more Aurors were giving chase, meaning Harry was well and truly trapped. He weighed his options – he could either try to fight his way back to the pit, where an entire Auror force awaited him; or he could surrender and face the consequences. Neither appealed to him very much.

One other option remained, even if Harry didn't like it. He reached into his robes and pulled out the silver comb that was his return trip home. Borgin had told him not to use it near wizarding establishments as he could be tracked, but Harry had no choice. He would rather take his chances in Britain than in a foreign country.

"Jobberknoll," he whispered, praying that the wards would let him leave. Fortunately, he felt the familiar tug behind the navel as the portkey whisked him away, ripping through the anti-Disapparation wards and transporting him out of Bulgaria at last.

After another prolonged journey, Harry fell flat on his face, breathing in damp grass and hearing the wind whistle through the trees around him. According to Borgin, he was now in Epping Forest, just outside London. His hip throbbed painfully from the Graphorn wound, but he could not stay still for long. He scrambled to his feet, praying that he could make his escape before anyone noticed his arrival.

But it was not to be. Within seconds, he heard several pops of Apparation as more Aurors arrived on the scene in a circle around him.

"Stop where you are!" a booming voice shouted in English. "Auror Office! You are in violation of international portkey law, and are under arrest!"

"Do not attempt to flee!" another deep voice warned; Harry realized with dread that it was Kingsley Shacklebolt. "Or you will be charged with obstruction of justice and imprisoned!"

Harry remained stock-still, kneeling in the tall grass as the Aurors slowly advanced all around him. They hadn't yet spotted him in the dim moonlight, slowly tightening the circle around the spot where he'd triggered their detection wards. He had only a few seconds before they found him, and had to act fast. He knew instinctively that he would not be able to Apparate...he needed to get a safe distance away to escape their wards and get himself to safety.

Harry tapped his wand to the silver comb in his hand and muttered a series of spells. As the footsteps drew ever closer around him, he flicked his wand upwards, sending the comb flying into the air. It glowed brightly, drawing every eye as it zoomed across the forest floor and connected with a nearby tree.

The comb exploded on impact, causing a massive boom as the tree rattled mightily from the burst. Several Aurors flinched, and Harry made his move. He sprinted directly at the nearest Auror, catching them with a Stunning Spell before he knew what had hit him. Harry caught the body on its way to the ground and flung it in the path of the follow-up Stunners sent his way, absorbing them all as Harry sprinted onward.

He heard a half-dozen voices shouting after him as he ran for freedom. Harry shot multiple Concussive Charms over his shoulder, causing more deafening booms that would hopefully help disorient the Aurors on his tail. He also flicked his wand to pick up as many stray branches and rocks as he could, sending the projectiles behind him as further deterrent for anyone chasing him. His clothing continued to glow gold at random intervals, absorbing spells fired at his back – he didn't know how many charges he had left and didn't want to stick around to find out.

After nearly a minute of running, Harry felt a subtle shift in the magic in the air and knew he had passed through the anti-Disapparation wards. He spun on the spot, twisting away into nothingness to escape the forest. He emerged in a back alleyway of London, sprinting on for another ten seconds before disappearing again to mask his Disapparation point. He repeated the process several times, popping all over the British countryside to throw off the trail, even at one point Apparating high over the open ocean and allowing himself to free-fall for several seconds before Disapparating again.

Harry finally made his final Apparation journey, emerging within the grounds of Raven House, safely hidden beneath his Fidelius Charm. Harry remained crouched on the front lawn, panting heavily, half-expecting Aurors to appear around the perimeter of his property at any moment. But it seemed he had effectively lost their tail, and after five minutes had passed, carefully listening for any sign of a disturbance beyond the ward line, Harry was confident he was in the clear.

He stumbled into the house, fully drained after the arduous journey home. He had expended a lot of magic tonight, and would need at least a full day to recover, if not longer. He stripped down and examined himself for injuries...the wound on his thigh from the Graphorn had re-opened, blood pouring liberally down his leg once more. Harry gritted his teeth and cauterized it again, before wrapping it in a bandage and gulping down another Blood Replenisher.

Harry limped over to his cot and fell onto it, fully aware that he was still a grimy, bloody mess. But he was alive, and he was safe – that was the important part, and the rest could wait until morning. He could summon Dahlia to patch him up before returning to Hogwarts. For now, he just wanted to sleep.

A/N: I borrowed some world-building in this chapter from one of my other completed fics, 'Evangeline's War'. If you liked the scenes with Krum and want to see more like it, I recommend checking that one out...I'm rather proud of it!
Year 6-12: Trouble Brewing

DARK WIZARD EVADES AUROR FORCES OUTSIDE LONDON!

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"In the early hours of Sunday the Ninth of March, the British Auror Office was alerted to an illegal international portkey activation from the continent. A team of eight elite Aurors was dispatched to apprehend the user, but the individual escaped custody.

'This was a dangerous and skilled individual who clearly had combat experience,' said Head Auror Kingsley Shacklebolt in a statement to the press. 'He was able to fend off multiple veteran Aurors and use the element of surprise to his advantage. We regret to inform the public that this individual remains at-large within Great Britain, and urge caution when dealing with unknown individuals in the coming weeks.'

Sources within the Ministry indicate that the portkey originated in Bulgaria. The Balkan nation's Minister of Magic, Silvia Borisova, recently announced that she had directed her own Auror Office to conduct a raid of an illegal creature smuggling and fighting ring in the capital that same day. It is unclear if the two incidents are related.

Minister James Potter seized upon the moment to repeat his call for assistance from the International Confederation of Warlocks. 'Dark witches and wizards are pouring into our country and joining [REDACTED]'s service every day,' he said in a statement of his own Sunday evening. 'The period of calm we find ourselves in is temporary, and we may find ourselves at a disadvantage if we do not act now to bolster our forces. I am calling once again for the ICW to release emergency troops to assist Britain in the fight against [REDACTED].'

The Prophet was unable to verify whether the wizard in question was in fact in league with You-Know-Who. Minister Potter has drawn scrutiny in recent months for his aggressive tactics to capture followers of the Dark Lord, including several false arrests, such as Lord Quincy Nott, who was reinstated to the Wizengamot earlier this month. For more on Potter's aggressive (and controversial) war strategies, see pg. 9."

Harry set down his copy of the Prophet, trying his best to act natural and not give away the fact that his heart was hammering out of his chest. The last thing he'd expected was to make national headlines for his harrowing escape from Bulgaria. The only consolation was that he hadn't been identified, and Krum must have worked wonders on his end to make sure nobody tied him to the incident.

Fortunately, nobody in the Great Hall paid him much mind; they were busy buzzing over the article themselves, talking excitedly to one another about the development. "Must have been a really powerful wizard to take down eight Aurors," Terry Boot remarked from down the aisle.

"He didn't 'take down' eight Aurors; it just says he escaped," Michael Corner corrected. "And maybe the Aurors didn't send their best people."

"My father says Kingsley Shacklebolt is the best of the best," Padma Patil chimed in. "He was even assigned to protect the Muggle Prime Minister for a time."

"So what? That's a nothing job," scoffed Anthony Goldstein. "How hard is it to keep some random Muggle safe?"

Harry's thoughts drifted elsewhere as his House mates debated the merits and hardships of protecting Muggle politicians. He hadn't planned on causing a major incident with his return to Britain, but maybe it could be spun into a positive. If it helped James convince the ICW to provide reserve troops for the war effort, it would be worth it, wouldn't it?

As his classmates continued to debate around him, Harry grabbed his things and left for his first class of the day. However, as he headed for the Potions classroom, Dahlia fell into step with him, steering him down a quiet corridor to talk.

"Was this you?" his sister demanded, brandishing her copy of the Prophet in front of his face.

"Er…" Harry stammered, surprised she had put the pieces together so quickly. "What makes you think that?"

"I'm not stupid!" she huffed. "You summoned me to your safe house yesterday to patch you up from what looked like a Graphorn spearing, without telling me what it is and expecting me to keep quiet. Now some mystery wizard shows up in Britain, fresh from an animal fighting ring, and fights off half a dozen Aurors? What the hell have you gotten yourself into?!"

"It's nothing," Harry insisted. "Honestly, Dahlia. I didn't know a Graphorn was going to be there, and I didn't mean to alert the Aurors when I came back. Nothing that bad happened. The reporters are grasping at straws."

"Why were you in bloody Bulgaria?" Dahlia demanded. "Why were you fighting magical creatures at all? There's a rumor that there was a Lethifold there!"

"There was," Harry nodded. "I killed it. The remains are at the safe house as we speak."

If that was supposed to reassure Dahlia, it only seemed to horrify her more. "I don't understand why you're doing this, Harry," she whined. "You're going to get yourself killed one of these days, and I won't be able to heal you every time. How am I supposed to explain any of this to Mum and Dad?"

"You're not getting rid of me that easy," Harry quipped, using her own line against her. "I promise, it's necessary for the war effort. I got us one step closer to beating Voldemort last night."

"How, by getting gored by a Graphorn?" Dahlia demanded. "By sending Tonks to the hospital?"

"That's not—" Harry protested, before pausing. "I didn't know Tonks was in the hospital. Is she okay?"

"Yeah, she'll be fine," Dahlia said dismissively. "You threw a bloody boulder at her head, though. What the hell were you thinking?"

"I was thinking it would be a scandal if the Minister's son was caught in an illegal Bulgarian fighting ring," said Harry. "I'm doing this to keep my family out of danger. That includes you, by the way. Whoever tried to kill you is going to regret it once I figure out who it is."

Dahlia still did not look pleased in the slightest. "I don't like this," she whispered. "I know Dumbledore's full of shite saying you're going dark, but maybe he's right that you're biting off more than you can chew."

"I'm not alone," Harry reminded her. "Fleur and Bill have been helping me, and Viktor Krum was with me last night. I promise I have it under control."

Dahlia nodded uncertainly. Curiosity seemed to get the better of her, because she eventually asked, "Did you say you have Lethifold remains? Those are extremely rare."

"I do," Harry nodded. "I was planning to do some brewing with them this weekend. Want to help me?"

He knew his sister would be unable to resist the opportunity to brew using such a rare ingredient. Her eyes twinkled with mischief, and a smile spread across her face. "Fine," she said. "Someone has to be there to make sure you don't inhale the fumes and paralyze yourself."

Harry laughed and gave her a reassuring hug before continuing on to class. His bond with Dahlia had grown stronger ever since she rescued him from the botched ritual. He knew eventually he would share more of his secrets with her, but did not want to worry her further than she already was. If she was this freaked out by him facing down a single Graphorn, he couldn't imagine telling her that he was secretly a time-traveler hunting down pieces of Voldemort's soul.

In the meantime, Harry planned to keep his head down and go about his routine. He made sure to ask lots of questions in class, spend time with his classmates at meals, and generally make himself present so that nobody questioned where he was. Who would suspect him of being the mysterious dark wizard in the papers when he was acting like a normal carefree student?

That Friday, he spent the evening in his mother's office, as was his custom. He chatted about half a dozen different topics to satiate her desire to be a part of his life, including how his lessons were going, the progress of the Quidditch team, and other mundane topics. Lily seemed distracted, which wasn't uncommon nowadays, but something seemed to weigh particularly heavy on her now.

"You alright, Mum?" Harry asked gently. "You look like you're a million miles away."

"Oh, I'm just tired," Lily sighed, rubbing her eyes. "Long week."

"Same here," Harry agreed. "Looking forward to relaxing this weekend."

Lily gave her son an odd look at this comment. "Speaking of which," she said, "I noticed you missed your second Dueling Club meeting in a row last Sunday. Where were you?"

"Studying," Harry lied. "I don't have time for those meetings anymore."

"What?" said Lily, aghast. "But you're such a good role model for the younger students!"

"Maybe I don't want to be a role model," Harry groaned. "Just because Dad's the Minister means I have to be the example student for everyone to look up to?"

"People look up to you regardless of who your father is," Lily pointed out. "So tough luck, mister. Besides, I thought running the club was part of the deal you made with the Headmaster last summer?"

"It was," Harry shrugged. "But so was him giving me private lessons, and he stopped doing those, so why should I uphold my end of the bargain?"

"Professor Dumbledore has stopped tutoring you?" Lily frowned. "But why?"

"Doesn't matter," Harry sighed. "They were a waste of time anyway."

"Harry, you have to convince him to resume those lessons," said Lily. "You have so much you can learn from him!"

"What does it matter if he refuses to teach anything useful to me?" Harry asked. "He's past his prime anyway, and he doesn't think I'm worth his time. I'd rather self-study."

"I'm going to have a word with him about this," Lily muttered fretfully.

"No, you won't," Harry said firmly. "I don't need my mum sticking up for me. Dumbledore and I don't see eye to eye, and if he doesn't want to teach me, I'm not going to grovel and ask him to take me back. I have more self-respect than that."

Lily looked deeply troubled by this new development. She opened one of her desk drawers and rummaged through it, pulling out a glass bottle of clear liquid. "Gin?" she offered, reaching to a nearby shelf for a pair of glasses.

"Erm...is this a trick question?" Harry chuckled. "I'm not of-age yet."

"Right, like you've never had a drop of alcohol before," Lily deadpanned with a wry smile. "C'mon, help me with this bottle. I've got half a dozen of them that were gifted to me at the Slug Club party."

Bemused, Harry accepted the glass and took a gulp of the bitter liquid. Lily downed her own glass in a single deep swill, before pouring herself another liberal serving.

"Seriously, Mum, is everything okay?" Harry repeated. "You seem on-edge."

Lily took another deep swig of her drink before leaning back tiredly in her chair. "It's nothing, dear, honestly," she muttered. Harry continued to look at her worriedly, until she finally blurted out, "Your father and I have just been rowing, that's all."

"You have?" asked Harry, surprised. He had never heard his parents so much as raise their voices at each other before. "What about?"

"I wanted to pull you and Dahlia out of Hogwarts after the Hogsmeade incident," Lily sighed. "Britain isn't safe for us anymore. But James insisted that we stay together and present a unified front. He thinks that it could cause a panic if the Potters fled the country."

"I doubt anyone would begrudge us for it," Harry reasoned. "Considering how many times we've been targeted over the past few years."

"That's what I told him," Lily muttered. "And we're practically separated from him anyway, with Hogwarts being so far away from London. Hell, even Beauxbatons is closer to the Ministry! But your father can be very strong-willed at times, and he wouldn't hear a word otherwise. Petunia thinks that I – oh, I shouldn't be telling you about all this. It's nothing you need to concern yourself with."

Even a year prior, Harry would have scoffed at the idea of leaving Britain. But now, he was starting to think it was a wise move to keep his family safe. Lily and Dahlia were prime targets for Voldemort, and last month's incident proved that even here at Hogwarts they weren't perfectly safe. He could continue planning the horcrux hunt overseas with Fleur, maybe even with Viktor, and visit his safe house only as necessary.

"Maybe things would be different if Dumbledore didn't allow Death Eaters to roam free in the castle," Harry said bitterly.

"I hope you don't mean Draco Malfoy," Lily frowned. "Severus told me that he caught you waiting for him outside the Slytherin common room the other day. You have to leave that boy alone."

"I wasn't gonna hurt him," Harry groaned. "Just ask him some questions, that's all."

"He has already been cleared of wrongdoing in your sister's accident," said Lily. "And he is having a difficult enough time right now with what his family is going through. Do not antagonize him further, Harry, I mean it."

Why is everyone so keen on protecting Draco? Harry thought bitterly. Snape he could understand, having sworn an oath to Narcissa, but Lily? Did she not realize how dangerous Draco could be? How easily he could manipulate someone into believing he wasn't a threat, only to stab them in the back?

"Fine," Harry grumbled unhappily, as he packed his things. "I've got some homework to work on. I'll see you on Monday."

"Good night, dear," said Lily, standing to give Harry a kiss on the cheek. "Try to stay out of trouble this weekend, will you?"

"I will," said Harry. Compared to battling Graphorns and fighting Aurors on two different continents, he figured what he had planned for tomorrow qualified as 'staying out of trouble' in a relative sense.

He couldn't leave the school grounds right away, however, as he had scheduled a Quidditch practice for Saturday morning. As frivolous as the sport felt compared to everything else going on right now, Ravenclaw House was desperate for a Cup victory over Hufflepuff this year, and Harry felt the pressure to deliver it to them. Without Cedric captaining the enemy team, he felt confident he could win the match single-handedly.

"C'mon, Frasier!" Harry shouted, blowing the whistle once more to pause their scrimmage. "You have to be more precise with your Bludger hits than that!"

"But I forced Boot to drop his bat," Amy Frasier protested; indeed, the team's other Beater, Terry Boot, was currently swooping down to the pitch to retrieve his dropped tool.

"Only because he flinched," said Harry. "Damian Dursley's got nerves of steel, and you can't rattle him as easily with close calls. Your shots have to be on-target, or you won't faze him one bit."

"Remind me why we're targeting the enemy Beaters instead of their Chasers and Keeper?" asked an exhausted Cho Chang. "Scoring goals will be much easier if we can disrupt their defenses."

"Their Keeper and Chasers are also adept at avoiding Bludgers," said Harry. "And Dursley is their best player right now. If we can disrupt him, we'll have a better time implementing our own game plan."

What Harry didn't want to say is that the Hufflepuff Chasers were simply better than Ravenclaw's. The match against Gryffindor had exposed his team's weakness with the Quaffle, as despite their undefeated record, they wouldn't be anywhere near the top of the standings without Harry. He knew Damian was the one person standing between him and the Snitch, and had privately decided he didn't care about the Quaffle score – he was just going to win on his own terms.

One thing giving him confidence was his improved reflexes from the blood ritual. He'd never felt so aware of his surroundings before, so tuned in to every little thing happening on the pitch. He could spot Snitches within seconds of them appearing; could feel Bludgers coming from a mile away; he even had a knack for analyzing body language and when someone was making a feint or a legitimate move.

Harry's leg wound was also healing at a rapid rate, far faster than with any prior wound he'd received. Dahlia of course worked wonders when she patched him up at the safe house, but even she warned that it could take weeks before he was fully healed. Yet now, only six days later, all that remained of the wound was a slight discoloration in his hip and a bit of numbness in the mornings. Krum's theory seemed to be correct: the side effects of the potion fumes mixed in with the blood ritual seemed to have improved his body's natural healing properties.

Did that give Harry an unfair advantage? He felt a bit guilty, knowing that he had augmented his body in ways his peers had little hope of replicating through natural means. But then again, wasn't his existence in this timeline an unfair advantage in the first place? He had five years' experience with the sport before he even began his first year. Sure, he'd worked hard, but he also came in with a skill set nobody his age ought to have.

Once practice was over, Harry took a quick shower and slipped out behind the stadium where he could be alone. "Dobby!" he called out.

With a small pop, the house-elf appeared before him. "Yes, Mister Harry Potter?" asked Dobby.

"I need you to take me to Raven House," he said. "And could you go and fetch Dahlia after? She said she wanted to join me."

"Miss Dahlia is already at Raven House, sir!" Dobby said excitedly. "She asked me to take her this morning!"

Of course she did, Harry thought. Dahlia had been slowly invading the safe house as of late, making alterations to the layout without asking Harry first and even coming over uninvited. He supposed he owed her for keeping quiet about the whole thing, but it still felt like his cool clubhouse was being invaded by his little sister.

He found her upstairs in the potions room as expected, deep in concentration over a cauldron as she stirred in new ingredients. "What are you making?" he asked her.

"Cleaning solution," she muttered. "If you're not going to do anything about the mold and dry rot in the walls, I will."

"Great, thanks," Harry sighed. "No one's forcing you to stay here, you know. It's kinda my place, and you're just visiting."

Dahlia shot him a scathing look. "I come in here and save your life twice in as many months, and this is how you repay me?" she scoffed.

"I'm pretty sure my count is up to three in saving yours, so you still owe me one," Harry fired back.

"Touché," Dahlia smirked. "So where are these Lethifold remains you were going on about?"

Harry opened the cabinet and carefully pulled out the marble box he'd placed the remains in. Dahlia insisted that they each apply Bubble-Head Charms and wear protective gloves before handling it. Harry transfigured a lid onto the box and pried it open it, allowing Dahlia to peer inside.

"Merlin, I thought you were joking," she breathed. "How the hell did you kill it?"

"Patronus Charm," Harry shrugged. "The owner wasn't happy, so it would be wonderful if it didn't get out that I was the one to do it."

"Sure, because that's why I haven't told anyone," Dahlia said dryly. "What are you planning to do with it?"

"Sell some of it," said Harry. "But I think I want to use the majority to brew some Veritaserum and Thief's Downfall."

"Those are incredibly complex recipes," Dahlia muttered.

"Good thing I have you to help me," Harry quipped. "Or do you think it's too much of a challenge for you?"

As Harry suspected, Dahlia didn't take well to the dig, shooting him a nasty glare. "Of course I can handle it," she snapped. "Move aside, idiot, I'll start on the Veritaserum."

Bemused, Harry stepped aside to watch his sister work. She was in her element here, intensely focused on a task, whether it was repairing a gored hip or brewing one of the most complex potions known to wizardkind. Dahlia may not be a great duelist in a war situation, but she had a unique ability to stay calm under pressure and help those who badly needed it, and he admired her deeply for it.

Harry knew she would reprimand him for interrupting her flow state by trying to help, so he settled in the corner with a recipe book and began scouring for more useful potions he could brew. Wiggenweld Potion was a must for treating minor injuries, and he could see obvious value in having some Skele-Gro around. There was also a recipe for something called Felix Felicis that sounded interesting – he didn't know how a 'luck potion' worked, but a little luck never hurt anybody.

"So how are things with Tracey going?" Dahlia asked casually as she stirred her concoction.

"What do you mean by 'things'?" Harry asked. "We aren't dating."

"So I've heard," Dahlia smirked up at him. "But Ginny saw her dragging you into an empty classroom on Wednesday. Just catching up on some studying, were you?"

"So what?" said Harry, rolling his eyes. "We're just keeping things casual. There's no emotions involved."

"Hmm," Dahlia hummed as she returned to her cauldron.

"Hmm what?"

"Nothing," Dahlia shrugged. "Does she make you happy?"

"I—what do you mean?" said Harry. "I mean, yeah, sure, I enjoy spending time with her. Why, d'you have a problem with me sneaking around with her?"

"That's not what I meant," said Dahlia. "You just seem really stressed and on-edge lately. I want to see you with someone who helps with that, that's all."

"Well, she does," Harry said stubbornly. "So you don't need to meddle, thank you very much."

"Alright, sorry," Dahlia sighed. "Forget I asked."

"What about you and Neville?" Harry demanded. "Does he make you happy?"

Dahlia scowled at the mention of the boy. "Neville Longbottom is a really good person," she sighed. "But he's also an idiot, not unlike yourself. He needs to learn how to take the initiative in life instead of letting the adults dictate everything for him."

Harry was surprised to feel the sudden impulse to defend Neville. "He's under a lot of pressure, you know," he said diplomatically.

"So are you," Dahlia pointed out. "And you rose to the occasion. So why can't he?"

"That's different," said Harry. "I was prepared for the war. He didn't realize it was coming until it had already arrived."

"Right, with your 'visions' or whatever," Dahlia muttered. "Funny, I haven't heard mention of any lately. What happened, did you lose your Sight in the last year or something?"

As a matter of fact I did, Harry thought glumly. But he didn't want to delve into his true backstory right now. "I'm just saying, you should go easy on him," Harry shrugged. "He didn't deserve to be put in the position he's in now, and he shouldn't be punished for falling short of impossible standards."

Dahlia eyed Harry curiously. "I thought you would've hated Neville," she remarked. "After everything he's said about our family, and how you treated all my other exes. Why defend him now?"

"I can't really explain it," Harry shrugged. "I feel a bond with him, you know? It could have easily been me in his place as a baby, but Voldemort chose him. I at least owe it to him to watch his back when I can."

Dahlia pondered these words in contemplative silence. "Don't lean against the cauldron, idiot," she huffed as she returned to her work. Harry hastily removed his elbow from the simmering cauldron to his left, returning to his own reading. He still didn't care much about what happened in the saga between Neville and Dahlia, but at least the Boy-Who-Lived deserved a chance at love without unfair expectations standing in his way of it.

Truthfully, Harry was far more bothered by his sister's words about his own love life. She thinks I'm not happy with Tracey? Harry thought. That's bollocks! I enjoy her company – what does Dahlia even know about it?

He stubbornly decided to prove her wrong by going out of his way to spend more time with Tracey outside of their occasional trysts around the castle. He sat with her at the Slytherin table for breakfast the following morning, and later joined her in the library with Daphne to work on homework together. Tracey seemed surprised that he wanted to spend casual time with her, but she didn't comment on it.

At one point Harry paused in the middle of his Transfiguration essay to glance over at Tracey in the seat beside him. She was engrossed in her Astronomy textbook, muttering to herself as she parsed through the dense text. Her right hand was resting idly on the table, and Harry instinctively brought his own hand to hers, interlocking their fingers together.

Tracey flinched at his touch, pulling her hand away. "What are you doing?" she asked.

"Er...holding your hand?" Harry chuckled awkwardly. "Is that okay?"

Tracey eyed him curiously. "I suppose so," she said, returning her hand to his. "I just didn't think you were the PDA type, Potter."

"We don't have to," Harry said quickly, moving to pull his hand away. "I didn't mean to catch you off-guard—"

"It's fine," said Tracey, keeping hold of his hand. "Just surprised me, is all." And their fingers remained intertwined as she returned to her reading. But the mood was tense now, and Harry could hardly focus on his own work. He could tell Tracey was distracted too. Had he overstepped? Was he reading too much into the relationship? Had he freaked Tracey out with the open display of intimacy?

To his relief, Tracey excused herself to the restroom soon after, leaving Harry and Daphne alone at the table. Harry continued working on his essay, but now sensed that Daphne was agitated by something, tapping her foot rapidly against the table as she scowled into her textbook. Eventually he set his own quill down to confront her.

"You seem anxious, Greengrass," he remarked. "Something the matter?"

"No, nothing," Daphne huffed. Harry quirked an eyebrow at her, and she gave him an exasperated look. "Theodore Nott rescinded his marriage contract offer last week. He will no longer be courting me."

"Good riddance," Harry said at once. "You two didn't seem to get along very well in Hogsmeade."

"That's besides the point!" Daphne sighed. "I come of-age in just four weeks, and I have yet to find a suitable mate! I'm running out of time to secure my future!"

"You don't have to get engaged at sixteen to have a bright future, Daphne," Harry said, gently but firmly. "You'll have plenty of time to meet the right person, whether it's here at Hogwarts or out in the real world after graduation."

"You don't understand!" Daphne whined. "It's different for women, Harry! We're seen as damaged goods if we aren't young and in high demand. I may be forced to accept a suitor of a lower station, which would bring dishonor upon my family name!"

Harry sighed; he was tired of having this argument with Daphne. "Well, then I wish you luck with your next suitor," he muttered, returning to his essay. Daphne returned to her own textbook, but after a moment, set it down again and turned to face him.

"What is it about me that you find undesirable?" Daphne demanded.

"Come again?" asked Harry, perplexed.

"Is it my nose?" Daphne asked. "I've been told it's too small for my face. Or my flat chest? It's not ideal, I grant you, but there are potions and rituals that can fix that—"

"It's nothing to do with your looks, Daphne!" Harry laughed awkwardly. "You're a beautiful girl. I've told you I'm not looking to date anyone right now."

"But I thought…" Daphne stammered. "You and Tracey...I assumed you just thought she was prettier than I was…"

"That's not why we're together," said Harry. "She doesn't expect me to get engaged or any of that nonsense. It's just some harmless fun with no strings attached. I have a feeling you wouldn't be interested in that."

"No, it would be quite improper," Daphne agreed. "But you would be open to a pairing in the future? Even if I was older?"

"Why are you insistent on us getting married?" Harry groaned. "What is it about me specifically? What makes me such a suitable mate?"

"That should be obvious," Daphne scoffed. "You come from good stock. Your father's Minister and you could easily become one yourself one day. People view you as a leader, and I trust that you wouldn't lead our family to financial ruin."

"Those are all to do with my status, not my personality," Harry pointed out. "You barely even know me as a person."

"That's not true!" Daphne protested. "We talk all the time!"

"Who's my favorite professor?"

"Your mother, duh."

"Nope, Professor Flitwick. When's my birthday?"

"Er...November? You strike me as a Scorpio."

"I'm a Leo," Harry chuckled. "What's my favorite dessert?"

Daphne scowled; clearly she didn't know the answer to this either. "So you want someone with a photographic memory," she groaned, rolling her eyes. "Right, got it."

"That's not my point," said Harry. "Let me ask you this: why are you and Tracey such good friends?"

Daphne blinked slowly. "She's kind, and fun to be around," she said. "She doesn't tease me when I share private things about myself. And she just gets me on a deeper level."

"So why don't you value those things highly in a mate?" asked Harry.

"I do!"

"Am I not any of those things?"

"Sure you are!"

"But you didn't list any of them as reasons for wanting to marry me," said Harry. "And those are the things you should be thinking about when looking for a life partner. Hell, look at Tracey and Mark's grandmother...she ran off with a Muggle and found happiness that way!"

"And her family was ridiculed for it," Daphne scoffed.

"Well, my dad married a lower-class Muggle-born and he's Minister now," Harry huffed. "Not to mention he's happily in love to this day. I'll be honest, Daphne – I don't think we would be a good match. Not because I don't like you or think you're unattractive, but because we have clashing personalities. We would drive each other crazy, and neither of us deserves that. Do you really want to be trapped in an unhappy marriage twenty years from now?"

Daphne looked down at the table glumly. Harry got the sense that she hadn't really thought that far ahead before. Maybe she naively assumed that if it was a good financial and status match, everything else would come out clean in the wash.

"I'm just saying," Harry shrugged, standing to leave. "Think about what it is you want. Not what you think is best for your future or whatever." He packed his things to go, leaving Daphne to silently mull over his words.

Harry cared about Daphne as a friend, but he sure wasn't going to be the person to hold her hand through the basics of building a lasting relationship. He barely had time for that himself. All of his past (and frankly, current) romantic relationships had been dysfunctional and confusing at best. As guilty as he felt thinking it, he was grateful for the privilege of being a male and not having to rush into such things so young.

As he made his way across the library to the exit, an unexpected voice called after him: "Hey, Harry! Over here!" He turned; Hermione was waving to him, Neville and Ron at the table with her. Harry had not spent much time with the trio since Christmas, and they were tentatively back on good terms now, so he made his way over and took the empty seat beside Neville.

"Hey, guys," he greeted them. "Enjoying your Sunday?"

"We were, before Hermione dragged us down here to study before the Dueling Club meeting," Ron grumbled. "It's not even our N.E.W.T. year yet!"

"Well, it doesn't hurt to be prepared," Hermione said primly.

"She's not wrong," Harry chuckled. "Not studying with Sally-Anne today, Ron?"

Ron grimaced at this. "She, er, broke up with me," he admitted. "Apparently she's still mad that I laughed when she ate that Canary Cream in Hogsmeade last month."

"She was quite embarrassed by that, Ronald," Hermione sighed.

"I know, I know," Ron sighed. "I apologized, but she wouldn't hear it. It's for the best, though...no sense of humor, that one. This way I can focus on the Quidditch final without distractions."

"That's good at least," Harry grinned. "You'll need all the practice you can get to beat us."

"Oh please, we're going to wipe the floor with Ravenclaw!" Ron fired back with a grin. "Your Chasers couldn't score a goal if the hoop was as big as the Entrance Hall!"

Harry and Ron traded playful barbs back and forth for a while, as a bemused Neville and less-than-amused Hermione watched on. Harry missed having a tight best mate like Ron in this timeline, even though it came with baggage he couldn't afford. It was nice to simply chum it up with somebody again without worrying about the future for once.

"Well, we'd best get some lunch before the Dueling Club meeting starts," Hermione eventually remarked after checking her watch. "You coming, Harry?"

"No thanks," he said. "Focusing on homework today."

"You're skipping the club again?" asked Neville, frowning. "I thought you were supposed to be running them all year!"

"I'm sure you'll be fine without me," said Harry, clapping the boy on the shoulder. "You can run things on your own, can't you?"

"I mean...I guess," Neville shrugged. "But I'm not as good at that stuff as you. Don't you want everyone to get better at protecting themselves, like with the secret club last year?"

"That was when the Ministry was suppressing us from learning," Harry shrugged. "Now there are plenty of resources for students to improve on their own. Putting me in charge was just a ploy by Dumbledore to keep me 'involved' or whatever."

"Have you and Dumbledore really been rowing?" asked Hermione worriedly. "There are rumors going around, but I didn't want to assume—"

"He's proven repeatedly that he doesn't respect me," Harry said bitterly. "I'm just giving him the same respect in return. Why should I act as his perfect role model when he refuses to teach me anything?"

"What do you mean, refuses to teach you?" Neville frowned. "Isn't he giving you private lessons as well?"

"He stopped them about a month ago," Harry muttered. "Good riddance to be honest. He wouldn't teach me any combat magic, which is the only thing I hoped to learn from him."

"So that's what you were doing with Dumbledore?" asked Ron excitedly. "Learning to fight?"

"Learning how not to fight, mostly," Harry shrugged. "Wait, so he wasn't teaching Neville how to fight?"

"No," said Neville uncomfortably. "Our lessons have been more...informative than practical."

"I see," said Harry. "And that doesn't strike you as odd? That he's teaching us different things?"

"Makes sense to me," Ron shrugged. "You're the best fighter, and Neville...well, he has another path, doesn't he?"

"You don't think it shows a lack of respect?" Harry pressed. "That he's training us separately, and giving us different information?"

"I don't think he disrespects you, Harry," Hermione said diplomatically. "He knows you like to be on the front lines and wants to help you survive."

"Or maybe it's disrespectful to Neville?" Harry suggested. "Does he not care about Neville surviving?"

"That's different," Ron defended. "He's given Neville an important job to do. He won't have to be on the front lines while he's looking for—"

"Ronald!" Hermione hissed, elbowing Ron hard in the side. Ron realized his slip-up, giving Harry a worried look before coughing and changing the subject.

Looking for what? Harry wondered. What is Dumbledore trying to find? He felt a sinking sense of dread, wondering if the man had discovered the existence of Voldemort's horcruxes. But how could that be? He hadn't been able to study the diary in this timeline, and Horace Slughorn was dead, giving Dumbledore no indication of what to look for. Still, he was an uncommonly clever wizard, and Harry wouldn't put it past him.

Should he come clean and share what he knew with Dumbledore? What if he knew about the horcruxes hidden throughout Britain, but not the one in Neville's head? Harry still had to be careful not to tip the Headmaster off about that critical fact. He felt so, so close to solving that issue on his own – Bill had written him recently, indicating that he made contact with his necromancer source to arrange a meeting. With luck, Dumbledore need never know that Neville had been tethering Voldemort to life.

"Well...we'd best get going before lunch ends," Hermione said breathlessly, checking her watch. "See you, Harry!"

"Yeah, see you," Harry said absent-mindedly, as the trio stood from the table and hastily left the library. He wasn't sure what to make of this new revelation, if it could even be considered one. All he knew was that Dumbledore had tasked Neville with finding something that would prove critical to the war effort. If they were hunting horcruxes, Harry would need to tread carefully and figure out what Dumbledore knew before sharing his own knowledge of their whereabouts.

Harry had planned to continue studying throughout the afternoon, but now he felt stir-crazy and needed to get out of the castle. So instead he summoned Dobby to bring him back to Raven House, where he collected the box of remaining Lethifold remains and stuffed it in his robes before Apparating to Knockturn Alley to conduct some business.

He decided to forego Borgin and Burke's today, wishing to lessen his reliance on the man's services after overpaying for a portkey last time. He wanted to explore more of what Knockturn had to offer, now that he was bold enough to venture farther into its depths. He'd spotted an apothecary near the Spiked Chalice during his last visit with Fleur, and had a feeling their offerings would be more expansive than its counterpart in Diagon Alley.

His suspicions were confirmed as soon as he stepped foot in the small shop. He could feel the dark energy wafting from the sealed boxes on shelves around him, and got the clear sense that one should not find themselves here unless they knew exactly what they were after. But Harry held his head high and confidently strolled up to the counter under his glamour disguise to speak with the owner.

"Afternoon," Harry grunted. "Looking to see if you have some rare ingredients in stock."

"Like what?"

"Powdered moonstone and dragon eggs."

The shop owner scowled at him. "Dragon eggs are a banned substance under Minister Potter's administration," he said.

"You strike me as the kind of person who could source them anyway," Harry remarked.

"Wouldn't be wise to go about confirmin' such rumors," the owner mumbled, still scrutinizing Harry as though deciding if he was an undercover Auror.

"And the moonstone?" Harry pressed.

"Legal, but hard to come by," the owner shrugged. "It'll cost you upwards of a hundred Galleons per gram."

"Understood," Harry nodded. "Would you be open to trading rather than selling?"

"Perhaps," said the owner. "If it's of equal or greater value."

"I think you'll agree this qualifies," said Harry, withdrawing the marble box from his robes. "You may want to apply a Bubble-Head Charm first."

He and the owner both cast the protective bubble around their faces before opening the box. The shop owner's eyes went wide when he saw what was inside.

"Impossible," he breathed. "Lethifolds haven't been seen in Europe for centuries. And this is fresh! Must've just died no more than a week ago."

"Correct," said Harry. "What's it worth to you?"

The owner carefully took the box from Harry and placed it on a scale for measurement. After waving his wand over it a couple times and muttering under his breath he said, "Seventy-five Galleons per gram. Fifteen hundred for the whole box."

"That's outrageous," Harry said at once (though he had no clue if this was true or not). "You could get many times that re-selling it on the black market, especially of this quality."

"True," the owner nodded. "But I'd go to Azkaban if I got caught smuggling it to the continent. It has to be worth the risk I'm taking."

"One-fifty per gram," Harry countered.

"Eighty."

"One-forty."

"Ninety."

"One-thirty."

"A hundred even, final offer."

Harry contemplated this. That amounted to two thousand Galleons, which would more than cover the cost of all the ingredients he needed for his various potion projects. "Tell you what," he said. "I'll do it for a hundred, if you sell me ten grams of powdered moonstone at the same price and throw in two dragon eggs for free."

The shop owner narrowed his eyes at this. "I never confirmed I had any dragon eggs," he said cagily.

"Just like I don't have any Lethifold remains," Harry smirked. "Do we have a deal or not?"

The owner considered this, eventually making up his mind with one last longing look into the marble box at the freshly-preserved remains. "Fine, deal," he said, shaking Harry's hand. Thirty minutes later, Harry departed the store a thousand Galleons richer, with two dragon eggs and fresh powdered moonstone in his pocket.

He brought them back to Raven House immediately, where he stored both ingredients in separate climate-controlled compartments. The dragon eggs would allow him to complete the Thief's Downfall recipe he'd been working his way towards, while powdered moonstone was the most crucial (and rare) ingredient in Felix Felicis. He already envisioned the look of delight on Dahlia's face when he showed her the new acquisitions the next time she visited.

By now it was starting to get late, and Harry was quite hungry, having skipped lunch already. He summoned Dobby and asked for a trip near the Entrance Hall. With luck, he could slip in and join his classmates for dinner, and no one would suspect he had been in London trafficking illegal substances just minutes before.

Dobby deposited Harry in a quiet corridor just around the corner from the Entrance Hall, near the stairwell leading to the dungeons. "Will Mister Harry Potter be needing any other assistance today?" Dobby asked.

"No, thank you, Dobby," said Harry. Then, an idea struck him. "Actually...do you know if it's possible to build a portkey to bypass the school wards?"

"It is impossible, Harry Potter," said the elf nervously. "The wards will stop any wizard from coming in or out."

"But you can take me in and out," Harry replied. "Surely the same magic that you use to bypass the wards can be imbued into a portkey, right?"

"Elf magic cannot be used by humans," said Dobby. "They are not compatible. That is why we are able to Apparate through the wards, because they do not recognize us."

"I see," Harry muttered thoughtfully. He'd hoped to find a way to travel freely from the grounds without needing a house-elf's assistance every time, but clearly he would have to put more thought into that problem. "Thanks anyway, Dobby, you've been most helpful."

Dobby bowed, before disappearing with another small pop. Harry turned to walk in the opposite direction, but an unexpected voice called out after him…

"What are you doing with my house-elf, Potter?"

Harry's blood chilled. He hadn't heard that voice practically all term – the voice he'd been seeking out for weeks now. He turned to see Draco Malfoy walking up from the dungeons towards him, eyes narrowed in confusion and suspicion.

"Don't know what you mean," Harry said innocently. "That was a school house-elf who works in the kitchens."

"Dobby raised me since I was an infant," Draco retorted. "I would recognize him anywhere. Now, why is he at Hogwarts, and what are you doing with him?"

"He's here of his own free will," said Harry coolly. "He chose to come and work for Dumbledore after your dad ordered him killed."

Draco's face registered surprise at this news, but it did not diminish the suspicion in his expression. "So you're plotting to turn him against me?" he demanded. "No offense, Potter, but that's the stupidest idea you've had yet. Dobby is like family to me, and he wouldn't betray my trust no matter how hard you tried."

"Not everything is about you, Malfoy," Harry retorted. "Somebody sounds awfully guilty, though...got some secrets you're afraid that Dobby might spill?"

"Got something to accuse me of, Potter?" said Draco.

"That depends," Harry said casually. "Want to roll up your right sleeve for everyone to see?"

Draco flinched reflexively, holding his arms close to his sides. "I don't want any trouble from you or your family, Potter," he said cautiously.

"You don't, do you?" Harry said quietly, advancing slowly towards Draco. He casually flicked his wand from his sleeve into his hand, holding it loosely at his side. "Anything you'd like to confess about the last Hogsmeade visit?"

Draco continued to backpedal until he bumped up against a wall, unable to escape. "I...I wasn't there," he stammered. "I was serving detention."

"So you know nothing about that cursed necklace, do you?" Harry said, tilting his head dangerously. "You didn't purchase it from Borgin and Burke's last summer, when you visited with your mother?"

Draco was stricken with fear. He tried to slide towards the nearest corridor, but Harry blocked his path, hovering over the boy menacingly. "P-please, Potter," Draco stammered. "You don't understand...it's not what you think it is…"

"Then enlighten me, Draco," Harry snarled. "Or I'll loosen that tongue of yours myself if I have to—"

"POTTER!"

Harry was forced to divert his attention to a Disarming Charm fired at his back; he whirled around to deflect it, and groaned at the sight of Professor Snape bearing down upon him. "Bloody hell, how are you everywhere?" he huffed.

"Five points from Ravenclaw for language, Potter," Snape snapped. "Better make it twenty for harassing another student. What is happening here?"

"Just catching up with an old friend," Harry sneered, throwing a malevolent glare back at Draco.

"Go back to your common room, Mr. Malfoy," Snape barked. Draco didn't need telling twice; he scurried off, casting one fearful look back at Harry before disappearing down the nearby stairs. You got off lucky this time, Malfoy, Harry thought as he watched the boy scramble for safety. I will find out what you're doing eventually...Snape can't protect you forever.

Snape rounded on Harry, eyes boring into his with anger. Harry glared right back, not backing down from the challenge. "Still protecting your own, are you?" he spat. "Honoring your true allegiances?"

Snape regarded him with a look of pure disdain, one that Harry hadn't seen often from the man in this timeline. It was good to know that he could still bring that side out of the man, even if their relationship wasn't as fraught as it had once been. "Come with me," Snape ordered, turning to sweep off across the Hall.

"What, gonna assign me to detention?" Harry asked as he made to follow.

"No," said Snape calmly. "We're going to let your mother sort this out."

Harry's stomach dropped. That was the last person he wanted to know about this. Snape clearly knew Harry's true weakness: he would rather face down the wrath of Albus Dumbledore himself than that of Lily Potter.

He followed Snape down into the dungeons towards Lily's office. When they entered, she was grading essays with a look of intense concentration on her face. She looked up, frowning at the sight of the two of them together.

"Severus?" she said slowly. "Harry? Is something the matter?"

"I caught your son cornering Draco Malfoy and threatening acts of violence against him," said Snape curtly.

Lily gave Harry an exasperated look. "Is that true?" she demanded.

"I wasn't actually going to hurt him," Harry grumbled. "I just wanted to scare him into giving me some answers."

"That is not the impression I got—" Snape interjected.

"Oh, quit defending him, will you?" Harry groaned. "You've been taking his side all year long, don't deny it. Even if you know he's guilty you would protect him!"

"I am a teacher of this school, and you are threatening harm against one of my students," Snape said snippily. "As usual, you fail to recognize that I am also protecting you from yourself."

"Justify it however you want," Harry laughed hollowly. "We all know the real reason: you're just being a good little Death Eater and looking out for one of your own."

Snape opened his mouth to retort, but Lily beat him to it. "That is enough!" she snapped, standing from her seat with a look of fury. "Harry James Potter, you do not disrespect one of your professors that way! And do not talk back to me – I won't hear your excuses!"

"Listen to your mother, Potter," Snape sneered. "It might do you some good in life—"

"Don't antagonize him, Severus!" Lily barked, turning her glare on a now surprised Snape. "Please leave us. Your presence here will only make things worse."

Snape gave Harry one final look of derision before sweeping from the office. Lily pointed a shaking finger at the chair opposite hers, and Harry sat, still fuming but knowing it was fruitless to argue with his mother when she was this angry. He'd only experienced the famous 'Evans temper' as his father called in on a handful of occasions, and he hated to be on the receiving end of it.

"Why do you continue to spit in my face and disobey the one thing I asked you to do?" Lily demanded. "I told you to leave Draco Malfoy alone, but you just can't help yourself, can you?"

"Yeah, yeah, I know," Harry grumbled. "Just be a good boy and let the adults handle things. Because that worked out great when the Chamber of Secrets opened, or when my name came out of the Goblet of Fire, or when my sister was kidnapped from the bloody Great Hall of all places."

"How about when you prevented Professor Quirrell from protecting the Philosopher's Stone?" Lily retorted. "Or delivered your father's map directly to Peter Pettigrew?"

"That's...different!" Harry spluttered. "How can you possibly blame me for those things?"

"Because although you have good intentions, you also have poor impulse control!" said Lily. "How many times must you learn that your rash decisions can cause as much harm as they do good?"

"Dahlia would be dead three times over if it wasn't for my rash decisions!" Harry shouted. "Dad would be dead if I didn't make the rash decision to kill Lestrange! What if it's you next time? Should I just sit back and watch the light leave your eyes?"

"You can't treat every situation like it's life or death!" Lily huffed. "Are you going to throw that argument in my face every time you pass Draco in the hallway? Are you incapable of co-existing with him in this castle without violence?"

"As long as he gets away with attempted murder, I just might be," said Harry defiantly.

Lily gave him a look of such despair that it nearly broke his stubborn resolve. She fell back into her chair, deflated, her anger giving way to anguish.

"I feel like I've lost my son," she lamented as she rummaged through her desk for her liquor stash. "Maybe Albus was right...the Killing Curse has darkened your mind permanently."

"One use of the spell wouldn't do that," Harry scoffed. "That's typical Dumbledore talk. I could have never touched dark magic in my life and would still want Draco's head if he was responsible for Dahlia's accident."

"All the same," Lily sighed, procuring a bottle of amber liquid, "I don't recognize the little boy I raised anymore. You were so carefree and innocent as a child...now you're like a hardened soldier."

"Yeah, well, war does that to people," Harry grumbled. "Wasn't my decision really."

"You were always so easy to raise once you started school," Lily remarked as she poured herself a glass. "James and I wondered if we should be more strict with you, set more boundaries. Maybe we were wrong to give you such freedom."

"I would've rebelled," Harry said diplomatically. "I never felt like I needed guidance."

"Yes, well, therein lies the problem," Lily chuckled humorlessly as she brought the glass to her lips. "I don't know how we raised someone so distrusting of authority."

That's because you didn't, Harry thought, a pang of guilt stabbing him in the heart. I'm not the boy you raised. He's dead, replaced by an impostor who never had that kind of guidance he sorely needed growing up.

"Look," he sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "I'm sorry, okay? I know I tend to act without thinking sometimes, it's just...I really think you should reconsider your stance on Malfoy. He's up to something, I'm certain of it. And the longer we let him get away with it, the more likely something else bad will happen. We're at war, even if it doesn't feel like it at the moment, and he's chosen the wrong side. We can't just overlook that, no matter his age. Right?"

Lily didn't answer right away. Harry looked up, wondering if she was considering his words. But he was surprised when he did not see her at all; the chair behind her desk sat empty.

"Mum…?" Harry said, standing tentatively. He heard an odd choking noise, and quickly rounded the desk to the other side. "Mum!"

Lily was splayed out on the ground, foaming at the mouth and convulsing violently. Her glass of liquor had spilled across the stone floor; as Harry knelt beside her, he could sense the dark magic wafting from the amber liquid.

"Mum, can you hear me?" said Harry, taking her head in his lap; she continued to froth and jerk wildly, green eyes wide with terror as her face slowly turned purple. Harry turned to the door, which remained ajar: "HELP! SOMEBODY HELP!"

He heard rapid footsteps coming, and the door burst open to reveal Snape, who clearly hadn't gone far since leaving. Harry wondered if he'd been eavesdropping – not that it mattered now. "What has happened?" asked a horrified Snape when he saw Lily on the ground.

"She's been poisoned!" Harry yelled. "What do we do?"

Snape remained rooted to the spot, black eyes fixed on Lily, wide with fear. Are you just going to stand there? Harry thought, incredulous. Are you the potion master here or not?!

Harry drew his wand and aimed it at the storage closet. "Accio bezoar!" he shouted. But nothing happened. "Accio poison antidote!" How was it possible that there were no poison neutralizers present? Was this a targeted attack?

"Professor, do something!" Harry screamed as Lily's eyes rolled back into her skull, her face now a horrible shade of blueberry.

"I...she…" Snape stammered, still standing still but now trembling fiercely. Harry had never seen the normally stoic man so unsure, so helpless.

Think, Harry told himself. The Hospital Wing was too far to get Lily there in time...a house-elf could transport her to St. Mungo's, but there wouldn't be much time to explain before she succumbed to the poison...there apparently wasn't anything here in the office that could revive her...except—

Harry's wand whipped around to aim at his bag, slung over the back of his chair. "Accio toolkit!" he shouted. His bag flew open, and the multi-compartment potion toolkit he'd created flew into his hand.

With trembling fingers he located the compartment containing the generalized antidote he'd brewed and forced it to his mother's mouth. He didn't know if he'd brewed it correctly, or if it would be strong enough to save her. But it was their only chance.

Harry tipped the contents into Lily's mouth and forced her chin up so it went down her throat. She continued to spasm and make horrible choking noises as Harry tried to steady her. Please work, he prayed. Please be okay…

Lily suddenly gave a great shudder and went completely still. What followed was the longest silence of Harry's life. He had no idea if it lasted five seconds, or thirty, or a hundred. All he could do was stare in blank shock at his mother's contorted face, wondering if that was it, if he had just lost her forever…

Then Lily's green eyes flew open as she took in a rasping breath, and both Harry and Snape exhaled in simultaneous relief.
Year 6-13: Circling the Wagons

For the second time in as many months, Harry stood guard outside a hospital room in St. Mungo's, as a family member was treated for a near-death experience within. He had feared such an outcome of course – nearly every day of his waking life – but never thought it would come so soon again. The only consolation was that Lily looked to be pulling through as Dahlia had, and was no longer in immediate danger of dying.

The part Harry never foresaw was having Severus Snape of all people sitting beside him. The professor had insisted on accompanying Harry to St. Mungo's and waiting with him until someone else arrived. Harry wasn't sure if he appreciated the man's company or not – on the one hand, Snape had been utterly useless in saving Lily's life, but on the other, Harry strongly suspected that the man had feelings for his mother and would never do her harm. The care with which he had transported her stretcher through the Floo, and the great detail which he had provided to the Healers about her incident, was proof enough of that.

An hour of strained silence passed, until a door burst open down the hall and James Potter came storming down the ward towards them. "Let me through!" he bellowed. "My wife is in there!"

"Sir, you cannot enter the room while she is being treated—" a Healer said nervously, trying to stop James' progress.

"Like hell I can't!" James growled, trying to push past the men and women slowing him down. "I'm the bloody Minister of Magic, and I demand entry to see my wife!"

Harry stood to intercept his father at the door, wrapping his arms tightly around James. "It's alright, Dad," he said. "She's being well taken care of."

"Let me go, Harry," James said frantically. "I need to see her."

"Dad, you're making a scene," Harry whispered in his father's ear. "She's safe, and she's going to pull through. Please calm down."

James slowly came to his senses as he processed Harry's words. He pulled away from his son, pacing restlessly in front of the door, unsure what to do with himself. He spotted Snape, standing awkwardly in the corner, and rounded on him.

"What the hell are you doing here?" he snarled.

"Professor Snape helped me bring Mum here," Harry said. "Please, Dad, sit down and take a breath. Mum is okay now."

James begrudgingly sank into the chair beside Harry's, running his hands tiredly through his tousled hair. "This isn't happening," he moaned. "Not again."

Harry didn't know what to say to that. He just sat beside his father in solidarity, pondering the same unspoken question. How had this happened yet again? How had his sister and mother both been attacked, within weeks of one another, right under Harry's nose? It had been an incredible stroke of luck that he was present both times to save their lives – but who had been bold enough to attempt such a thing in the first place?

"I'd best go inform the Headmaster," said Snape awkwardly. "Shall I fetch your daughter and bring her here?"

"No!" James snapped, looking up at Snape with suspicion. "I will send – someone else – to go and get her…"

Snape sneered, clearly realizing the same thing Harry did: that James did not fully trust Snape in this moment. And although Harry did not believe Snape was responsible, he couldn't entirely blame his father.

"I've got this," said Harry. "Dobby!"

The house-elf appeared in the hall before them, startling James. "Does Mister Harry need assistance?" he asked.

"Find my sister and bring her here to St. Mungo's," said Harry. "Tell her it's an emergency."

"Right away, sir," Dobby bowed, before disappearing with another small pop.

"I didn't know the school house-elves could do that," James muttered, as Snape arched a curious eyebrow at Harry before sweeping away from the ward.

The door to Lily's room clicked open, and a Healer slipped out of the room to speak with them. "Minister Potter?" he said. "Your wife is responding well to treatment, and we believe she is going to make a full recovery."

Both Harry and James sighed with relief. "What happened to her?" James asked weakly.

"Your wife consumed a poison laced into a bottle of mead," the Healer explained. "Fortunately your son managed to dose her with an antidote before the poison could do the worst damage."

"But...that's impossible," James frowned. "My wife doesn't drink."

The Healer hesitated to respond to this, glancing briefly at Harry.

"Er, Dad...she has been drinking quite a bit lately," Harry confessed.

"But why?" asked James. "She hasn't touched hard liquor in over a decade."

"Dunno," Harry shrugged.

He realized for the first time that he had rarely seen his mother drink alcohol in this timeline. Usually it was the three Marauders downing Firewhiskey at family gatherings, while Lily stuck to wine or Butterbeer. Why was that? Had she struggled with harder substances in her younger years, or did she simply avoid it for other reasons? Now wasn't really the time to ask.

"You can come in and see her now," said the Healer, beckoning them both inside.

Lily looked sickly and frail in the bed, her normally-flaming red hair dulled, her skin pallid and gray. James inhaled sharply at the sight of her; Harry gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder as they sat at her bedside.

"I never thought…" James said weakly, clutching his wife's hand in his own trembling one. "I always figured I might die in combat, or get assassinated or something, but I never thought I would outlive my Lily. I don't think I could bear it."

Harry couldn't imagine it either. He knew how much his parents loved each other, and how devastated either would be if the other died prematurely. But he particularly knew that James would fall apart at the seams if Lily were the one to go, just as Harry would if Dahlia met her untimely end. The Potter men were strong, but they were nothing without the women in their lives, upon whom they drew their strength.

There was a small pop in the hallway outside, and Dahlia came rushing breathlessly into the room. She gave a pitiful whine when she saw Lily lying unconscious in the bed and rushed into her father's arms.

"What happened?" she asked.

"Someone slipped her a poisoned drink," Harry muttered.

"Who would do something like that?" Dahlia sniffed.

Who indeed? Harry thought. Whoever it was must have slipped the bottle in with the others at the Slug Club party last December. He racked his brain, trying to remember who all was there...Draco had been absent, seemingly giving him another alibi, but he could have easily asked another student to do it. If only he had a Pensieve to view the memory of the party back and look for clues...another item to add to his growing shopping list.

The Potters sat by Lily's bedside all night, talking quietly and reassuring one another that everything was going to be alright. Harry wasn't sure if he believed his father's assurances, but it seemed that they were as much for James' own benefit as his two children. James looked older than Harry had ever seen him, the stress of the Minister's office grinding down his sharp features into a dreary, exhausted pulp.

James flitted in and out of the room all night and morning, talking with Healers and Aurors alike. Harry sat beside Dahlia, watching their mother sleep in her induced coma for any signs of distress. But when the moment of distress came, it wasn't from the bed – it was from out in the hall, in the form of raised voices. Harry frowned, gently laying a sleeping Dahlia in the chair beside him before slipping out into the hall.

James and Kingsley Shacklebolt were having an intense conversation in the corner. Both were trying to keep their voices down, but Harry could tell from their stiff body language that they were having a significant disagreement.

"...not enough!" James was saying in a strained tone. "Three people for the entire hospital?"

"That's all we can afford right now," Kingsley sighed. "Two for the entrance and one backup should be plenty—"

"That's nothing if there is a coordinated attack!" James groaned. "What if Voldemort decides to send in hitmen to finish the job?"

"That would be incredibly foolhardy on his part," Kingsley reasoned. "We have to think about our other priorities right now, like Hogwarts, the Ministry and Azkaban."

"To hell with priorities!" James shouted. "That's my wife in there!"

"What's going on?" asked Harry, walking up to the pair.

James and Kingsley shared a look. "We're just discussing security," James sighed, deflating a little. "We have some staffing issues in the Auror Department right now, and are figuring out guard rotations."

"But I thought the Aurors have been recruiting like crazy this year?" Harry frowned.

"We have," Kingsley nodded. "But a lot of the new recruits have quit or moved to other departments."

"Can't we promote any trainees to fill in the gaps?" James asked hopefully.

"Most aren't ready yet," Kingsley sighed. "Maybe a few of the promising ones, like Diggory, but I'd hate to see an accident occur because of lack of training."

James groaned and rubbed his face tiredly; he looked like he hadn't slept in days. "Do what you can," he sighed. "We can pull from the Azkaban rotation if we need to. Harry, give us a minute, please."

Harry obliged, returning to Lily's room to sit with Dahlia. Why are so many Auror trainees leaving the program? he wondered. He hadn't heard anything about it in the Daily Prophet, but then, that would probably constitute a security concern if word got out to Voldemort. It partially explained why James was so desperate for assistance from the ICW…

After a few minutes, James re-entered the room, giving Harry a significant look. "I want you to take Dahlia back to Grimmauld Place and stay there until further notice," he said.

"No chance," Harry said firmly. "I'm staying here to watch over Mum."

"The security here isn't strong enough for my liking," James insisted. "The Aurors can't defend everywhere at once."

"All the more reason for me to stay here and stand guard!"

"Harry, I am begging you," said James, grabbing his son by the shoulders with a pleading look in his eyes. "Please, take your sister to safety and watch over her. If Death Eaters came here, I couldn't bear to lose all three of you."

Harry saw the desperation in his father's eyes and knew he couldn't say no. James looked haggard and exhausted – the war was beating him down, bit by bit, and his family's personal woes were only compounding the problem. Harry had to do what he could to help by taking himself and Dahlia out of the equation.

"Okay," Harry conceded. "Fine, we'll go."

"Thank you," James sighed, giving Harry a hug. "I'll send Remus and Sirius along to check on you two periodically. Just lay low and watch out for each other until we learn more."

Harry nodded and gently shook Dahlia awake to inform her of the decision. She looked a bit put-out to be separated from Lily, but gave her one last tearful hug before taking Harry's hand and exiting the ward.

He guided her down to the lobby towards the Floo, intending to slip out without anybody noticing them. Unfortunately, reporters were camped out in the lobby, and when they spotted the Potter children they sprang to life, shouting questions over one another while the two poor Aurors on duty tried to hold them back:

"Harry, Dahlia! What's the latest on your mother?" "Was this a coordinated attack?" "Where is Albus Dumbledore?"

"Our family would appreciate privacy at this time, thank you," Harry muttered as he guided Dahlia to the fireplace. However, as he reached for a handful of Floo Powder from the urn, one question rose above the din, piercing Harry to his core:

"Harry! Is it true that you used the Killing Curse on Bellatrix Lestrange?"

Harry wheeled around in shock, confronting the reporter who asked the question. "What did you just say?" he demanded. "Who told you that?"

"There are rumors," the reporter said simply. "Can you confirm or deny them?"

"Harry, come on," said Dahlia, tugging on his arm. Harry shook his head to clear it, then nodded, accepting her hand and stepping through the fireplace together.

As soon as they touched down in the living room of Grimmauld Place, Harry began pacing anxiously to and fro. "How did they know that?" he asked aloud. "Who told them?"

"There were a lot of witnesses there," Dahlia reasoned. "It was bound to slip eventually, wasn't it?"

"From who?" Harry demanded. "Order members? The Death Eaters locked up in Azkaban? I can't imagine any of them would go blabbing about it."

"Maybe it was an accident," said Dahlia. "Someone could have overheard—"

"Who, then?" asked Harry. "Neville? Ron? He sure was comfortable calling me 'Dark Lord Potter' at the Slug Club after-party…"

"I don't know, Harry," Dahlia huffed. "But can you not take it out on me? It's not my fault either."

Harry blinked. "Sorry," he sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "I'm just stressed out here."

"Me too," Dahlia nodded sympathetically. "C'mon, let's see if Kreacher will cook us breakfast."

Dahlia opted to take a nap shortly after eating, but Harry remained awake, mind burning with new questions. Who had talked to the press? And what was their motive? Was it truly a slip-up as Dahlia suggested? Or did someone have reason to want suspicion thrown on Harry? What was their game here? He would have to talk to the other students who were present at the Department of Mysteries battle to see what they knew.

But in the meantime, he was trapped in this stupid townhouse with nothing to do and no contact to the outside world. The Daily Prophet was of little help, as usual, reporting briefly on Lily's poisoning but offering little in the way of answers. Harry understood why James had sent his children here, but it was torture, being cut off from the world this way with no idea what was happening.

Occasionally Sirius or Remus would come by to check on Harry and Dahlia, but mostly they were left alone to the maddening silence and solitude of Grimmauld. There were only so many repetitive conversations they could have, so many games of Exploding Snap to take their minds off the fact that they'd nearly lost their mother. They made one brief trip to Raven House to check on their brews, but Harry did not want to give James a heart attack by having someone come to find the house deserted, so they mostly stayed put.

With little else to occupy his mind, Harry turned to a side-project he'd been fixated on lately: portkeys. He wanted to learn how to make them, both for quicker travel and as an emergency measure in case of disaster. He'd feel a lot safer knowing that his mother and sister had one on them at all times to escape a tricky spot. He delved into the Black family library in search of answers.

There was plenty of literature about how they functioned, but little on how to create one. Furthermore, Harry wanted to better understand how they reacted to wards and if they could possibly bypass certain protections. He'd successfully escaped anti-Disapparation wards with one in Bulgaria, but he wanted to know if they could get through stricter wards, such as a Fidelius Charm or the protections surrounding Hogwarts. He resolved to dive into the Hogwarts library for more answers when he returned to the castle, and perhaps write to Krum to see what he knew about them.

Dahlia slept in Harry's room most nights, not wanting to be alone. Harry didn't mind – frankly, he wasn't keen on letting his loved ones out of his sight ever again. His dreams were consumed with visions of death and suffering, of his mother, father and sister crying for help as Harry was unable to rescue them. Every time he awoke screaming, Dahlia was there, assuring him it was alright, allowing him to fall back into a restless sleep.

By the fourth day of isolation, Harry was practically climbing the walls with frustration, unable to keep still. He yearned to take action, to do something to take his mind off of the gnawing feeling of dread consuming his thoughts.

"What are you thinking?" asked Dahlia out of the blue. Harry looked up from his restless pacing; his sister was peering at him from over her textbook, green eyes narrowed in concern.

"Nothing," Harry muttered.

"Don't give me that," Dahlia snapped. "You have that look in your eyes. That look like you're about to do something very foolish. You can't expect me to back you up every time."

"I was just thinking how easy it would be to sneak into the Slytherin common room and drag Draco Malfoy out here for a little chat," Harry grumbled.

"Harry, no!" Dahlia reprimanded him. "Mum told you to leave him be!"

"I don't care, Dahlia," said Harry. "I just know he's behind this somehow. Someone's targeting the people I love, and I won't let them get away with it anymore."

"Then find proof," Dahlia urged him. "Prove Draco did it. Going after him without knowing for sure will only make things worse."

"Why is everyone defending Draco lately?" Harry groaned.

"I'm not defending him," Dahlia said sternly. "I just want you to be careful. If he did do this to Mum, I'll be right there next to you while you make him pay."

Harry arched a surprised eyebrow at Dahlia, who now wore a look of stubborn resolve. This was not the same scared little girl he'd met when he arrived in this timeline. Dahlia was adapting to the war herself, not shrinking away from it in fear. She'd faced death thrice over now and survived unscathed...not many could say that, much less come out the other side stronger than before.

And she was right: Harry had to tread carefully in the days and weeks to come. For all he knew, this was some kind of elaborate trap to bait Harry into going after Draco and walk into an ambush. Snape had warned him that Voldemort was watching him closely, and must have some reason for going after those around him rather than Harry directly. He had to figure out who was behind this, and why, before going on the warpath.

An unexpected reprieve came on the Friday evening following the incident, as Spring Break had begun at Hogwarts and several of their classmates came to stay at Grimmauld Place for the following week. That included Neville, Hermione, Ron, Ginny, and Damian, as well as two surprise new additions: Daphne and Astoria Greengrass.

"Hey, Daphne," Harry greeted the Slytherin. "What brings you here?"

"Father wants me and Tori to stay somewhere safe during the holiday," Daphne explained. "After what happened to your mother, he's afraid that our family may be targeted next."

"I see," said Harry. "Well, welcome."

"What is this place?" asked Astoria aloud, looking around the austere living room with a look of concern.

"Our Uncle Sirius' family's house," said Dahlia. "It's bloody boring here...get ready for a week of nothing to do."

"Nonsense!" said Ron, clapping his hands together. "We're turning this place into our party pad for the next week."

"You most certainly are not!" exclaimed Molly Weasley, who tottered into the room behind her children. "We will be treating this house with respect and civility while Sirius generously lets us stay here."

"Yes, of course we will, Mum," Ron groaned, while flashing a wink to the others once Molly turned away.

Indeed, even with Molly and the other adults monitoring the teens in the coming days, the atmosphere was far lighter than before. Harry's days were filled with laughter and camaraderie rather than silent dread over the fate of his family. Ron in particular was a much-needed force of levity, making sure everyone was enjoying their time despite the dreary atmosphere. Even the normally-stoic Daphne could be seen smiling from time to time at his antics to cheer up the group.

But Harry still had one burning question on his mind throughout the fun and games. He waited until a moment he could get the trio alone, finding Neville, Ron and Hermione in the library having a hushed conversation one afternoon.

"Am I interrupting anything?" Harry asked.

"Not at all!" Ron said with false cheer. "How's it going, mate?"

"Fine," said Harry, noting their stiff body language as he sat with them. What were they always talking about so intensely whenever he saw them alone together? What did Dumbledore tell them they needed to look for? He still badly wanted to know, but a more pressing issue was at hand now.

"A reporter at St. Mungo's asked me if I killed Bellatrix Lestrange," he said in a whisper.

"They did?" asked a horrified Hermione. "Oh, dear, but how did they find out? I haven't seen it reported in any recent articles…"

"It's just a rumor, apparently, and it's being kept quiet somehow," said Harry. "But I wondered the same thing as you. The only people who knew about that were in the Department with me when it happened."

The trio looked at one another thoughtfully at this. "Surely you don't think one of us blabbed to the Prophet?" asked Neville. "I swear, we would never do that to you, Harry."

"Not on purpose, no," said Harry. "But you don't think someone overheard you talking about it? Maybe when you were joking about me being a budding Dark Lord?" Harry gave Ron a particularly stern look at this.

"That's a line I would never cross, mate," said Ron in a deadly serious tone. "The Dark Lord thing was just us taking the mickey at Dumbledore, but I would never joke about you using an Unforgivable. Honest to Merlin."

"Okay," Harry nodded, and he surprisingly believed Ron. The boy was boisterous and chaotic at times, but he was a Hufflepuff for a reason: he was also fiercely loyal and could keep a secret to the grave. "Then who could have talked? I know it wasn't Damian, and Mark Davis doesn't seem like the type."

"What if it was one of Malfoy's lot?" Neville suggested. "I bet they'd love to knock you down a peg in the Prophet."

"How would Draco know about it?" asked Harry. "He wasn't there."

"His Dad was," Ron pointed out. "Maybe he told his wife about it at Azkaban, and it got passed along that way."

Harry considered this. It was far more likely that one of his enemies would spread the rumor rather than an Order member or classmate. But what was the motive? Was it as simple as wanting to tarnish his 'golden boy' reputation? But what would the point of that be, if Harry was also supposedly off-limits? It was yet another question to add to the list Harry planned to subject Draco to, the moment his Veritaserum was done brewing in a few weeks' time.

"We'll keep our eyes and ears open," Hermione assured Harry. "If anyone is spreading rumors about you, we'll put a stop to it."

"Appreciate it," said Harry. It was reassuring to know one of his friends hadn't spread the rumor. And as much as he wondered sometimes whether he was focusing too intensely on Draco Malfoy, all roads seemed to point to him lately, and Harry was just following the signs. The boy would have a lot to answer for the next time they crossed paths at Hogwarts, Snape (and Dumbledore) be damned.

Just for good measure, Harry also checked with the Greengrass sisters to see if they'd heard anything. He found them in the study, quietly working on homework together. "Hey, you two have a minute?" he asked.

"Sure, what's up, Potter?" asked Daphne.

"I'm curious if either of you two have heard any rumors about me lately," he asked cautiously.

"I hear rumors about you every day," Daphne deadpanned, as Astoria shrugged and nodded in agreement. "Can you be more specific?"

Harry hesitated – he didn't want word of what he'd done to Bellatrix Lestrange to spread too far outside his zone of control. "About last summer," he said cautiously. "And about the incidents at Hogwarts and the Ministry in June."

Daphne and Astoria looked at each other. "You mean the 'Hero of Hogwarts' stuff?" asked Astoria. "That's old news by now."

"Right," said Harry. "But that's all people have been talking about from that day? Me rescuing students?"

"Well, we know you went to the Ministry after Neville and that lot," Daphne frowned. "From there we've only gathered what the Prophet reported on, and that was rather vague."

"So Mark didn't tell you or Tracey anything about what happened in the Ministry?" asked Harry pointedly.

"He doesn't like to talk about it," Daphne frowned. "And we didn't press the issue. I mean, he witnessed Bellatrix Lestrange's death, and that's kinda traumatic, don't you think?"

"Er...yeah," Harry said nervously. "He didn't go into more details about that?"

"No," said Daphne. "The Prophet said it was a stray curse from another Death Eater that did her in. Why, did you see it too?"

Harry breathed a quiet sigh of relief – so Mark Davis didn't say anything, either. He was the only other student he'd been worried about spreading the rumor, but it sounded like he'd kept his mouth shut as well. "I might've," Harry said vaguely. "I was just curious what was being said about that day. Lots of false information floating around, y'know?"

"Right," said Daphne, nodding thoughtfully as she scrutinized Harry. "Well, I'll tell you if anything comes up."

"Appreciate it," said Harry, before leaving them be. He wondered if perhaps he'd insinuated too much – Daphne was shrewd and might be able to read between the lines of what he was asking to deduce the truth. But that wasn't his primary concern...he trusted her, and the important thing was that she hadn't learned about it from someone else. That meant Harry could focus his search elsewhere for the culprit.

More good news arrived the following Monday, as Lily was deemed out of danger and discharged from St. Mungo's. Harry and Dahlia waited anxiously by the fireplace as her stretcher was carefully transported through the Floo, accompanied by James and a Healer. She was taken up to a room just down the hall from Harry's and laid in bed, where she looked marginally better than before and far more cross.

"This is all so unnecessary," Lily muttered weakly as the Healer set about hooking her up to a number of instruments on the bedside table. "I'm not about to drop dead at a moment's notice – I can take care of myself, thank you."

"There is still a small risk of long-term complications from the poison," the Healer said gently as she re-checked Lily's vitals with her wand. "We are just being extra cautious in case of—"

"I'm well-aware of the potential side effects, thank you," Lily snapped irritably. "I'm a bloody Potions Master."

"Lily!" James exclaimed. "There's no need for that...Healer Thompson is only trying to help."

Lily deflated a bit as she realized how harsh she'd come across. "Sorry," she grumbled. "Dear, d'you think you could fetch me a glass of wine? Just to take the edge off a little bit."

James cast a worried look at his children after this request. "I don't think that's such a good idea, dear," he sighed. "Maybe some sparkling water, or a Calming Draught—?"

"I don't need an effing Calming Draught!" Lily said through gritted teeth. "I just need you to get off my back about this, alright, dear?"

James shifted uncomfortably for a moment. "Harry, Dahlia, why don't you give us a moment?" he sighed. "Go and tell the others the good news."

Harry, sensing an incoming argument, nodded and took Dahlia's hand to guide her out to the hall. They hurried for the stairs, unable to escape before the sounds of raised voices followed them from the room and down to the main floor.

"Did you know Mum had started drinking again?" Dahlia asked him.

"Yeah," Harry shrugged. "But I didn't realize it was a problem before. Did you?"

"I overheard her and Aunt Petunia talking over Christmas holiday," Dahlia sighed. "Mum said she's just been so stressed that she needs something to take her mind off of everything. Aunt Petunia sounded worried, saying she 'shouldn't go back to the way things were before'...I didn't realize what that meant until now."

Harry felt badly for both of his parents in that moment. He knew they'd been rowing in recent months over other matters, and now this would only complicate things further. He couldn't blame his father for being upset, given his wife's apparent past issues with drinking, but nor could he blame his mother for relapsing, given everything that was happening around them during this war. It was just a crummy situation all around.

And things would only get worse the following morning. Harry descended to the kitchen for breakfast, only to find everyone huddled around the table, worriedly discussing the Daily Prophet. He grabbed a spare copy for himself, and his stomach dropped when he read:

PRISON RIOT AT AZKABAN LEAVES GUARDS DEAD; DANGEROUS CONVICTS ESCAPE

By Sabrina Vane, The Daily Prophet

"Late yesterday evening, Aurors responded to reports of a break-out attempt on the remote island that houses Azkaban Prison. Reinforcements arrived to quell the rebellion, but in the chaos, a number of guards were overpowered and killed, while several key prisoners managed to escape. It is unknown at this time if they had outside assistance in their attempt.

Among the escapees are a number of marked Death Eaters who were imprisoned as recently as last June. The Prophet is still attempting to obtain a comprehensive list from the Ministry, but we do know that Gilderoy Lockhart, Barty Crouch Jr., and Lucius Malfoy were among those who escaped.

'We regret that this lapse in security resulted in such a tragic outcome,' said Head Auror Kingsley Shacklebolt in a statement early this morning. 'The Ministry is determined to bolster our forces around the country and prevent such incidents from occurring again.'

Minister of Magic James Potter could not be reached for comment. Potter has been away from the office tending to his wife, who recently fell ill from an accidental poisoning. He has drawn scrutiny for his decision to remove dementors from Azkaban, as well as his aggressive recruiting tactics and increased Auror presence throughout Britain, including at Diagon Alley, St. Mungo's, and Hogwarts School."

"Bloody hell," Ron muttered incredulously. "Two break-outs in less than a year? Not to mention Pettigrew back in our third year...and here we all thought Azkaban was impenetrable!"

"Surely they had Voldemort's help this time too," Neville remarked. "The Prophet wouldn't report it for fear of causing a panic, but there's no way unarmed prisoners managed to overpowered armed guards."

Privately, Harry wasn't so sure. He remembered the conversation he'd overheard between James and Kingsley days prior, in which James insinuated that they draw from the pool of Azkaban guards to bolster security elsewhere. Had that contributed to this disaster? Had the prisoners realized they had fewer guards to overpower in order to make their bid for freedom? Once again he did not envy his father's difficult decision-making with the stakes being so unbelievably high.

"What does this mean for Hogwarts?" asked Daphne worriedly. "Will it be safe for us to return to school?"

"Don't worry, I've got your back, Greengrass," Ron quipped, jokingly throwing an arm around her shoulders. "Besides, they'd never try something with Dumbledore at the castle."

Daphne nodded uncertainly at this. Harry, on the other hand, didn't feel particularly reassured by Dumbledore's presence – already Voldemort had proven brazen enough to attempt multiple incursions into the castle with the Headmaster present. Sure, they had mostly been distractions, but students had still gotten hurt – could they really count on Dumbledore to keep everyone safe?

"You kids oughtn't worry yourself with such things," said Molly Weasley fretfully. "Dumbledore and the Ministry will keep us safe. There will be an Order meeting later this week to discuss everything and make sure we are all on the same page."

Most looked reassured by this news, but Harry was less than enthused. He'd long ago dismissed the Order of the Phoenix as too passive and reactive to be effective. But hey, if it allowed the other students some measure of peace of mind to return to the castle, he supposed it couldn't hurt.

Harry's thoughts that day were consumed with all the dangerous people they now had to contend with all over again after the break-out. Lucius Malfoy...Barty Crouch Jr...Gilderoy Lockhart...thankfully, no Bellatrix Lestrange, which made his decision to kill her all the more justified in his mind. How soon would they be back in fighting shape? With no more dementors patrolling the prison, they could be back to their full facilities within weeks, perhaps even days. Would this prove to be a turning-point in the war? How much longer would Voldemort wait before making his move out of the shadows?

The Order meeting was held a few days later, and members began pouring into Grimmauld Place after dinner time. Harry greeted each new arrival, acting in the stead of his father, who was busy at work while his mother continued to rest upstairs.

"Wotcher, Tonks," he greeted the Metamorphmagus when she arrived shortly after her mother Andromeda. "How have you been?"

"Busy," the young Auror grimaced. "Kingsley has us working double shifts to cover all our bases. I only got five days to recover from my injury."

"I heard about that," said Harry, feeling a twinge of guilt knowing that he was secretly the one to incapacitate her. "What happened?"

"Bloody bastard domed me with a rock the size of a Quaffle," Tonks muttered, pulling back her bangs to reveal a fading scar on her right temple. "Better than a spell injury, I suppose, but that makes it all the more insulting."

"I heard about that," said Cedric Diggory, walking up to the pair in greeting. "Did the mysterious Bulgarian really take down eight of our lot?"

"I'm the only one that suffered any real damage," Tonks grumbled. "He just ran for the ward perimeter and escaped. It's my fault, really – I should have stood my ground instead of let him get past me."

"Hey, at least you weren't killed for getting in his way," Harry reasoned. "Your life isn't worth one random criminal's."

"I think Dora is just embarrassed she got shown up in front of the others," Cedric grinned.

"Am not!" Tonks flushed, smacking Cedric on the arm. "And don't call me Dora!"

"How about you, Ced?" asked Harry. "How's training going?"

"As a matter of fact, I was promoted earlier this week," said Cedric. "We're so short-staffed that they needed me and a couple other recruits to step up to a full-time position."

"Congratulations," Harry offered.

"Eh, sign of the times," Cedric shrugged. "Dora here has been mentoring me in the field – she's a great teacher, as long as I ignore all her clumsy stumbles while doing basic things like walking."

"I'm not that clumsy!" Tonks retorted. "And what did I say about calling me Dora?!"

Harry laughed as the two playfully ribbed one another. He spotted Bill and Fleur across the room and politely excused himself before making his way towards them.

"Hello, 'Arry," said Fleur, giving him a hug. "How is your mother doing?"

"She's recovering well," said Harry. "It was a big scare, but it looks like she's going to pull through."

"I can't imagine what it must feel like," Bill muttered. "To nearly lose someone you love...when Ron was petrified four years ago, I thought I would go mad with worry."

"Well, we find ways to carry on and make ourselves useful," Harry shrugged. "Speaking of which, do we have any progress on our...project?"

Bill shifted uncomfortably at the question. "I heard back from my contact in Egypt," he said in an undertone. "He told me to piss off and leave him be. He doesn't like to have his work interrupted unless it's an urgent matter."

"Well, you did tell him it's an urgent matter, didn't you?" Harry demanded.

"Er...I mean, I implied it," Bill said evasively.

"Come on, Bill, the fate of the war depends on it!" Harry groaned.

"Not necessarily," Bill reasoned. "There are other paths we can explore—"

"We should discuss this in private, perhaps," Fleur said nervously, glancing around at the people milling about the room nearby. "Too many ears here."

"Do you know where your contact is?" Harry asked.

"He's conducting research in Cairo," said Bill. "But that doesn't matter. He's not interested, and he won't appreciate an uninvited visit—"

"That's too bad for him, then," Harry scoffed. "I want to meet this guy, face to face, whether he wants to or not."

"I would strongly recommend not pissing off a necromancer, Harry," Bill said warningly. "They have delved into magic far more sinister than you can imagine."

"Bill, not here!" Fleur hissed, silencing the conversation once more. But moments later, Dumbledore walked into the room, rendering the point moot, as everyone began to take their seats around the table. Harry took his customary seat at Dumbledore's right, with Dahlia beside him, as Snape settled opposite him, looking more worn down than Harry last remembered seeing him.

"Thank you all for coming," Dumbledore addressed the room. "First, I would like to welcome a new addition to our ranks: Miss Daphne Greengrass, here on behalf of her father, Dale." Everyone turned to nod politely to Daphne, who gave Dumbledore a curt nod befitting an heir to a noble house.

"I also wish to regretfully say my condolences for several of our number who perished in the fight at Azkaban earlier this week," Dumbledore said forlornly. "Let us take a moment to remember Hestia Jones and Dedalus Diggle, who gave their lives trying to prevent such dangerous wizards and witches from escaping." A somber silence followed, as everyone gazed solemnly at the two empty seats that had been left at the end of the table in remembrance of their sacrifice.

"Now, we have a great deal to discuss this evening," said Dumbledore after a minute had passed. "The most pressing issue, of course, is the Azkaban break-out. Kingsley, do we have a full account of the damage?"

Kingsley stood from his seat with a parchment in hand. "In total, we lost five people at Azkaban," he said. "Two Order members, two Aurors, and one trainee. Eight prisoners managed to escape, including the six Death Eaters present in the Department of Mysteries last June and two others who may be sympathetic to Voldemort's cause. One of them was Dolores Umbridge."

Harry's blood chilled at the mention of the vile woman. She hadn't crossed his mind once in the past year, but she had been in Azkaban, clearly biding her time and making friends with the Death Eaters imprisoned alongside her. He could only imagine the nastiness she could achieve alongside Voldemort, as spiteful and bigoted as they came and skilled in the art of persuasion to accomplish her evil aims.

"And how does the Ministry plan to compensate for the lost guards?" Dumbledore asked Kingsley.

"We're spread thin at the moment, and we've had to make some concessions," said Kingsley. "Our current strategy is to move Aurors around quickly and stealthily, to conceal our presence and prevent anyone from tracking our numbers."

"A wise move," Dumbledore said thoughtfully. "Might I suggest reducing the presence around Hogwarts and Hogsmeade to compensate? I sincerely doubt that Voldemort will attempt another attack on the school while I am present there."

Kingsley shifted uncomfortably at this suggestion. "Well...the Minister disagrees," he said awkwardly. "He has in fact ordered a greater Auror presence at the school for the remainder of term, to ensure the safety of the students."

"I see," said Dumbledore mildly. He looked surprised, and Harry wondered if perhaps the Headmaster felt slighted by the lack of trust shown in his ability to protect the castle himself. But he recovered quickly and simply remarked, "Well, the Minister does know best, I suppose."

He turned next to Snape, seated to his left. "Anything to report to us, Severus?" asked Dumbledore. "How has the return of Voldemort's most faithful servants altered his plans?"

"I have no reason to believe his short-term aims have changed," said Snape. "His returning followers are laying low and recovering from their stay at Azkaban for the time being. The Dark Lord remains focused on reconnaissance and recruitment for the long term."

"Recruitment?" asked Dumbledore, quirking an eyebrow. "From where is he drawing support?"

"From the continent, mostly," said Snape. "A number of foreign agents have arrived to offer their services for a price."

"Like the Bulgarian bastard from a few weeks ago," Tonks muttered bitterly. "When I get my hands on him…"

"Has the Ministry made any inroads into counter-recruitment?" asked Dumbledore, turning again to Kingsley. "Can't these foreign agents be swayed to join the Auror ranks?"

"That is easier said than done," Kingsley sighed. "Many are convicted criminals on the run from their own nations, and would not respond well to Ministry recruitment anyway. And despite Minister Potter's efforts to expand incentives for new recruits, You-Know-Who remains able to offer them more to join his cause."

"Have we been successful in cutting off the flow of income to Voldemort's supporters?" Dumbledore asked, turning to Sirius.

"We had great short-term success in that department, but the strategy has changed," said Sirius. "We managed to cut off the Black and Malfoy funds from reaching Voldemort, but he has found alternative sources of income we cannot reach. We suspect he has access to the Nott coffers, as well as investments from sympathizers abroad."

"There has been a great deal of foreign currency flowing into London Gringotts lately," Bill Weasley jumped in. "The goblins are thrilled about the increased commissions, but I worry what it means for You-Know-Who's resources."

"Thank you, William," Dumbledore nodded. "Perhaps you could provide a breakdown of which countries have contributed the most gold to British accounts? That would be most helpful."

"I'd be delighted to, sir," Bill nodded eagerly. Harry noted the reverence and pride in Bill's tone while addressing Dumbledore, remembering just how much the man respected his former Headmaster.

"And what of the werewolves, Mr. Lupin?" Dumbledore asked Remus. "Have we had any success converting any more since the potion business went back online?"

"Not many," Remus grimaced, glancing at Alessia morosely. "Most werewolves live off the grid apart from society, so it's difficult to convince them that the Ministry actually intends to help them. James' mandates convinced a couple of them, but it only drove most further into Voldemort's clutches."

Harry remembered reading an article months back about his father's expanded efforts to reach out to the werewolf community. He had made the transformation potion mandatory for all registered werewolves in Britain, but unfortunately, that seemed to have only scared most of them away.

"Very well, very well," said Dumbledore tiredly, glancing at his pocket watch briefly before continuing. "Now, I'm afraid my time is short this evening. Let us quickly go over some book-keeping matters, then we can discuss guard rotations and strategies moving forward."

"Hang on," Harry piped up. "Isn't there one more topic we need to discuss?"

"And what would that be, Harry?" asked Dumbledore.

"My mother," said Harry. "She was targeted and nearly killed, right under your nose. What do you plan to do about it?"

Dumbledore regarded Harry coolly, surveying his expression. "I have given Kingsley and the Auror Office full access to investigate the matter," he said. "I suggest you speak with him after the meeting if you wish to learn more."

"That's not good enough," Harry retorted. "I asked what do you plan to do about it, considering you're the one that's supposed to be keeping us safe in the castle?"

"I do not believe that what happened to your sister and mother are events that will repeat themselves," Dumbledore said calmly. "These were isolated freak accidents that they may not necessarily have been the intended targets of."

"My sister was placed under an Imperius Curse!" said Harry. "And my mother drank poisoned mead that she was gifted directly at the Christmas party! And you have the gall to suggest they weren't being targeted?"

"Watch your tongue, Potter—" Snape spat.

"I don't want to hear from you, either!" Harry shot back at Snape. "I can at least understand why you're protecting your own, but the Headmaster has no excuse. There are attempted murderers hiding in plain sight in the castle, and you refuse to take action while my loved ones suffer! So I'll ask you again, sir: what do you plan to do about this?"

"Harry, listen to me carefully," said Dumbledore in a strained voice. "I have made my position very clear on this matter. You are to leave this matter to me and the Ministry to resolve. Just because it seems that we are doing nothing does not mean that is the case. We are far more privy to what is happening than you are."

"Then perhaps you'd care to enlighten us, sir?" Harry demanded. "What makes you so sure that my family isn't under direct attack?"

"There are a great many things I do not share with you on a regular basis," said Dumbledore. "I say this both as the leader of this Order and the Headmaster of Hogwarts. I sympathize with your concerns over your family, but this is not your responsibility to take on your own. Is that understood, Harry?"

"No, it is not understood," Harry growled. "You've done nothing but let me and my family down for the last five-plus years, and I see no reason you're about to turn things around now. I will have my vengeance against those responsible for my family's pain and suffering, and if you won't assist me, I will go through you if I have to. Is that understood, Albus?"

There was a stunned silence around the table as Harry and Dumbledore stared each other down. Then, an unexpected voice came to Harry's defense: "I dunno, I think Harry has a good point." Everyone turned to Neville, who was frowning slightly at Dumbledore.

"Beg your pardon, Neville?" asked Dumbledore curiously.

"I don't understand why Harry is the bad guy in this situation," Neville muttered. "He nearly lost his mum and his sister a month apart. And he's the only person here with an actual plan forward. Why is that a bad thing?"

"There is a right and a wrong way to approach this, Neville—" Dumbledore said calmly.

"Yeah, and doing nothing seems like the wrong way!" Neville retorted. "Sitting back and being reactive has resulted in people getting hurt. I don't blame Harry for wanting to take action."

"Be quiet, Neville," Augusta Longbottom snapped. "Respect your elders."

"No," Neville said resolutely. "I won't stay quiet anymore! Sitting back and trusting my elders has only gotten me in trouble in the past. Voldemort isn't being passive, so why should we? I think we'd all be better off if we listened to Harry more."

Everyone looked stunned by Neville's unexpected display of support for Harry. Augusta looked shell-shocked; Ron and Hermione looked concerned; while Dahlia was smiling at Neville with a look of pure admiration. Harry too regarded the boy under a new light: he was trembling slightly, clearly nervous about standing up to the Headmaster for the first time, but his eyes burned with furious resolve.

"Well," Dumbledore mused, "Harry's opinion is always valued here, like anyone else's. If he has any concrete ideas for how to proceed, we're all ears."

All eyes turned to Harry, who cleared his throat. "Well, for starters," he said, "we need to bring in all the children of confirmed Death Eaters at Hogwarts for questioning."

"We can't do that without due cause, Harry," Kingsley sighed. "There's no evidence any of them are involved in this, and we can't punish them based on what their parents have done."

"I don't care what the law says," Harry huffed. "We're at war, and they sure as hell aren't following the law themselves."

"Are you seriously suggesting to the Head of the Auror Office that he break the laws he is beholden to?" asked Kingsley, arching an eyebrow.

"I'm sorry, is this a Ministry of Magic meeting, or an Order of the Phoenix meeting?" Harry demanded. "Is there even a meaningful distinction anymore? Aren't we supposed to be an underground resistance group, doing the things that the Ministry can't or won't?"

"That was true when the Ministry was willfully ignorant to Voldemort's return," said Dumbledore. "Now we have a Minister sympathetic to our cause."

"But what's the point in that if we have to do everything by the book?" asked Harry. "What are these meetings supposed to accomplish that my father and Kingsley couldn't do on their own at their day jobs? If you ask me, this sounds like a tremendous waste of time."

"Just because we aren't going along with your plans of torturing teenagers doesn't make this a waste of time, Potter," Snape snarled.

"Right, of course," Harry glared back. "We should protect those teenagers instead while they have free reign to murder my family members."

"Enough, you two," Dumbledore warned, looking at both of them sternly. "Harry, if you have any concrete evidence that your classmates are directly involved in what happened to your mother and sister, now would be a good time to bring it up."

"If I had concrete evidence, we wouldn't be having this conversation, would we?" said Harry.

"No, you would likely have murdered Draco Malfoy by now," Snape muttered.

"It's not murder if it's justified," Harry fired back. "If Draco's responsible for this, the Killing Curse would be the least of his concerns when I get to him."

"Harry!" Molly Weasley gasped in horror. A few other Order members looked similarly alarmed by his strong words. Dahlia rested a hand on Harry's arm and gave him a look that said, Calm down.

"I think it's best we do not entertain this course of action any further," Dumbledore sighed, looking at Harry with a disappointed look in his eye. "We will keep a closer eye the students Harry suspects, but we will take no rash actions against them."

"Fine, you do that," Harry grumbled, standing from his seat and pointing a threatening finger at Dumbledore. "But if I'm right, you are just as culpable for my family's suffering as they are." And he stormed out of the room, ignoring the hushed whispers that followed him.

Harry was done listening to anything the Headmaster had to say to him. As soon as his Veritaserum was ready, he planned to drag Draco kicking and screaming into a private place and make him sing. If Dumbledore and Snape wanted to try and slow him down, they could feel his wrath as well. Harry was done playing nice and going along with the flow – he would never again watch another member of his family suffer because Dumbledore believed he knew better.

The only silver lining was that Neville had unexpectedly taken his side in the dispute. Harry had given the boy plenty of leeway in the past, overlooking his childish outbursts and immature behavior towards Harry, and his patience was starting to pay dividends. Neville was growing into a man now, and he was finally beginning to realize that Dumbledore was not the all-knowing savior who could fix all their problems for them.

The sooner everyone else came to that same realization, the better.
Year 6-14: Recruitment Efforts

Harry remained uncertain about boarding the Hogwarts Express back to school up until the very last minute. He felt increasingly like he was more needed elsewhere, like his time at the castle was wasted compared to everything else he had to do. Even as the large group arrived at Platform 9 he contemplated slipping away, heading instead to his safe house and plotting his next moves in the war.

As the train whistle blew, he paused on the platform, as his friends and family members around him boarded. "Coming, Harry?" asked Neville, looking to him with a quizzical look. Several others also turned, curious what the hold-up was. Harry saw the flicker of surprise in their eyes – the fear that he might not join them, might leave them to fend for themselves.

Dahlia made the decision for him. "C'mon, idiot, we're gonna be late," she huffed, grabbing him by the wrist and all but dragging him onto the train. The moment was forgotten, and minutes later the group sat chatting amiably in a compartment, no worries in the world. It's necessary for now, Harry told himself. I'll let the others feel comfortable knowing I'm still here this term, and I can re-assess in the summer.

Besides, he did still have unfinished business at Hogwarts. In addition to his N.E.W.T. exams and the forthcoming Quidditch final, he had to keep an eye out for his loved ones, lest another near-death experience hit while he was nearby to prevent it. He also hoped to corner Draco Malfoy at the earliest opportunity and figure out what the hell he was up to.

His thoughts were far darker than the mood around him, however. "I reckon this could be our best term yet," Ron Weasley grinned. "No .'s, no N.E.W.T.'s, no basilisks, no Triwizard conspiracies...should be a walk in the park!"

"Ron, how can you be so insensitive?" Hermione groaned. "There's a war on, and Harry's mother and sister were nearly killed!"

"Key word being 'nearly'," Ron retorted. "Blimey, Hermione, I'm only trying to lighten the mood here."

"It's fine, Hermione," Harry grinned, seeing her about to jump to his defense again. "Let Ron have his fun before his team gets trounced in the Quidditch final."

"Oh, you wish, Potter!" Ron scoffed. "You may be a decent Seeker, but Hufflepuff can fly circles around Ravenclaw at every other position!"

Harry wished he could disagree, but he couldn't. Hufflepuff was a well-oiled machine, far more coordinated than Ravenclaw, and the match would likely come down to whether he could catch all three Snitches or not. But he playfully bantered with Ron about the match for a while until Hermione begged them to talk about anything else.

"What's on your agenda this term, Greengrass?" asked Ron, turning to Daphne. "Attending any more raging parties?"

"Certainly not," Daphne said, flushing at the reminder of the Christmas after-party. "I'll likely be coming to terms with my eternal solitude, given that I'll be seventeen in a month and have yet to find a suitable match."

"Oh, that can't be true," Hermione said softly. "You'll have the rest of your life to find the right person."

"Yes, I know," Daphne sighed dejectedly. "I'll find somebody to settle for eventually, and disgrace my family name in the process. It's fine."

"That's the spirit!" Ron said with ironic cheer, reaching into his bag and unearthing a chess set. "C'mon Greengrass, quit moping and play me...I've been theorizing ways to counter your Sicilian opening all weekend." Daphne rolled her eyes, but consented to the match anyway.

Daphne did not seem to be the only person with romance on the brain, either. Damian and Ginny both excused themselves shortly into the train ride, off to meet their respective partners they'd been seeing as of late. Harry's thoughts drifted to Tracey, wondering when he'd be able to see her again and steal her away to somewhere private. And Dahlia and Neville sat hand-in-hand in the corner, having their own quiet conversation separate from everyone else's...Harry wouldn't pry for details, but they seemed to be back on good terms.

In another life, Harry might get the opportunity to pursue such frivolities as teenage love. But it seemed that path was denied to him now, with the war looming large and consuming his attention. Maybe if he was lucky, he would be able to enjoy his twenties, but for now, Voldemort was all he could see on his horizon.

As soon as the train arrived at the castle, Harry had his eyes peeled, scanning the student population for one face in particular. He watched students board carriages, file into the Great Hall, and sit around the House tables, watching, searching. All he wanted was one look at that face. One brief moment of eye contact was all he needed to know if he was guilty or not…

"Look for someone, Potter?" asked Anthony Goldstein as his classmates joined him around the Ravenclaw table.

"Malfoy," Harry grumbled. He spotted the boy's cronies huddled in their usual corner: Crabbe, Goyle, Mulciber and Nott, all speaking in hushed tones but seemingly without their ringleader.

"You didn't hear?" piped up Terry Boot. "Rumor has it his mother kept him home for self-study for the rest of the year."

"What?" said Harry, turning towards the boy. "He's not coming back to Hogwarts this term?"

"It's only rumors," Terry shrugged. "Makes sense though, doesn't it? With his dad breaking out of Azkaban, he probably doesn't want to deal with the attention."

"Huh," said Harry thoughtfully. That was one possible explanation, but a far more likely one came to his mind...had Narcissa pulled him from the school for fear of what Harry might do to him? Had Snape warned her about what transpired at the Order meeting? Did Draco fear retribution for what he had done to Dahlia, and now Lily? It only further cemented the boy's guilt in Harry's mind.

But before he could consider the implications of this development, Dumbledore took to the podium to address the students. "Welcome back, everyone," said the Headmaster. "I hope you all had a safe and relaxing week off." From the worried looks of the students around the Hall looking up at him, Harry doubted that was the case for most of them.

"First, I would like to give an update on one of our own staff members," Dumbledore went on. "Professor Evans-Potter has been treated for her recent incident and is no longer in mortal danger. She will be returning to her duties as soon as she completes the healing process. In the meantime, Professor Grubbly-Plank will fill in as your Potions instructor."

Harry heard many students express relief about Lily's improved condition, as she was one of the most popular teachers at the school. What they didn't know was that she was already fully recovered from the poisoning incident. The truth was that she was still suffering withdrawals from her recent drinking episodes, for which there was no known Muggle or wizarding remedy. Apparently even in the magical world, alcoholism was so taboo and rarely acknowledged that no research had been done into curing it.

"I know many of you are also concerned about recent events out in the real world, including the break-outs from Azkaban," Dumbledore continued. "I want to reassure everyone that Hogwarts remains perfectly safe, and we have no reason to believe that you are in any additional danger. But as an added measure, the Ministry has kindly agreed to increase the Auror presence around the school to bolster our defenses."

Dumbledore gestured towards the great oak doors at the back of the Hall, where Kingsley Shacklebolt and John Dawlish stood guard. A smattering of nervous applause greeted the two Aurors, who nodded politely in response.

"I also believe Head Auror Shacklebolt would like to say a few words to you all," said Dumbledore. "Kingsley, if you will?"

Kingsley strode up the center of the room to take the podium as Dumbledore stepped down. "Good evening, everyone," he greeted them in his booming baritone. "I know that many of you will be graduating in a few short months and deciding what you wish to do with your lives. I hope you will consider joining the Auror trainee program, as we will need as many capable witches and wizards as we can get over the next few years. You will be well-compensated, and five years of Auror service will entitle you to significant benefits for the rest of your life. Additionally, all fourth-years and above are welcome to attend the Junior Aurors boot camp this summer, a two-week program to test your skills and see if the career path may be right for you. Thank you."

Kingsley stepped down as the students began to murmur amongst themselves at this new development. "Sounds kinda cool," Michael Corner remarked. "D'you reckon you'll go to the boot camp, Terry?"

"Yeah, maybe," Terry shrugged. "I'm sure Potter will be there, eh, Harry?"

"Hmm?" said Harry. "Oh...yeah, we'll see." It was heartening to hear that the response to Kingsley's pitch was positive, but deep down it worried him. How desperate were the Aurors to up their numbers that they were recruiting kids as young as 14? What would happen if they couldn't attract enough interest? Would they be forced to implement some kind of mandatory draft, like the Muggle military in times of war? He couldn't imagine a more grim outcome.

After a quick dinner, Harry stood with the rest of the Ravenclaws to return to the dorms. However, as he made his way towards the exit, he spotted a familiar platinum-blonde head near the end of the table, hunched over the table in a prone position. Concerned, he sat next to the girl and rubbed her gently on the back.

"Hey, Luna?" he asked quietly. "You alright?"

Luna stirred and lifted her head, bleary-eyed, with globs of pudding in her hair. "Hmm?" she yawned. "Oh, is dinner over? Thank you for waking me, Harry."

"No problem," said Harry, waving his wand to clear the debris from her hair and face. "Are you alright, Luna? You look exhausted."

"Oh yes, just tired from the journey, I imagine," Luna said, flashing him a strained smile. "Catch you later, Harry." And she gathered her things, rejoining her year mates pouring out of the Great Hall.

Harry watched her go, concerned. He knew that Luna's temperaments meant more than the average person, and wanted to be sure she was being watched carefully. He scanned the room, eyes landing on the Gryffindors filing out across the room and making his way over towards them.

"Demelza!" he called out. "Got a minute?"

A confused Demelza Robins emerged from amongst her friends to greet him in the corner. "I-is everything alright, Mr. Potter?" she asked nervously.

"It's just Harry," he reassured her...the younger years had an annoying habit of referring to him by his surname out of respect. "Listen, did you spend much time with Luna over the break?"

Demelza reddened slightly at this. "She came over to my house to visit for a couple days," she said bashfully. "Why, have people been gossiping about us?"

"No, I don't think so," said Harry. "I'm wondering if you've noticed anything off about her lately. Mood swings, odd behavior, anything like that?"

Demelza pondered this. "Everything about Luna's behavior is rather odd," she admitted with a chuckle. "I guess she's been more scattered and distracted lately. She was complaining about a headache on the train...d'you think she's alright?"

"I think so," Harry nodded. "Can you keep an eye on her for me? I want to know if she starts to act erratically at all, or behaves in a way that is concerning."

"Okay," Demelza said slowly. "Should I take her to Madam Pomfrey if she gets worse?"

Harry considered the question carefully. Madam Pomfrey would surely alert the Headmaster if Luna started showing signs of being a Seer, and he was afraid that Dumbledore would start to view her as a tool to be weaponized rather than a human being in need of proper counsel. "Take her to Professor Firenze first," he suggested. "He'll have a better idea of how to help her."

Demelza looked confused by this suggestion. "You don't think...Luna has the Sight?" she frowned.

"I do," said Harry quietly. "Can you keep that a secret? I worry about too many people finding out and trying to take advantage of her. Just watch out for her if you can."

"I will," Demelza nodded solemnly. "Thanks for telling me, Harry." And she hurried off to rejoin her classmates. Harry hoped the girl could be trusted – she seemed like the reliable sort, especially given that Harry had kept her secret for her earlier that year. And it was comforting knowing that Harry had an extra set of eyes and ears to keep watch over those he cared about.

On top of all of his side projects, Harry had his N.E.W.T. exams to worry about in Defense, Charms and Transfiguration. All three of his professors had ramped up the difficulty and amount of work in the return from break, citing the need for students to be in top form to have any hope of succeeding.

Naturally, none were quite as strict about this as Snape. "I will not tolerate sub-par effort on any assignments or quizzes," he sneered at the class of mostly seventh-years. "If you think my assignments are too difficult, they will pale in comparison to the real thing once the examiners arrive in June, so don't start slacking now."

Snape cast a significant look at Harry, who merely met his gaze impassively. They both knew Harry was the best student in the class – even with Snape's dedication to nit-picking every one of Harry's imperfect responses, he had been unable to grade Harry lower than an 'Exceeds Expectations' on any assignment thus far in the year.

Not that Harry much cared for his grades or exam results – he knew he could ace all three N.E.W.T.'s if they were proctored at that very moment. The material still challenged him, which was reward enough on its own – he wanted to expand his arsenal and improve his understanding of complex magic systems for the future. If he picked up even a single useful tidbit of information he could weaponize against Voldemort, the hard work would be worth it.

Most of Harry's spare time was spent in the library these days. He preferred to do his school work in solitude, but lately his extra-curricular studies required more actual research. Fortunately, he had a perpetual pass to the Restricted Section, courtesy of Professor Flitwick, and was able to delve into some of the more esoteric and 'dangerous' books the library had to offer. Perhaps it looked strange to others that he was seated alone surrounded by such dark texts, but nobody seemed to question it.

His current focus was on the magic of portkeys and how they functioned. He was fortunate to find an old 17th-century book by a Japanese wizard who had experimented with imbuing teleportation magic into an inanimate object. The footnotes indicated that his research proved instrumental to the eventual invention of the portkey a century later. It didn't help Harry with how to actually make one, but understanding the underlying principles involved was a good first step.

Then of course there was his main reason for wanting a portkey of his own: Nurmengard. Harry needed answers about the Deathly Hallows, particularly the Elder Wand, and he had reason to believe Grindelwald was connected to both. There was far more literature available about the prison, including one particularly helpful book detailing its construction and various security measures in place.

Was it madness for Harry to attempt breaking in to speak with the man? It was renowned as the most secure prison on Earth, but it also held just one prisoner and relied more heavily on magical protections than human guards. That meant Harry stood a greater chance of slipping in unnoticed – it was easier to manipulate magic into believing you weren't a threat than humans. Getting caught could cause an incident, but things were becoming increasingly dire in Britain, and Harry had to start taking more risks to stay ahead of Voldemort.

Speaking of which, he was already planning his next excursion from the castle. Things had settled a bit from the chaos of Lily's accident, and Harry was itching for some action. It had been long enough since his last visit to the underground fighting scene in Knockturn Alley that he felt comfortable returning to make some quick cash and let off some steam. His funds were quickly being depleted by the constant supply of potions ingredients he needed, plus the next item on his wishlist – a Pensieve – would not come cheap.

So that Friday night, Harry snuck out and paid a quick visit to Raven House to check on his brews. The Thief's Downfall was awaiting the addition of dragon eggs, which needed another five weeks to simmer over low heat first, while the Veritaserum could not be completed until the next full moon in seventeen days' time, when the powdered moonstone was at max potency. He placed each under a Stasis Charm for preservation before changing into his combat garb, disguising his features and Apparating away.

Harry strolled confidently down the middle of Knockturn Alley towards The Spiked Chalice. The place was crowded tonight, far more than Harry had ever seen it, perhaps due to the diminished Auror presence in the area. All the seedy individuals of society had come out to play, leering at him from shadowy corners. Good, Harry thought menacingly, leering right back without fear. I hope someone picks a fight with me. It'll be the last thing they ever do.

He entered The Spiked Chalice, which was bustling with activity, and made his way straight to the back. A man was standing guard casually outside the door he knew led to the underground basement. "Can I help you?" he asked suspiciously.

"I've already given you the password," said Harry, casting a subtle Confundus Charm from his wand hidden up his sleeve. The man blinked and shook his head lightly, before stepping aside and allowing Harry through the door and down into the nightclub.

The club floor was as loud and energetic as Harry remembered, as revelers drunken stumbled around, enjoying the drinks, the women, and other substances he could only guess at the identity of. It was more crowded than the last time Harry had visited, and he saw more hoods over patrons' faces, concealing their identities. A sign of the times, perhaps – few people wished to be spotted in such a seedy establishment, by Aurors or Voldemort sympathizers alike.

Harry did his best to blend into the crowd and not draw attention to himself. A few women sauntered by, offering bottles (or their bodies) for purchase, but Harry brushed them aside. He had to keep his wits about him tonight, lest he get caught in any unfortunate situations like in Bulgaria.

He spotted the tournament manager from last time, sitting in the corner chatting with a few scary-looking blokes. Harry made his way over to their group, lurking around the fringes until he caught the man's eye.

"Any fights going on tonight?" he asked.

"Sure are," the man nodded, tilting his head towards a sheet of parchment hanging on the wall. "Write your name on the board over there."

Harry made his way over to the board. A surprising number of people had signed up to fight tonight – over twenty names were already listed. He wondered how that would work logistically to accommodate so many fights in a single evening. But he grabbed the quill to jot down his name anyway, figuring the more people standing in his way, meant the more of his pent-up energy he could lash out with.

He froze when he spotted the last name written on the board: Reaper. Was this the same Reaper he'd fought the last time he came here? The same one that had nearly destroyed his hand with a Necrotic Curse? He was a fierce duelist, but Harry was confident he could take the man again. After all, he'd gotten better in the months since their last encounter, and undergone a blood ritual to boot. Harry scribbled his own nickname underneath – Phantom – and settled into the background to wait for the proceedings to begin.

Half an hour later, the organizer took to the stage and amplified his voice to address the crowd. "Ladies and gentlemen, the main attraction is about to begin!" he announced. "A record twenty-four brave souls have signed up to compete tonight, which means we'll be doing things a bit differently this evening. Fighters will enter in groups and aim to survive each round, until only one is left standing in an ultimate free-for-all!" The crowd cheered in appreciation at the promise of bloodshed.

"Let's begin our first round!" said the organizer, twirling his wand to summon the sheet of parchment from the wall to his hand. "Our first fight will be between Alpha, Punisher, Enforcer, and Phantom!"

Harry stepped forward along with three others as the organizer stepped down to greet them at the entrance to the arena. "Right, you lot know the rules," he told them. "No Unforgivables, no destroying the arena, and nothing lethal if you can avoid it. Top two in each round advance, with a winner-takes-all in the final round. Sound good?"

Everyone nodded and handed over their entry fees. Two winners per round? Harry thought, surprised. That might affect people's strategy in some odd ways – rather than a true all-out battle, it might behoove players to team up and assure themselves an easier path to the next round. And based on the way Alpha and Enforcer were looking at each other, giving nonverbal signals to one another, they must have realized the same thing and come to some kind of agreement.

The door to the arena opened, and Harry entered along with his competitors. The place was just as he remembered, albeit with more bloodstains on the wall than he remembered. Hopefully tonight would not be quite as savage as the last bouts he'd witnessed, or the Gauntlet in Bulgaria.

"Fighters, take your marks!" the organizer announced. Harry made his way to his designated starting area, trying his best to catch Punisher's eye. But the man seemed determine to ignore him, instead pacing menacingly to and fro at his own mark, eager to get started. Be smart, man, Harry silently implored him. This will be easier if we team up and make this a fair two versus two…

But it was not to be. "Begin!" the announcer shouted. At once Alpha and Enforcer began firing at Harry, forcing him to summon a powerful Protego Duri to absorb their spells. He spun to his right, only to be forced to flatten himself to the ground as Punisher also took aim at him. He'd clearly picked up on the early dynamic and decided to pick off Harry as a quick early elimination.

Moron, Harry thought bitterly. You'll just be forced into a 2-on-1 once I'm down. But there was no arguing with stupidity now, as Harry had to focus on keeping himself alive. He aimed his wand at the ground to kick up as much dirt as possible, decreasing his opponents' aim and giving him more room to maneuver under heavy spellfire.

Harry knew he'd have to do something drastic to get out of this intact. "Tenebris fumo!" he bellowed. A heavy plume of dark smoke erupted at his feet, quickly engulfing him in darkness. His three opponents briefly paused as the swirling mass rose off the ground to tower over their heads, hanging ominously in the air.

Then, the smoke lurched downward towards Punisher. The man dove out of the way, as Alpha and Enforcer wildly fired spells into the dark plume. The smoke connected with the ground and evaporated into mist, leaving all three staring at the spot where it had landed.

But what none of them realized was that Harry was no longer inside the smoke – he had Disillusioned himself and snuck around behind the latter pair on foot, Stunning the first before he could react. Harry then rushed at Alpha and kicked his wand from his hand as he wheeled around, catching him with a Body-Bind Curse and ending the bout before Punisher even realized what had happened.

"A clever bit of trickery from Phantom there!" the announcer shouted as the crowd applauded. "Phantom and Punisher advance to round two!"

You got lucky, Harry thought irritably as Punisher flashed him a thumbs-up before departing the arena. But he wouldn't chew the man out for his short-sightedness – with any luck, it would cost the man in a future round and make Harry's path to victory easier.

Harry watched as more groups of four descended into the arena. They all seemed to have learned their lesson from the last fight, treating the bout as a two versus two with the winning pair advancing. It was a bit of a lame strategy, but Harry supposed that was more a fault with the format than with the fighters.

Reaper was among the final group of four that entered the arena, and Harry watched on with high interest. He appeared to be just as dangerous as before, as he and his 'teammate' quickly forced the opposition into a corner. Reaper's teammate managed to land a Stunner to the chest of one opponent, raising a fist in triumph; then, to everyone's shock, Reaper turned and cast a Body-Bind at the man from behind, ending the fight by betraying his own partner.

"Ooh, and Reaper back-stabs his own ally to advance to the next round!" the organizer said gleefully as the crowd applauded the ruthless move. The bound man looked furious when he was freed from the curse, but Reaper could only shrug – there was nothing in the rules against it, aside from looking like a jerk, which he clearly had no qualms about doing.

"Time to begin round two!" the organizer announced. "Three more groups of four, with two advancing from each to the finals...will we see the same strategy emerge?"

Harry was not among the first group called for the second round, so he settled in to watch. The first group immediately paired off in the usual two versus two setup, but both appeared warier than usual, eyeing their 'teammates' as closely as their enemies. The fighting was more careful this time, with fighters unwilling to expose themselves too much lest their 'partner' pull a similar ruthless move as Reaper.

The fight took an unexpected turn as one of the 'pairs' turned on one another, each attempting to disable the other at the same time. Their opponents took advantage, pressing in to attack from the side, and the two saboteurs fell quickly in their haste to not get betrayed by the other.

"And the first round ends with more treachery!" the organizer said with glee. "Let's see if that affects how future groups approach the match!"

The second group of four featured Reaper, whom Harry watched carefully as he and his opponents sized one another up. They all appeared wary of one another – they'd all seen what Reaper did to his last teammate, and no one was eager to repeat the same mistake of joining forces with (or against) him.

When the fight began, no one made a move for a while, still trying to determine the dynamics of the fight. No one except Reaper, that is. He treated it as though he were on his own, erecting a brick wall to shield himself from the other two players while engaging the third in one-on-one combat. The others were slow to react to this strategy, but nobody disputed it, as the other two fighters also engaged the other in a solo bout.

Reaper won his one-on-one handily, but opted to stay hidden behind his erected wall as the other two fought. One of the other fighters was Harry's old group mate, Punisher, and he was holding his own against a diminutive female fighter named 'Black Widow' who was fighting back with surprising ferocity. She seemed to be the superior fighter, keeping Punisher on the back foot while slowly pressing forward.

This should be over quickly, Harry thought as Punisher was backed into a corner by the talented witch. Eventually she would overpower him, and she and Reaper would advance to the finals together—

But to everyone's surprise, just as Punisher was about to be felled, Black Widow was caught in the back by a Stunner, rendering her unconscious as Reaper emerged from behind the wall. "Ooh, another lucky break for Punisher there!" said the announcer. "He and Reaper advance to the final round!"

Savvy move, Harry thought. Reaper had clearly identified Black Widow as the stronger fighter, and made sure to knock her out now to prevent a stronger fighter from advancing to the finals against him.

Harry did his best to put the last fight out of his memory as he entered the arena for his own fight. The other three eyed him nervously...they clearly saw him as the biggest threat, and would likely seek to take him out of the equation early. If Harry was smart, he would seek to pull a similar move as Reaper and put up barriers around himself to force the others to go after one another instead. But he had come here to let off steam, not cower in a corner, and he would not stoop to such tactics.

"Fighters ready?" said the announcer. "Begin!"

At once Harry was forced to Shield from several curses sent his way from all directions. But the enemy fighters were more cautious this time, keeping a wary eye on each of their other competitors for potential treachery. Harry knew he would have to be proactive to take advantage of their cautious, passive approach. So he made his move early.

He fired his wand into the air and fired a powerful Concussive Charm upwards. It exploded with a deafening bang, accompanied by flares of bright light that Harry added for dramatic illusory effect. Everyone flinched, including the spectators behind the protective glass, which gave Harry time to make his move.

With the lightning speed granted to him by Phantom's sacrifice, Harry crossed the distance between him and the nearest fighter. He didn't even bother with his wand, tackling the man to the ground as hexes flew overhead from his competitors. They landed in a roll, with Harry thrusting the man forward to absorb the spells meant for him.

As soon as the body went limp, Harry kicked up another plume of dust while Disillusioning himself, crouching low to avoid detection. "Phantom is true to his name and conceals his location!" the announcer said. "Where will he strike from next?"

The other two opponents spread apart, keeping their distance from one another while watching out for 'Phantom' as well. Harry slowly crept to his left, avoiding excessive movement that would give away his position. His two opponents fired wildly around the arena looking for him, but none hit the mark.

Harry needed the other two to turn on one another to have a chance. He could attempt a 1-on-2 fight and probably win, but wanted to conserve his energy for the final, knowing he'd need it against Reaper. So he remained patient, looking for an opening.

He noticed that one of the two enemies was more paranoid than the other, constantly glancing at the other, wand twitching in his hand as though prepared to turn and fire at any moment. So Harry devised his plan, sneaking around behind the paranoid man to spring his trap.

Harry flicked his wand to summon a large boulder and fire it at the paranoid man. He instantly spun around and Banished it from whence it came – which was where the other enemy was standing. Alarmed, he was forced to block the incoming boulder as well, with each believing the other sent it. That triggered a fight, as both men turned to engage one another.

That was all the opening Harry needed. He conjured thick vines to wrap around the paranoid man's legs and drag him to his knees, before finishing him with a Stunner to end the match before either man realized what had happened.

"Another tricky move by Phantom to win the match!" said the announcer. "He advances to the final round, which will begin after a short break!"

Harry exited the arena and retreated to a quiet corner to assess his status. He remained uninjured, save for a few scrapes and bruises from rolling around on the ground. He cast light healing charms on the damaged areas before downing a Stamina Potion from his toolkit, while mentally preparing for his final match. But someone interrupted his meditation by walking up and addressing him:

"Nice work there, Thestral."

"Thanks," Harry said automatically without thinking. Then, realizing his mistake, he tried to correct himself: "Er...I mean...what did you say…?"

"Relax," said Reaper, smirking as he sat beside Harry. "I recognized your fighting style from our last fight months ago. But I won't tell anyone who you are."

Harry wasn't sure if he could trust this man, but it seemed he had little choice in the matter. "You're using the same name as before," he pointed out neutrally.

"I'm trying to make a name for myself in Britain," Reaper shrugged. "That's why I came here from the States. Aren't you?"

"Just trying to make some quick money," said Harry.

"Eh, to each their own," Reaper smirked. "But rumor has it there's more to be gained than money around here, if you catch my drift."

"Sorry, I don't," Harry said, narrowing his eyes in confusion.

"Maybe you're not as savvy as I thought, then," Reaper scoffed. "Anyway, I have a proposition for you."

"What kind?"

"We team up to begin the final round," said Reaper. "2 on 4 instead of 1 on 5...much better odds, don't you think?"

"Why would I team up with you?" Harry demanded. "I saw what you did to your last 'teammate'."

"That was different," Reaper said dismissively. "That ended the fight immediately. I need to beat five other people to win, and I know you and I are the best fighters here, so why not eliminate the chaff together then duke it out one on one for the grand prize?"

Harry contemplated this. The logic made sense – he and Reaper were the best fighters here, and teaming up to begin the fight would drastically improve each of their odds. They wouldn't have to worry as much about being felled by a stray spell early on, ensuring they'd get a chance to win on merit alone once it was just the two of them remaining. The only question was: could Harry trust Reaper's words at face value, or was this further deception to stab him in the back?

He didn't get long to think before the organizer took to the stage once more. "It is time for our final round!" he announced. "Will the remaining six fighters please enter the arena?"

Harry and Reaper headed down into the pit as the crowd buzzed excitedly for the finale. They each took their marks, looking around at their opposition. Harry wasn't worried about Punisher – or any of the other three strangers, really – but could already tell how messy things could get very quickly. The arena wasn't very large, ensuring maximum chaos, and Harry wasn't sure if he could handle five separate enemies without someone watching his back.

"Six fighters remain, but only one can win!" the organizer said. "Last man standing wins the grand prize. Fighters, are you ready?"

Harry made brief eye contact with Reaper, who gave him a questioning look. Harry begrudgingly nodded his head, accepting the bargain, and a knowing smirk crossed Reaper's expression. Hope I didn't just screw myself over, Harry thought as he lowered himself into a fighting stance.

"Begin!"

As Harry expected, it was chaos almost at once. Punisher and two of the other fighters began targeting Harry at once, forcing him to Shield and dive out of the way. He did his best to stay nimble and avoid cornering himself as his highly-skilled opponents bore down upon him. He circled to his left, hoping to find an opening to break free of their combined onslaught and return fire himself—

"On your right!"

Harry turned just in time to see another fighter sneaking up behind him, only to be felled by a curse from Reaper. The two met eyes once more; Harry flicked his wand, erecting a Shield at Reaper's back to protect him from a hex aimed at his back. Reaper nodded his thanks, and the two men met in the middle, turning to face down the remaining opponents together.

It felt good to have a competent ally to rely upon, Harry had to admit. Although they were outnumbered two to three, he and Reaper were a well-oiled machine together, effortlessly Shielding and counter-attacking to keep their enemies on the back foot. The other three fighters, who had previously been operating solo, had no other choice but to band together against the combined onslaught of Harry and Reaper.

One of the enemies had the wise idea to send a volley of transfigured spikes down the middle of the arena, forcing Harry and Reaper apart. Harry dove to his left, Shielding the incoming spells from the opposition. He returned fire, watching for any more transfigured tricks, wondering when Reaper would rejoin the fight—

Harry's senses alerted him to incoming danger, and he turned to see flames spreading rapidly towards him from his right. Rather than duck out of the way, Harry twirled his wand to summon a gust of wind around him, catching the fire and creating a vortex of heat and flames that towered overhead. The other three paused in awe as Harry's fire tornado swirled menacingly around him.

With a great roar of effort, Harry thrust his wand forward, directing the flames at his enemies in a wall of hot wind. Two were caught off-guard, their feeble Shields collapsing beneath the flames as they caught ablaze; only one was wise enough to conjure a physical barrier to duck beneath. But he was quickly Stunned by Reaper as Harry cleaned up the other two, dousing their flames before putting them each in a Body-Bind.

"A devastating one-two punch from Reaper and Phantom!" the announcer said excitedly. "Fire and wind combine for a nasty combo...I wonder if they planned that one ahead of time!"

We certainly did not, Harry thought irritably. Had Reaper intended for things to play out that way? Or was it another attempt at sabotage to take out the best fighter in a moment of chaos? Either way, Harry knew he could not trust the man now, and with only two remaining, he was able to focus his attention on Reaper at last. The man had a dangerous smile on his face, knowing that this was the true test. Harry prepared himself for a tough fight, already tired but ready to give it his all.

Reaper went on the offensive first, bombarding Harry with curses to test his defenses. Harry nimbly avoided them all, dodging the majority while Shielding only those he could not. Reaper merely gave him an impressed nod, acknowledging his quick reflexes.

Harry went on the offensive next, prodding at Reaper's Shields from multiple directions. He did not want to show off his full potential yet, allowing the man to believe Harry was only as fast and strong as he was before the blood ritual. Reaper put on quite a show of dancing and dodging the curses, earning shouts of delight from the crowd; when Harry ceased his assault, the man even turned to give a little bow to the onlookers behind the barrier above.

Is he showing off? Harry thought, bewildered. Is he more interested in impressing the crowd than winning? He filed that thought away for future use.

The fight resumed in earnest, with both sides striking and parrying with dizzying speed. Reaper looked to be enjoying himself, a feral grin on his face, as though he relished in the pursuit of violence. Harry remained calm and collected, having months' worth of practice against Dumbledore, not allowing his emotions to affect his resolve. Reaper was a powerful fighter, but he was no Albus Dumbledore. Harry knew he could (and would) win – he just had to be cautious.

Reaper made his first big move soon after, conjuring a thick hailstorm and sending the projectiles Harry's way. He responded with a blast of hot air, simultaneously melting the hail into water and blowing Reaper off-balance. Harry pressed back, increasing the intensity and frequency of his spells now to keep him disoriented. Reaper's smile vanished, replaced by a snarl as he focused every effort on staying upright and unscathed.

Reaper managed to survive Harry's onslaught and resumed his own, this time putting full power behind the dangerous curses he was throwing around. Harry did not blink, calmly batting aside Necrotic Curses and other nasty ailments he knew could be near-fatal if they connected. Reaper looked angry now, throwing a random barrage of nasty spells in an effort to end the match quickly. Harry had an idea, and began plotting how to implement it properly.

"Tenebris fumo!" Harry shouted, summoning another dark swirling cloud of smoke around himself. Reaper paused, on full alert as the smoke billowed and rippled all around, concealing Harry from view.

"Phantom pulls an old trick out of the playbook!" shouted the announcer. "But will Reaper be fooled this time?"

The smoke flitted to and fro across the battlefield, but Reaper did not overreact. He knew that Harry could be anywhere despite the smoke, Disillusioned or otherwise concealed elsewhere in the arena. Even as the smoke rushed towards Reaper he did not flinch, merely dissipating the cloud with a gust of heavy wind.

Then Harry struck from behind, launching a rapid succession of spells at Reaper's back. The man spun around and deflected them neatly, before sending a return volley. Harry spun to avoid them, but tripped over his own feet, stumbling to remain upright. One of Reaper's Stunners slipped through his defenses, sending Harry sprawling to the ground.

Reaper laughed and pumped his fist to the crowd in triumph. But a second later, he was hit with a Body-Bind Curse, toppling over like a statue. The confused crowd turned to where Harry had fallen, but he wasn't there – the real Harry was right on top of Reaper, canceling the Body-Mirroring Charm to snatch Reaper's wand from his frozen hand and hold it up to signal the true victor.

"Another brilliant display of illusions from the mysterious Phantom!" the announcer shouted as the crowd roared in appreciation. "He is the winner of tonight's event!"

Harry released Reaper from his binds, expecting the man to be bitter and angry from the loss. Instead, he merely grinned and allowed Harry to help him to his feet.

"Well fought, 'Phantom'," the man winked. "Put in a good word for me with the big man, will you?"

"Er...what do you mean?" Harry frowned. But Reaper merely departed the arena and disappeared into the crowd.

Harry followed him, marching straight up to the event organizer to collect his winnings. "Two thousand Galleons for your troubles," said the man, handing Harry a large sack of Galleons.

"Shouldn't it be four hundred extra, for 24 participants?" asked Harry.

"Er...we've had to take a bit off the top of the prize pool for added security," the man chuckled nervously. "Difficult times, as you well know."

"Whatever," Harry grumbled, shrinking and pocketing the coins. He wouldn't quibble over four hundred Galleons, especially after the last tournament organizer tried to screw him out of the entire prize. He turned and made his way towards the exit, slipping through the throngs of people congratulating him on his big win. With luck, he could escape without any further incident—

"Hey, Phantom!" a voice called out after him. "Good show in there. Let me buy you a drink!"

"No, thank you," Harry muttered, as he continued slipping through the crowd.

"Please, I insist!" the stranger said, placing a hand on Harry's shoulder. Harry turned, intending to tell the man off for touching him, but his heart stopped when he saw who it was: Barty Crouch Jr., beaming at him and beckoning him to a corner booth.

Harry's mind raced with possible courses of action. Should he run? Should he draw his wand and fight? But he had no clue how many other Death Eaters might be watching from afar, if Barty was so willing to be out in the open. Harry's glamour was still intact, and Barty didn't appear hostile at the moment, so Harry reluctantly followed him to his booth, hoping to find a way out as quickly as possible.

"I admit, I am slightly let down by your victory," said Barty as he and Harry settled opposite one another. "I had money on Reaper winning tonight."

"Sorry to disappoint," Harry deadpanned.

"It's always a pleasure to see new talent appear on the scene," Barty continued. "I didn't know Britain had such freelance fighters roaming about. What's your story, Phantom?"

"Haven't got one," Harry shrugged.

"Nonsense, everyone has a story!" Barty insisted. "Your accent suggests you're British, but I feel like I should have heard of you by now with your level of skill. Where you from?"

"Australia," Harry lied. "Parents left Britain during the last war and raised me abroad."

"And who were they?"

"None of your business. They're dead now, anyway."

"Sorry for your loss," Barty shrugged, not sounding that sorry at all. He turned to flag down a passing barmaid. "Oi, sweetheart! Two Firewhiskey's for the table."

The barmaid suppressed a grimace as she passed by, but she nodded in acknowledgment. Barty gave the woman's retreating backside an appraising look before turning his attention back to Harry.

"So what brings you back home to Britain, Phantom?" he asked, lounging comfortably back in his seat.

"Heard there was money to be made here for people with the right skills," Harry said vaguely.

"Right you are," Barty nodded sagely. "But money's not all that's at stake. You could gain a lot more than some spare change if you've savvy enough."

Harry said nothing, weighing these words carefully. Reaper had alluded to something similar...did he know about Crouch's presence here tonight? How much did the American know about the ongoing war with Voldemort?

"Do you know who I am?" Barty asked.

"Nope," Harry lied smoothly. "Why should I?"

Barty chuckled; clearly he didn't believe Harry. "My wanted poster is plastered on every window in Diagon Alley," he said. "Surely you must have recognized me."

"Doesn't seem wise for you to be out in public, then," Harry remarked cautiously.

"The Aurors are spread too thin to care about what happens here tonight," Barty said dismissively. "Nights like tonight are worth the risk to make an appearance. Otherwise, I might never have made your acquaintance."

"Well...nice to meet you," Harry said slowly, uncertain what he meant by this. Meanwhile, the barmaid returned with two glasses of Firewhiskey. Barty downed his in one gulp, belching fire into the air; Harry politely declined his, pushing the glass to the side.

"What are your thoughts on this conflict Britain is facing?" Barty asked pointedly. "Do you have a dog in the fight?"

"Trying to stay out of it," said Harry. "Not interested in jumping onto the front lines."

"No, I suppose not, or you would have joined Minister Potter's little Auror brigade," Barty spat, his voice making clear the disdain he felt towards the recruitment program. "But skills like yours shouldn't go to waste as a freelancer. You could rise the ranks of power quite quickly if you pick the right side."

"And I suppose you're going to sway me to join the 'right side'?" Harry asked, sensing now where this conversation was going.

"I work for a man who is going to reshape this country into something new," Barty said, a gleam of pride and fanaticism in his eyes. "He's going to clear out the rot plaguing our society and purify the land. Those who serve him will be rewarded beyond their wildest dreams. You could have power, Phantom, with skills like yours. Beautiful witches at your beck and call. Men bending the knee at your very presence. Power like that doesn't come along often, and not many know how to wield it properly. But I bet you could."

Harry very much did not like the sound of that. He knew that weaker men would be easily swayed by such rhetoric, but he also knew first-hand how many others would suffer under the reign of Voldemort. For every Death Eater given a semblance of temporary power, thousands more would die or face unimaginable loss. And that he could not abide.

But he couldn't exactly say that to Barty's face. He wanted out of this place, and quickly. But how to do so without attracting attention? He couldn't appear dismissive, but did not want to give any indication that he was truly interested, either. The last thing he wanted was for Crouch Jr. to dig deeper into Phantom's true identity.

"I'll have to think about it," Harry said diplomatically.

"Think fast, because this temporary peace won't last forever," said Barty. "If you aren't on the winning team when the moment comes, you may lose your opportunity to have everything you could ever want."

Harry opened his mouth to respond, but he was interrupted by a new arrival to their table. "Hey, boys!" said a busty young woman, sauntering up towards them with a mischievous gleam in her eye. "Looking to have a little fun this evening?"

"No, thank you," Harry said reflexively, as he had to several other women earlier tonight. But Barty, who appeared to be slightly intoxicated now, turned to give the woman his full attention.

"I haven't seen you around here before, gorgeous," he grinned. "What's your name?"

"Nora," the woman said in a sultry tone, causing Harry to wonder briefly if he knew this woman somehow. "First time here, actually. Care to make this lonely girl's acquaintance, handsome?"

"That depends," said a bemused Barty. "What are you asking for your services?"

"A hundred Galleons and I'm all yours for the night," Nora said in a sultry tone.

"Ah," Barty said, sounding disappointed. "My last coin disappeared in the betting pool, I'm afraid. No discounts for an old romantic who will rock your world?"

"A girl's gotta eat, I'm afraid," said Nora, smiling sadly at him. "Unless your friend here feels like coming along for a two-for-one special…?"

"Thanks, but I'm leaving soon," said Harry, hoping this distraction would give him the opportunity to escape.

"Shame," said Nora. "You look like you would've been fun to get to know."

The woman winked playfully at Harry. Her nose twitched slightly with the gesture, and Harry had a distinct feeling of deja vu. He realized with a jolt that he knew this woman...it was Tonks, using her Metamorphmagus powers to disguise herself. Her 'Nora' persona was nearly flawless, but he could now see the traces of Tonks in the way she carried herself, in the little mannerisms he only recognized from knowing her so well. He did his best to school his features and mask his surprise. Luckily, Barty didn't seem to notice.

"We'll be continuing our conversation in private now, thanks doll," Barty said dismissively to Tonks.

"Of course," Tonks said sweetly. "Come find me if you get lonely." And she began to saunter off.

"Actually," Harry piped up, "on second thought, I'm feeling rather lonely myself."

Tonks turned, the look of surprise unmistakable on her face. But ever the professional Auror, the smile returned to her face at once. "Is that so?" she said suggestively.

"Ah, looking to sample the local cuisine, are we?" Barty said, smirking at Harry. "Very well, I suppose you've earned that much, 'Phantom'. Here, take my card."

Barty reached into his cloak and pulled out what looked like a Muggle business card. Harry held out his hand to take it, and when he did so, Barty grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer to whisper in his ear.

"It's charmed to reveal the location of our recruitment meeting an hour before it begins," Barty hissed. "If you wish to meet my master, you'll be welcomed with open arms. The storm is coming, my friend – don't get caught without a lifeboat."

"I'll keep that in mind, thanks," Harry said coolly, accepting the card and backing away. He turned towards Tonks and casually draped an arm across her shoulders, allowing her to guide him to the exit.

Harry could feel the tension in Tonks' shoulders as they departed the club. He wondered if she planned to take him somewhere to discreetly hex and Obliviate him, or if she intended to arrest him for associating with a known Death Eater. Either way, he had no intention of making a scene and risking one of them getting hurt.

"Tonks, don't say anything or react in any way," he whispered in her ear as they passed through The Spiked Chalice and into Knockturn Alley. "It's Harry Potter. Can you take us somewhere safe?"

Tonks flinched subtly at his words, but otherwise did not react. She wordlessly held out her arm, and Harry took it, allowing her to Apparate them both away. He felt the familiar tight squeezing sensation, but when they arrived at their destination, his feet were taken out from under him, and he landed flat on his back with a groan. Thick ropes bound him in place as Tonks aimed her wand directly in his face from above.

"When was the first time we spoke, after my memory accident?" she demanded.

"At St. Mungo's," said Harry. "You didn't recognize me, but Cedric Diggory came to calm you down."

Tonks nodded in confirmation as she lowered her wand. Harry expected her to free him, but instead she rummaged through her robes for something. "Sorry, but I just have to be certain," she said, pulling out a glass cube and meddling with it. An Auror's Toolkit, Harry recognized, as Tonks uncorked one of the compartments and dumped its contents on Harry's face.

He felt the Thief's Downfall do its work as his glamour faded away, leaving him with his natural appearance. Tonks groaned at the sight of him, twirling her wand to free him as her features shrank back into the slender form he knew was her true self.

"What in Merlin's name are you doing in Knockturn Alley, Harry?" she demanded. "And why were you talking to Barty Crouch of all people?"

"It wasn't on my itinerary for the evening," Harry muttered, as he slowly got back to his feet. "Why were you there, offering yourself to Death Eaters?"

Tonks flushed angrily at this remark. "I'm on assignment," she huffed. "I was tasked with scoping out the club for any sign of recruiting. But when I saw Crouch, I planned to try and get him alone so that I could arrest him."

"Well, sorry for ruining your arrest," Harry offered.

"That's beside the point!" Tonks huffed. "Aren't you underage? What were you doing in a place like The Spiked Chalice?"

"Dueling," Harry shrugged.

"What on earth were you thinking, dueling illegally in a seedy place like that?" Tonks demanded. "You're only sixteen – people die in that club all the time!"

"Well, I won, didn't I?" Harry said defiantly. "I needed the gold, and it's easier to get without anyone asking questions." And he withdrew the sack of Galleons from his robes, enlarging it and tossing it onto the kitchen table. Tonks gawked at the size of it.

"You were the one who won the tournament?" she breathed. "Where did you learn to fight like that?"

"Years of training with my dad, Moody and Dumbledore," Harry shrugged. "I'd really appreciate it if none of them knew about this, though."

Tonks gave Harry an exasperated look. "Your dad would have my hide if he knew I let you do something like this," she sighed.

"He doesn't have to find out," said Harry. "It wasn't my first time either, for the record. I can handle myself better than people think."

"I believe that," Tonks muttered. "I've seen memories of you fighting in the past...you were better than some current Aurors at twelve years old."

"So you won't say anything?" Harry said hopefully. "This won't be a recurring habit, I swear."

Tonks regarded him like a disappointed older sister, folding her arms in disappointment at him. After a moment of contemplation, she said, "Alright, I'll keep it to myself this once. But only out of respect for your mother...I wouldn't want to give her a heart attack about her son while she's still in recovery."

"Thank you," Harry sighed in relief.

"I do need to report to Kingsley, though," said Tonks, drawing her wand. "Expecto patronum."

A silver, nimble four-legged animal burst from her wand and hovered overhead, awaiting instruction. "Tell Kingsley I spotted Barty Crouch Jr. at the Spiked Chalice, recruiting mercenaries," Tonks told the creature. "I sensed danger and got out without drawing attention to myself."

The silver creature pounced elegantly out the window and out of sight. Harry watched it go, frowning slightly.

"Say, Tonks?" he muttered. "Is your Patronus a lynx—?"

"Dora?" came a familiar voice from down the hall. Harry turned, and to his astonishment, Cedric Diggory shuffled out into the light, looking like he'd been sleeping. "Everything alright?"

"Blimey, I forgot to muffle the hallway," Tonks muttered, blushing pink as Cedric looked confusedly from Tonks to Harry. "Harry, you remember Cedric, I take it?"

"Hey, Ced," said Harry, looking between the two. "So, erm, you two are…?"

"Yes, but I'd prefer if you didn't tell anyone about this," Tonks said awkwardly. "Aurors aren't strictly supposed to date each other, you see."

"What's going on?" Cedric asked, still looking puzzled. "Harry, did something happen?"

"I caught Harry here schmoozing with Death Eaters at a nightclub in Knockturn," said Tonks. "He's lucky I didn't hex his bits off for propositioning me."

"I was just trying to get us both out of there safely!" Harry protested, reddening at the insinuation. But he quickly realized Tonks was just teasing him; both she and Cedric chuckled at his obvious discomfort.

"What were you doing in Knockturn, Harry?" asked Cedric.

"Making some money in the arena," Harry sighed. "I'd appreciate it if you kept it quiet, though."

Tonks wrinkled her nose at this. "I don't like what you've gotten yourself into, Harry," she sighed.

"We're at war," Harry shrugged. "We all do what we need to do to survive. I'll keep your secret if you keep mine."

Tonks and Cedric looked at each other. "Alright," Tonks said begrudgingly. "But try not to get roped into any more conversations with Death Eaters like Crouch, will you?"

"I'll do my best," Harry grinned. "Also, there's something else you should know."

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the business card Barty had given him. "It's charmed to reveal the location of the next Death Eater recruitment meeting, an hour in advance," he explained. "I bet the Aurors could use this to their advantage."

Tonks widened her eyes as she picked up the card. "This is exactly the kind of lead we've been looking for," she breathed. "I can certainly work with this. I'll tell them I nicked it off of the tournament victor, after the arrogant prick tried to proposition me."

"And handsome," Harry quipped. "Don't forget handsome."

"How could I forget?" said Tonks with a mirthful grin. Harry grinned back...he had missed this mischievous side of Tonks after her accident, and was glad to see she was nearly back to her old self.

"Oi, I'm right here, you know," Cedric said, feigning annoyance at their light flirting.

"Don't worry, darling, you have Harry beat in that department," Tonks said, standing on tiptoe to kiss Cedric on the cheek.

"Oi, I'm right here too!" Harry exclaimed with a laugh.

"Boys, boys," Tonks groaned good-naturedly. Then, her expression turned serious. "I don't suppose you plan on illegally Apparating yourself out of here in front of two Aurors, do you, Harry?"

"How about a bribe to look the other way?" Harry asked, indicating the sack on the table between them.

"Very funny—" Tonks began.

"I'm serious," Harry said, reaching into the sack and pulling out a fistful of Galleons. "You got me out of a scrape tonight, and I ruined your reconnaissance plans. Least I can do."

Tonks scowled, but accepted the gold he handed to her. "Tell me you know what you're doing, at least," she sighed. "As a friend, I'd hate to see you get hurt out there."

"I can handle myself," Harry shrugged as he shrunk and pocketed the sack of gold again. "It's all in the service of winning the war. Trust me, I've been fighting it longer than most."

"You know you can trust us with anything, right, Harry?" piped up Cedric. "If you ever need help, we're here for you." Tonks nodded in agreement with this sentiment.

"I'll keep that in mind," Harry nodded. "Stay safe you two, yeah?"

"Back at you," Tonks said with a sad smile.

Harry nodded at the two of them before Apparating back to Raven House. He stowed the Galleons away in a secret compartment before flopping onto his cot, drained from the eventful evening. But he couldn't sleep right away, mind still racing with the night's events.

Harry worried that Tonks might go back on her word and tell Kingsley and James about Harry's presence, leading to a very uncomfortable conversation down the line. But he trusted her and Cedric to keep a secret, as both had proven to be more than reliable allies in the past. Perhaps one day he could even trust them with what he, Bill and Fleur were up to, though it was always risky to widen that circle too far. Both Cedric and Tonks were on the front lines of the war, at risk of having their memories ravaged by Lockhart, and they both revered Dumbledore a bit too much for his liking. Still, it was reassuring to know that they were in his corner.

It was then that Harry realized what he had that nobody could offer him, not Barty Crouch, not Voldemort, not anybody. He had people who cared about him, people to pick him back up when he fell. He had something to return home to, something worth preserving that he would fight to the death for time and time again. And that was worth more than any amount of gold, women or power the world could ever offer him.
Year 6-15: Rakhaman the Defiler

"Say, Harry! Isn't that your mother?"

Harry looked up from his dinner at the Ravenclaw Table. All heads were turning towards the door, where an uncertain-looking Lily Potter was shuffling into the Great Hall.

He got up from his seat at once and rushed towards her. He and Dahlia got there at the same time, wrapping their arms around their mother in a hug. The Great Hall erupted in cheers as they realized their favorite professor had returned.

"How are you feeling, Mum?" Harry whispered in Lily's ear.

"Much better, dear," Lily said, flashing him a strained smile. She looked tired, with thin bags under her eyes, but otherwise much healthier and more stable than when he last saw her. Harry and Dahlia accompanied her up to the Head Table, where Dumbledore had joined the students and staff in offering her a round of applause.

"Glad to have you back, Professor," Dumbledore greeted her with a smile. "Please, let me know if there is anything I can do to accommodate your return."

"Thank you, Headmaster," Lily said politely. She kissed her children goodbye and headed to her seat at the end of the table. Harry noticed that Snape, seated just to Lily's right, had hastily removed a bottle of wine from the table before standing to pull her chair out for her. She must have confided in him about the true nature of her recovery, Harry realized...his mother's relationship with Snape continued to confound him, but it seemed to be a positive one.

Harry returned to his own seat, glancing over at the Slytherin table as he did so. He spotted Crabbe, Goyle, Mulciber and Nott huddled in their usual corner, watching him warily. He gave them an icy death glare, causing them all to quickly avert their gaze.

I hope for your sake none of you were involved in this, Harry thought angrily. But we'll know soon enough. His Veritaserum was nearing completion – in a little over a week, he would have a finished batch that he could use to determine their true involvement in the poisoning scheme. Whether they'd done the deed themselves, or assisted Malfoy or someone else to do it, mattered little to him.

But having Lily back at Hogwarts was a relief, restoring some semblance of normalcy to Harry's day-to-day routine. Her first Potions lesson back went off without a hitch, catching them up on all the material Professor Grubbly-Plank had tried her best to teach them in her absence. Harry was almost disappointed that he wouldn't be taking his N.E.W.T. in the subject this year – under Lily's tutelage, he felt that he could ace the exam with no difficulties.

Most importantly, it seemed that nobody had caught on to the true nature of Lily's prolonged absence. Harry didn't know how her recovery had gone, but she seemed to be adjusting well...she was always the kind of person who preferred keeping busy anyway. With luck, the rumor mill would move on and Lily would be able to return to normalcy in relative peace and quiet. But it was not to be.

Harry entered the Great Hall that Friday morning to find the room abuzz with chatter. All eyes turned to him as he made his way to Ravenclaw Tower, before quickly looking away and breaking off into hushed gossip as he walked past. For a brief moment of panic Harry thought perhaps Tonks had blown his cover, and his foray to The Spiked Chalice had been discovered. But when he unfolded his copy of The Daily Prophet, the reality was even worse:

TROUBLE IN PARADISE? MINISTER'S WIFE HIDING DRINKING HABIT

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"Frequent readers of this publication will have heard the recent news of Mrs. Lily Evans-Potter, Potions Master and wife of Minister James Potter, falling prey to a poison hidden within a bottle of liquor. Our previous reporting indicated that she recently returned to work at Hogwarts after recovering from her malady, but a source with intimate knowledge of the subject has shed light on the ugly truth of the matter.

Our source (who shall remain anonymous) informed the Prophet that Mrs. Evans-Potter had been struggling with an alcohol dependency prior to her poisoning. The scandal comes amid rumors that the Potters, often upheld as the model family in wizarding society, have had serious issues behind the scenes affecting their marriage.

'It's appalling to think that a witch of her caliber should be driven to the bottle by her husband,' says Muriel Prewett in a letter to the editor. 'What kind of a monster must James Potter be behind closed doors to cause such self-sabotaging behavior?'

'I fear for how this will affect her job performance at Hogwarts,' says Lord Quincy Nott in a statement. 'How can I trust her to give my son the best education possible, when she's getting plastered in between classes? Surely this cannot stand – the Headmaster must take action and have her removed immediately!'

Minister Potter and Headmaster Dumbledore could not be reached for comment. For more on the potential fractured relationship between the Potters, see pg. 8."

Harry's hands were trembling with rage as he set down the paper. What kind of a hit piece was this? Why was the Prophet resorting to such filthy rag journalism? And who had leaked the information to reporters? He could only imagine the embarrassment both of his parents must be feeling at the moment.

He glanced up at the Head Table for his mother, but Lily was absent. He heard a clatter across the room as Dahlia got up and left the Great Hall in a rush, looking upset. Neville got up from across the room to chase after her.

Neville can handle Dahlia, Harry thought. I have to go find Mum.

He marched straight to the dungeons to her office and tried the door, but it was locked. "Mum, I know you're in there!" he shouted, pounding on the door. "Open the door!"

"Go away, darling," Lily said, her voice sounding strained and weak.

"I'm not going anywhere until you let me in!" Harry demanded, continuing to pound on the door. "So you'd best open up before—"

The door swung open, and to Harry's surprise, it was Snape who answered. "You have a knack for showing up at inopportune moments, Potter," he sneered.

"Move," Harry muttered, shoving Snape aside to enter the office. Lily was seated on the floor, legs splayed miserably before her, the torn remains of The Daily Prophet scattered around her. Harry drew his wand and began Vanishing the scraps of paper; Lily did not protest, merely staring at the floor with a haunted expression.

"I'm ruined," she sighed. "I'll be sacked for certain. Nobody wants their child to be taught by a d-dr-drunk."

Harry slid to the floor beside his mother. "Nobody thinks you're a drunk," he reassured her. "This was a nasty thing for them to write, and everyone knows it."

"I'll never have the respect of my students again," Lily sniffed. "They know now that I can't be trusted."

"You have an illness," Harry insisted. "And you're dealing with it. That isn't a weakness, it's a strength. Everyone bloody loves you here and will support you even more because of this."

Lily looked up at him with watery green eyes. "You think so?" she asked hopefully.

"Sure, there will be shitheads here and there," Harry shrugged, casting an accusatory glance at Snape – they both knew which House would be most responsible for whatever abuse she got. "But you saw what happened when you came back earlier this week. Everyone is rooting for you, and this won't change a thing."

Lily nodded shakily, but still looked less than reassured. "Your father will be so upset with me," she moaned. "The last thing I wanted to do was cause a scandal during his tenure."

"If I know Dad, he's going to raise holy hell against the editors for this," said Harry. "And he'll have plenty of support in doing so. Believe me, nobody blames you for this."

Lily closed her eyes and rested her head against Harry's shoulder. He didn't know if his words were helping, but he would wager it was far more helpful than whatever Snape's excuse for comfort was before he arrived.

The room suddenly glowed brightly as a silver Patronus soared into the room, in the form of a phoenix. "Minister Potter is on his way to the castle," the phoenix spoke in Dumbledore's voice. "He will be here momentarily."

"Oh no," Lily said quietly. "He's heard...oh no…"

"It'll be alright, Mum," said Harry. "He won't be angry with you, I promise. Now come on, let's get you up."

He stood and helped Lily to her feet. She shakily walked around behind her desk and rummaged through a cabinet for something. She procured a pitcher of clear liquid – for a moment Harry feared that she was drinking again, but it appeared to be just water.

Lily poured the water into a glass, but her hands trembled so much that it splashed all over the desk. Harry moved to help her, but Snape got there first. Harry watched, amazed, as he steadied her hand and helped her pour with a patience and grace he'd never seen from the man before.

"Thank you, Severus," Lily said softly as she took a deep drink. Snape met Harry's amazed eye and quickly looked away again, as if embarrassed to be seen performing such a tender gesture.

The door burst open soon after, and James rushed into the room, looking frazzled. "Lily?" he said.

Lily looked up fearfully at James, her lip quivering again. "James, dear," she said. "I'm so sorry—"

But James rushed forward and pulled his wife in close. "It's alright, my Lilypad," he said softly into her ear. "I'm here."

"I d-didn't mean for this to happen," Lily said miserably. "I d-didn't want it to get out—"

"I know," James reassured her. "Don't worry about a thing. We'll get this sorted, my love."

Harry felt suddenly that he was intruding on an intimate private moment, and clearly Snape felt the same. "I will fetch Wilhelmina to handle your classes for the day," the man said curtly, before departing from the office.

"Who could have done this?" Harry asked aloud. "Who talked to the Prophet?"

"Probably a glory-seeking Healer at St. Mungo's," James said bitterly. "Same way Remus' condition got out a few years ago."

Harry wasn't so sure that was the case – in fact, he had been the one to leak that info to Rita Skeeter, but he couldn't exactly bring that up now. "What's gonna happen now?" he asked instead.

"I'm going to march into the editor's office and demand Regina Hornsby's head on a stake," James growled.

"James, no, it's not her fault—" Lily protested.

"Figuratively speaking, darling," James corrected. "But they've been bolder about printing libelous things about us lately. I thought we had them on our side, but clearly someone has been feeding them damaging information to hurt my reputation. Probably Lord Nott and his cronies."

I wonder if Theo Nott had something to do with this, Harry wondered. He couldn't think of a way Theo could have known about the drinking habit, but it only added another question to add to the list, when Harry had his Veritaserum ready to get answers at long last.

"Oh, poor Dahlia's probably getting bullied over this as we speak," Lily lamented.

"Her fellow Gryffindors will back her up," Harry reassured her. "And she's with Neville now."

"Will you find her and make sure she's okay?" asked James. Harry nodded, then turned to leave the office. Whatever conversation his parents had to have next did not involve him. He felt terribly that they had to go through this, but at least it was merely their reputations on the line this time, rather than their lives.

Harry found Dahlia in the Hospital Wing, idly cleaning the ward as Neville shadowed her. "I'm fine," she muttered to Harry before he could say anything. "I don't want to talk about it."

"Maybe you should take the day off," Harry offered. "Skive off classes, spend the day outside. No one will question it."

"I told her the same," Neville shrugged. "She won't hear it."

"Will you two bugger off?" Dahlia huffed. "I said it's fine...it'll blow over soon, and I'd rather put my head down and not worry about it." It seemed Dahlia had inherited her mother's philosophy of diving into her work to push through tough times, and Harry could not begrudge her for it.

"Alright," Harry nodded. "Dad's with Mum now, if you want to go see them." And he departed the room, Neville close behind him.

"I think it's messed up what they're saying about your family, Harry," Neville offered as they returned to the Great Hall.

"Thanks, Neville," said Harry. His words didn't give him much comfort, but he supposed it was the thought that counted.

"My Gran says your parents are two of the greatest people she's ever met," said Neville. "They don't deserve this."

"I hope your Gran isn't still trying to compare you to my family?" Harry groaned. "Seriously, Nev, don't do that to yourself."

"Actually, she isn't," said Neville. "She says I'm becoming more like my father every day. She even said she was proud of me after the Order meeting a few weeks back."

"Huh," said Harry, surprised. It seemed that he had gotten through to Augusta after all, and she was finally treating her grandson with respect. "Anyway, if you find out that someone we know talked to the Prophet, let me know so I can give them the Bellatrix Lestrange treatment."

Neville froze, looking struck by this statement. "Gallows humor," Harry chuckled, slapping him on the shoulder. "But seriously, I want to know who squealed."

"I'll keep an ear out," Neville nodded, as they reached the Great Hall.

"Thanks," said Harry. "And keep an eye out for Dahlia this weekend, will you?"

"Er...sure," said Neville. "But where will you be this weekend?"

"I'll be...busy," Harry said evasively. "See you around, Nev." And instead of heading into the Hall, he marched up the stairs towards Ravenclaw Tower.

As it turned out, Harry already had big plans for the weekend. He'd spent the past few weeks exchanging letters with Bill, insisting that they travel to Egypt to visit his necromancer contact. Bill initially refused, not wishing to bother the man during his 'research', but Harry persisted, eventually enlisting Fleur's help in convincing Bill to cave and agree to the journey that Saturday.

Fridays were a light day for Harry already, so he didn't feel bad about skipping class. Potions would be a waste of time with Professor Grubbly-Plank filling in, and double-Defense with Snape didn't sound like his idea of an enjoyable afternoon. That, and dealing with his classmates amidst the fallout of the Prophet article, sounded absolutely nightmarish – he was so worked up that one snide remark at his expense might end in bloodshed.

Instead, he finished up some homework and portkey research in the library before making his preparations to leave the castle. He stopped by his mother's office that afternoon, finding his parents quietly eating dinner at Lily's desk. "Everything alright?" Harry asked, surprised by the relatively peaceful scene.

"Yes, Harry," said James. "We'd just like some privacy for the rest of the weekend."

"Okay," Harry agreed – that was fine by him. It meant he could make his escape from the castle without having to worry about anyone coming to look for him. No one would think twice about his absence, especially given the Prophet article – he couldn't even remember the last full weekend he'd spent in the company of his classmates.

Unfortunately, on his way out of the dungeons, he crossed paths with a group of Slytherins leaving their Potions lesson. "Harry!" called out Tracey Davis, rushing up to him. "Are you alright? How's your mum?"

"Fine," Harry mumbled, awkwardly accepting her hug.

"We all think it's total rubbish," Tracey reassured him. "We love your mum no matter what."

"Glad to hear it," Harry nodded, not really in the mood for being coddled at the moment. "I just need to get something from my dorm—"

"Can we maybe meet up this weekend?" Tracey said hopefully, trailing a hand along his chest. "Let's do something fun to take your mind off of this nonsense."

"Er...thanks, but I'm gonna be kinda busy," said Harry. "Maybe another time."

Tracey deflated a bit, sensing that she was being pushed away. "Okay," she said softly. "Just thought I'd offer." And she turned to return to her classmates heading towards the Great Hall.

Harry felt a bit bad for shunning Tracey...it wasn't the sort of thing a good boyfriend did. But I'm not her boyfriend, he reminded himself. This isn't an emotional relationship – we were both clear on that. He knew he oughtn't feel bad for setting that boundary and sticking to it, though he did feel a twinge of guilt for it all the same. But it wouldn't do to have Tracey looking for him while he was specifically avoiding being found, so it had to be done.

The following day, he awoke early for his customary morning run around the lake. Rather than return to his dorm afterward, he summoned Dobby to take him to Raven House. He checked on his potions, particularly the Veritaserum...full moon was in four days, which meant he could add the final ingredient and complete the brew. He then retrieved his stash of Galleons from the tournament the other night, before applying a glamour and Apparating to Diagon Alley to do some shopping.

Fortunately, Harry would not be venturing into the shadows of Knockturn Alley today – his business was entirely legal for once. Diagon Alley still came with its own share of risks, of course – Aurors patrolled the streets at intervals, making random stops and searches to ensure no shady business was going on. That was an interaction Harry certainly hoped to avoid.

He arrived at his destination and entered the dingy-looking shop: Watson's Antique Wares. The place had always struck him as a less-shady counterpart to Borgin and Burke's, selling all manner of trinkets and ornate artifacts. If any place could help him source a Pensieve, surely it would be them.

Harry approached the counter and rang the bell. After a lengthy silence, a middle-aged witch rushed out from the back room, looking flushed. "Morning," she said breathlessly. "Apologies – we don't get many visitors this time of year."

"I see," Harry nodded, glancing around the shop. Many of the displays were empty, while others were blocked by rows of boxes – the shop had clearly seen better days. "Business been slow lately?"

"Aye," the woman said glumly. "Not many people shopping for antiques in war times, I'm afraid."

"Well, what I'm looking for isn't exactly an antique," said Harry. "Do you sell Pensieves?"

The woman blinked in surprise. "We haven't sold one in years," she said. "Usually it's only wealthy pure-blood families, and only if theirs has broken or malfunctioned."

"But you can get me one?"

"Yes," the woman said slowly. "But it will take time. A month or more."

"That's fine," Harry nodded. He was scrutinizing the woman's face – she looked strangely familiar to him, but he couldn't quite place her. "Have you owned this place for long?"

"My husband's family founded this shop decades ago," the witch sighed. "We inherited it in the mid-eighties, and we've been trying to keep it afloat ever since."

"Ah," said Harry. "You have kids?"

"A daughter," the woman nodded with a sad smile. "At Hogwarts – she's in Hufflepuff."

Harry finally realized where he recognized the woman from. She had to be Anna Watson's mother – the girl he and Dahlia had helped in Hogsmeade during the dementor attack, and who Bellatrix Lestrange had impersonated in the Hogwarts werewolf attack last summer. What a harrowing year it must have been for the poor Watson family…

"I see," said Harry, masking his recognition. "Anyway, how much for the Pensieve?"

Mrs. Watson scrunched her nose, doing math in her head. "Fifteen hundred Galleons," she said.

"Done," said Harry at once.

Mrs. Watson's eyebrows shot up. "Oh...really?" she stammered. "Most people haggle us to death, but if you can pay it—"

"I'm sure it will be worth every Knut," Harry smiled. "I trust you'll take extra care in delivering a quality product?"

"I...yes, of course, sir!" Mrs. Watson beamed. Clearly she hadn't expected such a windfall. "Shall I send you an owl once it is ready to be picked up?"

"No need; I'll come back in a month's time," said Harry, reaching into his robes. He withdrew the sack of Galleons and began pouring the gold onto the counter. Mrs. Watson's eyes went wide as he counted out a thousand and five hundred coins, stacking it neatly with his wand.

"T-thank you, sir!" said Mrs. Watson, trembling as she transferred the coins to a receptacle behind the counter. "You've no idea what this means for my family—"

"My pleasure," Harry bowed. "I will return if I am in need of anything else." And he departed the shop, knowing he probably overpaid by a lot but happy to know the money was going to a good place.

Harry checked his watch – it was quarter to nine, meaning it was nearly time to meet Bill and Fleur. He Apparated just down the block from Bill's apartment and made his way through the complex to number 217. Bill answered the door alone, beckoning Harry inside quickly before shutting them inside.

"Wasn't sure if you were actually coming," he muttered grimly. "You sure you want to do this?"

"Positive," Harry nodded. "Where's Fleur?"

"At her apartment," said Bill. "She should be here shortly."

I thought they lived together? Harry wondered. Was this a new development, or had he misunderstood their arrangement in the past? No matter – he wouldn't pry into their relationship now. He sat patiently on the couch, watching Bill restlessly pace to and fro across the room, until the fireplace flared green and Fleur stepped through the Floo into the apartment.

"Good, you are both here," she said breathlessly. "Shall we go?"

"In a minute," Bill muttered. "First, we should sit and talk about what we're about to get ourselves into."

Bill indicated for Fleur to sit beside Harry. Confused, she did so, as Bill perched on an armchair, looking contemplative.

"Right, so here's the situation," he said. "My contact is a necromancer the locals call Rakhaman the Defiler. He's wanted in a dozen different MENA nations for ransacking graves and experimenting on corpses, so he doesn't exactly welcome unannounced visitors with open arms."

"How did you get in contact with him originally?" asked Harry. "How bad could he be if he did contract work for Gringotts?"

"Gringotts turns a blind eye to most of the work we curse-breakers do abroad," Bill said bitterly. "They know our work is dangerous and requires bending the law at times, so they don't ask many questions. One of my colleagues heard of Rakhaman while researching solutions to horcruxes – unfortunately, the number of people who are experts on soul magic are slim, so we had few other options but to hire his services when we needed a soul removed from a tomb."

"It sounds like you did not enjoy working with zis man," Fleur remarked.

"I try not to pass judgment on other people's lifestyles," Bill grimaced. "But I believe what Rakhaman does is...distasteful, to say the least. Experimenting on the dead is among the most vile things a wizard can do in my book. Not as bad as creating horcruxes, mind, but still."

"But he does have experience with horcruxes?" Harry asked.

"Sure," Bill shrugged. "As much as one can have without creating one themselves, I suppose. What exactly do you plan to ask him?"

"We need to see what he knows about living horcruxes," said Harry. "And if a soul fragment can be separated from its host safely. Surely if anyone can help remove the horcrux from Neville's scar, it would be him."

"So, just to be clear," Bill sighed tiredly. "We've yet to find three of the remaining horcruxes, and we're risking our lives to inquire about the one we definitely know the location of, and which has the simplest solution?"

"I'm sorry, are you signing up to use the Killing Curse on a teenage boy?" Harry asked pointedly. "I didn't think so. If Neville's life can be spared, I want to know before we resort to murder."

Bill looked unhappily with this answer, but he did not retort. "Fine," he grumbled, checking his watch. "We should get going while the day is young."

"How are we getting there?" asked Harry.

Bill reached into his robes for a small metallic object. It was flat and round, like a coin, but was gray and smooth with an ornate 'G' carved into its face.

"This is a Gringotts Portkey," Bill explained. "It's given only to certain high-ranking employees like myself who qualify for field work abroad. It will take us to the Gringotts branch in Giza, then to the London branch upon our return."

"Won't they ask us questions when we arrive?" asked Fleur. "I am not yet a qualified curse-breaker, and 'Arry is not a Gringotts employee."

"I'll just tell them you two are my trainees," said Bill. "Like I said, Gringotts doesn't ask many questions when it comes to curse-breaking, and will do anything to avoid creating a paper trail in case some foreign Ministry comes demanding names. Trust me, the goblins have seen it all – I've used this Portkey to transport co-workers who were covered in blood and missing limbs, and they just ushered us out the door."

Seems useful, Harry thought. He wondered if he could get his hands on one of these Gringotts Portkeys for himself. Of course, the simpler solution would just be to learn how to make one himself, but that would take further study and practice. And there was no time like the present to learn.

"Mind if I see it?" asked Harry.

"Just don't say the trigger phrase," Bill muttered, carefully placing the metallic coin in Harry's palm. "Not that you would know it, of course."

Harry closed his eyes and studied the coin subconsciously, trying to get a feel for its magic. He sensed multiple, complex layers woven into the coin, but he was able to recognize a few of them from his self-study. Two Locator Charms, presumably to bring the user to the correct destination(s). A triggered Sticking Charm, to prevent the user from falling off the portkey mid-flight. Several transportation-related layers, which he did not quite understand yet, and of course the Activation Charm, tied to the specific pass phrase used to trigger it.

"Waiting for it to bite you, Harry?" asked Bill, bemused.

"Just studying its magic," said Harry, handing the coin back.

"What?" Fleur frowned. "But 'ow could you study it without seeing it?"

"I can feel its magic," Harry shrugged. "Can't you? Isn't that what curse-breakers do?"

"We learn spells to help us reveal hidden enchantments," said Bill. "We can't actually 'feel' magic on its own. Are you saying you can?"

"Yeah, I guess so," said Harry. "Side-effect of all the blood rituals, I guess."

"I don't believe you," said Fleur, folding her arms in suspicion, though the corners of her mouth quirked upwards in amusement. "Prove it."

"Alright," said Harry. "Are we ready to go? I can activate the portkey."

"But you don't know the pass phrase," said Bill, confused.

"Don't need it," Harry grinned. "I can just trip the Activation Charm manually."

Both Bill and Fleur looked skeptical, but Bill held out his palm face-up, allowing Harry and Fleur to place a finger upon the portkey. Harry closed his eyes again, feeling the small object's magic and locating the Activation Charm once more. The pass phrase would release it from its runic bindings, but if Harry just tweaked the runes slightly by sending a small pulse of his own magic to deactivate them—

That did the trick. Harry felt the familiar tug behind the navel as he, Bill and Fleur were whisked far, far away. After a long and uncomfortable journey, Harry felt his feet slam down on marble flooring; he looked up to find himself in the back room of a large building. Based on the familiar architecture, Harry knew exactly where they were.

As confirmation, the door clicked open seconds later, and a goblin trotted in. "Business in Egypt?" it asked in a bored tone.

"Field training," said Bill, flashing a red badge that Harry presumed to be a curse-breaker ID. The goblin just sneered and beckoned them out into the lobby, where Bill, Harry and Fleur blended in with the general population of witches and wizards and exited the bank.

They exited out onto what looked like a large street fair. Only, it was unmistakably magical – Harry saw vendors peddling wares that could only belong to the wizarding world, from flying carpets to broomsticks to suspicious-looking oil lamps whose lids rattled ominously from within.

"Welcome to the Bazaar," said Bill, leading the way through the crowd. "Egypt's version of Diagon Alley."

"Is this where we are meeting Rakhaman?" asked Harry, scanning the crowd for any shady-looking individuals.

"Oh, no," Bill chuckled. "He's just outside the city limits. The kind of work he does is not suited for the public eye."

That certainly sounded ominous. Harry and Fleur followed Bill towards a large stone archway at the far end of the courtyard; when they passed through, they found themselves in a bustling metropolitan area, Muggle vehicles jostling for space in the streets while men and women went about their everyday business.

"Let's find a quiet place to Apparate," Bill suggested, as they made their way through the crowds.

That was easier said than done, however. The streets were bustling with activity – even the cramped alleyways between buildings were choked with foot traffic. Eventually they managed to find an empty alcove in the winding maze of back streets, huddling together so that Bill could Apparate them away.

They reappeared on the outskirts of the city – Harry could now see desert stretching out towards the horizon, as the blazing hot sun beat down upon them in the open air. But the foot traffic was no quieter out here...if anything, it was even more congested. And Harry quickly realized why.

"Mon dieu," Fleur breathed, taking in the majestic sight. Before them stood the Great Pyramids, which Harry had learned about even before becoming a wizard. He remembered watching a VHS documentary with Dudley on the mysterious structures as a child, quickly becoming fascinated with their ancient majesty and iconic shape. And now, Harry felt a massive power radiating from the pyramids, similar to that of Hogwarts...this was a site of magical potency.

"Welcome to the Pyramids of Giza," said Bill. "Built over twenty five hundred years ago, directly over a local leyline, during the reign of Khufu the Wise."

Harry had heard of the pharaoh Khufu, but never the moniker Bill ascribed to him. "Was Khufu a wizard?" he asked.

"Most likely," said Bill. "Either that or he was counseled by one. Otherwise, its location would not make sense, and its construction would have been impossible. No Muggles could have built this on their own back in those times."

"What are we doing here?" asked Fleur.

"This is where Rakhaman is conducting his research," Bill sighed. "If you wish to speak with him, we must enter the Great Pyramid."

"Here?" said Harry, confused. "With so many Muggles around?"

"Come, I'll show you," said Bill. And he led the way towards the pyramids, joining a large flock of Muggles chattering excitedly about the sight. There seemed to be a great many foreign tourists among the crowd – the three Brits blended right in with the other ethnically-diverse groups milling about, taking photos with their disposable cameras.

"Tour groups, over here!" a man shouted, looking like a local. "We are about to begin our excursion through the Pharaoh's tomb."

"They don't actually take tourists through the main tomb chamber," Bill whispered as they joined the queue of Muggles signing up for the tour. "They just set up a smaller antechamber to look like it...the real thing is far below the surface, hidden from the Muggles."

"You Americans?" came an obnoxious voice from behind them; the three turned to see a middle-aged couple with two small children standing in line with them.

"British," replied Harry.

"Ah...jolly good, guv'na!" the man chortled in a horrendous mockery of a Cockney accent. "We're from Nebraska...just had to see one of the Seven World Wonders for ourselves!"

"Yes, they are rather magnificent," Bill agreed, looking uncomfortable around Muggles. The young boy of the family was peering curiously at Fleur, as though picking up on her passive Allure; she quickly wrapped a scarf around her hair and turned back around.

When they reached the front of the line, they were assigned to a smaller group to begin the tour. Unfortunately, they were stuck with the talkative Americans, who continued to jabber on about how 'rad' the great structures were. Harry hoped they wouldn't be with the group for long.

Their tour guide was a middle-aged man, who spoke excitedly as they approached the base of the massive structure. "The Great Pyramid of Giza was commissioned by the pharaoh Khufu," said the man. "It served as his final resting place, and was shaped to reflect his singular status atop society."

"Actually, it was to maximize its arithmetic properties," Bill whispered to Harry and Fleur at the back of the group, but he was shushed by the Americans.

The tour guide led them to an opening in the side of the rock face, which led to a tunnel carving deep into the massive structure. Harry felt the pull of magic growing stronger as they entered, presumably growing closer to the leyline that Bill said was nearby, deep underground. It was similar to the majestic feeling of Hogwarts, but with a slightly more sinister edge to it...as a place built as a monument to death, he supposed that was fitting.

They reached a fork in the road, with multiple tunnels extending off in different directions. Harry suddenly felt a distinct sense of unease, as though they should not be here. And he was not alone – even the Muggles around them seemed uncomfortable, shuffling and muttering about the confined space.

"Quickly now, this way to the tomb chamber!" said the tour guide, hastily leading the way down one of the tunnel branches. Harry made to follow the group, but Bill held him and Fleur back, as the tourists disappeared around a bend and out of sight.

"Mild Repulsion Charm," Bill explained, waving his wand to remove the unsettling feeling in the air at once. "C'mon, we're going this way."

Bill led the way down the opposite tunnel path, which winded down deeper into the earth. The path was more perilous this way, clearly not meant for tourists, and they had to squeeze through narrow passageways and duck under several rope barriers blocking their path. They eventually reached a dead-end, a flat stretch of limestone marking the end of the tunnel.

"Are we lost?" asked Fleur worriedly.

"Not at all," said Bill, drawing his wand again. He tapped it to the wall and muttered an incantation under his breath. A series of runes carved into the wall suddenly glowed white, and a moment later the wall slid aside, revealing a steep, smooth passageway, winding deep into the ground through darkness.

"Who wants to go first?" asked Bill grimly.

"Not me," Fleur muttered. They both looked to Harry.

"And you claim to be a Gryffindor," Harry scoffed at Bill, lowering himself to the ground and dangling his legs over the edge. "Here goes nothing."

He kicked forward and began sliding down the steep surface, carrying him at a high speed like a slide downward. It felt like the journey to the Chamber of Secrets, only less slimy and more rough and bumpy. Harry was just thinking he should have cast a Cushioning Charm on himself when he was spat out the end of the tunnel, tumbling to a stop and landing in a heap at the bottom, groaning.

Bill and Fleur followed soon after, and both had the foresight to cushion their falls. "And you claim to be a Ravenclaw?" Bill smirked as Harry patched up his scrapes and bruises from the long slide.

"Whatever," Harry grumbled. "After you, tour guide."

Bill pressed onward, lighting the way ahead with his wand. The tunnels were more narrow here, winding haphazardly through rock and dirt, with no artificial lighting to lead the way. Harry was just starting to feel claustrophobic when the tunnel finally opened up, revealing a sight that made Fleur gasp aloud.

They had walked into a massive chamber, reminding Harry of a large Muggle sports arena. It was at least the size of the base of the pyramid, with a limestone ceiling over fifty feet high. The walls were lined with what appeared to be sarcophagi – hundreds of sealed tombs, inscribed with ornate designs and patterns. The chamber was organized like an amphitheater, with stone tiers stepping down to a large central stage, where Harry could see a man at work.

"There he is," Bill muttered grimly. "Rakhaman the Defiler."

The necromancer seemed to be working on a series of statues, suspended upside-down by magic in a semi-circle around him. But as they approached, Harry realized with a jolt that they were not statues at all – they were cadavers, dangling head-down as the man performed god-knows-what experiments on them, blood pooling from their bodies into a large basin on the ground. If there was any doubting he was a necromancer before, it was crystal-clear now.

"If you have come to kill me," the man rasped without turning around to face them, "you will not leave this place alive." His voice sounded inhuman and menacing, sending a chill down Harry's spine.

"That is not our intention, Rakhaman," Bill announced shakily. "I'm Bill Weasley, and these are my colleagues. We corresponded last month via owl, remember?"

Rakhaman turned towards them as they approached the stage. His appearance was even more grotesque than Harry expected: he was gaunt and pale with pitch-black eyes, his skin almost translucent, making him appear see-through like a skeleton. Harry got a deeply unsettling feeling from this man, and he understood now why Bill was so reluctant to meet with him again.

"Weasley," Rakhaman growled. "I thought I told you to stay away from this place. I do not associate with Gringotts any longer."

"Actually, I requested the meeting," Harry spoke up boldly. "I don't work for Gringotts. I simply had some questions for you."

Rakhaman fixed his abyssal gaze on Harry, cocking his head at the teen. "You are rather young to be in a place like this," he remarked. He sniffed the air, as though judging Harry by his smell, only adding to the creepiness factor. "Although, perhaps you are not as young as you seem...your magic is potent, very potent."

"I wish to know what you know about horcruxes," asked Harry, causing both Bill and Fleur to flinch.

Rakhaman looked unfazed. "Of course I am familiar with horcruxes," he sneered. "They were invented here, in this very chamber, you know."

"I thought Herpo the Foul invented them first," Bill frowned. "In Greece."

"Typical European arrogance, claiming such inventions for themselves," Rakhaman sneered. "Herpo witnessed the first successful horcrux creation here, nearly two millennia ago. A necromancer by the name of Qafir al-Jasad sacrificed a virgin girl from the nearby village to place a part of his soul in a goat."

"Why put a horcrux inside a living creature?" asked Bill. "Why not an inanimate object?"

"It was not yet known that it was possible at the time," said Rakhaman. "Qafir suffered such terrible consequences of his actions that he attempted to destroy all his findings related to the horcrux, but Herpo, in his arrogance and greed, stole his handiwork and brought it back to Europe with him, continuing his terrible research."

"What happened to the goat?" asked Fleur.

"It was released back to its flock," said Rakhaman. "But it made the village children uncomfortable, who could sense its evil spirit despite not knowing why. So it was slaughtered, and the entire operation was rendered useless."

"And the horcrux was destroyed along with the goat?" asked Harry.

"Naturally," Rakhaman sneered. "The soul fragment could not survive without an intact host."

"But could the fragment have been removed without killing the host?" asked Harry. "If Qafir wanted the goat to live?"

Rakhaman looked perplexed by the question. "Goats are disposable," he said simply. "Otherwise, one would not have been used for the experiment."

"But say the experiment was done on a fellow human," said Harry. "Could the horcrux be destroyed without killing the human host?"

"Who would be foolish enough to use a human host for a horcrux?" Rakhaman demanded.

"Harry—" Bill warned, but Harry pressed on anyway. They had reached the critical question he'd been pondering for nearly six years now.

"Say it was done on accident," said Harry. "Say the human was not meant to become a horcrux. Could the soul fragment that latched itself onto them be safely removed, such that their death was not necessary?"

Rakhaman narrowed his eyes at Harry. "Such a specific question," he muttered. "Almost as if it comes from direct experience."

"Purely theoretical," Harry said calmly.

"Naturally," Rakhaman scoffed. "If you plan on making one for yourself, I would not recommend it."

"I had no such intentions," said Harry.

"Good," Rakhaman sneered. "Horrendous objects, horcruxes. But I will humor you. Once a soul fragment has latched itself onto a living host, the only way to remove it is to bring death to the host."

"But...that can't be true," Harry frowned. "Dementors can suck out people's souls without killing them, can't they?"

"Ah," said Rakhaman. "Yes, I have heard of such experiments being conducted by Ekrizdis on Azkaban Island. He once attempted to use a dementor to remove a horcrux from a cursed staff."

"And what happened?" asked Harry, intrigued.

"The dementor wanted nothing to do with it," Rakhaman shrugged. "They have no appetite for partial souls, it would seem."

"But...but the magic must allow for it, somehow!" Harry protested. "Just because a dementor doesn't want to consume a partial soul, doesn't mean they can't…"

"Dementors are some of the foulest Dark creatures in existence," said Rakhaman. "And darkness cannot exist without the light. It feeds only on the purest of souls, those that are whole, those that have hope. A horcrux has no hope. It requires an act of Light magic to destroy it."

"But...that makes no sense," Harry muttered. "Basilisk venom and Fiendfyre aren't Light magic."

"You Brits and your misunderstandings of Light and Dark!" Rakhaman scoffed. "The only thing that can destroy a horcrux is death. Death is the Lightest magic there is. Death is rebirth. Death cleanses the unclean and allows something new to blossom."

It struck Harry as odd that Rakhaman spoke so eloquently and romantically about death. Then again, for a necromancer, it was probably fitting. And Harry could hardly refute the concept, given that his death in the prior timeline had literally caused him to be reborn in this one, cleansing him of the horcrux in the process.

Bill looked more skeptical, however. "But the Killing Curse is classified as Dark Magic," he protested. "It requires an act of pure hatred and anger to cast it."

"That is the most common way, yes," Rakhaman nodded. "But it depends upon the manner of casting. For example: Expecto patronum!"

Rakhaman jabbed his wand, and a Patronus emerged into the air – a raven. But it was no Patronus like Harry had ever seen: it was smoky and dark gray, eyes burning red with malice as it cawed and circled overhead. Rather than the soothing warmth of a typical Patronus, Harry felt deeply unsettled by the raven, wishing it to go far away from here.

"The Patronus Charm is classified as a Light spell," Rakhaman explained, "and yet, it can be corrupted and turned Dark if one's thoughts are of vengeance rather than happiness. Magic is all about intent, is it not? A Killing Curse cast with malice is a Dark act, one we would call murder. But there are other strong emotions that can conjure the spell...one of self-preservation, for instance, in times of war, or even of mercy, to end suffering. The result is the same, but the intent makes all the difference in the world, wouldn't you say?"

Once again, his words hit a little too close to home for Harry's liking. He had long wondered why he didn't seem to suffer any adverse effects from killing Bellatrix Lestrange the year before. Was it because it hadn't been a Dark act after all? Had his magic recognized his intent as one of protection, rather than destruction? His father James had described the Killing Curse as an amazing, addicting feeling, but that was not at all Harry's experience with the spell. And Dumbledore claimed to have never cast it himself...were both men mistaken about the true nature of the spell?

"So to answer your original question," said Rakhaman, "yes, the destruction of a horcrux requires the death of the host. It is a parasite, one that cannot exist without an intact vessel to sustain it."

"Understood," Harry muttered, somewhat crestfallen. He'd hoped, foolishly perhaps, that a necromancer might know of some shortcut, some way to circumvent Death and spare Neville's life while removing the horcrux by alternate means. But it seemed there was no way to 'cheat' fate, and Harry still could see no solution to the Neville problem outside of the obvious one.

"I daresay, I have not had such an intellectually-stimulating conversation like that in decades," Rakhaman grinned. "But you've wasted enough of my precious time with your questions, and now I have a few of my own."

"Such as?" asked Harry.

"I've heard plenty of rumors about a British Dark Lord coming back from the dead in recent years," said Rakhaman. "And given your apparent fascination with horcruxes, might I deduce that is how he achieved such a feat?"

Harry said nothing. That was dangerous knowledge to get out, and if Voldemort somehow caught wind that someone else knew his secret, their task would get exponentially more difficult.

"I've also heard tales of a mysterious infant who defeated him," Rakhaman continued without missing a beat. "Longbottom, is it? The boy who watched his parents die before him, only to survive the Killing Curse himself? How curious."

Again Harry said nothing. Rakhaman was shrewd, and he was catching on much quicker than Harry thought possible, given the meager information he'd been given.

"I have read terrible accounts of wizards who attempted to split their soul multiple times," Rakhaman went on. "Such an act renders the soul unstable, unpredictable. Each subsequent act of killing threatens to fragment the remaining portion, and may even split of its own accord. Of course, this is only possible if there is a viable host present to latch itself onto. Might I surmise that your 'hypothetical' is rooted in reality? Might this Longbottom boy be the human host you speak of in riddles?"

Harry felt a chill run down his spine. He'd clearly underestimated Rakhaman's intelligence, as the man had been able to piece together the truth quite easily based on Harry's cryptic responses. And that was a secret he definitely did not want to become public knowledge.

"Do you know why I agreed to help Gringotts all those years ago, Weasley?" asked Rakhaman, turning to Bill.

"T-the gold?" Bill asked nervously.

"Pah! I have little need for gold," Rakhaman spat. "The truth is, I despite wizards who attempt to subvert death with crude soul magic. It is an inhumane act, a horcrux is, one that defies the laws of nature and our very humanity."

"You're one to talk," Harry retorted, gesturing to the suspended bodies around Rakhaman.

"The dead have no further use for their mortal vessels," Rakhaman said dismissively. "Why should I be demonized for using them to further my research? At least I aim to breathe life into that which already lived, unlike a horcrux, which corrupts that which is neither dead nor alive. I, and most other necromancers I am in contact with, detest such abominations against nature."

In a twisted way, Harry could see Rakhaman's point. The necromancer's work was grotesque and stomach-churning to be certain, but was it truly any more abhorrent than what Voldemort had done? At least he was not harming anything (or anyone) that currently lived...he had the tact to wait until their bodies were empty before making use of them.

"A boy with two souls?" Rakhaman said, his voice dripping with malice. "Walking free with the rest of the population? It is shameful. Repulsive. I must notify my colleagues of this violation against nature. He must be destroyed."

Harry drew his wand and aimed it threateningly at Rakhaman. "You'll do no such thing," he snarled.

"You think you can intimidate me?" Rakhaman laughed. "What do you plan on doing?"

Harry fired a silent Stunner at Rakhaman, but it struck an invisible barrier at the edge of the stage, creating a bright orange flare before dissipating into mist. He cast several more offensive spells, but each met the same fate, their progress halted by an enchantment field surrounding the stage, preventing Rakhaman from coming to harm.

"You're a greater fool than I realized, boy," Rakhaman snarled. "You dare to attack me in my own domain? Now you will suffer the consequences of your actions."

"Harry, we need to leave, now!" shouted Bill. But Rakhaman snapped his fingers, and the tunnel from which they'd come sealed itself shut. There was a low, ominous rumbling sound coming from somewhere, and Harry felt a sense of deep foreboding.

"I'm afraid I can't let you go," said Rakhaman. "Not only have you interrupted my ritual, you have alerted me to a most urgent matter I must attend to. This so-called 'Boy Who Lived' mustn't be allowed to persist. He is harboring a monstrosity that must be purged."

There was a great scraping noise that grated on Harry's ears, like thousands of nails on a chalk board. He looked around, and to his horror, the sarcophagi around the chamber were opening, their heavy stone lids sliding away. And from within the tombs, slimy hands and legs were emerging, rotten flesh hanging off of brittle bones as corpses came to life all around them.

"Inferi!" Bill shouted in alarm. "What do we do?"

The three stood at the center of the large amphitheater, watching with horror as hordes of the undead began shuffling and crawling towards them. In a panic, Fleur began firing Stunners into the mass of bodies, which smacked loudly against fetid skin but did not slow the assault.

"Use fire!" Harry shouted. "Incendio maxima!"

Hot flames leaped out from his wand, which he directed into a wall between them and the oncoming undead. The Inferi hissed unhappily and flinched away from the fire, but it was not enough to hold all of them. Bill and Fleur added their own flames to the mix, but it was quickly apparent that it would not stave them all off.

"Rakhaman, you must stop this!" Bill pleaded. "You'll kill us all!"

"No...just you," Rakhaman sneered. "And oh, how nice it will be to have wizard corpses to experiment upon, rather than stupid Muggles who got lost in the pyramids!"

Harry realized at once that they were fighting a lost cause. There were far too many Inferi to fight off with traditional means, and Rakhaman was safe behind his wards, waiting out their death before he could depart and spread the word of Neville's horcrux.

They would have to do something desperate to get out of this alive. Harry could only think of one solution, and he didn't like it one bit.

"Get behind me," he warned. Bill and Fleur eyed him warily, but dutifully shuffled behind him as the wave of corpses crept ever closer. Harry summoned as much courage and willpower as he could before uttering the most dangerous incantation known to wizardkind: "Ignis diaboli!"

The hairs on the back of Harry's neck stood on end as his wand spouted white-hot flames of an intensity he did not anticipate. Rather than fan out from his wand, it uncoiled like a massive serpent, rolling out across the amphitheater around them. Three great serpentine heads rose from the roiling flames, hissing and spitting angrily at him. Bill and Fleur gasped when they realized what it was: Fiendfyre.

The three flaming heads lunged forward to snap at the three of them. No, Harry growled, directing them instead towards the Inferi. He had to maintain control, or else the Fiendfyre would turn against its caster. It required an immense amount of willpower, and that was something he had in no short supply – he was getting them out of here, no matter the cost. He didn't come this far to get killed by a necromancer thousands of miles from home.

The Inferi screeched inhumanly as they were consumed by the Fiendfyre. The smell of burning, rotten flesh filled the air, as Harry sweat profusely, both from the intense heat and the effort to maintain control of the spell.

"Are you mad?!" Bill shouted. "What if it turns against us?"

"Let me worry about that," Harry grunted. "Find us a way out of here."

"There is no escape," Rakhaman laughed from behind them. "You are in my world now, boy. Even if you kill my Inferi, I will ensure you do not leave this place alive."

Harry turned to face the necromancer, who looked smug within his enchanted bubble. Harry didn't doubt the man – he likely had other traps in store for them if they survived this onslaught. Clearly Harry had underestimated the man's threat level.

Well, no longer. Neville's secret could not leave this place. Rakhaman was too dangerous to leave alive.

Harry turned and backed away from the central stage upon with Rakhaman stood. He twirled his wand over his head like a lasso, directing the Fiendfyre to wrap around them like a mighty hurricane and protect them from the remaining Inferi. The flames brushed up against Rakhaman's wards, which flared and flickered dangerously but did not fall.

"What are you doing?" Rakhaman demanded nervously.

"Keeping our secrets safe," Harry growled, as he continued directing the Fiendfyre towards the necromancer. The serpent heads reared back and struck at the stage, causing the wards to ripple under the stress. Rakhaman looked nervous now – he clearly recognized the power behind Harry's spell.

Harry spotted a series of flashing runes at the base of the stage, below the wards. He directed the fiery heads towards them; they crashed against the stone, causing the runes to falter and nearly fail entirely.

"Wait! Stop!" Rakhaman demanded. "You'll kill us all!"

"No," Harry said coldly. "Just you."

The serpent heads crashed into the stage once more; this time the runic carvings came away chipped and cracked. Rakhaman gave an angry yell as the Fiendfyre smashed one final time into the runes, disintegrating them and causing the wards to fall. The entire stage was consumed instantly, with a screaming Rakhaman and his desiccated corpses disappearing in a maelstrom of mighty flames.

But no sooner had the immediate danger passed did another one appear. An ominous rumbling rose up from all around them, echoing through the cavernous space. The walls around them seemed to be crumbling; chunks of limestone were raining down from above. The chamber appeared to be collapsing in on itself.

"Harry, we have to go, now!" Bill shouted. But Harry had a more pressing issue on his hands: the Fiendfyre was once again trying to turn on him, circling around their heads, heads snapping furiously at them. It took all of Harry's remaining willpower to keep the fire at bay.

"We need to get to the exit!" Harry grunted.

"Not possible!" said Bill. Harry spared a glance towards the tunnel; it had caved in, leaving their lone exit buried beneath rubble. There was no clean escape path – that left only one option.

"Wait for my signal," said Harry as he shuffled closer to Bill and Fleur. "When I say, start firing Blasting Curses on the ceiling."

"But zat will cause it to collapse!" Fleur said worriedly.

"That's the idea," Harry muttered. "On three—"

"Wait, Harry, what are you doing?" Bill shouted.

"Getting us out of here," said Harry resolutely. "One...two...three!"

Harry relinquished his hold on the Fiendfyre as Bill and Fleur began firing Blasting Charms up into the air. He twirled his wand, summoning a gust of wind that lifted them upwards with great speed. The Fiendfyre lunged at them, no longer under Harry's control, but the wind zipped them upwards towards the limestone ceiling and the pyramid beyond.

"Bombarda maxima!" Harry bellowed, thrusting his wand forward. A massive explosion ripped a huge chunk out of the ceiling, as pulverized debris rained down on them. He continued firing upwards, carving out a makeshift hole for them to escape through. The wind continued to carry them upwards, the Fiendfyre hot on their tails (literally), the heads snapping angrily and following them upward. Harry began to worry that they would not make it in time...that they would not be able to carve out a path fast enough before the Fiendfyre consumed them—

Then, Harry saw blinding sunlight, and the three of them were launched into the sky out of the side of the pyramid. He heard screaming to his right, as Fleur tumbled head over heels uncontrollably as Bill reached desperately towards her.

Harry flicked his wand to summon Fleur to him, grabbing her tightly around the wrist. He then shot them towards Bill, as their momentum reached its apex and they began to fall back down to Earth.

"Bill, the portkey!" Harry bellowed over the rushing wind. Bill stared at him blankly for a second, before fumbling through his robes for the metallic coin. They were falling at a rapid pace now, back down towards the pyramid – they had mere seconds to spare.

Bill finally reached out his hand, and Harry took it, feeling the portkey trapped between their palms. "Aurum fluit!" Bill screamed over the rushing wind. Harry caught one final glimpse of the Great Pyramid below them, collapsing under its own weight as the Fiendfyre continued to spread, before he felt the hook behind his navel, whisking the three of them far, far away.

They landed in a heap inside a cool, marble room, not unlike the one they'd arrived to in Cairo. Harry gingerly picked himself up, his ears ringing, as Fleur clutched onto him tightly, still trembling. Bill helped the two of them to their feet, as a door opened and a goblin entered to greet them.

"Business in London?" he demanded, giving them a suspicious glare.

"T-training abroad," Bill stammered, flashing his curse-breaker badge. The goblin sneered, but nodded and beckoned them out into the lobby. Harry cast a quick Cleaning Charm on each of them to remove most of the ash, sand and debris from their robes and hair, before they exited Gringotts together.

After a quick walk through Diagon Alley, avoiding the eye of any passers-by, they reached the Apparation point and returned to Bill's apartment. Harry helped Fleur onto the sofa as Bill headed straight to the kitchen to grab a drink.

"What a bloody mess," Bill muttered as he shakily poured himself a glass. "You killed Rakhaman."

"He tried to kill us first, if you didn't notice," Harry shrugged, not feeling remorseful in the slightest. As far as he was concerned, the world was now a safer place without Rakhaman in it.

"I told you never to piss off a necromancer, Harry!" Bill groaned. "They treat death as an opportunity to be gained from."

"Then I did him a favor," Harry muttered. "And hundreds of souls can rest easier now, knowing their bodies aren't been desecrated by a lunatic."

"You destroyed the Great Pyramid," said Bill, frantically pacing back and forth. "That won't go unnoticed, even by the Muggles."

"What will happen now?" Fleur asked worriedly. "Will ze Fiendfyre spread to the city?"

"No, the Egyptian Ministry will have been alerted to the disturbance by now," Bill sighed. "They'll be able to stop the fire, but they can't just restore the Pyramid – there were too many witnesses to its collapse."

"Well, the goblins won't give up our identity, will they?" said Harry. "You said it before, they protect their employees even if they have to break international law."

"I meant like importation laws, not the destruction of priceless landmarks!" Bill shouted. "And why the hell are you throwing around dangerous spells like Fiendfyre?"

"I saved our lives, didn't I?" Harry shot back. "I didn't see you come up with any bright ideas in there."

"My bright idea was to stay the hell away in the first place! We accomplished nothing, except to cause an international scandal—"

"Enough!" Fleur shouted, getting shakily to her feet. "'Arry is right, he only did what was necessary to survive. Even if ze Ministry finds out we were involved, we can claim self-defense, since we were attacked first. We did not cause ze collapse on purpose."

"You—but—you're missing the point!" Bill spluttered. "We're in way over our heads here! How can you stand there calmly and accept this utter madness?"

"Hate to break it to you, Bill, but that was far from the deadliest situation I've been in recently," said Harry. "If you want to win a war, you have to survive a few scrapes like that."

"But it was all for nothing!" Bill sighed. "We didn't get any closer to solving the Longbottom problem!"

"We eliminated a few wrong answers," Harry pointed out. "And I consider that progress."

"That's all well and good, but we're running out of time here!" said Bill in a strained voice. "You-Know-Who won't be idle for long, and if he makes his move on Britain before we destroy all his horcruxes, we're doomed!"

"Bill does have a point, 'Arry," Fleur muttered, turning to him worriedly. "We 'ave not found or destroyed a horcrux in over a year. We need more 'elp."

"Harry, I'm begging you," said Bill, grasping Harry's wrist, "we have to go to Dumbledore. This has gone on long enough. How many more near-death experiences must we endure before you accept that we can't do this on our own?"

Harry groaned irritably, but he did consider the request. It might, in fact, be time to go to Dumbledore with what they knew. For all his differences with the man, their time was running out, and he could help bring a swift end to the war. Besides, if Neville, Ron and Hermione were any indication, he might already be on the trail of the horcruxes himself, and they could pool their resources to find them much more quickly.

But Harry still feared for what would happen to Neville once Dumbledore learned of the horcrux in his head. If there was still a possibility that they could remove it without killing the boy, however remote, it was worth a try. Harry had one final last-ditch attempt, one Hail Mary left to throw before giving up and handing the reins to Dumbledore.

"I have one more idea I want to try before we go down that path," said Harry. "Give me a few more weeks. If summer comes and we haven't found a solution to Neville's horcrux yet, we'll go to Dumbledore."

Bill grumbled unhappily, but he nodded his assent. Fleur also looked uncertain, giving Harry a curious look.

"You do know what you are doing, I hope?" she asked.

"Yes, I think so," Harry nodded. "It's a long shot, but worth the risk."

He said good-bye to Bill and Fleur before summoning Dobby to take him back to Raven House. He hoped to return to the castle as soon as possible to distance himself from the Egypt fiasco, but it wouldn't do to show up to the Great Hall for dinner while still stinking of Fiendfyre smoke and rotting corpses. He would clean himself up and get some rest before returning to Hogwarts to lay low among the student population for a little while.

The outing had been a fiasco, but Harry still felt that he'd learned something valuable in the process. The concept of Death as a force of Light magic intrigued him and warranted further investigation. Could that somehow be harnessed in his favor? Was 'death magic' even a thing outside of just the Killing Curse?

One thing seemed to point to that as a possibility: the existence of the Deathly Hallows. Harry wasn't prone to believing in fairy tales, but perhaps there was truth behind the idea of objects crafted by Death himself. Harry had made Death face to face, after all, and knew that there was some element of agency behind the phenomenon. Was the solution to Neville's dilemma staring him straight in the face? Could becoming Master of Death help the Boy Who Lived avoid a terrible fate?

There was only one way to find out: Harry had to speak to Gellert Grindelwald as soon as possible.
Year 6-16: Suspect Seeker

GREAT PYRAMID COLLAPSE SPARKS INTERNATIONAL INTRIGUE

By Sabrina Vane, The Daily Prophet

"The wizarding and Muggle world alike were shocked by the news on Saturday evening that one of the Great Pyramids of Giza had partially collapsed. The Muggle President of Egypt said in a statement that the collapse was caused by arsonists lighting fires within the structure, but the official account of events is far more sinister in nature.

'Our Auror forces were alerted to a Fiendfyre outbreak within the pyramid yesterday afternoon,' said Egyptian Minister of Magic Rami Nabil in a statement on Sunday morning. 'Upon investigation, we discovered the remains of wanted necromancer Rakhaman the Defiler amidst the wreckage, as well as evidence of hundreds of Inferi. We suspect that Rakhaman was confronted by mercenaries seeking to claim his bounty, triggering a deadly fight.'

The Minister also noted that a Portkey activation was detected in the area, transporting an unknown person(s) to the Gringotts branch in London. It is unknown if the two events are related. Gringotts has been accused in recent months of providing specialized Portkeys to mercenaries seeking to enter the country illegally, an accusation that the bank has vehemently denied.

'Gringotts does not employ mercenaries,' said bank president Ragnok the Ruthless. 'Nor do we provide Portkeys to anyone but our most trusted employees. We reject the notion that anyone under our employ was involved in this incident – it is just as likely that they were merely present at the Pyramid and sought to escape the Fiendfyre, as the Pyramid is a common site for curse-breaker activity and research.'

No claim has yet been made on Rakhaman's bounty, which ranges from five to ten thousand Galleons across various nations in the Mediterranean region. For more on the necromancer's alleged crimes against humanity, see pg. 11."

"I didn't know necromancers were still a thing," Sue Li shuddered. "Thank Merlin someone like him isn't around anymore."

"My father says they're quite common in that region," said Anthony Goldstein. "The ancient Egyptians were obsessed with death and rebirth, so it only makes sense."

"That's just a stereotype," protested Padma Patil. "Plenty of cultures were fascinated with death."

"Sure, but they didn't all build massive pyramids to honor death, did they?"

Harry tuned out his classmates' chatter and glanced around the Great Hall. Nearly everyone was discussing the Prophet article, as the Great Pyramids were clearly as culturally beloved among wizards as they were with Muggles. Fortunately, most of the conversation seemed to be centered on Rakhaman rather than the Gringotts Portkey, which was being dismissed as a red herring.

He glanced up at the Head Table, where his mother was quietly eating breakfast beside Snape. It seemed that her weekend with James had calmed most of her nerves following the hit piece the previous Friday, and she was ready to get back to work. That was one benefit of the Egypt news: it had overshadowed the drinking scandal that days prior had seemed likely to dominate the rumor mill for weeks.

Harry froze as his eyes scanned the rest of the Head Table. Dumbledore was peering curiously at him over his copy of the Prophet, his piercing blue eyes surveying Harry. He quickly looked away, rejoining his classmates' speculation over the article to appear nonchalant. Did the Headmaster suspect Harry was involved in this somehow? Had he known that Harry was not in the castle on Saturday afternoon?

But Harry didn't really care what the Headmaster knew or thought he knew. What was the worst Dumbledore could do, expel him? That would only accelerate Harry's war plans, as there was little keeping him here in the castle anyway. Expulsion would just mean more time to dedicate to the horcrux hunt, and with his seventeenth birthday just three months away, he would be freer than ever to pursue his goals.

There was one matter Harry wanted to attend to before leaving school, of course. His Veritaserum would finally be finished brewing this week, and he could get answers from his Slytherin classmates. Draco being gone from the castle would only make this task easier, as it meant Snape was no longer hovering over Harry's shoulder every ten minutes and preventing him from getting to the boy. He doubted Snape had made similar Vows to protect the other children of Death Eaters in the castle.

Harry knew that Dahlia would murder him if he didn't involve her in the completion of the potion, since powdered moonstone was an extremely rare ingredient to get to brew with. He stopped by the Hospital Wing that afternoon, where to his surprise, he found her tending to a familiar patient.

"Hey, idiot," he greeted his sister. "What happened here?"

"Oh, Luna here just slipped and hit her head," said Dahlia, as she tended to a nasty bump on Luna's forehead.

"Clumsy me," Luna sighed tiredly. "I just haven't been getting much sleep lately, that's all."

"She fell down a flight of stairs," explained Demelza Robins, who was sitting at Luna's bedside. "And it's not the first time...I've told her to use the hand rail for weeks now. Maybe next time she'll listen."

"Yes, you're right, Dem," said Luna. "I just wish you would stop fussing over me – honestly, I'm fine."

Harry and Demelza shared an uncertain look. He'd asked the girl to watch out for Luna, and apparently her strange behavior hadn't let up in the past month. But he gave Demelza a reassuring nod, hoping that she would continue to keep an eye on the blonde for him.

"Need something?" asked Dahlia, turning to Harry as she finished patching Luna up.

"Just wanted to see if you were busy Wednesday night," said Harry. "I have a...Potions project you might be interested in helping me with."

Dahlia's eyes lit up at this; she clearly recognized what he meant by this. "Yes, I should be free," she said nonchalantly. "Shall I meet you in the usual place after dinner?"

"That works for me," said Harry. He said goodbye to Luna and Demelza before departing the Hospital Wing. But a voice called out after him as he headed down the corridor:

"Hey, Harry, wait up!"

He turned; Neville hustled to catch up with him. The boy had obviously been lurking around the Hospital Wing again, making good on his promise to watch out for Dahlia.

"What's up, Nev?" Harry greeted him.

"Not much," Neville shrugged as he fell into step with Harry. "What was that about a Potions project?"

"Just some extra credit work to help out my Mum," Harry lied smoothly. "I figured Dahlia would like the opportunity to join, given that's her specialty."

"Right, right," Neville nodded. "You hear this news about the pyramid? Wild, isn't it?"

"Sure is," Harry agreed. "Sounds like that Rakhaman fellow was up to no good."

"What do you make of that whole situation?" asked Neville. "You think it was mercenaries?"

"Makes sense," Harry shrugged. "Plenty of people wanted him dead."

"But the Gringotts Portkey…" said Neville uncertainly. "You don't think that's related?"

"No clue, Neville," Harry sighed. "Why do you ask?"

"Just thinking out loud," said Neville. "Speaking of, where were you Saturday? I asked Terry Boot, and he said you weren't in your dorm that night."

Harry felt a chill run down his spine, but he kept his composure. "I fell asleep in the library," he lied. "Late night study session."

"I see," said Neville. "And aren't you and Ron's brother Bill working on some project together? He works for Gringotts, doesn't he?"

"Do you have something more specific you wanted to ask me, Neville?" Harry snapped.

Neville did not looked cowed by Harry's snippy tone; if anything, he scrutinized Harry even closer. "No, nothing," Neville shrugged. "See you around, Harry." And Neville parted ways, heading down a nearby stairwell and out of sight.

Does he suspect I was involved in the pyramid incident? Harry wondered. Did he arrive at that conclusion himself, or had Dumbledore suggested it? Harry was glad to be back on good terms with the trio as of late, and it saddened him to think that they might be gossiping about him behind his back once again. And for once, the gossip was warranted – Harry was up to some shady business behind the scenes, and the last person he could explain himself to was Neville.

He'll never know that Rakhaman's death saved his life, Harry thought, somewhat bitterly. You're welcome, you prick.

That Wednesday night was a full moon, and after dinner, Harry summoned Dobby to take him to Raven House. Dahlia arrived half an hour later, looking somewhat cross.

"Sorry I'm late," she huffed. "Neville kept badgering me about coming along to our 'extra credit' Potions session...what did you tell him?"

"He's just being paranoid," Harry groaned. "Don't worry about it. Now come on, the materials are ready."

Dahlia insisted on adding the powdered moonstone to the brew herself. Harry transfigured a skylight onto the roof so that the full moon could beam down into the lab, causing the moonstone to glow a bright shade of blue. Using dragonhide gloves for protection, Dahlia sprinkled four pinches of moonstone into the cauldron, causing it to bubble vividly and change color to a pale silver.

"Stir that counter-clockwise seventeen times," she instructed Harry, as she moved on to the cauldron beside it. "Now for the antidote." She added one more pinch to the smaller brew, which also bubbled heavily and took on a milky white consistency. Once Harry finished stirring his cauldron, the bubbling had ceased, and the surface of the potion shimmered brilliantly, looking identical to the Veritaserum he'd been given by Moody two years prior.

"Looks finished to me," Harry remarked. "How will we know for sure?"

"One of us will have to test it," Dahlia pointed out.

"I'll do it," said Harry at once, reaching for a ladle to scoop some of the Veritaserum into a vial. He handed it to Dahlia and sat tentatively in a chair as she fitted a stopper to the lid of the vial. She tilted his head back and applied three drops of the silvery potion onto his tongue. At once, Harry felt the familiar sense of vague unreality, of being disconnected from his senses.

"What is your name?" Dahlia asked.

"Harry James Potter," he answered dully.

"What year are you at Hogwarts?"

"Sixth."

"Were you in Egypt last Saturday?"

Harry's face twitched as he tried to resist the question, but the Veritaserum would not allow him to. "Yes," he grunted.

"Did you kill Rakhaman the Defiler?"

"Yes."

Dahlia gave Harry an exasperated look before dropping the antidote on his tongue. At once Harry sprang to his feet angrily, rounding on his sister.

"That was a serious breach of privacy," he snapped.

"Don't give me that," Dahlia glared, not shrinking from his anger. "Would you have lied if I asked you without Veritaserum?"

"I...probably," Harry admitted. "You didn't need to know that."

"No, of course not," Dahlia huffed, throwing her arms up in frustration. "You just expect me to fix you up and keep quiet whenever you get into fights with necromancers. Maybe I'm tired of keeping your secrets for you and getting nothing but excuses in return!"

"Look, there's a lot going on behind the scenes of this war I can't tell you," Harry sighed. "It's too dangerous. How did you know I was there, anyway?"

"There are...rumors," Dahlia said vaguely.

Neville, Harry thought bitterly. He'd clearly pieced together Harry's involvement and blabbed to his close friends and girlfriend about it. He needed to have a strong word with the boy about keeping his mouth shut with such damaging information – did he not realize how risky it was if anyone else knew about his presence there?

"It's not that big of a deal," Harry sighed. "We didn't plan on it getting that intense...we had to fight back in self-defense. I don't go around planning on blowing up pyramids in my free time."

"Can't you ask Dad to help you?" Dahlia sighed. "If it's for a good cause, he'd understand."

"He's got enough on his plate as it is," said Harry. "Have you seen him lately? The job is beating him down to a pulp, and all the shite the Prophet has been saying isn't helping. This is my way of easing his burden without fighting on the front lines. Would you rather I join the Aurors and fight Death Eaters head-on?"

"No," Dahlia grumbled unhappily. "I'm just worried about you. And I'll never be able to forgive myself if something bad happens and I have to tell Mum and Dad I didn't stop you."

"I'll be fine," said Harry, wrapping his sister in a hug. "And I'm not alone, either...I have Bill and Fleur helping me. We're watching each other's backs. Did you know Fleur is the Secret-Keeper for this safe house?"

"She is?" said Dahlia, surprised. "I always liked her. How did she get involved in this mess?"

"She wanted to help me after I saved her life in the Tournament two years ago," said Harry. "And we've become close friends since then. I would trust her with my life."

"I see," said Dahlia. "Well, I'm going to write her a letter. If you're biting off more than you can chew, I'm sure she'll set the record straight."

"That she will," Harry chuckled. "And can we please keep this Egypt business to ourselves? The last thing Mum needs right now is to fret over me."

Dahlia scowled at this. "Fine," she muttered. "But next time, I want to know when you plan on doing something dangerous like this again. I don't want to hear about it first from the bloody Prophet."

"That's fair," Harry nodded. It posed a potential issue down the road, as he was still planning to break into Nurmengard Prison in a few short weeks and knew Dahlia would not like that one bit. But she had a point – he needed to be more cautious and not leave himself exposed to serious danger.

Speaking of which, the planning for the break-in was going more slowly than he anticipated. He was still researching the construction of the prison and past incidents in which people had gotten caught attempting to get in. While initially kept hush-hush, the prison had recently been seen as more of a curio than a danger, given Grindelwald's advanced age and lack of threat level in the modern day. There were even talks that the prison might be converted into a museum after the man's death, and already various "secrets" had been leaked in various magical architecture publications.

The main thing that gave Harry confidence he could pull it off was the lack of human guards on-site at the remote prison. The surrounding area was guarded by territorial mountain giants, and the prison itself drew on a complex series of runes and enchantment fields to deter visitors. Most of the people who had been caught before had unwittingly tripped some alarm ward en route to Grindelwald's cell – Harry was more confident he could disable such wards thanks to his attuned magical senses.

But that could wait until he was ready to make the trip. He still needed to experiment with creating a Portkey of his own, which he knew was possible thanks to Borgin. His understanding of how they functioned was pretty advanced – now he just needed to apply his theory into practice. He certainly didn't want to craft an intricate prison break-in, only for his Portkey to malfunction and strand him in the cold Austrian Alps with no escape.

And now that his Veritaserum was complete, Harry could focus on a more immediate threat: that against his family. He kept the vial of truth serum in his pocket in the coming days, waiting for his opportunity. And after much deliberation, he had a plan.

Harry had spent the past week watching the Marauder's Map carefully, studying the movement patterns and behaviors of his Slytherin classmates. His initial plan had been to get Crabbe and Goyle alone, as they were closest to Draco; however, they rarely went anywhere alone, only entering or exiting their common room with Mulciber and/or Nott. Snape also often lurked near the two boys, as if suspecting Harry would target them in Malfoy's absence. Harry also considered targeting one of the girls Draco often cavorted with, like Pansy Parkinson, but they too traveled in large packs and would be a hassle to get alone.

That left only one viable option: Theodore Nott. He was often with his fellow sons of Death Eaters, but he clearly had aspirations beyond his dim-witted peers, taking several advanced courses that they were not, such as Arithmancy and Ancient Runes. That left Harry with a brief window of opportunity to get him alone. Hopefully with the right timing, and a subtle Obliviation afterwards, he could question the boy without raising any alarm bells.

He settled for the following Tuesday to spring his trap. After lunch, rather than join his classmates for History of Magic, Harry feigned a stomach ache and pretended to return to Ravenclaw Tower. He snuck off and nestled into an alcove on the third floor, near the portrait concealing a hidden passageway that he knew Theo Nott used to shortcut his way to Arithmancy class. Harry Disillusioned himself and waited for the boy to appear.

Right on schedule, the boy appeared minutes later, climbing out from behind the portrait. As he turned to close the passageway behind him, Harry hit him with a silent Stunner and caught him with a Levitation Charm before he hit the ground. He then quickly transported Theo down the hallway towards an empty classroom, guiding the boy inside and shutting the door behind them.

After throwing every repelling and silencing ward he could think of at the door, Harry propped up Theo into a chair and bound him in thick ropes. He then revived the boy; Theo startled awake, thrashing about in his chair, eyes wide with fear when he saw Harry standing before him.

"Hello, Nott," Harry greeted him coolly. "Got a minute to chat?"

"Let me go!" Theo grunted, struggling against his restraints. "Or my father—"

"Your father will never hear about this," said Harry menacingly. "I can either Obliviate you or kill you to ensure your silence – that depends on your cooperation today. Got it?"

Harry, of course, had no intentions of killing the boy, but he might as well play up his dark reputation a little. It seemed to work, because Theo trembled with fear at this open threat.

"P-please don't hurt me," he quivered.

"That remains to be seen," said Harry, pulling out his vial of Veritaserum. "Open up."

Theo eyed the potion warily. Perhaps recognizing what it was, or else fearing what the alternative would be, he obeyed, opening his mouth. Harry placed three drops of the liquid on the boy's tongue; seconds later, Theo had slumped back in his seat, staring blankly ahead, under the control of the potion's effects.

"What is your full name?" Harry asked.

"Theodore Quincy Nott," Theo said dully.

"Are you a Death Eater?" Harry demanded.

"No," Theo said at once.

Skeptical, Harry slashed his wand at the boy's right arm; the sleeve tore away, revealing the boy's forearm. Sure enough, the skin was bare, proving that he had not yet taken Voldemort's mark.

"Are any of your classmates Death Eaters?" Harry asked.

Theo's face twitched slightly as he fought against the question. "Y—no," he mustered.

He's been trained against Veritaserum, Harry realized. And why wouldn't he be? His father was a prominent member of the Wizengamot and a Voldemort supporter...of course his son would be prepared to answer unwanted questions under duress.

"Has Draco Malfoy accepted the Dark Mark?" he asked instead.

Again Theo's face twitched, but there was no escaping the direct question. "Yes," he grunted. Perhaps he had twisted Harry's original wording by reasoning that Draco was no longer in classes with him, satisfying the condition of truth. Harry would have to be more specific and direct with his line of questioning.

"Have Vincent Crabbe, Gregory Goyle, or Ivan Mulciber accepted the Dark Mark?" Harry pressed.

"No," Theo said at once.

"Have you accepted the Mark, or do you intend to?"

"No."

"Do you support Lord Voldemort?"

"No."

That surprised Harry to hear. "But your father supports him, financially or logistically, doesn't he?" he demanded.

"Yes," Theo grimaced.

"So why don't you?"

"I don't want to be a part of this war," said Theo. "My father's mistakes are his own. I just want a normal life away from this madness."

Harry felt a twinge of sympathy for the boy...he could certainly understand that position. But he couldn't afford to show mercy now.

"Has Draco Malfoy been given a job to perform on behalf of Voldemort?" he asked.

"N...yes," Theo blurted out before he could stop himself.

"What has he been tasked to do?" asked Harry.

"I don't know," said Theo at once.

"What do you mean, you don't know?" Harry frowned.

"He won't tell me what it is," said Theo.

"Has he told anyone else in your dorm?" asked Harry.

"No."

"How do you know that?" Harry asked skeptically.

"All of our dorm mates complain about being left in the dark by Draco as well," said Theo. "He always says it's something he has to do on his own, and refuses all offers of help."

Harry pondered this, not sure what to make of it. "Do you know who was responsible for my mother's poisoning?" he asked.

"No."

"Do you know who was responsible for cursing my sister?"

"No."

Harry pondered his next question carefully. Clearly Theo was not entirely in the know, but that didn't mean he had no idea what was going on. "Do you suspect that Draco was responsible?" he asked.

Theo grappled internally with the question, trying to interpret his way out of it. "I don't know," he eventually mustered.

"You don't suspect him, or you don't know if you suspect him?" Harry pressed. "Elaborate."

"Draco has been acting strange all year," said Theo. "I suspected him after both incidents, but he did not react the way I would expect if he did it. He seemed fearful more than anything."

"Fearful of what?"

"You," said Theo. "Draco is terrified of you. After your mum and sister got hurt, he reacted like the world was going to end. Like you were going to burn down the Slytherin dorms out of revenge. Surely he would have accounted for that already."

Harry considered this answer. Theo had a point: why would Draco act so horrified if he meant to harm Lily or Dahlia? Wouldn't he have expected Harry's reaction well in advance? He clearly knew how much Harry's family meant to him, and how he would react with bloody vengeance if they were to die. So why would he try to hurt them? And if he was forced to, why would he act so surprised when it happened? Unless…

"Have you been in contact with Draco Malfoy in the past six weeks?" Harry demanded.

"No," said Theo.

"Has he been in contact with anybody else at the school in that time?"

"I don't know."

"Does anyone else at the school intend serious harm to myself or my family?"

"I don't know."

Harry sighed; clearly this was as far as the Veritaserum would get him. Even when forced to cough up answers, Theo clearly didn't know about Draco's true plans, and nor did Mulciber, Crabbe, or Goyle. Still, it was somewhat reassuring to know that there wasn't a full-fledged conspiracy against the Potters brewing within Slytherin – even if Theo wasn't involved, he surely would have heard of one by now given his major connections to the House.

"Very well, Nott," Harry sighed, reaching into his robes for the antidote. He placed a drop on Theo's tongue, causing him to come to from his trance-like state, panting and sweating profusely.

"Please, Potter," Theo pleaded with him. "I swear to you I wanted nothing to do with this. Please don't hurt me."

"Then give me something I can work with, Nott," said Harry menacingly. "Who's hurting my family?"

"I d-don't know!" Theo protested weakly. "My father doesn't tell me what's happening, and I'm terrified every day he'll be arrested again, or worse—"

"Then he shouldn't have followed a madman," Harry shrugged, feeling no remorse for the elder Nott. "He warned you about the dementors and werewolves last year, didn't he? Has he warned you about anything this year?"

"N-no, honest!" said Theo. "He just said to stay away from you, that's all! I would never touch you or your family – it's suicide!"

Theo was no longer under the effects of Veritaserum, but Harry believed him. "Thank you for your time, Nott," Harry nodded, pointing his wand between the boy's eyes.

"Don't kill me!" Theo shrieked, struggling desperately against his bindings.

"Not today, Nott," said Harry. "Stupefy."

Once Theo was unconscious again, Harry Obliviated the memory of the entire interaction from the boy's mind, making him forget everything that happened after leaving the Great Hall for lunch. Harry then retreated into the corner and Disillusioned himself before reviving Theo and casting a mild Compulsion Charm on him. The boy exited the classroom in a daze, headed for the Hospital Wing with what he believed to be a headache that had compelled him to skip class. That should cover Harry's tracks well enough.

Harry puzzled over what he had learned, or at least, what he could interpret from Theo's semi-practiced answers. Draco was up to no good on Voldemort's behalf, that much was now confirmed. But whatever it was, he seemed to be at it alone, or at least not relying on his classmates for help. All signs still pointed to him for Lily and Dahlia's accidents, but were they intentional attacks? Or had they simply gotten in the way of the true target?

Should he attempt to question Mulciber, Crabbe or Goyle next? Harry considered it, but figured it was probably not worth the risk. They might be more sympathetic to Voldemort's cause than Theo was, but they seemed to be no more privy to Draco's plans. At the very least they didn't seem likely to hurt Harry or his family...whatever Draco had done, he did of his own volition.

Harry pulled out the Marauder's Map to ensure he could leave safely. Snape was fortunately far away, teaching Defense in another wing of the castle. But to his chagrin, there was another dot just down the hall from the classroom: Neville Longbottom, rapidly retreating for the secret passage. With a groan, Harry pulled out his wand and hurried to the door, but the boy was already gone when he stepped out into the corridor.

Still spying on me, is he? Harry thought, disgruntled. It was one thing to have Neville snooping in his personal business – to do so using his own family Cloak just added insult to injury. His patience with the boy's shenanigans was waning quickly, and he knew he would be claiming the heirloom back for himself sooner rather than later.

The question was: had Dumbledore ordered him to spy on Harry? Was this a coordinated effort to learn what he was up to? Neville had taken Harry's side at the last Order meeting...was Dumbledore now making the extra effort to get the Boy-Who-Lived back on his side? Casting suspicion on Harry's whereabouts and activities would definitely accomplish that goal. And Harry could hardly refute them, only making him look more guilty in Neville's eyes.

What had Neville seen before Harry realized he was nearby? Had he witnessed Harry capturing Nott, or merely the boy departing the classroom after the fact? What did he make of the interaction? And what would he say about what he had seen to others around him?

But that part didn't bother Harry so much. Let him talk...if anything, it might help to keep the other Slytherin instigators in line. If they caught wind that Harry had cornered Nott and wiped his memory, they might be extra cautious around him and his family for the rest of the year. That was one silver lining Harry would cling to – Neville could be dealt with later if he became a true nuisance.

It allowed him to focus on other matters as April drew to a close. Suddenly a new topic of conversation dominated the halls: the Quidditch final between Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff. Both teams were undefeated, with the winner of their match determining who would hoist the coveted trophy. Excitement was high as the entire school buzzed about who would emerge victorious.

Harry had come to appreciate the hostility of Quidditch match week for what it was: lighthearted banter and intimidation tactics to play up House rivalries. Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff were the two oft-overlooked Houses at Hogwarts, but with the two teams facing off in the Quidditch Final three seasons in a row now, their rivalry was as heated as ever.

As for the match itself, Harry was not sure how things would go. The only thing he knew for certain was that he could out-fly the Hufflepuff Seeker, Casper Summerby, with no problem. But the rest of the team was a different story…Ravenclaw simply didn't have the talent to compete at every other position. They'd skated past Slytherin due to their virtual forfeit, while they'd only beaten Gryffindor thanks to Harry's heroics. And Hufflepuff had trounced Gryffindor soundly, meaning their prospects would be even worse.

Still, it was a nice reprieve from everything else going on in Harry's life right now. Between fighting necromancers and hunting Voldemort's Horcruxes, a little trash talk from his peers was good fun. The weather was gorgeous, and Harry looked forward to a day of flying before he had to hunker down and study for N.E.W.T.'s in a month's time. So Harry elected to set aside all of his side projects and just enjoy the week, knowing this might be his last opportunity to enjoy his childhood properly.

That Friday, Harry enjoyed dinner with his classmates in the Great Hall before retiring to bed early. But he was intercepted on the stairwell before he could escape to his dorm…

"Harry! A word?"

Harry turned, Dumbledore was approaching him from down the hall. "Good evening, Headmaster," he said calmly. "Just going to get some sleep for the match tomorrow."

"Naturally," said Dumbledore, inclining his head. "It will only be a minute."

Harry sighed, but followed Dumbledore down a quiet corridor. Once they were alone, the Headmaster turned to face Harry.

"You were in Egypt earlier this month," said Dumbledore, surveying Harry carefully.

"Is that a question, sir?" Harry asked innocently, leaving the obvious challenge unspoken: Prove it.

"The Ministry asked me to assist in the investigation," Dumbledore continued without missing a beat. "To keep my eyes and ears open for any sign of who might have been involved. I declined to raise my suspicions about yourself, Mr. Bill Weasley, and Ms. Fleur Delacour causing the incident at the pyramids."

Harry said nothing, impassively meeting Dumbledore's gaze. He would neither confirm nor deny his suspicions, merely waiting for the Headmaster to continue. Dumbledore appeared to be waiting for a response, and sighed in disappointment when he did not receive one.

"Harry," he said, "I have given you tremendous leeway to do as you please this year. I have declined to go to the Ministry with your blatant disregard for not just school rules, but the law of the land. I hoped that you would repay that trust by not testing those limits and endangering yourself at every step of the way."

"Frankly, sir, I don't need a lecture," said Harry. "What I do away from campus on the weekends is my own business."

"I'm more inclined to remove your weekend privileges altogether," said Dumbledore. "If you plan to use them for such dark activity."

"You're welcome to," Harry shrugged. "I won't be returning to school if you do. I have more important things to attend to anyway."

"You would willingly sacrifice your academic career over this?" Dumbledore asked sadly. "And turn your back on your own family's wishes?"

"I would," Harry said firmly. "And that outcome would make everyone unhappy, wouldn't it? My parents probably wouldn't be too happy that you let their son abandon school while still underage."

"Must you twist my words and intentions, Harry?" said Dumbledore, looking hurt. "And take advantage of my kindness?"

"It's nothing personal, sir," said Harry. "There's a war on, and I could get a lot more done if I dedicate my full attention to it anyway. But I'd prefer to stay close to my family for the time being."

"I wonder how your parents would respond to what you've been up to," Dumbledore remarked. "The news that their son illegally traveled thousands of miles away, destroying priceless ancient artifacts and making headline news?"

"Is that a threat, sir?" Harry said hotly.

"It is not," said Dumbledore placatingly. "I simply hope that you will see things from their perspective. That they would want better for their sixteen-year-old son than to shoulder such burdens alone."

"I am not alone," Harry retorted. "You said it yourself: I have Bill and Fleur. And who are you to talk, giving war-critical missions to Neville, Ron and Hermione without telling anyone else about it?"

"They are under my guidance," Dumbledore said calmly. "And as I have shown discretion with your secret activities, I too must show discretion with Neville's."

"Understood," Harry said coolly. "Then I will also elect for discretion in this matter. Now, is there anything else I can do for you, sir?"

Dumbledore looked disappointed by Harry's answer, but he relented. "I want to wish you best of luck in your match tomorrow," he said.

"Thank you," Harry said, inclining his head.

"I was approached by several professional scouts about this weekend's match," said Dumbledore. "Many were interested to recruit you to play Seeker for their club. I informed them that you were unlikely to pursue the sport beyond Hogwarts, of course."

"What?" said Harry. "Why did you do that?"

"I just presumed," Dumbledore shrugged. "Considering that entering the professional league would mean disclosing any and all blood rituals you have undergone. Any personal augmentations are forbidden at the pro level, as I'm sure you know."

Harry had vaguely been aware of such regulations, but it was a dull blow to the stomach all the same. He knew that playing Seeker professionally was unlikely in his future, but still, it was a childhood dream officially squashed. He would not be allowed to play for a professional team given what he had done to himself.

"No such rule exists for the Hogwarts Quidditch program, of course," Dumbledore went on. "Though that is partly due to the fact that blood rituals are illegal for underage wizards to perform, not to mention throughout Britain in general. An oversight, perhaps, but one that works in your favor, it would seem."

Harry narrowed his eyes as Dumbledore. Where was he going with this? Why bother bringing this up now?

"Anyway, I look forward to watching you play tomorrow," said Dumbledore. "Your prowess on a broomstick is remarkable for someone your age...what a joy for the other children to get to behold." And he walked off, leaving Harry alone with his thoughts.

Is he trying to make me feel guilty? Harry wondered as he headed for Ravenclaw Tower. He can't officially prevent me from playing Quidditch, but he wants me to know he disapproves? Then again, maybe the Headmaster had a point for once...Harry had augmented his body to such an unfair degree that he could probably beat most professional Seekers in the league this very moment. Was it fair for him to face other teenagers trying to improve their craft the traditional way, when he was taking shortcuts to gain supernatural strength and reflexes?

But there was nothing to be done about it now. The match was tomorrow, and it was likely to be the final one of Harry's career. He was going to make the most of it and enjoy what just might be the last happy day of his life before he threw himself headlong into the war effort.

The next morning, the Great Hall was abuzz with chatter about the match. As was tradition, the Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff tables were shifted to opposite sides of the Hall for the day, to avoid any skirmishes over breakfast. The Slytherins and Gryffindors were mostly split between supporting the two rival Houses, with some sporting Ravenclaw blue and bronze and others rocking Hufflepuff's yellow and black.

Ron Weasley had assumed the mantle of leader for his House, as even from the opposite side of the Hall, Harry could hear the boy boasting loudly about Hufflepuff's chances today. And his confidence was well-founded – he had raised a formidable squad, one that looked even better than last year's when Cedric Diggory was still their Seeker. Sure, Summerby was a downgrade at the position, but all other six starters were head-and-shoulders above the rest of the school.

That of course left Harry as the figurehead for the other side. He was mobbed by well-wishers and supporters from multiple Houses, including, to his surprise, many Slytherins. "Kick their arses today, Potter!" Mark Davis smirked as he greeted the boy. "I bet McLaggen ten Galleons you'd pull off the perfect season today – I can't wait to see his face when you do it!"

"Thanks," Harry chuckled. He'd heard plenty of chatter in the halls about the possibility of a 'perfect season', in which one team's Seeker catches all three Snitches in all three matches in a single year. It had apparently never been achieved since the rules change, with only Charlie Weasley coming close the year before Harry entered Hogwarts. He didn't care much for made-up stats like this, but it would be an undeniably cool accomplishment.

As Harry made his way out of the Hall towards the pitch, he spotted a familiar pair seated at the end of the Slytherin table: Tracey Davis and Daphne Greengrass. The latter looked absolutely miserable, picking listlessly at her plate while the former offered quiet words of encouragement.

"Ladies," he greeted them, sitting beside Tracey. "Everything alright, Daph?"

"Don't mind her," Tracey grinned. "She's just moping for no good reason."

"No good reason?" Daphne huffed. "It's my birthday, Tracey!"

"Many happy returns," Harry offered.

"I come of-age today," Daphne said miserably. "And I haven't secured a marriage contract yet, which means my chances of marrying well have all but evaporated overnight!"

"Right," said Harry. "Well, why don't you come to the match to take your mind off of it? Could be fun."

"Ugh, I hate sports crowds," Daphne groaned. "So uncivilized."

"C'mon, this could be your last chance to see me play!" Harry chuckled. "I'll do a fly-by over the stands just for you."

"But aren't you playing in seventh year?" Tracey frowned.

"Unlikely," Harry said vaguely. "So what d'you say? Come root on Ravenclaw?"

Daphne gave a belabored sigh, but did look amused by the thought. "Maybe I'll root for Hufflepuff instead," she retorted. "I've heard that Weasley is a fair Keeper."

"You're on," Harry grinned. "As long as you're there."

"Good luck," said Tracey, kissing Harry on the cheek. And he bid them farewell, exiting the Hall and heading to the stadium.

The Ravenclaw team looked nervous as Harry gave them their pep talk in the locker room. They weren't as prepared as Harry would have liked – he had canceled several practices in the lead-up to the match due to his busy schedule, and their play remained sloppy and undisciplined even as recently as this week. Was that a reflection of Harry's poor captaincy? Or was the team simply not good enough?

Madam Hooch came to fetch the team soon after, and they took to the skies, facing off against Hufflepuff. By contrast, they looked determined, showing no fear or uncertainty as they stared down their opposition. Ron and Damian in particular wore looks of pure resolve, and Harry knew they would both be on the top of their game today. That could not bode well for his teammates (or himself).

"And the Quaffle is away!" shouted Dean Thomas excitedly. "It's Ravenclaw with possession, as Chang passes to Selwyn, over to Kim, back to Chang—ooh, a nasty shot from Dursley breaks up the play!"

The Hufflepuff faithful roared as Damian pumped his fist at the successful disruption. Cho had dropped the Quaffle after being pummeled in the arm by a Bludger, and now play was moving in the opposite direction.

"I'm fine," Cho grunted angrily as she flew passed a concerned Harry. He watched as the Chasers mounted a desperate defense, but it was fruitless in the face of Hufflepuff's stout offensive trio.

"CADWALLADER SCORES!" Dean exclaimed as the crowd roared. "He slips it past Fitzpatrick to give Hufflepuff the lead, 10-nil!"

Harry was powerless to do anything but watch as his team continued to get dominated on both ends of the pitch. Despite devoting both of their Beaters to the cause, Ravenclaw simply could not disrupt Hufflepuff's seamless system. On offense they were a well-oiled machine, and on defense Ron was putting on quite the show, barking orders and organizing his troops as if playing a chess match. And his saves were just as spectacular.

"Another save by Weasley!" shouted Dean as Ron made an impressive finger-tip grab to prevent the goal. "Ravenclaw remains scoreless as Hufflepuff pushes in search of their fourth goal!"

Harry's only chance was to end the match quickly with the Snitch. Luckily, the first one appeared shortly after Hufflepuff scored again; he dove after it, snatching it out of the air before Summerby (or anyone else) realized it had even happened.

"That must be a new record for Snitch reaction time from Potter!" exclaimed Dean. "He gives his team the lead, 50 to 40!"

But that lead did not last long. Hufflepuff scored twice more as soon as play resumed, and Ravenclaw simply had no answers. "Tighten up those formations, Kim!" Harry shouted as the Chaser dropped yet another Quaffle from his teammate. The entire team already looked defeated, struggling to keep up with the faster and more talented team in yellow. Only Cho was able to slip a goal past Ron, who only missed it because he'd been celebrating another heroic save from seconds prior.

Meanwhile, Hufflepuff's Beaters seemed to be taking a new approach. With their lead ballooning, Damian had shifted his attention exclusively to Harry, knowing that he was Ravenclaw's only hope at victory. Harry was forced to duck, roll and dive from a Bludger seemingly every five seconds, each hit with more precision and accuracy than the last. The teen had a determined look in his eye, as though pouring his frustrations with his home life into every single hit, trying to knock Harry out of the air.

When the second Snitch appeared, Harry had no choice but to dive past Damian to get to it. The boy reacted quickly, sending a Bludger into his path to force Harry to roll away. He did so, but immediately sensed danger from behind and yanked his broom handle up, as a second Bludger screamed past his ear, missing by millimeters.

"How on earth did Potter avoid that Bludger?" said a bewildered Dean as the crowd roared in appreciation. "He should've been dead to rights there – eyes in the back of his head, he has!"

In truth, Harry probably would not have seen the Bludger coming if not for his augmented magical senses. Dumbledore was right: he was not playing fair here. Damian had timed his hits perfectly, and if Harry had not undergone an illegal ritual to improve his reaction time, he'd likely be waking up in the Hospital Wing right about now. It gave him a twinge of guilt knowing that he'd effectively just cheated his cousin out of the winning play.

But he stamped down on the feeling as he zoomed off after the Snitch again. Summerby had spotted it and was giving chase, but he simply could not catch up to it in time. Harry outstripped the poor boy on his Firebolt seconds later and snatched the second Snitch for himself.

"And Potter has another!" shouted Dean as the crowd erupted once more. "Ravenclaw now leads 110-90, with the perfect season still in sight!"

But the other Ravenclaws didn't appear enthusiastic about this feat. Harry saw how downtrodden and defeated they all looked, as if they just wished this miserable match would be over. He called a timeout, summoning his team back into the locker room for a pep talk.

"We're still in this," he reassured them. "Chins up, everyone. Frasier, Boot, let's keep up the pressure on their Beaters, yeah? And Chasers, your passes are getting sloppier – we need to tighten those up if we want to win."

"Nothing we do is working," Cho lamented. "Everywhere I turn, there's someone there to disrupt the play. I just got lucky with the one goal we scored."

"Just hang in there," Harry shrugged as Madam Hooch signaled them back into the air. "We can do this."

But his pep talk didn't seem to help much. Hufflepuff tied the game in short order, then took the lead after Ryan Fitzpatrick lazily drifted away from the center goalpost in the middle of a play and gave up a freebie. Ravenclaw had all but checked out, and he could feel all eyes upon him to end things.

But the final Snitch was not forthcoming. Harry kept his eyes peeled, hoping for a chance to finish the match for his team. And the longer he waited, the more it felt like it would be a hollow victory. He could feel the negative energy of his teammates, contrasted with the bright-eyed determination of the enemy. Hufflepuff was dominating this match, physically, mentally and spiritually...their only flaw was that their Seeker was not a cheater, illegally augmenting his abilities for personal gain.

So Harry made up his mind. He didn't want to claim a false victory for himself. The better team deserved to win today, and he would ensure that they did.

He hesitated when he saw the third Snitch appear. He pretended to be searching the opposite end of the pitch, drifting away from the golden ball that would spell glory. Summerby dove after it, and Harry gave chase, as the crowd murmured in excitement.

Harry sensed the Bludger coming from the moment it left Damian's bat. It was perfectly placed, and would require a superhuman reaction to avoid it and still keep up with Summerby. So rather than roll underneath the Bludger at speeds that would cause any normal human to black out, Harry put on the brakes, dodging it the traditional way as Summerby closed in on the tiny golden ball and grasped it tightly in his palm.

"I don't believe it!" Dean shouted over the roaring crowd. "Summerby has done it! He's disrupted Potter's perfect season and given Hufflepuff the win, 180 to 110!"

Summerby looked stunned as his teammates mobbed him on the pitch. Students swarmed the field as both sides landed, hoisting Ron onto their shoulders for his impressive defensive efforts that had won them the match.

"Good try, everyone," Harry greeted his team as they sulked towards the locker room. He didn't feel too guilty about depriving them of the win...they had given up, and he would not feel right sharing the glory with them for winning on his own (illicit) terms. None of them deserved to hoist the trophy, including himself. That honor belonged to the team that had outplayed them fair and square.

"Good try, Harry," said Tracey Davis, making her way through the crowd towards him and planting a kiss on his cheek. "I guess even Quidditch gods are mortal sometimes."

"Can't win 'em all," Harry shrugged with a grin. "Don't expect me to go crying into your shoulder about it."

"Good, because I do celebrations, not comfort," said Tracey. "But if you feel like celebrating second place, you know where to find me."

"I might just take you up on that," Harry winked. It was a rare moment he was glad he and Tracey weren't truly dating...he didn't want someone to coddle and reassure him right now, like Katie Bell might have the year prior. But maybe he could find a more productive form of stress relief with Tracey later, one with no stupid emotions like disappointment getting in the way.

"Well played, Potter," said Daphne, sidling up alongside Tracey. She looked windswept and taken by the festive atmosphere, despite her attempts to conceal her excitement beneath her usual veneer of indifference.

"Thanks, Daph," Harry grinned. "Glad you decided to come."

"Oi, Greengrass!" came a boisterous voice from nearby; Ron Weasley emerged from the crowd, a wide sloppy grin on his face, throngs of admirers hanging off of him. "Got a present for you. Happy birthday."

And he tossed her the game Quaffle, in all its battered and mud-covered glory. Daphne caught it with surprising dexterity, looking down at it with confusion.

"It's not much," Ron said sheepishly, "but you looked rather down this morning. Hope this helps a little."

Harry groaned internally...leave it to Ron Weasley to think Daphne Greengrass of all people would. appreciate such a grimy relic from a sport she didn't even enjoy! Any number of his Hufflepuff admirers would have appreciated the gesture far more.

But Daphne was looking down at the Quaffle with wide eyes, like it was the best gift she'd ever received. She looked up at Ron with shining eyes, as though viewing him for the first time in a new light.

Then, to everyone's shock, she dropped the Quaffle to the ground and threw her arms around Ron, kissing him deeply on the mouth. Ron looked stunned for the briefest of seconds, before pulling her tight and returning the kiss with vigor. The crowd whooped in appreciation as the two eventually pulled apart; Ron wore a dumbfounded look of awe, while Daphne giggled and smiled broadly, looking happier than Harry had ever seen her before.

"Well, who the hell saw that coming?" Harry chuckled as the two walked off arm in arm.

But Tracey was beaming from ear to ear for her friend. "It's about damn time," she said excitedly. "Those two have been dancing around each other all year...they're perfect for each other."

Harry could see the logic in it now. Ron was the happy-go-lucky type, a tad immature but undeniably a fun personality who brought up the mood wherever he went. Daphne was more by-the-book and not the partying type, who could get inside her own mind at times and needed help breaking out of the mold she expected of herself. Maybe they could be good together...Ron could help Daphne enjoy life more, while she could help bring him down to earth and accept more responsibility as a man.

"Good for them," Harry remarked. "I don't see Ron signing any marriage contracts any time soon, though."

"I bet she could convince him," Tracey giggled. "Anyway, see you later, Harry?"

"Sure," Harry grinned, as he was buffeted away across the field. He accepted more condolences from well-wishers on his way to the locker room, where he reassured his teammates for the close loss. They did not seem to blame him for their defeat – if anything, they seemed resigned to their fate, as none of them had played well enough to begin pointing fingers at their teammates.

Harry's family was waiting for him outside the stadium after he changed: James and Lily, Dahlia, Sirius and Amelia, and Remus and Alessia. Surprisingly, his Aunt Petunia was there too, looking supremely out of place but nonetheless swept up in the excitement of the foreign sport. Dumbledore must have made a special allowance to let a Muggle watch the sport normally concealed from their view.

"Good try, son," said James, wrapping him in a broad hug. "You were the best player out there – don't feel bad about your performance."

"It's okay," Harry shrugged. "They were the better team today."

James gave him a curious look – Harry wondered if he had noticed Harry's delayed reaction to the Snitch and suspected his true intentions. But he said nothing, merely clapping his son on the shoulder proudly.

"That cousin of yours is a right menace at Beater," Sirius whistled. "I heard a scout talking about him a few rows away from me – he came to see you play, but wound up just as impressed by Damian."

"Good for him," said Harry, turning to Aunt Petunia. "He's an amazing flyer." He knew Damian had put his all into the sport this year, dramatically improving and meshing with his team perfectly. He was a talented athlete, growing quite popular within Hufflepuff as a result – hopefully by the time he graduated in three years' time, the war will have ended and his future within the wizarding world would be bright.

"You are both quite talented," Petunia remarked, giving Harry a stiff nod. It was a surreal moment – Harry never once thought his aunt would witness him playing Quidditch, much less compliment him on his play. Such a thought would never have crossed her mind in his last timeline.

"We shouldn't keep him long," Lily smiled. "I'm sure he wants to go be with his House mates."

"He's probably going to snog Tracey in some empty classroom," Dahlia smirked.

"Very funny, Dahlia," Harry groaned, as his family chuckled lightly at his expense. Though truthfully, that did sound like a perfectly good way to spend his evening. He needed something to get out of his sentimental mood, with the realization now dawning on him that his Quidditch career had likely come to a close. Tracey could help him take his mind off of that, among other things.

Harry said goodbye to his family and headed up towards the castle. He intended to make a quick appearance in the Ravenclaw common room before slipping away to find Tracey somewhere quiet. But none of that would come to pass this evening.

"Harry! Wait up!" a voice called after him. He turned to see Demelza Robins running towards him.

"Hey, Dem," he greeted the girl, frowning when he saw the worried expression on her face. "Everything alright?"

"It's Luna," she said breathlessly. "She's...unwell. Can you come now?"

"Lead the way," he said at once. Demelza rushed ahead towards the castle, Harry close behind.

"You said not to take her to the Hospital Wing," Demelza explained. "So I brought her to Professor Firenze's classroom, like you suggested."

"What's wrong with her?" Harry asked, as they reached the Entrance Hall and hurried along down a side corridor.

"You should see for yourself," said Demelza grimly.

They reached the first-floor Divination classroom, which Harry hadn't entered since dropping the class last year. They entered the familiar forest-like environment, which had grown considerably since Harry's last visit. Thick underbrush covered the ground now beneath the towering trees, with a narrow path leading to a clearing at the center of the room. There was a thin layer of fog in the air, and they found Luna lying in the grass, Firenze kneeling beside her.

"Professor Firenze," Harry greeted the centaur. "How is Luna doing?"

"She has entered a trace-like state," said Firenze, getting to his four feet. Indeed, Luna's eyes were closed, and she was muttering under her breath, lightly twitching and shivering in the grass.

"Is she alright?" asked Harry, kneeling beside Luna as Demelza did the same on her other side. "Does she need medical help?"

"I do not believe so," said Firenze. "She exhibits signs of clairvoyance, and I have attuned the room to accommodate her."

"So what do we do now?" asked Demelza nervously.

"We wait," Firenze said simply. "I will step outside." And he turned to head towards the door.

"Wait!" Harry protested. "You're just leaving? Why aren't you waiting and watching her with us?"

Firenze turned to survey Harry curiously. "Divination is an inexact science," he said. "Particularly the human phenomenon of prophecy. It is the belief of centaurs that they are intentionally vague so as to invite interpretation, and their fulfillment depends largely on the interpreter rather than the prophet. As such, I do not wish to bear witness and fall into the trap of interpretation."

"What about us?" asked Harry, indicating himself and Demelza. "Should we stay?"

"I believe that Fate has brought you both here to bear witness," said Firenze simply. "If you are meant to hear the prophecy, you will. I wish you the best of luck in interpreting its meaning effectively." And the centaur departed, leaving the three students alone with those foreboding words hanging over them.

"You don't have to stay if you don't want to, Demelza," said Harry. "I can handle Luna – I've witnessed her prophecies before. I promise I won't let anything bad happen to her."

Demelza pondered this for a moment. "I think I will stay," she decided. "I feel like I am supposed to be here for her."

Harry nodded. He supposed it was nice to have another person to talk to about whatever happened next, even if he didn't know Demelza very well. She seemed to care deeply for Luna, stroking the girl's cheek affectionately as they watched her fidget and mutter beneath them. They watched and waited in silence, wondering what would happen next, if Luna would snap out of her trance or take a turn for the worst—

Suddenly, Luna gave a great shuddering gasp and fell quite still. Harry and Demelza shared a fearful look at one another. Then, Luna's eyes popped open, and she stared blankly to the sky, her eyes milky-white and feature-less.

"The sister stars will soon diverge…" Luna rasped in a hoarse tone.

"Luna?!" Demelza said in alarm. "Harry, what's happening to her?"

"Shh," Harry said quietly, intent on hearing every word of what Luna said.

"The sister stars will soon diverge," Luna continued. "A deathly betrayal shall set them on separate paths, as a trilogy nears its violent end… A false judgment will lead to ruin… A shining light shall be extinguished, while another is corrupted, casting shadows across the land… The sister stars will soon diverge…"

Luna gave another shuddering gasp, her head falling back to the mossy floor. Harry and Demelza watched on, frozen, as Luna blinked rapidly and sat up, her eyes back to their natural blue, looking at the two of them with wide eyes.

"Harry?" she asked. "When did you get here? Where is Professor Firenze? Did he give me something to help with the headaches? I'm feeling much better now."

"What were you talking about, Luna?" asked Demelza shakily.

"Who, me?" asked Luna. "Talking about what?"

"Just now," said Demelza. "About the trilogy and the sister stars and all that."

"Oh, dear...was I talking in my sleep again?" Luna sighed. "Father says I used to do that as a girl. It was pure gibberish, I am sure, I wouldn't put any stock into it—"

But Harry wasn't listening to Luna or Demelza. He was deep in thought, contemplating what the odd prophecy might mean. It was certainly dire, speaking of betrayals and shadows and ruin. But who and what could it refer to? What was the 'shining light' that would be extinguished, and what was this other light, paradoxically casting shadows?

One phrase stuck out in his mind above all others: 'a trilogy nears its violent end'. What trilogy? Was this a literal story being told, or a metaphorical one? Was there some kind of three-part narrative happening, with two parts already complete? Harry knew that analyzing prophecies was often a fool's errand, but one possibility popped instantly into his mind, and he didn't like it one bit.

Twice this year he had nearly lost a family member – first Dahlia to the cursed necklace, then Lily to the spiked mead. Was the third time the charm? Was the plot to kill a member of the Potter family soon to come to fruition? Would the final chapter result in death – perhaps James this time, assassinated for his war efforts? A shining light for the wizarding world, extinguished by Voldemort?

"Now where did I leave my bag?" Luna wondered aloud, shakily getting to her feet and wandering across the forest floor in search of her belongings. As she drifted out of sight, Harry pulled Demelza in close.

"Listen, Demelza," he said in a grave tone. "We should keep what happened here to ourselves."

"What? Why?" asked Demelza fearfully. "Shouldn't her father be notified?"

"You heard what Professor Firenze said," Harry told her. "The act of witnessing a prophecy is often as important as the prophecy itself. The fewer people that know about this, the better."

"But...then what do we do?" asked Demelza.

"We say nothing," Harry said firmly. "That way, we can avoid somebody else attempting to manipulate the prophecy in their favor."

"But what does it mean?" Demelza asked. "And why were we the ones to witness it?"

"Because we care about Luna the most," Harry reassured her. "And we want to protect her secret, don't we? If too many people learned she is a Seer, it could put her in danger."

"Yeah...yeah, I guess so," Demelza frowned. "But what was all that about 'sister stars', and an act of betrayal—"

"Don't spend too much time thinking about the meaning," said Harry quickly. "It might cause you to misinterpret the words and act in a way you wouldn't normally. Trust me – I made that mistake in my third year, and it was costly."

"Okay," Demelza sighed. "What about Luna? Will she be alright?"

"Yes, I think so," Harry nodded. "I'll take her back to Ravenclaw Tower to rest, but she probably won't remember this at all. Just keep an eye on her and make her feel safe in the coming days."

Demelza nodded uncertainly. Meanwhile, Luna shuffled back in the clearing, her bag slung haphazardly over her shoulder.

"I am quite tired all of a sudden," Luna announced, stretching widely. "Take me home, Harry."

Harry took Luna's arm to steady her, and the three of them headed for the door. Harry and Luna exited first, followed by Demelza, who stumbled across the door frame and nearly crashed into the pair in front of her.

"Oh, sorry!" said Demelza. "Looks like I'm the clumsy one today."

"You're normally quite nimble and sure-footed," Luna remarked. "Perhaps you should get some rest yourself, Dem."

"I think I will," said Demelza. "Good night, Luna. Harry."

"Good night," Luna replied as Demelza hurried down the hall towards Gryffindor Tower. "Everything alright, Harry?"

"Hmm? Oh, yes," Harry said absent-mindedly. He was staring contemplatively down the hallway, brow furrowed in thought. "Let's go."

They headed in the opposite direction towards Ravenclaw Tower. Harry listened in silence as Luna chattered happily, half to him and half to herself. His mind was not on Luna at the moment, nor Demelza, nor even the prophecy. It was on a pair of disembodied feet he was certain he'd seen moments prior, when Demelza stumbled exiting the classroom, before disappearing from view once more.

Was there an unexpected third witness to the prophecy? Had somebody been lurking nearby, concealed beneath an invisibility cloak? Someone who was already suspicious of Harry, who had already tailed him to find out what he was up to? Had Neville noticed Harry slipping away from the crowd after the Quidditch match and decided to see where he went? Was he present in the classroom, lurking unseen beyond the tree line?

Harry knew instinctively that nothing good could come of this. Because he already had a strong suspicion who the two 'sister stars' were in the prophecy, and it seemed that both of them had witnessed Luna's dire warning, now left to wonder which would betray the other.
Year 6-17: Loose Lips and Sunken Ships

Harry usually didn't pay attention to the Hogwarts rumor mill, but he kept his ears open throughout early May for any word about Luna Lovegood. He trusted Demelza to keep quiet about the prophecy, but Harry was 99% certain that Neville had witnessed it as well, and the boy had proven quite gossipy in the past, particularly where Harry was concerned. If he interpreted Luna's dire words to refer to Harry, surely he would run straight to his friends and warn them of the danger he posed as a potential 'betrayer'.

Confirming his suspicions was the fact that Neville seemed to be avoiding him at every turn. Running off after shared classes, disappearing down corridors before and after meals, and generally remaining out of sight in common areas. Harry hoped to speak with the boy privately about the matter, to reassure him that whatever he assumed was false, but he never had the chance. Neville was simply determined to hide from Harry for the rest of the school year.

Fortunately, the rest of the school was preoccupied with more important matters than death and betrayal – namely, young love. Everyone was buzzing over the newest "power couple" at Hogwarts: the unexpected pairing of Ron Weasley and Daphne Greengrass. Both were popular within their respective Houses, though for opposite reasons, and the initial reaction from all sides was surprise. The reserved, prim-and-proper Slytherin heiress and the boisterous, rough-and-tumble Hufflepuff jock? It defied all conventional logic.

"They look so happy together," Tracey Davis sighed happily, as the newly-minted couple emerged from behind a bookshelf, giggling and looking like they'd been doing anything but studying.

"Yeah, I suppose they do," Harry admitted as he watched them rush from the library together, flushed and laughing. Ron and Daphne had been inseparable since the Quidditch match, walking hand in hand through the halls, enjoying meals together, and being overly-affectionate with one another. Harry was thrilled for them both, but especially Daphne...she had been so miserable looking for the perfect match for so long, only to find it in the most unexpected of places. Clearly she had decided that she would rather be happy than marry into wealth.

One unfortunate side-effect of the pairing was that Tracey was left without her best friend to spend time with. She had elected to hang around Harry instead, which as of late meant sitting with him in the library for his daily study sessions. His N.E.W.T. exams were rapidly approaching, and he had to hunker down and work hours a day on school work to keep up. He generally enjoyed Tracey's company, but in truth, she was starting to grate on him a bit, clinging to him far more than she used to in Daphne's absence.

"I'm bored," Tracey yawned, stretching widely and draping her legs over Harry's lap. "Want to go for a walk around the lake? Millicent Bulstrode swears she found a cave hidden behind a waterfall on the opposite bank...I bet we could be as loud as we wanted there and no one would hear us."

"Not today," Harry muttered, still scribbling away at his Transfiguration essay, which was only the first of many assignments he had to complete. "Bit too busy for that."

Tracey scowled at him. "Got a date with someone else planned?" she demanded. "Demelza Robins, perhaps?"

Harry turned to look at her, quirking an eyebrow. "Come again?" he said.

"Plenty of people saw you and her run off after the Quidditch match," said Tracey. "Is that why you stood me up that night? Off snogging the cute Gryffindor instead?"

"Someone sounds jealous," Harry chuckled bemusedly.

This was obviously the wrong response – Tracey looked deeply hurt by his reaction. "I know we're not exclusive or anything," she said snippily. "But at least have the tact to let me down easy if you'd rather fool around with someone else."

"Tracey, I'm not 'fooling around' with anyone right now," said Harry. "Certainly not Demelza."

"Then what were you two doing that night?" Tracey demanded. "And don't give me any 'we're just friends' crap – I've never seen you two talk before."

Harry hesitated. He definitely did not want word of Luna's prophecy to breach containment. He could not even use Demelza's orientation to excuse himself – that was still a secret from much of the school, who assumed she and Luna were just friends, and he did not want to betray her confidence. Unfortunately, this meant that he could say nothing in his defense, and Tracey just shook her head in disgust.

"I thought you were a better person than this, Harry," she sighed, getting to her feet. "Guess I was wrong." And she swept from the library, leaving him alone at the table.

But Harry couldn't bring himself to feel bad about the interaction. It's not like we're boyfriend and girlfriend, he reasoned. That was supposed to prevent messy emotions from entering the equation. It's not my fault she caught feelings – I never led her on to believe otherwise. It felt a bit calloused, perhaps, but this was precisely the kind of thing he did not want right now: to manage the mercurial emotions of teenage girls.

Besides, it finally freed him up to pursue his personal studies again without having to explain his odd choice of library book check-outs. He still wanted to research Nurmengard as much as possible before his planned trip to the remote prison in a few short weeks. He did not want to be seen reading about the place in the public – not only would it raise eyebrows during exam season, it would paint a big, shining target on his back if he drew international attention again like in Egypt.

In addition to his study of Nurmengard, he was consuming any and all literature related to Portkeys, since he would need to make one to travel such a long distance in the first place. They were heavily regulated within Britain and illegal to create outside Ministry supervision, but he knew it was possible thanks to Borgin. He was finally beginning to understand the underlying magic involved – it was just a matter of putting his theories into practice without Splinching himself.

The research on enchanted objects also served as bonus study on another subject relevant to his journey: the Deathly Hallows. Harry read all about the creation of wands and invisibility cloaks, looking for any mention of the fabled objects, but saw none. Yes, there were talks of uncommonly potent wood and core combinations for wands, and selective breeding of thestral hair traits to improve cloak lifespans, but nothing on the level of the Elder Wand or the Potter cloak. The Resurrection Stone was even more of an outlier – the ability to revive the souls of the dead went far beyond any other death and soul magic Harry had read about.

Were these three objects truly crafted by Death? Harry had met the entity himself and knew that that part of the equation was no fairy tale. But had Death actually given these objects to the Peverells, or were they simply uncommonly gifted wizards who made uncommonly powerful magical artifacts? Harry doubted he would find any such answers in a Hogwarts textbook. Grindelwald was perhaps the best source of knowledge on the subject, given that he had co-opted the symbol of the Hallows for himself and may have in fact owned the Elder Wand at one point.

"What're you studying there?" a voice asked, interrupting his train of thought. Harry looked up; Hermione Granger had entered the library and approached his table. "It doesn't look like standard course material."

"Oh," said Harry, quickly closing his copy of Advanced Object Enchanting. "It's, er, supplementary reading for seventh-year Charms." It wasn't the truth, but it was plausible enough to potentially pass muster. Unfortunately, Hermione was too savvy to fall for it.

"It seems a little too advanced for that," she frowned, picking it up and flipping through the pages. "This looks more like specialty reading for niche disciplines, like curse-breaking and thaumaturgy."

"Yeah, well, it doesn't hurt to be prepared for any question they could throw at us, eh?" Harry grinned.

"I suppose not," Hermione shrugged. "Is it alright if I join you?"

"By all means," he said, gesturing to the seat beside his. Hermione was another unexpected outcast from the Ron/Daphne pairing, and Harry saw her in the library nearly as often as Tracey. Harry did wonder where the third member of the trio was, given that he still wanted to find the boy and talk to him sooner than later.

"I haven't seen you and Neville together much this term," Harry remarked. "What's the deal with that?"

"He's been...busy," Hermione said vaguely. "He and Dumbledore have been meeting up multiple times per week lately."

"Really?" said Harry, surprised. He assumed Dumbledore was too busy for anyone, given how often he'd canceled meetings with Harry in the past. Was he really just devoting more of his time to training Neville?

"I thought you were meeting with Dumbledore too?" Hermione frowned.

"Not anymore," Harry said bitterly. "The Headmaster and I haven't seen eye-to-eye on much lately...he thinks I'm some kind of budding dark wizard."

"Yes, Neville has said as much," Hermione muttered.

"Why, what has he told you?" asked Harry. He was certain that Neville had shared the details of the prophecy with Ron and Hermione, because that's what he would have done in his previous timeline. But to his surprise, Hermione seemed more troubled than he expected.

"He started acting really strange a few weeks ago," she admitted. "One day he was talking about how the Potters are getting unfair treatment from the Prophet, and the next he refused to ever talk about you, and changed the subject whenever you came up."

"Was that around the time of the Quidditch final?" asked Harry.

"Yeah...now that you mention it, it was," Hermione nodded. "Why, did something happen between you two after the match?"

"In a sense," Harry said cryptically. "But what do you think? Does he have good reason to distrust me?"

Hermione studied Harry's face for a moment. "I can't imagine you going dark," she sighed. "I just can't. With your parents being who you are, and all you've done over the past six years...it doesn't make any sense to me."

"Wish someone would tell them that," Harry said bitterly. "I don't understand why he and Dumbledore are so dead-set against me."

"Maybe Dumbledore just thinks you're being too reckless," Hermione said diplomatically. "Maybe he is only thinking about your safety?"

"He's being overly-cautious for no good reason," Harry said bitterly. "Dumbledore is a smart man, but he is blinded by his fear that I'll turn out like Grindelwald and Voldemort did. Those two were monsters even before they meddled in the Dark Arts."

"But...you're not meddling in the Dark Arts, are you?" Hermione asked worriedly.

"Depends on your definition of 'Dark'," Harry chuckled. "Which, to Dumbledore, is anything he doesn't understand. The only thing I care about is getting my family through this war safely...any magic I use to accomplish that goal is only a means to an end."

"Good people have gone dark in pursuit of noble goals, though," Hermione pointed out. "Michael Corleone was only trying to protect his family at first too."

"Who?"

"Never mind, it's a Muggle reference," Hermione sighed. "Maybe...if you just shared more of what you knew with Dumbledore, he would trust you more?"

"I could say the same thing about him," Harry chuckled. "He doesn't tell me half of what's going on, and that's gotten me into plenty of trouble."

"But you have more knowledge of what's going to happen in the future, right?" asked Hermione, lowering her voice and leaning in close so they wouldn't be overheard. "Considering...your abilities?"

It took Harry a moment to realize what she was talking about. It had been over a year since he had claimed having Seer abilities, which was no longer useful as he had no further knowledge of what the timeline had in store for them. "Oh, that," he said, scratching his head. "Er...I haven't seen much lately. Nothing worth sharing, anyway."

"Interesting," said Hermione quietly. "From what I've heard, the Sight usually gets stronger as young witches and wizards age. How odd that it seems to be the opposite for you."

"Yes, I suppose so," said Harry awkwardly. He pretended to busy himself with his Ancient Runes homework so the conversation would end there. Hermione still looked pensive, but she took the hint and dug into her own bag to begin her own studying. Harry assumed that would be the end of it, but a few minutes later, she abruptly closed her book and turned back to him.

"What do you know about the Gaunt family?" Hermione suddenly blurted out.

Harry's eyebrows rose. "The Gaunts?" he repeated. "You mean Voldemort's mother's family?"

"Yes," Hermione nodded. "I researched the name after the incident in the graveyard two years ago. You know, for academic purposes."

"Right," Harry said slowly. He doubted very much that it was strictly academic, or that she had learned the name from the graveyard ritual. Merope's tombstone was unmarked, so she could have only learned the connection from the Headmaster himself. He realized this had to be connected to what Dumbledore and Neville were up to.

"I just wondered what you've heard about the family," Hermione said nonchalantly. "Or any...visions you might have had about them?"

"Well," said Harry, "they were Parselmouths, for one thing. Merope had an older brother who died in Azkaban without having children. It was believed the line died out, but Voldemort is the last remaining heir."

"Right, yes, I pieced that together from the school compendium," said Hermione breathlessly. "But you don't know anything else about them? Symbols, or maybe objects associated with them?"

Harry realized what Hermione was doing now...she was fishing for information about the Gaunt ring. He had suspected Dumbledore was hunting horcruxes before, but now he had near-definitive proof. What should he share with Hermione, and by proxy, the Headmaster? How much could he divulge about the horcruxes without pointing to the fact that Neville himself had inadvertently become one?

"Listen, Hermione," he said gravely. "There's nothing for you down this road. The Gaunts are a dead-end, do you get it? A red herring. Anything you might be after probably isn't worth the time and effort to go looking for it. Do you catch my drift?"

Hermione looked perplexed by his answer. "How do you know that?" she asked.

"Call it a vision, or an intuition if you must," said Harry. "There's nothing but danger down that road."

"But what if it's really important to the war?" she asked in an undertone. "What if the Gaunts hold the key to defeating Voldemort?"

"They don't," Harry said flatly. "Look elsewhere for whatever you're looking for. Assume that the trail went cold long ago, and there's nothing more to be found."

Hermione studied Harry's expression for a long moment, looking troubled. Eventually, she began to rapidly pack up her things.

"I've just remembered I have, erm, a meeting with Professor Vector," she said breathlessly as she stumbled to her feet. "About...an essay assignment. Catch you later, Harry." And she hurried from the library, earning a reproach from Madam Pince urging her to slow her pace as she passed by her desk.

Harry hoped that his vague response would point the trio (and Dumbledore) in a more productive direction. If Dumbledore suspected the ring was a horcrux, Harry did not want him to fall into the traps they'd left intact at the Gaunt shack. There was a risk that one of them would fall prey to the Rotting Curse, or else discover that a fake had been left in its place, raising further questions. With luck, they would move on to a different target, like the Cup, the Sword or the snake, saving Harry time in the future.

He was not yet ready to reveal everything he knew about the horcruxes to Dumbledore. He wanted to speak to Grindelwald first before making any concrete decisions about pairing up with the man. After all, Grindelwald was the last person who tried to team up with Dumbledore, and that had gone disastrously wrong. According to Dumbledore, that was because Grindelwald went dark, but Harry was quickly learning that the man's definition of 'dark' may be flawed. He wanted the other side of the story before placing his trust in the Headmaster.

So Harry spent the rest of the month keeping his head down and his nose clean. He studied, he went to class, he did his prefect duties. He even attended a Dueling Club meeting, which Neville had taken over leadership for, though that was mostly to try and get the boy alone; unfortunately, he slipped away before Harry could get to him once again. Harry knew his time at Hogwarts was coming to an end soon, and wanted to make the most of his remaining weeks before it was finally time to move on.

Unfortunately, his final month at Hogwarts would not be as peaceful and care-free as he'd hoped. During the first week of June, he entered the Great Hall to once again find the room abuzz with whispers and muted gossip. And as he felt the eyes of the entire room fall upon him on his way to the Ravenclaw Table, he knew that his family must once again be the subject of discussion. Which is why he was unsurprised to find the morning's headline in the Prophet, but no less angry:

MORE MINISTER WOES: UNFAITHFUL WIFE, PROBLEM CHILD?

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"The ongoing Potter saga continues to poke holes in the sterling reputation of the most powerful family in Britain. Longtime readers will know that Lily Evans-Potter, wife of Minister James Potter, was recently exposed for her excessive drinking habit, pointing to endemic problems within the household. Now, sources close to the Potter family indicate that the relationship may be even more strained than previously thought...in fact, the missus may be seeing other people behind her husband's back.

Recent reports indicate that Mrs. Evans-Potter has developed a close bond with a fellow professor at Hogwarts, Severus Snape. Multiple sources tell us that the two have often been seen together during off-hours at the castle, and may in fact be romantically involved. Lily recently credited Severus for his mentorship during her rise to Potion Mastery two years ago, and the Prophet can now also report that the two were close friends as children growing up.

'Lily Evans and Severus Snape were inseparable when they started at Hogwarts,' writes in Connor MacDougal, a former classmate of the pair from Ravenclaw. 'They came from the same home town and seemed quite chummy. In fact, Evans and James Potter did not get along well at all – it surprised all of us when she agreed to date him seventh year. I suspected he slipped her a love potion myself...maybe it's just now wearing off!'

'I wouldn't put it past Potter to have tricked or bewitched the poor girl to marry him,' laments Lord Corban Yaxley. 'He was quite the troublemaker in school, pulling cruel pranks on students he did not like. Perhaps he was simply jealous of Severus' potions prowess and decided to steal his girl away from him – not exactly the foundation of a healthy marriage if you ask me.'

Potter's perceived shortcomings as a husband seem to also extend to his failures as a father. The Minister's eldest son, Harry Potter, has a similar troubled history at Hogwarts. He was disqualified from the Triwizard Tournament two years ago, which he was accused of illegally entering underage, and was expelled from the school a year later for assaulting a fellow student. He was reinstated by Headmaster Albus Dumbledore this past year, but sources indicate he may be regretting that decision now.

'Potter and Dumbledore don't seem to like each other very much,' says classmate Ernie Macmillan. 'Rumor has it the Headmaster offered him private lessons as a favor to the Minister, but canceled them as punishment for shirking his duties as a prefect. Why he was given prefect status in the first place after what he did last year is beyond me...smells like corruption.'

'He disappears on weekends a lot,' says fellow Ravenclaw and dorm mate Terry Boot. 'Apparently he is allowed to come and go from the castle as he pleases. Rumor has it he has been dabbling in the Dark Arts in his free time, which may be why Dumbledore doesn't like him anymore.'

Little is known about the Minister's youngest child, Dahlia Potter. However, records indicate that the girl may be accident-prone, being admitted to St. Mungo's three separate times in the past few years with her records redacted. Were these domestic incidents that the Minister sought to cover up? Are both of the Potter women victims at the mercy of an abusive husband and father? The Prophet sincerely hopes not."

Harry's hands trembled with rage as he set down his copy of the paper. He could feel the nervous eyes of many students upon him from all directions, gauging his reaction. He struggled to keep his composure, not wanting to cause a scene in the middle of the Great Hall. But he did turn to his left, where Terry Boot sat four seats away, avoiding his gaze.

"Talking to reporters about me, are you, Boot?" he demanded.

"Leave him be, Potter," said Anthony Goldstein firmly, seated between the two.

"What? Can't Terry talk for himself?" Harry taunted, craning his neck to try and meet the boy's eyeline. "You scared of me or something?"

In fact, Terry did look scared of Harry at that moment. Many nearby students did, both within Ravenclaw and at the surrounding tables, watching him nervously. Silverware was rattling menacingly on the table as Harry's passive magic swirled in an angry maelstrom around him – he was on the verge of losing his temper, and everyone around him feared what he might do next.

Harry grabbed his things and left the Great Hall in a huff. He didn't care so much that he was being slandered in the Prophet – he was used to that by now after two timelines' worth of abuse from the publication. It was the jabs at the rest of his family that irked him. Why was the paper attacking the Potters all of a sudden? Was James' popularity as Minister waning? Did they sense blood in the water, jumping on his increasing unpopularity as the war dragged on with no resolution?

Harry knew he needed to check in with his mother first and foremost. This was the kind of incident that could lead her to relapse, and he wanted to avoid that outcome at all costs. He checked the Marauder's Map, surprised to see that she was in Snape's office adjacent to the Defense classroom, and made his way there.

He could hear hushed voices coming from within the office as he approached. He knocked on the door, and the voices stopped at once. Snape cracked opened the door, frowning when he saw Harry standing there.

"Now is not a good time," he told Harry. "Your mother desires privacy at this time."

"Move aside," Harry snapped; Snape slid ten feet backwards as his passive magic lashed out to grant him entry. Harry pushed open the door, seeing Lily seated anxiously at the desk, holding a teacup with shaking hands.

"I'm fine, dear," she said in an unconvincing tone. "I don't want to discuss it right now."

"Well, I do," said Harry. "Our entire family's under attack here. Who the hell is spreading these rumors? Who are these 'sources' feeding malicious lies to reporters?"

"Your father has many political enemies," Snape said diplomatically. "Any number of them could have spoken to the Prophet—"

"Yeah, and you're mates with half of them, aren't you?" Harry spat.

"Watch your tongue, boy—" Snape snarled, but Lily spoke up to silence them both.

"Stop fighting, you two!" she sighed. "Severus, you know Harry has a right to be upset about this. And Harry, do not lash out at him – he's been nothing but supportive throughout all of this."

Harry and Snape glared at one another for a moment longer. Harry was no fan of the man, but he had been there for Lily throughout past episodes and clearly wished her no harm, so he begrudgingly backed down.

"I still want to know who talked," he grumbled. "Bad-mouthing you, me, Dad, and even Dahlia? It's beyond the pale."

"Someone is trying to soil the Potter reputation," said Snape. "Not just your father, but yourself as well. Can you think why that might be?"

"No," said Harry flatly. "I've been slandered plenty by the Prophet over the years. I suppose I'm an easy target for them, because of why my dad is."

"That's not the only reason," said Snape. "It's because of what you represent. You're seen as the future of this country. The star product of the system Dumbledore and your father have built. If you fail, it means the system has failed, and a great many people would love to see you crack under the pressure."

"I didn't ask to be made a symbol of any system," Harry huffed irritably.

"Too bad," Snape scoffed. "We rarely get a choice in our lot in life. Yours is better than most, so I would quit complaining."

"You're right," said Harry, voice dripping with sarcasm. "I should just let my family name be dragged through the mud without fighting back. I should let everyone walk all over me so I don't 'crack under the pressure'. Some things are worth taking a stand over, even if it's hard...not that you've ever taken the hard road in life, have you, Severus?"

"You haven't the slightest idea how difficult my life has been—" Snape growled, taking a menacing step towards Harry.

"Enough!" Lily said sharply. "Harry, leave us. You are not helping matters. Go check on your sister and write to your father. I won't have you moping and starting fights over this."

"I'm not moping—" Harry groaned, but Lily's sharp glare cut him off. He rolled his eyes and departed the office, headed for the Hospital Wing. But Snape stopped him before he got too far.

"One last thing, Potter," said Snape, following him down the corridor. "I hope you have not forgotten what I told you earlier in the year."

"That I'll never achieve anything in life with the amount of effort I'm showing?" Harry asked. "Oh, sorry, that must have been last year, or the year before."

Snape sneered, but did not rise to the bait. "I keep a close eye on my House members at all times," he said. "And I notice when things are not as they seem. When a student of mine skips class in the afternoon because they aren't feeling well, I notice. When they exhibit signs of short-term memory modification, I notice."

Harry said nothing as Snape surveyed him for a reaction. When he got none, he continued.

"You have been told repeatedly to stay away from your Slytherin classmates," said Snape. "Clearly you care little for authority, but your actions nonetheless have consequences. There are eyes all over this castle, and your every move is being reported to an authority you can't ignore. So I will warn you for the final time: You. Are. Being. Watched."

What was that supposed to mean? Harry wondered. Was Snape saying that he should avoid his Slytherin classmates because Voldemort is watching from afar? What did Harry care about that? His loyalty to his family was obvious, and questioning his classmates about their involvement in his mother and sister's accidents was far from damning information. If anything, it would send a stronger message that the Potters were not to be trifled with.

"You care about your students, eh?" said Harry. "Then how about keeping a closer eye on the Boy-Who-Lived? Sneaking around and spying on students from other Houses? Bet that can't be a good look for him, either."

"Your petty squabbles with Longbottom are your own to handle," said Snape. "But meddling in your enemies' affairs is a dangerous proposition for you right now. You might feel emboldened now, but the balance of power can shift in an instant, and you do not want to make yourself a target." And Snape swept back into his office, closing the door shut behind him.

"Don't make myself a target?" Harry chuckled to himself as he stalked away. "Yeah, because I've never been a target before. My family being attacked all year...slandered in the Prophet...no, things are going just peachy for me right now." He couldn't believe the gall Snape had to tell him what to do when his motives were clearly compromised. He was playing both sides, ensuring he could survive if the tides of the war changed while staying in Lily's good graces. Harry didn't have that luxury.

He reached the Hospital Wing, where he found Dahlia cleaning the room with her wand, dust swirling through the air and into a bin in the corner. "Don't want to talk about it," she said without looking at him as he entered.

"We have to talk about it," Harry sighed, sitting atop an empty bed. "Someone's taking shots at us from within the castle. Someone we know."

"Probably Malfoy's dickhead friends," Dahlia shrugged. "What does it matter?"

"D'you reckon it could have been Neville?" Harry asked.

Dahlia turned to give him an exasperated look. "Why are you two always on each other's cases?" she groaned. "You're supposed to be on the same side."

"Why, has Neville said anything about me?" Harry demanded hotly.

"Dunno – I haven't seen him much recently," Dahlia shrugged. "He's busy with Dumbledore a lot, and I have O.W.L.'s to study for, so we haven't spent much time together."

"So you haven't heard him say one word about me?" Harry pressed. "Or Luna, or anyone else—"

"No, I haven't!" Dahlia snapped. "And if you stopped to think for one second, you'd realize he would never say a bad word against me or our parents, no matter what he thinks of you!"

Harry considered this. She had a point: Neville may be wary of Harry, but he cared deeply for Dahlia and respected James and Lily. He would have nothing to gain by running to the paper and slandering them.

"Someone is saying disgusting things about us," Harry huffed. "They made it sound like Dad beats you, or that you're 'accident-prone' or something—"

"Everyone I care about knows that's rubbish," said Dahlia. "So what should I care what random people have to say or think? If I have one more person come up to me and say they 'have my back' today, I'm going to scream."

"That's good, I guess," Harry sighed. It seemed Dahlia would not suffer any bullying over this incident, at least. But could the same be said about Harry himself? The words the Prophet had said played more heavily into preexisting rumors about him, dabbling in Dark magic and quarreling with Dumbledore. That was a reputation Harry didn't want, any more than he wanted to be the school's poster boy.

"Look, we're at war here," said Dahlia, beckoning him off the bed as she cleaned the sheets he'd sat upon. "If it's between this and getting cursed or poisoned, I'll take this every time. We can't let the Daily Prophet tear us apart...why give them exactly what they want?"

Harry shook his head in amazement. Dahlia was right, as usual – he just couldn't believe she had the tolerance to put up with this abuse. She possessed a patience he simply did not, the ability to turn the other cheek when disrespected or demeaned. Perhaps it was because she had grown up with an air-tight support system, had been raised by loving parents and been Sorted into a House that would defend her to the hilt. Harry did not have that same luxury – he subconsciously felt that he had to fight to earn the respect of others.

"Mum doing alright?" asked Dahlia.

"Think so," Harry shrugged. "Snape's with her."

"Hmm," Dahlia hummed, looking thoughtful. "He's been rather helpful this year."

"What d'you reckon is his angle?" asked Harry. "I bet he's privately thrilled that people think he and Mum are running around…"

"You and Dad are so biased against him," Dahlia snorted. "Professor Snape is an odd fellow, but he's on our side. He's loyal, and he's not so bad as everyone thinks."

"Loyal to who?" Harry scoffed. "To the Order? To our family? Or just to Mum? Sometimes I wonder if he thinks it'd be better if we all were out of the way and he could have Mum to himself."

"Shows how much you know," said Dahlia. "You know he visited me at St. Mungo's after my accident? He brought me make-up material and asked me how I was feeling. Mum and Dad weren't even around – he just wanted to check that I was okay."

Harry indeed hadn't known that. His knee-jerk reaction was to dismiss it, to suggest that he only did so to curry favor with Lily. But the man had proven far more complex than Harry assumed in his first lifetime, and clearly there were yet more hidden depths to the man that he didn't understand.

"Well, in any case," Harry sighed, "I'm just doing the same here. You can be nonchalant about this all you want, but I don't take kindly to my sister being bad-mouthed in the headlines."

"They're obviously looking for a reaction from you and Dad," said Dahlia. "So don't fall into their trap. If you want to help me, just keep out of it. Please."

Harry sighed in frustration. Once again he knew she was right...it just wasn't in his nature to take these things lying down. "Fine," he muttered. "I'm going to write to Dad. Anything you want me to tell him?"

"Tell him the same thing I told you," said Dahlia. "And that we all love him. I think he needs to hear that right now."

"Alright," Harry nodded. "And if you see Neville, tell him I need to talk to him. It's important that we clear the air about some things." He said the last bit loud enough to carry across the ward, in case the boy was lurking nearby underneath the Invisibility Cloak. And he left the room, headed for the Owlery to write to James.

The good news was that Harry didn't hear much chatter about the article in the coming days. He was certain it was being discussed in private circles, but at least the other students had the tact not to bring it up openly around him. And that was also the bad news...Harry felt the mood shift around him in the wake of the scathing hit piece. Ravenclaw was not as tight-knit as Gryffindor was, and Harry felt the silent judgment from his peers, the suspicion that the allegations about him were in fact correct. It was not the first time rumors of a 'Dark Lord Potter' had graced the halls, but it had never been canonized in print like this before, lending more credibility to the claim than usual.

James wrote back to Harry a few days later, but it didn't offer the comfort Harry had hoped. 'Keep your head down and don't pay attention to it,' his father wrote. 'Watch after your mother and sister. And what's this about you leaving school on the weekends? We need to have a talk about that this summer.' Of course that would be James' takeaway from the article...never mind the mistreatment he was getting from his peers! Just suck it up and bear it all, Harry! It only exacerbated his simmering frustration.

Just a few more weeks until it's over, Harry told himself. Less than a month, and you'll never have to bear it again. Hogwarts had its charm to be certain, but being surrounded by literal children 24/7 was starting to drive him mad. He yearned to be out in the adult world, free of the petty behaviors and judgments of juveniles with stunted emotional intelligence. He had no reason to come back for his seventh year and knew his days at the castle were rapidly coming to an end.

Besides, his impending N.E.W.T. exams dominated much of his free time. At least the negative attention from the Prophet article meant that his peers left him alone, giving him room to study in peace. Even Tracey was avoiding him – whether she was still angry about their last argument, or bought into the recent rumors, he didn't really care. That fling had run its course anyway.

Hermione was also avoiding him since their last talk about the Gaunt family. She and Neville could often be seen together, whispering in hushed, urgent tones. Harry wondered if his message had gotten through, if they would abandon the search for the ring which had been destroyed a year prior. He wondered if Dumbledore suspected Harry to be involved in the horcrux hunt by now – but if he did, he had yet to approach him about it, so Harry saw no reason to give the man the same courtesy.

Finally, exam week arrived. Harry filed into the Great Hall on Monday morning for his Transfiguration N.E.W.T., the lone sixth-year amidst a sea of stressed-out seventh years. Harry was one of the few calm and collected faces there – not only did he feel confident about his chances, he only had three N.E.W.T.'s to worry about, while most of the others were taking half a dozen or more.

The written final was complex and draining, as he'd expected, but Harry got through most of it with little trouble. His memory and concentration had vastly improved since the last blood ritual, so he was able to describe nearly every law and principle verbatim. The practical exam in the afternoon was where he truly shined, as he completed every transfiguration his proctor asked of him within fifteen minutes with zero mistakes. Harry knew he'd walked away with at least an E in the subject, and more likely an O.

Defense Against the Dark Arts was an even simpler task that Wednesday. Both the written and practical exams were a breeze, as Harry knew he could have earned an Outstanding grade two years prior if he wanted to. His instructor for the practical exam was astonished when he gave Harry a list of five complex spells to demonstrate, which Harry did back-to-back non-verbally in seconds, whereas most of his peers needed several minutes to remember the correct incantations.

Harry ended his week with Charms on Thursday. Flitwick had long been his favorite professor for his animated lectures on deep charm theory, and Harry hoped he did the man justice with his similarly enthusiastic answers on the written final. He certainly delighted his proctor that afternoon for the practical, as he went above and beyond in demonstrating his mastery of advanced charm work, such as animating every chair at the Head Table to perform a line dance at the same time.

"Very well done, Mr. Potter!" smiled Professor Tofty, clapping excitedly as Harry returned the chairs to their rightful spots. "That will be all, unless...rumor has it you can cast a rather spectacular Patronus Charm. For a bonus point…?"

Harry grinned, drawing his wand again to humor the man. He imagined his usual happy memory: his family, sitting around the dinner table, laughing and enjoying one another's company. The life he'd always wanted. The future he'd always fight for.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, Harry saw him: Dumbledore, standing in the doorway, watching him from afar. Suddenly the peaceful scene in Harry's mind was replaced with more jarring images: his father, bleeding out from a vicious snake attack. His sister, pale as a sheet from a cursed necklace. His mother, writhing and spasming from a poisoned drink. All under the supposed watchful eye of Albus Dumbledore. Harry's emotions of peace and happiness were supplanted by those of resentment and anger.

"Expecto patronum!"

The thestral Patronus sprang from his wand, unfurling its wings and soaring over the heads of all in the Great Hall. But it was not the same thestral Harry had summoned many times before. This one more resembled the raven Rakhaman had summoned beneath the Great Pyramid: smoky and gray, with malicious red eyes and an intimidating aura. The entire room went silent, flinching in discomfort as the thestral nipped at their heads, radiating raw, malevolent magic.

Harry canceled the spell at once; the Patronus dissolved into putrid smoke, and he could feel all eyes in the Hall upon him. "Erm...sorry about that," he apologized.

"Q-quite all right, Mr. Potter," said Mr. Tofty. "Off you go now."

Harry left the station, noting that the man's pleasant demeanor had evaporated in an instant. In fact, the entire room looked on-edge, regarding Harry with looks of concern and even fear. He hurried from the Hall, passing Dumbledore on his way; they briefly made eye contact, and Harry saw the look of sadness and disappointment on the Headmaster's face as he left the Hall.

It's your own damn fault, Harry thought bitterly as he returned to his dorm. If you didn't constantly push me away and endanger my family, I wouldn't be this frustrated with you.

Still, he knew he needed to calm down, and decided to take the rest of the evening off. His exams were finally done, save for a Herbology final the following Monday that ought to be a walk in the park (literally). He could finally take a break from studying and get some much-needed rest.

But he could not remain idle for long. He still planned to make his journey to Nurmengard by the end of the month, in order to keep his promise to Bill and Fleur. They needed to make progress on the horcruxes, but first, Harry wanted answers about the Deathly Hallows, if there were any to be found. For that, he needed to talk to Grindelwald. And for that, he needed to break into the prison. And for that, he had to find a way to get there.

Harry finally felt that he'd learned enough about Portkey magic to attempt to create one himself. He planned to perform his first test that weekend, at Raven House, to make sure nothing went terribly wrong. He had enlisted Fleur's help to do so, in case he accidentally Splinched himself – Dahlia was preoccupied with her O.W.L.'s and didn't need to know the finer details of what he had planned. If the tests went well, he would make the journey the following week, shortly before the school year came to a close.

He entered his dorm, noting the awkward silence that fell amongst his dorm mates as he did so. That was commonplace in recent weeks – ever since Terry had spoken about Harry to the Prophet, things had been tense between the two. That was fine by Harry – a little fear from his peers meant that they would keep off his back for the rest of the year. And considering he had no plans of returning for year seven, and thus never seeing these boys again, he felt no need to clear the air.

Harry allowed himself the luxury of sleeping in the following morning, awaking sharp and refreshed for the first time in over a month. He was in a remarkably good mood as he got dressed and gathered his things for his first outing from the castle since the Egypt mishap. He exited Ravenclaw Tower and found a quiet spot to make his escape. "Dobby!" he called out.

A small pop heralded the diminutive elf. "Does Mister Harry Potter need assistance?" Dobby asked.

"Take me to Raven House," said Harry, holding out his hand expectantly.

Dobby wrung his hands together, looking uncomfortable. "Dobby is unable to," he said nervously.

"Er...why?" asked Harry, confused. "Has your magic within the castle changed?"

"No sir," Dobby muttered. "What Dobby means to say is, he is not allowed. The Headmaster has forbidden it."

"What d'you mean, 'forbidden it'?" Harry demanded. "Why?"

"Headmaster Dumbledore has instructed the house-elves not to transport Harry Potter in and out of the castle any longer," said Dobby. "He says...you do not have permission, Harry Potter sir."

"He did, did he?" Harry scoffed. Of course Dumbledore would pull some stunt like this, no longer trusting Harry on his weekend excursions. He had no doubt that Neville had run off and told the Headmaster what he overheard, which not only placed Luna in a precarious position as an outed Seer, but cast even more suspicion on Harry, whom Dumbledore and Neville both already believed to be on the path to darkness.

Harry marched down the corridor, fury pumping through his veins. The disrespect he was being shown was getting too much to bear...Dumbledore had never once believed Harry to be an important piece of the puzzle, a vital asset in the war efforts. All he had ever done was shove Harry to the side, giving him the bare minimum tools to survive then leaving his family to fend for themselves. His patience with the Headmaster's games had officially come to an end.

He burst into the Great Hall, where breakfast was still in session. Students chattered happily with one another, free from their exams and discussing their summer plans, but they hushed when they saw a furious Harry striding down the center of the room towards the High Table. He marched up to Dumbledore's seat and stood in front of him, glaring daggers at the old man.

"You've revoked my weekend privileges?" he demanded.

"I have," Dumbledore said calmly.

"Why?"

"You have demonstrated that you are not to be trusted with such privileges any longer," said Dumbledore. "You are to remain here with your classmates until the end of term."

"You think you can keep me here against my will?" Harry chortled. "You think I'm going to listen to you?"

"You are underage, and therefore under my supervision while attending this school," said Dumbledore. "I have given you far more leeway than you are due. The days of you operating outside the rules that your classmates are subject to are over."

"Don't give me that," Harry spat. "You're punishing me for what Neville told you. Reading too much into prophecies like usual. You think I've gone rogue, have you? You think I'm going dark?"

"Lower your voice, Potter," Professor McGonagall said sharply. Students all around the Hall had quieted to overhear the argument, murmuring nervously at Harry's angry disposition. But Harry didn't care.

"My decision is final, Harry," Dumbledore sighed. "Please return to your seat."

Harry glared at the man for several seconds; the Headmaster merely stared right back, unmoving. Harry huffed and turned on his heel to march back down the aisle. But he did not return to his seat. He marched directly to the Slytherin table, where Neville sat beside Mark Davis, watching Harry worriedly.

"My cloak, Neville," Harry demanded, holding out an expectant hand.

"W-what?" Neville stammered.

"You heard me," Harry said. "Give. Me. My. Cloak."

"I…" said Neville, glancing nervously up at Dumbledore. "I can't."

"It doesn't belong to you," Harry spat. "It's my heirloom, my birthright. And I want it back. Now."

Neville gaped at Harry for a long moment. Then, to Harry's amazement, a look of stubborn resolve passed over Neville's expression, and he met Harry with a stone-cold look of defiance.

"No," said Neville.

"I wasn't asking," said Harry.

"I can't let you have it," said Neville. "Dumbledore said to keep it on me at all times."

"Good," said Harry. "That means it's here with you. Now, hand it over. I'll give you five seconds."

Harry whipped out his wand and pointed it at Neville, causing the surrounding students to gasp and duck out of the way. Neville blinked nervously, but still did not move, crossing his arms.

"What are you going to do, Harry?" he demanded quietly. "Betray me?"

"Three seconds," Harry snarled. "Two. One…"

There was a bang, and a Shield Charm erupted between Harry and the Slytherins, staggering him backwards. Dumbledore had risen to his feet, wand drawn and pointed at him.

"Harry," said Dumbledore firmly. "Leave this Hall at once. This is your final warning."

Harry strongly considered fighting back. He had nearly beaten the Headmaster in their last duel, and now righteous anger coursed through him, which he would love to channel into action. Want to steal from me and cast suspicion on my character? Harry thought. Let's see if you like the consequences, old man...you've messed with me for the final time.

But he cast one final look around the Great Hall, noting the terror in the expressions of many around him. His mother looked on the verge of tears at the Head Table, while many students looked just as aghast, some of the younger ones hiding under the tables, as though fearing he might point his wand at them next. His stomach fell: this was not what he wanted. His anger had gotten the best of him, and it was making things worse by the second.

Harry stowed his wand away and turned to exit the Great Hall. As soon as he crossed the threshold, he heard the room behind him erupt with gossip at his expense. But he didn't care. He strode directly to the great oak doors leading out to the grounds and pushed them open.

Only, the doors did not budge. Harry pushed harder; still they would not open, would not let him leave. Think you can keep me here as a prisoner, Dumbledore? Harry thought angrily, drawing his wand once more. Think again.

He swiped his wand furiously, and there was a deafening bang as the doors were blasted open, exploding outwards onto the grounds. Harry stomped down the dirt path to the school boundary, too angry to consider that this might very well be the last time he ever set foot on Hogwarts grounds again. Six years of memories – eleven, really, if you count his last timeline – were all about to evaporate, the war looming large on the horizon.

Harry reached the iron-wrought gate marking the ward boundary. It was clamped shut, blocking his path. "Open!" he shouted. The gate swung open, either recognizing his command as a student or his latent magic lashing out at the enchantments upon it. Harry strode through the gate and, with one final remorseful look back at the castle, he turned on the spot and Apparated far away.
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Year 6-18: Judgment at Nurmengard

"You did what?!"

"I know, I know," Harry groaned. "I was angry, alright? Maybe I over-did it a little, but you can understand where I was coming from, can't you?"

"So you threatened Neville and Dumbledore, frightened ze younger students, then destroyed ze castle doors?" Fleur scoffed. "Am I getting all that right?"

"More or less," Harry grumbled. "But the doors can be repaired, can't they? And it's not like I hurt anybody."

"No – just made a scene in front of everyone," said Fleur, crossing her arms.

This was not the reunion Harry had planned when he invited Fleur to meet him at Raven House. He had tried to play it cool when he arrived, but she sensed his tense mood at once, questioning him until he eventually confessed to what had happened in the Great Hall that morning.

"It doesn't matter now," Harry sighed. "The term ends in a week anyway, and I've finished my exams...I just left a little earlier than expected." He slightly regretted not grabbing his things before leaving – namely, the Marauder's Map, his Firebolt, and the Resurrection Stone – but he figured his trunk and broom would each be sent home to his parents' home shortly. As for the Cloak? Well, he could always take the legal route if Neville refused to hand over what was rightfully Harry's.

"What about your parents?" asked Fleur. "Won't they worry? Won't they wonder where you've gone?"

"I'll talk to them tomorrow," said Harry. "I have something I need to do first."

"And what is that?" Fleur demanded. "Why are you making Portkeys in the first place? Where do you plan to go?"

Harry sighed; he had not yet explained his plans to anybody. "I'm going to Nurmengard Prison, in the Swiss Alps," he said. "To meet Grindelwald."

Fleur stared at him blankly. "Je travaille avec un casse-cou," she murmured to herself under her breath. "Tell me you are not serious."

"If anyone knows about the Deathly Hallows, it's him," said Harry. "I know where two of them are and strongly suspect where the third one is. I need to know for sure, and to find out what happens if they are united."

"So zat is your plan?" said Fleur. "To become 'Master of Death' and destroy Voldemort that way?"

"Something like that," Harry shrugged. "It could be 'the power the Dark Lord knows not' for all we know. And if it means we can destroy Neville's horcrux without killing him, all the better."

"You would really risk your life for zis boy?" asked Fleur. "After what he 'as done to you?"

Harry considered this. "Neville is an idiot," he sighed. "But he's just a kid who doesn't know any better. And it's Dumbledore's fault he distrusts me in the first place. He's been a prat to me, but that's not a crime deserving of death, is it?"

Truthfully, his anger was still whispering in his ear, urging him to just let Neville lie in the bed he made. But he had to think rationally – no matter what Neville had done to him, he still did not deserve such a gruesome fate. If he could be saved, it was at least worth finding out.

"It is 'onorable, 'Arry, but there must be another way than to break into a prison," Fleur muttered.

"It won't be as dangerous as the pyramid," said Harry. "The prison is unmanned, guarded only by magic and mountain giants. Grindelwald himself will be unarmed, unlike Rakhaman. Once I have the information I need, I'll come straight back home, and we can figure out our next steps with Bill."

"And you plan on going alone?" Fleur demanded, placing her hands on her hips. "With no backup?"

"I can take care of myself," said Harry. "And if something bad were to happen, I wouldn't want to worry about protecting you as well."

"I do not need protecting!" Fleur protested. "I can stay at a distance and wait for a signal if you get into trouble. I can also care for myself!"

"I believe you," said Harry. "But I don't want to be distracted in my meeting with Grindelwald while wondering if you're off battling a giant somewhere. Please, it will make my job easier if you wait here while I'm away."

Fleur still looked troubled by this plan. "Alright," she sighed. "I will remain 'ere. But only on one condition."

"What's that?" asked Harry.

"If you get caught," said Fleur, "turn yourself in. Do not try to fight your way out. My father 'as connections to help you out of legal trouble – there is nothing he can do if you are killed."

Harry sighed...he had no intentions of getting caught or fighting his way out, but if that was what it took to placate Fleur, he would accept her terms. "Alright," he sighed. "Now, let's see if I can make a Portkey without Splinching myself."

They walked out into the front yard, where Harry pulled out a bronze Knut from his pocket and placed it on the ground. He drew his wand and closed his eyes, envisioning all the layers of magic he would need to imbue into the coin. A Tracking Charm tied to the destination. Another tied to the return location. An Activation Charm, a Sticking Charm, and a few other subtle enchantments – all wrapped up into a single incantation.

"Portus," Harry whispered.

The Knut glowed bright blue, and Harry felt the enchantments latch onto the coin as his wand hummed with energy. When the spell was complete, the Knut was back to its natural bronze state, but when Harry picked it up, it was infused with magic, so much so that even Fleur could sense it.

"Zis is not a typical Portkey," she remarked. "What did you do to it?"

"I added a few modifications of my own," Harry shrugged. "A Cushioning Charm, for one – nobody ever thinks to make the journey less painful. That's one advantage Muggles have over wizards when it comes to travel."

"Are you sure it works?" Fleur frowned.

"One way to find out," said Harry. "I say the activation phrase, and it either takes me to the other side of the yard over there, or you take me to St. Mungo's."

"Are those the only two options?" asked Fleur in alarm.

"Only joking," Harry grinned. "Well, mostly – do be ready just in case."

Fleur gave him an exasperated look. "Let us get zis over with," she muttered. "I look forward to explaining to your mother why you cut yourself in 'alf."

Harry grinned as he clutched the coin tightly in his palm. He readied himself for what he hoped would be a simple journey, but potentially a world of pain. "Grindelwald," he whispered.

At once he felt the familiar jerk behind the navel, though it was less pronounced thanks to the Cushioning Charm. Harry felt a brief yanking sensation, then his feet touched down on the grass again. When he opened his eyes, he saw Fleur thirty feet away from him, staring in shock.

"Grindelwald," he said again. Once more he felt the jerking sensation, and a split second later, he was standing right in front of Fleur once more. He smirked and took an elaborate bow as she shook her head in exasperation.

"I can already tell you will be insufferable about zis," she groaned.

"Hey, it's more comfortable than Apparating," said Harry. "Want me to make you one?"

"I will take a rain check," Fleur sighed. "What now?"

Harry opened his mouth to answer, but he was interrupted by a bright light that appeared over their heads. Both looked up as a silver stag bounded through the air towards them, coming to a halt before Harry.

"Harry, where are you?" the stag spoke in James' voice. "Your mother told me what happened at the school. I've asked Sirius, Remus, everybody if they've seen you, but nobody has. Please, come home so we can talk about this. I promise you're not in trouble. We're worried sick about you and just want to know you're safe."

The Patronus dissolved into mist. Harry immediately felt guilty, knowing that he must have caused quite the distress for his parents with his hasty exit from school. They did not yet know about his safe house and probably assumed he was out in the world somewhere, exposed to danger.

"You must go to him," Fleur implored Harry. "Explain what has 'appened. He wants to 'elp you – do not push him away."

Harry nodded slowly, considering his options. "You're right, Fleur," he sighed. "I'll talk to him. But not right now. Expecto patronum."

Harry flourished his wand, and the silver thestral emerged in midair, turning to greet him. He was glad to see it after the monstrosity that was his corrupted form, conjured in the Great Hall the day before, which he sincerely hoped to never see again.

"Tell my dad I love him and I'll see him tomorrow," he told the thestral. "I have something I need to take care of first, but I am safe and not alone." The Patronus took off, flying through the ward boundary and over the horizon out of sight.

"You are not seriously going to Switzerland today?" Fleur groaned.

"I have no other choice," said Harry. "My parents won't want to let me out of their sight again once I return home. I need answers, and we're running out of time. When I get back, we'll figure out a course of action – Bill included. Deal?"

Fleur looked deeply uncertain about this. She rushed forward and engulfed Harry in a tight hug, as though unwilling to let him go.

"Please be careful," she whispered in his ear. "And remember what I 'ave said: this is not worth risking your life over."

"I understand," said Harry. "If I'm not back by midnight, tell my parents and yours what happened. I'll surrender peacefully if I have to."

Fleur planted a chaste kiss to his cheek and pulled away, nodding forlornly in agreement. Meanwhile, Harry pulled out a fresh Knut from his pocket and placed it on the ground, mentally envisioning what he needed to happen. The destination – a snowy mountainside, just north of a Muggle village called Sonogno, roughly ten miles east of Nurmengard. The return destination – the Forest of Dean, far from any wizarding establishments in Britain. A Sticking Charm, an Activation Charm, a Cushioning Charm, and—

"Portus." The Knut glowed bright blue again, before returning to its natural state. Harry picked it up, clutching it tightly in his palm and preparing for the long journey. He gave Fleur one final nod of reassurance before whispering the trigger phrase: "Fleur."

Fleur disappeared in a swirl of color and magic as Harry felt himself whisked far, far away from Raven House. He was immediately disoriented, wondering if he'd made some kind of mistake, if he'd failed to enchant the Portkey properly. But then his feet crunched down on snowy ground, and he looked around, finding himself standing on a remote mountainside, overlooking a desolate landscape of slush, rock and shadow. He had arrived.

Harry knew Nurmengard was somewhere to the west of where he'd landed. He'd considered bringing a broom for easier travel, but he wanted to avoid using more magic than he needed – surely the prison would be tracking incoming magical transportation like that. So he set off on foot, following the path of the retreating sun to guide his way.

The journey was treacherous and cumbersome, but Harry allowed himself a few conveniences. He cast a handful of enchantments on his shoes to allow him to run faster, jump higher, and fall slower. He was therefore able to leap dozens of meters at a time, jumping from one rocky outcropping to another. He avoided the shadowy valleys below, sticking to the ridges above, giving him better visibility.

Not only was he looking out for signs of the prison itself, he had to be cautious about any potential traps. Lookout posts, enchantment fields, anything of the sort that might detect him coming. Then of course there were the mountain giants, which he knew roamed these parts and were meant to deter visitors to the prison. With luck, he would spot them before they spotted him.

An hour into his journey, he saw his first giant. It lumbered along through a deep valley below, clutching a club the size of a tree in its meaty fist. Its heavy footfalls caused the ground to tremble, even from half a mile away. Harry crouched low and Disillusioned himself, not wishing to be spotted even from that great distance.

The sun was dipping low in the sky already – it couldn't be later than two or three in the afternoon, but the high mountain ridges meant darkness was already falling within the valleys. Harry did his best to stick to high ground, giving him more sunlight and line of sight. It was deathly quiet, save for the occasional distant rumble of earth, and Harry hoped he could reach the prison without attracting any unwanted attention—

CRASH! A boulder the size of a minivan smashed into the mountainside, just feet from where Harry was standing. He rolled out of the way of debris, as a deafening roar echoed from deeper within the nearest canyon. A massive giant, some twenty or thirty feet tall, emerged from the darkness – it must have sensed him nearby. Harry made a break for it, hoping to lose the giant over the next ridge.

The giant lunged and brought its club down in a heavy swinging motion. Harry altered course, leaping to slide down the valley between the giant's legs. It stumbled and nearly fell trying to kick him, but Harry sprung to his feet again, sprinting up the opposite ridge. He twirled his wand as the giant spun around and reared back for another vicious club attack—

Another loud roar caused the giant to stop in its tracks. Another giant had appeared, beating its chest and leering intimidatingly at the other. The first giant stopped its pursuit of Harry and turned to meet the new challenger, roaring angrily at the intrusion to its territory. It lunged, and the two giants went at it, grappling, scrabbling and trying to out-muscle each other.

Harry slipped over the next ridge and out of sight, panting. Hopefully his transfigured pseudo-giant creation of rock and earth would hold together long enough to distract the original giant. He set off at a jog, hoping to put as much distance between himself and the monstrous beast as possible.

Luckily, nothing gave chase as he made his way deeper into the Alps. As the light grew dimmer and the air grew colder, Harry heard fewer and fewer heavy footfalls, indicating there weren't nearly as many giants as he thought guarding this place. He wondered if Voldemort's people had been here recently, recruiting the local giant population as they had in his original timeline. It would prove to be a headache for Britain soon, but at least it made his journey easier now, so he wouldn't complain.

Harry could not yet see Nurmengard, but he felt a strong pull of magic ahead of him, similar to that of the Great Pyramids. It served as his compass, altering his trajectory towards the source. He knew it could not be a natural source, like a leyline – it had to be artificial, a magically-constructed site in the middle of nowhere. And that could only mean one thing. He crested a ridge, coming upon a large valley, and exhaled sharply at the sight.

The prison sat nestled near the center of the valley, overlooking a deep chasm plunged in darkness. It was smaller than Harry envisioned: a simple stone building and solitary stone tower, with a small courtyard in between. The facility was dark and imposing, with only a single light illuminating the highest window of the tower – Grindelwald's cell. It looked innocuous enough, but Harry could sense the dangerous magic surrounding the building, promising to ensnare anyone foolish enough to waltz in the front door.

Harry crept forward down the hillside, feeling the magic in the air, careful not to set off any traps along the way. His charmed feet made no noise as he descended towards the prison; only the quiet tinkle of displaced dirt and pebbles disturbed the quiet. He reached the bottom of the slope and stole forward, step by step, until he came to an abrupt halt.

A heavy ward field stood in his path, a few hundred feet away from the prison boundary. Harry sensed a plethora of nasty enchantments if he stepped through it: Tracking Charms, anti-Disapparation and Portkey wards, a Caterwauling Charm, and various Alarm Wards to alert the authorities to an intruder. He knew there was no way he could get closer without setting them off – he would have to find a way to disable them.

Harry pondered the dilemma. There were no natural sources of magic nearby, so the wards had to be anchored to something artificial, like rune stones. The ward field extended in all directions around the prison, so the source had to be centered somewhere near the center of the building itself. It was unlikely to be within the building, as it would need to be accessible by guards to update and alter the wards as necessary without triggering them.

Harry inched along the ward perimeter towards the edge of the cliff the prison sat on. He peered down into the darkness; the valley floor was hundreds of feet below, plunged in darkness as the sun had long disappeared over the mountaintops. It was a convenient place to bury rune stones, and Harry's best chance at disabling the wards.

So he cast a Feather-Light Charm on himself and jumped. He fired an orb of light downwards into the darkness, lighting his way as he glided gracefully towards the valley floor. After roughly a minute of falling, he alighted on a rocky outcropping, far below the prison. The pull of magic felt even stronger here, telling Harry that he was in the right place. He approached the rock wall of the cliff face, the orb of light guiding his way from above, until he found what he was looking for.

Part of the rock face was disillusioned, which Harry dispelled with a wave of his wand. And there, glowing in a circle within the rock, were seven rune stones, powering the enchantments protecting the prison above. Harry closed his eyes and reached out with his magic, feeling their pull, deducing what they each did. He had to be cautious – breaking the runes entirely would no doubt attract attention. He would have to disentangle the enchantments above so that he could pass in and out without detection.

So Harry began waving his wand over the rune stones, deactivating as many enchantments as possible. The alarm wards, the anti-travel wards, the Tracking Charms, and more. He left a few intact, such as the anti-destruction and unlocking wards that undoubtedly kept Grindelwald securely trapped within his cell. Once he was done, five of the seven rune stones had powered down, and he could no longer feel the oppressive magic above him. The most important wards had been lowered.

Harry had to move quickly now. He had no idea how often people came to check on the prison – it had to be semi-regular, to keep Grindelwald fed and watched over. Hopefully deactivating the wards wouldn't attract too much attention – the guards would surely notice whenever they returned, but until then, Harry had a window of opportunity to get in and out. He Apparated directly up to the entrance of the prison, now able to walk forward freely without fear of setting off any traps.

"Homenum revelio," Harry whispered. A flare of magic reached out, scanning the facility for any human activity. Only a single target was identified, high up in the tower – the prisoner himself. Harry had the man alone now, and knew he had to make his journey quick. He crossed the courtyard and entered the tower, taking the winding steps two at a time until he reached the highest floor and cautiously stepped forward.

The top of the tower contained nothing but a bare stone cell, with heavy iron bars blocking the stairs and window. The cell contained nothing but a bed, a lamp, and a lone prisoner, seated calmly atop the mattress. The man looked ancient – as old as Dumbledore, if not older, wizened and gray. But the look in his eye was as sharp as the Headmaster's, and he smiled broadly as Harry tentatively approached the bars.

"Well, well," the man smiled. "We meet at last, Mr. Potter."

Harry hesitated – his glamour hadn't failed, had it? "You claim to know who I am?" he asked uncertainly.

"I saw you coming, Harry," said Grindelwald, tapping his forehead with a sly wink. "Unlike you, I am a true Seer. You can remove your silly little disguise now."

Harry sighed and removed the glamour, revealing his true face. "Mr. Grindelwald," he said with a slight bow. "I've come to ask you a few questions."

"Please, call me Gellert," Grindelwald smiled. "Albus has told me a lot about you. I've seen glimpses of your past and future, and it intrigues me deeply. I was hoping we would get the chance to speak soon."

Harry frowned – he had barely arrived and already had more questions than he'd arrived with. "Dumbledore told you about me?" he asked. "He told you I'm a Seer?"

"He told me that you claim to be a Seer," Grindelwald corrected. "I knew at once that you were lying, of course – no true Seer is certain of the future, and instead sees the vast possibilities just over the horizon. I let the charade play out, because the hidden truth intrigues me – something is different about you, Harry, but it is not the Sight. You are marked by Death, and I cannot fathom how or why."

Harry did not feel comfortable with how easily Grindelwald was seeing right through him, mere moments after arriving. "I might answer some of your questions," he said evasively. "If you answer a few of my own."

"Ah...a battle of wits, then?" Grindelwald grinned toothily. "I do so enjoy such games. They are what keep me sane, after all, some fifty years since I arrived here. Only Albus has been able to stand toe-to-toe against me, but perhaps you can try."

"Dumbledore visits you, then?" Harry asked casually, leaning against the wall.

"On occasion," said Grindelwald. "More often in the beginning, to inform me of goings-on in the outside world. Then there was a long stretch of silence, but he returned seeking my counsel when the self-proclaimed Lord Voldemort rose to power."

"You counseled him on how to fight against Voldemort?" asked Harry.

"Heavens, no!" Grindelwald scoffed. "Why would I do such a thing? As far as I'm concerned, Voldemort picked up where I left off in purging this world of the unclean. His ideas of blood purity are nonsense, of course – even the weakest Mudblood is far superior to the strongest Muggle – but the result is largely the same. Dumbledore asked my advice, and I did my best to trick him, to mislead him, but he was far too clever for that."

"Then why did he keep coming back here, if he knew you were lying to him?"

"Sentimental attachments?" Grindelwald shrugged indifferently. "The poor man was quite smitten with me, I'm afraid – I strung him along in our youth to hold his interest and further our aims, but I quickly grew tired of his affections. He still seemed to believe he could 'fix' me, could overlook my flaws. Mostly I think he just came seeking camaraderie...it is quite lonely at the top of civilized society, after all."

"And he asked you about me," said Harry. "Which means he has been here quite recently. When? And what did you discuss?"

"Tut, tut," Grindelwald admonished him. "You've asked me enough questions – now it is my turn. Why do you falsely pretend to be a Seer? What do you stand to gain from such an easily falsifiable claim?"

Harry pondered what to say. He could tell Grindelwald was a dangerous man, despite his lack of power at the moment; he wielded information as effectively as any wand. He was unsure how much to divulge with him, how much he might relay on to others. But he doubted he could lie effectively against such an intellect, and knew he would get no answers without divulging some secrets of his own. Besides, he could always Obliviate the man later.

"I died, in another life, when I was fifteen," said Harry. "Death sent me here, to my eleven-year-old body. Things are the same in this world, but not exactly. It was useful to claim the Sight to convince others to act on my foreknowledge of events."

"Ah...a time traveler," Grindelwald nodded sagely. "I had my suspicions, but kept them to myself. It was far more amusing to watch Albus twist himself into knots understanding how your 'visions' worked. And how, exactly, are things different in this world than your last?"

"Your turn for a question now," Harry retorted. "What did Dumbledore ask about me? Why did he come back?"

"He was unsure what to make of you," said Grindelwald. "Two boys named in a prophecy, one of whom he assumed to be the Chosen One, who expressed nothing but mediocrity and a lack of leadership ability. The other, largely overlooked and forgotten: a prodigy, a natural leader, and a complete renegade. One with a deep, underlying anger that he could not understand. Driven by a singular purpose he could not fathom. Who was willing to go to any length to achieve his goals, except trust the figures of authority around him."

"He assumed I was going dark," Harry muttered bitterly.

"Dark? Of course he didn't!" Grindelwald laughed. "The thought never crossed his mind. How could you? A well-loved boy from a nurturing household, born into wealth and status, destined for great things? Such boys do not grow up bitter and disillusioned like myself and Tom Riddle did."

"Then why does he think that now?" Harry demanded.

"Because I suggested it, of course," Grindelwald smirked.

Harry frowned. "You told Dumbledore that I was a budding dark wizard?" he asked. "But why? What did you stand to gain?"

"That's more than your fair share of questions," said Grindelwald. "My turn again. I wonder what kind of life you must have lived before to turn out the way you did. Were your parents boorish drunks, perhaps, who abused you?"

"My parents are two of the bravest, most selfless people alive," Harry said sharply. "They died protecting me in my first lifetime. I was raised by my aunt and uncle, and yes, they did not treat me too well."

"Interesting," Grindelwald muttered thoughtfully. "Albus has told me of your parents, of course, but never mentioned any such relatives."

"They were Muggles, so I suppose he wouldn't have," said Harry.

"Muggles?" Grindelwald scoffed. "But now it all makes perfect sense! To be raised by such filth? It is no wonder you harbor such rage, such distrust. You might as well have been raised by apes in the jungle!"

"Not all Muggles are bad," Harry retorted. "Your prejudice is showing, Gellert."

"Oh, please," Grindelwald scoffed. "Of course there are good Muggles! Kind, caring, thoughtful people who willingly turn a blind eye to evil. Who will allow the sycophants among them to destroy all they hold dear. The things I saw in Austria and Germany between the two great wars would astound you, Harry – the depths of depravity Muggles can be capable of when united by a common cause of destruction. Tell me: if a good man refuses to stand up against evil, is he truly any better than the evil-doer?"

"You say this as if it is exclusive to Muggles," said Harry. "Wizards are just as guilty of it – most of your followers expressed regret after the war, claiming you duped them."

"Ah, but there is one other despicable trait all Muggles share," said Grindelwald. "A fear of the unknown. A willful incuriosity to that which they do not understand. There is a reason the Statute of Secrecy was implemented centuries ago, Harry – every time Muggles have discovered the existence of wizards throughout history, they have sought to oppress them. Wizards, by definition, delve eagerly into the unknown and learn to harness it – something a Muggle could never understand."

That still struck Harry as an over-simplification, but he hadn't come here to debate the ethics of Muggle subjugation. The fact that he was even humoring the idea was frankly absurd. "Your turn to answer now," he said. "Why did you suggest to Dumbledore that I've gone dark?"

"I admit, it wasn't my original plan," said Grindelwald. "I was honest with him at first – when I first opened my Sight to you, I saw a boy with a strong moral center, with a clear directive to fight against evil. But slowly, things changed. I saw a side to you that I hadn't expected. Neither Light nor Dark – a seismic force in our world, driven by something unlike any other notable wizard throughout history."

"And what would that be?" asked Harry.

"I suppose that's for you to answer, isn't it?" Grindelwald smiled. "All I knew was, you were no heartless sycophant, but nor were you as pure and clean of spirit as Albus claimed to be. And unfortunately, Albus could not understand such nuance. He saw anything shy of perfection to be abhorrent. Any shade of gray to be a sign of underlying darkness. So stupidly naive and idealistic – precisely the reason I lost interest in him as a youth. But I saw an opportunity nonetheless."

"An opportunity?" Harry frowned. "How do you mean?"

"For fifty years I have sat in here, wondering how I might have my revenge," Grindelwald snarled. "At first I thought perhaps someone would break me out and I could avenge my loss to Albus. But I soon realized that none of the poor fools who tried to break in here had the knowledge or ability to get me out. Besides, I've grown physically weak in this cell, and Albus was always the better duelist between us. But there was another way I could beat him. I could destroy him psychologically. I could convince him to bring about his own destruction."

"And you saw me as a way to do that?"

"Tom Riddle was too obvious of a threat," said Grindelwald. "Using him as a manipulation tool would never have worked. You, however? It was simple. I advised him to counsel you, to take you under his wing. Then, I began sowing seeds of doubt. Visions of darkness. Of subterfuge. Of dangerous, sacrificial blood rituals. That one was real, by the way, and I thank you for it. I foresaw a future where you would bring about his ruin, and it tore him to pieces."

A chill ran down Harry's spine as Luna's prophecy replayed itself in his head: 'A false judgment will lead to ruin.' Was that Dumbledore? Had he misjudged Harry's character, based on the poison Grindelwald was feeding him, and turned his back as a result?

"So...you convinced Dumbledore I was a dark wizard?" asked Harry slowly. "To destroy him psychologically?"

"Oh, yes," Grindelwald smiled. "To him, it represented the ultimate failure, the closure of a final chapter in his sorry life. First me, whom he thought he could save but could not. Then Tom, whom he tried so desperately to reform but again failed. And finally, you – the golden boy, the shining light of Britain, plunged into darkness right under his nose. I knew it would break him. And you played your part so wonderfully, my boy."

Harry's head was spinning now. More fragments of the prophecy were coming to him now: 'A trilogy nears its violent end… A shining light shall be extinguished…' Did both refer to Harry? Was he truly the end of Dumbledore, the final domino to fall that would break the Headmaster's resolve?

But Harry also knew that Grindelwald was a clever man. He had manipulated Dumbledore easily, and Harry could not let him do the same to him. The man had ulterior motives, and Harry did not want to play into them without push-back.

"You may think you've won," said Harry, "but you haven't. Not yet. Dumbledore did beat you all those years ago. And he's gotten the best of Riddle so far every time. And despite what you've told him, I am no dark wizard. And I intend to set the record straight as soon as I return. Your efforts were all for naught."

"Ah, but I think not," Grindelwald smirked. "You see, Harry, I do have one last ace up my sleeve. I am still a true Seer, despite the false visions I fed to Albus. And I have seen what lies in store for you both. Try as you might, Harry, you cannot change Fate."

"What did you see?" asked Harry. "What does Fate have in store for us?"

"Ah, but that would ruin the surprise, wouldn't it?" Grindelwald winked. "I think you'll find out sooner rather than later. Now, this conversation has been quite enlightening, but I do suspect we have yet to arrive at the true purpose of your visit. I doubt you came all this way to air out your grievances with your Headmaster, am I right?"

Harry huffed in annoyance...of course Grindelwald would continue playing games with him. This was a battle of wits, after all, and the only way for the man to exert any kind of power outside the walls of his cell. He had to be careful not to fall for any of his traps...and yes, he had come here with a specific goal in mind.

"The Deathly Hallows," said Harry.

"Ah," Grindelwald nodded. "I should have known. I admit, I am disappointed...many men have come seeking their glory, asking me how to find them, and I had to let them down and inform them that they are merely fables – figments of their imagination."

"But that's not true," Harry frowned. "You sought them out in your youth. You took the symbol for your own."

"Yes, I admit they held a certain appeal in my younger, more idealistic days," said Grindelwald. "I traveled to Godric's Hollow to research the link between them and the Peverells, of course, and the symbol always appealed to me from an aesthetic perspective. But I quickly dismissed the foolish notion of a 'Master of Death' that Albus held so dear. What use was a burdensome Cloak and a Stone that could not truly summon the dead back to the world of the living? Only the Wand held any interest to me, but I suspected it, too, was only the stuff of legend."

"But you found it, didn't you?" said Harry. "It disappeared not far from where you began your campaign against Europe. The tales of your prowess during the war are wide-spread. It cannot be coincidence."

"Ah...very good, Potter," Grindelwald appraised him. "I did indeed possess the Elder Wand. And I admit, it briefly re-ignited my interest in the Hallows, having such a potent tool at my disposal. But I was swiftly disabused of any notion that it could make one 'Master of Death'."

"How so?" asked Harry.

"The wand is undoubtedly powerful," said Grindelwald. "It saved me on multiple occasions where I should have died in combat. But it is a nefarious thing: it demands more and more of you, requiring you to make sacrifices to maintain its loyalty. It craves violence and death, like a dowsing rod attracted to blood. And if it senses a lack of faith, a lapse in allegiance to the carnage, it can turn on you in an instant."

"Is that what happened when you faced Dumbledore?" Harry asked.

"Indeed," said Grindelwald. "And if I could not satiate the wand's bloodlust, with thousands of victims at my feet? I was convinced that no one could. Certainly not Albus and his bleeding heart pacifism."

"And yet, he has kept its loyalty for fifty years," Harry pointed out.

"Hmph," Grindelwald snorted, and for the first time Harry saw a crack in the man's facade: a glimpse at the stubborn pride beneath his charismatic veneer. "Perhaps the Deathstick is simply waiting for a more worthy challenger to claim its loyalty. Tom Riddle clearly has yet to impress the wand...maybe it will be you, young Potter, if you play your cards right."

"Don't manipulate me," Harry said warningly. "What if I told you I don't want the Hallows for personal gain?"

"The gain of others, then, perhaps?" Grindelwald guessed. "You seek them on somebody else's behalf? If you think they will shield your loved ones from harm, I'm afraid it doesn't work that way, boy."

"The gain of everyone," Harry corrected. "Against a tyrannical maniac trying to destroy our way of life."

"Ah...a tool of war, then," Grindelwald surmised. "Well, I'm afraid your little plan still won't work. There is no such thing as 'Master of Death', and even if there was, you'll never find all three pieces. If you came to ask me how to find the Stone and the Cloak, I haven't got a clue – not even the Sight has revealed them to me."

"I already know where they are," said Harry. "I found the Stone, and I know who is holding the Cloak."

"Is that so?" asked Grindelwald, surprised. "Then I fail to see what you need me for."

"I just need to understand how to wield them properly," said Harry. "You mastered the Elder Wand for a time and know how it functions. You know it better than anyone alive besides Dumbledore."

"And as I said, it is a fickle mistress," said Grindelwald. "If you ask me, you are better off sticking with the wand that chose you as a child. I sometimes wonder if I would have won that duel against Albus without the cursed thing whispering cruelties in my ear. Better men than I have failed to control the wand, and many more will do so in the future."

"But if it makes you more powerful…?" Harry asked.

"Then I would have beaten Albus," Grindelwald shrugged. "It protected me against weaker men, that much is certain. But it cannot stand in for true talent. If you think the wand can help a sixteen-year-old boy stand a chance against a man as dangerous as Tom Riddle, you're a fool."

Harry pondered this. Unfortunately, he did not believe Grindelwald was lying in this instance. The Elder Wand clearly was not unbeatable as the legends said, since Grindelwald had lost to Dumbledore despite mastering it. And Dumbledore was not infallible either – Voldemort had nearly bested him in their last fight in the Atrium, which only ended in a draw because the Dark Lord was forced to retreat. Nothing suggested that Harry would suddenly be able to defeat Voldemort simply by virtue of holding the wand himself.

But what did this mean for Neville and the horcrux? Clearly mastering the Elder Wand by itself was not enough to save his life, as it hadn't saved any of its previous holders throughout history. But what about the three Hallows united? Could they, in unison, allow Neville to cross over to the plane of Death and return unscathed? Death himself had told Harry that he could have returned if his body had survived – would mastering the Hallows afford Neville the same privilege?

Grindelwald suddenly chuckled, as though reading Harry's mind. "No mortal man can cheat Death, Harry Potter," he sneered. "Many have tried and failed throughout history, but we all must go when our time comes."

"I don't believe that," Harry frowned. "Death can't be avoided, but it can be delayed. And I'll continue fighting as long as the slimmest possibility of survival exists."

"You want my advice?" said Grindelwald. "Run. Take your family out of Britain. Britain is doomed, no matter what Albus may believe. Why continue fighting for those who have nothing to offer you? Why throw yourself into harm's way repeatedly when you have a perfectly-good lifeboat to escape harm?"

"Because it's not the right thing to do," said Harry stubbornly. "The Potters have fought for the marginalized and downtrodden for centuries, and will continue to do so."

"And you never wonder why you are the last of your name?" Grindelwald laughed. "Why the Potters are not plentiful throughout Britain? Such an attitude is self-destructive and ultimately fruitless. Protect your heritage, Potter. Get yourself far away from Dumbledore the fool and Voldemort the inevitable. Let this other boy Longbottom fall on the sword as Albus intends."

Harry's heart sank at this last line. "Dumbledore knows Neville has to die?" he said quietly.

"Naturally," Grindelwald scoffed. "It's revolting, really, watching him wring his hands and prolong the inevitable. I would have struck the boy down immediately if I'd known the truth – assuming I cared about defeating Voldemort, of course. It will only get harder to do what must be done the older he gets. But Dumbledore never could bring himself to be as ruthless as war required him to be."

That gave Harry pause. Dumbledore was having second thoughts about Neville's fate? He had assumed the Headmaster would be brazen towards Neville's safety, knowing what he did about the horcrux, just as he had been towards Harry in his previous lifetime. But was that not truly the case? Did the man truly wish for the Boy Who Lived to do just that: live? Was he not the master manipulator Harry assumed him to be?

It didn't absolve Dumbledore of all his sins in Harry's eyes, of course. He had still been negligent about safety at Hogwarts in recent years, endangering his family unnecessarily multiple times. But there was a meaningful difference between well-intentioned mistakes and deliberate sabotage, and it seemed the Headmaster was not as guilty of the latter as Harry thought. Perhaps he, too, had misjudged the man based on his own biases and misconceptions. They were both being overly-cautious with the other out of fear for their own plans being disrupted.

Clearly that would have to change. Harry knew that the war was spiraling out of control as he and Dumbledore tip-toed around one another. It was time to try something different. Time to set aside his pride and open up to Dumbledore at last. To decide what to do with the pieces of the Hallows they were withholding from one another and find a cohesive path forward, together.

Grindelwald suddenly cocked his head, as though listening for some far-off sound. Harry sensed it too: a disturbance in the wards around them, a ripple in the fabric of magic governing this prison. He knew at once it could mean nothing good. And his fears were confirmed a moment later, when he heard a voice shout up from the grounds below the window:

"Intruder! You are surrounded! Come out now with your hands up, or you will be met with deadly force!"

"Ah, it seems the game is up," Grindelwald said, sounding genuinely disappointed. "This is generally the part where my visitors tend to panic and soil themselves...I wonder how you will respond?"

"Sorry to disappoint you, but this isn't the first scrape I've had to fight my way out of," Harry shrugged, lightly stretching to prepare himself. He'd had a feeling his presence here wouldn't go unnoticed for long, and based on the voices wafting in through the window, there were at least a dozen armed wizards waiting for him outside, if not more.

"Oh, what fun!" Grindelwald said gleefully. "We haven't had a fighter since the sixties...I believe his blood still stains the courtyard. I wish you the best of luck, Harry Potter."

"Thanks for your time, Mr. Grindel— er, Gellert," Harry corrected himself as he drew his wand. "You've been most helpful. Obliviate."

For a brief moment, he saw flashes of memory from his visit here playing across Grindelwald's mind. But as he tried to grasp them and erase their existence, they were suddenly yanked away from him, as though receding back into his subconscious. Harry fought to find them again, but found nothing but darkness staring back at him, until he was forcefully expelled from the man's mind, clutching his head in pain.

"Nice try, Harry," Grindelwald said, clicking his tongue in disapproval. "Not only am I a Seer, I have trained myself in Occlumency to prevent such crude tactics as memory modification. But fear not – your secrets are safe with me, for now. I suspect this will not be the last time we meet."

"I sincerely hope that you're wrong," Harry said honestly. He was in no hurry to clash with the brilliant and twisted mind of Grindelwald ever again.

"There is no escaping Fate, Harry Potter," Grindelwald chuckled. "If we are meant to cross paths again, it shall come to pass in due course. Until then, I will watch on with great interest." And he tapped his forehead, indicating that he did not need a visual line of sight to see what became of Harry from here. Harry merely shrugged as he turned to descend the stairwell.

He had more pressing worries at the moment than Grindelwald, of course. He fully believed that he was surrounded on all sides with no easy way out of here. He could feel the anti-Disapparation wards hovering over him like an oppressive weight, along with a similar ward that he knew instinctively would prevent his Portkey from functioning. He had two choices: make a run for the ward boundary to escape, or surrender and hope Sebastian Delacour could help him on the legal front.

Sorry, Fleur, Harry thought grimly as he prepared for a fight. He had no intention of going quietly. He needed to get back to Hogwarts and speak to Dumbledore as soon as possible. Grindelwald's treachery had kept them apart now for too long, and Harry needed to relieve the Headmaster of his burden. It was time to finally join forces and work together to defeat Voldemort – assuming he made it out of here alive, of course.

"You have thirty seconds to comply!" a voice shouted as Harry reached the foot of the stairs. "Or you will be considered a violent threat and exterminated!"

Harry crept to the nearest window and peered outside. He saw a dozen wizards standing in a semi-circle around the castle, all wearing the purple and gold of the International Confederation of Warlocks. That was an encouraging sign, at least: Harry knew the ICW forces were depleted and under-funded thanks to the meeting he'd attended the year before. He might stand a chance against these fighters, who would probably have become mercenaries if they were actually worth their salt in combat.

But he didn't want to engage them in a straight fight either. His best bet was subterfuge...luckily, he was skilled in the art of illusion. With a bit of luck, he could distract the guards long enough to make a run for it, then Portkey away once he reached the ward boundary they'd erected. And if that failed? Well, he hoped Sebastian Delacour could get him a good international lawyer.

Harry twirled his wand and whispered a few quick incantations under his breath. He had to work fast – the element of surprise would be key to his escape. When he was finished, he crept towards the door, hoping his mad plan would work.

"You have ten seconds!" one of the guards shouted from outside. "Five! Four. Three. Two—"

"Who goes there?"

The guard froze. High above the prison courtyard, a shadowy apparition had appeared, taking the cloaked form of a stranger some twenty feet tall. Harry hoped it looked menacing enough, his voice projecting through the smoky figure in a deep, booming register.

"Wh-who are you?" the guard demanded, his voice shaking a bit, which was encouraging.

"I am Death," Harry spoke through the towering figure. "You dare disturb me?"

"Enough of these games!" the guard demanded. "Come out with your hands up!"

"You refuse to bow before Death?" the shadowy figure chuckled. "Very well, then. DIE."

Harry sent the black smoke shooting outwards towards the guards, accompanied by loud screeches and deafening booms. The guards yelped in fear and leapt aside, as the smoke swooped over their heads, nipping at them from above. Harry made his move; concealed beneath Disillusionment and Silencing Charms, he sprinted through the courtyard, making a break for the cliffside.

The guards did not notice him at first, still getting to their feet. But as Harry ran, he felt himself run through an enchantment field, alerting them to his position. "There he is!" someone shouted, as the guards leapt back to attention, firing at Harry as he ran.

Harry erected a Barrier Charm to absorb the guards' spells. He reached the cliff's edge and jumped, diving headfirst into the chasm below. He quickly tapped his wand to his glasses, equipping them with a Night Vision Charm so that he could see the ground below him. He did not want to illuminate his way and give the guards an easier target.

This was a scenario where Harry badly wished he had his Firebolt. But he had the next best thing. With a swipe of his wand, he summoned a heavy gust of wind, running through the valley and catching him in his fall. His trajectory leveled out, now taking him horizontally through the valley, as though flying without a broom. He could not go very fast, and this method expended far more magic than a broom, but it would hopefully get the job done.

"After him!" Harry heard from above and behind him; he turned to see several guards jump after him, mounting broomsticks. Of course, he groaned. He fired several Concussive Charms into the air, hoping to disorient and slow his pursuers. He did not want to cast spells at the guards themselves, as even a simple Stunner would mean certain death from this high up. Harry would only kill if it became necessary.

The valley took him around a bend and through a narrow canyon. How far do their wards extend? Harry wondered. His magic was depleting fast from maintaining the current of wind, and he had not yet felt the tell-tale wash of magic that meant he had passed through the wards. More broomsticks were approaching him now, firing spells at him – they weren't close enough to be accurate yet, but that would change soon. Harry's clothes began to flash gold at intermittent intervals, which meant the Shield Charms imbued into his clothing were starting to be expended.

"Homunculi speculo!" Harry shouted. Two copies of himself sprang into being, which he directed in opposite directions – one shot straight upwards into the sky, while the other did an about-face and rushed back the way they'd come. A small handful of brooms split off to chase the copies, but the majority stayed on Harry. It was a minor distraction, but hopefully enough to buy him time.

"Surrender yourself, intruder!" a nearby guard shouted, his broom coming up alongside Harry. "You have nowhere to run!"

Harry knew that was likely the case. But he had to be nearing the ward boundary now. He swerved and dodged the guard's spells, holding off on fighting back. The valley was nearing its terminus, a high mountain ridge standing in his way...Harry knew he had mere seconds left before he ran out of room...he had to decide now whether to fight, to keep flying, or to simply surrender…

Then, he felt the warm wash of magic as he finally left the boundary of the anti-transportation wards. He plunged his hand into his robes and grabbed hold of his enchanted coin. The guard realized what had happened at the last moment: "No!"

"Fleur!"

Harry felt himself whisked away as the Portkey activated, sending him swirling away in a storm of magic and color. After a prolonged journey, his feet touched down in the Forest of Dean, the quiet night air of Britain welcoming him home with blissful silence.

But he did not remain idle. He had no idea if the British Ministry would be alerted to his arrival, so he Apparated away, re-appearing elsewhere in the countryside. He repeated the process several times, as he had after his Bulgaria outing, weakening the trail and sending any investigators on a wild goose chase. Finally, he Apparated himself out over open ocean, allowing himself to fall several hundred feet before making one last journey to Raven House.

Harry collapsed on the front porch, exhausted from the magic expenditure. He lay face-down in the grass, catching his breath, as he heard Fleur rush out from the house to meet him.

"'Arry!" she exclaimed, kneeling down beside him. "Are you 'urt? 'Ave you been Splinched?"

"No, I'm brilliant," Harry grinned, rolling over onto his back. "Thanks for asking."

"You look like you 'ave been in a fight," Fleur muttered disapprovingly. "What 'appened?"

"I got away, that's what happened," he chuckled. "Why, did you really think a dozen ICW guards could take me on?"

Fleur gave him an exasperated look, then slapped him lightly on the shoulder. "I told you to give yourself up," she sighed. "Why must you make me worry so?"

"Because I am a casse-cou," Harry said with a cheeky wink. "And because I didn't feel like sitting in an ICW cell for weeks on end, waiting for your father to show up."

Fleur pouted at Harry's renegade attitude, but sighed and sat beside him. "Did you find what you were looking for?" she asked.

"Sort of," said Harry. "Grindelwald is a fascinating man. I'm not sure how much I can trust what he told me, but I learned enough."

"Did he tell you about ze Hallows?" asked Fleur. "Can they truly make one 'Master of Death'?"

"That part I'm unsure about," said Harry. "But I know now what we have to do."

"And what is that?"

"It's time to go to Dumbledore," said Harry. "He has the Wand, Neville has the Cloak, and I have the Stone. The three of us need to sit down and have an honest conversation."

"You would willingly open up to them?" Fleur asked, sounding hopeful. "After the way they 'ave treated you?"

"Turns out it was Grindelwald's fault," Harry laughed bitterly. "He convinced Dumbledore I was going dark. That's what started all of this."

Harry saw quite clearly now how Gellert Grindelwald had secretly masterminded all of this. Poisoning Dumbledore's mind, causing him to push Harry away. Angering Harry, which only reinforced Dumbledore's false beliefs about him. Influencing Neville, who took the Headmaster's word at face value, not knowing any better himself. And Luna's prophecy had just been fuel to the fire – inconsequential in the end, except to stoke the flames by inviting interpretation and sowing further distrust between the three.

Well, no more. Harry knew it was time to come clean, to put it all out on the table. They were all victims here, and all to blame at the same time. And Harry was ready to put it behind him, to put an end to this war of words once and for all, so that they could focus on the war that truly mattered.

"I'm proud of you, 'Arry," said Fleur with a sad smile. "I know ze Headmaster can be untrustworthy, but 'e will make our job much easier."

Harry nodded and got to his feet shakily, accepting Fleur's help in doing so. "I'd better get back to the castle, then," he said, checking his watch – it was nearing midnight. "Before I lose my nerve."

"You are going now?" Fleur frowned. "Won't your father be worried?"

"He can wait until morning," said Harry. "I'll go straight home once I'm done. Promise."

Fleur nodded in understanding. "Should I come with you?" she offered.

"I don't think that would be wise," Harry sighed. "The three of us have to have an uncomfortable conversation. It might get messy. Tomorrow I'll contact you and Bill to figure out what our next steps are."

"Very well," said Fleur, giving him a final parting hug. "I am glad you are safe."

Harry, too, was glad to be safe. And for the first time in a while, he felt that perhaps the biggest danger of the war had passed. Once he came clean to Dumbledore and shared what he knew, much of the burden would finally be lifted, and he could take on the supporting role in the war everyone always wanted him to. That didn't sound so bad after all.

After saying farewell to Fleur, Harry Apparated back to Hogsmeade, which was silent and still at this late hour. He strode up the path to the school, which was blocked by the iron gate, still clamped shut to stop his progress. He tentatively cleared his throat.

"Erm...I'd like to come in," he said awkwardly. "I am a student here. Will you let me through?"

He wasn't actually sure if he was a Hogwarts student anymore. He'd intended to end his scholastic career when he left that morning, and Dumbledore might have expelled him after his outburst for all he knew. But to his surprise, the gate swung open at his request, granting him entrance. It seemed that he had not been expelled after all.

Maybe Dumbledore still has hope for me, Harry thought as he walked through the gate. That was a good omen...maybe it meant they had a productive talk ahead of them, if the Headmaster could keep an open mind.

The bright lights of the castle illuminated the dark grounds as Harry strode purposefully up the dirt path. It filled him with warmth – he hadn't expected to ever return here, much less so soon. He hoped his time here now would have a more positive outcome than when he left. Perhaps he, Dumbledore and Neville could all cease their petty squabbles and learn to trust one another at last. Perhaps this would be the turning point in the war, where the good guys finally set aside their differences to defeat a greater evil together.

But Harry quickly realized something was wrong. The warmth he felt was quite literal – it was as though the castle gave off a burning heat that he could feel scalding his skin, even from this distance. And the bright light was not just coming from the lamps illuminating the halls, either. Harry abruptly stopped in his tracks, horrified by the sight before him.

The Great Hall was on fire. And in the distance, Harry could hear the sound of students screaming.
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Harry stood frozen on the grounds for a long moment, trying to comprehend what he was seeing. Just sixteen hours ago he had left the Great Hall, where all was normal; now fire towered up towards the enchanted ceiling, dancing menacingly through the high windows. It defied comprehension.

Then, a window shattered from the heat, spraying glass out onto the grounds and spurring Harry into action. He sprinted up the path to the Entrance Hall, swiping his wand as he bounded up the steps. The great oak doors, which seemed to have been repaired since his exit, were blasted open again – this time, Harry doubted anyone would mind. He skidded around the corner to the Great Hall and surveyed the scene.

Fire seemed to be radiating upwards from the floor, where the four House tables normally sat – if they hadn't been reduced to charred splinters. Harry summoned a wave of water, sending it shooting across the Hall like a rippling blanket to cover the space. The fire momentarily ceased, but quickly ignited again, as though the source was coming from somewhere lower – below the floor.

The kitchens, Harry realized. He took off again, sprinting for the stairwell that led down to the kitchen and the Hufflepuff common room beyond. He flew through the halls at lightning speed, finally skidding to a halt before the painting of a bowl of fruit. He forced his hand to steady long enough to tickle the pear, causing the painting to swing forward, and he entered the kitchens.

Harry gasped at the horrific sight inside. Several dozen house-elves were standing in rows, atop the four tables that mirrored the House tables directly above in the Great Hall. Each of them held their hands upwards, fire spewing from their fingertips directly upwards, traveling through the enchanted layer between the two floors to consume the Hall above.

"What are you doing?" Harry shouted. "Stop this at once!"

He reached out for the nearest house-elf, grabbing its tiny arm and wrenching it away. The elf turned and stared blankly at Harry for a moment, its bulbous eyes gray and featureless. The elf snapped its fingers, and Harry was sent flying backwards, crashing into a pillar as the elf resumed its fiery summoning.

These elves have been bewitched, Harry thought as he picked himself up off the floor, wincing. That could not be a good sign. He plunged his hand into his robes, withdrawing one of the potion toolkits he'd prepared for his trip to Nurmengard and thankfully kept with him. He located the compartment he'd expected to use the least and opened it, twirling his wand to summon the liquid within into a thin wall of viscous liquid. He jabbed forward, sending the wall of liquid forward.

The Thief's Downfall passed over every house-elf as it flew across the room. One by one they lowered their hands, blinking and coming back to their senses, the Imperius Curses lifted. The fire ceased as each of them realized what had happened.

"What has we done?" one of the elves wailed. "We has been hoodwinked!"

"What happened to you all?" Harry demanded. "Who did this to you?"

"W-we is told to be helpful to all students!" wailed another elf, wringing her hands together miserably. "We never imagined one would give us such terrible instructions...would use us to do such terrible things—"

"Who?" Harry pressed. "Which student?"

"D-Draco Malfoy!" the elf wailed. "He summoned us to bring those...awful people into the castle, and they cursed us, forced us to destroy the beautiful Great Hall…"

Harry froze. Draco was here? He'd come back to the castle? And brought people with him? "What awful people are you talking about?" he demanded. "Who did he bring with him?"

The elf seemed to not want to say. "T-they all wore those terrible masks," she trembled. "And had those black marks on their arms…"

Death Eaters, Harry realized. Of all the days he'd chosen to leave the school, of course it would be tonight, when Draco sprung his trap! How dare he bring Death Eaters into the school? Didn't he realize the danger they would put the students in? His blood boiled with anger, but he could not focus on Draco right now. He had to remain calm and figure out a course of action.

"Go to Dumbledore," Harry instructed the nearest elf. "He'll know what to do."

"B-but the Headmaster is not here!" the elf wailed. "He is not answering our calls for help!"

This was getting worse by the minute. With Dumbledore gone, the castle was undefended, leaving the students to the whims of the Death Eaters who had broken in. And what if Voldemort was with them…?

No, Harry told himself. Don't assume the worst. He needed to do what he could to help protect the students, and panicking wouldn't help him do that.

"Round up any students out in the castle and bring them to the common rooms," Harry instructed the elves. "Protect them and tell them to stay where they are."

"We will!" one of the elves piped up, sounding relieved to have a viable order to follow. The elves began to disappear with soft pops as Harry turned to exit the kitchen.

As soon as he did so, he ran into a group of Hufflepuffs, led by Ron Weasley. "Potter?" said Ron, surprised. "What the hell are you doing here?"

"What the hell are you doing, out of your common room?" Harry demanded. A dozen students stood behind Ron, seemingly taking after his lead. "Are you mental?! There are Death Eaters in the castle."

The group gasped and muttered nervously at this news. But Ron looked unfazed. "Tell us what to do," he said resolutely. "We'll help you fight."

"You'll do no such thing," said Harry firmly. "Go back to your common room. You want no part in this fight."

"But this is what we've been training for!" Ron insisted, and several others nodded vigorously in agreement. "To fight those bastards!"

"It wasn't a suggestion," said Harry. He saw Damian among the crowd of eager students, as well as others who were underage, and he wanted them nowhere near the Death Eaters. "Go back to the common room, Ron, and stay put until it's safe."

"Not happening, mate," said Ron, shaking his head. "We've been 'staying put' all year. If those dark bastards want to bring the fight to us, we'll happily give them one."

Harry huffed in frustration; he was wasting time here. He drew his wand and swiped it furiously; the students were pushed forcefully back, sliding harmlessly down the corridor back towards their common room. For good measure, Harry summoned a heavy steel cage, blocking their exit.

"Do not leave again," he ordered, before turning and running back towards the Entrance Hall. The last thing he needed was to worry about his underage family members rushing into the fray, looking for trouble. He had no idea what kind of danger the school faced, but if Draco went to all this trouble, it was likely a lethal endeavor.

For the second time that day, Harry cursed himself for not grabbing the Marauder's Map before leaving the school. He didn't think he'd need it for his excursion from the castle, but now he felt blind without it. A simple Summoning Charm would do no good – he had warded his school trunk against such magical disruptions. He was faced with a dilemma: should he head straight to Ravenclaw Tower to find the Map, wasting valuable time, or try to find a teacher first and address the threat head-on?

His question was answered for him when he heard an explosion somewhere above him, in the eastern wing of the castle. He took off in that direction, deciding the immediate threat was more important. He was terrified by the thought of Dahlia or Lily being hunted down, but had to trust that they would know to keep themselves safe. He had to do what he could to keep anyone else out of the firing line, if possible.

Harry leapt up two flights of stairs in seconds and wheeled around a corner. He encountered a corridor that looked like it had withstood a colossal explosion – stone debris littered the ground, and the walls were charred black. At the center of the blast site lay an unmoving body, which Harry swiftly moved towards. To his dismay, the figure wore Auror robes, and when he turned the man over, he groaned at the sight of Kingsley Shacklebolt, kind eyes staring blankly to the sky, devoid of all life.

"Ennervate," Harry whispered, tapping his wand to Kingsley's chest. But nothing happened – there was no coming back from his grievous wounds. He was dead.

Anger coursed through Harry as he gently lay Kingsley back on the ground. Whoever had done this had serious blood on their hands now. This was no mere assassination attempt on somebody in the castle – it was an act of terror against the wizarding world itself. This could not stand. He had to avenge this loss somehow.

Approaching footsteps caught Harry's attention; he wheeled around, wand poised to strike, only to find Minerva McGonagall's wand pointed right back at him. They lowered their wands at the same time.

"Potter?" McGonagall frowned. "What are you—?" And she took in a sharp intake of breath at the sight of Kingsley, lying lifeless beside Harry. "What has happened to Auror Shacklebolt?"

"He's dead," Harry said bitterly. "Professor, where is the Headmaster?"

"I—I don't know," McGonagall muttered, still staring in shock at Kingsley's body. "He put me in charge temporarily while he was away...but he didn't not say when he would return...I never thought this would happen in his absence…"

"Who is watching the Gryffindors in your place?" Harry implored her. "Is there somebody keeping them safe?"

"I...I deputized your mother as temporary Head of House," said McGonagall. "She said she would take them to Gryffindor Tower."

That was good news, Harry thought – if one of the Potter women was again the target of this plot, at least they would be in a semi-secured location, with others around to help defend them. Could the combined efforts of one house keep an unknown number of Death Eaters out of Gryffindor Tower? Harry wasn't sure, but it was better than knowing Dahlia was somewhere else in the castle, exposed and alone.

Harry and McGonagall were interrupted by a loud crash somewhere above them. Harry turned towards the source, then back to his professor.

"Go to the Gryffindors," he told her. "Help keep them safe. Do not let any students involve themselves in the fight."

"But where are you—?" McGonagall stammered, before Harry took off down the hall again. Now that he felt more secure about his family members being safe, he wanted to end this quickly before anyone else could get hurt – or worse. He took the stairs four at a time, following the distant sounds of crashing until he located the source.

Except, it was not what he expected it to be at all. Peeves was zooming along the ceiling on the fifth floor, cackling and unscrewing chandeliers, causing them to fall and shatter one by one upon the stone floor.

"The Headmaster is away, and Peeves is out to play!" the poltergeist giggled as he let loose another chandelier. But Harry caught it with his wand and returned it to its fixture.

"Peeves!" Harry barked. "Stop this at once! You are making matters worse!"

Peeves stuck out his raspberry tongue at Harry. "Peeves doesn't take orders from ickle studentses!" he taunted. "No matter who their daddy is!"

"There are killers loose in the castle, Peeves," Harry said sternly. "The students are in grave danger. Do you think that is a laughing matter?"

That sobered up Peeves somewhat. He was a troublemaker and a prankster, but still beholden to student safety and well-being. "Peeves was unaware," he said solemnly.

"Why don't you make yourself useful and slow the killers down?" Harry suggested. "Find them and start dropping chandeliers on their heads or something."

Peeves grinned mischievously at the destructive suggestion. "An excellent idea!" Peeves beamed. And he zoomed off through a nearby wall, hopefully to cause some productive chaos for once.

The castle wing fell silent in Peeves' absence, and Harry paused, unsure of where to go next. He felt blind without the Marauder's Map, unable to distinguish friend from foe, danger from distraction. Ravenclaw Tower was not far from here, maybe two or three minutes if he ran. That was valuable time lost, with plenty of room for mayhem in the meantime, but retrieving the Map would allow him to zero in on the threat much more quickly and effectively.

So he took off for the tower, praying that his school trunk was still in his dorm as he had left it that morning. Surely it would be, if he was still enrolled until the official end of the school year. The gate at the ward boundary had opened for him, which was an encouraging sign – it meant the magic of the school itself still recognized him as a student.

He arrived at the entrance to the Ravenclaw common room two minutes later, huffing and puffing from the effort. "What can be swallowed, but also swallow you in return?" asked the bronze eagle statue standing guard above the door.

Harry considered the riddle. "Pride," he eventually panted.

"Well-reasoned," said the eagle, as the door swung open to grant him entrance. Harry ran through and clambered up the stairway into the common room.

But as soon as he did so, he sensed danger as roughly a dozen curses were sent his way. He hastily erected a Shield Charm, which buckled and nearly cracked under the force. Harry retreated to the stairs for safety as a familiar voice shouted: "Who goes there?!"

"Peace, you dolts!" Harry shouted back. "It's Harry Potter!"

"Potter?" the voice said in a softer tone. "What the hell are you doing here?"

Harry crept forward to peer over the top step into the common room. The gathered tables and bookshelves around the room had been overturned and stacked up in a barrier structure, as dozens of students huddled behind it for safety. Harry saw Terry Boot standing guard near the front, wand aimed at the stairs, looking stunned by Harry's appearance.

"What d'you mean, what am I doing here?" Harry demanded. "It's my bloody common room, isn't it?"

"We thought you left the school this morning!" piped up Michael Corner. "Which means you wouldn't be a Ravenclaw anymore, doesn't it?"

"Well, I'm back now," Harry said hotly. "And I'd like to go to my dorm, if you don't mind." He strode up the steps again, only to be forced back by more spells sent his way.

"Flitwick told us not to let anyone in, no matter what," said Anthony Goldstein.

"I doubt he meant fellow students!" Harry retorted. "Quit being idiots and let me through!"

The Ravenclaws muttered amongst themselves, debating what to do. "I don't like it," Terry Boot muttered. "He could have let those Death Eaters in, for all we know."

"Are you mental?!" Harry scoffed. "Why would I do such a thing?"

"Where the hell did you go this morning, then?" demanded Michael Corner. "Awfully convenient that the school is attacked hours after you blew up at the Headmaster."

Harry was in disbelief. Sure, he had a bit of a shady reputation, but surely his classmates didn't believe he'd gone that dark, did they? He would never endanger his fellow students by introducing serial murderers into the school! He peeked over the top step again, spotting Hermione Granger among the second row of students, eyeing him nervously.

"Talk sense into them, will you, 'Mione?" Harry implored her. "Tell them they're being daft and let me through!"

Hermione looked conflicted, biting her lip nervously. "P-Professor Flitwick did tell us not to let anyone through," she muttered. "I'm sorry, Harry, but I don't think it's wise."

"Not you too!" Harry groaned. "C'mon, Hermione, I'm not a dark wizard! You don't buy the shite the Prophet is saying, do you?"

"N-no, of course not!" Hermione stammered. "It's just...Professor Flitwick said—"

"We're running out of time here!" Harry huffed. Off in the distance, he heard another crash, and had no way of knowing if it came from Peeves, or the Death Eaters, or both. "Move aside, everyone – I need to get into my dorm and collect my things, now!"

"Not gonna happen, Potter," growled Terry Boot, planting himself firmly behind the barricade, wand at the ready. "Gotta protect our own."

Our own, Harry chuckled humorlessly to himself. The implication was clear: Harry was not one of them, not anymore. The school might recognize him as a student, but his classmates clearly did not. The ripple effects of his outburst that morning were still being felt, even though the moment felt like a lifetime ago by now.

Another boom in the distance told Harry he was wasting too much time. He had to make a decision: retreat now, or fight his way through half of Ravenclaw to retrieve the Marauder's Map. He could make his apologies later once the true threat was dispatched. But was it worth the effort? Would he waste valuable time (and magical stamina) obtaining the Map? Or should he simply continue searching for the threat in the castle, flying blind?

Suddenly, someone gasped and rushed to the nearby window. "What is that?!" Padma Patil demanded shakily. A few other students followed her, gasping and whimpering at whatever they saw outside.

Harry retreated halfway down the stairwell, where a single window granted him a westward view where the others were looking. His heart dropped into his stomach when he saw what they had seen: a ghastly, green apparition of smoke and stars, twinkling above the Astronomy Tower. The Dark Mark.

Has someone else been killed? Harry thought in horror. Who could it be? And who had dealt the killing blow?

"Stay here!" Harry barked up at the Ravenclaws, before retreating down the stairwell and sprinting off. He knew now where to go. Where the enemy was. And he was itching for action.

Unfortunately, the Astronomy Tower was on the opposite end of the castle as Ravenclaw Tower, meaning he had quite the trek to get there. Even with his enhanced stamina and reflexes, he was running on pure adrenaline, aching all over from his long trek across the Swiss Alps mere hours before. But he would not slow down, would not run out of energy, not when the lives of others were on the line.

Harry skidded around a corner into the western wing of the castle, pausing when he heard moaning coming from nearby. Holding his wand aloft, he followed the sound to a small alcove slightly away from the main corridor. He was horrified by the sight of Mark Davis, bleeding profusely from the neck, as Daphne Greengrass and Tracey Davis desperately tried to console him.

"It's okay, M-Mark!" Tracey sniffed as she tried in vain to stem her cousin's bleeding. "You're going to be j-just fine!"

"What happened?" Harry demanded as he entered the alcove. The two girls jumped at the sight of him.

"Harry?" breathed Tracey in shock. "How did you get here?"

Harry didn't respond, kneeling beside Mark to assess the damage. Blood was oozing out of two puncture wounds directly over his carotid artery. Harry twirled his wand to repair the damage, but as soon as the skin reformed itself, it bubbled and re-opened again, continuing to gush blood.

"This is a cursed wound," he muttered. "What was it that got you, Mark?"

"Dunno," Mark grunted, his face white as a sheet. "Some bloke just jumped on top of me and bit me."

A werewolf? Harry wondered. It wasn't a full moon, and he hadn't seen a false one hanging above the castle. Could Mark be turned by an un-transformed werewolf? The thought of a werewolf attacking someone while still in human form was disturbing enough.

Harry conjured a handkerchief and pressed it firmly against the wound to staunch the bleeding. He also procured his potion toolkit, uncorking the Blood Replenisher and pouring it down Mark's throat.

"Have any of you seen Neville tonight?" Harry asked the trio. He was the one other possible attack target Harry had yet to see tonight.

"N-not since dinner," Mark panted. "S-said he had to meet with Dumbledore. Haven't seen him since."

Had Neville left the castle with Dumbledore earlier that evening? What were they doing? And when did they plan on returning? Harry had a million more questions, but now wasn't the time to ask them. "I need a house-elf!" he called out.

An elf appeared before them with a small pop, gasping at the sight of Mark bleeding on the ground. "A student has been injured!" it wailed. "Shall Mipsy take him to the Hospital Wing?"

"Take him to St. Mungo's," said Harry. "Tell them it was likely a werewolf bite. And bring these two with you – they'll be safer there."

"What about you?" Daphne asked worriedly. "Won't you come with us?"

"No," Harry muttered, getting back to his feet. "I'm going to kill that sonuvabitch." He had a strong suspicion who had attacked Mark...there were only so many werewolves left in Britain after the potion cure became mandatory, and if they were among Voldemort's most faithful, it could only be one of a handful of people. And Harry now had a strong inkling of where they might be lurking.

"Mipsy will take you three now," said the elf, extending its hand towards Daphne, Tracey and Mark.

"Wait!" said Daphne before accepting the hand, looking up at Harry pleadingly. "Will you tell Ron I love him?"

Harry sighed; that was far from his top priority at the moment. "If I can," he said. "Now go."

Daphne nodded forlornly and took Mipsy's hand. The elf disappeared with another pop, taking Mark and the two girls with him, leaving only a pool of dark red blood behind.

Harry couldn't stay and ponder things for long. He took off again for the Astronomy Tower, hoping he was not yet too late to catch the culprit. Someone had set off the Dark Mark, and historically, it was only done after someone had been killed. He had to hurry if he was going to catch the killer.

He finally reached the tower and began the long trek up the winding steps, heart racing all the while. What would he find at the top? One of his family members, injured or worse, with Draco's mission complete? Perhaps Neville in mortal danger of some kind? Voldemort himself, waiting to spring a trap? He couldn't do anything about it if the latter was true, and if it was one of the former, he couldn't bear to do nothing, so he pressed onward.

He slowed his pace as he reached the top level, the moonlight peeking in over the ramparts. It was eerily quiet – if anyone was indeed there, they were being quite careful not to be seen or heard. Harry ascended the final steps, arriving at the top of the tower, wand raised for anything. Shadows were cast all over the place, making it difficult to tell if anyone was lurking just out of sight.

"Show yourself," Harry announced clearly, his voice ringing across the grounds. "No sudden moves."

There came no response. Harry frowned...surely there had to be a mistake. The Dark Mark was still glittering high overhead...it had to have been cast from here. But why? And by whom? Something was fishy, and Harry didn't like it one bit. He stepped forward into the center of the tower, out of the shadows, lowering his wand in confusion—

Then Harry's arm snapped upwards, his Shield Charm erecting just in time to save him from a flurry of spells erupting from a darkened corner. The spells were powerful, causing his Shield to ripple and flare wildly. This was no ordinary wizard or witch he was dealing with.

Harry did not remain idle. He dropped his Shield and fired a salvo of his own, before rolling away to the right, into a more shadowy spot. He saw a Shield appear to absorb his spells, before the mysterious intruder threw more spells at the spot Harry had just vacated. Harry felt the power radiating off the errant spells, even as they harmlessly sailed over the parapets into the night.

I need to end this quickly, Harry realized. He was in no state for a prolonged battle with a skilled opponent – he was running on fumes, exhausted from the day's events. Adrenaline was all he had on his side, and he had to convert it to a quick victory, or he would soon be overwhelmed.

So he turned up the pressure, doubling his rate of spell-casting in an attempt to overpower the enemy through brute force. It would leave him exposed to a potential counter-attack if the enemy adapted well, but Harry had to take that chance – it was all or nothing.

The unseen opponent parried each of Harry's quick casts, but stumbled, proving that Harry had him on the back foot. He pressed onward, keeping up the pressure, pushing through the fatigue in a furious effort to end the fight here and now.

The opponent's defensive work grew sloppier as Harry's relentless assault bore down upon him. With one great final effort, Harry shattered the man's Shield Charm with a Blasting Curse, sending him flying backwards into the balustrade of the tower. He heard the man's wand clatter to the stone floor; with a flick of his wand, Harry Summoned it to his hand, effectively ending the fight.

"Bloody hell," Harry panted, doubling over from the extreme effort the fight had required. He heard his opponent groan in discomfort, sliding to the ground in defeat. Harry strode forward, lighting his wand tip so that he could secure the man properly. When he finally saw who it was, he nearly dropped his wand in shock.

"Professor Dumbledore?!" he gasped.

"Harry!" said Dumbledore, a look of despair in his eyes as he lay at Harry's feet. "What have you done? Why are you doing this?"

"I didn't know it was you!" Harry protested. "I came to check what happened up here—"

"You summoned the Dark Mark!" Dumbledore said weakly. "You allowed Death Eaters into the castle!"

"I...what are you talking about?" Harry frowned. "Sir, you aren't making any sense."

"I knew this day would come," Dumbledore sighed heavily. "I have failed you, my boy. I knew you were turning Dark, and didn't do enough to save you."

Something was very wrong with this picture. Dumbledore looked delirious, eyes glossy and struggling to focus on Harry's face, as sweat poured down his weathered face in rivulets. He was favoring his left side, hunched over and clutching his right arm. Harry lowered his lit wand tip and was horrified to see that the arm was blackened and shriveled-looking.

"Sir…" said Harry slowly. "Is that a Rotting Curse?"

Surely it couldn't be...had Dumbledore been to Little Hangleton this evening? Had he located the ring horcrux and attempted to retrieve it, only to fall to Bill's Rotting Curse that had been left behind on the fake replacement? How could a wizard of Dumbledore's caliber be fooled by such a crude, obvious trap?

Dumbledore did not answer Harry's question. He continued to ramble semi-coherently, looking up at Harry in horror. "You had so much potential," he lamented. "So much to live for...only to throw it all away…"

"Will you shut up?" Harry groaned, looking around the tower for answers. How had Dumbledore gotten up here? There were two broomsticks leaning up against the far wall, which Harry was sure didn't belong there. Had someone else arrived earlier? Harry hadn't passed anyone on the way up...where could they have gone? Were they responsible for casting the Dark Mark?

Just as Harry was contemplating how to get Dumbledore help, he heard rapid footsteps approaching from down below. He whipped around to see Severus Snape emerge from the stairs; the two stood across the tower from one another, wands pointed suspiciously at each other.

Before either could act, Dumbledore spotted Snape and began to speak again. "Severus," he said weakly. "Harry has betrayed us...please, you must stop him, before it's too late…"

"Potter?" said Snape, looking confused. "What is going on here?"

Harry opened his mouth to respond, but once again Dumbledore spoke up in his place. "I have warned you repeatedly, Severus!" Dumbledore pleaded. "The boy is tempted by the dark and is not to be trusted! He must be dealt with!"

"What did you do, Potter?" Snape growled at him, eyes searching Harry's for answers.

"He attacked me!" Harry protested. "And he's clearly delusional! Look at his arm—"

"Harry will jeopardize everything I have planned!" Dumbledore insisted. "Severus, you must stop him! The outcome of the war depends on it—"

"What the bleedin' hell is goin' on up here?" another voice demanded. Both Harry and Snape wheeled around; a new group of witches and wizards had appeared atop the tower, hurrying up the steps. Among them was a terrified-looking Draco Malfoy; the others Harry recognized as Death Eaters, including Amycus and Alecto Carrow, Barty Crouch Jr., Ivan Mulciber Sr., Rodolphus and Rabastan Lestrange, and most chillingly, Fenrir Greyback. The latter had dried blood caking his mouth and neck, confirming to Harry who had attacked Mark Davis earlier.

The Death Eaters froze when they spotted Harry. All raised their wands at once to fight, before Snape stood in between them.

"Peace, you idiots!" Snape snarled. "You came here for a single mission. We mustn't get side-tracked."

"That's the damned Minister's son!" shouted Amycus Carrow. "The Potter boy!"

"Whom the Dark Lord has explicitly forbidden you to harm," Snape pointed out. "He is not to be engaged with."

"Like hell he isn't," snarled Rodolphus Lestrange, eyeing Harry with pure hatred. "That bastard murdered my wife."

"Out of self-preservation of his own family," Snape reminded him. "Lower your wand, Rodolphus, lest you do something that displeases your master." Rodolphus did not look happy with this scenario, but he acquiesced, lowering his wand but continuing to give Harry a spiteful death glare.

"What the hell is he doin' here, then?" demanded Alecto Carrow. "He's gonna bugger up our mission!"

"If you had two brain cells to rub together, you'd notice that the mission is nearly complete," Snape sneered. The Death Eaters looked around for the first time to see Dumbledore collapsed on the ground, eyes going wide at the sight.

"Feckin' hell, that's Dumbledore!" shouted Amycus excitedly. "Good show, Severus, you got 'im!"

"I got here only moments before you did," said Snape. "It was Potter who defeated him."

"Impossible," frowned Mulciber. "Potter's no dark wizard. Why would he turn against Dumbledore?"

"You have clearly not taken me seriously in my recent briefings to the Dark Lord—" Snape huffed.

"Oh, this conspiracy nonsense again!" Barty Crouch groaned. "I don't buy it! A Potter, going rogue? With his father being who he is? No chance."

"Who are you to assume Potter is just like his father?" Snape retorted. "You, of all people, Bartemius?"

The Death Eaters continued to bicker amongst themselves as Harry stood off to one side, stunned. It took him a moment to realize what was happening. It appeared that Snape was defending him, was buying him time by playing into the narrative that Harry was some kind of budding dark wizard. The other Death Eaters seemed not to buy it, eyeing Harry with extreme wariness and suspicion.

Meanwhile, Dumbledore continued to ramble on from his prone position, sounding weaker and weaker by the moment. "What would James think if he saw what was happening here?" the old man croaked. "If he saw how I failed his family? How I let his son fall into the hands of Voldemort?"

"What's the old geezer whinin' about?" demanded Alecto Carrow, pointing at Dumbledore.

"Clearly he has been subjected to a severe Rotting Curse, courtesy of Mr. Potter," Snape sneered. "By the looks of it, he has perhaps an hour or two left to live. So I recommend we quit arguing and figure out our next moves."

"Well, Draco, it's your lucky day," said Alecto, giving the uncomfortable boy a kiss on the cheek. "The old man is weakened and ready for you. Time to restore your family honor and complete your mission."

"Hang on," frowned Barty Crouch, eyes still narrowed in suspicion. "We should bring Dumbledore to the Dark Lord. Lockhart is with him – he can figure out what he knows before he dies."

"But the mission was to make sure the old man croaks it!" protested Amycus. "We have 'im here, dead to rights – why spare 'im now?"

"Think of all we could gather from his mind!" said Crouch, eyes alight with excitement. "Information about his precious Order...secrets from inside the Ministry...it's an opportunity we cannot pass up on!"

Harry's stomach churned at the thought. He was all but certain now that Dumbledore had been hunting horcruxes this evening before returning to the castle. If Voldemort discovered that fact, all his efforts would be lost.

And Dumbledore did not appear to be in any state to resist Lockhart's Mind-Reaving efforts, still muttering helplessly to himself. "The ring was a fake…" the Headmaster mumbled, eyes closed in discomfort. "I was a fool not to see it before...to touch it without checking for traps first…"

I should Stun him, Harry thought worriedly. He's saying too much...he might reveal the secret before I can stop him… But what good would a Stunner do? Lockhart would be able to revive him and tear apart his mind with ease. Harry could attempt to Obliviate him, but how could he, with so many witnesses watching, and without knowing precisely what Dumbledore knew?

The other option was to try and fight his way out of this. But there were over half a dozen trained and dangerous Death Eaters standing in his way, all with their wands at the ready – if he made any move, they would strike. He was in no state to fight them all at once, fatigued from his long journey and the effort it took to overpower Dumbledore, who remained a powerful foe even in his weakened state.

Meanwhile, the Death Eaters had turned to Draco. "Do it now, Draco," Amycus was imploring the boy. "And we can go home as heroes. The Dark Lord will reward us for taking down 'is biggest foe."

"We should take him with us!" Barty Crouch insisted. "The Dark Lord will understand leaving Dumbledore alive if we can bring him to Lockhart. The opportunity is too valuable to pass up."

"Do you wish to be the one to deliver the news that we failed to complete the mission?" Snape asked pointedly. "His orders were quite clear, and Draco must be the one to—"

"Look at the poor kid!" Barty insisted, shoving Draco forward. "Does he look like he's in a state to kill? He can barely stand up straight!"

Indeed, Draco looked pale and deathly afraid of every single person on the tower with him. His eyes flitted from Dumbledore, to Harry, to Snape, to the cadre of Death Eaters behind him, clearly finding no comfort in any of them.

"Draco, the time is now," said Snape. "You must finish the task the Dark Lord has given you."

Snape grabbed him by the collar and thrust him forward towards Dumbledore, who was deliriously muttering to himself on the ground. If ever there was a time to strike the Headmaster down, it would be now.

Draco pointed his wand at Dumbledore, hand visibly shaking. Every eye was upon him now, watching, waiting with bated breath. Even Harry found himself wondering what would happen, what he should do. Should I stop him? he wondered. Is it safer to let this play out? Does Dumbledore know too much to be left alive? He felt sick for even thinking this way, but he knew the fate of the war hung in the balance, depending on what happened to Dumbledore in the next hour.

But Draco didn't seem able to go through with it. In fact, he looked like he was going to be sick. His wand arm slowly lowered to the floor, as tears filled his eyes and he looked down at the ground in shame. "I can't," he shuddered. "I can't do it."

"See? The boy is too weak," Barty sneered, stepping forward to take Draco's place. "We'll take him back to the manor, summon Lockhart to see what he knows. That way we'll still have positive news to report."

Snape looked uncomfortable by this prospect, glancing surreptitiously at Harry. "Dumbledore is dangerous to keep alive, even in his current state," he remarked. "You realize the risk we're taking?"

"We'll Stun and bind him," Barty sneered. "And he's got no wand. Besides, he'll be dead in an hour either way, won't he?"

"I say we put it to a vote," said Mulciber. "All those in favor of killing him now?"

Both Carrows raised their hands, along with Fenrir Greyback, who was looking hungrily down upon the Headmaster as though he wished to bite into him then and there. Snape also raised his, glaring at Draco to do the same, but the blonde boy stared fixedly at his feet, unable to do so.

"And those in favor of taking him to Lockhart alive?"

Crouch's hand shot up into the air, as did both Lestrange brothers. Mulciber begrudgingly joined them, and after a few steadying breaths, Draco raised his, relieving him of his burden.

"That's five to four," said Crouch, turning to Snape. "Shall we bind him up and go, then?"

Snape hesitated. "Our orders were very clear," he said in a strained voice. "We kill him and leave. Nothing else."

"But if we can deliver him alive, that's even better!" Mulciber pointed out. "He'll surely forgive us for bringing him such a gift."

"And if the transport goes wrong?" Snape pointed out. "If more Aurors show up to stop us?"

"Like who, Shacklebolt?" Rabastan Lestrange guffawed. "The Aurors are a shadow of what they once were. They can't stop us, not anymore."

Harry could tell that Snape did not want to go through with this plan. He, like Harry, was put in a difficult position here, forced to choose between his allegiances and determine the outcome of the war. Perhaps he feared Voldemort learning what side Snape was truly on once Dumbledore's knowledge came to light. And Harry alone knew that was the least of their concerns.

"Oh, enough wasting time," Crouch huffed, shoving Snape off to the side. "Move aside, Severus. I'll restrain him myself, then we'll go."

"No."

Harry stepped forward from the shadows, wand at the ready. The Death Eaters glared at him, brandishing their wands at him; but to their surprise, he turned his back on them, facing Dumbledore.

The Headmaster stared up at him in dismay. "It's not too late, Harry," Dumbledore pleaded. "You can change. You can reform. Don't throw your life away for a bit of power...it's not worth it."

"Stop talking like you know me!" Harry growled. "You haven't the slightest idea who I really am!" It was hard enough doing what he needed to do next. Dumbledore was only making it worse by twisting the knife with his incorrect assumptions, his false judgment.

"You have doomed the wizarding world, Harry," said Dumbledore, a single tear running down his cheek. "Just as I always knew you would."

A new emotion bubbled up within Harry now: hatred. He hated that the Headmaster had put him in this position. Hated that he continued to assume the worst in his pupil. Hated that he was so easily hoodwinked by Grindelwald. Hated that the man's secrets and lies had driven a wedge between them, forming a rift that would never be repaired.

Harry hadn't been sure he could muster the strength to do it before. To perform the act of cruel mercy that would protect the secret of the horcruxes from Voldemort. But now, he had all the fuel he needed. He looked down upon his former Headmaster with anger and resentment, raising his wand and saying the dreaded two words:

"Avada Kedavra."

A current of what felt like hot electricity ran down Harry's arm and exploded from his wand in a burst of green light. The Killing Curse struck Dumbledore directly in the chest, and the man jerked violently before falling still, the last vestiges of life leaving his tear-filled eyes for the last time.
Year 6-20: Defector and Deflector

Harry felt like he was somewhere outside his body, floating over the Astronomy Tower, looking down upon the surreal scene from above. Dumbledore, dead at his feet. Harry himself, heaving with mixed emotions at the sight of his fallen ex-mentor. And a score of shocked Death Eaters standing behind him, in disbelief at what had just happened.

"Feckin' hell," breathed Amycus Carrow. "The kid actually did it."

That seemed to break the spell. Snape went in motion, taking charge of the situation. "We must leave at once," he ordered. "Get to the ward boundary and Apparate away before the Aurors arrive."

"Can't we cause a tad more chaos before we go?" asked Alecto Carrow, sounding like a pouting child. "Set some more fires? Play with some more younglings?" Fenrir Greyback nodded eagerly at this last suggestion.

"No!" Snape said sharply, rounding on them both. "We have completed our mission. We must avoid all distractions and return to our master with the news."

"What about him?" demanded Barty Crouch, motioning towards Harry.

"He comes with us," said Snape. "Go, now!"

The authoritative command seemed to break through the shock of the moment. The Death Eaters began to descend the steps of the tower, laughing gleefully at their great success. Draco slunk off after them, looking shell-shocked. Harry remained rooted in place, still staring blankly at the dead Headmaster lying in a heap beneath the parapet.

Then, Snape grabbed him by the collar and dragged him towards the stairs. "Come with me, Potter," he whispered in Harry's ear as they headed back down into the castle. "Say nothing to anybody. We will sort this out once we are in a safe location."

Harry could not bring himself to argue, to resist. He simply followed along after Snape, completely numb and unable to muster any kind of resistance. It was as though his great act of betrayal had drained him of everything: energy, empathy, emotion. He could manage nothing except to put one foot in front of the other and trust Severus Snape, of all people, to guide him out of this mess somehow.

The party exited the Astronomy Tower and swiftly descended the Great Stairwell. As they reached the Entrance Hall, they heard a high-pitched voice confront them, making Harry's stomach turn: "What has happened?! Severus, what have you done?"

Professor Flitwick stood between them and the great oak doors, trembling with anger and dismay. He must have been keyed into the school wards and sensed what had happened to the Headmaster. Flitwick's gaze landed on Harry at the back of the group, eyes widening in shock and despair.

"Avada Kedavra," spat Alecto Carrow, aiming her wand at the professor. But Snape's hand shot out, deflecting her arm and sending the bolt of green death listing off to the right, splashing harmlessly into the wall.

"We kill no one else," Snape barked at her. "Our orders were to get out as quickly as possible." Alecto sneered at him, but lowered her wand anyway.

Her brother, Amycus, was less benevolent. He engaged Flitwick in a brief duel; the older professor was able to parry his attacks easily enough, but when Mulciber and the Lestranges joined in, he was quickly overwhelmed. A well-timed Stunner from Barty Crouch finally toppled the former Dueling Master.

With a flick of Amycus' wand and a laugh of glee, the professor was sent rocketing up to the ceiling thirty feet overhead, crashing into it with great force. Harry cast a silent Cushioning Charm on the man as he tumbled back to earth, ensuring he would survive the fall; Flitwick nonetheless crumpled into a heap in the corner and moved no more.

Snape led the way out onto the darkened grounds. Where are the bloody Aurors? Harry wondered in dismay. He yearned for the group to be caught, yearned for the grown-ups to show up and take charge of the situation. But the Death Eaters were given free reign, laughing and celebrating loudly as they skipped down the grassy hill towards the ward boundary.

A booming voice called out from the direction of the Forbidden Forest: "YEH RUDDY BASTARDS! WHAT'VE YEH DONE?" Hagrid was emerging from the darkness, looking furious, ready for a fight. The other Death Eaters laughed and altered course, heading straight for the half-giant.

"Do not kill him!" Snape barked from the rear. Harry watched numbly as the group of Death Eaters surrounded Hagrid, taunting him and peppering him with minor hexes and curses. Hagrid swung his meaty fists around him angrily, but could not make contact with any of them. Eventually he fell under the weight of their spells, falling face-first to the grass with a grunt of pain.

"Come, Potter," Snape muttered, urging Harry onward. "Nearly out, now. Don't stop moving."

Harry silently obeyed, taking one step after another. He had no idea where they were going or how they were going to fix this. But staying here didn't sound all too appealing, either – not after what he had done. So he followed Snape like a zombie, brain switched off, placing his trust in another since he could no longer trust himself.

As they approached the iron-wrought gate, another voice called out after the group. This one was raw and guttural, filled with pure rage and hatred. And it was addressed at one person in particular.

"Harry!"

Harry turned. Neville was storming down the grounds after them, face contorted in anger.

"Neville?" Harry called out hopefully. "You alright, mate—?"

"Stupefy!"

The red bolt of light erupted from Neville's wand, headed straight for Harry. He lazily flicked his wand to block it; to his shock, his Shield Charm cracked and nearly failed entirely from the simple stunner. He had not expected such raw power from Neville.

A follow-up Stunning Spell came straight after; Harry rolled out of the way of this one, feeling it sizzle past his ear as it sailed off into the night. "Calm yourself, Neville!" said Harry.

"You killed him, you bastard!" Neville roared, still advancing steadily. "He was right about you all along! How could you?"

"Leave him, Potter!" Snape demanded, grabbing Harry's arm. But Harry wrenched his arm away – anger had rushed back into him, fueling his adrenaline once more as he turned fully to face Neville.

"You absolute moron," Harry snarled, standing firm against Neville's advance. "You think you know me? You think you understand half of what's going on here?"

"Don't lie to me, Harry!" Neville retorted. "I saw it all, beneath the Invisibility Cloak! You attacked him, taunted him, and then you killed him!"

Neville fired another salvo of spells at Harry, who was forced to flatten himself to the earth to avoid them. He had never seen Neville cast so quickly, so accurately, and so powerfully before. Was this righteous anger fueling him, or something else?

"He was dead already!" Harry shouted back. "But you'll never believe me no matter what I say, so why bother?" He spun out of the way of another series of hexes, sending nothing back in return, which seemed to infuriate Neville more than anything.

"Fight back, you coward!" Neville screamed.

He dares call me a coward? Harry thought hotly. He dares assume the worst in me? After all I've done for him?

"If you insist," Harry snarled.

And he launched himself into a rapid assault, throwing everything he had at Neville. He did not hold back, unleashing years of pent-up frustration at the boy. Neville's eyes widened in shock, but to his credit, he held strong, Shielding the most direct spells and ducking away from the rest.

Steal my family's cloak? Harry thought, glaring at Neville through a haze of red rage. Spread malicious rumors about me? Play with my sister's emotions? Assume I'm your enemy when I've done nothing but save your arse time and time again? Well, no more. My patience with the Boy Who Lived has run out.

Harry and Neville fought ferociously, spellfire illuminating the night sky with dazzling colors. Harry held nothing back, and neither did Neville, somehow keeping up with Harry's blinding speed with a furious tempo of his own. Was Neville simply better when angry? Had he improved more than Harry anticipated in the Dueling Club meetings? Or were his recent private lessons with Dumbledore more combat-oriented than Harry was led to believe? In any case, he had not expected Neville to put up such a fight.

Even so, there was no doubting who was the superior fighter. Neville was fast, but lacked finesse; Harry spotted predictable patterns in his defenses, redundancies in his attacks. His repertoire was nowhere near as vast as Harry's, who had spent the past six years expanding his combat vocabulary far beyond his age. He slowly but surely put Neville on the back foot; the boy looked no less angry, despite clearly losing ground in the fight.

Harry flicked his wand to summon snarling vines around Neville's feet, threatening to root him to the spot. Neville carefully stepped outside their clutches, but was unable to devote attention to both his footwork and his defenses. One of the vines managed to wrap around his left ankle, and he stumbled, his Shield Charm flickering and then faltering as he struggled to wrench his foot free—

"Expelliarmus!" Harry shouted. The red jet of light connected with Neville's wrist, sending his wand flying high into the dark night air. Harry snapped his fingers to summon it to his free hand, as the vines wrapped themselves tightly around Neville's entire body, pinning him to the earth. Neville hollered with rage as he fought against his bindings, but they held firm.

"That will be all from you, Longbottom," Harry spat, panting from the effort of the fight. "Now, are you willing to listen to reason, or are you going to throw another petulant tantrum?"

"Bugger off, Potter," Neville growled. "You were supposed to be the best of us. Now look at what you've become."

"What I've become?!" Harry roared. "You've no idea who I am, and what I've been through to get there!"

"Course I do," Neville spat. "Blood rituals? Communing with necromancers? Dumbledore knew exactly what you were up to. I bet it pissed you off that he saw straight through you the whole time. It tore you up inside, seeing him hold you at arm's length while you tried in vain to impress him."

"You think that's what this is about?" Harry laughed hollowly. "Me craving Dumbledore's praise and acceptance? I couldn't care less if he was impressed by me or not! But I suppose that's something you craved, since you've been praised your whole life for something you had no control over."

"Shut your mouth," Neville growled.

"How does it feel, knowing I'm ten times the wizard you are?" Harry taunted. "Outperforming you year after year? Taking the shine off of your precious fame and reputation? And you know what? I earned it. I worked hard for what I have, unlike you, who has coasted by on mediocrity your whole life."

Neville looked hurt by this remark; Harry could tell his words were hitting home. But he didn't care – being the nice guy had gotten him nowhere with Neville. Only blunt honesty and harsh reality seemed to get through to the boy.

"It doesn't matter anymore," Neville said glumly, his body slumping as he gave up the fight with the vines wrapped tightly around him. "You win, Harry. Now, just kill me and get it over with."

Do it, a nefarious voice whispered in Harry's ear. Kill him. Get rid of the horcrux once and for all. What has he done to deserve life, after all he's done to you?

Death is too harsh a punishment for him, Harry thought, pushing back against the dark thoughts swirling around his brain. It's too cruel, too permanent.

He's had enough time to change. And he's a liability in the war. Kill him now, and you get one step closer to killing Voldemort.

Where were these murderous thoughts coming from? Harry shook his head to clear it, along with the fatigue settling in as his adrenaline wore off. He couldn't believe he was seriously contemplating killing Neville here and now, as he lie defenseless in the grass. That wasn't him – he could never bring himself to commit cold, hard murder like that. Dumbledore was different – his fate had been sealed. Neville still had room to grow, to change.

A jet of light whizzed past Harry's head, followed by three more. A group of students was charging down the dark grounds towards them from the castle, shouting angrily and firing spells in his direction. There would be no reasoning with them once they learned what Harry had done atop the Astronomy Tower. He had to leave, now.

"Quickly, Potter!" Snape demanded from behind him. Harry turned towards the exit, casting one rueful look back at Neville as he did so.

"You can have this back," he said, twiddling Neville's wand in his free hand as he did so, "when you return my goddamn cloak."

And he took off, pocketing Neville's wand and running after Snape to escape the horde of angry students bearing down upon them. Hopefully he and Neville could sit down in the coming days to hash this out when emotions weren't running so high. Snape held out his arm as they passed through the open gate; Harry took it, feeling himself twisted into darkness as they Apparated away.

Harry's feet touched down on a quiet street in what looked to be a run-down neighborhood. Snape guided him past rows of dilapidated buildings to a lone, intact home at the end of the street, the only lit structure in sight. Snape strode through the front door, beckoning Draco and Harry in after him.

The group of Death Eaters sat anxiously in the living room, standing to attention when Snape entered. "What happens now?" asked Mulciber. "Meet at the Manor and report what has happened?"

"Now wait just one moment!" protested Barty Crouch. "I vote that we get our story straight first. How are we supposed to explain that we got upstaged by the Potter twerp?"

"Leave that to me," Snape said coolly. "There will be a manhunt by the Ministry once word of this gets out. Split up and lay low for a while – your service for the evening is fulfilled."

"But what about the other thing?" piped up Amycus Carrow. "The Dark Lord gave us two jobs tonight, didn't 'e?"

"Yeah, 'e did!" Alecto agreed with her brother. "The timing is perfect – should we do that instead?"

Snape contemplated this. "Go, then," he ordered the group. "Pursue the secondary objective, and quickly. Do not linger, and do not get caught."

A devious smile spread across the Carrows' faces. Crouch and Mulciber looked less certain, but at Snape's stern look, they followed the siblings out of the house, followed by Greyback and the Lestranges. Draco moved reflexively to follow, but Snape held him back; a moment later, they heard the tell-tale pops that signaled their departure.

Snape rounded on Harry and Draco at once. "Sit," he ordered, pushing them both back towards the couch. The two boys glared instinctively at one another; Harry felt sorely tempted to hex the boy to pieces for what he had set into motion tonight, but was too exhausted, both mentally and physically, for another fight. Instead he took a seat and looked expectantly up at Snape to hear what he had to say.

"Tonight turned out to be far more complicated than any of us anticipated," Snape muttered, pacing back and forth between the two teens. "However, we can still salvage this, if we play our cards right and get our story straight with the Dark Lord."

"What story is he going to buy?" Draco demanded, still sounding terrified to death. "How was I supposed to know Potter would go rogue and join our side?"

"I did no such thing," Harry said automatically. "I'm not on your side, any more than I was on Dumbledore's."

"That is not the narrative you need to be pushing right now," said Snape sternly. "The story you should be preaching is that you learned of Mr. Malfoy's plans to assassinate the Headmaster, and offered your assistance."

Both Harry and Draco protested this notion at the same moment: "Like hell I would ever do that!" / "I would never let Potter in on our plans!"

"Silence!" Snape snapped. "You two must realize the perilous situation you find yourselves in. Draco, you have failed to complete the mission the Dark Lord has given you. Harry, you have murdered the most revered wizard on the planet. Both of your futures depend on what happens in the next few hours, and your best chance of survival is to claim that you were working together."

"Why the hell would I do that?" Harry demanded. "I want nothing to do with you Death Eaters. The Ministry would never believe that I was working with you."

"The Ministry of Magic is no longer the true authority of the land," said Snape. "The Dark Lord's takeover of Britain is now imminent. If you wish to evade punishment for your actions, it is his favor you must curry, not your father's."

"As if Voldemort would ever grant me favor," Harry scoffed, ignoring the harsh winces of both Snape and Draco at the Dark Lord's name. "He knows where the Potters stand in this war."

"He knows where your father stands," Snape corrected. "You, on the other hand, are a separate matter entirely. You already have a dark reputation, one that I have carefully cultivated for months. Planting seeds of doubt in the public eye, painting a picture of a wayward son, one who has split away from his father's allegiances to carve his own path forward."

"You have cultivated…?" Harry said slowly, the gears churning in his head. "Wait, you were the one planting those stories about me in the Daily Prophet?"

"What have I told you all year long, Potter?" said Snape. "You are being watched. The Dark Lord witnessed your outburst against the Headmaster last year, in the Ministry Atrium, disobeying his orders to withhold the prophecy. It made him curious if you could be turned against the forces holding him at bay. That is why he ordered his followers to leave you alone. That is why I falsified tales about your family to manipulate public perception of you. And that is why I have kept you away from Mr. Malfoy all year: so that you would not tip your hand unknowingly to your true loyalties."

"I...what?" said Harry, frowning at that last bit. "But that's not what you told Dumbledore. I heard you tell him you swore an Unbreakable Vow to Malfoy's mum to keep him safe from me."

"No, you imbecile!" Snape snarled. "It was your mother I made the Vow to."

Harry opened his mouth to retort, but then closed it again in confusion. "You swore a Vow to my mum?" he said. "When?"

"Last summer, following your reinstatement to Hogwarts," Snape explained. "She feared that you would get yourself into the kind of trouble that would attract the Dark Lord's attention. I swore I would do what I could to keep you and your sister out of the Dark Lord's crosshairs."

"But you failed!" Harry said hotly. "My sister and my mum were targeted!"

"Both unfortunate, unintended victims of your classmate's folly," said Snape, giving Draco a scathing glare. "His bumbling efforts to fulfill his mission only caused undue harm to the innocent, as I repeatedly warned him all year long!"

"It's not my fault Potter's sister happened to walk into the bathroom straight after I Imperius'ed Rosmerta!" Draco protested to Snape. "And you were the one who told me the Potter woman was a teetotaler – it's not my fault she fell off the wagon! I assumed she would pass along her Christmas booze gifts to the Headmaster, or at least her husband!"

"I do not even need to reiterate that your actions were foolish and lazy," said Snape. "The results speak for themselves, and you are lucky I was barely able to protect you from Potter's wrath."

Harry could not even bring himself to be angry with Draco's foolishness at that moment. He was still trying to process Snape's role in this whole debacle. "But...then why were you keeping me away from Malfoy?" he asked the man. "Did you not think I would be able to handle him?"

"Quite the contrary," Snape sneered. "I knew you would rip Malfoy limb from limb if given the chance. Doing so would have flown in the face of everything I have been feeding the Dark Lord about you all year. It would have made clear to him that you are firmly set against him, with no possibility of turning dark."

"You've been feeding Voldemort secrets about me?" said Harry. "Like what?"

"Like the fact that you and Dumbledore did not get along," said Snape. "That you were delving into dark magic the Headmaster did not approve of. That you were jealous of his favoritism towards Longbottom and harbored resentment against him for it—"

"That's not true!" Harry said hotly. "I don't resent Neville—!"

"I couldn't care less what relationship you have with Longbottom!" Snape growled. "I fed the Dark Lord a narrative that you were not Dumbledore's puppet, that you could not be controlled by him. That you may be susceptible to turning against the Light side that your father and now-former Headmaster belong to. And tonight, whether you intended to or not, you confirmed the theory that I have been meticulously planting in his mind for the past year."

"But I didn't kill Dumbledore out of anger, or resentment!" Harry protested. "He would've been turned over to Lockhart, and all of his secrets would've been stolen—"

"I know that, you imbecile!" Snape snapped. "That is not the narrative you should be pushing right now. You murdered your former Headmaster because you were sick of him trying to control you, and you wanted to prove that you are your own man with ambitions far beyond the box he tried to keep you within."

"I couldn't care less what Voldemort believes about what happened tonight!" said Harry, once again ignoring the flinches at the use of the taboo name. "The next time I see him, I'll be the first in line to fight against him!"

"That would be a very foolish decision on your part," said Snape. "And a poor way of repaying your mother, who has gone through hell this year trying to keep you safe. You would willingly throw away your one chance at survival in this coming war?"

"I'd sooner take my chances on the run," Harry said stubbornly. "And continue fighting the war from the shadows."

"The Dark Lord will hunt you down eventually if he suspects that to be the case," Snape said firmly. "And if not you, then your father, mother, and sister. Will you subject them to that fate: forever on the run, constantly looking over their shoulder, awaiting their imminent demise? Or will you accept the protection that I have granted the three of you?"

It took Harry a moment to process that last bit. "The three of us?" he laughed hollowly...his was a family of four. "But of course...your protection only extends to those you truly care about. My dad could die tomorrow and you wouldn't give a damn, would you?"

"Your father's loyalties are too entrenched to sway the Dark Lord," said Snape. "The best I could do to help your family is separate James Potter in the Dark Lord's mind from the rest of his family. That way, if you choose to take the path I have provided, you may be spared."

Now Snape's actions made all too much sense to Harry. In his mind, things had all worked out perfectly...he had found a way to protect Harry and Dahlia from Voldemort, thus fulfilling his vow to Lily and securing her loyalty in the process. As an added bonus, James would be hung out to dry, now the highest priority on Voldemort's kill list, and with him out of the way, Severus Snape might finally have a chance at the woman he desired all along.

"You're despicable, you know that?" Harry said, voice dripping with malice. "You're not doing this out of the goodness of your heart. You're just lusting after my mother, and stacking the deck in your favor to have her all to yourself. I bet you even threw in the bit about her being unfaithful just to improve your chances of it actually coming true."

Snape looked irritated by Harry's sharp words. That was confirmation enough in Harry's mind that his hunch was correct. But Snape did not respond to the barb, instead pressing forward in a business-like manner.

"Here is what will happen next," he said firmly. "We will go to the Dark Lord and tell him what has happened. Potter will explain how—"

"I'm not going to Voldemort!" Harry protested. "He'll kill me!"

"I have worked tirelessly to ensure that will not be the case," said Snape. "Believe me, this is your best chance of survival at this juncture. You will explain how you learned of Mr. Malfoy's plans to murder the Headmaster, and agreed to join forces to ambush him atop the Astronomy Tower—"

"As if I'd let Potter take the credit!" Malfoy scoffed. "It was my mission, not his!"

"Do you realize how bad it will look for you if the truth came out?" Snape demanded, rounding on Malfoy. "Being upstaged by Potter after failing your mission once again? Swallow your pride and think of your survival, Draco. You can claim to have shown gumption by convincing Potter to join your cause. That narrative may allow the Dark Lord to forgive you for failing to complete the task yourself."

Draco glared unhappily at Harry, but eventually huffed and nodded his understanding. Snape turned his gaze upon Harry, who was still stubbornly opposed to the idea.

"I won't do it," he said, folding his arms. "I'll take my chances on my own. You're not the only person who can protect me."

Snape opened his mouth to retort, then suddenly winced in pain. His hand reflexively shot out to grasp his left forearm. Draco did the same, grunting in surprise as he clutched at his arm in the same spot. Snape rolled up his sleeve to reveal the Dark Mark, standing out black and bold against his sallow skin, currently writhing and wriggling in place.

"He is coming," Snape said sharply.

Harry leapt to his feet at once. But as he did so, he felt a deep, unsettling chill in the air – a malicious magical presence lurking uncomfortably nearby. He knew at once what it was, and his stomach dropped with dread. It was the same feeling of unease he got from the horcruxes, only amplified seven-fold. Voldemort had arrived.

"Do not attempt to flee," Snape hissed through gritted teeth, pushing Harry back into the couch. "You will be cut down on the spot. Remember what I have told you. Stick to the story."

That was all Snape managed to say before the front door blew open, and Lord Voldemort glided smoothly through the frame and into the living room. His serpentine red eyes scanned the room coolly, eventually landing on Snape and the two frightened teens looking back at him.

"Well, well...Severus, Draco," Voldemort said smoothly, hand drifting slowly towards his wand as he surveyed Harry with curiosity. "I did wonder why I had not yet received word of the mission's status...this is not the company I expected you two to keep this evening."

"My Lord," said Snape, bowing deeply before the man. "The mission you have given us is complete. The Headmaster is dead."

Voldemort's eyes flashed dangerously at this information. "Albus Dumbledore has been killed?" he demanded.

"Yes, my Lord," said Snape, head still inclined in a comically stooped position. "And all on our side escaped with no casualties."

Voldemort looked briefly stunned as he processed this information. "So you have fulfilled your mission after all, Draco," he said softly, sounding in disbelief at his own words. "I confess myself...surprised."

"If I may, my Lord," said Snape nervously. "While Draco was undoubtedly instrumental in our mission's success this evening, it was in fact Potter who dealt the killing blow."

That certainly got Voldemort's attention. He rounded on Harry, red eyes boring into green. "Impossible," he hissed. "Potter is in Dumbledore's pocket. He would never do such a thing."

"As I have advised you all year," said Snape, slowly and carefully, "Potter is no more in Dumbledore's pocket than he is in yours. The friction between them reached a boiling point earlier this very morning, leading Potter to turn against his former mentor."

Voldemort narrowed his eyes, still clearly not buying the story. "Explain," he demanded, turning to Draco. "From the beginning."

Draco squirmed uncomfortably in his seat under the Dark Lord's fierce gaze. "I, erm…" he stammered. "I asked Pansy Parkinson to contact me at home the next time Potter left the school. He left this morning at breakfast, after an argument with the Headmaster."

Harry understood now why the attack had happened tonight, of all nights. It was no coincidence that he had left that very morning – Draco must have seen Harry as a threat, preferring to delay his plans until he was out of the way, unable to intervene.

Voldemort turned back to Harry. "You fought with the Headmaster?" he said. "About what?"

Harry hesitated. "He...revoked my weekend privileges," he said honestly, unsure what else to say. "And stole something that belonged to me. So I got angry, and he...told me to leave. So I did."

"Only after threatening Longbottom, and blasted a hole in the front doors of the castle," Snape added. "It was quite the distressing scene for the other students."

"And where did you go next?" Voldemort demanded of Harry.

"Presumably, he left to meet up with Mr. Malfoy to plan their next steps together—" Snape offered, but Voldemort rounded on him angrily.

"I am not addressing you, Severus!" Voldemort snapped, causing Snape to flinch and turn away. "I am asking Potter what happened, not you! Now, Harry, tell me how you came to be involved in this mission. And do not lie."

Harry felt sharp probes of Legilimency prodding at his mind. He knew if he lied outright, the Dark Lord would know at once. Remember your Veritaserum training, Harry thought to stave off the mounting panic. Selective truths.

"I suspected what Draco's plan was throughout the school year," said Harry slowly, trying to find a truthful way out of this mess. "And sought to determine the truth for myself. I questioned his classmates with Veritaserum, but none of them knew what he was planning."

"Very good, Draco," said Voldemort to the blonde boy. "You kept your mission to yourself, as I instructed. Continue, Harry."

"Er…" Harry stammered, mind racing. "I was angry with the Headmaster after leaving the school. And that night I decided to return, to confront him. Draco and I entered Hogwarts and were separated, but reunited atop the Astronomy Tower. I fought Dumbledore there, and subdued him. Then, once the others arrived, I killed him."

All of these statements were true independently of one another. And Harry hoped that their veracity would be enough to fool Voldemort. He considered the boy's words suspiciously, still prodding at his subconscious, but seemed to detect no foul play. Finally, to Harry's relief, the Dark Lord turned back to Draco.

"How did you get your colleagues into the castle?" he demanded. "And why were you unable to do so earlier in the year, when ordered to?"

"I spent most of the year researching ways to get around the school's transportation wards," Draco said. "Then, one day, I overheard Potter talking to a house-elf about leaving the grounds directly from the castle. I realized that there was a loop-hole in the wards that allowed house-elves to Apparate in and out of the castle, taking people with them if necessary."

"Fascinating," said Voldemort, sounding genuinely surprised and amused. Harry doubted the man had ever considered house-elves to be useful in the slightest, his bigotry not allowing it. "And how did you convince them to help you?"

"I summoned Dob— er, a house-elf I was familiar with, to the Manor," said Draco, catching his slip at the last moment. Dobby was supposed to be dead at his hand, after all. "I placed it under an Imperius Charm and had it bring me back to the kitchens. I bewitched several more elves until we had enough to transport everyone, then we returned to the Manor to bring the rest of the group into the castle with us."

"How resourceful," said Voldemort, sounding begrudgingly impressed with Draco's ingenuity. "And what happened next?"

"We set off a few distractions and searched the castle for Dumbledore," said Draco. "But we couldn't find him anywhere. We got side-tracked fending off Aurors, students, teachers, and the bloody poltergeist. Mulciber had the idea to cast the Dark Mark over the Astronomy Tower to bait Dumbledore. And when we finally all made it up there, we found Potter standing over him."

Voldemort turned back to Harry now. "And what happened atop the tower?" he demanded.

Harry recounted the events honestly, from when he reached the top of the tower, to the fight, to Snape and the Death Eaters' arrival. He left out a few key details, such as the Rotting Curse that had already taken root in the Headmaster's arm, and the initial confusion when Harry realized whom he had defeated. Harry then described the subsequent argument that took place, with the group torn over whether to return him to the Manor or to kill him on the spot.

"I admit, the thought of ripping apart the old fool's mind had not occurred to me," Voldemort said pensively. "Lockhart could have extracted much valuable information before he passed."

"If I may, my Lord," said Snape, "I opposed this plan from the beginning. Too much could have gone wrong in the meantime."

"And yet, it sounds like the vote was in favor of that plan," Voldemort remarked. "So why did you go against their wishes, Potter?"

Again Harry felt the Dark Lord's Legilimency prodding him, and knew he had to be careful. Of course he couldn't explain the real reason: that he wished to protect the secret of the horcruxes from Voldemort. He had to again be selective in what truths to share.

"I felt it was too dangerous to leave him alive," said Harry. "He is a gifted wizard, even when weakened. What if he had awoken, or the Ministry arrived before we could escape the grounds?"

Voldemort considered these words. Again, it seemed that he could sense no deception from Harry. And yet, the Dark Lord did not look convinced.

"You continue to confound me, Harry Potter," said Voldemort quietly, pacing dangerously across the room. "I can see kernels of the truth scattered throughout your story, and Snape's reports seem to hold some water. But I still fail to understand why you would take such drastic action. Why would you wish to kill Albus Dumbledore? Why destroy the greatest obstacle in my path to conquering Britain, when your father has done everything in his power to throw up more obstacles to slow me down?"

"My Lord, as I have advised you all year, young Harry is not like his father—" Snape interjected.

"And yet, he killed my Bellatrix to protect his father in the Ministry," said Voldemort. "Why target my most faithful servant if he is sympathetic to our cause?"

"Potter is highly protective of his family," Snape stammered. "It reflects not how he views the war as a whole—"

"Silence, Severus!" Voldemort hissed angrily. "This reeks of deception, even if I cannot determine the source just yet. I will not hear your slippery half-truths any longer. Nor yours, Potter. I will have the truth, even if I must take it by force."

Harry realized what was about to happen a moment too late. Voldemort lunged forward, grabbing a fistful of Harry's hair and bringing his face close to his. For a moment, Harry was granted an up-close look into the blood-red irises of the most feared wizard alive, before the Dark Lord placed his wand to Harry's temple and hissed: "Legilimens."

It felt like a hurricane blasted down the walls of his mind in an instant, as Voldemort burrowed into his memories without holding back. Harry could not scream, could not even breathe, as his mind was torn to shreds beneath the relentless assault of a true master of the Mind Arts. He tried in vain to erect Occlumency barriers to keep him out, but they crumpled beneath the overwhelming might of Lord Voldemort.

Images and memories were conjured, dissected, and tossed aside at frightening speeds. Harry saw his whole life playing out in reverse, starting from his sixth year and moving backwards towards his first. Dull class lessons. Dueling with Dumbledore. Vacationing with his family. Kissing Tracey. Kissing Katie. A montage of his life, played out for the Dark Lord's perusal, sifting through his memories like pages of a scrapbook, searching for anything of interest.

Harry knew he could not keep the Dark Lord out for long. Soon he would reach more buried memories: his visit to Nurmengard, to the Great Pyramid. His discussions with Fleur, Bill and Saul. The time travel secret. The horcrux hunt, laid bare for Voldemort to see, dooming the war effort in the process.

He couldn't stop Voldemort from pilfering through his mind. The only thing he could do was redirect him towards the memories Harry wanted him to see. Feed him a narrative. Selective truths.

So he began to subtly guide Voldemort down a rabbit hole. Feeding him images of Neville and Dumbledore, drawing him away from the more dangerous avenues he wished to keep secret. Voldemort took the bait, following after the Headmaster, curious to see where they went. And Harry knew there was a wealth of narratives to be mined there. He didn't even have to fight very hard to bring them to the surface.

He showed Voldemort the private lessons he'd had with Dumbledore. The many arguments they'd had. The disagreements over dark magic. The final duel where Harry had cheated with an Imperius Curse. The big argument in the Great Hall, less than twenty-four hours ago. And of course, their final moments atop the Astronomy Tower: "Stop talking like you know me! You haven't the slightest idea who I really am!"

Then, Harry fed Voldemort images of Neville. The famed Boy Who Lived. Resentful of Harry during the Triwizard Tournament, rebuffing his efforts to help. Hiding behind his friends as they taunted Harry in the halls. Suspecting Harry of going rogue, going dark. And of course, their fierce battle on the grounds that very evening: "How does it feel, knowing I'm ten times the wizard you are?"

More than anything, Harry hoped to convey one thing to Voldemort through his subconscience: anger. The deep, simmering frustration, even rage he'd felt towards both Dumbledore and Neville over the years. The murderous whispers in his ear as he towered over Neville's defeated form. The overwhelming, almost euphoric feeling he'd felt coursing through him as the Killing Curse left his wand and struck the Headmaster down—

Harry abruptly felt Voldemort's presence leave his mind, like a roaring flame being extinguished in an instant. He crumpled to the floor, clutching his head in agony. Harry trembled at the Dark Lord's feet, moaning in pain, unable to defend himself. But when Voldemort spoke again, his voice was softer, more sympathetic.

"I see," he said, sounding surprised. "All along I assumed Dumbledore brought young Potter under his wing to train him as a weapon. It never occurred to me that he feared you, that he wished to keep you close to monitor you. Perhaps he was over-compensating for how he alienated me as a youth, seeing how similar you and I were at that age."

Voldemort knelt down beside Harry and placed his slender fingers atop his head. Perhaps it was meant to be a soothing gesture, but Harry had to fight the impulse to recoil away from the slimy touch.

"I understand your pain all too well, Harry," said Voldemort softly. "The resentment at being distrusted. The jealousy of watching your mentor's affections go to others less deserving. The feeling that your ambitions are not being respected and acknowledged. I once stood precisely where you stand now, and arrived at precisely the same conclusion. Albus Dumbledore was a crutch, holding me back from greatness. I only unlocked my true potential after breaking away from his influence. And now, you can too."

Harry said nothing. He could not believe his ears, but it sounded like Voldemort was actually being swayed to believe him. The story that he and Snape had fed him was taking root after all.

"I have watched you carefully since our first encounter five years ago," Voldemort continued. "I knew you had the potential to be great, if only you would reject the passive teachings of your father and Headmaster. I admit, I was threatened by your growing potential in the past, seeing you as a successor to their harmful influence over the wizarding world. But now I see that you are not like them at all. You are willing to do whatever it takes to reach your full potential. And I can help you get there."

Voldemort tilted Harry's chin upwards, bringing them face to face once more. His burning red eyes bored into green, as they had when he ripped Harry's mind apart; but now the Dark Lord spoke more softly, as though seeking to gain Harry's trust.

"Join me, Harry Potter," said Voldemort. "I will take you under my wing and mold you in my image. You will become more powerful than anyone in the world, besides myself. And you will have untold power and influence under my new regime, free of your pitiful father and Headmaster's poisonous teachings."

Harry weighed his options. He knew this was his only lifeline, his chance at survival. He could accept Voldemort's offer, perhaps be branded with the Dark Mark, and be allowed to live. But to what end? There was no chance Harry would join the ranks of the Death Eaters. And once he refused to follow Voldemort's orders, he would be hunted and killed anyway, along with everyone he cared about. Snape's plan may have worked, but it was not a permanent solution – it would only delay the inevitable.

"I cannot," Harry mustered. "My actions tonight were for my own benefit, not yours. I cannot buy into your teachings of blood purity, not with who my family is. I will not aid you in your war against Britain."

Harry could feel Snape's tension building beside him. And he knew he was likely signing his own death certificate with his rebuff of Voldemort's wishes. But he could not bring himself to do what the Dark Lord asked of him. He could not join Voldemort. He would not. All he could hope for was that his family would be spared by his sacrifice, as he waited for the killing blow to end his life.

But Voldemort did not strike him down as Harry expected. Instead, he paced thoughtfully to and fro, contemplating his words.

"You present a fascinating dilemma to me, Harry," Voldemort muttered. "Lord Voldemort rewards those who provide him a great service, and you have done so tonight by removing my greatest enemy. But you also present a potential danger to me as a free agent – I do not feel comfortable knowing someone of your talent is lurking in the shadows, just out of sight."

Harry waited silently as Voldemort decided his fate. It seemed like he was a split second away from seeing the dreaded green light that would spell his end. But for some reason, Voldemort did not seem able to kill him.

"On the other hand," Voldemort said bitterly, "I know precisely what will happen if I kill you here and now. Your father will direct the full might of the Ministry against me, and he will have the support of the international community to do so. I would make you a martyr, and you would perhaps become more dangerous in death than you are in life. Tricky, tricky..."

Harry could see the logic in this line of thinking. Voldemort was right: if James learned that his son had been killed by Voldemort, he would not rest until every last penny in the Ministry's coffers was spent towards destroying the Dark Lord's hold on the nation. Would it be enough to defeat him? Perhaps not, but it would present a tremendous headache to Voldemort's dreams of a smooth takeover. And Voldemort seemed to recognize this, the calculus of war playing through his mind as he considered his options.

Harry knew he had to provide an alternative solution. Some way to get himself out of this mess, and save his family in the process. He could think of only one way to do so.

"What if the Potters were to step aside?" he asked aloud. "And get out of your way?"

Voldemort turned to him, looking suspicious. "You would leave Britain for good?" he asked. "Your father would abandon his post, and leave the Ministry to me?"

"If it means my family's survival, we would," said Harry.

Voldemort contemplated this. Harry knew it wasn't a perfect solution – Voldemort would forever worry about the Potters plotting against him from afar, amassing power outside of Britain. He might even change his mind at some future date and hunt them down anyway. But right now, all Harry cared about was surviving the day, heart pounding as he awaited his fate.

Before Voldemort could say anything, however, a dark, shadowy apparition flew in through the window, hovering overhead with a menacing aura. It was a Patronus – a vulture – but a corrupted one, like Rakhaman's raven and the thestral abomination Harry had conjured in the Great Hall during exams.

"The bitch is dead," said the vulture, speaking in Barty Crouch Jr.'s voice. "The secondary mission is complete. Glory to the Dark Lord." And the vulture dissolved into smoke, leaving them all to consider the message.

Who was he talking about? Harry wondered with alarm. Who else has died?!

"Tonight has gone far better than expected," Voldemort mused. "Well done, Severus, on directing my followers to success – you will be well-compensated for your efforts. And you, dear Draco – although you failed to complete your task, you showed initiative to facilitate its completion at the hands of another. I shall consider the debt your family owes to me repaid."

Draco exhaled sharply at the news, shoulders slumping in visible relief. Snape, too, looked less stressed than he had in quite some time. But Harry was given no such reprieve, as Voldemort rounded on him again.

"I will let you live, Harry Potter," Voldemort finally decided. "But you and your family will leave Britain, today, and never return. Starting tomorrow, the Potter family is never to set foot on the Isles again. You are never to amass support against me, either with the ICW or elsewhere. You and your father will never return to the public spotlight again. If you fail to do any of these things, I will hunt down each and every one of you. Including your mother, your sister, your surrogate uncles, and that Mudblood cousin of yours. Do you understand me, Harry?"

Harry felt the truth of Voldemort's words in his burning red glare. It was a harsh rebuke: permanent exile from Britain, accepting Voldemort's takeover of the nation and leaving the Ministry to fend for itself. But it was better than he could have hoped for. A chance to keep his family safe. To walk away from this horrific situation in one piece. There truly was no other option, no question of what he ought to do.

"I understand," said Harry. "And I accept."

Voldemort nodded, pleased with the outcome. "Albus Dumbledore's wand," he said. "What became of it?"

"Potter has it," Snape answered before Harry could do so. "He disarmed the Headmaster shortly before we arrived."

"Hand it over," Voldemort demanded. "I wish to have a trophy, commemorating this great victory."

Harry hesitated, cursing Snape for his hasty response. He didn't know what Harry knew: that Dumbledore had possessed the Elder Wand. Harry hadn't realized until now that this meant he was its new owner, and it was sitting in his left robe pocket at this very moment. But he couldn't very well say no, so he begrudgingly reached into his robes and withdrew it.

But to his surprise, the wand he procured was not the one he expected. He'd seen Dumbledore's wand many times: slender and brown, with ornate notches along its length and a golden band near the hilt. He did not recognize the wand he handed over to Voldemort – it was crooked and short, made of a light white wood. He had never seen Dumbledore use this wand before.

Based on the suspicion in Voldemort's eyes, the Dark Lord also recognized this discrepancy. "This is not Albus Dumbledore's typical wand," he remarked. "I have reviewed my memories of our fights many times, and he always used a different wand, one of darker wood. What deception is this?"

"That's the wand I took from Dumbledore earlier tonight," Harry answered honestly. "I do not know what became of any other wand he may have used."

He felt Voldemort probing his mind again, trying to catch him in a lie. Sensing none, the Dark Lord huffed in annoyance, pocketing the white wand.

"I will take the wand to Ollivander, back at the Manor," said Voldemort. "He will get to the truth of the matter soon enough."

Harry had heard news of Ollivander's disappearance earlier that year – that was confirmation that he had indeed been kidnapped by Voldemort. But that was the least of his worries at the moment. Was Grindelwald lying all along? he wondered. Did Dumbledore not possess the Elder Wand? Or had he lost it at some point between our last duel and tonight? If so, when, and to whom?

But he wasn't able to contemplate these questions for long. Voldemort had turned his attention to him once more, danger in his expression as he addressed Harry for a final time.

"You have one day, Potter," he snarled. "Lord Voldemort does not show mercy often, so do not squander it. Leave Britain tonight, or your entire bloodline will be exterminated."

Then Voldemort turned on the spot and disappeared in a puff of black smoke, as Harry, Draco, and Snape exhaled sharply in relief at once.
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The sun rose bleak and cold over the dilapidated rooftops of Cokeworth, casting the desolate nature of the small town into sharp relief. Harry had heard of this place from his mother: tales of a bleak childhood, from which she had escaped to the wondrous majesty of Hogwarts. It was only fitting that he should find himself here now...back among the ruins of a wasted childhood, the wonders of the magical world stolen from him in a single momentous evening.

Harry wandered the streets in a daze, knowing that leaving this place would only mean more pain and heartache. There was nowhere left for him that would bring relief. Hogwarts, his home away from home, now saw him as an outcast. The Ministry might view him as a target now, once it became widely known what he had done. Voldemort would view him as a threat the second he showed his face in public again. Even his family would surely cast him out once they learned the truth of what he had done. Britain truly held nothing for him any longer.

But Harry knew he could not delay the inevitable. He could not run away from his problems – they were simply too large. Besides, he needed closure – was his family safe? Who else had died? Would they be able to find safe passage to the continent before Voldemort's ultimatum ran its course? His days of lurking in the shadows must end. He must return home.

Harry first Apparated to Raven House to clean himself. Fleur was long gone, likely sleeping peacefully in her home, unaware of the turmoil she had barely missed after Harry's departure hours prior. He washed away Mark Davis' caked blood from under his fingernails, wishing he could also cleanse the metaphorical blood that now stained his hands permanently. After downing a Stamina Potion (which failed to offset the deep fatigue in his very soul) and changing clothes, he finally Apparated to Grimmauld Place to face the music.

The entryway was quiet when he arrived, but Harry could hear hushed voices wafting out of the drawing room. He rounded the corner to find James, Remus and Sirius seated in a semi-circle, talking with worried looks on their faces. They looked up and saw Harry standing in the doorway, standing at once to greet him.

"Harry!" James exhaled, crossing the room in two bounds and engulfing his son in a hug. "Thank Merlin you're safe. Where on earth have you been?"

Where do I even begin? Harry thought. The past twenty-four hours felt like a blur of activity, taking him all over the world in a single day. "I'm sorry," was all he could muster, as he held onto his father for dear life.

"It doesn't matter now," James said softly. "You're here, and you're safe. That's all I care about."

"You've missed a helluva lot since you left school yesterday," remarked Sirius as he cut in for a hug of his own. "You might want to sit down for this."

So they don't know yet, Harry thought, stomach sinking as he accepted hugs from Sirius and Remus. Will they be so loving and accepting when they learn what I've done?

"Give him some room, Padfoot," said Remus as he guided Harry towards an armchair. "Harry looks like he's had a rough night."

"You can say that again," Harry chuckled hollowly. He glanced around the room, searching for more faces he had expected to be there. "Where's Mum? And Dahlia, and Damian?"

"At Hogwarts," said James grimly. "Son, I don't know if you've heard, but Hogwarts was attacked last night by Death Eaters. The Aurors are still sorting through it all, but Kingsley Shacklebolt was murdered and a few students and staff were injured. Everyone else is under lockdown in their quarters until they can figure out what happened."

"You need to get them out," Harry said at once, leaping to his feet despite Remus' insistence that he relax. "Right now."

"Harry, they're perfectly safe where they are," James assured him. "Term ends in less than a week anyway, so I'm sure you'll see them very soon—"

"No, Dad," said Harry, grabbing James by the shoulders and looking him deep in the eyes. "You don't understand. You have to get them out of there, now."

James frowned. Something in Harry's expression must have changed his mind, because he nodded and headed towards the next room. "I'll Floo-call McGonagall and have her send them home," he said. "Dumbledore isn't answering my Patronuses for some reason."

Harry felt a pang of guilt as James disappeared down the hall. So they didn't know that part, either. He wondered how long he had until the full truth came out. Until the Aurors discovered Dumbledore's body atop the Astronomy Tower. Until Neville told them what Harry had done. Would they come seeking his arrest? Would he be thrown in Azkaban? Would he spend the rest of his life on the run, ostracized by the Ministry, Voldemort, and his own family?

"You don't look so good, Harry," asked Sirius, frowning as he saw the look of sheer panic on Harry's face. "Everything alright?"

"Not really, no," Harry muttered.

"Don't worry about your mother and sister," said Remus soothingly. "They're going to be just fine. Dumbledore is there watching over them."

"He and Amelia are probably discussing security improvements to the castle as we speak," Sirius remarked. "Funny, she said she would update us soon on the investigation, but I haven't heard from her in hours."

James shuffled back into the room, looking shell-shocked. Remus and Sirius both sensed his shift in mood at once, turning towards their best friend. "Something the matter, Prongs?" asked Sirius.

James looked between the three others in the room, eyes wide, before swallowing hard. "Dumbledore's dead," he said.

Remus and Sirius stared blankly back at him. "Come off it, James," Sirius chuckled. "There has to be a mistake."

"They found his body at the top of the Astronomy Tower," James said weakly. "Killing Curse. And the Dark Mark was set off above it."

"It can't be," Remus frowned. "It just can't. Dumbledore, dead? It makes no sense."

An uneasy silence settled in the room as the weight and enormity of the news sank in for the three adults. Then, everyone jumped at the sound of a buzzer in the hall, coming from the direction of the front door.

"Visitors, this early?" Sirius frowned. And he hurried from the room to attend to the disturbance. Meanwhile, James sank into the armchair Harry had just vacated, looking shell-shocked. Remus and Harry took the seats on either side of him.

"What will happen now that he's gone?" James wondered aloud. "The Ministry is finished. We have barely three dozen Aurors left in the entire department – that's not enough to hold Voldemort out if he decides to strike."

"What about the mercs hanging around The Spiked Chalice?" Remus suggested. "Any luck recruiting them?"

"We can barely get a hold of them anymore," James sighed. "They can all sense the way the winds are blowing. If there are any mercenaries left that haven't committed to Voldemort's side yet, there won't be after today."

"Then we'll reach out to foreign Ministries," said Remus. "France and America might help us. And there's always the ICW summit next week—"

Sirius rushed back into the room, looking perplexed. "Harry?" he said tentatively. "There are a couple Aurors here who want to speak with you."

Harry leapt to his feet in alarm. "W-why?" he demanded.

"Dunno," Sirius shrugged. "Should I let them in, James?"

"By all means," said James. "Maybe they can tell us what the bloody hell is going on here."

"Dad, no," said Harry in alarm. "We can't. We have to send them away."

James narrowed his eyes at his son. "Is there something you need to tell us, Harry?" he asked slowly.

Sirius looked between James and Harry, noting the tension between them. "I'll, er, tell them you're not here," he said, returning to the entryway.

James and Remus turned questioningly to Harry once more. But before anyone could speak, they heard the whoosh of the Floo activating in the next room. Hurried footsteps clambered through the fireplace, and a moment later, three people entered the drawing room: Lily, Dahlia, and Damian, each looking haggard and exhausted but nonetheless alive and well. Harry felt a surge of relief at the sight of them.

"James! Thank Merlin you're alright," Lily breathed, rushing to her husband with a hug. Dahlia spotted Harry across the room and launched herself at him, leaping into his arms.

"Harry!" she sniffed. "People have been saying such horrible things about you...that you were behind all of this...that you joined the Death Eaters—"

"Of course that's preposterous, dear," said Lily. "Your brother was nowhere near the castle last night. Isn't that right, Harry?"

"But I saw him there!" Damian protested. "Coming out of the kitchens! He blocked the Hufflepuffs from escaping the common room!"

Harry hesitated as all eyes turned to him once more. "Erm…" he stammered. "I might have gone back to Hogwarts last night. While the attack was underway."

"What?!" James yelped. "Why did you do that?"

"I didn't know the attack was happening!" Harry protested. "I showed up and saw the Great Hall on fire, and ran inside to see if I could help. The house-elves told me what was happening."

"And you didn't think to call for me straight away?" asked James.

"I was more preoccupied with making sure my family was safe," said Harry. "And I assumed McGonagall alerted the Aurors by then."

"She did," James muttered. "But we only had four members on call at the time, and it took ages to round up enough backup…"

"But Harry," Dahlia piped up, still clutching to her brother with trembling arms, "why are people saying you joined the attack? Neville sent me a Patronus at one in the morning, saying you betrayed us...that you killed Dumbledore...the whole of Gryffindor Tower heard it, and everyone freaked out…"

"Neville must have been mistaken," Remus said at once. "Of course Harry did not kill Dumbledore. That's preposterous."

Harry felt like the walls were closing in on him. There was nowhere to run, no one to seek comfort in. The truth was circling him like a hawk, and soon it would pounce, and his family would know what he had done. The words of his family members became muted and distant in his mind, as they attempted to parse out what had happened, oblivious to the monstrous deed Harry had committed.

There was suddenly another whoosh of the Floo, and Amelia Bones entered the room, looking exhausted. "What a bloody mess," she groaned, as she accepted a kiss from Sirius. "We haven't had an incident like this at Hogwarts in centuries, and that's saying something."

"Are all of the students and staff okay?" asked Lily nervously.

"Aside from Dumbledore and Shacklebolt, yes," said Amelia. "Filius Flitwick is recovering from a few broken ribs, and a few students were admitted to St. Mungo's after running afoul of the Death Eaters."

"How's Mark Davis?" asked Harry aloud. "Was he treated for werewolf bites?"

Amelia gave Harry a strange look. "Yes, Mark is going to be fine," she said slowly. "We managed to seal his cursed wounds and administered him your mother's potion as a precaution. But how did you know about his injuries?"

"Werewolf bites?" piped up Remus, interrupting the question. "Surely there wasn't another incident like last year, with the false moon?"

"We don't think so," said Amelia. "A few witnesses say Fenrir Greyback was among the group, though he was not transformed. It fits with recent reports that he has been attacking and biting Muggles in his human form."

"There's nothing human about that monster," James muttered bitterly. The disgusted looks on the other adults' faces spoke volumes about how they all viewed Greyback similarly.

"What other students were hurt?" asked Lily.

"A few stragglers that crossed paths with the Death Eaters before the lockdown was initiated," said Amelia. "Fortunately, none of the injuries were serious. It seems that the Death Eaters were mainly focused on finding the Headmaster and only engaged the ones foolish enough to try and fight them first."

Harry glanced at Damian after this statement; the boy looked sheepish at these words. Harry was more grateful than ever that he'd prevented the group of Hufflepuffs from joining the fight, knowing that they might have met a more gruesome fate if left to their own devices.

"What about Neville?" asked Dahlia worriedly. "Is he safe? He sounded so distraught when he sent his Patronus earlier."

"That's just the thing," Amelia frowned. "We can't find Longbottom anywhere."

"What d'you mean?" asked James. "He's not in the castle?"

"Not that we know of," said Amelia. "He spoke to Aurors shortly after they arrived, then just vanished without a trace. And that's not all – Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger have also disappeared."

"But they can't have," Harry protested. "I saw both of them last night. They were safe, with their Houses in the common rooms."

"Well, they must have snuck out early this morning, then," Amelia shrugged. "We've scoured the castle and found no trace of them."

"Have you alerted their families?" asked James.

Amelia grimaced at this; Harry sensed more bad news coming. "The Grangers and Weasleys have been notified," she said. "They have not seen them, either. But Augusta...James, she's dead too."

The entire room gasped at this news. "Surely not!" Lily moaned. "She didn't go to the castle and try to fight, did she?"

"The Aurors found her at home, just an hour ago," Amelia said sadly. "They arrived to notify her of Neville's disappearance, and they found her house torn to pieces. She must have put up a helluva fight, but her body was found in the living room, subject to the Killing Curse. The Dark Mark was over the home as well."

"But that's impossible!" said James. "The Longbottom residence is under the Fidelius Charm...there's no way Death Eaters could have gotten to her!"

"Yes, it was under a Fidelius," said Amelia. "But Dumbledore was its Secret-Keeper. When he died, the charm broke, leaving the home unprotected. Whoever did it must have known Dumbledore had just died, leaving them a window of opportunity."

"No!" Harry gasped suddenly, falling to his knees in despair. He realized now that that must have been the 'secondary objective' Snape referred to, when he sent the other Death Eaters away. With Dumbledore gone, they would have known Augusta Longbottom was exposed, allowing them to attack while the Aurors were distracted with the Hogwarts fallout.

I could have stopped them, Harry thought. I should have tried to, at least. Sure, he was physically drained after dueling both Dumbledore and Neville, and it was one versus nine, but could he have done something to save Augusta? Could he have at least alerted somebody to the danger before the Death Eaters left for their bonus mission?

"What about the blood wards?" asked Lily. "I thought they were also protecting the home?"

"Yes, that's what Dumbledore told us," Amelia muttered. "Though he did mention that they weakened any time Neville was away from home. I suppose we can't ask for specifics now."

Harry suspected he knew why the blood wards had failed. They were tied to Neville's mother, Alice, whom Augusta was not related to. And from the way she talked about Frank's belated wife, she seemed to believe that her son deserved better. In Neville's absence, the loving, maternal connection must have weakened enough for the Death Eaters to break through.

Dahlia burst into ugly tears at the news, and Harry held her tight, consoling her. He didn't know the status of her relationship with Neville at the moment, but she clearly cared for him and his Gran and was distressed by the sudden turn of events. And he couldn't blame her – the boy was undergoing easily the worst day of his life. Losing his mentor and his sole remaining relative within hours of each other...watching the Minister's son go rogue...it was no wonder he'd run away. He probably didn't trust anyone right now, save for Ron and Hermione.

"We'll keep an eye out for all three of them," said James, looking to Amelia for confirmation. Amelia nodded morosely, before turning her gaze upon Harry.

"I hate to bring this up at such a delicate moment," she said hesitantly. "But, Harry...I've spoken to several students at the school who seem to believe you were involved in this somehow. Were you at Hogwarts last night?"

Harry's stomach dropped...the last person he wanted to discuss this with was the head of the DMLE. "Er…" he stammered.

"From what it sounds like, Harry here did an admirable job of saving students during the ongoing attack last night," Remus supplied helpfully.

"Yeah, he told us Hufflepuffs to go back to our common room!" Damian chimed in. "Only, Weasley was convinced he was trying to prevent us from helping with the fight—"

"That's not all I've heard," Amelia sighed. "The Ravenclaws insinuate that you tried to break into their common room, and the Deputy Headmistress found you at the aftermath of the blast that killed Kingsley Shacklebolt."

All eyes turned to Harry at this, surprised. "I tried to get into my dorm, but my House mates wouldn't let me through!" Harry protested. "And yes, I was the first to find Kingsley – I tried to resuscitate him, but he had already passed."

"Then there's the matter of Neville Longbottom," Amelia grimaced. "Before he disappeared, the first responders claim that he was ranting and raving to anyone that would listen, saying that Harry had killed Albus Dumbledore personally."

"That's outrageous!" Sirius gasped. "Harry would never do such a thing!"

"Neville simply must have been mistaken," said James. "Harry was nowhere near the Astronomy Tower, I am sure."

Harry's heart hammered faster as everyone looked to him expectantly. His vision was blurring; he felt trapped, pinned beneath the concerned stares of his loved ones. This is the end, he thought in despair. This is the moment my family stops loving me. There is no going back from this.

"I didn't know what else to do," he said weakly. "He was weak and defeated...I didn't know he was up there...and then the Death Eaters showed up, and they were talking about looking into his memories...and Dumbledore was saying too much...I didn't want his secrets to get back to Voldemort—"

"Harry, dear...what are you saying?" Lily frowned.

"I k-killed him," Harry stammered. "With the K-Killing Curse. And then I didn't know what else to do, so I ran away with Snape...and Flitwick got hurt...and then Voldemort was there...oh, Merlin, what have I done?"

Harry collapsed to the ground, trembling, feeling like he was drowning. The stress of the past twenty-four hours had finally consumed him; he curled up into himself, his body and mind entering meltdown mode. He could barely breathe; his entire body shook violently as he gasped for air.

Just take me to Azkaban now, he silently begged. Or kill me. Yes, that would be preferable right about now. He could not bear the shame, the knowledge that his family was standing there in stunned silence, disgusted with their their brother, their nephew, their son. Harry had lost his family with what he had done. He had nothing left to live for now.

Then, Dahlia knelt at his side and stroked his hair soothingly. "Just breathe, Harry," she reassured him. "Deep breaths. Calm down."

Damian sat beside him too, resting a rough palm on Harry's back. Then Lily was there, engulfing her children and nephew in a fierce hug, weeping silently with them on the floor.

"Amelia," said James quietly, "can you keep this quiet for now? Did anyone else besides Longbottom claim to have witnessed this?"

"Not that I'm aware," said Amelia. "But rumors are starting to spread, and I won't be able to keep it quiet forever."

"Try and keep it to just rumors for now," said James. "We'll figure out a plan in the meantime. Focus on Snape and the other Death Eaters that were seen at the castle – that should satisfy public curiosity for the time being."

"Will do," said Amelia. And she strode quickly from the room; seconds later, Harry heard the whoosh of the Floo as she returned to her duties.

"You don't have to protect me," Harry sniffed, struggling up to a sitting position. "I'm guilty, Dad."

"Right now, the only thing I care about is your safety and well-being," said James firmly, kneeling in front of his son. "You've been through an ordeal, and whatever happened, we'll sort it out. Remus, can you find a Calming Draught in the kitchen?"

"On it," said Remus at once, exiting the room.

There was a sudden crash across the room as Sirius kicked a cabinet against the wall in frustration, causing several expensive-looking pieces of fine china to fall and shatter within.

"This is all my bloody fault," Sirius said bitterly. "I should have been there for Harry—"

"Don't beat yourself up, Padfoot—" James began.

"Look at the poor kid!" Sirius groaned, gesturing to Harry. "If I'd known he was going through this much turmoil, I would have dropped everything and been there for him in an instant! I'm his bloody godfather, and I let him deteriorate without checking in on him once!"

"Stop that, Sirius," Lily barked, still clutching Harry tightly on the floor. "We all failed Harry this year. We've been so busy with the war effort that we didn't see the warning signs. If anyone should be upset, it's me – I saw him damn near every day and didn't raise any red flags."

"Stop blaming yourselves on my behalf," Harry sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "I did what I did on my own. It wasn't any of your faults."

"You've always shouldered far more responsibility than you ought to, Harry," James said softly. "And we let you take on too much. You're sixteen – you shouldn't have the weight of the world on your shoulders. Your emotional well-being is just as important as your physical safety, and we neglected it this year."

"So...you're not angry with me?" Harry asked hopefully. "For killing Dumbledore?"

James sighed heavily at the reminder of the deed. "We can get into the specifics another time," he said. "But you're my son, and I love you no matter what. You say you had your reasons, and I believe you. As far as I'm concerned, you never should have been put in that situation in the first place. Now please, let the adults take charge so you don't have to clean up any more messes all by yourself."

Harry felt stupendous relief at his words. Lily, Dahlia and Damian continued to hold him close, and he realized that his worst fears were unfounded. They did not hate him for what he had done. They would continue to support him despite his terrible actions. For the first time in what felt like ages, stress evaporated from his body, leaving him feeling limp and dazed.

Remus returned to the room with two potion vials. "Drink this first," he instructed Harry, handing him the first. Harry tipped it back without question; he immediately felt the Calming Draught work its magic, quieting his tremors and bringing his heart rate back to normal. He swayed perilously on the spot, held up only by his family members on either side of him.

"I brought a Sleeping Draught as well," said Remus, indicating the other bottle. "We should bring him upstairs to bed."

"Good idea," James nodded. "You need rest, Harry – we can take it from here."

"No," Harry said at once; he stood, suddenly reinvigorated by urgency. "Dad, there's something you have to know first."

"Whatever it is, it can wait until tomorrow—" James began softly.

"No, it can't," said Harry. "I saw Voldemort last night. He threatened to kill me, and...I struck a bargain with him."

The room froze at these words. "You saw You-Know-Who?" said Sirius, looking shocked. "And survived?"

"Snape saved me," said Harry. "Long story, it doesn't matter now. What does matter is this: Voldemort said the Potters must leave Britain, today, or he will hunt us all down."

"Leave Britain?" James scoffed. "I'm the bloody Minister of Britain, Harry...I can't just up and leave. The country would collapse behind me."

"It's going to collapse whether or not you're still here," Harry said weakly. "You have to run, Dad. We'll go into hiding and regroup. Figure out a plan for what's next."

"Britain needs me now more than ever," said James. "I won't leave my people."

"Sweetheart, listen to reason," said Lily in a strained voice, standing to her feet. "You're now the Dark Lord's most wanted, with Albus out of the way. We have to take the children and run. Surely Sebastian Delacour can help us—"

"You take the kids and go, then," said James. "I will stay and defend those who remain behind."

"James, we have talked about this!" Lily groaned. "We are not safe here. With Dumbledore gone, there is no one left to defend us, and if what Harry said is true, we are about to be directly targeted! This is the perfect opportunity to escape, and live to fight another day."

"A Potter does not run from his responsibilities," James said stubbornly. "I will not leave Britain to fall to that monster. I would never be able to live with myself."

Lily looked exasperated, as though this was an argument they'd had several times in the past. The rest of the room watched on in awkward silence, the mood suddenly quite tense.

"Perhaps this is a discussion to be had privately between the two of you," Remus suggested diplomatically.

"Yes, of course," James nodded. "Harry, you look like you haven't slept in days – go upstairs and get some rest. Lily, bring Damian to Godric's Hollow and tell Petunia what's happened. We'll figure out a plan by the end of the day."

"I'll go with Harry," Dahlia said firmly, still clutching Harry's arm tightly for support. James and Lily nodded their thanks; the latter took Damian's hand and guided him to the Floo to reunite with his mother, as Sirius and Remus helped Harry and Dahlia to their feet.

"It'll be alright, Harry," said Sirius, engulfing his godson in a tight hug. "The adults will handle things now."

"Make sure your brother gets plenty of sleep," James instructed Dahlia as he hugged both of his children tight. "It's going to be okay now."

Harry felt as though a tremendous burden had been lifted off his shoulders. He did not know if his father would accept the deal Voldemort had offered them, but at least he was aware of it now. Whatever happened come tomorrow, would happen – Harry could finally rest until then.

Dahlia guided Harry up the stairs to his bedroom on the second floor. Harry could tell how tense she was, could tell that something was weighing heavily on her.

"Where d'you think Neville went?" she asked worriedly as they reached the bedroom. "Could he have been kidnapped?"

"Unlikely," said Harry. "Voldemort didn't sound like that was in his plans. It's more likely he ran for it...for all we know, he thinks Dad was involved in Dumbledore's assassination somehow and the Ministry is compromised. He doesn't trust any Potter right now."

"D'you think he's going to be alright?" asked Dahlia as Harry wearily kicked off his outer layers and crawled under the sheets.

"Probably," Harry shrugged as he settled into the pillow. "Ron and Hermione are with him, and he has the Cloak for added protection."

"Yes, but I mean...emotionally," Dahlia sighed. "He lost everything yesterday, you know. First me, then Dumbledore, then his Gran."

"You?" Harry repeated, frowning. "How did he lose you?"

Dahlia fidgeted uncomfortably at the question. "I, er, broke up with him," she admitted. "After breakfast, when you and him had that argument. I confronted him about not returning our family cloak, and he wouldn't give me a straight answer, just saying 'Dumbledore said not to', so I dumped him. I thought surely we'd patch things up once he came to his senses, but now...oh, I must have made things ten times worse for him."

Harry could sympathize with where Dahlia was coming from. Despite all the idiotic decisions Neville had made, he still felt terribly for the boy now – on the run, with no family support, not knowing who to trust. And he could tell that Dahlia, despite the break-up, still cared deeply for Neville and wanted the best for him. It seemed both of the Potter siblings had an inexplicable soft spot for the Boy Who Lived, choosing to see the good in him despite his many missteps.

Then, Harry remembered the murderous whispers in his head as he stood over Neville's defeated form. The needless taunts and personal jabs that were likely now tormenting the boy as he mourned his only two mentors in life. He regretted his sharp words now, and felt tremendous guilt for the misplaced anger he'd directed at a boy who was deeply hurting.

"I think I'm becoming a monster," Harry said in a strained voice. "I had such dark thoughts when I fought Neville yesterday – I really thought about killing him. Does that make me a bad person?"

Dahlia considered this. "Well, you didn't kill him, did you?" she reasoned. "We all have dark thoughts sometimes. What matters is whether we act upon them or not."

"But he wouldn't have been the first person I killed," Harry protested. "Bellatrix. Rakhaman. Dumbledore. My body count is rising without even trying."

"Those were all different," Dahlia said firmly. "We're at war, and you've had to make hard decisions to protect yourself and other people. If a maniac was charging me with a knife, would you kill him to protect me?"

"In a heartbeat," said Harry. "But Neville was defenseless, and I still wanted to take his life."

"But you didn't," Dahlia repeated. "Real monsters don't know the difference between the two scenarios. You do. Actions speak louder than words, and yours have done nothing to change my mind that you're a good person."

Dahlia's reassuring words helped to alleviate Harry's guilt and self-loathing. She sat in a chair beside the bed and uncorked the Sleeping Draught, handing it to him wordlessly. He drank it obediently, and did not protest when Dahlia took his hand, stroking his palm gently with her thumb to coax him to sleep.

In that moment, Harry was overwhelmed by the feeling of love and trust he got from his sister. He had the sudden urge to confide in her, to share his deepest, burning secrets that continued to burden him. The time travel. The horcrux hunt. The feeling of being an impostor in his own family, not quite belonging, not quite deserving the unconditional love he received.

But before he could do so, the potion overtook him, and he fell into a deep sleep.

Harry had no idea how long he slept. His dreams were consumed with visions of terror: blood-red eyes following his every move, green bolts of light barely missing him, his loved ones screaming his name in fear. The Sleeping Draught kept him from awakening, trapping him in his nightmares, unable to escape the dread and doom that he knew was waiting for him whether he woke up or not.

When his eyes finally popped open, it was pitch-black – he must have been out for at least half a day, if not longer. Harry heard rhythmic breathing nearby – Dahlia was curled up beside him in the bed, sleeping peacefully. He still felt exhausted, but was in no mood to return to the torment of his dreamscape, so he slipped out of bed and headed for the door.

He nearly tripped over something halfway across the room – something long and wooden leaning against the wall, knocking it to the floor. Harry reached out his arm and snapped his fingers; his wand zoomed across the room into his palm, its tip alighting to illuminate the room. His Firebolt was lying on its side on the ground, and beside it was his school trunk, right beside Dahlia's. Their belongings must have been returned by the school house-elves while he slept.

Harry immediately unlocked his trunk and dug through it. The Marauder's Map was still nestled between two pairs of trousers where he'd left it, and buried at the bottom, stuffed in a sock, was the Resurrection Stone. Harry held it lightly in his palm – it felt ice-cold to the touch, despite being insulated in a warm environment. And come to think of it, his other hand felt quite cold as well...the one holding his wand.

Harry glanced at his wand hand and paused, frowning. He was not holding the Kneazle core wand – that one was still resting on the bedside table, untouched. The wand he had summoned to his hand was of darker wood, with ornate notches and a golden band near the hilt. He recognized it immediately as Dumbledore's.

Did he make a mistake when he handed the other wand to Voldemort? Had he given the Dark Lord Neville's wand instead? But no, he would recognize the holly and phoenix core wand anywhere – the wand he'd handed over was short and white, unlike any wand he'd seen before. And he remembered precisely which robes pocket he'd placed each wand in; he dug through his robes on the ground and found the right pocket empty. This was definitely the wand he'd taken from Neville.

Is this the Elder Wand? Harry wondered, holding it side by side with the Resurrection Stone. They both felt like shards of ice in his hands, yet paradoxically burning his palms rather than freezing them. They simply had to be forged of the same material, or at least woven of the same death magic. Two of the Deathly Hallows in his possession, both by complete accident, while the third – his birthright, ironically – still eluded him.

It certainly explained a couple of things from the previous night. How Neville had been so inexplicably powerful in their duel. Why Harry had heard those murderous whisperings in his ear after claiming the wand. But why had Neville been holding it in the first place?

Harry knew he needed definitive answers about what had happened the day before. And now that he had the Stone back in his possession, he knew how to get them. He'd intended to have a candid conversation with Albus Dumbledore when he returned to the castle last night...the circumstances may be far different now, but he would have that conversation, one way or another.

He pocketed the Elder Wand and the Resurrection Stone and slipped out of the bedroom. He tip-toed down the stairs, intending to find a quiet room to close himself in for privacy. However, he found his father sitting in the study, quietly sipping tea from an armchair, gaze cast out the window in quiet contemplation. A glance at the clock on the wall told Harry that it was far too late for James to still be awake.

"Dad?" he called out. James startled a bit at his appearance, sighing and massaging his temple.

"Harry," he muttered. "Sleep alright?"

"Fine," Harry lied. "What are you still doing up?"

"Been trying to contact as many people as possible," James sighed, setting down his teacup. "To see who we can trust, what we can pull together."

"That's good," Harry muttered. Any word from Neville, Ron or Hermione?"

"Nothing," James said. "Wherever they're hiding, they don't want to be found. We've been monitoring Neville's wand for the Trace since he's underage, but he hasn't cast anything yet and they won't respond to Patronus messages."

"I see," said Harry, deep in thought. It occurred to him that it would be sunrise soon, and the Potters were all still in Britain despite the ultimatum. "Er...Dad? What are we going to do next?"

James surveyed Harry tiredly. "I've called for an emergency meeting of the Order of the Stag," he said. "We're meeting in a few hours, at seven o'clock. I have no idea who will show up and who we can trust moving forward. But before I decide whether to leave Britain, I want to have a frank discussion with the people I would be leaving behind."

Harry supposed that was fair. While he yearned for the safety of his immediate family first and foremost, he knew a lot of good people would be in grave danger once they left. How many of their friends and allies would be murdered in the wake of Voldemort's takeover? And how would the Potters' reputation be affected if they left them all to die? It was a fair compromise to at least talk to everyone first.

"You should get back to bed," James remarked, glancing at the clock. "From what it sounds like, you went through quite an ordeal yesterday."

"I've slept enough," Harry shrugged. "What about you? You don't look too rested yourself."

"I'm fine," James said dismissively. But Harry knew that wasn't the case; his father looked weathered and exhausted, the weight of the war beating him down to a pulp.

"Go get some sleep before the meeting," Harry suggested. "Go be with Mum. Who knows when we'll get the next chance to rest?"

James nodded thoughtfully at his words. He stood with a mighty grunt and stumbled blearily towards the stairs. He paused at the doorway, looking to Harry thoughtfully for a moment.

"I'm so very sorry, Harry," he said quietly. "I tried so hard to give you a happy childhood, but I feel like I've failed. You never should have been a part of this war, never should have had to make difficult choices like you did last night."

"It's not your fault," Harry shrugged. "I didn't exactly listen when you tried to keep me out of it. Besides, you didn't enter me in that tournament, or threaten Dahlia's life three times over. I'm just responding to it all the best I can."

James approached Harry and wrapped him in a tight hug. "I don't tell you often enough how proud I am of you," he muttered in his son's ear. "You've handled yourself in this war better than anyone your age had any right to. No matter what mistakes you feel you've made, I know you've always done what you think is best. And I admire you for it."

Harry felt a surge of warmth at his father's words. "I'm proud of you too, Dad," he offered. "Whatever you decide, I'll stand behind you no matter what."

They broke apart, each deliberately avoiding the other's misty gazes. James shuffled up the stairs to bed; Harry waited and listened until he heard his father's bedroom door click shut. He then shut himself inside the study, casting numerous silencing and privacy wards on the door. He wanted to be alone for this next conversation – it could get just as emotional, and not in a good way.

Harry withdrew the Resurrection Stone from his pocket and turned it over three times. "Albus Dumbledore," he whispered, feeling the cold magic of the Hallow twist and flare in his palm, reaching out to the other side. He mentally steeled himself for a difficult conversation that should have happened years ago.

"So you found it, then."

Harry turned – Albus Dumbledore was standing before him, but not really. He was semi-translucent and incorporeal, wearing splendid robes of periwinkle blue, his beard not quite as gray and his face not as weathered and tired-looking as before. But he nonetheless wore an expression of sadness and disappointment that gave Harry a twinge of guilt.

"The Resurrection Stone, yes," Harry nodded, holding it up for Dumbledore to see. "We need to talk."

"I fear there is little more for us to say to one another," Dumbledore said sadly. "You've had your victory, Harry Potter. Now you must live with the consequences of your actions."

"My victory?" Harry scoffed. "You think I wanted to kill you? I had no choice, Albus. They were going to take you to Lockhart and plunder your mind – I had to prevent that from happening."

"Then why did you help Death Eaters invade the castle?" Dumbledore demanded. "That is where you went after leaving the school grounds, is it not?"

"I...what?" Harry stammered. "No, you idiot, I had nothing to do with that! I was trying to stop them, the same as you!"

Dumbledore's eyes narrowed in confusion. "Then where did you go that evening?" he asked suspiciously.

"Nurmengard," said Harry. "To speak to Grindelwald. I was looking for the Elder Wand, but it turns out you had it all along, didn't you?"

"Indeed," Dumbledore nodded. "And luckily, I had the foresight to pass it along prior to my death, so that it would not pass into enemy hands."

"Well, it made its way to me anyway," Harry shrugged. He reached into his robes and withdrew the dark wand he'd taken from Neville. It glimmered lightly in the candlelight, its ancient brown wood contrasting with a yellowish-white center. Dumbledore's eyes widened with horror at the sight of it.

"No," he said with dismay. "You were not meant to get the wand. It was Neville's...I immobilized him beneath the Cloak so that he would not lose it in combat...it was always meant to be Neville's…"

"Well, I took it from him, so it's mine now," said Harry flatly, pocketing the wand again. "When did you give it to Neville?"

"Shortly after you nearly bested me in our lessons," said Dumbledore. "It was the first time I sensed that the wand's loyalty was wavering, that it was ready to pledge its allegiance to another. I knew Neville must be the one to end up with it, so I passed it to him, trained him in how to control it. The Elder Wand is bloodthirsty, and requires an iron will to resist the temptation, and I knew Neville would need to learn how to wield it without falling to temptation."

"Is that why he was acting like such a prat to me the last few weeks?" Harry demanded. "Was the wand telling him I'm not to be trusted, the same as you?"

"I imagine so," Dumbledore sighed. "I worried that Neville did not have the mental fortitude to control the wand, but it was the only way – I had to take that risk."

"So the wand I took from you…" Harry muttered, deep in thought. "Where did it come from?"

"Maple and phoenix feather, nine and a quarter inches," Dumbledore said with a soft smile. "The wand I purchased from Ollivander's when I was eleven years old. I had not used it in over fifty years, since I used it to defeat Gellert – it was like reuniting with an old friend. Though unfortunately, it was not enough to overcome you atop the Astronomy Tower, not in my weakened state."

"Well, if you'd taken two seconds to announce yourself, we wouldn't have needed to fight at all," Harry groaned. "But I suppose you wouldn't have trusted me either way, would you?"

"How could I?" Dumbledore said sadly. "Seeing what you were becoming...the dark path you were walking down...could you blame me for thinking the worst?"

"I know precisely who to blame for it," Harry muttered darkly. "Grindelwald. You realize he was lying to you, right? He told me everything – he wanted revenge against you for beating him all those years ago, and twisted your mind into thinking I was some kind of Dark Lord on the rise."

Dumbledore's brow furrowed in confusion. Then, his expression slowly softened as realization dawned on him. "That certainly is something Gellert would do," he admitted. "He spent years trying to mislead me about Tom Riddle – I should have realized he would do the same with you."

"I know we disagree over my use of dark magic," said Harry. "But I would have thought you'd recognize that the only thing I care about is Voldemort's destruction. I have no ambitions of power, beyond what is necessary to defeat him."

Dumbledore suddenly looked terribly guilty. "Harry, my boy, I am a fool," he muttered sadly. "I should have realized you were no threat to me and my mission. I was afraid that you were growing too powerful to control, not realizing that our goals were aligned all along. I sincerely apologize."

"Yes, well, I suppose you paid for that mistake in the most permanent fashion, so none needed," Harry shrugged. "But enough about me...let's talk about you. Why didn't you tell me you were hunting horcruxes?"

Dumbledore blinked in surprise. "Horcruxes?" he repeated.

"Don't play dumb with me, Albus," Harry groaned. "I know you were at the Gaunt shack that night. I know you were looking for the ring."

"You knew of the ring?" said Dumbledore. "But how?"

"I've been doing this far longer than you realize," said Harry. "How many times do I have to tell you that I've been opposing Voldemort for nearly six years now?"

"But I do not understand," Dumbledore muttered. "Why did you believe the ring would help in the fight against Voldemort?"

"I...huh?" said Harry. "Of course it would – it was a bloody horcrux, and I destroyed it!"

"Horcrux?" Dumbledore repeated. "Voldemort made more?"

"Of course he did," said Harry. "Isn't that what you were doing with Neville? Hunting his horcruxes?"

"My boy, I was unaware until this moment that Voldemort had made any besides the diary," said Dumbledore. "We were after the stone set inside the ring. I recognized it from Bob Ogden's memories as the Resurrection Stone."

"So...you only wanted the ring because it was one of the Deathly Hallows?" said Harry, confused.

"Yes, of course, that was the whole point!" said Dumbledore earnestly. "Master of Death, Harry, Master of Death! If Neville Longbottom united the three Hallows, he would be able to free himself of Voldemort's soul fragment and fulfill the prophecy at last!"

"So you did know about the soul fragment in his scar," said Harry.

"I had a hunch it was the key to Voldemort's survival back in 1981," said Dumbledore. "And the more Neville told me about the connection he shared with Tom's mind, the more certain I became. The only way to be rid of it was for Neville to die, but as Master of Death...well, such a fate could be avoided."

"You were trying to save Neville?" Harry breathed. He was feeling overwhelmed with all these new revelations, and sat in the armchair his father had just vacated to process them.

"I know you believed me to be some sort of heartless puppet-master, Harry," said Dumbledore gently. "But I cared very deeply for the safety of my students. And I apologize for stealing your father's cloak all those years ago, but my only objective was to unite the Hallows and use them to save Neville and destroy Voldemort. Of course I would have returned it once the mission was complete."

"And you believed that would work?" Harry asked. "Removing the soul fragment from Neville's head without killing him?"

"It had to," said Dumbledore, somewhat stubbornly and childishly, Harry thought. "The Deathly Hallows are renowned for a reason. If anything could overcome Death itself, it would be them."

Harry thought back to his conversation with Grindelwald about the teenage Dumbledore. "I quickly dismissed the foolish notion of a 'Master of Death' that Albus held so dear…" Was Albus Dumbledore truly misled by his blind faith in the Hallows? Is that why he had succumbed to the Rotting Curse, despite his advanced Occlumency? Was he so sorely tempted by the objects he'd coveted all his life that he reached into the box without thinking?

"I'm not so sure, sir," said Harry slowly. "I don't think Death is someone who can be tricked that easily."

Dumbledore eyed Harry curiously. "You have always had a peculiar relationship with Death, haven't you, Harry?" he asked. "I suspected as much ever since I first saw your Patronus."

Harry sighed – no point in holding onto his secrets now. "That's because I've met Death, face to face," he said. "I passed through the Veil in the Department of Mysteries when I was fifteen. Only, not in this world – in another, where I was the Boy Who Lived. And Death sent me to this world, where I had a family, and Neville bore that burden instead of me."

"Ahhh," Dumbledore breathed, closing his eyes in realization. "So you are a time traveler. The thought did briefly cross my mind...your Seer story didn't quite add up in my head…"

"I've been trying to stop Voldemort ever since I arrived here six years ago," said Harry. "But it hasn't exactly been a walk in the park."

"Then why did you not come straight to me for help?" asked Dumbledore.

"You're partly the reason I died the last time," Harry shrugged. "You never told me anything and left me in the dark, and I got myself into trouble because of your negligence."

"I see," Dumbledore muttered. "And I'm guessing you assumed that I did so intentionally, in order to rid the world of the soul fragment inside of your head?"

"Well...yeah," Harry said kinda lamely.

"I do not know my alternate self from your world, so I cannot say for certain," Dumbledore mused. "But I have to imagine it was an honest mistake on my part. I am not a perfect person, Harry, as you well know. I put a lot of faith in my own abilities and intellect – too much, perhaps – but if I abhor anything, it's the idea that I do not care for the well-being of my students. I would do anything to help them, even at my own expense."

"You knew about Draco Malfoy's involvement in my family's accidents," Harry pointed out. "Why didn't you try to stop him?"

"If Voldemort knew that I was onto his plans, Draco and his entire family would have been killed," said Dumbledore. "I was buying time until I could unite the Hallows, then I intended to bring the fight to Voldemort before Draco became an issue. He is only a boy, Harry, and I hope you realize he was forced into this position against his will – he is no killer."

"No, he's not," Harry admitted begrudgingly to himself. He'd seen the boy's internal conflict play out atop the Astronomy Tower and knew he didn't want to do this, any of this.

"You mentioned horcruxes before," said Dumbledore. "I take it Voldemort has made more?"

"Six of them," Harry nodded, causing Dumbledore to wince visibly. "I've already found and destroyed three of them. We believe Nagini is another, plus the Cup of Hufflepuff and the Sword of Gryffindor."

"So that is the mysterious project you were working on with Bill Weasley," Dumbledore mused.

"And Fleur Delacour," said Harry. "And Saul Croaker, before he died."

"I can understand why you kept such knowledge quiet," said Dumbledore. "If Voldemort knew their existence was common knowledge, he would take great pains to hide them far from reach. I take it the diary was another?"

"And the Diadem of Ravenclaw, the Locket of Slytherin, and the Gaunt ring," Harry confirmed. "We found the latter last year and left a fake in its place, in case Voldemort came back to check on it."

"A rather convincing fake, I must add," Dumbledore smiled sadly. "Or else I may not have succumbed to my fate. I fear I saw the symbol upon the stone's surface and briefly lost my wits, believing I would see my family again. I was a fool, a terrible fool."

There was an awkward silence as Harry and Dumbledore each reflected on their past missteps. Would things have turned out differently if both of them had laid out all their cards on the table to begin with? Would this war have been over already? Would Dumbledore still be alive? Would Neville have made it out intact?

"I don't know what to do anymore," Harry sighed. "Voldemort's all but won now. Neville ran away, and I've no idea how to contact him, much less convince him to trust me again after what he saw me do."

"You have to find him before Voldemort does," Dumbledore implored him. "Give him the wand and the stone – he already has the cloak. He will know what to do with them."

"What, die?" Harry said skeptically.

"He will become Master of Death," Dumbledore insisted. "Only he will know what that means when it happens. Perhaps he can bargain with Death to remove the corrupted soul fragment...or else he can pass through the Veil and come out the other side...either way, he will have 'power the Dark Lord knows not'."

Harry felt a sinking feeling in his stomach at Dumbledore's words. They sounded great and well thought-out, but were they true? Was his narrow interpretation of the prophecy correct? Or was he still blinded by his worship of the Hallows, which may or may not be the solution to Neville's problem? Harry couldn't be sure, but now wasn't the time to argue with the man. He had the answers he needed.

"I'll find him," Harry promised nevertheless. "And the remaining three horcruxes. Then hopefully we can end this war once and for all."

"You must," said Dumbledore. "I see now why your fate is tied so closely to Neville's...you must guide him to achieve his destiny, Harry. You are his shepherd, his steward. I failed in that task, but it was meant to be you all along. And I'm sorry for not seeing it sooner."

So sure of the correct answer once again, Harry thought cynically. He was tired of Dumbledore making assumptions about people's fates without taking their input into account. But the old man looked sincere, regarding Harry with far more kindness than he had in months past while he was alive.

"I'll do what I can," Harry nodded. "I guess this is farewell, then."

"Best of luck, Harry Potter," Dumbledore nodded. "I do not agree with the path you have chosen, but I hope it takes you were you need to go."

Harry nodded in return and pocketed the ring. The Headmaster faded from view, leaving Harry alone with his thoughts. They really were two sides of the same coin, Harry and Albus, as loathe as he was to admit it. Both kept their secrets close to the chest and were selective in who they chose to trust with them. Harry doubted he would call upon Dumbledore's spirit again, if only to distance himself from that mindset.

He did not know what the future of this war held for him anymore. Would the Potters remain in Britain and prepare for a showdown with Voldemort? Or would they flee, biding their time to live and fight another day? Either way, Harry knew he could not roll over and hide from his problems any longer. He would continue fighting, as would his loved ones, and he would not stop until either he or Voldemort met a violent end.
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UNCERTAINTY LOOMS IN THE WAKE OF DUMBLEDORE DEATH, POTTER ABSENCE

by Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"The wizarding world was rocked by news last Friday night that Albus Dumbledore, famed 'Protector of Britain' and Headmaster of Hogwarts, was murdered in his own school during a Death Eater raid. All eyes turned to the Minister of Magic, James Potter, to quell fears of an imminent takeover by You-Know-Who, but the public has only received more questions than answers.

Madam Amelia Bones, head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, gave a press conference early this morning to address the situation.

'Minister Potter has regrettably been forced to take a leave of absence due to a family emergency,' said Madam Bones. 'I have been deputized as interim Minister in the meantime. I can assure the citizens of Great Britain that the Ministry remains secure and the Dark Lord [REDACTED] poses no immediate threat to our safety.'

When asked what measures the Ministry is taking to improve security, Madam Bones had this to say: 'We have closed Hogwarts School early for the summer to ensure the safety of our students. In addition, we have activated the Arthurian Protocol: a runic network of protections housed within the Department of Mysteries, to keep the Ministry safe from assault. The Dark Lord is in for a rude surprise if he attempts to take advantage of the situation and foolishly attacks the Ministry.'

Reporters attending the conference also bombarded Madam Bones with questions regarding the identity of Albus Dumbledore's murderer. Rumors abound to this day, with potential suspects including Severus Snape, a professor and former Death Eater who went missing that evening; Fenrir Greyback, who was seen in the castle and alleged to have attacked several students; and even one of Dumbledore's own pupils in an act of treachery.

'I cannot confirm nor deny any of the theories put forth as to the killer's identity,' said Bones. 'Much of the speculation is baseless and preposterous, of course. I would urge the public to refrain from such conjecture while the DMLE conducts their investigation.'"

Harry set down his copy of the Prophet, which he had already read cover to cover several times that morning. There was little else he could do, hidden away in a tiny trophy room at Grimmauld Place, forced to remain out of sight as members arrived for the Order of the Stag meeting. He badly wished to attend the meeting himself, though he understood the logic – it wouldn't do to distract from proceedings, not when rumors swirled about his possible involvement in Dumbledore's death.

Luckily, Sirius had a solution. A framed portrait of Arcturus Black II hung in the conference room, which had been charmed to function as a two-way mirror from the outside. Harry was able to look in from the trophy room and observe the proceedings without being seen himself. He wouldn't be able to participate, but at least he could stay informed on what was going on with the war efforts.

Harry could tell from the looks of Order members trickling in just how tense the mood was in Britain at the moment. First came Dale Greengrass, who was fretful and paranoid on a good day; now he looked stressed beyond belief. Remus and Alessia arrived soon after, also looking haggard and worn; then Sirius and Amelia, the latter already dressed in official Ministry robes, coming straight from what was clearly a stressful morning at work.

A few unexpected arrivals came in soon after. First was Ted Tonks, accompanying his wife Andromeda, whom Harry knew had been helping her cousin Sirius weaponize the Black fortune against Voldemort. Surprisingly, their daughter was with them, along with Cedric, both wearing their Auror robes and clearly fresh off of a grueling shift (or several). Finally, Mad-Eye Moody limped into the room, looking perhaps the best of anyone – though that could be because war-time fatigue and paranoia was his default state.

James and Lily entered and closed the doors soon after to begin the meeting. "Thank you all for coming on such short notice," said James. "I've called for all members of both Orders, but it seems most of the Order of the Phoenix did not get the memo in time."

"Oh, I'm certain they did," said Mad-Eye bitterly. "They just don't know who to trust at the mo'. What with what people are saying about your boy."

"Yes, where is Harry?" asked Cedric, looking around in confusion. "I've heard some wild rumors about him and the Hogwarts attack. Some people even seem to think he killed Dumbledore, my father included!"

"Harry has been sent out of the country to lay low for a while," James lied smoothly. "Just to avoid the rumor mill. Whatever you've heard about him, I would take with a grain of salt."

"Our investigation into Albus' death is ongoing," Amelia Bones added. "But right now, we need to focus on securing Britain from an attack, as You-Know-Who might use this as an opportunity to strike."

"Yes, about that," piped up Dale Greengrass. "I read the piece in the Prophet about this 'Arthurian Protocol'. What in blazes is that?"

"Wards designed by Merlin himself, back in the days of King Arthur," Amelia explained. "When activated, they can help to repel invasions from hostile enemies and protect the homeland."

"I've never heard of such a protocol," Andromeda muttered thoughtfully.

"That's because it doesn't exist," Amelia said with a wry grin. "We made it up. But You-Know-Who doesn't know that, and hopefully it will buy us a few days while he enlists his spy network to learn more about what this 'protocol' entails."

"That's brilliant," said Sirius, sounding genuinely impressed. "I didn't think you had such deception in you, Lia."

"Looks like Padfoot is rubbing off on her," Remus remarked with a knowing grin.

"Now now, no need to be crass, Moony," Sirius winked, drawing an appalled look from Amelia. But his expression turned dark once again as he turned back to James. "Eventually Voldemort will figure out the truth though, won't he? It won't keep him out of the Ministry for long."

"It only has to distract him for a couple of days," said James. "While we amass support abroad. The next ICW summit takes place in Paris in two days, and Dale will be there to petition for troops to Britain."

"Again?" said Remus. "But they denied the request last year...what makes you think this year will be any different?"

"We have to try," James shrugged. "Maybe Dumbledore's death will spur them into action."

"It would be nice to know what the international reaction to his death is," muttered Dale. "Where's Barty Crouch, anyway? Isn't he our eyes and ears to the continent?"

"He didn't respond to the invite," James said bitterly. "In fact, we haven't heard from him in weeks now. My best guess is he saw the way the winds were blowing and decided to go underground again."

"Bloody coward," Sirius muttered bitterly. Harry did not disagree: while Crouch Senior had been helpful in the past, he clearly put his own personal safety above anything else. That did not sit right with Harry, especially with Crouch's own son spearheading the charge against the Ministry.

"What do our defenses look like, if we can't get the ICW to help us?" asked Cedric.

"As you two know, we've pulled all of our Auror reserves back to the Ministry for round-the-clock monitoring," said Amelia, addressing Cedric and Tonks. "That of course leaves Hogwarts, Diagon Alley and Azkaban exposed, not to mention all the wizarding villages being ransacked at night. We simply have to consolidate all of our resources into holding onto the Ministry for as long as possible."

"And what are You-Know-Who's resources at the moment?" asked Dale Greengrass nervously.

James hesitated slightly before answering. "It's hard to get an accurate estimate of how vast his network is," he sighed. "But between Death Eaters, mercenary recruits, dark creatures, and other allies from overseas...his army could exceed two thousand, maybe three."

Everyone at the table blanched at this information. "There's no possible way we could hold off that many," Amelia fretted. "Even if we mustered every Auror, Hit-Wizard, and Order member in the nation, our forces could barely reach the hundreds."

"How many fighters could we get from overseas?" asked Moody, turning back to James.

"I figure our French and American allies could spare several dozen Aurors to bolster our immediate defenses," said James. "As for the ICW reserves, it depends. If enough nations join the fight, we could see as many as a thousand troops become immediately available for war, with thousands more in conscripts to come later."

"Would they report to a British commander?" asked Cedric thoughtfully. "My father says that the continental nations distrust Britain after the last war."

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it," said James. "Right now my main priority is getting them here – we can work out the specifics later."

"And if we can't get the reinforcements?" asked Lily worriedly.

"We'll get them," James said firmly. "We have to. There's simply no other option."

An uneasy silence fell upon these words. Harry sensed the worry of the others in the room, realizing that there truly was no backup plan. He could tell James was putting on a show of confidence, but it concerned him that his father was putting all of his stock into this plan that might not work at all. It had failed just one year before, after all.

"There's another problem we haven't discussed yet," Remus muttered to break the awkward silence. "Even if we make up for the numbers disadvantage, there's no one left with the talent to stand up to Voldemort."

"Not one on one, at least," said James. "We'll simply have to use brute force. Myself and Alastor have fought him and know his style. If several of us take him on as a group, perhaps we can overwhelm him."

"Dumbledore seemed to believe the Longbottom boy could beat him," Moody said dryly. "Due to the prophecy and all. The Dark Lord believes it too, if our intel is correct."

"Even if that were somehow true," said James, "we have no idea where Neville is. He and his two friends haven't been seen since the Hogwarts incident."

"How strange," Sirius muttered. "Why wouldn't they go back to the Burrow? I thought both Longbottom and Granger were close with the Weasleys."

"I don't think the Weasleys can answer that, either," James sighed. "They seem to know as little as we do. Arthur gave me the nastiest look in the Atrium yesterday, but he disappeared in the crowd before I got to speak with him."

"Longbottom never struck me as the type to run and hide," remarked Moody. "What are the odds he's plotting some kind of solo assault against the Dark Lord?"

"Without consulting with the Order first?" Remus scoffed. "It would be suicide."

"Our suspicion is that Neville does not trust the Order any longer," James sighed. "Not with Dumbledore gone, and not with— well, everything else going on."

Harry alone knew what was left unspoken in his statement. Neville couldn't trust the Potters after what he had seen Harry do. He had no way of knowing how deep the conspiracy went, or who else might be compromised within the Order or the Ministry. Every day that Harry was not arrested was a day that Neville would believe he was truly alone in Britain.

"Severus seems to believe Dumbledore gave Neville a mission," Lily piped up. "Something to help with the war, separate from the Order. But Dumbledore wouldn't tell him what it was."

"You're in touch with Severus Snape?" asked Amelia Bones, surprised. "He is our top suspect in Dumbledore's murder at the moment."

"I haven't heard from him in days," Lily clarified. "But what could Dumbledore have possibly asked a sixteen-year-old boy to do? And why couldn't he trust the rest of the Order with it?"

"Surely it's something to do with the prophecy," Moody suggested. "And this 'power the Dark Lord knows not'. The Prophet has been calling him the 'Chosen One' for months now—"

"We can't make the mistake of putting the weight of the war on a teenager," said James. "I don't care what Dumbledore believed – we have to make our own preparations and assume Neville is irrelevant."

"So what should we do to prepare, then?" asked Cedric.

"Reach out to anyone with fighting experience and warn them that war is imminent," said James. "Other Order members, relatives, former classmates, anyone you can get in touch with. If Voldemort is plotting an attack on the Ministry, we'll need to meet him at the front gates with as much resistance as possible."

"Well, you can count on me," said Ted Tonks matter-of-factly. "I'll be on the front lines."

"You most certainly will not!" gasped his wife, Andromeda. "Ted, you're no fighter!"

"I may not be an Auror like our Dora, but I know how to use a wand," Ted reassured her. "I placed third in the Dueling Club tournament in my seventh year, don't you remember?"

"That was nearly thirty years ago, Teddy!" Andromeda groaned. "We're talking about skilled dark wizards who are half your age!"

"Things are different for you than they are for me, my dear Andy," Ted smiled sadly. "I'm Muggle-born...I won't be welcome here if things take a turn for the worst."

"That's just talk," Andromeda denied. "The days of blood discrimination in Britain are long over."

"The tides are turning," Ted said grimly. "I've gotten far more nasty comments in public in the past year than in the rest of my life combined. If You-Know-Who wins, I fear the supremacists will have their way at last."

"Well, he's not going to win," Andromeda said firmly. "And I'll be right alongside you, my love. Just don't put yourself in any situation you can't handle, that's all."

"We'll need all the wands we can get," said James diplomatically. "If anyone here has relatives or associates overseas, get in touch and see if they can offer help. Britain will fall otherwise, and if it goes, the rest of the world may soon follow."

And on that grim note, the Order meeting drew to a close. The members gradually trickled out, each to perform whatever duties they could to improve their slim odds of success in the coming battle, none looking confident about it. Harry couldn't blame them – things had been looking dire before, and now with Dumbledore gone, the chances of surviving an all-out assault by Voldemort were close to zero.

Eventually the conference room emptied out, leaving Harry alone in the trophy room with his thoughts. There came a knock at the door, and James slipped into the small space with Harry. "Alright there, son?" he asked. "Were you able to listen in?"

"Yes, just fine," Harry nodded. "Everyone seems on-edge."

"Hard to blame them," James nodded tersely. "The next few days are going to be full of uncertainty. War is coming, that much is clear; the only question is when."

Harry nodded forlornly – he'd had that feeling for years now, and it now felt like they were knocking on the door of all-out conflict. "What's your plan now?" he asked.

"Your mother and uncles and I are going to make the rounds," said James. "And try to round up support from whoever we can reach. The other Order members can ignore whatever invites they want – the war is coming either way, and I'd rather they be in the loop than out of it."

"You aren't going to be seen, are you?" asked Harry worriedly. "Voldemort said that if the Potters don't leave Britain immediately—"

"I heard you loud and clear," James nodded. "Luckily, if there's one skill I pride myself on, it's not being seen when I don't want to be. You forget that I was a Marauder before I was a Minister – avoiding trouble is my specialty."

"Just be careful," Harry said with a small smile. "What can I do to help?"

"You can do exactly what you've been doing thus far," said James. "Keep your head down and stay out of trouble. I have enough to worry about without wondering if you are in danger."

Harry sighed, but knew there was no arguing with James on this one. "What about the ICW summit?" he asked. "Can I go with Dale Greengrass? I can act as a bodyguard, in case the Death Eaters catch wind again like last year."

James looked uncomfortable with this idea. "I don't like the idea of you being out in public right now," he sighed.

"But surely I'll be safer in France than in Britain, wouldn't you say?" Harry insisted. "Besides, I can use a glamour." And to prove his point, he waved his wand over his face, applying a glamour to take on the appearance of a nondescript blonde man in his late twenties. James arched an eyebrow, clearly impressed with the level of the disguise.

"Very well," he sighed. "I will contact Sebastian Delacour to see if he can take you and Dahlia in for a while. I would feel much safer knowing the two of you were out of the country."

"Agreed," said Harry quickly. He didn't love the idea of splitting up the Potter family at this critical juncture. However, getting Dahlia to safety was an important factor, and Harry could always fashion himself a Portkey to return home if needed.

James pulled Harry in for a tight hug. "Stay here with your sister until you hear from me," he said. "If I tell you to run, you run straight away, without argument. Is that understood?"

"Understood," Harry nodded. His father flashed him a roguish grin, one that Harry hadn't seen in ages...perhaps a sign of the old James Potter rearing its head, back for another bit of mischief. He left the trophy room, disappearing through the Floo and leaving Harry with his thoughts.

Dahlia was eager to hear all the details of the meeting as soon as Harry returned upstairs to his bedroom. He recounted it as best as he could remember, doing his best to keep things upbeat and positive for his sister's sake. "And I convinced Dad to send us to France, to stay with the Delacours," Harry concluded. "We'll be leaving in the next day or two."

"I don't want to leave Britain if Mum and Dad are staying!" Dahlia protested.

"Neither do I," Harry sighed. "But we'll be safely out of the way there, at least for a little while. We need to lay low if this plan is going to work."

Dahlia still looked uncertain, but she did not press the issue. "It would be nice to see Gabrielle again," she conceded. "She's starting at Beauxbatons this fall, you know...she writes me almost daily about how excited she is."

Harry listened to Dahlia recount her most recent correspondences with Gabrielle as he tried to take his mind off of the war. He would quickly go insane if he remained cooped up in this house with no distraction, nothing to stave off the gnawing dread that war could break out at any moment. Voldemort could choose to strike, to take the Ministry whenever he chose – the only thing stopping him now was the false threat of the 'Arthurian protocol' that Amelia Bones had concocted. The second he realized it was a farce, it would all be over.

What would Harry do if it came down to a fight? Would he be able to challenge Voldemort with the Elder Wand? It was a tremendous risk – not only could he potentially lose the wand's loyalty to the most dangerous wizard alive, Harry knew the man could not even be killed. The best he could hope for was to capture Voldemort alive, or at least detach his spirit from his body and buy them time to find the remaining three horcruxes. Either way, the inevitable showdown felt like it was coming far too soon for comfort.

And where was Neville during all of this? Would he show up for the battle and take on Voldemort once more? He presumably still had his holly and phoenix feather wand, which had the twin core that could stave off the Dark Lord. And maybe he did still have the fabled 'power the Dark Lord knows not' that could take him down somehow. What that power was, Harry had no earthly idea, as Neville had shown no particular talent at anything besides Herbology. And he strongly doubted Voldemort would be defeated using magical plants.

He wondered where the trio was at this very moment and what their plan was. Harry knew now that they were after the Deathly Hallows...they had the Cloak and knew Harry had the Wand, but still did not know where the real Resurrection Stone was. That was likely their main objective at the moment. The good news was that their road eventually led back to Harry, as they would need to confront him in order to reclaim the Elder Wand. Hopefully by that point he would be able to talk some sense into them.

Should he send Neville a Patronus attempting to explain things? Harry didn't see what good it would do. The boy already distrusted him, and claiming to have the Resurrection Stone would sound like an obvious trap. Maybe Hermione could be convinced, the proverbial angel on Neville's shoulder, but Ron was on his other shoulder, convincing him Harry could not be trusted. No, Harry would just have to wait for them to re-surface somewhere, so that he could explain his side of the story.

Harry and Dahlia spent the day playing games, reading, and wandering about the townhouse, just trying their best to keep their minds occupied. Dahlia didn't wear her emotions on her sleeve, but Harry could sense her tension and fear all the same. She did not like knowing how much trouble their family was in, and how quickly the tentative peace could take a turn for the worst. When she snapped at Harry for accidentally dropping a book while she was reading in the library, he decided to give her some space.

Later that afternoon, Harry stopped by the kitchen to fashion himself a snack when he heard a light tapping on the windowsill. A tawny owl sat just outside, clutching a letter in its beak. Harry let it inside and relieved it of its burden – the letter was addressed to him. He ripped it open and read the short missive inside:

Harry,

We need to talk. Meet me at my place at nine o'clock this evening.

-B.W.

Harry frowned at the short missive. Bill rarely initiated their meetings as of late, and he hadn't attended the Order meeting that morning. But maybe that was because he wished to discuss more confidential matters, like the horcrux hunt. It made sense – he was prone to paranoia on a good day, and was likely freaking out in the wake of his hero's death. Besides, if the rumors had truly spread beyond Hogwarts, he likely wanted an explanation about Harry's involvement in the plot. Harry supposed he owed him that much.

That was not the only letter Harry received that day, either. As he and Dahlia ate dinner alone that evening, an official Ministry owl arrived, clutching a bulky package. Harry opened it, revealing a short letter and a small pendant with the official Ministry seal on it. The letter read:

Harry and Dahlia,

Sebastian Delacour has responded to my request, and he agreed to take you both in for the next few days. I have attached a Portkey that will take you both directly to his estate in France. The activation phrase is 'bouillabaisse'. Pack your things and make the journey as soon as possible – your mother and I will be busy for a while and will try to join you as soon as we can.

Harry, you may attend the ICW meeting with Dale and Sebastian, on two conditions. One, you must maintain a glamour at all times, and two, you will not leave their sight once. Even outside of Britain we cannot be certain what Voldemort is plotting, and I do not want you getting caught up in any international incidents.

Your mother and I send our love and will try to get in touch as soon as we can.

-Dad

"Want to go now?" asked Dahlia, as she finished reading James' scrawled handwriting over Harry's shoulder. "I can be packed in five minutes."

"Take your time," said Harry. "I have a couple errands to run first."

"Nothing dangerous, I hope!" Dahlia groaned. "We're not supposed to leave the house!"

"It's not dangerous," Harry reassured her. "Just a quick meeting with a trusted friend, then I'll return and we can leave straight away." Dahlia did not look happy with this, but she nodded her assent.

He was only partially fibbing, after all. He did plan on returning right after meeting with Bill, but had one other thing he wanted to take care of beforehand. He hadn't gotten the chance to visit Diagon Alley since leaving school, and knew this was a good opportunity to take care of something he'd nearly forgotten about in the chaos of recent events. So at half past eight, he bid Dahlia farewell and Apparated to the Leaky Cauldron for a quick pit stop.

Harry could not recall a time when Diagon Alley looked more bleak. The streets were desolate and empty; more than half of the storefronts were boarded up and abandoned. Seedy characters roamed the cobbled roads now, looking more like Knockturn Alley than its sunnier counterpart. There wasn't an Auror in sight, as they had all been called back to defend the Ministry, leaving the shadier denizens of the wizarding world to roam free.

But Harry was accustomed to such an environment. He strode purposefully down the main road, concealed beneath his glamour, acting cool and confident so that no one would bother him. He drew a few leering gazes from the shadows, but no one dared disturb a man walking with such purpose and self-assurance.

He located the correct store and entered. It looked just as he'd left it months prior: half-empty, with rows of boxes interspersed with the various trinkets and ornaments on display. Harry rang the bell at the counter and waited patiently for the storekeeper to arrive.

The familiar witch looked tired and worried when she emerged from the back, eyeing the disguised Harry with mild distrust. "Can I help you?" she asked warily.

"Good evening, Mrs. Watson," Harry greeted her with a slight bow. "I've come to pick up the Pensieve I ordered."

Mrs. Watson's eyes widened in recognition. "Oh!" she exclaimed. "You're the man who came in some months ago!"

"I am," Harry nodded. "Is it ready?"

"Yes, of course, of course!" said Mrs. Watson. She hurried back to the storeroom, returning a minute later with a wide, flat box. She set it gently on the counter for Harry. "I cannot tell you again what a windfall this was for us. I thank you kindly for your patronage."

"My pleasure," said Harry. He shrank the box and slipped it into his robes pocket, before glancing around the store once more. "Still staying open in this environment?"

"We don't have much choice," Mrs. Watson muttered nervously, glancing out the window towards the shady main road. "Too many bills to pay. Just have to weather the storm and hope this war business ends soon."

"I fear it will get worse before it gets better," Harry remarked. "What is your family's blood status?"

Mrs. Watson blinked in surprise at the question. "My husband is two generations pure," she said. "But my parents are Muggles. You don't think that will be an issue, will it?"

"It might," Harry admitted. "Things are going to get difficult for Muggle-borns soon. Have you considered leaving Britain?"

"I have a cousin who lives in New York," said Mrs. Watson. "D'you think it would be safer there?"

"Much safer," said Harry. "Take your family and go to America, today if possible. Enroll your daughter at Ilvermorny. Britain will not be safe for you much longer, not while the Dark Lord remains influential."

Mrs. Watson looked even more concerned now than she did before. But she nodded resolutely at his words. "Thank you," she said. "I will talk to my husband about it."

"Best decide soon," said Harry, turning for the door. "Storm's coming, whether you're prepared for it or not."

"What about you?" Mrs. Watson called after him. "What will you do when the war comes?"

"Fight," Harry said simply. "And make way for your family to come back safely someday." And he exited the shop, returning to Diagon Alley, hoping sincerely that the Watson family would survive.

Harry planned to make a quick stop at Raven House to drop off his latest purchase, before making his way to Bill's apartment for a chat. But as he headed out of the Alley, he was drawn to a disturbance down the road, veering off-course to see what was the matter.

Three men in intimidating black robes had cornered a young woman in her early twenties, cowering before the men. "What's the matter, luv?" chuckled one of the men. "Think we're ugly or summat?"

"J-just going home to my husband," the woman said shakily.

"Nah, you ain't got no husband," another man scoffed. "He wouldn' let you wander Diagon alone. It's dangerous these days, ain't ya heard?"

"Give us a smile, gorgeous!" the third man grinned toothily. "Why're ya keeping those cute dimples hidden from us?"

"Leave her alone," Harry barked as he approached the group. The three men turned, sneering at the sight of the lone man approaching them.

"Mind yer business, wanker," one of the men spat. "We'll talk to whoever we damn well please."

"Yeah, piss off!" another man spat. He drew his wand and pointed it in Harry's direction. But the next moment, there was a bang and a flash of light, and suddenly the man's wand was on the ground – still clutched in the hand that had just been severed from his wrist. The man howled in agony, falling to his knees and clutching the bleeding stump that was left behind.

"Leave, now," Harry said warningly, pointing his wand at the remaining two men. "Take him to St. Mungo's, before I decide to do the same to you."

The men didn't need telling twice. They scooped up their injured friend (and his hand) and hurried off down the alleyway. Harry turned to the young woman to check if she was alright, but she was already long gone, disappearing down a side road and out of sight.

Harry glanced curiously at the wand in his hand. He'd unconsciously drawn the Elder Wand instead of his usual wand – he hadn't remembered bringing it with him, and yet here it was, as though he could not be rid of it. He hadn't intended to hurt the man so severely, either. It was as though the wand acted of its own accord, seeking violence even when Harry resisted it. Still now it continued to whisper to him: Go after them. Strike them down. Silence them for good, so they can't bother anyone else ever again…

But he resisted the call of the wand and pocketed it again, hurrying off to the Apparation point. He needed to be more careful – the Elder Wand was powerful, but it was also bloodthirsty, and drove him to take actions he wouldn't normally take. It would take a stronger willpower to resist the call for blood and master the wand's impulses, as Dumbledore clearly did for half a century.

Harry reached the ward boundary and Apparated to Raven House, where he un-shrunk and un-boxed the Pensieve. It was simpler and less weathered than the one in the Headmaster's office, but it contained the same mystical aura, radiating with complex magic Harry did not understand. Perhaps someday he would look into how the wondrous devices were made, if this war ever came to an end. Harry stowed the Pensieve away in a cabinet before returning outside and heading for his final destination of the evening.

The London neighborhood that housed Bill's apartment was eerily quiet at this late hour. Or maybe that was just Harry's paranoia playing tricks on his mind...the Muggles here had no reason to believe war was imminent. Harry shook off the feelings of dread that no doubt lingered from the Alley and headed for the correct complex.

But Bill appeared no less fretful and concerned when he answered the door minutes later. He peered through the crack in the door as Harry stood outside, waiting to be let in. "You came," he muttered.

"I did," said Harry. "Are you going to let me in?"

Bill opened the door the rest of the way, but instead of letting Harry in, he slipped out to the hall to join him. "Not here," he said in an undertone. "Let's walk. I know a quiet place nearby."

Harry was confused by the suggestion, but shrugged and followed Bill towards the exit. "What's wrong with your place?" he asked.

"Don't know who can be trusted nowadays," said Bill. "Someone could have bugged my place for all I know. There's a park just down the road – we won't be disturbed there."

Harry thought Bill was being overly-cautious, but went along with it anyway. He must be going through quite a lot at the moment, given Dumbledore's death and his brother's sudden disappearance. The two walked in silence for several blocks, until they reached a quiet wooded area, giving them ample cover and privacy. Bill stopped in a clearing, glancing around nervously before turning to Harry at last.

"Right," he said. "So, what the hell happened at Hogwarts last Friday? I've heard rumors that you were there."

"I was," Harry confirmed. "I showed up just as the attack was underway."

"And you decided to join in?" asked Bill, puzzled. "I heard there were witnesses who saw you leaving with the Death Eaters afterwards."

"It's complicated," Harry sighed. "But we should talk about what happens next—"

"We'll get to that," Bill interrupted. "But first, I just have to know...is it true, Harry? Were you the one that killed Albus Dumbledore?"

Harry could sense the tension in Bill's words, the subtle accusation of wrongdoing. He knew how loyal Bill was to Dumbledore, and how resistant the man was to Harry's policy of keeping the late Headmaster in the dark. He had to choose his words carefully.

"He was dead no matter what I did, Bill," Harry sighed. "Yes, I happened to be the one to say the words that ended his life. But if I hadn't done it, he would have suffered a far worse fate."

Bill nodded thoughtfully, scratching his chin in silence for a moment. "Thank you for being honest with me, Harry," he said. Then, he took two steps backwards and made an odd gesture above his head.

"What are you—?" Harry began to ask, just before his senses alerted him to imminent danger. A split second later, half a dozen voices rang out from the darkened treeline all around him:

"Stupefy!"

The Elder Wand was back in Harry's hand before he could consciously draw it. He dropped to one knee and erected a golden dome around himself, as the barrage of Stunning Spells gonged loudly off of his shield. As soon as the barrage ceased, he rose and sprinted across the clearing for the safety of the trees, feeling additional spellfire following him all the while.

Harry dove behind a tree for cover and assessed his options. He felt the magic in the air shift, telling him he would not be able to Apparate away. And he had no clue how many assailants there were, or what they wanted from him. They likely weren't Death Eaters, since they didn't aim to kill and were somehow friendly with Bill. In fact, he had a sneaking suspicion who the group was.

"Come on out, Harry!" a familiar voice called after him – Arthur Weasley's, confirming his suspicion. "We don't want to hurt you!"

"Drop your wands and I'll come out," Harry shouted back. "There's no need for trouble."

"Don't listen to him, Dad!" shouted Fred (or George) from nearby. "He's working for You-Know-Who now...we can't trust him!"

"I don't want to hurt any of you," said Harry. Already the Elder Wand was singing in his palm, eager for the chance to maim his new foes limb from limb. "Whatever this is, we can work it out peacefully."

"We want to know what happened to our boy!" demanded a tremulous voice – Molly's. "What have you done with Ronald?"

"I have no idea where he went, or Neville or Hermione!" Harry insisted. "You've got the wrong idea about me!"

"We'll see about that," another voice snarled. That was Percy...clearly he was back in his family's good graces, united by a common enemy. "Submit yourself to Veritaserum and maybe we'll believe you."

Harry certainly wasn't risking that outcome. He knew far too much that he did not want getting out to the world, especially given the Weasleys' predisposition towards distrusting him. "Not happening," he said flatly. "I suggest you lower the wards so we can all go home in peace."

"Not until we know where Ron is!" said Arthur. "Now, come quietly, or we will have to—"

"There he is!" exclaimed George (or Fred) as he rounded the tree. A jet of light was sent Harry's way, forcing him into action. He sprinted through the trees towards the park exit, hoping to escape the wards and Apparate away before he was forced to fight. But he would not get away cleanly.

A figure stepped out of the shadows to block Harry's path, sending a volley of spells his way. Harry deflected them with a Shield Charm, but did not slow or alter his trajectory; he slammed directly into the person, knocking the both of them to the ground. The figure grabbed the front of Harry's robes, and he found himself face to face with his former Defense Professor, Percy Weasley.

"Let me go, Perce!" Harry growled. He wrenched himself free of the taller man and rolled away; however, Percy lunged and grabbed Harry's ankle, preventing him from escaping. Harry kicked back hard, eliciting a yelp as Percy recoiled and Harry leapt to his feet, spinning around, wand at the ready—

Kill him, the Elder Wand whispered in his ear. Harry hesitated – he certainly felt resentment and anger towards the man who had made his fifth year a living hell, but death was not an appropriate punishment. Still, there was no denying the thrill of power the thought gave him, as Percy cowered at his feet, at the whims of whatever Harry decided to do to him…

Then, Harry was tackled from behind by a powerful force; the wind was ripped from his lungs as he was roughly pinned to the ground. He squirmed and wriggled to get free, but the figure atop him did not budge; Harry caught a glimpse of Charlie Weasley on top of him, raw fury in his expression. Clearly, all those years of wrangling dragons had molded him into a strong physical specimen.

"That's enough from you, Potter," Charlie growled, pointing his wand in Harry's face. "Stup—"

There was a flash of red light, and Charlie suddenly went limp, slumping over and falling off of Harry. He jumped to his feet, looking around for the mystery assailant; the Weasley twins were stood nearby, but they too looked confused, looking around for Harry's mystery rescuer.

Then, another Stunner erupted from the treeline and took down George. Harry and Fred dove off in opposite directions as more spells began to shoot out from the darkness. Harry did not know who was friend and who was foe anymore – all he could do was try to survive the chaos.

"Arthur?!" a voice shrieked from nearby; it had to be Molly. "Arthur, where are you? Arth—"

Harry caught Molly with a Stunner, catching her before she could crash to the ground and laying her down gently in the grass. The Elder Wand continued to scream retribution in his ear, but he forced it to the back of his mind. The Weasleys were not his enemies...he just needed to end this fight as quickly and painlessly as possible.

He turned to find only two fighters remaining, engaged in a fierce duel with one another across the clearing. One was Bill Weasley, fending off a ferocious attack from a hooded figure Harry did not recognize. He raised his wand to intervene, but quickly realized his mystery rescuer did not need the assistance.

Bill was backed into a corner, the high walls of the park boundary preventing him from retreating further. He did his best to fend off the assault, but his attacker's relentless, ferocious spell work kept him on the back foot. He was finally felled by a Scorching Charm to the left foot, putting him off-balance for the follow-up Stunner to end the fight.

Harry strode forward into the clearing, wand trained on the unknown arrival out of caution. But the figure raised their hand and called out: "Peace, 'Arry! It is me!"

The figure lowered their hood, causing a tangle of silvery-blonde hair to tumble out across their shoulders. "Fleur?" said Harry, surprised, lowering his wand. "What are you doing here?"

"Rescuing you, it would seem," Fleur huffed, glancing around at the slew of Weasleys lying unconscious on the grass.

"How did you know I was here?" asked Harry.

"Bill 'as been acting strange in the past few days," Fleur muttered. "So I placed a Tracking Charm on 'is jacket like before, to see where 'e went. I came here when I was alerted that 'e had left his apartment, and zis is what I found."

Harry too glanced around sadly at the fallen Weasleys. "Guess we know now what they think of my involvement in Dumbledore's death," he sighed. He'd hoped otherwise, but the sheer number of absences at the Order meeting had been confirmation enough. Even the Potters' own allies were unsure if they could be trusted in the wake of the recent rumors, which saddened him.

Fleur, however, looked angry. "Zat absolute batard," she spat, stalking over to where Bill lay crumpled by the wall. "Betraying you, after everything you 'ave done in zis war?"

"Careful, Fleur," Harry cautioned as she brandished her wand at Bill's form. "He's a prat, but he's not the real enemy."

"I still want answers," Fleur muttered, pointing her wand in Bill's face. "Ennervate."

Bill jerked awake, eyes wildly looking around for a threat. He spotted Fleur and Harry standing over him and made to stand, but vines erupted from Fleur's wand, pinning his arms and legs to the earth. "Fleur?" he said in disbelief. "What in Merlin's name are you doing here?"

"I should ask you ze same thing," Fleur huffed. "Why are you attacking 'Arry?"

"He killed Dumbledore, Fleur!" Bill groaned. "And I know he had something to do with Ron's disappearance! We talked about this yesterday—"

"And I told you zat we do not 'ave the full picture yet," Fleur reprimanded him. "You did not think to ask 'im first?"

"He can't be trusted!" Bill spat, glaring daggers at Harry. "Are you going to let him lie his way out of this again? He's gone dark, Fleur! How can you not see it when it's so clearly right in front of you?"

"You never trusted 'Arry, not once!" Fleur shouted, tears in her eyes. "You never gave 'im a fair chance!"

"And I was right not to!" Bill said defiantly. "Face the facts, Fleur: Harry betrayed us, not the other way around!"

"You never gave me the chance to explain," Harry said calmly, hoping to defuse the tense situation. "Can we start over from the beginning and talk about this like adults?"

"Not until you tell me what you've done with my brother!" Bill snarled.

Fleur threw up her hands in exasperation. "I am done with 'im," she said angrily, turning away from Bill. "Do whatever you want with 'im."

Kill him, the Wand whispered in Harry's mind. He knows too much. He'll only create more problems for you down the road.

He doesn't deserve death, Harry fought back. He's still a valuable asset against Voldemort.

Bill doesn't distinguish between you and Voldemort any more. He will make your journey more difficult. Eliminate the problem here and now.

And make a permanent enemy of the Weasleys? No chance.

They're already your enemy. It would change nothing.

It would make me a murderer.

Aren't you one already?

Harry fought to Occlude the bloodthirsty whisperings of the Wand from his mind. He knew killing Bill would only create more problems than solutions. But what was the right course of action? Bill would be a constant thorn in his side if he continued campaigning against Harry and turning former allies against him. Even with the Unbreakable Vow preventing him from sharing the underlying truth, he could cause a lot of damage.

"We should wipe his memory," Harry suggested. "He knows too much that could hurt the war effort."

"Is zat possible?" Fleur wondered. "We are talking about over a year's worth of memories. You would really take that much time away from him?"

Harry remembered what Lockhart had done to Tonks, and did not want to subject Bill to the same fate. "Not completely, no," he muttered. "But we can take away the memories that relate to the horcrux hunt."

"How?" asked Fleur.

Harry knew the answer, and regretted what it would mean. "You and me," he said. "If I remove every memory he has of both of us, that will include everything we did together for the war. I can remove Saul Croaker as well for good measure."

"Every memory of us?" asked Fleur, brow furrowed in thought. "So it would be like my relationship with him never 'appened in his mind?"

Bill's eyes widened in fear at this thought. "Wait...you can't do this," he stammered. "Fleur, darling, I know we've hit a rough patch, but we can still work things out...I still love you…"

"Whatever I felt for you before 'as gone after tonight," Fleur said sharply. "We are done, Bill. I want nothing more to do with you."

Something broke behind Bill's eyes at her words. He looked up at her with a look of deep betrayal and despair. "I've lost you, my flower," he said shakily. "I'm so sorry."

Fleur took in a shuddering breath and turned away. "Just do it," she sniffed, walking away quickly from the two of them. Bill turned his attention back to Harry, panic in his expression.

"Harry, please," he begged. "Don't take her from me. She's the best thing that ever happened to me."

Death would be preferable, the Elder Wand agreed. Put him out of his misery now.

"Shut up," Harry muttered, both to the Wand and to Bill. He pointed his wand in between Bill's eyes before guilt (or bloodlust) could change his mind. "Obliviate."

A flurry of images entered Harry's mind. Bill tried in vain to keep him out, but the Elder Wand tore down his defenses like paper, giving Harry unfettered access to his memories. He saw his own face floating through Bill's subconscious and went after it.

Harry traveled backwards in time, viewing every memory Bill had of him from the opposite perspective. Harry could feel the underlying emotions Bill held towards him: distrust, frustration, resentment. Even jealousy, as he saw the way Bill viewed him as a stronger wizard and leader. Harry erased everything he saw, all the way back to their first meeting at the Quidditch World Cup, until there was nothing left of him in Bill's mind.

He turned next to Fleur. The emotions attached to her were far stronger: infatuation, protectiveness, longing. Images of their relationship flitted through his mind: arguments, make-ups, courtship, and some moments of intimacy that Harry sped past quickly. It took far longer to remove Fleur from Bill's mind – she was more deeply embedded, Bill's mind clinging to her as possessively as he did in real life. Eventually he reached the terminus, which was the beginning: fleeting glances at Gringotts, mutual interest from afar, until they too were scrubbed from his mind forever.

Harry felt extremely guilty as he cleaned up the last few loose ends in Bill's mind. Conversations with Saul Croaker; stray thoughts of the horcruxes; half-hearted plans to break into a Gringotts vault. Then, satisfied with his handiwork, Harry exited Bill's mind, finding himself back in the park, Bill lying blankly at his feet.

He Stunned Bill once more and turned away. He knew this would not stop Bill from distrusting him, especially once his family filled him in on everything that had been removed. And it would only intensify the Weasleys' hatred of him, once they realized what he had done. But they would all live to fight another day, hopefully on the same side sometime in the future. Harry could live with their resentment in the meantime.

Harry found Fleur weeping quietly underneath a tree nearby. "Is it done?" she sniffed quietly.

"Yes," Harry nodded. "Are you okay?"

"Of course," Fleur muttered stubbornly, though she turned away from Harry to conceal her tears. He pulled her in for a hug; she clung to him tightly, trembling and crying softly into his chest.

"Thank you for rescuing me," he said softly.

"Any time," said Fleur. "I told you I can fend for myself."

"I always believed you," Harry chuckled. "But why do you still trust me? Even with all the rumors about what I did at Hogwarts?"

Fleur pulled away from Harry and looked up at him. "Did you kill Dumbledore?" she asked.

"I did," Harry nodded glumly.

"And did you 'ave good reason to do so?"

"I did."

"Then I believe you," Fleur said matter-of-factly. "I know you, 'Arry, and you are not evil. I trust that whatever happened, you did what you thought was best."

A surge of relief rushed through Harry at her words. He hadn't realized it before, but having Fleur on his side was just as reassuring as having his family's support. "Thanks, Fleur," he said. "That means a lot."

"Don't mention it," said Fleur, hastily wiping away her tears. "Now, we should go before they wake up. Take me home – you owe me a very long explanation, young man."

"I'll do you one better," said Harry. "I'm taking Dahlia to your father's home in France tonight. Come with us, and I'll explain everything."

"I 'ave not seen Papa in ages," Fleur said thoughtfully. "Very well, I will come. Your sister will be the first to tell me if you need to be put in your place."

"That she will," Harry agreed as he held out his hand. "Shall we?"

"Lead the way," said Fleur, accepting his hand. Harry Apparated them both back to Grimmauld Place, feeling grateful that he had at least one ally still on his side in the dark days to come.
Year 7-02: Threat Assessment

Harry awoke to a sound he had not heard in quite some time: laughter. Pure, unbridled, raucous laughter, drifting from somewhere down the hall into his bedroom. It was a pleasant sound, but one that felt strangely anachronistic to the dire circumstances he found himself in. So Harry rose from his bed and left his guest room in the Delacour manor to investigate.

The source of the odd noise was just one door down from his, wafting out of Dahlia's own room. The door was cracked open, and Harry peered inside to see a mass of blankets and pillows dangling magically from the ceiling. Dahlia and Gabrielle were playing within their makeshift fort, racing around the enclosed space, ducking in and out of the nooks and crannies they'd created.

As a bemused Harry watched from the hall, a tiny pale face emerged from the linens, leering suspiciously at Harry. "Interdit aux garcons!" Gabrielle exclaimed, sticking her tongue out at him.

"Yeah, no boys allowed!" agreed Dahlia, joining her French counterpart with a raspberry in Harry's direction. The two girls giggled and dove back into the safety of their fortress, continuing their game of make-believe without Harry's input.

Harry chuckled and made his way downstairs, leaving the girls to their play. He hadn't seen his sister look so care-free and happy in quite some time – it was a nice distraction from the grim realities of war they'd just left in Britain. He would not interrupt their fleeting moments of happiness, knowing it may be the last ones they'd get to enjoy for quite some time.

He wandered into the kitchen, where he found Fleur's mother making breakfast. "Madam Delacour," he greeted her with a bow – he had not seen her when they arrived late the previous evening. "Thank you for welcoming us into your home."

"Please, dear, call me Apolline," she smiled at him. "You and your sister are always welcome in zis house."

"Thank you," said Harry, taking a seat at the table. He glanced around the space; two dirtied plates sat nearby, clearly belonging to Gabrielle and Dahlia, but no other places were set. "Where is the rest of your family?"

"My 'usband is at ze Ministry, making arrangements for ze summit tomorrow," said Apolline as she fixed Harry a plate. "My eldest is in ze garden – she says she was not 'ungry. She does not seem herself, but will not say why."

"I might have some idea," Harry sighed. "She, erm...broke up with her boyfriend last night."

"Ze cursebreaker?" Apolline sniffed. "Good riddance. She was too good for zat man anyway – I do not know what she saw in 'im."

"I think it's a bit more complicated than that," Harry shrugged. That was an understatement – the memory alteration and everything leading up to it had surely made things difficult for Fleur to cope.

"It always is," Apolline sighed. "Dating can be difficult for us part-Veela, but Fleur 'as a good head on 'er shoulders. She will be fine."

"I hope you're right," Harry muttered as he dug into his plate of eggs and bacon. Apolline gave him a curious look as he ate in silence.

"Fleur speaks highly of you, 'Arry," she said. "I do not know what she 'as told you, but she does not 'ave many close friends. Thank you for being there for 'er, so she is not so lonely."

Harry was surprised by this – he'd always assumed Fleur was quite popular among her peers, being her school's Champion and a talented, beautiful witch in her own right. "She's been there for me, too," he said. "We've both had to go through some real shite in the past few years."

"Yes, with zat dreadful war of yours," Apolline sighed sadly. "I wish my Fleur would come home and stay far away from all of zat, but she never could back down from a fight. I suppose she gets it from 'er father."

Harry couldn't disagree...Fleur had always had a fiery disposition, forthright and at times abrasive when she felt she was in the right. But he admired her candor and her lack of filter, never afraid to tell Harry off when she felt he was being foolish. It was always a treat to see her passionate about a topic, and similarly a disappointment to see her upset.

So he finished his breakfast quickly and excused himself out to the garden. He found Fleur sitting at the shore of the enchanted pond, tossing stones into the murky water. As he got closer, he heard her quietly sniffling to herself, muttering under her breath in angry French that he could not understand.

"Fleur?" he announced himself tentatively. Fleur's watery eyes snapped up to his, and she quickly wiped away her tears and got to her feet.

"Good morning, 'Arry," she said in a businesslike tone. "We 'ave much to discuss."

"It didn't look like you were in the mood to talk strategy just yet," said Harry.

"Never you mind that," Fleur snapped irritably. "Our time is short, and we must make plans for tomorrow and beyond."

Harry could sense that she did not want to talk about Bill. Clearly the abrupt end of the relationship was weighing on her, and considering his own complicated role in the break-up, he wouldn't press the issue. "Alright," he said. "Where should we start?"

"First, you will tell me what 'appened at Hogwarts that night," said Fleur. "And why I cannot leave you alone for one night without you causing mayhem!"

Harry chuckled at her quip. They strolled around the pond together, Fleur listening intently as Harry recounted the events after they had parted ways that evening. She gasped when he described the arrival of the Death Eaters, sighed forlornly when he explained his rationale behind killing the Headmaster, mumbled angrily at Neville's confrontation on the grounds, and exclaimed loudly when Voldemort entered the picture at Spinner's End.

"Then I went home," Harry concluded lamely. "And I've been laying low ever since."

"It is no wonder Bill was so worked up," Fleur remarked. "It sounds so incroyable without context. If 'e did not trust you before, 'e never would after all of that."

"So you agree it was the right decision to Obliviate him?" asked Harry.

Fleur hesitated before answering. "I know it was ze correct move," she sighed. "But I cannot 'elp but feel guilty. Everything we experienced together – all ze good times, before the war – just gone."

"All the bad times, too," Harry pointed out. "At least he won't feel the pain of losing you, since he never had you."

"I am sure 'is family will tell him we were so 'appy together," Fleur said bitterly. "'E always wanted to bring me around, to show me off to 'is family. But it was not so simple. I fear 'e will resent me now all the more for it."

"If anyone, it's me he'll be resentful of," said Harry. "I'm the one that Obliviated him, and he won't remember that you were there that night. For all he knows, I took those memories without your consent either. That's fine by me...he'll hate me either way, won't he?"

Fleur still looked troubled by the matter, but she did not argue the point. "You do not think 'e will be trouble for us in the future?" she asked.

"No more than any of the other Weasleys," Harry shrugged. "He doesn't know about the horcruxes, or that you and I are working together at all. The Weasleys will just assume I wiped his memory to cover my tracks about Dumbledore, and I can live with that."

"You will not explain to them ze truth?" asked Fleur. "You would allow them to believe you are a murderer?"

"That time will come," said Harry. "We have a more immediate concern right now. We need to convince the ICW to join us and make sure the Ministry won't be overthrown in a matter of days, if not hours."

"And if we fail?" Fleur asked worriedly. "If ze ICW will not 'elp us?"

"Then our job gets more difficult," Harry shrugged. "But our objective remains the same. We find the last three horcruxes, find Neville, and bring the fight to Voldemort."

"You realize we are the only two left who know about ze horcruxes?" said Fleur. "Now that Saul is gone, and Bill...well, you know."

"I think it's time we let my parents know about them," Harry sighed. "Hopefully we will still control Britain when things settle down in a few days. And if we don't...well, we'll need all the help we can get."

"You are certain?" asked Fleur, surprised. "I thought you did not want them to know."

"That was when we had things more under control," Harry sighed. "But we've run out of time. Once we secure the Ministry, we'll sit down with them and talk about it."

He'd given the matter quite a bit of thought over the past twenty-four hours. Even before Bill's treachery the previous night, Harry knew they needed more help in un-tethering Voldemort's soul fragments from reality. He didn't want to burden his parents with such a grave task before, but now, he was left with little choice. The job had gotten too big for him to manage alone, and now that he was nearly of-age, he felt more comfortable with coming clean about what he was really up to.

"And your other secret?" asked Fleur. "Do you plan on telling them this as well?"

That, Harry hadn't given as much thought to. He knew at some point he would have to explain who he really was, but it had been so long since that fact had been relevant to the war efforts that it slipped his mind. Was it really worth burdening them with that knowledge at such a critical juncture in the war? Should he wait until things calmed down to tell them the truth? Or was it truly now or never, with no guarantee of a tomorrow?

"I'll think about it," Harry sighed. "It's a lot to take in. I don't want to overwhelm them when they should be focusing on more important things."

Fleur chuckled and shook her head in amazement. "That is your fatal flaw, 'Arry Potter," she said.

"What is?"

"You consider yourself unimportant," Fleur clarified. "Surely you realize you are ze most important thing in your parents' lives? If they knew you were struggling with zis secret, they would want you to tell them straight away."

"I know," Harry huffed. "But things are a bit messy right now, aren't they? I can't exactly Floo-call my dad and say, 'Hey, I know you're recruiting for a critical battle that could come at any second, but want to hear my life story that doesn't matter right now?'"

"You do not 'ave to tell them today," Fleur acknowledged. "But do consider it soon. Perhaps you can tell your sister first? She will be the most understanding."

Harry could still hear Dahlia's and Gabrielle's laughter in his mind, a sound that he hoped would persist for the remainder of the day, if not longer. "Maybe," he shrugged. "She seems so happy today, though. I don't want to take that from her."

"You will know when the moment is right," Fleur nodded. "And if you want me to be there for support, you need only ask."

Once again Harry was stricken with gratitude at Fleur's generosity. "Thanks, Fleur," he said, pulling her in for a hug. "You've been an unbelievable help through all this."

"That is what friends are for," said Fleur, gripping him tight. "Thank you for 'elping me as well."

The tender moment was interrupted by a playful quip from nearby: "Ooh la la!" Harry and Fleur turned as Dahlia and Gabrielle fell out of a bush, giggling uncontrollably at the two of them. Clearly they'd been spying from afar.

"Gabrielle!" Fleur gasped, reddening in surprise. "What are you doing?!"

"Harry and Fleur, sitting in a tree!" Dahlia laughed in a sing-song voice, much to Gabrielle's delight. "K-I-S-S-I-N-G…"

"Why, you little—!" Fleur huffed, taking off across the garden after the two girls. Dahlia took Gabrielle's hand and sprinted away, Fleur and Harry running after them. It became a game of cat-and-mouse, with Fleur eventually pinning a cackling Gabrielle to the grass as Harry playfully hoisted a shrieking Dahlia over his shoulder and jumped into the pond with her.

The afternoon that followed was one of the most joyous and care-free that Harry could remember. The two pairs of siblings spent the day running around the grounds, playing childhood games and simply enjoying one another's company. All worries about the impending war back in Britain were momentarily forgotten as Harry made the most of perhaps his last day of normalcy for a long while. This was the childhood he'd been denied, after all...might as well enjoy it while he still could.

But the fun and games ended in short order when Sebastian Delacour returned home that evening, looking somber and weary. Harry and Fleur extricated themselves from their younger siblings and greeted him in the foyer as he entered the manor.

"What a mess," Sebastian sighed as he entered the parlor and opened a cabinet to retrieve a bottle of whiskey. "Ze French Wizengamot 'as been fighting all day about whether to approve Auror forces to Britain."

"Does it seem likely to pass?" asked Harry.

"Not the way things are currently going," Sebastian muttered. "Many believe it would be a waste of life to send them to die needlessly. If ze ICW does not join Britain's war tomorrow, I fear no nation will risk its own neck to save it."

That was certainly dire. Harry knew that James was banking on immediate assistance from individual nations like France and the United States, so it was concerning to know that they, too, were hesitant to join the war. It put into perspective just how important tomorrow's summit was.

"Have you spoken with Dale Greengrass?" asked Harry. "Did he attend the luncheon today?"

"Too risky," said Sebastian, as he sank into an armchair with his glass of liquor. "'E cannot tip Britain's hand that they are planning to petition for aid. Ze best we can do is make a compelling case tomorrow, and 'ope for the best."

Harry supposed that made sense. He remembered how Lucius Malfoy had made a casual appearance at last year's summit, no doubt to run interference on James and Dale's plans and report back to his master. Would Voldemort send somebody again this year? Would he even expect James to make such a move after feigning his disappearance from Britain? Did a trap await them at the summit tomorrow morning?

Clearly he was not the only person thinking along those lines. Dale Greengrass arrived via Portkey less than an hour later, looking as fretful and paranoid as Harry had ever seen him. "Monsieur Delacour," he greeted Sebastian as he was let in the front door. "Thank you for inviting me into your home once again."

"Always, Lord Greengrass," Sebastian greeted him. "I 'ope that this time will be more fruitful than the last."

"Ah, Harry," said Dale, spotting him across the room and approaching with a handshake. "It is good to see you, young man."

"Likewise, sir," said Harry, accepting his hand. "How are Daphne and Astoria?"

"Frightened, but okay," Dale sighed. "Daphne wishes to pass along her thanks for what you did for Mark Davis last week. She says you saved his life."

"The healers at St. Mungo's did that," Harry said humbly. "I just did what I could to get him there."

"All the same," Dale shrugged. "I have heard what people are saying about you, and I want you to know that House Greengrass stands behind you. What you have done for my daughters and their friends will never be forgotten."

Harry usually wasn't comfortable with receiving praise in such a manner, but it undeniably felt good to have such a show of support. After the betrayal he'd experienced from the Weasleys the night before – the first family he'd ever felt a part of in his last timeline – knowing that he still had people on his side was a relief and a great comfort.

"Mr. Greengrass!" Dahlia exclaimed, rushing into the room and giving Dale a hug. "How is Tori? She hasn't been responding to any of my letters!"

"Astoria is just fine, Dahlia," Dale smiled kindly. "We've placed owl wards on our safe house as a temporary measure, so she hasn't gotten them. But I'll be sure to reunite the two of you as soon as possible."

Dahlia nodded fervently at this suggestion. Harry saw a shadow of sadness cross his sister's expression, and knew she was undergoing her own personal hardships with her friend group. She'd learned of the Weasleys' betrayal from Harry the night before, and although Ginny had been absent, it seemed to confirm Dahlia's sense that her former best friend no longer wanted anything to do with her. That had to be taxing on any sixteen-year-old girl, much less one in such a life-or-death predicament.

Dale joined the Potters and Delacours for dinner that evening, which was a raucous affair with Gabrielle laughing and joking around as Fleur and Dahlia humored her. Dale fit right into the environment; as the father of two daughters himself, he knew all the best corny jokes to make Gabrielle giggle and roll her eyes. Harry enjoyed the playful chaos, which served as a much-needed distraction from the looming weight of what tomorrow would bring.

As the group finished up their desserts, Apolline stood to begin cleaning the kitchen. "Gabrielle," she addressed her youngest, "run along now and get ready for bed."

"But I am not tired yet!" Gabrielle whined. Dahlia, however, got the hint.

"Come on, Gabby," she said, taking Gabrielle's hand. "Let's get cozy in our fort while the adults have their boring talk down here." A look of mischief crossed Gabrielle's face, and she raced upstairs, Dahlia close behind her. Once they heard Dahlia's bedroom door shut, Sebastian turned to the remaining group with a somber expression.

"We should talk about tomorrow," he said. "I 'ave instructed ze French delegate not to spread word of what you are presenting tomorrow, Lord Greengrass. James suggested zat should prevent us from tipping our hand to ze Dark Lord."

"Yes, he told me as much in our last meeting," Dale muttered. "Does that mean we will have no time to petition for votes?"

"We can arrive early to greet ze other delegates on the floor," Sebastian suggested. "But we will 'ave only minutes, not hours. I 'ave told ze French delegate what we are planning, and 'e will try to recruit as well."

"Can we trust him?" asked Harry.

"Ze Frenchman? Oh yes, I think so," said Sebastian confidently. "'E owes me several favors and will do as I ask."

Harry once again wondered what it was that Sebastian Delacour did for work. He was not a Ministry employee, yet he seemed to have significant influence in France in the surrounding nations. Did he come from old money, like Lucius Malfoy, or had he built his reputation more recently? He would have to ask Fleur another time.

"What do you plan on saying at ze summit?" Apolline asked Dale.

"James gave me some forms showing increased troop movements in Britain," said Dale, pulling a bundle of parchments out from his robes. "I can provide evidence to the Confederation that there is an army planning to attack any day now. But whether they care or not is another question. I just wish James was here to speak instead of me…"

"You'll do just fine," Sebastian reassured him. "Just speak ze truth and prove your point. If it is meant to be, it will be."

A nice sentiment, Harry thought. But is it really that simple? They'd made a similar point at the same summit last year, to no avail...and that was with a whole additional day to prepare and many more allies on their side. What could have changed in the past year to sway people to their side? Dumbledore's death was the only factor that might play on the heartstrings, but even that might not be enough to convince other nations that Voldemort posed an existential threat to them all.

"James said that Harry will be coming with me in disguise, as a guard," said Dale, looking nervously to Harry. "Is there really a risk that I might be harmed?"

"Unlikely," said Sebastian. "The worst thing ze Dark Lord could do right now is cause an incident on foreign soil. It is only a precaution."

"A deterrent, more than anything else," Harry added. "And an extra pair of eyes, to see who might be watching you from afar. Voldemort sent Lucius Malfoy last year; it's possible he sends another spy or two this time."

"I would like to come as well, Papa," Fleur said decisively. "I can also be an extra pair of eyes."

"I fear you would only be a distraction," said Sebastian. "Some delegates felt manipulated last year, like you were using your Allure to sway their votes."

"I kept my Allure in check ze whole time!" Fleur protested. "'Ow can I help it if ze creepy old men lust after me anyway?"

"I did not say it was fair, mon fille," Sebastian commiserated. "But we cannot afford any distractions. We need every vote we can get."

"I can remain in ze gallery seats!" Fleur insisted. "And use a glamour! I am not good with them myself, but 'Arry can fashion me one—"

"You will remain here and 'elp me keep these two girls in check," Apolline said firmly. "It is a wonder they 'ave not destroyed ze house with their mischief yet."

"I'll tell you everything that happens afterward," Harry promised Fleur. "And we can plan our next steps together."

Fleur very clearly did not like being told what to do. But she felt her parents' stern gaze upon her, and she knew how important tomorrow's vote was, so she begrudgingly nodded her agreement.

Harry, Dale and Sebastian went over some last-minute planning before retiring for the evening. Harry tossed and turned in bed, mind playing over the many outcomes that tomorrow could bring. He couldn't bring himself to wonder what might happen if they failed to secure support for Britain, or if his father refused to leave the country. That was out of his control. The only thing he could do was hope for the best-case scenario, and prepare for the worst.

The next morning, after a quick breakfast, Harry, Dale and Sebastian took a Portkey to the French Ministry for the summit meeting. They met the French delegate in the foyer before entering the auditorium. Last year, Harry had merely observed the proceedings from the gallery above; today he was down on the floor, in disguise, mingling amongst the black-robed representatives of each member nation. Everyone besides their little group seemed to be in a jovial mood, not realizing the dire threat developing just across the Channel.

"We 'ave a few minutes before the meeting starts," said Sebastian. "Let us try and speak to our allies and convince them to join us before the proceedings begin."

The two Frenchmen headed off in the direction of the Eastern European contingent to try and stump for votes. Harry and Dale wandered in the other direction, searching for other friendly nations that might be willing to assist them, when an unfamiliar voice called after them.

"Lord Greengrass! A word?"

Harry and Dale turned; an American man was walking towards them, all smiles. He extended his hand to Dale, who tentatively shook it.

"Er...I'm sorry, I don't believe we've met," said Dale nervously.

"Name's Roger Jackson," said the man. "I'm accompanying the American delegate today. He's eager to speak with you."

"Oh," said Dale, surprised. "Last I heard, the Americans did not want to strategize with us."

"That's just Ministry talk," Roger Jackson said dismissively. "Surely we can work something out amongst ourselves! Speaking of which, I expected to see your Minister here with you...Potter, is it?"

"He's dealing with a family emergency," said Dale quickly, using the agreed-upon cover story for James' tactical absence. "I'm representing Britain alone today."

"Ah," said Roger, before turning to Harry. "And you are…?"

"Prewett," Harry lied smoothly. "Arnold Prewett. Just accompanying Lord Greengrass today."

"A pleasure," said Roger, though he turned dismissively away and back to Dale. "Delegate Sanders is just outside in the hall, if you would like to speak with him."

"Yes, that would be much appreciated," Dale nodded.

"Right this way," said Roger, extending his arm to motion Dale ahead to the exit.

Dale went to follow, but Harry froze, eyes trained on the man's outstretched hand. A long, faded scar ran down the length of Roger's palm, extending down below his sleeve. Harry had only seen such a scar on one man before. A man he'd faced twice in the underground arena in Knockturn Alley. A man who went by the moniker of Reaper.

"Actually," said Harry smoothly, grabbing Dale's arm, "we have other engagements to attend to. Your delegate is welcome to come and find us on the floor if he would like to talk."

'Roger' eyed Harry suspiciously, but a false smile quickly returned to his lips. "But of course," he nodded. "We'll be in touch." And he glided smoothly across the room, disappearing into the crowd.

"What are you doing?" Dale hissed once he was out of earshot. "We need the Americans on our side if this is going to work!"

"That man does not represent the American delegate," Harry said. "I recognize him – he's a mercenary, and a dangerous one. He's likely working for Voldemort."

Dale went white at this information. "What do you think he's doing here?" he asked.

"Looking for my dad, most likely," said Harry. "And keeping an eye on things. He probably intended to get you alone somewhere and find out what your intentions are for the meeting."

"Are we safe here?" Dale asked nervously, glancing at the sea of unfamiliar faces around them. "You don't think You-Know-Who would attack us here…?"

"No chance," said Harry. "You heard Mr. Delacour: he wouldn't risk causing a panic and uniting the international community against him. Just don't go anywhere alone and stay with the crowds."

Dale nodded uncertainly. Harry spotted Sebastian Delacour across the room, standing beside the French delegate, and led Dale towards them.

"Any luck with the other delegates?" Harry asked the French representative.

"Same as last year," the man sighed wearily. "No one wants to risk their own men for Britain. I 'ave tried to pull favors with our allies, but it 'as been difficult to convince them."

"Even knowing what this Dark Lord is capable of?" Sebastian groaned. "Even with Albus Dumbledore's death?"

"It is only human nature," the French representative shrugged. "No one wants to be ze first to stand up against evil. It is only once they feel threatened themselves zat they take action, and by then, it is often too late."

"Then we have to convince them that Voldemort is a threat to them," Harry said firmly. "We just have to. Lord Greengrass, you'll have to use your speech to make that case."

Dale once again looked uncomfortable. "I'm not a natural speaker like your father, Harry," he muttered. "I can't command an audience like he can."

"You have to try," Harry insisted. "The fate of the war could depend on it." That didn't seem to make Dale any more comfortable; if anything, he looked more tense and stressed out than before.

Sebastian beckoned Dale ahead to speak with other delegates before the meeting commenced. Harry hung back at a distance, giving the delegates room to speak freely while keeping an eye out for any potential treachery. But he remained confident that Voldemort would not try something so drastic as an attack at a public forum like this.

Still, Reaper's presence here made him uneasy. He spotted the man again a few minutes later, lurking around the perimeter of the crowd, alongside several other scary-looking blokes that had to be fellow mercenaries in disguise. All were leering in Dale's direction and muttering under their breath, no doubt figuring out their next moves.

"Pardon me just a moment," Harry muttered to Dale before crossing the room towards them. He marched directly up towards the mercenaries; they eyed him suspiciously as he approached, stopping directly in front of them.

"Leave," he ordered. "Now."

"Come again?" one of the mercenaries chuckled.

"You heard me," said Harry. "Britain will not be intimidated by you. Go back to whoever sent you here and tell them that. Or better yet, go home to your families and stay out of this war."

"Who does this guy think he is?" guffawed one of the men, subtly flicking his wand into his hand from under his sleeve. "You think you can take us five on one, tough guy?"

"He sure does, Viper," grinned the man that Harry knew to be Reaper. "I had my suspicions before, but this confirms it. I know only one man with the balls to threaten multiple men at once, and the talent to back up that confidence. Isn't that right, Phantom?"

Harry felt a chill run down his spine...Reaper had sussed him out from the fighting ring as well. But he still had a glamour intact, and Reaper had no way of knowing who 'Phantom' truly was. So he kept his composure.

"Who sent you here today?" he demanded. "Was it Crouch? Lockhart? Or one of the less important lackeys? I doubt the Dark Lord thinks very highly of you foreign freelancers."

"You need not concern yourself with who we answer to," Reaper grinned. "The real question is why a man of your talents decided to be an errand boy for the British Ministry. Surely you realize the Potter administration is doomed? Or do you not know what the Dark Lord is capable of, and what he'll do to all those who stand in his way?"

"You might think you're safe now, hiding behind such a man," Harry said coolly. "But your loyalty will not be rewarded for long. How many of you have Muggle relatives? Do you think you can keep them safe, just because you did the bidding of a monster for some gold? This is not a simple power struggle – this is a fight for the survival of the magical world. And Lord Voldemort cares about no one's survival but himself."

A few of the mercenaries looked surprised by Harry's fiery rhetoric. Reaper, however, remained unfazed.

"Consider this your first and last warning, Phantom," he said. "Join the winning side, or get out of the way. I take no pleasure in killing men of your talents, but I know many others who will. Do not fight the inevitable."

Reaper signaled to the other mercenaries, who filed out behind him towards the exit. Harry watched them go, feeling uneasy. Would they head straight back to Britain to report on Dale Greengrass' presence at the summit? Would Voldemort make his move against the Ministry sooner than later? There was little he could do about it if that was the case. Hopefully he could cause at least one of the mercs to reconsider their support of Voldemort's regime.

There was suddenly a shower of sparks from the front of the room, as the Supreme Mugwump took to the podium to commence the summit. "Please, be seated," he announced to the room. Harry returned to their designated table, taking his seat beside Dale as the other delegates settled around them. He glanced around at those sitting nearest to them; the delegates all pointedly avoiding his eyeline, not wanting anything to do with the British. That was not a promising sign.

"Welcome to the 574th annual summit of the International Confederation of Warlocks," said the Supreme Mugwump. "Before we officially begin, this body would like to recognize a great loss in our community. Albus Dumbledore, former Supreme Mugwump and famed 'Defender of Britain', tragically lost his life last week. We wish to express our deepest sorrow, and invite everyone to join us in a moment of silence in remembrance of his life."

A hush fell over the crowd as the delegates recognized the somber moment. At the very least, the respectful display seemed to be sincere; even those who seemed disdainful of Britain looked solemn as they recognized the fallen man. Harry knew Dumbledore was well-respected around the world, but it was never more clear than in this moment that he would be remembered fondly. With any luck, Dale could play upon that goodwill.

The Supreme Mugwump followed the moment of silence with a roll call, before moving on to general business. Dale fidgeted nervously beside Harry as various delegates stood to bring their issues before the voting body. The atmosphere was much the same as last year: hostile and un-receptive to change. Each new proposal was roundly mocked and booed before it could even be brought to a vote.

"Is there any other business to be discussed?" asked the Supreme Mugwump during a lull in the proceedings. Harry and Sebastian both gave Dale reassuring looks; the man nodded glumly and raised his wand in the air.

"Dale Greengrass, representing Great Britain, requests the floor," he announced. The Supreme Mugwump nodded his assent, and Dale stood to address the room.

"Last year, I brought forth the matter of a Dark Lord amassing power in our nation," said Dale nervously. "I fear that the situation has only gotten worse since then. It is our strong belief that this Dark Lord's takeover of the Isles is imminent, and we need immediate assistance to prevent that from happening. Britain is requesting the approval of fifteen hundred ICW troops to assist in the fight against—"

But Dale's statement was cut off by a loud chorus of boo's from the congregation. "Fifteen hundred?" shouted one delegate. "Preposterous!"

"Britain can solve its own problems!" said another.

"We are not the world police!"

"This matter was already resolved last year!"

"Order!" shouted the Supreme Mugwump, signaling for quiet. "The gentleman from Britain has the floor. Does he wish to provide more context? Perhaps, by telling us what has changed since last year?"

Dale cleared his throat as silence fell again. Harry saw the hostile eyes leering at Dale, and knew it would do no wonders for the man's confidence. "Erm…" Dale stammered. "It is true that the Dark Lord has not made any overt moves in the past year. However, terror attacks against our population have increased, and with Dumbledore gone, an attack may come at any moment—"

"Pure speculation!" someone scoffed.

"Fifteen hundred men, on a hunch?" said another.

"I can h-happily provide the information we've gathered on the Dark Lord's troop movements," Dale stammered, reaching for a stack of papers he'd brought with him. "We suspect he has at least two thousand fighters at his disposal, if not three—"

Dale accidentally knocked the stack of paper to the floor; the room erupted in mean-spirited laughter as he scrambled to pick them up again. Harry groaned internally...this was going about as poorly as it could.

"We have been hearing about this so-called Dark Lord for two years straight now!" said another delegate in an exasperated tone. "And still, not a single declaration of war! How are we to believe this 'Dark Lord' even exists?"

"He was seen, in the flesh, in our Ministry," Dale stammered. "And he has attacked our wizarding school, Hogwarts, twice in the past year—"

"But what is it to do with us?" demanded another delegate. "Dark Lords have risen and fallen in Britain before. Why should we believe this one will not fall as well?"

"You have not seen what he is capable of!" Harry piped up, unable to remain silent any longer. "You don't realize the immense threat he poses to our world, our way of life—"

Harry's exclamation was met with another round of boo's and mockery. "He is not authorized to speak!" somebody protested.

"This has gone on long enough!" said someone else.

"Order on the floor!" the Supreme Mugwump demanded. "A vote has been called by the British delegate. All those in favor of sending troops to Britain to fend off this Dark Lord?"

Dale thrust his wand into the air. Not a single other soul joined him. Sebastian Delacour glared daggers at the French representative beside him, but even he refused to stick out his neck, lowering his head and refusing to be associated with the British contingent any longer. Dale hung his head in resignation, and Harry felt a pit forming in his stomach as he realized that they had failed again.

"Very well," the Supreme Mugwump sighed. "The motion is denied. The floor is now open for any more general business, and if there is none, this summit shall be adj—"

"Point of order!"

The Supreme Mugwump paused, frowning at the interruption. All heads turned to the Bulgarian representative, who had raised his wand. "Would the gentleman from Bulgaria like the floor?" asked the Supreme Mugwump.

"He would," snarled the Bulgarian, standing to his feet and pointing an accusatory finger at Dale. "Bulgaria demands answers from Britain about a dangerous criminal who snuck into our country last March!"

"Er…" Dale stammered. "I'm not sure who you are referring to, sir."

"The dark wizard who participated in the underground fighting ring in our capital!" said the Bulgarian. "And escaped to Britain via Portkey! We do not take kindly to foreign meddling in our affairs!"

"We would like to add onto this point of order," another voice called out; heads turned to find the Egyptian representative standing as well. "Egypt, too, would like answers from Britain. Our Great Pyramid was partially destroyed by British dark wizards, and no compensation has been offered."

"B-Britain does not know the identities of these wizards," Dale protested. "We cannot be held accountable for every wrongdoer in our midst—"

But various European representatives were getting upset now, murmuring discontentedly and shouting out at Dale from across the room: "Stay out of our borders!" "Keep your civil war to yourself!" "Leave us in peace and we'll leave you be in return!"

"Order! Order!" shouted the Supreme Mugwump, shooting sparks into the air for quiet. "This is not the place to air petty grievances. Take the matter up with the European Council so that we do not waste precious time here. Now, on to our next motion—"

"We, too, have something to say."

The room instantly hushed as an unfamiliar wizard stood to speak. Harry realized why everyone was so surprised when he saw that it was the Swiss representative...according to James, Switzerland was infamously neutral in all matters, and rarely if ever spoke at summits, if it attended them at all.

"Does the Swiss representative have something to add?" asked the Supreme Mugwump, confused.

"He does," the Swiss man agreed. "We wish to raise a matter of grave importance to this confederation. Last week, Nurmengard Prison suffered a significant breach, and the suspect remains at large."

The room broke out into hushed murmurs at this revelation. Harry knew the fear that Grindelwald still inspired in continental Europe – most of the representatives appeared older, old enough to remember the man's war of terror half a century ago. This was highly disturbing news to them.

"Does the prisoner remain secured?" asked the Supreme Mugwump nervously.

"He does," the Swiss representative nodded. "But when interviewed afterward, the prisoner indicated that he had a prolonged conversation with the intruder – a British wizard – and the man showed no fear when confronted with dozens of ICW forces who arrived to arrest him. He evaded capture and used a Portkey to return to the British Isles."

Once again, this set off a chain of furious whispers as the representatives discussed this development. Harry overheard many of them nearby: "Does the Dark Lord seek to recruit Grindelwald?" "Could this be the start of another world war?" "Is there anyone left alive to stop him after Dumbledore's death?"

"That's not all," the Swiss man continued. "Recent surveys indicate that our giant population has dramatically decreased in the past two years. We fear that someone has been recruiting them and taking them abroad, and we believe these incidents may all be related to this rising Dark Lord in Britain."

Once again, panicked mutterings followed this dire proclamation. It dawned on Harry that he may have inadvertently stoked the very fear that was now percolating throughout the room. He was the one responsible for all three incidents being discussed: the Bulgarian fighting ring, the Egyptian pyramid collapse, the Nurmengard break-in. Sure, he had nothing to do with the giants, but that was an added bonus, drawing more attention to the danger Britain posed to the continent.

"Order!" the Supreme Mugwump shouted again, trying in vain to regain control of the room. "This body will come to order!"

Harry turned to Dale, giving him a fierce look. "Now's your chance to convince them," he muttered. Dale looked stricken for a moment, but he rose to his feet, emboldened by the recent shift in attention around him.

"Will the world make the same mistakes it did fifty years ago?" Dale shouted. "Will it allow a madman to run rampant over the innocent, turning a blind eye to injustice? Will it refuse to act until it is far too late?"

Silence fell on the floor again, but this time, it was a reverential one. Delegates looked to Dale with awe, fear still apparent in their expressions, taking him seriously for the first time. And Dale rose to the occasion, standing tall and proud, delivering the message that James could not.

"Do not let Albus Dumbledore die in vain," Dale urged the room. "He fought his entire life to prevent Dark Lords from imposing their will against the weak and powerless. Heed his warning, and do not let another monster ravage our world's most vulnerable before turning his gaze upon you."

Dale's words were met with a stunned silence as the surrounding delegates took in his message. For a moment, Harry was not sure if it had resonated with them. But then, the Austrian delegate leapt to his feet, raising his wand in the air.

"We demand a re-vote of the previous measure!" he shouted. This was met by a chorus of loud approval from the surrounding nations.

The Supreme Mugwump looked stunned by the sudden fervor in the room. "Very well," he stammered. "A re-vote has been called for Measure 97-G, authorizing ICW reserve troops to aid in the war effort in Great Britain. All those in favor?"

Dozens of wands shot into the air, causing Harry's heart to hammer with sudden anticipation. He could not tell quite how many there were – the vast majority of European nations had voted in favor, with most of Asia stubbornly sitting out. The African and American nations seemed torn, but after much cajoling from their European allies, most of them too raised their wands.

The Supreme Mugwump counted up the votes, nodding as he reached the last few hands. "Very well," he said. "Measure 97-G is approved. The Confederation hereby declares war against Britain's Dark Lord, and authorizes the requisition of fifteen hundred ICW troops to the Isles. May the campaign against this self-styled 'Lord Voldemort' be swift and decisive."

The room erupted in applause at this declaration. Reporters raced for the exits, no doubt to spread word of the development to their home nations. Dale sat stunned beside Harry, numbly accepting handshakes from the surrounding delegates. Harry, too, was in awe at the sudden show of support. He'd hoped, but dared not believe, that such a thing was possible. His father's mad gambit had paid off: Britain no longer faced insurmountable odds in fending off Voldemort, and finally had the support of the rest of the world to quell his rebellion.

For the first time in a long time, Harry felt that maybe all was not lost in this war against the most dangerous wizard alive.
Year 7-03: Preparations and Revelations

A/N: I struggled through some severe writer's block to finish this chapter, so sorry if it feels messy. I decided to move up a crucial moment that I'd planned for much later in the year, because it just felt right to include it here. Enjoy!

Delacour Manor became a site of celebration upon Harry, Dale and Sebastian's triumphant return. Fleur and Apolline shrieked with joy at the news, and while Gabrielle had no idea what was going on, she joined in the festive atmosphere all the same. They shared a large dinner feast out in the garden, laughing and enjoying one another's company to commemorate their success.

Soon the drinks began to flow and music wafted across the chateau grounds. Dahlia and Gabrielle danced a jig around the garden together, while Dale Greengrass did a goofy foxtrot with Fleur and a tipsy Apolline dragged Harry into a waltz. Eventually Sebastian called an end to the festivities when Apolline's drunken Allure became overpowering, forcing Harry to desperate Occlude his mind while Dale drooled on the floor nearby, all to the raucous laughter of the younger girls.

"It is getting late," Sebastian remarked, flicking his wand to kill the music and glancing at the setting sun. "Everyone get some rest, and we will owl Beauxbatons in the morning about getting you two enrolled."

Harry and Dahlia shared a quizzical look. "Come again, sir?" asked Harry.

"Zat 'as been your parents' intention all along," said Sebastian. "To finish your educations 'ere in France while the war runs its course in Britain."

Gabrielle suddenly lit up at the prospect. "You are coming to Beauxbatons?" she said excitedly, looking to Dahlia with admiration. "What if we are in ze same House? What if they let us share a dorm?"

But Dahlia appeared slightly alarmed by the prospect "Are our parents planning to join us here, or are they going to fight?" she asked. "I don't want us to be apart."

"You two are still underage," Apolline added gently. "It is your parents' wish zat you stay away from the war until it ends."

I won't be underage for long, Harry thought stubbornly. He wouldn't be left out of the fight just because it broke out a month before his seventeenth birthday. And judging from the stubborn look on Dahlia's face, she also had no intentions of hiding away while her parents risked their lives.

"We'll write to Mum and Dad in the morning," Harry suggested, looking to his sister. "And figure out our plans. Term doesn't begin for another two months anyway." Dahlia nodded begrudgingly, allowing Gabrielle to drag her away to talk about how wonderful of a time they would have together at Beauxbatons. Fleur eyed Harry warily from across the room, but eventually retired to bed herself.

Harry had no intentions of staying in France. If war was imminent, he would be right there alongside his parents to defend Britain. Besides, he wasn't wasting any more time in a boarding school when there were still three horcruxes left to destroy – four, really, if you considered Neville himself. He retired to his room for bed, but immediately set to work crafting a Portkey that would take him back to England in the morning.

A knock at the door interrupted him as he was putting the finishing touches on the pendant his father had given him. Dahlia slipped into his room, eyeing him suspiciously.

"What are you plotting?" she asked.

"I don't know what you mean," said Harry.

"Don't give me that," she scoffed. "You had that look in your eye downstairs – the one you always get when you're planning something reckless. What are you going to do?"

Harry sighed, and pulled out the pendant he'd hastily shoved in his pocket. "I'm making a Portkey," he admitted. "To go back to Britain."

"And you were just going to abandon me here?" Dahlia demanded, putting her hands on her hips.

"You'll be safer in France," Harry reasoned. "Beauxbatons would be a perfect place for you to finish your education—"

"You're not my dad!" Dahlia huffed. "And don't talk to me like you know better – you're only eleven months older than me!"

"You're not a fighter, Dahlia," Harry sighed. "I couldn't bear to know you were in danger if war breaks out. I've been training all my life for this."

"I'm not going to jump onto the front lines!" said Dahlia. "But I'm betting a lot of people will need Healing soon, and Britain needs all the help it can get. I will not hide in a foreign country and worry if my parents and brother are going to die at any minute."

"I don't know, Dahlia," Harry sighed. "Things are about to get really messy in Britain—"

"You owe me," Dahlia said firmly, poking him in the chest. "How many times have I saved your arse over the past year? How many more injuries will you get that need fixing? I've been training for this too, just in a different way."

Harry sighed...Dahlia had a point. While her safety was his highest priority, she had more than demonstrated her worth over the past year – not only as a Healer, but as a confidant. He could not betray her trust by leaving her here in France while he jumped right back into the fray. Not after all she'd done for him.

"We'll go together, then," he conceded. "And talk to Mum and Dad about it. But you'll have to convince them – I'm not overriding their wishes when you're still underage."

"You're underage, too," Dahlia grumbled unhappily. "But fine. Now, budge up, idiot, I'm tired." And she crossed over to the bed, slipping under the covers.

"Don't you have your own bed next door?" Harry groaned.

"I'm not letting you out of my sight until the morning," Dahlia said matter-of-factly. "I won't let you change your mind and leave in the middle of the night without me."

Harry chuckled in amazement...the thought had briefly crossed his mind. In many ways, Dahlia knew Harry better than he himself did.

"Don't hog the covers, moron," he groaned good-naturedly, climbing into the other side of the bed. He hated the idea of his baby sister being in danger, but in a strange way, having her close by was a comfort in itself, knowing that they could at least watch each others' backs when all hell broke loose.

The next morning was a tense affair. Harry and Dahlia joined the Delacours for breakfast, as Apolline discussed the possibility of Floo-calling Madame Maxime and Gabrielle eagerly chatted about the upcoming term at Beauxbatons. What none of them knew was that Harry and Dahlia had their luggage shrunken and in their pockets, and a Portkey ready to take them back to Raven House. All that was left was slipping away and making their departure.

"Can we watch La Petite Sirene zis afternoon?" Gabrielle asked Dahlia as they finished their meal.

"Maybe," Dahlia said evasively, glancing at Harry. "I'd like to take a walk through the gardens first."

"Ooh, I will come!" Gabrielle agreed. "Let me get my shoes—"

"Actually, Gabby," said Harry carefully, "Dahlia and I have some things to discuss in private, if that's alright."

"Oh...okay," Gabrielle said, looking deflated. Sebastian and Apolline shared a look, but said nothing; Fleur gave Harry a quizzical look, but he deliberately avoided her eyeline, taking his plate to the sink before excusing himself out the back door with his sister.

"Poor Gabby will be so disappointed when she realizes we've left her," Dahlia muttered as they walked through the gardens, looking for a quiet place to Portkey away.

"This way we avoid an emotional goodbye," Harry shrugged. "Our time is running short. Here, this should be far enough."

They paused beside a small fountain, and Harry pulled out the pendant he'd enchanted into their transportation vehicle. He looped one end of the chain around Dahlia's neck before doing the same for himself. Then, just before he could say the activation phrase, a voice interrupted them.

"And just where are you two going?"

They turned; Fleur had followed them to the fountain, hands on her hips in silent accusation.

"Back to Britain," Harry said honestly. "I'm not spending this entire war in hiding, while my parents are in grave danger."

"And you were just going to leave me 'ere?" Fleur demanded.

"You'll be safe here in France," said Harry. "Your family is here, and Voldemort has no reason to go after you."

"How many times do I 'ave to tell you that zis is my war as well?" said Fleur. "My family 'as been helping yours all along, and will be ze first target once Britain is conquered. And stop trying to protect me! I am not some weakling who needs sheltering."

"I wasn't saying that..." Harry sighed.

"You cannot get rid of me that easily, 'Arry Potter," said Fleur. "You need my 'elp, and I do not appreciate being disrespected like this."

"It wasn't meant as disrespect," Harry protested. "I was going to owl you later to plan our next steps—"

Fleur's heated response was interrupted by Dahlia's giggles. "You two argue like an old married couple," she chuckled. "Fleur, are you coming or not?"

Harry expected Fleur to protest, to ask for time to pack her things. "Of course I am," she said stubbornly. She strode forward and grabbed hold of the chain, throwing it over her own head. "Let's go, before Maman comes."

Harry laughed in spite of himself – if there was ever any doubt which Hogwarts house Fleur would have belonged to, it was long dispelled by now. He held the pendant forward, inviting the other two to touch a finger to it.

"Raven House," he muttered. The Portkey activated, hooking the three of them and whisking them away from the idyllic garden. They touched down moments later on the front porch of his safe house, whose gloomy aesthetic brought an appropriate damper upon their collective mood.

"Home sweet home," Harry said grimly.

"Right," said Fleur matter-of-factly. "Shall we discuss our plans?"

Harry glanced sideways at Dahlia before answering. "Perhaps another time?" he suggested. "Once we figure out what's going on in Britain first?"

"Once you get me out of the way, you mean?" Dahlia deduced, folding her arms. "Seriously, what are you two up to? I know you've been doing something in secret for a long time now – you're not as sneaky as you think you are."

Harry was about to come up with some excuse, but Fleur sighed before he could do so. "Oh, Harry," she said. "Don't you think it is time we told her the truth?"

"The truth about what?" Dahlia asked expectantly, looking between the two of them. "What are you planning?"

"Now is not the time," Harry said firmly, giving Fleur a stern look. "We need to check in with our parents and figure out our immediate plans. We can discuss this another day."

Dahlia continued to eye Harry suspiciously, but said nothing. Fleur shook her head in exasperation.

"Fine," she said. "I must go to Gringotts and ensure I still 'ave a job. We will meet up again soon to plan our next moves." And without another word, Fleur spun on the spot and Apparated away.

"She keeps you on a short leash, doesn't she?" Dahlia remarked with a smirk.

"Har, har," said Harry. "She's just as stubborn and obstinate as you sometimes, and that's saying something."

"I resent that," said Dahlia, turning up her nose haughtily, though she grinned at the jab. "Now, let's go find Mum and Dad and get the lecture over with."

"Okay," Harry agreed. "But first, you should take this." He removed the pendant from around his neck and slung it over Dahlia's.

"What's this for?" she asked.

"It's a repeatable Portkey," Harry explained. "It will take you here if you ever get into a difficult situation. The password is the same."

"What if you need to use it?" Dahlia asked.

"Then I'll make another," Harry shrugged. "Or just Apparate. Now, are you ready to go?"

Dahlia nodded and took his arm, and Harry Apparated them away. They touched down in the entryway of Grimmauld Place, which was eerily quiet and gloomy.

"Kreacher!" Harry called out, summoning the wizened elf with a small pop. "Where is everyone?"

"Master Sirius and Madam Amelia are upstairs," said Kreacher. "The Potters are at the Ministry. Shall I take the Potter children to join them?"

"Not yet, thank you, Kreacher," said Harry. "Let's talk to Uncle Sirius first." He figured that would be a good way to test the waters – Sirius was far less likely to be angry with them for returning home without permission, and could help soften the blow with James and Lily later.

They found Sirius and Amelia in the tapestry room upstairs, speaking in hushed urgent tones by the fireplace. They jumped to their feet at the sound of approaching footsteps, and Sirius' jaw dropped when Harry and Dahlia walked in.

"Bloody hell," he groaned. "What are you two doing here? You're supposed to be in France with the Delacours!"

"We came home early," Harry explained. "We couldn't bear to be away while everything is happening over here."

"How did you even get here?" asked Sirius as he pulled the two in for a hug. "When your parents find out that Sebastian Delacour let you leave—"

"We didn't tell him," said Dahlia. "Harry made us a Portkey to get back."

"That's incredibly illegal!" Amelia gasped. "You could have been detected!"

"Not if we stay at least five miles outside of wizarding dwellings," Harry pointed out. "It's not exactly my first time."

Amelia gaped at Harry in shock. Eventually she shook her head and turned away, chuckling in disbelief. Harry supposed it wasn't wise to admit to such a crime to the head of the DMLE, but then again, it was the least of his misdeeds that she was aware of at the moment.

"Never mind how they got here," said Sirius. "The better question is why? Don't you realize how dangerous it is in Britain right now, especially for you two?"

Harry opened his mouth to answer, but Dahlia beat him to it. "As if we would sit around waiting for news of our parents' death to arrive!" she exclaimed. "We're Potters – we don't hide when things get tough. Weren't you just a year older than us when you joined the war back in the day?"

Sirius groaned, and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like "Not the bloody point".

"You can't be rid of us that easily," Harry jumped in. "So you might as well make us useful somehow, even if we aren't on the front lines."

"That will be up to your father," said Sirius. "You will be of-age soon, Harry, so he may be more lenient with you. But I can't imagine he'll be pleased that Dahlia is here."

"I'm going to St. Mungo's to volunteer," Dahlia said firmly. "Madam Pomfrey told me that she planned on doing the same this summer, to help with the war effort. Someone has to prepare potions and tend to the injured during wartime."

"That is not a bad idea," Amelia acknowledged before Sirius could shut her down. "St. Mungo's is relatively secure, even during wartime, as both sides need medical aid. We've just assigned the first American Aurors who arrived this morning to defend the hospital, so she should be safe there."

"America has sent Aurors?" Harry said hopefully.

"And France, Australia, Germany, Canada, plus several others," said Amelia with a smile. "Their Ministries reached out shortly after the ICW's announcement yesterday. It seems they were all waiting to see if this war would become a truly international affair."

"More like they just wanted to be sure we would win," Sirius grumbled bitterly. "Bloody cowards wouldn't have stuck their necks out otherwise."

"Better late than never," Harry shrugged. "Have the ICW troops arrived?"

"They've been trickling in since late last night," said Amelia. "We expect the full battalion to arrive by the end of the week. Your father has put Moody in charge of organizing and training them."

Harry grinned...he could think of no one better to command a real army in a time of war. Mad-Eye Moody had practically been living in wartime for the past twenty years – the rest of the world was simply catching up to him.

"What can I do to help?" Harry asked.

Sirius and Amelia shared a nervous look. "You can speak to your father about that," Sirius said evasively. "But you will have to be very, very careful in the coming days, Harry."

"Why is that?" asked Harry.

"The DMLE has delayed the investigation into Dumbledore's death thus far," said Amelia. "But a lot of people are demanding answers, and there are a few...vocal advocates calling for your arrest."

The Weasleys, Harry thought with a pang of sorrow. "You don't think that will happen, though, will it?" he asked.

"I'm hopeful we will be able to pin it on Severus Snape and the other Death Eaters confirmed to be present that evening," Amelia sighed. "But it's possible we'll have to call you in for questioning. We've kept your name out of the Prophet thus far, but if they start throwing your name around, we'll have little other choice."

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it," said Sirius, slapping Harry on the back. "And you'll have our full support when the time comes. For now, we have bigger fish to fry, and hopefully the public realizes that with the war efforts ramping up."

Harry nodded, though a knot of uncertainty persisted in his gut. The Weasleys remained connected and well-respected within the wizarding world, and they would be calling for his head after what had happened a few nights prior. He could only hope that it was a small enough vocal minority to be drowned out amidst the chaos of war.

"Do you think our Mum and Dad will be angry with us?" Dahlia asked Sirius. "For coming back?"

"Only one way to find out," Sirius said as he drew his wand. "Expecto patronum."

A silver dog Patronus burst from his wand and bounded around the room, before standing to attention awaiting Sirius orders. "Tell James and Lily that their children are here," Sirius told the Patronus. "And they have no intentions of staying cooped up in the house, so you'd better come and talk to them." The dog barked its understanding, before leaping out of the nearby window and out of sight.

"Do you really have to make it seem like we're flight risks?" Harry sighed.

"Should we ask Sebastian Delacour if he thinks you're a flight risk?" Sirius asked pointedly. "Now, you two are going to sit right here until your parents arrive."

Harry and Dahlia groaned...Sirius may be the 'cool' uncle, but they knew it was pointless to argue with him when he flexed his authority over them. So they sat side by side on the couch and waited for their parents to show up.

Luckily, they didn't have to wait long. It was less than five minutes before the fireplace flared green, and James and Lily stepped through the Floo, looking stressed. "I'd hoped Sirius were joking," James groaned when he saw his two children sitting before him. "You two are supposed to be in France...what the hell are you doing here?"

"Same as you, I reckon," said Harry coolly. "Preparing for this war we're about to fight."

"We specifically sent you and your sister away to France to get you out of the way of this war!" said Lily hotly.

"Well, we didn't appreciate being left out," Harry shrugged. "So if you want us out of the way, you should give us something productive to do to help instead of shoving us to the side."

"I let you go to the summit with Dale Greengrass, and this is how you repay me?" James demanded. "By putting yourself and your younger sister in danger without our permission?"

Harry opened his mouth to defend himself, but Dahlia beat him to it. "I made him take me with him," she said. "So don't blame him for me being here. I refuse to sit around and wait for news that my family is injured, or worse."

Lily, whose green eyes had been alight with anger, softened slightly at her daughter's words. "Darling, we weren't going to keep you in the dark forever," she reassured her. "We would have given the Delacours regular updates, and I planned to visit you in a couple of days—"

"Or you can see us every day while we're here," Harry pointed out. "And we can be close by if something happens."

"There are enough things for us to deal with right now," James sighed. "I didn't want to have to worry about you two while everything else was going on. I haven't got a clue what I can have you do that won't put you in danger—"

"I'm going to volunteer at St. Mungo's, same as Madam Pomfrey," Dahlia said firmly. "They'll need all the help they can get with Healing and brewing potions."

"And what if the hospital is attacked?" Lily demanded. "Or someone comes in looking for you?"

"Harry gave me a Portkey to get away if I need to," said Dahlia, showing off the pendant dangling around her neck. "And Madam Bones said the American Aurors are defending the place."

"I can use a glamour if I go out in public," Harry added. "Same as I did at the summit."

James still looked uneasy, but he did consider these words. "I spoke with Dale this morning," he sighed. "He said you were quite helpful at the summit...even thwarted a mercenary trap, according to him."

"There were mercenaries there?" Lily gasped.

"Yes, and I got rid of them with no issues," Harry said firmly. "I can take care of myself. What do you think I was doing with Dumbledore all of last year?"

"You only sixteen!" Lily protested.

"Not for long!" Harry retorted. "I'll be seventeen in less than a month—"

"That's still too young! We're talking about dark witches and wizards twice your age—"

"And half my skill level! No offense, but you haven't seen all that I can do—"

"You shouldn't be doing these things at all! You've bitten off way more than you can chew—"

"Okay, enough," James cut in, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "Lily, why don't you take Dahlia to St. Mungo's and speak to Madam Pomfrey? If she thinks it's safe enough for her to volunteer, and she agrees to watch over her, that could be a good place for her."

Lily hesitated, but eventually nodded her agreement. "What about Harry?" she asked softly.

James considered this. "Let me talk to Moody," he sighed. "Perhaps he can find a place for him to help."

Harry readily nodded his agreement. He knew that Moody was organizing the ICW troops coming in from overseas – that could be a good place for him to find purpose in the war, besides the ongoing horcrux hunt with Fleur.

Lily and Dahlia departed via the Floo, and James prepared to return to the Ministry himself. "I want you to stay here until I find a place for you," he told his son firmly. "Stay with Sirius, and do not stray off on your own."

"I'll keep an eye on him," Sirius promised. "Cousin Andy is coming over later – Harry can help us with some paperwork that needs revision." That sounded like a dreadful bore to Harry, but he reluctantly agreed.

James returned to work soon after, and that afternoon, Harry joined Sirius and Andromeda Tonks in the library. As expected, the 'paperwork' was mostly busy work, going through hundreds of pages of Gringotts documents and highlighting items of interest from the Black estate.

"Compare the dates at the top of each page," Sirius instructed Harry. "Match up the account numbers and look for any discrepancies. We have to make sure we didn't overlook any liquid funds that might be compromised."

The work was tedious and exhaustive, but it did give Harry a sense of just how vast the Black family fortune was. He knew Sirius came from wealth and spent extravagantly, but the numbers were still dizzying – Harry must have gone through millions of Galleons' worth of assets over those few hours, and that was only a fraction of the accounts.

"Is this all the money that every Black throughout history has accumulated?" Harry asked, unable to sate his curiosity.

"Not all of it," said Sirius. "It doesn't account for outstanding debts and handshake agreements made in the past, or dowry payments when a Black male marries a female of another noble house. There are also unresolved inheritance disputes that complicate matters."

"Like my dearest sister Bellatrix," Andromeda said darkly. "We tried to seize her assets after her death and return them to the Black funds, but they are currently under Rodolphus Lestrange's name and still able to be utilized by You-Know-Who."

"Not entirely," Sirius pointed out. "I was able to use my Lordship to put a freeze on her vault so that no withdrawals can be made, due to her husband's outstanding criminal warrants."

"Huh," said Harry thoughtfully. It had never occurred to him just how much Sirius and Andromeda knew about the inner workings of Gringotts and how to manipulate the system to their benefit. He wondered if they could be a useful asset to locate the horcrux hidden somewhere within the bank. But that would require him to first figure out which vault it was located in, and also tell them about the dangerous work he'd been doing behind the scenes, which was not an appealing option at the moment.

The Potter family reconvened that evening for dinner at Grimmauld Place. Dahlia, now dressed in plain white Healer trainee robes, chatted excitedly about her meeting with Pomfrey and her new quest to brew thousands of Blood Replenishers, Pain Relievers and Skele-Gro potions in a matter of days. James and Lily still looked displeased with their children's presence in the country, but they said nothing to discourage their daughter's obvious passion for combat medicine.

"I spoke with Moody today," James informed Harry. "He's agreed to find something for you to help with organizing troops. He'll be by the house sometime tomorrow to discuss plans with you."

"And you will do everything he says," Lily said sternly. "We will allow you to help, but you are not to run off on your own without adult supervision."

"Understood," said Harry. It was a fair enough compromise, and besides, he knew Moody would be far more lenient with him. Even in Harry's fourth year Moody had recognized his talent and allowed him more responsibilities and privileges than even Dumbledore had, including the Auror's Toolkit that had saved his life multiple times that year.

James and Lily's room was unnaturally quiet that night when they retired to bed. Harry wondered if they were having yet another argument about him behind silencing wards. He knew he was putting them in a bind, forcing their hand by returning to Britain. But he couldn't stand the thought of losing them again and being powerless to help. It made him feel like he was one year old again, stuck in a crib as Lord Voldemort took his family from him forever. Never again.

Should he relieve some of their concern by telling them the truth about his past? That he was not truly a sixteen year old child, but a battle-hardened man of nearly twenty-two, having spent a decade-plus preparing for this war? It might assuage their immediate concerns, but it felt like such a heavy bombshell to drop at this critical juncture. The stress of it might just kill James and Lily. So Harry pushed the thought to the back burner for now.

The next morning, Harry trudged downstairs for breakfast. He sleepily fixed himself a meager breakfast of toast and jam, before making his way to the table. He paused halfway across the room, suddenly sensing something awry.

His wand jumped to his hand, a Shield Charm erecting itself before he could consciously summon it. A flurry of hexes gonged loudly against the Shield, erupting from an unseen assailant in the corner of the room He fired back without thinking, hearing an invisible body drop to the ground. Frowning, he inched towards the corner and cast a silent Revelio, only to find Mad-Eye Moody lying stunned at his feet.

"Nice instincts, lad," Moody appraised him as Harry revived him and helped him to his feet. "Never let your guard down, even in a presumed safe environment."

Lily came rushing down the stairs towards the commotion, frowning at the sight of Harry's shattered plate and breakfast strewn across the ground. "Must we do this so early in the morning, Alastor?" she groaned.

"James instructed me to get your boy ready for the war," Moody said unapologetically, waving his wand to clean up the mess. "But it looks like he's already most of the way there. Albus taught you well...a little too well, perhaps, if the rumors are to be believed."

Harry froze at these words, but quickly realized Moody was joking with him. If anyone would understand Harry's need to kill the Headmaster to ensure his silence, he supposed it would be Moody. The man had always struck Harry as more open-minded about the dark deeds that must sometimes be committed in the name of winning a war.

Moody joined Harry at the breakfast table, filling him in on what was happening with the ICW troops. "Been trickling in by the hour from all corners," he said. "Motley crew of morons if you ask me. None of these kids have seen real action in their lives...the biggest battles they've had to wage were against peaceful protesters in their home nations. I'm pretty sure the Chinese blokes helped their government suppress those Muggle protests back in '89, but they refuse to talk about it."

"Will they be ready when the time comes to fight?" asked Harry.

"They'd better be," Moody said darkly. "I'll have to whip 'em into shape first, and fast."

"Do you think Voldemort is planning an all-out attack?" Harry asked worriedly.

"Aye, almost certainly," Moody grumbled. "All of the suspected Death Eaters and sympathizers have been pulled from the ranks of the Ministry. That tells me he's plotting something big – the only question is when."

"How soon do you think?" Harry asked.

"Could be days, could be weeks," Moody shrugged. "It's hard to know what he's thinking. It's possible that the Arthurian Protocol ruse is still preventing him from making a move against the Ministry."

"He likely knows it was a ruse by now," Harry reasoned. "Now that my father's intentions are clear, he'll recognize that he was simply being delayed."

Moody gave Harry a curious look. "Awfully perceptive, Potter," he appraised the teen. "You seem to understand how the Dark Lord's mind works better than most."

"I have faced him multiple times and lived," Harry shrugged. Over a decade of combating Voldemort had granted him a special kind of insight into how Tom Riddle operated. He just knew instinctively that the Dark Lord would be furious at the deception, and the Potters' failure to heed his warning to leave the country.

"Well, I intend to put you through your paces," said Moody. "Once the rest of the troops arrive, I'd like for you to join us for training."

"I suppose I could use the warm-up," Harry nodded. "Who will I be reporting to?"

"You misunderstand," said Moody. "I want you to help me train them. You're ten times the fighter than any one of those fools, and if they can be half as effective as you in battle, we might stand a chance in this war."

Harry glowed internally at Moody's praise. But it was interrupted by a loud raspberry from the stairs.

"All hail the almighty Harry Potter," Dahlia said sarcastically as she entered the kitchen. "Can't keep a girlfriend, but he can somehow command an army."

Harry scowled as Moody laughed riotously at the quip. "How have you been, Miss Potter?" Moody greeted her. "Still practicing your Healing, are you?"

"Good to see you again, Professor," Dahlia greeted him in return. "I'm helping Madam Pomfrey at St. Mungo's to prepare for injured fighters."

"Good lass," Moody appraised her. "Britain is in need of talented Healers. Poppy says you're a natural." Dahlia beamed at the praise and stuck her tongue out playfully at Harry again.

Moody departed the house soon after to tend to business, leaving Harry alone once more in the townhouse. He refused to remain idle, spending his time in the Black library scouring the ancient tomes for anything useful he could find. He located a couple of nasty-looking hexes and curses that he filed away for future practice, figuring he could use as many tools in his arsenal as possible to keep himself and his loved ones alive.

He also set to work on creating more emergency Portkeys to give to his other family members. He was beginning to theorize if a single Portkey could be used to travel to multiple destinations, activated by different passwords. What if he could enchant a single object to take someone to Grimmauld Place, Godric's Hollow, Raven House, the Ministry of Magic, and Diagon Alley as they pleased? He didn't know if such a device existed, but he could imagine the magic involved to make it work, so he planned to experiment throughout the summer when he got the chance.

Harry also kept up with the news in The Daily Prophet in the coming days. The publication was full of praise for Minister Potter's strong response to Dumbledore's death and display of strength against the 'great evil' that was Voldemort. The reporting sounded optimistic that the arriving army would be able to quash Voldemort's forces with ease, but Harry had no way of knowing how well-founded that belief was. The paper's primary aim was likely to prevent a panic, especially with Amelia and the rest of the Ministry leaning on them heavily.

On Harry's third day back in Britain, he received a cryptic letter from Fleur requesting a meeting that evening. He was beginning to feel stir-crazy cooped up at home, as Moody had not yet summoned him to begin training with the ICW forces who were still arriving from abroad. This would give him an opportunity to do something productive and feel like he was tangibly contributing to Voldemort's demise.

Luckily, his whole family was absent that evening when the time came – James was at the Ministry, Lily was operating her business with Remus and Alessia, and Dahlia was working late at St. Mungo's. Harry Apparated to Raven House, where he found Fleur sitting on the dusty sofa, reading solemnly from a piece of parchment.

"What do you have there?" Harry asked.

Fleur looked up with a saddened expression. "I got this letter by owl yesterday morning," she sighed, handing Harry the parchment. He began to read, recognizing Bill Weasley's handwriting at once:

Dear Miss Delacour,

My name is Bill Weasley. You may remember me as the redhead who trained you at Gringotts some months ago. Of course you likely know this already, as my family informs me that you and I dated for a period of time.

I regret to inform you that my mind was recently invaded, and I have lost all memory relating to our relationship. I do not know what the status of said relationship was, or if you and I were on good terms or not. If you are wondering why I have not contacted you or shown any affection towards you, this is why. I apologize for any inconvenience this may cause you.

The primary purpose of this letter is to warn you about the teenager Harry Potter. My memories of him have also been removed, but my family assures me that he is the person responsible for my mental assault. My sister also insists that he is responsible for Albus Dumbledore's death and the kidnapping of my brother Ronald. Prior to my memory being modified, I also supposedly told my family that he is not to be trusted, so whatever I learned about him must be severe enough to warrant my attack.

He is extremely dangerous, and I suggest you stay far away from him if he attempts to contact you. It is possible he removed my memories of you out of jealousy, in an attempt to steal you from me – he may attempt to steal your memories as well, if he has not already.

Wishing you well, wherever you are. If you have any further questions, you can finds me at my desk at Gringotts during business hours.

Cordially,

William Weasley

Harry handed the letter back, deep in thought. "Well...it's not so bad," Harry offered. "It sounds like he's angry at me, not at you."

But Fleur was staring down at the letter with trembling hands, clearly conflicted. "It is so...formal," she muttered. "Like I am just a colleague. A stranger."

"You basically are now," Harry shrugged. "He doesn't even remember meeting you."

"I know," Fleur sighed. "It is as though everything we went through together never 'appened. I knew zat would be the case, but it did not sink in until now."

Harry gave her a moment to compose herself. He knew it must be taxing for her, given the history she had with Bill. Sure, maybe they hadn't worked out as a couple, but this was the opposite of closure – it was perpetual uncertainty, never knowing what might have been. In a way a proper break-up might have been preferable, since at least then both sides could move on.

"It matters not," Fleur eventually said, tossing the letter aside with a stoic expression. "Let us discuss our next steps."

"What's happening at Gringotts?" Harry asked. "Do you still have a job there?"

"I do," Fleur confirmed. "I 'ave been assigned to the Foreign Investments division...there is much money flowing into Britain from all corners of the planet due to the war. Some to the Ministry, some to private accounts suspected to be affiliated with Death Eaters."

"Is that legal?" Harry asked. "Can we stop them?"

"Ze goblins have no interest in stopping them," Fleur shrugged. "They are becoming rich due to all ze transaction fees, so why should they care? All I can do is flag ze most suspicious transactions and pass them along to the Ministry."

"That's good," Harry nodded. "Perhaps you should connect with my Uncle Sirius? He's handling the Black family accounts and might appreciate a fuller picture of where money is flowing within the country."

"I will reach out to him, then," Fleur nodded. "But what about ze horcruxes? How do we plan on finding them?"

"We know there are four left we need to find," said Harry. "The Cup, the Sword, the snake, and Neville. I'm willing to bet the Cup is in Gringotts, and the Sword might be as well. But we can also try and obtain the Sorting Hat from Hogwarts to get the Sword without having to track it down."

"And how do you plan on doing that?" Fleur demanded. "I doubt you will be welcome within Hogwarts anytime soon, and stealing such a valuable artifact will not go unnoticed."

"I'm still working that bit out," Harry sighed. "We should focus on the Cup first while I figure out a plan. Is there any hope of accessing a vault without raising any alarms?"

"The highest profile vaults are heavily protected," Fleur sighed. "Not even a goblin can access them without strict monitoring and accounting. But even if we could, how will we know which vault ze Cup is in?"

"It has to be someone that Voldemort trusts," Harry reasoned. "Not Lucius Malfoy – he wouldn't give two horcruxes to the same person. Maybe Snape, but he hadn't yet proven his loyalty until this June."

"What about Bellatrix Lestrange?" Fleur suggested. "She was considered 'is right-hand woman for many years."

"It's possible," Harry conceded. "But who knows if he moved it after her death? Her assets would have been transferred to her husband Rodolphus, and I'm guessing his accounts are among the most secure."

"Indeed," Fleur nodded. "All of ze confirmed Death Eaters' accounts are under heavy scrutiny. We could never break in without causing a commotion."

"Maybe the Ministry could help us gain access?" Harry wondered aloud. "Could my father force the goblins to open a Death Eater's vault for us?"

"Possibly," Fleur acknowledged. "Though that would most certainly alert Voldemort to what we were doing. Do we really want that?"

"No," Harry sighed. "Not this early, at least. We'll have to move quickly once we figure out where the Cup and Sword are. I'm assuming the snake will be with Voldemort, and it'll be up to Neville to show his face whenever the time comes."

"Then what are we meant to do in the meantime?" asked Fleur.

"See if you can compile a list of all known Death Eater vaults and the protections around them," Harry suggested. "Then we could narrow down which ones are most likely to contain the Cup and figure out a plan of attack when the time comes."

"I can do that," Fleur nodded. "What will you do in the meantime?"

"I'll look into getting into Hogwarts to get the Sorting Hat," said Harry. "But it might take some time...my parents are watching me pretty closely. They still think of me as their vulnerable sixteen-year-old boy, not realizing that I'm one of the most prepared fighters in all of Britain."

"Then perhaps it is time zat you tell them the truth," Fleur suggested.

"I don't think sharing the details of the horcrux hunt will persuade them much," Harry sighed.

"I do not mean that," said Fleur. "I mean the truth about who you really are."

"No way," said Harry, shaking his head. "It's not the right time for that."

"And why not?" Fleur demanded, crossing her arms. "If they knew what you've truly been through, they may realize you are not their frightened little boy after all."

"That's partly what I'm afraid of," Harry muttered. "That they won't see me as their boy at all."

"Don't you think they deserve to know?" asked Fleur.

"Someday, sure," said Harry. "But there's too much going on right now, and I don't want to overwhelm them. I'm not sure if my family could handle a bombshell like that right now."

Before Fleur could respond, an unexpected voice interrupted: "A bombshell like what?"

Fleur and Harry wheeled around; Dahlia had descended the stairwell, wearing a dragonhide apron, gloves and goggles.

"Dahlia?" Harry groaned. "What are you doing here?"

"Brewing," she said simply, brandishing the pendant Harry had given her. "I figured our personal stock could use replenishing before things get too out of hand."

"That Portkey was meant for emergencies only," Harry groaned.

"Well, I'd rather be prepared for an emergency ahead of time rather than wait for one to happen," Dahlia retorted. "But enough about me...what are you two talking about?"

"Nothing," Harry grumbled irritably. "It doesn't concern you. Don't worry about it."

"All I do is worry about you!" Dahlia protested. "I know you've been hiding things from me for a long time, and I don't understand why! Don't you trust me by now?"

"Harry," said Fleur softly. "I think it is time to tell her."

"Not you too…" Harry groaned.

"She is your sister," Fleur said firmly. "You may not realize it yet, but zat is a bond that cannot be broken."

"Which I figured you would know by now, idiot," said Dahlia. "We've known each other for sixteen years."

Harry felt a pang of guilt and sadness at her words. He did not, in fact, know Dahlia that long...he would never get to experience those ten years he missed out with her before arriving in this timeline. A single tear ran down his cheek as he fought in vain to Occlude away the emotions.

Fleur gently took Harry's arm and guided him to the couch. "It is not healthy to keep these things bottled up inside," she said. Dahlia looked on with concern, no longer in a joking mood, realizing that this was something major.

"She might hate me," Harry said hoarsely, fear beginning to seep in at the thought.

"I could never hate you," said Dahlia, rushing to sit beside him. "What's all this about? You can tell me anything...I'm your bloody sister. We have each other's backs, no matter what."

Harry looked up into Dahlia's wide, green eyes, sensing her worry and support. It did nothing to assuage his feelings of guilt and fear that she would never view him the same way. But Fleur was right...she deserved to know the truth.

"You're not my sister," he said. "Not really."

Dahlia narrowed her eyes at him. "If this is an adoption prank, it won't work," she deadpanned. "We're practically twins."

"I'm not...from here," Harry said awkwardly. "I'm not the same boy you grew up with for the first eleven years of my life."

"Well, that's obvious," Dahlia scoffed. "People change with time. So what?"

"That's not what I mean," Harry muttered. "Look, I'm a time-traveler, okay? I was sent here from another world, one where I was raised very differently than here. One where you didn't even exist."

Dahlia processed this, not fully understanding. "How?" she asked.

"It's...hard to explain," Harry groaned. "Where I come from, I was the Boy Who Lived, not Neville. The Dark Lord came after me when I was one, and killed Mum and Dad. You were never born, and I was raised by the Dursleys. Then when I was nearly sixteen, I was...killed, sort of, and sent here. I woke up on my eleventh birthday, and Mum and Dad were alive, and you existed...and I just didn't say anything."

Dahlia's eyes grew wide as she took this in. Harry felt hot shame creep up his neck, and he couldn't bring himself to look his sister in the eyes, staring remorsefully at his feet.

"And I felt so loved, and wanted, and I didn't want to ruin anything by telling you the truth," Harry continued, his voice hitching in his throat as Fleur squeezed his hand reassuringly. "But you were a stranger to me that day. Whoever it was you grew up with before I turned eleven, he's not here anymore. And I feel awfully that I took that brother away from you. I've felt like an impostor in my own family ever since."

Harry continued to stare shamefully at the ground, trying to steady his erratic breathing. After a few moments of silence, he finally forced himself to look up and meet Dahlia's gaze. She had angry tears in her eyes, and she was looking at him with an expression of deep hurt.

"Why wouldn't you tell me that sooner?" she demanded.

"I'm so sorry," Harry muttered. "I thought...I thought you wouldn't love me anymore if you knew the truth." He sat in shameful silence, waiting for her to lash out, to hit him, to yell at him, to tell him to get out for taking away the boy she knew growing up.

"You absolute idiot," Dahlia choked. Then, she launched herself at him, wrapping him in a tight hug.

"You are the best brother I could have ever asked for," she sniffed into his chest. "You're kind, intelligent, humble, and have always looked out for me. I've looked up to you ever since you rescued me from that Chamber four years ago. Why the bloody hell would you think I wouldn't love you the same? If anything, I love you more than ever."

"B-but I'm not—" Harry stammered.

"Listen, the brother I grew up with was a spoiled brat," Dahlia said with a watery chuckle. "And a bit of a bully, like Dad was as a kid. I thought it was strange when you changed so abruptly, but I figured Hogwarts had mellowed you out. I don't think we would be nearly as close today if whatever happened didn't happen."

"So you're not upset?" Harry asked hopefully.

"Only that you didn't trust me sooner," said Dahlia. "Who else knows about this?"

"Just me," Fleur said softly.

"Are you going to tell Mum and Dad?" Dahlia asked.

"D'you think I should?" asked Harry.

"I think they deserve the truth," Dahlia reasoned. "It might be a tough pill to swallow, but they ought to know, don't you think?"

Harry nodded; of course she was right. "I will...someday, at least," he muttered. "Things are a bit hectic right now...maybe when things settle down a bit."

"You think they ever will?" asked Dahlia.

"Yes," Harry said adamantly. "I've been using what I learned the last time to beat Voldemort ever since I got here. And we're getting close, Dahlia. I swear it."

He pulled Dahlia in close and kissed her on the forehead. She rested her head on his shoulder, closing her eyes in contentment. Harry felt a wave of relief wash over him as he realized he had not ruined his relationship with his sister...if anything, this would bring them closer together.

"Will you tell me about your other life?" she asked. "Before we met?"

"It's not a pretty story, Dahlia," Harry chuckled.

"Neither is the mess we're in now," Dahlia pointed out. "I want to know what your real childhood was like."

Harry hesitated a moment. "I do have a Pensieve we could use…" he said nervously.

"You do?" said Fleur, suddenly alert. "I too am curious to see your old life. Will you show us?"

Harry knew he couldn't rightfully say no as both girls looked to him expectantly. He sighed and flicked his wand, summoning the stone basin from its hiding place to hover in front of them. Fleur and Dahlia looked on in awe as he closed his eyes and envisioned key moments from his past life. It was a strenuous task, and it took immense effort to extract the memory strand from his mind, but once he had done so and deposited it into the Pensieve, he felt tremendously better, like a load had been lifted off of his shoulders.

Harry lowered his face towards the shimmering surface within the bowl, beckoning the other two to join him. They fell forwards, landing roughly in a small, enclosed, darkened space. "Is there something wrong with the memory?" Dahlia asked, elbowing Harry in an attempt to create more space for herself.

There came a sharp rapping from nearby, and a slat opened, letting light into the tiny space. "Get up!" Aunt Petunia's shrill voice called out. "Time to make breakfast!"

The door to the cupboard under the stairs opened, allowing Harry, Dahlia and Fleur to climb out. Fleur and Dahlia gasped when they saw ten-year-old Harry emerge, in all his emaciated glory – skin and bones, Dudley's ratty clothes hanging off his bony frame, broken glasses hanging on by a thin strip of tape. Young Harry trudged into the kitchen to make breakfast for the Dursleys.

"Why are you living with Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon?" Dahlia demanded. "And why did they treat you like this?"

Harry did not want to dwell on his unhappy upbringing. So he closed his eyes, and the scene shifted to the hut on the rock, as Hagrid handed Harry his Hogwarts letter and explained the truth about James and Lily. Dahlia quivered with rage as Hagrid chewed out the Dursleys for their mistreatment of Harry.

"I'll kill them," she growled. "I'll bloody kill them as soon as we get out of here."

"They aren't the same people they were in my other life," said Harry sadly. "They never had Damian. They were bitter about being stuck with me. You can't blame their alternate selves for something they never did."

"But you were abused!" Dahlia sniffed, angry tears rolling down her cheeks. "It's not fair!"

"Life isn't fair," Harry shrugged. "It was a long time ago, anyway."

He shifted the scene again, this time to a happier memory. The Hogwarts Express...meeting Ron and Hermione. Arriving at Hogwarts for the first time. The boat trip across the lake. The Great Hall. The Sorting.

"I knew it!" Dahlia exclaimed as Harry was Sorted into Gryffindor. "You're no bloody Ravenclaw...you're too thick to belong with them."

"So you admit that Gryffindors are dumb?" Harry quipped, ducking low to dodge a slap to the back of the head as Fleur giggled beside them.

Harry showed various scenes from his first year at Hogwarts. Saving Hermione from the troll. Playing his first Quidditch match. Receiving a Weasley sweater for Christmas. Investigating Nicholas Flamel. Confronting Voldemort and stopping Quirrell from obtaining the Philosopher's Stone, as Fleur and Dahlia wrung their hands together in anguish.

Harry sped through most of his second year, showing them the petrifications and the quest to save Ginny from the Chamber of Secrets. He went into his third year next, drawing confused questions from Dahlia when Harry was informed that Sirius Black was trying to kill him. The truth eventually came out as Harry showed them the showdown in the Shrieking Shack, with Peter Pettigrew being exposed and escaping into the night.

Next came his fourth year, as the Triwizard Tournament was announced and the rival schools arrived to Hogwarts. Harry's name came out of the Goblet, causing an uproar; Dahlia burst out laughing as Fleur called Harry a 'leetle boy', just as she had in this lifetime. He showed them the three tasks and the graveyard ambush; both girls gasped in shock as Cedric was killed and Voldemort returned, with Harry narrowly escaping.

Harry didn't dwell long on his fifth year, either. He showed them the formation of the Order, Umbridge's nastiness, and the plot to rescue Sirius from the Department of Mysteries. Dahlia screamed when Sirius was struck by Bellatrix's curse and fell through the Veil, shortly before Harry dove after him, plunging the scene into total darkness.

They were expelled from the Pensieve, finding themselves back on the couch in Raven House. Fleur and Dahlia said nothing, sitting in shock at everything they'd just seen.

"Next thing I knew, I woke up here, on my eleventh birthday," said Harry. "I'd never met my parents or sister before that day. And I knew from that moment on that I would do anything to protect you."

"You must have been so traumatized," Dahlia muttered. "No kid should ever have to go through what you did."

"Probably not," Harry shrugged. "But the last six happy years with you have mostly made up for it. Besides, it prepared me for what I knew was coming, and what's still to come."

"It is no wonder you did not trust Albus Dumbledore," Fleur remarked. "He did absolutely nothing to keep you safe."

"And that's why I've worked so hard to protect Neville," Harry said bitterly. "Because nobody else would. And no matter what he's done, I didn't want him to suffer the same fate I did."

Dahlia wrapped her arms around Harry in a tight hug. "Thank you for showing me," she whispered. "And trusting me. I still love you no matter what."

"Love you too," Harry whispered back. His heart could have burst with happiness at her words. He shared a significant look with Fleur, who seemed to tell him without words, I told you so.

"Maybe sometime I can show you memories of your other childhood," said Dahlia. "The one with us that you missed out on. We got up to some shenanigans that I'll always cherish."

"I'd like that," Harry smiled. The prospect of experiencing the decade-plus that he'd missed with his parents and sister was an unexpected gift he never thought he'd received.

"It is getting late," Fleur remarked, glancing at the clock on the wall. "You two should return home before anyone notices you've gone."

"She's right," said Harry, standing from the couch and helping both girls to their feet. "Let's get going."

He linked arms with Dahlia, who was starting to sway slightly on her feet from fatigue. Harry shared one last look with Fleur, giving her a silent nod that said, Thank you. Fleur nodded back with a smile, and Harry Apparated back to Grimmauld Place with his sister in tow.

That went much better than expected, Harry thought to himself as he readied for bed that evening. He thought his relationship with Dahlia was on the cusp of ruin, but instead, she had accepted him for who he truly was, just as Fleur had predicted. It gave him hope that his parents would react the same, though it may be more difficult for them to wrap their heads around. That day would come eventually, and at least he knew he would have Dahlia's support when it did.
Year 7-04: Building Trust

Early mornings at Number 12 Grimmauld Place had become a bit of a sanctuary for Harry in recent weeks. He was often the first person awake in the morning, or at least, everyone else had places to be even earlier, leaving the townhouse empty and quiet. It became a time of rest and meditation for Harry, who could find neither in the chaos of the daytime nor in the horrific dreamscapes that haunted his sleepless nights.

But on this particular morning, the peace was disturbed as Harry made his way downstairs for breakfast. He heard raised voices wafting up the stairs from the kitchen, recognizing them as those of his parents. He paused in the doorway, unable to resist listening in on what they were discussing in private:

"...incredibly dangerous not to tell me first!"

"You know he wouldn't have let anything happen to me, James."

"That's beside the point! He's at the top of our most wanted list, besides Voldemort himself, and Amelia's top priority at the moment—"

"That seems a poor way to repay him for everything he's done for us in the past few years—"

Harry shifted a bit too loudly in the doorway; both James and Lily turned to see their son lurking in the frame.

"Good morning, darling!" Lily greeted him with a hasty smile. "Come, let me fix you something to eat." And she rushed to make herself appear busy behind the counter.

"Is everything alright?" Harry asked tentatively as he entered the kitchen.

"Fine, just fine," James muttered. He still looked troubled, as though he could not let go of whatever their argument was about. Finally he blurted out, "Your mother met with Severus Snape last night."

"You did?" Harry asked, surprised, turning to Lily. "Where is he? Did he tell you what Voldemort has planned?"

"No, not directly," Lily sighed. "Though he strongly implied that we were in great danger."

"Something anyone with half a brain could have told you," James deadpanned. "Don't you realize how foolish it was to respond to his invitation? What if it had been a trap? What if Voldemort intended to use you as bait?"

"Severus would never do that to me!" Lily said indignantly. "And he didn't, might I remind you! I returned home perfectly safe, didn't I?"

"I can't believe you still trust that duplicitous bastard," James grumbled unhappily. "Or that you would even entertain such a ludicrous offer—"

"Severus' home is among the safest places in Britain right now!" said Lily.

"And you really believe he has no ulterior motives with such an offer?" James demanded.

"Sorry, what offer?" Harry asked, unable to stay out of it.

"Severus has offered shelter from the war at his safe house," Lily explained. "To stay protected if and when an attack comes."

"Really?" said Harry. "For all of us?"

"No," James said bitterly. "Just for her."

Oh. Now Harry understood the root of the argument: Snape had reached out to Lily to offer her personal protection, not caring what happened to her husband or children. In fact, he probably hoped that the impending battle would result in James' death, a fact that was clearly not lost on James himself.

"Well...that's not so bad, is it?" Harry offered. "At least Mum will be safe no matter what happens."

"Snape can't be trusted!" James insisted. "He's Voldemort's right-hand man! Not to mention the prime suspect in Dumbledore's death!"

"And you're accusing him of having ulterior motives?" Lily laughed hollowly. "Why don't you just admit that you plan on throwing Severus under the bus to protect Harry from prosecution?"

"I'll proudly admit that!" said James. "It's his bloody fault the Death Eaters got into the castle to begin with! And he helped them all escape afterwards!"

"He also helped Harry escape," Lily pointed out. "And saved him from Voldemort afterwards. Yet you still plan on rewarding him with a lifetime sentence in Azkaban?"

"He chose his side," James said stubbornly. "And he chose wrong. You know full well that he only protected Harry to stay on your good side—"

"The reasons don't matter!" said Lily. "He can still be a valuable ally!"

"To you, not to me!" James groaned. "You might think of him as a friend, but he sees you as something more, and I think you know that!"

"You've shared your suspicions many times," Lily said irritably. "It doesn't change the fact that he is loyal. And I will not betray his loyalty by letting you back-stab the man who saved our son's life!"

"Whoa, am I interrupting something?" said Dahlia, who had just entered the room from upstairs.

"Not at all, dear," said Lily, once again going into damage control mode. "Why don't you sit with your brother while I fix you some eggs?"

"I'm going to work," James muttered bitterly, sweeping from the room. Dahlia arched an eyebrow at Harry, who gave her a subtle nod saying, we'll discuss this later.

He explained the situation to her after breakfast, when Lily too hurried from the house to attend to business. "So Snape wants Mum to come and stay with him?" Dahlia asked. "And not any of the rest of us?"

"Seems that way," Harry sighed. "And it's pretty obvious why. Mum might be in denial, but it's plain as day to both me and Dad."

"It might not be that cut-and-dry," Dahlia suggested. "He's fond of Mum, that's true, but he's never crossed any boundaries with her. And he has been extremely helpful over the past year, not just with the war, but with her emotions and her recovery."

"You don't see that as crossing any boundaries?" Harry asked pointedly. "Or think he's being helpful for his own selfish reasons?"

"I'm just saying," Dahlia huffed, "that Professor Snape might deserve some benefit of the doubt. All four of us should have died at least once over the past year and a half, and he's a big reason why we haven't. Isn't that worth something?"

"Maybe," Harry grumbled. He had declined to show Dahlia all of his memories of Snape in his past life, so she didn't know how truly nasty and vindictive he could be. His infatuation with Lily was all that was keeping his virulent hatred of James and his offspring in check. But Dahlia had a point: Harry would have been murdered at Voldemort's feet if not for Snape's scheming behind the scenes, so there was some merit to hearing him out.

But Harry was especially conflicted now after hearing what his father had to say. He'd long wondered why he had yet to be called in for questioning about Dumbledore's death, and how Amelia Bones planned to cover up Harry's crime. Now it seemed that all of their hopes rested upon pinning the murder on Snape. If that failed to materialize, would Harry be exposed? Would they be able to produce another scapegoat to appease the public, or would the Ministry not be able to protect Harry any longer?

Hopefully that was a question for after the war. It wouldn't do to dwell on things Harry couldn't control, so he resolved to focus on his own preparations. Luckily, he would get the perfect opportunity a few hours later, when Mad-Eye Moody emerged from the Floo, looking more cross than usual.

"Potter!" he barked when he saw Harry in the hall. "With me. Troop training is about to begin."

"Great," Harry nodded. "I'll just get my things."

"What do you need to get?" Moody demanded. "You have your wand on you, don't ya? No sane wizard would be caught without it in times like these."

"Er…" Harry hesitated. His Kneazle wand was currently sitting on his bedside table upstairs, unneeded for mundane tasks around the townhouse. But when he checked his robe pocket, the Elder Wand was nestled there in its place, ready for action. Harry never could be rid of the damned thing, no matter how many times he tried to bury it at the bottom of his school trunk with the Resurrection Stone.

"Good lad," Moody nodded as Harry withdrew the wand. "Let's go. No time to waste."

He extended his arm to Harry, who took it, and Moody Apparated them away. They reappeared in a quiet neighborhood on the outskirts of London. Moody led them towards a dilapidated old warehouse that looked to have been vacant for decades. But Harry could feel the pull of magic as they approached, indicating that the place was not as it appeared from the outside.

"You may want to disguise yourself," Moody suggested. "Your story isn't as well-known abroad as here in Britain, but nobody will take orders from a sixteen-year-old twerp anyhow."

Harry couldn't argue with that logic. He twirled his wand over his head, transforming his appearance into that of a nondescript man some twenty years older. He also transfigured his robes to match Moody's: a deep, royal purple, neatly pressed and official-looking, denoting status. Moody gave Harry's appearance an appraising nod, before tapping his wand in a specific sequence on the door of the warehouse. It swung open, and he beckoned Harry inside.

The interior of the warehouse was ten times larger than the exterior, with high ceilings and a spacious floor plan to accommodate thousands. Rows upon rows of stacked bunk beds lined the walls, and hundreds of young men and women milled about the space, dressed in casual uniform and conversing with one another.

"Welcome to the barracks," said Moody. "This is where we're housing and training the units being sent here from abroad."

Harry took in the diverse group of witches and wizards around the room. A wide array of nations and cultures were represented; Harry saw patches related to countries from six different continents on arm bands. They traveled in tight-knit groups, sticking with other soldiers of their own nationality, but he supposed that made sense in an unfamiliar environment.

"How many countries have sent troops?" Harry asked.

"Sixty-three," said Moody. "The largest units came from France, Canada and the United States, while a few smaller nations sent what they could, which was just a handful in some cases. But every little bit counts...now if only Japan and China would stop holding out on us."

Harry was encouraged by the size of the group, seeing at least a thousand individuals around the room. Most were on the younger size, perhaps only a couple of years older than Harry himself...he knew that the ICW often attracted folks aspiring to join the Aurors but lacking the necessary experience. Hopefully that made them eager and receptive to training, even if they were more green than he might like for an all-out war.

"Have you seen what they're capable of yet?" asked Harry.

"That's what you're here to help me figure out," said Moody. "The last few only arrived late last night...today will be our first chance to see what they've got."

Moody whistled loudly to get the room's attention. "Everybody gather up!" he barked. A few of the nearest groups of soldiers sauntered over, but many remained where they were; Harry spied a large contingent hanging out in the back corner, lounging on beds and trading Chocolate Frog cards over raucous laughter.

Harry drew his wand and fired sparks in the air. They made a loud bang noise that caused the entire room to jump and look in his direction. "Form up!" Harry bellowed. His room carried across the entire barracks, silencing the place; the stragglers quickly approached to join the rest of the group. Harry noticed that they continued to stick with their countrymen; the Americans were front and center, flanked by the French and the Canadians, with the various other nations trailing off around them, refusing to interact with one another.

Moody stepped atop a conjured box to address the room from up high. "My name is Commander Alastor Moody," he said. "I've been assigned to whip you sorry lot into shape. This here is my right-hand man, Lieutenant...er…"

"Prewett," Harry supplied helpfully. "Lieutenant Prewett."

"Lieutenant Prewett and I are here to assess your worth and prepare you for combat," Moody continued. "That will give us a better idea of the role you might serve on the battlefield."

"And why should we have to report to you?" a sneering voice demanded. One of the Americans stepped forward in challenge, as his buddies guffawed behind him.

"You're in my damned country, fighting my damned Dark Lord," Moody snarled. "What, do you think you should be the one giving orders?"

"I'm just saying, we should have a say in who we're reporting to!" the American said innocently, to the snickers of his comrades. "We Americans have to work our way up the ranks to earn respect, and historically, we don't respond well to unelected kings."

"You think we Brits aren't worth listening to?" Harry demanded, stepping forward. "You think we don't know war? We've been fighting this lunatic for years now...it's you that's out of your depth here."

The man narrowed his eyes at Harry, sizing him up as his four friends stepped forward to flank him on either side. "You think you're better than us?" one of his friends demanded. "We're the leaders of the free world, not you."

"Let's put it to the test, then," said Harry, casually drawing his wand. "Prepare to defend yourself."

"Which one of us?" the first American demanded.

"All of you," Harry shrugged. "Are you ready?"

The American glanced at one another, mirth in their eyes. "Five against one?" the leader scoffed. "Seems unfair."

"You're right, it is," Harry nodded. "I'll try to go easy on you."

That succeeded in riling up the men. All five drew their wands and dropped into defensive stances. "Whenever you're ready, redcoat," the leader snarled.

"As you wish," Harry grinned. The Elder Wand flashed through the air in a blur, firing a flurry of hexes in the group's direction. Two did not manage to erect Shield Charms in time, dropping to the ground in a heap. The other three managed to deflect the blows and return fire, looking bewildered by the speed their enemy displayed.

Harry effortlessly spun away from the counter-assault and transfigured the ground beneath them into ice. Two began to slip uncontrollably, crashing to the ground and falling victim to Stunners. The last remaining fighter canceled the transfiguration and looked up to find Harry gone. He looked around wildly for the missing enemy, only to be bound in ropes as Harry re-emerged in the rafters, lounging casually across the beams and looking like he'd barely broken a sweat.

"That'll be enough from you lot now," said Harry as he floated gracefully back to the ground and revived all five of the Americans. "Anyone else wish to challenge our authority?"

Nobody else spoke up. The Americans looked furious, but many other nations looked begrudgingly impressed by the display. The defeated soldiers retreated to the safety of numbers, glowering in shame at being thoroughly embarrassed by Harry.

"If that's the best any of you can muster, we have a lot of work to do," Moody said sharply. His face was firmly set in a scowl, but Harry recognized the twinkle in his eye that told him the man was highly amused by Harry's display of strength. "Line up in pairs across from one another down the row. Let's see your dueling skills."

Harry and Moody spent several hours walking up and down the barracks, observing individual duels between fighters. Many of them at least seemed to know what they were doing – Harry figured that most were top duelists at their respective schools prior to joining the ICW. A few were even genuinely talented, possessing the skill to be an Auror or Hit-Wizard even if they might have lacked the qualifications in other ways.

"Very good," Harry appraised a young Ethiopian witch when she knocked out a dozen nearby fighters with an obscure sleeping charm he did not recognize. "Save that one for when the enemy is grouped up close together." The witch beamed and nodded eagerly as she set about undoing the charm.

Others were less responsive to feedback. "Your stance is too open," he told a Canadian wizard after he was Stunned and revived for the third time. "You give the enemy too large of a target. Try turning sideways to minimize your exposure, or use your feet more to dodge."

"I was tutored by one of North America's top dueling coaches," the Canadian scoffed. "He taught me my stance, and it's worked for me so far."

"It was probably designed for one-on-one combat, not all-out war," Harry pointed out. "Just a thought." The wizard grumbled unhappily, and the next time Harry passed by, he was still stubbornly using the same open stance.

Yet others, like the Americans, outright rejected his instruction attempts. "You know you don't have to get so close to your enemies to dispatch them?" he groaned as he came across a group dueling from a mere five feet away.

"We're from Boston, redcoat," one of the men grunted without looking at him. "We have our own way of fighting. And we don't take no advice from you preppy assholes on how to fight with 'dignity' or whatever."

"There's merit to closing the distance," Harry acknowledged, trying to build a bond between them in order to gain their trust. "Perhaps you can go even farther and get physical with the opponent?"

"Physical?" the man scoffed, wheeling around to stare at Harry in amazement. "What, like we're common Muggles?"

"I thought you weren't above being undignified?" Harry grinned. He heard the men bad-mouthing him with rather colorful language as he walked away, realizing that he had a long way to go to earn their respect.

Moody eventually fired sparks into the air to signal the end of the day. "Gather round!" he barked. "Good work today. Lots to improve on, but plenty to be proud of as well. We may stand a chance in this war just yet. Pott— er, Prewett, anything you'd like to add?"

Harry considered this. His eyes scanned the vast sea of faces, realizing that he had an opportunity to improve the structure of the group and build trust in one fell swoop.

"There are far too many of you to give individual instruction to everyone," he announced. "We need to establish a chain of command. For every fifty fighters, I want one officer appointed to lead your unit. They will report to Commander Moody and myself to coordinate larger tactics."

"You're givin' us more assholes to report to?" scoffed an American.

"Figure out who your officers are yourself," Harry shrugged. "Form your own units and put it to a vote. If you don't have enough fighters from your country, combine with another nation. In fact, the more nations represented per unit, the better."

Harry hoped this would help facilitate greater trust and cooperation between the nations, rather than all of them being segregated. But he knew this was wishful thinking. Already the Americans, Canadians and French were sizing one another up within their own groups, plotting to gain leadership over their fellow countrymen and women.

"Dismissed for the day," barked Moody. "You have until 0800 tomorrow morning to establish your commanding officers. We'll be back to resume your training then." And he swiftly departed for the exit, signaling Harry to follow.

"Nice thinking there, kid," said Moody once they were out of the warehouse. "What made you think of the officer strategy?"

"I figured they'd be more likely to listen to one of their own than one of us," Harry shrugged. "Maybe if we put a filter between us and them that they control, they'll be easier to get into line."

Moody considered this, looking impressed. "It's not far off from a strategy I might use in a rowdy classroom at Hogwarts," he chuckled. "You'd make a damned fine professor, Potter."

The thought had crossed Harry's mind before. He knew his near future was filled with combat and violence, but if it ever ended, he might enjoy a more peaceful existence like teaching. He was good at it, and Hogwarts had always felt like home – but then he remembered his last time in the castle and the terrible deed he'd committed there, a knot forming in his stomach as he realized he might never be welcomed there again.

He put the thought out of his mind as he returned home to Grimmauld Place that evening. And he had a perfect distraction in the form of his cousin, Damian, who was sitting in the drawing room when he arrived.

"Hey, cousin," said the younger boy, standing to greet him. "How are things?"

"Could be better, could be worse," Harry shrugged, shaking Damian's beefy hand. The fifteen-year-old had grown considerably over the past few months...he was now taller than even Harry and at least fifty pounds heavier: pure meat and muscle, sculpted by hard Quidditch workouts. He was beginning to resemble Vernon Dursley in an uncanny way, but with hints of the Evans gene softening his father's more unpleasant features.

"Ah, Harry," said Aunt Petunia, gliding into the room behind her son. "How have you been?"

"Er...fine, thanks," said Harry, awkwardly accepting her bony hug. The last time he had seen her was in the Pensieve, as her alternate self terrorized him, so he had to re-calibrate his mind and remember that she was not the same cruel person she had been in another lifetime.

Dahlia, it seemed, had a tougher time accepting that. She arrived home for dinner shortly after, still dressed in her St. Mungo's trainee robes, and she paused at the sight of her aunt, an unmistakable look of disdain on her face.

"Hello, Dahlia!" Petunia beamed, unaware of the awkwardness in the air. "Your mother told me about your volunteer work at the hospital. That is very noble of you."

She approached her niece for a hug, which Dahlia barely managed to avoid flinching away from. "Thanks," she muttered, before rushing off up the stairs to get changed.

Half an hour later, the Potters and Dursleys sat around the kitchen table eating dinner together. "I can't thank you enough for allowing me to use your Godric's Hollow home while I get on my feet," Petunia told James and Lily. "This divorce has been rather nasty, truth be told, and it's nice to have family support."

"You know we'll always have your back, Tuney," said Lily, taking her sister's hand affectionately. "Take as much time there as you need."

"Damian will be staying here for a few days," Petunia informed Harry and Dahlia. "While I travel for a few interviews. I haven't worked a day job since I was nineteen years old, but I'm hoping to find some secretarial work near London."

"That will be just fine with us," said James. "We're happy to take in Damian for as long as you need."

"I'll have to make time for us to go out into the city sometime this summer," said Lily. "Just like old times. And maybe Dahlia can come with us! What do you say, dear?"

"I'd rather die," Dahlia muttered under her breath, so quietly only Harry beside her could hear.

"Come again?" Lily frowned.

"I said, yeah, maybe," Dahlia grumbled. Lily sensed that she was being rude, so she gave her daughter a scathing look when Petunia got up to put her dishes away. Harry too shot her a knowing look to back down; Dahlia merely rolled her eyes. His sister was as stubborn as she was loyal, and while he was grateful that she had his back, she also wore her emotions a bit too heavily on her sleeve and needed to rein it in a little around her aunt.

Harry had to share his bedroom with Damian for the next few days, which was fine by him...it would be an opportunity to bond with his cousin at this critical time in their lives. "What's with all the charms?" Damian demanded as Harry placed privacy wards around his bed. "Afraid I'll peep on you in your sleep?"

"I'm a snorer," Harry lied. "Just don't want to wake you up in the middle of the night." The second half of that was at least true...he was prone to waking up in cold sweats, screaming from night terrors, and did not want to alarm his cousin too much. Damian just shrugged and plopped himself onto his roll-out cot beside the bed.

"So what's really going on around here?" he asked eagerly. "My mum doesn't know anything about the war, and Uncle James won't tell me."

"It's the calm before the storm," Harry shrugged. "Nobody knows when and where Voldemort will choose to strike, so all we can do is try and prepare for when he does."

"What can I do to help?" asked Damian. "I want to fight."

"You're too young," Harry said firmly. "This is real war we're talking about, not schoolyard duels."

"I know that," Damian huffed. "But you're underage too, and so is Dahlia, and you're allowed to help!"

"It's...different," Harry sighed. "We're staying out of the way of the main war, and just helping out where we can."

"Then I want to do that too!" Damian insisted.

"You don't want any part in this war," said Harry. "Why can't you just stay out of trouble this time?"

"Because I have the most to lose!" said Damian firmly. "Unlike you, I'm Muggle-born, and if we lose the war, it's over for me and Mum. What good will it do if I survive the war safely if I'll just be persecuted after it's over?"

"You dying needlessly in battle won't help anything," Harry pointed out.

"I'd rather die on my feet than live on my knees," Damian huffed. "So come on, cousin, throw me a bone. What can I do to be useful?"

Harry considered this. Damian had a point: he would be one of Voldemort's top targets if the war went in his favor, along with half of his school friends. Surely he deserved a chance to impact its outcome like everyone else, despite his age.

"Why don't you write to Cedric?" Harry suggested. "The Aurors have been stretched pretty thin lately...maybe he can use your help for a task or two."

"Yeah, alright, I'll do that," said Damian. "He hasn't written to me much lately thanks to that minx of a girlfriend of his, but I'll guilt him into including me in something."

Harry chuckled...he suspected that just might work on Cedric. The young man had a soft spot for Damian, shepherding him through his first few years at Hogwarts, and might indeed feel obligated to let Damian help. Hopefully he could find some menial work for the teen to assist the Aurors in a non-combat setting.

Harry certainly couldn't be burdened with Damian's inclusion, especially with the ICW training. He was back at the warehouse early the next morning, and every morning for the subsequent week. To his dismay (and Moody's complete lack of surprise), the officer strategy did not go according to plan. While a few units had successfully appointed leaders for themselves, others suffered from disagreements over who their representative ought to be.

"Unit Fourteen!" Harry barked, addressing the group of fifty comprised of all Americans. "Why do you have three officers?"

"None of us reached fifty percent of the vote," one of the proposed officers shrugged. "So we agreed to all be officers together."

"That isn't going to work," said Harry. "What if you have a disagreement between you? Who decides what to do next?"

"Well, then we will do what I decide," said one of the officers confidently.

"Like hell we will!" another protested. "I should have the final say between us!"

"My point exactly," said Harry. "There is no clear chain of command here, and your men won't be able to tell who's really in charge. Only one of you can be officer, so how do you propose we decide who it will be?"

"It's me," said the first man again. "I'm the oldest and most experienced, after all."

"Over my dead body!" snarled another officer, brandishing his wand. The third agreed with the sentiment, also preparing for a fight.

"That's quite enough, gentlemen!" Moody barked angrily. "We're wasting time here."

"Actually, no, this is good," said Harry, to Moody's surprise. "You three, over here with me. We'll settle this the old-fashioned way."

He led the three over to an empty part of the warehouse as the other trainees looked on curiously. Harry had them spread out so they were roughly twenty feet apart from one another, similar to the setup in the Spiked Chalice fighting arena.

"A duel to decide it," said Harry. "Winner is named captain, and losers must accept his authority. Deal?"

All three nodded eagerly, eyeing the others with suspicion. Harry backed away and fired sparks into the air, and the fight was on.

All three were skilled fighters, that much was true. The oldest was cocky and over-confident, laughing as he ducked and dodged the attempts from the others to incapacitate him. But he was felled by a surprise transfigured dagger, which grazed his leg and caused him to stumble; this allowed his attacker to finish him with a Stunner. He pumped his fist jubilantly in the air, only to be felled by a Stunner from the third fighter, who turned expectantly to Harry.

"We have a winner," Harry deadpanned, as he revived the two losers. "Good fight, you two. But you got too laser-focused on one target, and you made yourself a bigger target with your boastfulness. That kind of behavior won't serve you well in a real battle. Now, back with your unit." The two losers bitterly retreated back into the crowd, glaring daggers at the winner.

A few other units needed help deciding their own officer, as Harry proctored each of their fights. It gave him another opportunity to see what each fighter brought to the table, and provide feedback on their technique. Now if only they would fight with as much determination and resolve against Voldemort as they did their fellow countrymen – then they might stand a chance.

Unfortunately, the in-fighting continued throughout the week as Harry and Moody tried in vain to unify them. Many of the units elected to train separately, with their officers barking orders at them instead. That led to numerous fights that needed to be broken up, and several trips to St. Mungo's for those who had pissed off their superiors (or subordinates).

This is the elite unit that's supposed to defeat Voldemort's army? Harry thought in exasperation. Even if they had a two-to-one advantage they might struggle to beat a prepared enemy, and that advantage is nearly as large for the OTHER side!

"You're doing a fine job, lad," Moody appraised him at the end of yet another stressful and counter-productive day. "We'll whip them into shape yet. It'll just take time."

Time we don't have, Harry thought worriedly. July was rapidly coming to a close, and something told him that Voldemort was preparing something big. Surely he knew that giving the ICW time to get ready was not a smart idea, and he would choose to strike while the forces against him were still trying to organize themselves.

He headed straight from the warehouse to Raven House, as he had every afternoon that week. Fleur had insisted on regular dueling practice with Harry, feeling rusty after two years of working a sedentary desk job. He got the better of her every time; even on the handful of occasions she managed to trick him or slip a curse past his defenses, the Elder Wand prevented him from losing, evading defeat by a hair's breadth.

"It is impossible!" Fleur shouted angrily after Harry revived her for the dozenth time in a row. "I am 'opeless!"

"No, you're not," Harry reassured her. "You may be out of practice, but you'll be able to hold your own against the average Death Eater with no problem. It's just this wand preventing you from doing me serious harm."

"And you are 'olding back against me!" Fleur accused him. "I can take a beating, 'Arry; I do not need you to protect me!"

"It's not my own spells I'm worried about," Harry sighed. "It's what the wand might do to you if I let it."

"What do you mean?" asked Fleur, her prideful anger giving way to curiosity about the artifact.

"I can feel it trying to take over at times," Harry admitted. "I'm not letting it unleash its full potential. It's like controlling Fiendfyre, except I worry it will consume everything around me instead of only myself."

Even now Harry could hear the Elder Wand whispering in his mind, urging needless violence. She's dead weight. Do away with her now so she doesn't slow you down any longer. Your lust for her beauty is weakening you. Let me show you what I can do. Let me kill her so that you can find a partner more worthy of your talents. He pushed the dangerous thoughts out of his mind, knowing the Wand would seek bloodshed no matter what was actually best for him.

"Do you think you will be able to control it in a real battle?" Fleur asked worriedly.

"I don't know," Harry admitted. He left his true feelings unspoken: he didn't know if he wanted to. Part of him was tempted to let the Wand loose on his enemies, to give it control when he inevitably faced off against Voldemort on the battlefield. What if that was the key? What if the Wand was 'the power the Dark Lord knows not'? Harry knew there was nothing about him inherently that could overpower Voldemort...perhaps his ownership of the Wand was all he needed.

But he knew that was a dangerous proposition. His conversation with Grindelwald at Nurmengard indicated that the Wand had been his downfall fifty years ago. He, too, had given into the Wand's impulses against Dumbledore and paid the price for it, to his eternal regret. But was Grindelwald telling the truth? He knew how intelligent the former Dark Lord was and his clear sympathy for Voldemort's cause, so perhaps Harry ought to take his word with a grain of salt.

"Be able to control what?" asked Dahlia, who had sauntered out the front door and settled on the porch steps to observe their duels. She often stopped by Raven House on her way home from work, to check on their personal stores and watch Harry and Fleur duel in the yard. Harry wished his sister wasn't omnipresent at his safe house, which he still viewed as his personal sanctuary. But she had done nothing to betray his confidence thus far, so he had no reason to object to her constant presence.

"This," Harry sighed, twiddling the Elder Wand at her as he and Fleur approached the house.

"You're still having wand troubles?" Dahlia scoffed. "I know Kneazle cores are tricky, but I thought you got over those in your first year."

"This isn't the Kneazle core wand," said Harry, handing her the wand. She took it and examined it, frowning when she did not recognize it.

"Whose is this?" she demanded as she scrutinized the ancient wood.

"It's mine now," said Harry. "I took it from Neville, who took it from Dumbledore."

"Ah, I thought it looked familiar," said Dahlia. "I saw Neville using it towards the end of the school year. I asked him about it and he snapped at me...that was one of the rows that led to us breaking up."

Harry again felt a small pang of guilt at how things had played out at the end of last term. He had chewed out Neville thoroughly for his poor behavior, but it seemed the boy was unable to control the Wand and succumbed to its evil influences, affecting even his most intimate relationships.

"It's not entirely his fault," Harry explained. "This wand is extremely dangerous. Neville wasn't exactly himself whenever he was using it."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Dahlia demanded. "It's just a wand...what makes it so dangerous?"

Harry hesitated, wondering how much he ought to reveal. But Fleur nodded encouragingly beside him, so he relented. "You know the story of the Deathly Hallows?" he asked. "From The Tales of Beedle the Bard?"

"Sure," Dahlia shrugged. "Dad used to read it to us all the time before bed...not that you'd remember that, I suppose."

"Well, they're real," said Harry. "And this is one of them."

Dahlia frowned skeptically at him. "You're saying this is the Elder Wand?" she scoffed. "You're pulling my leg. The Hallows don't exist."

"They do," said Harry. "Didn't you ever wonder how the Potters had an Invisibility Cloak that lasted so long across generations? It's also a Hallow. And so is the Resurrection Stone, which is sitting at the bottom of my school trunk as we speak."

Dahlia's eyes widened at this information, eyeing the wand in her hands with newfound reverence. She quickly tossed it back to Harry, as though it had burned her.

"What the hell are you doing with them?" she breathed. "Is this what you two have been doing all this time? Trying to get all three Hallows?"

"Not exactly," said Harry. "But that's what Dumbledore told Neville to do. He gave Neville the Wand, which he already owned, and the Cloak, which he stole from Dad all those years ago. Then they went looking for the Stone, the night of the attack, but I had already found it months prior."

Harry could see the gears churning in Dahlia's head – she was no idiot, despite the playful insults the two siblings often hurled at one another. "And now Neville's off looking for the Stone by himself," she deduced sadly. "Not realizing you have it."

"And he wouldn't trust me, even if I told him where it was," Harry nodded. "He thinks I'm corrupted by Dark magic, and he'll do anything to prevent me from getting the Cloak back, even though it's my birthright."

Dahlia pondered this predicament in silence for a long while. "I just wish I could talk to him," she lamented. "I would have ended things much differently if I'd known what would happen so soon after. He doesn't deserve what's happening to him."

Harry nodded forlornly in agreement. He declined to tell her that the worst may be yet to come for Neville, given the horcrux situation. Fleur seemed to be thinking along similar lines, shifting uncomfortably as she studied Harry's expression.

"You realize that we cannot wait forever, 'Arry," she said softly. "We must take action to end zis war before it gets worse. If ze war begins and we 'ave not yet found all of ze horcruxes—"

"I know," Harry sighed. "Which is why I think it's time to go to my father and tell him the truth."

"About your past?" asked Dahlia, suddenly sitting up at attention.

"About the horcruxes," said Harry, looking to Fleur. "You're right: we need more help. And my dad needs to understand what he's up against in order to plan for the war properly."

"What's a horcruk-sis?" asked a confused Dahlia. Fleur, however, smiled proudly at Harry.

"Come along, and he can explain it to you as well as your father," said Fleur, reaching out her hand to help Dahlia to her feet. "I will take us to the Ministry."

"You want to go now?" asked Harry, suddenly getting cold feet. "Er, I don't know...maybe we can wait until tonight when he gets home—"

"We 'ave delayed this conversation far too long, 'Arry," Fleur said adamantly. "We mustn't waste any more time."

"Yes, come along, 'Arry," Dahlia smirked. "I don't know what she's talking about, but I know she's right and you're wrong, like always."

Harry grumbled irritably...how was he letting Fleur and his sister dictate everything in his life lately? But he couldn't disagree – Fleur was right that this was a conversation that should've happened months, if not years ago. James Potter needed to be aware of what he was up against if he was going to effectively lead the country against Voldemort.

"Fine," he sighed. "But let's be smart about it first." He applied his typical glamour to himself, before doing the same for Dahlia and Fleur. Now all three appeared to be your average middle-aged Ministry employee, none of whom would turn heads. As long as Fleur kept her Allure intact, they should evade notice. Finally satisfied with their appearances, Harry linked arms with the two girls, and Fleur Apparated them away.

They reappeared in bustling downtown London, near the public entrance to the Ministry. At once Harry picked up on the tense atmosphere, as passers-by walked quickly and with purpose to their destinations. Even the Muggles seemed to sense the tension, walking in tight-knit groups and walking past storefronts without a passing glance.

Harry, Dahlia and Fleur joined the queue into the public restroom that served as the main entrance to the Ministry. There is where they saw the first signs of discontent, in the form of a large poster pinned on one of the stall doors. 'CAN MINISTER POTTER BE TRUSTED?' the missive asked. 'WHO KILLED DUMBLEDORE? WHAT ARE THEY HIDING FROM US?'

"Bloody morons," Dahlia muttered, ripping down the poster as they passed by. "People will find any reason to accuse their government of conspiracy."

Except in this case, the conspiracy is true, Harry lamented. The Minister was, in fact, sheltering Albus Dumbledore's killer, even if the circumstances were more complex than that fact on the surface. He could only hope that was the extent of the rumors, and that most people didn't buy into the theory.

But that hope only lasted for a minute at best.

Harry flushed himself into the entrance of the Ministry, where he was met with a large group of witches and wizards waiting outside the Atrium. At first he thought perhaps the security checkpoint was undermanned, causing delays in sorting people into the office. But he quickly realized that the crowd was not actually waiting to get through the checkpoint. In fact, they all seemed to be there for the same exact reason.

"Justice for Albus Dumbledore!" someone shouted from the crowd.

"Why is Amelia Bones covering up the truth?" shouted another.

"Who is the Minister protecting?"

"The Prophet is complicit!"

"We demand answers now!"

The crowd of a couple dozen seemed to be largely comprised of protesters, chanting and blocking the path into the Atrium. A handful of Aurors was attempting to keep the peace and clear a path for employees to get through. But the protesters were loud, persistent, and visibly angry.

Harry realized that he recognized several of the protesters in the crowd. Fred and George Weasley appeared to be leading the charge, along with Lee Jordan, at the front of the pack. A few other Hogwarts graduates were present, and even some current students, like Dean Thomas, Ernie Macmillan, and most saddening, Terry Boot. All were pumping their fists or wielding signs, one of which even bore Harry's face on it and asked, 'Where is Harry Potter?'

"Ignore them," Fleur whispered in Harry's ear as they pushed through the crowd. "Remember, it is only rumors. No one is taking them seriously."

Harry hoped this was true, but it was becoming less likely by the minute. More and more people seemed to be joining the charge against him, seeking justice for what he had done to Dumbledore. Word was spreading fast, and Harry doubted he could outrun the allegations forever...he realized now why Amelia Bones had been so anxious about him being seen in public, and why James was so eager to put Snape behind bars.

The group finally got through the throng of dissidents and arrived at the security checkpoint. "Place your wand in the receptacle," said the bored guard on duty when Harry approached.

Harry hesitated briefly – would his wand set off some kind of alarm? Would the guard call out Harry for his use of a glamour and make a fuss about it? Would the protesters realize that the target of their ire was in their midst? All he could do was keep his cool and calmly draw his wand, slipping it into the receptacle and hoping the young man wouldn't make a commotion.

A slip of paper slid out of the machine, and the guard took it, frowning as he read the result. "How odd," he muttered. "This wand doesn't appear to be registered with the Ministry."

Harry's heart skipped a beat as the guard plucked up the wand out of the receptacle to examine it. Harry had inadvertently drawn the Elder Wand rather than his Kneazle wand, and now the guard was eyeing the fabled artifact curiously, clearly unaware of its significance. Had Harry made an honest mistake? Or did the Elder Wand come automatically to his hand when he reached for the other? It wouldn't be the first time.

A voice piped up from behind Harry: "Oi, what's the hold-up?" A queue of employees had formed behind Harry, jostling to get past the protesters and through the checkpoint. The guard looked nervous by the hostile energy before him, and Harry decided to take advantage of it.

"Name's Lieutenant Prewett with the ICW," he said sternly, narrowing his eyes at the young guard. "Are you having trouble manning your post efficiently, soldier? Or do I have to bring the matter to Commander Moody's attention?"

The guard's eyes widened at this threat; he clearly knew of Mad-Eye Moody and his reputation. "N-no sir," he stammered. "I do apologize. Please, go on through." And he waved Harry past, along with Fleur and Dahlia.

The mood within the Atrium wasn't much better than the outside world. The Ministry employees passing by looked just as stressed as the people walking the streets of London, if not moreso. Nobody gave them more than a passing glance, which was good, because Harry could feel Fleur's Allure beginning to amplify, her nerves betraying her resolve.

"Rein yourself back in," he muttered in her ear. "And let's keep moving." Fleur nodded, and Harry felt the effects diminish as she reeled her Allure back in. The three marched swiftly across the Atrium floor towards the lifts, cramming themselves into a car with a group of other employees, en route to the administrative floor high above.

"Bloody protesters making an awful racket," one witch grumbled irritably from the back of the lift car.

"D'you reckon they have a point?" asked another wizard. "Is Minister Potter hiding something? There are odd rumors about his son—"

"There is something off about that boy," another man remarked; Harry recognized him as Lord Patil, a Wizengamot member and father of his classmates Parvati and Padma. "My daughters say that he is aloof and dangerous. It would not surprise me if the rumors about him and Dumbledore are true."

Harry, Fleur and Dahlia stood in awkward silence as the gossip continued all the way up, with workers filtering in and out of the lift at each stop. Finally they reached the top level, and the trio got out, hurrying away from the crowd towards James' office.

"Everyone knows," Harry lamented, realizing that his worst fears were being confirmed. "They know it was me. And it's only a matter of time before the Ministry has no choice but to arrest me."

"Dad won't let that happen," Dahlia said firmly. "He'll protect you even if public opinion turns against us."

"Yeah, maybe," Harry sighed. The last thing he wanted was for his father to lose his job because of him, again, even though he knew James would do it in a heartbeat. But he was finally in a position to enact real positive change, and if Harry jeopardized that, the war could get real ugly, real quickly.

They entered the administrative wing of the Ministry, which was bustling with frantic activity. The employees here moved with rigor and purpose, looking more organized and less terrified than the rest of the Ministry. Harry supposed that the people working here were more likely to be loyal to James, and more trusting that his confidence was backed by decisive action.

The trio arrived at the Minister's office, where a lone secretary sat hard at work in front of the closed door. "Excuse me, miss," said Harry, approaching the desk. "I'm here to see the Min— Penny?!"

Penelope Clearwater's eyebrows shot up at the address. "Nobody has called me Penny in years," she muttered. "Do we know each other?"

In fact, they did. Penelope had been a Ravenclaw prefect for the first three years of Harry's education, and he always thought she was a kind and thoughtful person. He had no idea that she was now working directly for his father.

Harry glanced around him to make sure nobody else on the floor was looking in his direction, then briefly dropped his glamour so that Penelope could see who he was. When she saw his face, her eyes widened in shock.

"Harry?!" she hissed. "What on earth are you doing here? I've been hearing such terrible rumors...Percy Weasley owled me two nights ago to warn me that you were deranged—"

"Don't believe everything you hear," Harry said evasively. "Is my dad in?"

"He's speaking with Dale Greengrass at the moment," Penelope nodded. "But he said you were out of the country...is it wise for you to be here…?"

"I'd appreciate you keeping it quiet for now," Harry muttered as he re-applied the glamour. "Just until the rumors die down a little."

"Alright," Penelope muttered, beckoning the three of them forward. Harry passed by her desk on his way into the office, but she caught his wrist on the way. "Harry? Are we truly safe here? My parents are Muggles – should they leave? Should I leave?"

Harry considered this. "If you don't plan on fighting, I would try to get out while you can," he said. "Get out of Britain for a few months until we know how the war is going. It's going to get dangerous for Muggle-borns pretty soon."

Penelope's face went white, but she nodded and released her hold on Harry. He gave her a reassuring nod and knocked before entering his father's office.

The Minister's office was a large, ornate space that Harry knew his father felt was excessive and ostentatious. It boasted floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the Atrium below – a majestic view by any measure. But that view was currently blocked, as James had drawn the curtains shut. He was currently hunched over his desk, poring over a stack of reports as Dale Greengrass stood over his shoulder, pointing out key elements for him.

The two glanced up to see the three strangers approach. "Can I help you folks?" he asked suspiciously.

Harry twirled his wand to remove the glamours from each of the three of them, and both James and Dale's eyebrows raised in surprise. "Harry!" Dale exclaimed. "You're here? Don't you realize what people are saying about you out there?"

"I'm well-aware now, thanks," Harry said bitterly. He could still faintly hear the protesters in the distance from far below in the Atrium...he wondered if perhaps that contributed to James' decision to draw the blinds.

"Miss Delacour," James nodded to Fleur. "What brings you here with my children?"

Fleur hesitated, glancing to Harry before speaking. "We need to talk about something," Harry said in her stead. "Something important."

"Can it wait until tonight?" James sighed. "Dale and I have quite a bit of work to do before closing hour—"

"I'm afraid it can't wait," said Harry. "And we need privacy. My apologies, Lord Greengrass, but can you give us the room?"

Dale looked stunned by the dismissal. He glanced incredulously to James, who could only shrug, and Dale grimaced, heading for the door and closing it shut behind him.

"This had better be good, Harry," James grumbled, indicating for the three to sit. "Is it about the ICW? Moody reports that things are progressing well with their training."

"It's not about that," Harry sighed. "It's just...well…"

"Spit it out, son!" James groaned. "I really can't afford to waste time here."

Fleur squeezed Harry's hand and gave him a reassuring nod. Harry nodded back, knowing he shouldn't waffle any longer. It was time to come clean.

"I haven't been entirely honest with you lately," he muttered. "There are some things you should know about what I've been up to the past few years."

"And what would that be?" James demanded.

"Well," Harry sighed, "it all started when—"

Boom!

A colossal explosion from somewhere in the distance rattled the entire office, causing them all to stumble and grasp for something to right themselves. The buzz of the Ministry around them stilled, as everyone seemed to hold their collective breath, waiting to see what might transpire next.

"What was that?" Fleur asked in a hushed tone. James opened his mouth as if to answer, but he was interrupted by a closer, even louder sound:

BOOM!

Chunks of marble and stone rained down from the Atrium ceiling as Fleur and the three Potters were thrown to the floor from the force of the explosion. The heavy blinds collapsed to the floor from the impact, and Harry had to imagine that the magic imbued within the Ministry was the only thing keeping the windows from blowing out from the force.

"That sounded close," Dahlia said worriedly, eyes trained at the crumbling ceiling visible just outside the office window. "Like it was directly above us."

"But zat is impossible," Fleur breathed. "Downtown London is directly above us."

Oh, no, Harry thought, dread settling into his stomach. Not now. It's too soon. We're not ready.

Down below, shouting voices could be heard as workers scrambled across the Atrium for safety. People were screaming; Aurors were barking instructions; the ceiling continued to crumble and break apart as some unseen force barraged the Ministry from above.

"Dad, what's happening?" Dahlia asked worriedly.

Harry and James shared a grave look. Neither of them responded to her question, but both of them knew the answer. And it wasn't the one that either of them had hoped for, not so soon.

The war against Voldemort had officially begun.
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Another explosion rattled the office, knocking all four down to the floor. Huge chunks of stone were being gouged from the ceiling of the Atrium, and a distant roar could now be heard from somewhere above them.

"Giants," Harry deduced, a pit forming in his stomach. "He's attacking us with everything he has."

"What do we do, Dad?" asked Dahlia fearfully.

James glanced from the crumbling ceiling, to Dahlia, to Harry. "Get your sister out of here," he ordered his son. "Take her to Grimmauld and wait for further instructions from there."

"What are you going to do?" Harry asked.

"Fight," said James, drawing his wand grimly. "I will not run from this. My people need to see that I will fight alongside them."

"Then I'm fighting, too," Harry said resolutely.

"Harry, please!" said James, grabbing his son by the shoulders. "Get Dahlia out of here. I can't bear to know that something will happen to her – to either of you – in the scramble."

Harry saw the desperation in his father's eyes, wishing for his children to be safe. "Alright," he nodded. "I'll get her out." And then I'm joining the fight, he left unsaid. Perhaps James could read his mind, because a look of fear crossed his expression before he nodded in grim acceptance.

"Come, 'Arry, we must hurry," said Fleur. She took Dahlia by the hand as Harry led the way out of the office and back into the administrative wing. It was pandemonium; employees were running for the exits, screaming and stumbling over one another. Harry led the way towards the lifts, but a fearful voice shouted after them.

"Harry, wait!"

He turned; Penelope Clearwater crawled out from beneath her desk, looking mortified. "What is happening?" she asked. "What do we do?"

Harry hesitated; helping more people would waste time, but he couldn't bear to let an innocent person get caught in the crossfire. "Come with us, Penny," he barked. He led the way down the hall, the three girls hurrying after him. They joined the throng of people scurrying for the exits; a large group gathered at the lift doors, but they were grated shut.

"Where are the damn lifts?" a panicked worker exclaimed.

"They must be in lockdown," Penelope murmured. When several curious eyes looked her way, she clarified, "The lifts don't work in case of emergency. We'll have to use the stairs."

"Where are the stairs?" Harry asked.

"At the end of the hall," said Penelope, pointing a shaky finger in that direction. Harry glanced – it was far, perhaps the length of a football stadium to the opposite end of the hall. Too far.

"Stand back," Harry ordered. He pushed his way to the front of the lift queue and drew his wand. He closed his eyes, focusing his senses on the magic before him. He could sense a block on the natural magic of the lift, and he disentangled it; a moment later, there was a distant rumbling as a lift car emerged from the darkness, and the grate opened to admit them.

"Quickly, now!" Harry shouted, as employees rushed onto the car. There were far too many of them for one lift, so Harry quickly cast an Expansion Charm to increase the capacity of the car so nobody would get trampled to death. He ushered Fleur, Dahlia and Penelope in last before squeezing in himself, and the grate slammed closed as the lift whisked them away.

Moments later, they emerged at the Atrium level, where chaos reigned. Employees were trying to muscle their way to the exits, while Aurors engaged with enemy fighters that were streaming in through the Floo and the public entrance. Additionally, a handful of Death Eaters on broomsticks had managed to slip through the widening hole in the ceiling, laughing and firing spells into the crowd.

One of the broom riders swooped down low to spew fire into the crowd. Harry summoned a lasso and hooked it around the man's torso; he yanked down, causing the rider to crash to the ground with a sickening crunch. Harry neither knew nor care if the man survived. He tried to do the same to the others, but they wised up and kept their distance, now focusing more on defending themselves from oncoming spellfire.

"Hold your positions!" a familiar voice barked. Mad-Eye Moody was in the thick of the scrum, firing curses left and right that felled the opposition. "Employees, draw your wands and defend yourselves!"

"Moody!" shouted Harry, pushing his way towards the man. "Where are the ICW troops?"

"Hell if I know!" Moody snarled, as he took down two broom riders at once with a bolt of lightning. "I sent the signal, but nobody responded!"

Harry had a sinking feeling about this. If the ICW forces didn't arrive soon to provide backup, the limited number of defenders in the Ministry would be quickly overwhelmed. "I'll go and fetch them," he promised.

"Best hurry, lad!" Moody shouted, as he turned to continue barraging the incoming wave of fighters. Harry returned to the outskirts of the Atrium, where Fleur stood bravely in front of Dahlia and Penelope, swatting away stray curses headed their way.

"Where do we go?" Fleur demanded. "The main entrance is blocked!"

"There's a secondary exit that way," said Harry, indicating a hallway branching off to their left. "We can get past the wards and Apparate away from there." He made his way in that direction, followed by Fleur and Penelope, but Dahlia hesitated, still rooted in place.

"Come along, Dahlia," Fleur urged her, extending her hand. But Dahlia's gaze was fixed on a Ministry employee nearby, crying out in agony on the ground. A massive chunk of rock, gouged out of the ceiling above, had landed atop her, pinning her in place from the waist down.

"Dahlia, no!" Harry shouted as she ran over towards the injured woman.

"She'll die if we don't help her!" Dahlia shouted back. She knelt beside the woman, waving her wand over her body and muttering incantations under her breath. Harry reluctantly ran over to watch his sister's back while the battle raged on all around them. Dahlia grimaced as red runes flashed in the air over the woman's body...even Harry knew that was a dire sign.

"We need to lift this boulder off her," said Dahlia. Harry pointed his wand at the large rock, and it slowly levitated off of the woman. He grimaced at the sight of the damage underneath: the woman's lower half was crushed and mangled by the force of the impact.

But Dahlia did not flinch at the grisly sight. She began waving her wand over the damaged area, and Harry watched in amazement as the shattered bones began to mend themselves and the bruised skin returned to its natural color. The woman's wails of pain began to subside as Dahlia did her best to repair the injuries.

"Harry!" a desperate voice called out. Harry wheeled around, wand at the ready, only to find Cedric Diggory running his direction. "Have you seen Tonks?"

"No," said Harry. "Where did you see her last?"

"She was on call tonight – I just got here," Cedric said breathlessly. "I can't find her anywhere."

"Talk to Moody," said Harry, pointing in the direction he'd last seen the man. "I'm sure she's nearby."

"Right," said Cedric, sprinting off across the battlefield while calling out after his lover. "DORA...DORA, I'M COMING!"

Harry turned his attention back to Dahlia, who was withdrawing a vial of red liquid from her robes. "Drink this," she ordered, uncorking the vial and tipping the contents into the injured woman's mouth. She dutifully swallowed the potion, before her head lolled back to the marble floor and she fell unconscious.

"You've done what you can for her," Harry said sternly, grabbing Dahlia by the arm. "Medics will find her and transport her to St. Mungo's."

"There are others!" Dahlia protested. All around the Atrium were more fallen individuals, some fighters, some employees, crying in pain and fear as they nursed severe injuries.

"We can't help all of them!" Harry shouted. "You heard Dad, we have to go—"

"To hell with Dad!" said Dahlia, wrenching her arm free. "I'm not letting them die."

"Dahlia, no!" Harry shouted, but Dahlia scurried off across the Atrium, head ducked low to avoid spellfire as she raced off to save more lives.

Harry was torn. He did not want to leave his sister unattended in the midst of battle, but he knew the battle would be lost if he did not fetch the ICW for backup. He looked to Fleur desperately, and she understood his dilemma.

"I will guard Dahlia with my life," she promised. "Go and get backup."

Harry nodded gratefully. He took Penelope by the hand and ran down the hall, leaving the sounds of vicious spellfire behind. They ran for what felt like ages under they reached the emergency exit; Harry felt the wards shift, and he twisted on the spot, Apparating the two of them out of the Ministry.

They reappeared half a mile away, just in front of the warehouse hosting the troops. Penelope bent over and dry-heaved violently; Harry could not tell if it was from the Apparation journey or the bloody scene they had just departed.

"Get yourself to safety," he urged her. "Get out of London as quick as you can. Better yet, get out of Britain entirely."

"What about my parents?" Penelope asked, terrified. "They live across town, not far from Diagon Alley!"

"Try to get them out too, then," said Harry. "I can't help you any further. Good luck, Penny." And he ran to the warehouse entrance, hoping that the Clearwaters would be alright.

Harry hastily erected his usual glamour, transforming himself into 'Lieutenant Prewett' before tapping his wand on the warehouse door. It swung open, and he sprinted inside, half-expected to see a battle raging with more of Voldemort's men. Instead, he found a large group of soldiers standing in a circle, bickering with one another.

Harry fired sparks into the air that emitted a large bang to get their attention. "What the hell is going on here?" he demanded. "Commander Moody sent the signal that the battle has begun...what are you all doing here?"

"Figuring out our best course of action," said an American, whom Harry recognized as one of the captains who had won his leadership position in a duel the week before. "We can't just rush in without a proper plan!"

"Like hell you can't!" Harry barked. "The Ministry is being invaded right now – what are you waiting for?"

"We sent scouts to assess the situation," said another American captain. "They'll report back with the best angle of attack. Until then, we don't risk walking into an ambush."

"Innocent people are dying as we speak!" Harry shouted hoarsely.

"And we'll be among them if we aren't careful," said another American, folding his arms stubbornly. "You might want to protect your own, redcoat, but so do we."

Harry stared around at the rest of the room in disbelief. Several other nations looked on from the outskirts; many looked conflicted, and he suspected they were of a different mind than the Americans.

"So you are refusing your commander's orders to join the fight?" Harry demanded.

"We didn't elect him as our commander," sneered another American. "And if we're not attacked first, we don't risk our necks going in blind."

Harry pondered the dilemma. He was itching to get back to the battle, but knew that returning without an army behind him would be suicide. But he couldn't not afford to wait for these scouts to return and the hot-headed Americans to make up their minds. He had to do something drastic to make up their minds for them.

You won't fight unless you are attacked first? Harry thought. Very well...that can be arranged.

Harry departed the warehouse and walked out onto the deserted street it bordered. In the distance he could hear the chaos of war happening downtown, but he forced himself to ignore it. Instead, he turned his back on the carnage and faced the warehouse, drawing his wand. If the soldiers would not leave the barracks voluntarily, he would force them out.

He fired several Concussive Blasts in the air, timed to explode directly above the warehouse roof. They went off in rapid succession, creating several near-deafening booms that he knew would rattle the entire barracks. But that wouldn't be enough. He unleashed a torrent of flame, setting fire to the roof and letting it burn. Now it was just a matter of waiting.

Moments later, the main door burst open, as well as several others down the length of the warehouse, and ICW soldiers streamed out to escape the burning building. "What the hell is going on?" one demanded, searching for the source of the attack.

"Look out!" Harry bellowed. A large, flaming projectile was hurtling through the air towards them; several soldiers ducked instinctively as it sailed overhead and crashed into the roof of the warehouse with a mighty BOOM.

"We're under attack!" someone shouted. Another projectile joined the first, crashing into the far side of the warehouse with another flaming explosion. Luckily, none of them recognized that the explosions weren't real – merely fiery illusions with loud noises attached to sell their authenticity. But even if they had noticed, Harry would begin throwing real projectiles if it spurned them into action quicker.

"Form up!" one of the American captains shouted. Several others followed his lead, shouting orders to their individual units. Harry stood off to the side, declining to interrupt their self-formations...he didn't care who was in charge, as long as they got their asses to the fight quicker.

"The attackers are centered around the central square that houses the public entrance to the Ministry," Harry shouted.

"Unit Seven!" barked one of the captains to his group. "Apparate three blocks north of the square, and we'll approach from there."

"We'll join you," another captain said. Other units fell into line behind them, assigning their troops to other points around the central square. Harry nodded in relief as the group began to Apparate to their designated attack points, and he spun on this spot himself, hoping their disjointed army could somehow overcome the odds.

He emerged on a small side road just west of the main square, not far from a unit comprised of mainly Australian and French soldiers. The sounds of battle were apparent now; spellfire cracked through the air like whips, and heavy booms indicated that the barrage on the Ministry was not yet complete.

"Forward!" Harry shouted, leading the way. They squeezed through narrow alleyways and vaulted over fallen rubble, the scent and sights of battle becoming clearer with every step. Harry remained on high alert, ready to defend himself at any moment. The alleyway finally cleared, granting them a glimpse at the city square where most of the fighting was taking place, and his breath hitched in his throat.

Three massive giants were rampaging around the square, stomping and flailing around while roaring angrily. One was on its knees, mercilessly pounding into the earth – undoubtedly the cause of the crumbling ceiling down within the Ministry. The others were swinging heavy clubs and attempting to flatten anything that moved below.

"Merde, they are massive!" a French fighter breathed behind him. Harry could not disagree...these giants were even larger than the ones he'd encountered in Switzerland. He supposed the Death Eaters had recruited the biggest and toughest of the lot, leaving only the weakest behind.

"Attack their legs!" Harry shouted, leading the way forward into the square. He knew giants were near-impossible to kill with traditional spellfire, and that was assuming a neutral scenario without any outside distractions to worry about. Now hundreds of black-cloaked enemies also filled the square, attempting to squeeze their way into the Ministry while avoiding being trampled by their own giants. They soon became aware of the new arrivals as ICW units poured into the square from all directions, and they turned to fight.

"Look out!" Harry shouted, twirling his wand to stop a boulder that was hurled at them by one of the giants. He sent it straight back to sender, pounding the giant in the face. It only served to enrage the giant further, as it turned to charge at them. This had the unintended bonus of sending it directly through a crowd of Voldemort's fighters, trampling many of them under its massive feet.

"Retreat!" shouted a unit captain, and the group quickly scurried back into the narrow alleyway as the giant charged. It slammed into a tall building above them, causing shattered glass and twisted steel to rain down on them from above. Harry erected two Shields, one to prevent the physical debris from cutting them to shreds, the other to halt the spellfire from the fighters on the ground.

"What do we do?" asked a fearful Australian.

"Focus on the ground troops," Harry instructed them. "I'll handle the giant."

"How?" another shouted, but Harry was already off. He hadn't worked that bit out yet, but he figured he could at least distract the thing long enough to give the ICW time to advance. He ducked between the giant's beefy legs and began launching Concussive Charms up at it, which exploded all around the giant's head to disorient it. It roared in displeasure, kicking out and barely missing him.

Harry began conjuring thick ropes, which wrapped themselves around the giant's feet and legs. The massive creature roared angrily as it realized its movement was constricted, clawing and shuffling around in an attempt to free itself. Unfortunately, Harry's ropes were not strong enough, and the giant tore right through them, resuming its stampede through the square.

I can handle the giant, the Elder Wand whispered in Harry's mind. Allow me to dispatch it for you.

Harry ignored the Wand, continuing with his original plan to lasso the giant to the ground. But it was increasingly difficult for the ropes to bind themselves as the giant kicked and stomped all around, threatening the lives of both enemies and allies.

The giant spotted Harry and recognized him as the source of the ropes. It roared and gave chase, raising its club as it charged towards him. Harry stumbled and fell to his back, scrambling to get out of the way as the giant brought its meaty arm forward to smash him to bits—

Alright, do it, Harry thought, urging the Elder Wand to act. Kill the giant.

Harry felt a flare of cold magic overtake his own, as a jet of brilliant purple light erupted from the Elder Wand, aimed directly at the giant's head. The massive creature roared angrily, a split second before the unknown spell pierced its brow and tore through its head like paper, continuing on into the smoky sky unabated. The giant fell lifelessly to the ground, landing in a heap atop dozens of Voldemort's men with a mighty crunch.

Harry stared at the Elder Wand in disbelief. He had no idea what spell it had cast or where it had learned it. Had a previous master used the spell, and the wand remembered? Or had it cast the spell of its own accord? But he could not stop to ponder this now. He had to continue the fight.

Harry joined up with another unit pouring into the square nearby. A crowd of Voldemort's men greeted them with spellfire, and Harry stood firm on the front lines, firing right back. He danced, ducked and blocked everything sent his way, feeling the unnatural speed and instinct the Wand granted him. He truly felt invincible, and understood now why Grindelwald was so feared in battle. None of these lowly soldiers could hope to stand up to Harry's might.

Slaughter them all, the Wand whispered in his ear. They are ants beneath your boot heel. Crush them. Show them what you are capable of.

Shut up, Harry thought, resisting the call of the Wand to lay waste to the battlefield before him. He knew how dangerous the Wand's influence was, and would not succumb to its bloodlust. Who knows how many of his own men would be caught in the destructive chaos the Wand could bring? Besides, killing enemies was not his primary aim. His only goal was to get back into the Ministry as quickly as possible to make sure his family was alright—

"What the hell is that?!" one of the Americans shouted. Harry could hear the raw fear in his voice, knowing that only one thing – or person – could elicit such a response. He turned to follow the young man's eyeline, and a shiver ran down his spine at the sight.

Lord Voldemort was in the midst of the chaos, throwing Avada Kedavra's around in a furious dance of death. It was like a maelstrom of raw magical power ripping through the battlefield with him at the center, leaving a trail of death dozens of feet wide in his wake. The other fighters froze at the sight, recognizing for the first time just how dangerous this Dark Lord truly was.

"Leave him to me," Harry snarled. He strode forward, the chaos of the battle around him quieting in his mind. Only Voldemort mattered now, and he carved a path through the carnage towards him to face off with him at last. It was a showdown he thought would happen much later in the war, with the horcruxes already destroyed, but there was nothing to be done for it now. Nobody else could stand up to the Dark Lord, so he had to try.

Voldemort saw him coming and fired a lazy green bolt in his direction. Harry neatly deflected it right back at its caster; Voldemort swiped it aside, a look of surprise on his face.

"You dare challenge me, stranger?" he demanded, not recognizing Harry beneath his glamour. "Don't be a fool. I will squash you like a bug."

Harry said nothing. He fired a rapid salvo of curses Voldemort's way, forcing him to erect a Shield Charm to absorb them all. Harry Apparated twenty feet to his left and continued the assault, but Voldemort too disappeared in a plume of black smoke. Harry looked around wildly for him, but the Elder Wand sensed him first, whipping Harry's arm around to bat aside another Killing Curse fired at his backside.

"You fight well, stranger," Voldemort sneered with a mocking bow. "Not many can say they have lasted this long against the mighty Lord Voldemort."

Still Harry said nothing. He put all his focus into the duel, as he and Voldemort traded barbs. He relied heavily on instinct, his mind entering a flow state of attack, parry, deflect, counter-attack. He did not recognize many of the curses Voldemort threw his way, but the Elder Wand did, producing the correct counter-curse to every obscure blow he tried to fell Harry with.

Voldemort snarled, recognizing that this was a true challenger that required his full attention. He increased the tempo and power behind his attacks, but Harry calmly defended himself from each, while throwing in a hex or two to keep Voldemort honest. He could sense Voldemort's growing frustration as the battle around them slowed to a halt, fighters on both sides pausing to watch the two advanced duelists at work.

"You cannot keep this up forever," Voldemort spat, his red eyes alight with fury. "All will fall beneath the might of Lord Voldemort."

Harry knew Voldemort was right. He was matching the Dark Lord's pace thus far, but making no ground himself. Besides, a draw would do him no good – Voldemort could not die, so the best Harry could hope for was to drive him off and live to fight another day. And he could see no way to gain the upper hand, to overwhelm the Dark Lord's defenses.

Let me have him, the Elder Wand whispered in his head. I can show you what I am capable of. Give me control.

Harry hesitated – there were a lot of people around, both friend and foe, and he feared what might happen if he gave the Deathstick too much power. Would he become Grindelwald, felling dozens around them in a mindless slaughter? Or would the dark influence of the wand overpower his mind completely, turning him into something he didn't want to become?

But he saw no other alternative. All he could do was pray that he was making the right decision – that perhaps this truly was 'the power the Dark Lord knows not'.

Alright, he thought. You take over from here.

Harry felt a surge of power course through him as the Elder Wand practically sang for joy at the development.

With pleasure.

Harry felt his body whip into action, spinning away from Voldemort's attacks and sending a barrage of spells back in return. His limbs moved faster than he dared believe possible; the spells that erupted from his wand were none that he'd ever studied in any textbook. Voldemort's eyes widened as he took in the raw destructive power of Harry's spells. The Dark Lord Apparated to safety, as Harry's magic crashed into a nearby wall and exploded with tremendous force.

Voldemort reappeared in midair, hovering some twenty feet over the heads of the crowd. Harry felt himself leap into the air, magic suspending him at the same height, not slowing in his assault. The Elder Wand gleefully spewed raw, powerful curses at the enemy, forcing Voldemort to dodge and spin away from them. Harry had no idea what was happening or how to control it. All he could do was hold on and hope the Wand knew what it was doing.

Voldemort was forced to abandon his offensive measures in favor of defending himself from the onslaught. His defensive work was immaculate, always selecting the correct option to stop Harry's assault. Shielding the minor curses, dodging the larger ones, and negating the few that could be handled wordlessly. But Harry could see the bewilderment and anger in his opponent's expression that someone could match his talent and power.

"Who are you?!" Voldemort roared, unbridled fury etched in the harsh lines of his skeletal face.

Harry felt his mouth open to speak, and the voice he spoke with was not his own. "I am Death," he rasped in a sepulchral tone. "And your soul will be mine, Tom Riddle."

He felt a current of hot energy course through him, and a beam of blinding white light erupted from the Elder Wand. Voldemort's eyes widened in sheer terror; he erected a thick shield of pure darkness to block the blow, but it shattered with a high, keening wail, causing Voldemort to nearly topple out of the air from the impact.

I don't believe it, Harry thought. I might actually stand a chance against him.

But Voldemort righted himself in the air, a dangerous look of retribution in his eyes. Harry prepared himself for a furious barrage of return fire that never came. Instead, Voldemort swiped his wand downward, before disappearing in a plume of black smoke and rushing away across the battlefield.

For a moment Harry thought nothing had happened. Then he heard a horrible creaking and grinding noise, turning around with absolute horror. A nearby skyscraper, some twenty stories tall, was toppling over on its side, collapsing directly down towards him. Worse still, many of the ICW forces lay directly in the path of the wreckage, ensuring massive casualties if it hit the ground.

Leave them to fend for themselves, the Elder Wand whispered in his ear. It's a distraction tactic. Go after the Dark Lord while he's weakened.

But Harry couldn't bring himself to allow such devastating loss of life. He wrenched control back from the Wand and pointed it at the oncoming building, slowing its rapid descent. His magic strained as he fought to prevent the building from laying waste to the streets below. Others realized what he was doing and rushed to his aid, helping to keep the mass of steel, glass and concrete from annihilating everyone from above.

The group managed to slow the building's collapse to a crawl, gently resting it on its side in the street with a dull thud. Harry could see Muggles through the windows, desperately looking for an exit from the carnage. He felt drained from the effort needed to keep the building upright, and the magic holding him in the air faltered, causing him to collapse to the ground.

He was caught by several ICW soldiers waiting beneath him, gently lowering him to the ground. "Drink this," one of the men barked, thrusting a vial towards him. Harry downed it in a single gulp; he felt the Stamina Potion coursing through him, though it would take a few minutes before he felt ready for action again.

"God damn, you actually stood up to him," another soldier said reverentially. "Where did you learn to fight like that?"

"Practice," Harry deadpanned, laying his head back against the concrete. But then the temporary peace of the moment came to an end, as the ICW began to re-engage Voldemort's forces. The latter appeared to be retreating, but when Harry sat up to assess the situation, he saw that they were heading down into the ground, through the makeshift hole the giant had created. The hole that led directly into the Ministry.

"Hey, wait, you should rest—!" one of the soldiers protested as Harry lunged back to his feet. He was off again, running through the square towards the Ministry. A few stray spells were sent his way, but he effortlessly deflected them. He was of one mind now: making sure his family was safe. And where the hell had Voldemort gone…?

As Harry sprinted for the Ministry entrance, he heard another roar as a giant lumbered in his direction. He dove out of the way as it rampaged through the crowd, kicking and stomping both the ICW and Voldemort's forces indiscriminately. That's what you get for using giants, Harry thought, not feeling sorry for the enemies caught in the friendly fire.

Both parties scattered to avoid the carnage, leaving the makeshift hole temporarily unattended. Harry sprinted for it, sliding down into the rubble and out of reach of the giant. A tunnel had been bored down into the earth at a slight angle, and he could see light at the end of it, undoubtedly coming from the Atrium. He heard more shouting and spellfire ahead, which meant the battle continued to rage on inside the Ministry. He pushed ahead, terrified of what he might find.

As he reached the end of the tunnel, several figures emerged, heading up and out of the Atrium. Harry aimed his wand cautiously, but lowered it when he saw the white robes and red arm bands of St. Mungo's – Healers. "Quickly, now!" one of them shouted, and Harry saw that they were transporting several injured victims via floating stretchers out of the Atrium. "We're almost to the Apparation point!"

Harry passed by the wounded, taking in their gruesome injuries at a glance. He did a double-take as he passed the last stretcher, heart stopping as he reached out to stop their progress. "Fleur!"

Fleur Delacour was laid out on one of the stretchers, covered in scrapes and bruises. Her left leg was bleeding profusely through bandages, but she remained conscious, eyes swimming as they locked onto Harry's.

"I'm okay, 'Arry," she said weakly. "I will live."

"Where is Dahlia?" Harry asked. "Is she alright?"

"I do not know," Fleur muttered sadly. "I could not stop her...she continued to 'elp the injured...I am sorry, 'Arry, I lost her in the crowd—"

"We have to get her out of here before she bleeds out!" a Healer shouted, trying to push Harry aside.

"You did what you could," Harry reassured Fleur. "I'll find her." And he let the Healers continue evacuating her, instead heading deeper down the tunnel towards the Atrium, terrified of what he might find.

He emerged in what appeared to be the Floo lobby, but the fireplaces were all smashed to bits. Bodies littered the marble floor, and the victims appeared to come from all sides: ICW soldiers, Voldemort's fighters, Aurors, and innocent Ministry workers alike. A flash of bright pink caught his eye, and Harry's heart sank: Tonks, lying in a heap atop another dead body, eyes closed in a look of deathly serenity. I'm sorry, Cedric, Harry lamented, before moving on down the hall.

He emerged back in the Atrium, where pandemonium reigned. The air was choked with deadly magic as furious spellfire filled the space, fighters engaged in duels all across the room. Harry's eyes scanned the space, looking for that familiar mop of black hair amidst the chaos, but he could not see his sister anywhere.

In his desperation, Harry leapt atop the toppled security desk and dropped his glamour to survey the scene from a higher vantage point. "DAHLIA!" he screamed. "DAHLIA, WHERE ARE YOU?"

His voice caught the attention of several nearby fighters, including a group of Death Eaters. "It's the Potter boy!" one of them shouted. They turned to fire Killing Curses at him, but Harry neatly back-flipped away, flicking his wand at the desk to send it flying. It caught two of them in the chest and sent them crashing into the central fountain with a satisfying crunch; the other two spun away just in time, but were quickly felled by Harry's quick casting, leaving him unscathed and his enemies downed by the time he landed from his flip.

Harry surged forward into the fray, ducking past combatants and avoiding spellfire as he continued scanning the room for his sister. He saw wounded fighters crawling towards the edges of the room and figured Dahlia was likely there, on the outskirts, tending to the survivors. He began to follow the trails of blood smeared across the floor, but then something caught his eye from above, and his heart stopped at the sight.

High above the Atrium, the windows to the Minister's office had blown out, and through them Harry could see Voldemort, engaged in a furious duel with unseen combatants. He spun away from the window, and a moment later three more people came into view: Moody, James, and Lily, all fighting for their lives against the Dark Lord.

Please, no, Harry thought with horror. Just hang on a bit longer. He altered course and sprinted for the lifts, leaving the battle in the Atrium behind. He had to hope that Dahlia was safe wherever she was hiding. A more immediate threat had presented itself, and Harry could not waste a second to get there in time.

Harry nearly tripped over another body near the lifts, and he did a double-take when he caught a glimpse of the woman's face. His heart sank: it was Alessia, Remus' long-time partner and love of his life. Her face was deathly white, eyes glossy and staring blankly at the sky. No, Harry thought with despair. It can't be.

He wanted to stop, to pay his respects, to move his body somewhere safe. But he did not have the time. If he did not hurry, more of his family would be joining her shortly. So Harry pressed onward, suppressing the growing dread that it might already have happened.

Harry did not even wait for a lift car to arrive. He swiped his wand at the grate, blasting it open, and launched himself into the open shaft of the lift system. A gust of wind kept him airborne, shooting him up the shaft towards the top level of the Ministry. All the while his heart pounded with fear, wondering if he was too late, if his parents were about to be slain by Voldemort once more. He could not bear to lose them again. He couldn't. He wouldn't.

Harry arrived at the administrative level, blasting the grating aside once more and rolling to a stop. When he righted himself, he saw several dozen Death Eaters standing between him and the Minister's office, scores of dead bodies strewn at their feet. They turned towards the source of the commotion, grinning at the sight of Harry.

Here goes nothing, Harry thought, raising his wand and preparing for the fight of his life. He doubted that even the Elder Wand could help him reach the office unscathed, much less defeat Voldemort once he got there. But he had to try. There was simply no other option.

The Death Eaters too raised their wands for battle, but before a spell could be fired, a voice boomed in their ears, amplified for the entire Ministry to hear. "The battle is over," Voldemort spoke to them all. "Lower your wands and cease the needless bloodshed. Our little presentation is about to begin."

The Death Eaters chuckled knowingly at this message. They lowered their wands, allowing Harry to sprint right past them en route to the office. Dread threatened to overwhelm him as he approached, knowing that the dire message could mean nothing good for the outcome of the battle. He crossed the destroyed administrative wing and reached James' office, bursting through the shattered door frame, fearing the worst—

"Stop right there!"

Harry froze, skidding to a halt in the doorway and taking in the scene. The office was filled with Death Eaters, all standing over their fallen enemies. Some, like Amelia Bones, Remus Lupin and Sirius Black were on their knees, a dozen wands trained upon them; others were not so lucky, lying dead on the ground, no longer paid any mind to. Harry's heart ached at the sight of the fallen: Mad-Eye Moody, Ted Tonks, John Dawlish, and half a dozen other Aurors and Order members he'd met over the years.

But Harry's eyes were trained at the far end of the office. Voldemort stood before the shattered windowsill, wand trained at two people kneeling before him: James and Lily, alive but bloodied, bruised and utterly defeated. Harry's heart ached at the look of resignation in his father's expression...he knew he had lost, and what would happen next.

"Ah, welcome, Harry!" Voldemort sneered at the new arrival. "How good of you to join us. You're just in time for our grand finale."

"Let them go," Harry said weakly. "You don't have to do this."

"Oh, I'm afraid that I do," said Voldemort with false lament. "Now, I suggest you drop your wand, or I will slaughter your loved ones this very instant."

Harry looked down at the wand in his hand. To his surprise, the Kneazle wand sat in his palm...it seemed the Elder Wand knew when to retreat as well as to make its presence known. Harry knew that trying to fight would be suicide, so he tossed the Kneazle wand aside, hoping he could talk his way out of this somehow.

Two Death Eaters grabbed Harry roughly and dragged him forward across the office. They forced him to his knees beside his parents, as Voldemort leered down at him with murderous red eyes.

"I warned you what would happen, Harry Potter," Voldemort snarled. "Leave Britain to me, or be exterminated. Your family made its choice. Now it will suffer the consequences."

Harry thought the situation could not get any worse. But then, a voice from outside the office shouted: "I've found her, my Lord!"

Peter Pettigrew shuffled into the office, escorting a bound and gagged Dahlia into the room. She was covered in blood (not her own, thankfully) but otherwise looked unharmed. Her eyes landed on her three family members, eyes widening in horror.

"She was tending to the wounded in the Atrium," Peter explained as he thrust Dahlia forward to join the rest of her family on the ground. "Put up quite a fight, but I got her here in the end." Harry noticed that Peter sported a black eye and scratches all over his face...if the situation wasn't so dire, he might take pride in his sister's fierce resistance against the man.

"Miss Potter!" Voldemort greeted her with false charm. "How sweet is this...a family reunion, amidst such violence? It must be soothing to know you will all die together."

"Please...let my children go," James pleaded hoarsely through what appeared to be a broken jaw. "Do whatever you want with me – just don't hurt Harry and Dahlia." Lily nodded fervently beside her husband.

"You are in no position to bargain, Minister Potter," Voldemort laughed. "You stood against me, and you lost. Once I have made an example out of you, I will attend to your loved ones and ensure that the Potter bloodline shall not continue."

A haunted look crossed over James' features, knowing this was not an empty threat. Harry, too, felt panic rising in his gut as he realized this could very well be the end. Of his life and that of everyone he loved. He had failed in his mission: Voldemort had won, and all his efforts over the past six years were for naught.

Voldemort dragged James forward by his hair to the edge of the windowsill, overlooking the Atrium. Harry heard the voices below go quiet, clearly recognizing that something was happening up above.

"Attention, fighters of the International Confederation of Warlocks!" shouted Voldemort. "You have fought valiantly, and Lord Voldemort respects those who fight with honor and bravery. Each of you has seen what I am capable of and what will happen to you if you oppose my will. No more magical blood needs to be spilled. Lay down your wands, or each and every one of you will be slaughtered where you stand, never to return home again."

Harry could not see what was happening beyond the window, but knew the fighters down below understood the gravity of the situation. There was a faint sound of wood clattering on tile as the ICW forces dropped their wands, one by one, giving up the fight officially.

Think, Harry, he thought, mind desperately searching for a way out. He could attempt to kill Voldemort with his concealed wand, but not even the Elder Wand could protect his entire family from the dozens of Death Eaters scrutinizing his every move. He had to try and talk his way out of this, but could see no easy way to do so. How could he convince Voldemort that the Potters should live?

"No one will stand against me in Britain ever again," Voldemort declared. "And Minister Potter here is going to demonstrate what becomes of those who defy my will." And Voldemort brandished his wand at the back of James' head, holding him aloft for everyone below to see.

"Wait!" Harry shouted desperately. He lurched forward, but dozens of wands followed his every move, preventing him from taking action. "You don't have to kill him!"

"Your father has been a thorn in my side for too long, Harry Potter," Voldemort growled impatiently. "He is too dangerous to be allowed to live."

"What if he is more dangerous to you dead than alive?"

Voldemort turned to glare at Harry at these words. "What foolish notion is this?" he demanded.

"You'll make him a martyr," Harry said, mind racing to find a way out of this impossible situation. "He is still beloved in Britain. People will rally around his name and rebel against you."

"Rebellions can be quashed," Voldemort said dismissively. "They will not succeed."

"But they will slow down your progress," said Harry. "Killing my father means more magical blood will be spilled. And Britain's wizarding population is precarious enough as it is."

Voldemort narrowed his eyes at Harry, considering his words. "Who among those remaining would be able to rally forces against me?" he demanded.

"Your foreign enemies," said Harry. "The ICW will view you as a bigger threat than ever once word of my father's death reaches them. They have thousands more reserves they can send in to fight you, and plenty of time to organize under a new commander."

"Let them come," Voldemort sneered. "I will slaughter the lot of them, and win again!"

"But at what cost?" asked Harry. "How many of your followers are you willing to lose? How many have you lost already tonight? What use would it be for you to rule Britain, if there is nobody left within it to rule over?"

Voldemort pondered this question thoughtfully. His red eyes darted around the room, taking in the many dead strewn about the office; several Death Eaters were among them, taken down by James and his forces before they were overwhelmed.

"Someone must be made an example of, Harry," said Voldemort. "What message would it send if I were to let your father go? Lord Voldemort does not show mercy."

"You don't have to let him go," said Harry. "Keep him here as Minister. Use him to do your bidding. That way, you can rule Britain in secret without anybody realizing you're the one in control."

"I am not a puppet," James growled defiantly. "I will not do as this monster says."

"See reason, Dad!" Harry pleaded with him. "We've lost. If you don't do what he says, he'll kill us all."

James looked deeply unhappy with this idea. Voldemort, on the other hand, looked intrigued.

"I had not considered the possibility," he mused. "James Potter is well-respected within Britain. Our policies will undoubtedly receive push back, but if they came with his endorsement, people might accept them more readily."

"I must advise against this, my Lord," a deep voice spoke up; Harry recognized it as Snape's. "Minister Potter is firmly on the side of the Light, and has a rebellious streak. He cannot be trusted to stay in line." Harry saw his mother's head snap around towards the voice, a look of shock in her expression.

"Silence, Severus!" Voldemort snapped. "Your childish feud with Potter clouds your judgment. He may have a renegade spirit, but do you doubt that I, Lord Voldemort, can control him?"

Snape said nothing, bowing his head deferentially. Harry wondered how much of that silence was due to the death glare he was receiving from Lily at that moment. He also saw the skepticism on the faces of several other gathered Death Eaters, and knew he had to drive the point home somehow, to convince Voldemort that this was the correct course of action, before someone convinced him otherwise.

"It's just like you told me in the graveyard two years ago," Harry offered. "You can show magical Britain how far the Potter name has fallen, by swaying a symbol of the Light to the Dark."

That seemed to make up Voldemort's mind. A devious grin spread across his face as the thought of corrupting the great James Potter overrode his previous plans of bloodshed.

"How about it then, Minister?" Voldemort demanded, yanking James' hair back so that he was looking straight up at the Dark Lord. "Are you ready to play puppet?"

Somehow, James looked even more despondent and defeated than he had when he thought his entire family would be killed. Harry knew how prideful his father was, how resistant to dark magic he was. This was the man's worst nightmare come to life: he would rather die for his country than play a part in its downfall. But it was not only his life on the line, and James knew it.

"Let my family live," he sighed. "And I will do as you ask."

Voldemort smirked evilly. He bent down to whisper something in James' ear. Harry watched as his father paled at the words, before nodding in grim resignation. James stumbled to his feet and approached the shattered window to address the Atrium below.

"Fighters of the ICW," he said in a clear voice. "The war has ended. As Minister of Magic for Britain, I, James Potter, hereby relieve you of your duties. Return to your home nations and inform them that your services are no longer needed, and that Britain no longer requires assistance."

A stunned silence followed this announcement. Then, Harry heard the shuffling of hundreds of bodies, as the ICW picked up their wands and headed for the exits. Harry knew enough about the soldiers by now to know that they wouldn't question such an order, nor would they raise a fuss about it when they returned home. They didn't care enough about defending Britain to begin with, and would be all too happy to leave it to its own devices.

The Atrium gradually grew quiet again at the allied forces departed. Eventually, Voldemort shoved James aside and rose to the window himself, raising his arms in victory. The crowd below, now comprised solely of his loyalists, roared in triumph and jubilation at the victory.

"Well done, Minister Potter," Voldemort appraised him. "As a reward for your obedience, I will offer you a choice."

"What kind of choice?" James grumbled unhappily.

"I will allow you to decide which of your loved ones to sacrifice," said Voldemort with a knowing smirk. "Your wife, your son, or your daughter."

James froze in fear. "I...I don't understand," he stammered. "I said I'll help you if you let my family live—"

"And they shall," said Voldemort. "But not all of them. Someone must pay for your transgressions...you did not think you wouldn't be punished for defying my orders to leave Britain, did you?"

James looked horrified. So too did Lily, glancing in fear at her two children, realizing what Voldemort was saying. He would not allow all four Potters to survive. One of them had to die.

"So how about it, Minister?" Voldemort demanded. "Which will be made an example of? Your Mudblood wife, perhaps?"

Dahlia whimpered in fear as Lily quivered under Voldemort's intense stare. Harry saw Snape shift uncomfortably nearby, and Voldemort noticed too.

"But, ahh...I had almost forgotten," Voldemort muttered. "I did promise to spare the Mudblood, did I not, Severus? Voldemort rewards those who serve him well, and you performed a great service for me at Hogwarts. I suppose I can allow you this one reward."

"Thank you, my Lord," Snape bowed. His gaze was cast downward, ignoring the look of utter betrayal on Lily's face.

"Perhaps the daughter, then?" Voldemort suggested, training his gaze upon Dahlia. "Shall we slaughter the innocent to prove our might?"

Dahlia was trembling so badly that she could not even respond. Harry prepared to speak up in her defense, to talk Voldemort out of it. But to his surprise, somebody else did so before he could speak.

"The Potter girl is a talented Healer, my Lord," said Peter Pettigrew. "I found her saving the lives of dozens of fighters on both sides earlier. We have many injured tonight – she can assist with tending to the wounded."

Voldemort's lip again curled in displeasure, as another target slipped through his fingers. His red eyes landed upon Harry, bloodlust still evident in his expression.

"That leaves you, Harry," he said with a sadistic smile. "You have volunteered yourself to die on behalf of your family's sins...a noble sacrifice."

"Don't hurt my son!" James shouted, eyes wide with fear. "Or I'll—"

"You'll do nothing, Minister Potter," Voldemort snapped. "Your son's life was forfeit the moment he stepped foot in this office. You will do nothing to stop me, or else the same will happen to your wife and daughter, and you will be forced to watch their slow, agonizing deaths."

James trembled with silent anger and despair. Silent tears ran down Lily and Dahlia's cheeks as Voldemort grabbed Harry roughly and dragged him forward. Harry knew there was no talking his way out of this one. He had somehow managed to spare his parents and sister, but Voldemort would not allow the Potters to emerge unscathed. He would have his pound of flesh, and Harry had drawn the short straw.

But deep down, Harry was at peace with the outcome. He could not bear to lose his parents again, or his sister...he'd much rather it be him. They could continue on the fight without him. Fleur knew about the horcruxes and could guide the Light to victory in his stead. Dahlia could tell his parents the truth about his past. He would accept his fate and wait for his loved ones on the other side. He was no stranger to Death...he'd faced it once before, and it wasn't such a bad fate in the end.

Voldemort dragged Harry to the edge of the shattered window and positioned him at the edge. Harry looked out across the sea of gleeful faces below, as he felt the Dark Lord's wand pressed against the back of his head.

"Any last words, Harry Potter?" Voldemort asked.

Harry turned to face his family one last time. "It's okay," he said with a cracked voice. "I love you." James and Lily stared back at their son with haunted eyes, despair in their expressions. Dahlia wept openly, staring despondently at the floor, unable to meet her brother's gaze.

Harry could not bear to look at them any longer. He closed his eyes, waiting for the killing blow to come and end his misery. I failed to avenge your sacrifice from my last timeline, he thought despondently. The least I can do is repay the favor.

Harry expected the next thing he heard to be those two fateful words, followed by a flash of green light and then nothingness. Instead, he heard a familiar voice speak up, interrupting the proceedings:

"Forgive me, my Lord, but perhaps there is a better way to make an example of the boy."

All heads turned as Snape strode forward, kneeling before Voldemort. The Dark Lord looked displeased by the interruption, but he briefly lowered his wand from the back of Harry's head.

"What is it now, Severus?" Voldemort snapped.

"The boy too can be used," said Snape. "The public outcry has been growing against him ever since Dumbledore's death. His death would be seen as justice, not punishment."

"Their opinion matters not," Voldemort scoffed. "Albus Dumbledore will be revered no longer in Britain. I will ensure that his reputation is tarnished for generations to come."

"And what better way to do that than to reward his killer?" Snape suggested. "Dumbledore was a radical dissident who plotted to overthrow your rule. And Harry Potter stopped him. Shouldn't we encourage such behavior, and show the public what becomes of those who oppose you?"

"You would have me uphold Harry Potter as a hero?" Voldemort said skeptically. "When he already has a reputation as Dumbledore's golden boy?"

"A reputation that Potter tarnished himself," Snape insisted. "You saw the protesters in the Atrium yourself when we arrived, my Lord...he is reviled by his peers. They will know what it means if you elevate him to such status once more. They will resent it."

Voldemort pondered this suggestion, looking somewhat bemused. Clearly the irony was not lost on him: just a year prior Harry had been uplifted as the 'hero of Hogwarts', elevated to a position of authority and respect within Britain. Now Voldemort had the opportunity to do the exact same thing, only this time, it would be as a symbol of control, forcing the nation to celebrate Harry for doing the very thing they despised him for.

The Dark Lord turned to face Harry once more, distrust in his expression. "Lord Voldemort does not often grant second chances, Harry," he said dangerously. "I offered you protection in exchange for your service just a month ago, and you declined. Will you join forces with me now? Or will you reject me once again, and forfeit your life?"

Harry knew what answer he wanted to give: he'd rather die than be forced to serve Voldemort. But he felt the pleading eyes of his family upon them, as they realized that there was a chance he might be spared.

"Harry, please," James hissed. "Don't throw your life away. If I can do this for your sake, you can do it for mine."

"Listen to your father, Harry," Voldemort said with a twisted grin. "Serve me, or die."

Harry knew that there truly was no choice. As much as he couldn't bear to lose his family, he knew they couldn't bear to lose him, either. He had to do as James had done: swallow his pride, accept the terms of defeat, and live to see another day.

"Alright," he muttered despondently. "I will do as you wish."

Harry was yanked backwards, away from the window, and tossing roughly back to the floor. James, Lily and Dahlia grabbed him tight, weeping and holding onto him for dear life. Voldemort glanced around the room at his followers, looking like he had received a gift beyond his wildest dreams.

"I admit, I did not anticipate such an outcome this evening," he said, glancing around the room. "I expected to be forced to raze Britain to the ground to bend it to my will. Instead, with only minimal magical blood being spilled, I have the entire nation eating out of my hand. And as a bonus, I have taken Britain's shining beacon of hope and twisted it for my own purposes."

The Death Eaters chuckled appreciatively at this notion. Harry felt a shiver as the words of Luna's prophecy came flooding back to him: 'A shining light shall be extinguished, while another is corrupted, casting shadows across the land.' Did that mean Dumbledore and James, respectively? One killed, the other used as a tool for evil? Or did the latter refer to Harry, forced to join Voldemort's ranks? He supposed it didn't matter much either way. Both were now forced to do the bidding of the Dark.

He was so lost in his swirling thoughts that he did not realize the Dark Lord had addressed him. "What?" he asked.

"Your arm, Harry," Voldemort repeated. He was brandishing his wand again, indicating towards Harry's left side.

Harry realized with a jolt what was about to happen next. But he knew there was nothing he could do to stop it. He slowly rolled up his sleeve, baring his left arm to the room. Voldemort grabbed his wrist and turned it face-up, placing the tip of his yew wand to Harry's forearm.

"This might tickle a bit," Voldemort grinned. "Morsmordre."

Harry's mind exploded with pain. His arm radiated with malevolent energy, causing his entire body to tremble and quiver under the effects of the spell. It was ten times worse than the Cruciatus Curse, which preyed upon just his body; Harry's very soul felt under assault, as though Voldemort's wand was drawing upon his magical core to perform the permanent act of branding that would bind Harry to the Dark Lord forever.

Harry's eyes watered as he forced himself to watch the terrible process unfold. A serpent head seemed to emerge from deep within his arm, rising to the surface and wriggling between his veins to settle on the surface of his skin. Around it, the form of a skull began to take form, darkening bit by bit until it stood out starkly against the pale white of his arm around it, the snake head sliding smoothly through the opened jaw.

Voldemort finally withdrew his wand to admire his handiwork. Harry's body wanted to give out, to collapse to the floor, but Voldemort would not allow him to, holding his arm in place. James, Lily and Dahlia watched on with horror, quivering silently as Harry writhed in agony beneath the Dark Lord's grasp. Harry's eyes swam and blurred, but even through the haze of pain, the Dark Mark burned black and clear against his pale skin.

Voldemort leaned down close and tipped Harry's chin back, giving him a full glimpse at the malevolent look of triumph in his red eyes. "You belong to me now, Harry Potter," he said softly. "And don't you ever forget it."

He finally released Harry's arm, leaving him to fall to the cool floor in a heap. "Get him out of my sight," he heard a distant voice say, and the next thing he knew, two rough sets of hands lifted his limp form off the floor and dragged him out of the room. Harry knew not where he was being taken, but he blacked out from pain and exhaustion before he could ask.
Year 7-06: The New Normal

Harry dreamed that he was flying. Wind rushing through his air, crowds cheering his name. Teammates blurred past his vision: Cho Chang, Katie Bell, Terry Boot, the Weasley twins, all smiling and encouraging him onward. There were his parents in the crowd, and Dahlia, and Sirius and Remus, and Neville and Ron and Hermione, and Fleur, all beaming proudly at him. He was admired. He was loved. He was free.

Then, he was falling. Tumbling end over end, no wand, no broomstick to halt his momentum. Screams rent the air. And someone was laughing. Harry found himself falling towards a pair of giant red eyes, glinting malevolently at him, before a massive serpent lunged forth and swallowed him whole—

"Harry!"

He came to, gasping for air, writhing in the sheets, those red eyes still burned into his memory. He could not see, could not make sense of where he was, when he was, who he was—

"Calm down. Here, put these on."

Someone handed him his glasses. Harry jammed them onto his face and looked around; he was back in his bedroom at Grimmauld Place. Dahlia was seated by his bedside, watching him worriedly. For a moment Harry thought it had all been a terrible dream, that the battle at the Ministry had never happened. But when he looked down, he saw the Dark Mark, still burning black against his forearm, and dread settled into his stomach once more.

"What's happening?" Harry asked. "Is everyone okay?"

"Yes," said Dahlia. "Everyone in our family is fine."

Harry felt a surge of relief at this news. "How long have I been out?" he asked.

"About three days. It's late – you should try and get some more rest."

"No, I have to know what's going on," Harry muttered, attempting to get up out of bed; however, he felt like he'd been hit by a train, promptly slumping back into the pillow in exhaustion.

"You're going to stay right there," Dahlia admonished him. "I'll go tell the others you're awake. In the meantime, read this."

Dahlia reached for the bedside table, procuring a days-old copy of The Daily Prophet. She handed it to Harry before scurrying from the room and closing the door. Harry read the headline three times, blinking in confusion. At first he thought it was some kind of prank. It took him several more re-reads to comprehend what the words were telling him:

DARK LORD DEFEATED IN TRIUMPHANT VICTORY!

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"The Ministry of Magic was assaulted yesterday afternoon by the Dark Lord He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named. Over a thousand enemy forces, plus a handful of giants, descended upon downtown London in an attempt to overthrow the magical government. However, with the help of the brave ICW soldiers, and the savvy leadership of Minister James Potter, the Dark Lord suffered a resounding defeat.

'I am proud to announce that we have successfully repelled Lord [REDACTED]'s attack,' said Minister Potter in a press conference late last night. 'Although we sustained heavy losses, we managed to overwhelm [REDACTED]'s army and secure an unconditional surrender. The Dark Lord himself has fled Britain in shame, and we do not anticipate him returning any time soon.'

Potter went on to declare an end to the state of emergency that Britain has been under for the duration of his administration. He also announced the dismissal of the ICW forces sent from abroad, stating that they were no longer needed to defend the nation.

'We now enter a period of mourning and rebuilding,' said Minister Potter. 'The people we lost can never be replaced, but we must do our best to carry on without them. I will also be working closely with the Wizengamot to update our laws so that nothing like this can ever happen again.'

Obliviators are working around the clock to deal with the Muggles that witnessed the battle in progress. The Muggle Prime Minister announced the incident as a major earthquake to explain the massive damage sustained to the downtown London area. It is believed that the Statute of Secrecy will remain intact once the first-hand witnesses have been accounted for, and Minister Potter reassured reporters that Britain will soon return to normal.

Potter declined to provide specifics about the laws he intends to update. For more on the aftermath of the battle, see pg. 2."

Harry examined the photo that accompanied the article. It depicted James, Amelia and Dale Greengrass standing before reporters in the ruined Atrium, all looking somber. It certainly was not the look of those who had just experienced a great triumph. And knowing the reality of the situation, he could not blame them for failing to put on a convincing show of jubilation.

It was a master stroke by Voldemort, he had to admit. There weren't many witnesses left standing in the Ministry at the end of the conflict, besides Voldemort's supporters and the ICW forces, who didn't want to be in Britain to begin with. And after such a devastating battle, the public would more readily accept the fabricated story and resume the status quo. It was easier to pretend the war was over and act accordingly, than to question the story publicly and risk being targeted for it. He wondered if anyone even believed the story, or if they all just quietly accepted it as the new normal.

The bedroom door opened again, and Harry looked up to see Sirius and Remus rush into the room. "Thank Merlin you're alright," Sirius sighed, rushing to the bed to give his godson a hug. "How are you feeling?"

Harry saw Sirius' gaze flick towards the Dark Mark on his left forearm, and knew that was what he really wanted to know about.

"Okay, I guess," Harry shrugged. The Mark was mostly dormant now, though it occasionally prickled ominously. He could remember flashes of emotion associated with pain in his arm during his rest, and knew they had to be connected to Voldemort somehow. He couldn't say it aloud, but it reminded him eerily of the lightning-bolt scar he'd left behind in his previous timeline.

Remus hovered awkwardly nearby; he'd never been the most physically affectionate type. But Harry beckoned for him, and his former professor stooped low to give Harry a hug.

"Remus," said Harry, his voice hitching in his throat as he held his second uncle tight. "I'm so sorry."

"Me too, Harry," said Remus as he pulled away. "It didn't turn out how any of us had hoped."

"There wasn't anything I could do for her," Harry choked, remembering the ghostly expression on Alessia's face. "You know I would have saved her if I could."

Remus pulled away from Harry, frowning. "What do you mean, Harry?" he asked.

"Alessia," Harry said. "I found her body in the Atrium."

"Did you, now?" came an unexpected voice from the hall. Harry turned, heart skipping a beat when Alessia herself walked into the room, looking pale but alive and well, eyebrow quirked in amusement.

"Alessia!" said Harry, eyes bulging out of his head in confusion. "But...I don't understand—"

"Your sister is a brilliant witch, Harry," said Remus, giving Dahlia a fond smile. "She saved a lot of lives in that Atrium during the battle."

"But how?" Harry said weakly. "I saw you...your face...it was like you were dead…"

"Stasis Charm," Dahlia explained with a sheepish grin. "I got the idea from the Triwizard Tournament. Once I stabilized the worst injuries, I put them under stasis to preserve them until the Healers could get them to St. Mungo's."

Harry realized now why the look on Alessia's face had stood out so starkly in his memory. It was the same one the hostages at the bottom of the lake had while awaiting rescue by their respective Champions during the Second Task. Perhaps Alessia's deathly appearance had saved her from further harm, as passing Death Eaters would have assumed she was already dead as well.

"Eet was quite ze shock to wake up in ze morgue in the middle of the night," Alessia grinned. "A dozen of us woke up from the charm around ze same time...I thought Tonks was going to rip someone's 'ead off in her surprise."

"Tonks is alive, too?" Harry gasped, nearly falling over from shock. Suddenly hope coursed through him, realizing that more of the fallen might in fact be alive. "What about Moody? And Dawlish? And Ted Tonks?"

Remus' expression darkened at their mention. "Unfortunately, they couldn't be saved," he sighed. "You-Know-Who took care of them personally. Poor Andromeda was beside herself, thinking she lost both her husband and daughter – imagine her relief when she found out Nymphadora had survived."

"She wishes to thank you personally," Alessia informed Dahlia. "You 'ave brought her daughter back to life."

"I was just doing my job," Dahlia shrugged. But she smiled softly at the praise, as all the adults looked to her with admiration and pride.

"Where's Mum and Dad?" asked Harry, looking around. "And Damian, and Aunt Petunia?"

The adults went silent at this question, looking to one another awkwardly. "Damian and Aunt Petunia are still at the Godric's Hollow house, laying low," said Dahlia. "And Dad's been at the Ministry for a few days. We don't see him that often."

That sounded awfully foreboding. Harry wondered if James was being kept under an Imperius Curse, or simply being monitored closely by Death Eaters as Voldemort's people slowly infiltrated the Ministry. "And Mum?" he asked.

Sirius abruptly departed the room in a huff. Remus grimaced and hurried after him, Alessia close behind. Harry watched them go, turning to Dahlia in confusion.

"Mum's with Professor Snape," Dahlia sighed.

"She is?" asked Harry, frowning. "Is he hiding her?"

"Not exactly," said Dahlia, fidgeting nervously with a button on her shirt.

"Dahlia, what's going on?" Harry demanded, suspecting that he would not like the answer.

Dahlia stood and retrieved another copy of The Daily Prophet from the corner of the room. "This was published this morning," she said softly. "Don't get angry."

Harry took the paper from her, confused, and unfolded it to read the headline. Despite her warning, he felt his blood instantly boiling as soon as he began to read:

MINISTER'S WIFE RUNS OFF WITH COLLEAGUE IN SCANDALOUS AFFAIR!

By Sabrina Vane, The Daily Prophet

"In a shocking turn of events, the Prophet has learned that the wife of Minister James Potter, Lily Evans, has terminated her eighteen-year marriage with the decorated war hero. Britain's newest Potion Master and popular professor at Hogwarts School has abruptly abandoned her family, filing for divorce and moving out just days after her (now ex) husband's victory at the Ministry.

Even more shocking is the reason for the split, as sources have told the Prophet that Miss Evans has absconded with none other than Severus Snape, fellow Hogwarts professor and longtime friend. The true nature of Ms. Evans' relationship with Mr. Snape has been speculated upon for some time, as well as her ongoing struggles with alcoholism, no doubt brought on by domestic trouble at home. Now the rumors seem to be confirmed, and the marriage of Britain's 'golden couple' turns out to not have been quite so idyllic as the Potters led us to believe.

'Those of us who know [the Potters] know that this is no surprise whatsoever,' said Lord Quincy Nott when asked by reporters ahead of yesterday's Wizengamot meeting. 'Their relationship was volatile and barely hanging on by a thread even before James took office. They tried to hold it together to present the image of a perfect family to the public, but clearly their problems ran too deep.'

It seems that even those unfamiliar with the Potters were not surprised by the news either. 'It just goes to show that marriages between those of different upbringings never work,' wrote in Muriel Prewett. 'When James Potter ran off with that tramp from Cokeworth all those years ago, we all knew it would end in disaster. He should have married someone closer to his family's station, or at least a proper— well, I won't say it, but we're all thinking it.'

'It's despicable is what it is,' said Kensington resident Doris Crockford. 'That wretched woman, abandoning her husband after all he's done for this nation? I don't care if he was slapping her around at home, you simply don't do such a thing in polite society! I can only imagine what her poor children think of her now...she ought to be ashamed of herself.'

Minister Potter and Ms. Evans could not be reached for comment. For more on what may have caused the high-profile split, see pg. 6."

Harry felt his anger rising more and more with every word he reached. By the end of the article, he tossed the paper across the room, too upset to read any further.

"What the hell are they thinking at the Prophet?" Harry demanded. "They're just begging to be hit with a libel lawsuit!"

"It's not libel," Dahlia sighed. "It's the truth."

"Mum would never abandon Dad like that!" Harry shouted. "It's a blatant lie!"

"Of course she wouldn't," Dahlia agreed. "But she and Dad agreed to go along with the story for her protection. This is the only way to keep her safe from Voldemort...as long as he believes that she and Snape are together, she won't be harmed."

Harry could not believe what he was hearing. He was right about Snape all along...he wasn't helping the Potters out of selflessness, he was only doing it to get to Lily. And it seemed that he had finally gotten exactly what he wanted.

"I told you all along," Harry growled angrily. "That bastard only cared about stealing Mum away. That's all he's ever cared about. I bet the only thing he regrets is that Dad is still alive."

"Who's to say Snape isn't doing this just to protect her?" Dahlia shrugged. "It's not like they're romantically involved in reality – he would never try to impose on Mum that way."

"Not yet, maybe," Harry grumbled. "But I bet he thinks if enough time passes, she'll forget about us and fall for her new 'lover'. How the hell can you still give him the benefit of the doubt?"

"Because he saved your life, if you've forgotten," Dahlia pointed out. "And he's the only reason Mum is still alive. Even if he has ulterior motives, that counts for something."

"Unbelievable," Harry laughed hollowly. Judging by how quickly Sirius and Remus had left the room, they seemed to be just as aggrieved by this stunt of Snape's. "I know you try to see the best in people, Dahlia, but it's clear as day that Snape only wants one thing, and now he's got it."

"I think your judgment is still clouded by the other Snape you knew," said Dahlia, referencing the memories she'd seen in the Pensieve. "Look, I get it: you don't have to be a Seer to know that he fancies Mum. But he's also the closest ally we have, and a powerful one. He took a giant risk to keep all of us alive, and I won't demonize him for it."

Harry was amazed by the amount of grace his sister was willing to grant towards his former professor. But it did force him to analyze the situation objectively, setting his emotions aside for the moment. Lily was safe, which was not a given considering the amount of discriminatory legislation sure to come from Voldemort's regime. Snape may be a right bastard for pulling this stunt, but at least he would ensure that no harm would come to their mother. It was one less thing to worry about, one less life Harry had to look out for besides his own.

But it did not quell his anger at the situation entirely. He can have his little victory in the short term, Harry thought murderously. He won't get away with this forever. If Dad doesn't get to him for this, I'll gladly do it myself. He wondered if the Elder Wand was manifesting such thoughts from the bedside table nearby, or if they had come to him unbidden. It was getting harder to distinguish between the two as of late.

"I've rested long enough," Harry muttered, brushing Dahlia's arm aside and forcing himself to his feet. "I want to know what's going on. Have there been any Order of the Stag meetings? What are our next plans for the war?"

Dahlia cast a furtive glance at the doorway, looking nervous. She drew her wand and cast a Muffling Charm on the door before turning back to Harry.

"There is no more Order," she said in an undertone. "And there are no plans. Got it?"

Harry blinked in confusion. "But...of course there must be," he said. "We're not just giving up. We have to fight! We have to—"

"We have to keep our voices down," Dahlia hissed. "If Voldemort learns that any of us are still working against him, he'll kill us all."

"Great, then I won't tell him," Harry deadpanned. "But we can still meet in secret, and figure out a way to—"

"No, we can't," said Dahlia. "Listen, Harry...Lockhart has been going through everyone's minds while you were asleep. He's looking for evidence that we're working against Voldemort. He got to dad, Remus, Sirius, Amelia, Alessia, Dale, Andromeda, and everyone else who was involved with us."

Harry's heart sank. "He's viewed everyone's memories?" he asked weakly. "Even yours?" He remembered the night he told Dahlia the truth about his past, and panic began to settle in, realizing that Lockhart might have seen it in Dahlia's mind.

"Only briefly," said Dahlia, grimacing at the thought. "And he only looked for specific things related to Dad and the Order. He probably figured that nobody told me anything worth knowing since I'm underage."

Harry sighed with relief. The thought of Lockhart learned his true secret and relaying it to Voldemort was a nightmarish prospect. "Is he going to keep looking at people's memories?" he asked.

"Probably," said Dahlia. "We don't know for sure. But the point is, it's too risky to discuss anything related to the war around the adults. Otherwise, Lockhart might find out, and everyone's lives would be in jeopardy."

"Then what are we supposed to do?" Harry asked weakly. "Give up?"

"I don't know," Dahlia muttered. "Dad said the best thing that you and I can do to help is keep our heads down and don't cause any problems. We should let the adults handle it for now."

Harry wished he could be so optimistic. By the sounds of it, the adults were just as constrained in their ability to fight back, if not moreso. It only doubled the burden he felt to complete his mission, knowing now that he could not ask his mentors for help.

"Don't worry," he said, pulling in Dahlia for a hug. "We'll figure this out. It's going to be okay."

Dahlia nodded forlornly at this sentiment. Clearly neither of them actually believed it.

Harry spent the following days recovering at Grimmauld Place, under strict orders from Dahlia not to exert himself or perform any magic. He read the Prophet cover to cover every day, despite knowing that it was a complete waste of time. It was basically a propaganda outlet now, espousing the newfound 'peace' Britain was experiencing and speculating endlessly about James and Lily's divorce.

Still, he could occasionally catch glimpses of actual news by reading between the lines. One article caught his eye, discussing a new wave of recruitment for the Auror Department. Much of the force had been wiped out by the battle, while many of those remaining had quit, including Cedric and Tonks (confirming their survival). Judging by the vitriol with which the article referenced these defectors, they likely remained loyal to the side of the Light and refused to follow the new orders they had been given. Harry wondered whether they were safe and what they had planned next – would they fade quietly into greater society, or try to continue the fight?

The only real insight Harry had into the outside world was during dinners, when his family members would gather to decompress after their own stressful days. Attendance was irregular as different people were forced to attend to their duties late into the evening, and the conversation was often stilted and cryptic. Fear of Lockhart listening in on conversations in the future kept them from sharing any intimate details, merely giving vague descriptions of their day-to-day activities, but Harry was still able to pick up a few details here and there.

James and Amelia were at the Ministry most days, trying to keep things together as Voldemort's people slowly infiltrated the government. Sirius was still working closely with the goblins at Gringotts, but by the sound of it, he was now being forced to direct Black family funds towards the other side of the war, under threat of retribution by Voldemort. Remus and Alessia were still attending to the potions business, with vague references to 'restructuring' that had Harry wondering if they were even still producing the miracle potion at all. Even Dahlia was kept busy, volunteering almost daily at St. Mungo's, tending to the scores of wounded from the battle.

Harry was left feeling listless and frustrated after hearing their daily accounts. He badly wanted to get back out into the world, to contact Fleur and resume the horcrux hunt. But he had no idea how safe it was...was Fleur being watched as closely as him? Would the Dark Mark be able to sense his wrongdoing? It was too dangerous to jump straight back into the war efforts without learning just how far Voldemort's reach extended, or whom he could trust. He felt like a prisoner, stuck in limbo, with nowhere to go and nothing to work towards.

Harry thought back to Luna's dire forecast the previous school year: that he would find himself in a prison of his own making. That prediction could not be more accurate, as while he may be physically free, he had virtually no freedom. His soul was now tied to the darkest wizard of all time, and his family's lives hung in the balance, forcing him to comply. One false step could mean total ruin for him and everyone he loved. All he could do was drift from one day to the next, waiting for something to change, unable to act himself.

That change came sooner than expected, but it was not the change he had hoped for.

Late one night, Harry woke abruptly in a cold sweat, hissing in pain. Normally it would be his head hurting from the nightmares, but this time his arm felt like it was on fire, the Dark Mark wriggling and scalding him. He leapt from his bed and threw on a cloak before heading down the hall to find Dahlia.

But his feet took him in the opposite direction, away from her bedroom and toward the stairs. It felt like the Mark was pulling him, guiding him to a specific destination. Harry could not resist it; every step away from where it wanted him to go caused him eye-watering pain. He found himself in the entryway, past the Apparation point. He did not know where he was supposed to go, but the Mark seemed to, so he turned on the spot and Apparated away, letting the Dark Mark guide him.

Harry emerged on a familiar street, in front of a familiar house: that of Severus Snape, on Spinner's End. He felt a sense of foreboding as he strode forward, the Mark burning ever deeper into his very soul, and he knocked on the door, already dreading what he would find inside.

The door swung open, revealing a grim-looking Snape. He wordlessly beckoned inside, and Harry strode into the living room, shivering at the sight. There were three people present besides Snape: his mother Lily, who sat nervously on a settee watching him; Gilderoy Lockhart, leaning casually against the far wall; and Voldemort himself, standing calmly in the center of the room, red eyes leering at Harry.

"Good evening, Harry," Voldemort greeted him with a sickening smile. "It seems you have already figured out how your Mark works." He snapped his fingers, and the pain in Harry's arm subsided; Harry exhaled in spite of himself at the relief.

"Good evening," Harry mumbled awkwardly.

"Now now, where are your manners, Harry?" said Voldemort, clicking his tongue in disapproval. "It's, good evening, my Lord."

Harry fought back the urge to vomit at this request. "Good evening, my Lord," he said through gritted teeth. Voldemort beckoned for Harry to sit in an armchair facing him, and he reluctantly did so, wondering what this summoning was about.

"I believe congratulations are in order," said Voldemort, beckoning to a clock on the wall. "Many happy returns."

Harry blinked; the clock read just after midnight. It then dawned on him what that meant: it was July 31st, and he was now officially an adult. Of course, mentally he had been seventeen for quite some time, but now it was official in the new timeline.

"Happy birthday, sweetheart," said Lily in a quivering voice. She looked terrified, but maintained her position in the corner, making herself look as meek and small as possible.

"I trust that you have sufficiently recovered from your branding?" asked Voldemort, glancing at the Dark Mark on Harry's arm. "My followers tell me it can be quite a traumatic event, having their soul bonded to another."

"I'm fine," Harry muttered, absent-mindedly itching the skin above the Mark. He supposed he was more used to it than most, given the unique bond he'd shared with Voldemort's soul in his previous timeline.

"Good, good," Voldemort muttered. He glanced at Lockhart, beckoning him to come closer. "In that case, we can proceed."

Harry's heart dropped as Lockhart drew near. He was going to invade Harry's mind, to sift through Harry's memories and search for evidence. But he would find far more than he bargained for if Harry let him: the truth about the horcruxes and his past. And that would spell the end of Harry, his loved ones, and the magical world as a whole.

"I cannot risk having followers who are not completely loyal to my cause," said Voldemort. "Reaver, see what you can find."

"This will hurt a little," Lockhart said, with a cruel smile that told Harry that he did not care one bit. He grabbed a fistful of Harry's hair, pressed his wand to his temple and snarled, "Legilimens."

Harry immediately felt Lockhart boring into his mind and assaulting his memories. It was a brutal invasion, but fortunately not quite as overwhelming as Voldemort himself. Harry kept his calm and allowed Lockhart to sift through his surface memories: waking up, checking on his loved ones, spending his days pacing around Grimmauld Place. Lockhart briefly viewed his memories of the past few family dinners, before determining that there was nothing useful to be gleaned and moving on.

Lockhart began dredging up Harry's memories of past Order of the Stag meetings. He seemed uninterested by much of it, discarding most of the memories without a second glance. It occurred to Harry that he had already viewed these memories from the perspective of others present. Harry focused on keeping Lockhart away from the most precious memories, those surrounding the horcruxes and his past, but Lockhart ignored them all. He seemed to be looking for something, or someone, in particular.

Harry eventually realized what Lockhart was looking for: Neville. He brought their confrontation at Hogwarts to the forefront – the insults they traded, the fierce duel, the mockery Harry barraged him with. He fought hard to conceal the part where he picked up Neville's wand, but Lockhart didn't seem concerned with that – he was looking deeper, for more recent memories of Neville, but there were none. He scanned for Ron and Hermione as well, but there was none to be found. Thank Merlin, Harry thought.

But Lockhart was not done. He seemed to hone in on the Weasleys in particular, and Harry could not figure out why. He viewed the ambush in the park, with Harry just managing to conceal Fleur's presence. Lockhart once again overlooked it, spending a curious amount of time focusing on Molly Weasley. He viewed Harry's memories of the woman – their brief interactions at Order meetings, the disagreements they'd had over the years.

Harry realized with a jolt what Lockhart was looking for at the last moment: Prewett. His false name conjured for the ICW training with Moody. He was looking for any trace of someone with that last name in Harry's memory. He even dredged up the conversation with Moody in his fourth year about Fabian and Gideon Prewett – "To Godric the glory, to Helga the spoils" – but failed to find anything else.

"Enough," Harry heard a distant voice say, and Lockhart pulled out of Harry's mind abruptly, leaving Harry gasping and clutching his pounding head. He blinked and felt sticky wetness on his lashes and cheeks, which he did not think came from tears.

"Nothing useful," Lockhart muttered bitterly. "I'm sorry, my Lord."

"Thank you, Reaver, that will be all," said Voldemort dismissively.

"I could feel the boy resisting me," Lockhart growled. "Give me more time, and I can find what you are looking for, I am sure of it—"

"It is obvious the boy knows nothing," Voldemort snapped. "And your crude methods of extraction have done enough damage already." Harry heart Voldemort's wand swish through the air, and he felt his eyes and cheeks dry instantly, the blood seeping from his eyes mercifully vanished.

"Yes, my Lord," Lockhart bowed, and he swept from the room, disappearing into the night through the front door.

Harry heard a slight whimper in the corner of the room. Lily was watching Harry with wide eyes, trembling, clearly wanting to get up and engulf her son in a hug but not allowed to. Voldemort, too, noticed the distraction, looking back towards Lily with a malicious grin.

"Ah, it seems the Mudblood still has feelings for her kin," he said mockingly. "But she cannot feel what I feel. Yes, Harry, I can sense your resentment towards your mother. How could you not, given how she tore your family apart? You must think her such a lowly whore, abandoning her failure of a husband for greener pastures."

Harry indeed felt resentment coursing through his veins like a wildfire, making him nearly red with rage. But Voldemort could not understand that it was not directed at his mother – rather, it was at Snape, and at Voldemort, for creating such a horrific scenario in the first place. And how could Voldemort have known otherwise? He resented his own mother and was all too willing to believe Harry would turn on Lily just as easily.

Voldemort turned his attention back to Harry. "You'll be pleased to know that my progress in taking over Britain is going quite smoothly," he said. "But Lord Voldemort does not like loose ends. There are two individuals on the loose that I consider threats to my regime, and I wish to know where they are. I do not doubt your ignorance on this matter, Harry, but just to be certain…"

Harry hissed again, the Dark Mark on his arm wriggling painfully once more. It felt like the inked serpent was coiled around his heart, or more appropriately, his soul, as Voldemort glared menacingly at him.

"Do you have any knowledge of Neville Longbottom and his friends' whereabouts?" asked Voldemort directly.

"No," said Harry at once. The Dark Mark squeezed tighter, making it feel difficult to breathe, but Voldemort could detect no lie, so he moved on.

"Do you have any knowledge of a man named Lieutenant Prewett?" asked Voldemort.

"No," said Harry quickly. But the Mark on his arm writhed in displeasure, the obvious lie failing to escape the Dark Lord's notice.

"Do not lie!" Voldemort hissed angrily. "What do you know of this man Prewett?"

Harry hesitated, knowing he had to be very careful. His Veritaserum training from five years prior came unbidden to his mind: Selective truths.

"I recognize the name," Harry said slowly. "My father fought with Fabian and Gideon Prewett in the last war. But I am unaware of any other living wizards of that name."

Voldemort's eyes narrowed, taking in this answer. Clearly it must have passed muster, because his Dark Mark did not react angrily, nor did Voldemort. The Dark Lord began to pace in front of Harry, deep in thought.

"This man Prewett nearly bested me in the battle," he said bitterly. "I did not believe any could stand against me after Dumbledore's passing. But I can find no information about this man or where he came from. He must be British, but his true identity eludes me."

Harry said nothing. It made him uncomfortable, knowing that he was in fact the man that Voldemort was hunting. He hoped that Voldemort would move on, would lose Harry's scent...if he realized that Harry was indeed powerful enough to stand up to him, he might not allow him to live after all. If it came to blows, Harry had no hope of besting him again, not with the Dark Mark acting as a shackle upon his magic.

Luckily, Voldemort seemed to accept Harry's ignorance on the matter, turning back to him with a more neutral expression. "There is another reason I have summoned you here today, Harry," he said. "I have a birthday gift for you."

Harry frowned...somehow he doubted that he would enjoy this 'gift' very much. "What is it?" he asked.

"It has not escaped my notice that your name has been sullied in the public consciousness as of late," Voldemort chuckled. "It must be painful, seeing your former allies and classmates protesting against you and calling for your arrest."

"Er...yes," said Harry awkwardly, wondering where he was going with this.

"I do believe it is time to rectify that," said Voldemort. "And to restore your reputation to the status it deserves."

Voldemort flicked his wand, and a bundle of paper zoomed into his hand. He plopped it onto Harry's lap, and Harry flattened it out, realizing that it was a copy of The Daily Prophet. Based on the date in the upper right-hand corner, it was an advance copy of today's edition, to be printed later that morning. Harry was stunned when he saw a photo of himself on the cover, accompanied by a headline:

POTTER HEIR TO BE AWARDED ORDER OF MERLIN FOR UNCOVERING TERRORIST PLOT

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"For the past month, the wizarding world has demanded answers about the shocking death of Albus Dumbledore. This morning, it appears that the mystery has finally been solved. Madam Amelia Bones of the DMLE gave a press conference updating the public on the investigation, which included a startling revelation that has flipped the entire saga on its head.

'The Auror Department has been conducting an investigation into Albus Dumbledore's death for weeks,' said Madam Bones in a statement to the Prophet. 'And we have learned that prior to his death, Mr. Dumbledore was in fact involved in a plot to overthrow the Ministry of Magic, seeking to seize power from Minister James Potter.'

Dumbledore has long been suspected of coveting the Minister position, and his feud with Minister Potter was an open secret among those who knew them personally. Questions had been swirling about his competency as Headmaster given his advanced age, especially after the significant injury he sustained last summer, losing his arm to a dark curse. The rumors of his growing senility in his advanced age seem to have been confirmed by the shocking news.

According to Madam Bones, the terrorist plot was first discovered by the son of the Minister, 16 year old Harry James Potter, who made headlines last year for his heroic efforts in rescuing Hogwarts students from a werewolf attack. Young Mr. Potter learned of Dumbledore's treacherous plans and confronted him at Hogwarts late last month, with the assistance of Professor Severus Snape, resulting in a duel that ended with Dumbledore's death.

'Our investigation confidently concludes that Mr. Potter acted in self-defense against Albus Dumbledore, and his lethal actions were therefore justified,' Madam Bones continued. 'His actions likely saved the country, allowing Minister Potter to continue in his efforts to repel the threat of You-Know-Who, successfully driving him off in the Battle of London last week.'

Bones went on to name three co-conspirators of Dumbledore's plot who remain at large: Neville Longbottom, Ron Weasley, and Hermione Granger. All three are considered dangerous and a continued threat to our democracy, and citizens are encouraged to report any sightings of the individuals to authorities at once."

Underneath the article were three large head shots of Neville, Ron and Hermione, accompanied by a caption: 'Undesirables 1, 2 and 3'. Harry set down the paper, seeing Voldemort's red eyes watching him for a reaction, undisguised glee in his expression.

"So I'm being rewarded for killing Dumbledore?" Harry asked.

"Britain needs somebody to look up to, Harry," said Voldemort. "And who better than yourself? You are the shining example of what our youth should strive towards: stamping out the opposition and silencing all who stand against your father's regime."

Harry felt sickened by the turn of events. On the one hand, he was no longer at risk of facing Azkaban; on the other, everyone in Britain would realize the story was a farce and resent Harry even more for his actions. He could only imagine the reaction of the Weasley family when they read the paper that morning, seeing their son painted as a villain and their hero's killer celebrated for his treachery.

"I suppose you'll want me to give some kind of speech at the ceremony, then?" Harry sighed. "Saying 'glory to the Dark Lord' or some such?"

"Nothing quite so overt, Harry," Voldemort chuckled. "But I do have an assignment for you. Severus, the letter, please."

Snape glided forward from the corner and handed Harry a folded piece of parchment. It was stamped with the official seal of Hogwarts, causing Harry to frown in confusion. And that confusion only deepened as he unfolded and read the letter:

Dear Mr. Harry Potter,

Congratulations, you have been selected as Head Boy for your upcoming seventh year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. This is a tremendous honor and responsibility that only one male and female student per year are granted. You will be responsible for guiding the school prefects and setting a positive example for the student body. The staff trusts that you will represent your year and your school with distinction.

Sincerely,

Severus Snape

Headmaster of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry

Harry started blankly at the short missive, as well as the Head Boy badge enclosed within it. It was difficult to make sense of it...especially the 'Headmaster Snape' part.

"I don't understand," he muttered.

"And why not?" Voldemort smirked. "Do you not believe yourself worthy?"

"I was not expecting to go back to Hogwarts," Harry said honestly. He hadn't been planning to return to school even before the Dumbledore incident, and he'd assumed that Voldemort would have him out performing Death Eater duties in the coming months.

"Severus has kept me informed of goings-on at Hogwarts in recent years," said Voldemort. "Under Dumbledore's guidance, the school seems to have developed a rather...shall we say...rebellious attitude towards authority. And we cannot have that."

"What does this have to do with me?" asked Harry.

"You will set your fellow students straight," said Voldemort simply. "You have been rewarded for exposing and eliminating threats to the status quo. That is a message your peers must learn as well. Future generations will learn to fall in line, and that any deviation from the norm will be punished."

Harry's stomach sank. He had already seen a glimpse of what his fellow students thought of him, protesting against him at the Ministry. Now he would be forced to interact with them again, and worse, exert authority over them. If they didn't resent him before, they certainly would now.

"I expect you to put a stop to any form of rebellion or protest you see amongst your peers," Voldemort went on. "If you fail to do so, you will be punished. I have granted your family their lives for the time being, but if I detect even a whiff of insubordination from a Potter, or anyone else at Hogwarts, your lives will be forfeit...beginning with that darling sister of yours."

Harry stiffened, and Lily gave a tiny whimper from the corner. Voldemort's smile widened...he had clearly identified Dahlia as the weak link of all the Potters, and was all too willing to hold her over their heads.

"I warned you long ago, Harry," said Voldemort. "Your love for your family is a weakness. None of this would be necessary if you had not discarded such frivolous sentimental attachments and done what was best for yourself. You are mine now, and if you attempt to subvert me, I will force you to watch as I slaughter everyone you love."

Harry glared back, refusing to look away from Voldemort's sneering face. "Understood," he said through gritted teeth.

"Understood, my Lord," Voldemort corrected with a devious smirk.

It took every bit of willpower in Harry's body not to retort, to tell Voldemort off. But the Dark Lord was right: he had Harry under his complete control, and there was nothing to be done for it now.

"Understood, my Lord."

"You are dismissed," said Voldemort, turning away from Harry at last. "If you feel my summons again, I expect you to arrive more promptly. And if you feel it while at Hogwarts, you are to report to your Headmaster for further instructions."

Voldemort swept from the room, followed swiftly by Snape. Harry met his mother's eye one last time, giving her a reassuring nod, before exiting the home and Apparating away.

Harry could not sleep after returning to Grimmauld Place. He paced listlessly around the house, mulling over the implications of this new development. He had planned to spend the coming year hunting for the remaining horcruxes with Fleur, but now he would once again be stuck at the castle. Furthermore, if he was discovered sneaking around or displaying signs of rebellion himself, it could be the end of everything. He could see no easy path forward for himself.

How much control did Voldemort truly have over him with the Dark Mark? It was like a vice grip during the interrogation, ensuring total submission. But when he was not under Voldemort's direct scrutiny, it did not seem to affect him or his magic. He worried that it would somehow be able to detect treachery and prevent him from doing anything that caused harm to his master. But that hadn't stopped Snape from serving Dumbledore in the past, had it? He would have to talk to his new Headmaster in private to determine just how much leeway the Mark gave him.

After a few hours, Harry heard shuffling upstairs, indicating that he was not the only person awake. James came stumbling downstairs, looking ragged and exhausted. "What are you doing up?" he asked when he saw his son.

"I was summoned," Harry sighed, showing his darkened Mark to his horrified father. He gave a brief summary of what had happened, including Lockhart's memory invasion, the impending article about Harry, and Voldemort's threats of violence. James' face twitched at the mention of Lily, clearly still irked about the forceful separation from his wife.

"How is your mother?" he asked. "Did she look well?"

"Physically, yes," Harry nodded. "I don't think Voldemort will harm her as long as she's with Snape."

James nodded glumly at this. Harry could tell his father wanted to know more, wanted to discuss things, but they couldn't, for fear of Lockhart listening in on their conversation at a later date.

"It's your birthday," James said, glancing at the clock. "I'm sorry, I haven't had the time to get you anything."

"You don't have to," said Harry quickly. "I'm just happy everyone's okay."

"All the same," said James, "we ought to celebrate. I'll invite Sirius and Remus and the others to dinner tonight."

"That sounds nice," Harry agreed.

"Anyone else you'd like to invite?" asked James.

Harry considered this. Of course his mother was at the top of his list, but that was too dangerous given everything going on. He thought briefly of Tracey, whom he had not technically broken up with, but he doubted she wanted anything to do with him now. Perhaps Luna, his one remaining friend at Hogwarts, but he did not want to drag her into his family's drama and put her on the Dark Lord's radar. There was only one other person he really cared to be there.

"I'll write to Fleur and see if she's free," he said.

Guests began arriving in the late afternoon, starting with Remus and Alessia, who set to work preparing the meal. Aunt Petunia arrived next with Damian in tow, the former helping in the kitchen and the latter disappearing upstairs to visit Kreacher. Sirius and Amelia arrived soon after, as well as James, who rarely arrived home before nightfall but made the exception today. One of the last to arrive was Dahlia, who had spent the entire day working at St. Mungo's, looking spent.

"What a mess," she groaned as she tore off her rumpled Healer's robes and flopped to the floor of the study. "Someone had the bright idea of putting Peter Pettigrew in charge of the hospital, and he's been slowing everybody down by scrutinizing every move the Healers make."

"Pettigrew? What the hell does he know about Healing?" Harry scoffed.

"Nothing useful," Dahlia sighed. "But he had no problem harassing the staff and demanding confidential records on patients suspected to be 'rebels'. He followed me around for half my shift, watching my every move."

"I hope he didn't give you too hard of a time," said Harry.

"He was quite chatty and friendly with me, actually," Dahlia remarked. "Kept telling me how kind and helpful I was...that I reminded him of Alice."

"Well, that could be worse, I suppose," said Harry. "Pettigrew was very fond of Alice when they were young – I would take that as a sign of respect."

"Oh, clearly he respected her loads," Dahlia snorted cynically. "Considering how he grabbed my arse when my back was turned."

"He did what?!" Harry growled. His wand flew into his hand without conscious thought, murderous ideas swirling in his brain.

"Don't overreact," Dahlia reprimanded him sharply. "I told him off for it, and he apologized. I'm a big girl who can handle herself."

"That doesn't make it okay," said Harry angrily. "I ought to cut off his other hand for that."

"You will do no such thing," Dahlia said firmly. "I won't have you getting into more trouble on my behalf. Forget I said anything."

"It's unacceptable," said Harry. "We should at least tell Dad. You do not deserve that kind of treatment."

"Look, Harry," said Dahlia, standing from her chair. "War is never kind to young women like me. I'll probably have to deal with much worse than some light groping by the time this war is over. I know you're protective of me, but I won't have you white-knighting every time something minor happens to me. It will only make things worse for everybody."

Her words did little to assuage Harry's anger. If anything, the bleak injustice made him all the more furious at Pettigrew, and everyone other bastard empowered by Voldemort's rise. "Fine," he managed through gritted teeth. "But if something truly bad happens to you, I want to know about it. I won't let you suffer in silence."

Dahlia nodded grimly at him, before hurrying up the stairs to her room to change. Harry could tell she was more upset about the incident – hell, about the entire war situation – than she was letting on. She was the bravest person he knew, minimizing her own suffering so as to not make that of others around her worse.

Pettigrew will get what's coming to him too, Harry told himself. His day of reckoning will come, and I'll be there when it does. This time he was certain the thoughts were his own, as the Elder Wand was upstairs in his bedroom. And this time, he didn't feel the least bit bad about them – fantasies of retribution were the only thing keeping him sane.

Fleur arrived for dinner at seven, smiling broadly when she saw Harry. "Happy birthday, 'Arry," she said, greeting him with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"Thanks for coming, Fleur," said Harry. "How's your leg?"

"Good as new," said Fleur, lifting her robes to show that her injured leg was fully intact and spotless. "I told you not to worry about me. It is you I was most worried about when I heard what 'appened."

"I suppose you heard the news from the Prophet?" Harry grimaced, remembering the false article that had been printed the morning after the battle.

"Everyone at ze hospital knew what really 'appened," Fleur said darkly. "Nobody buys ze official story. But they are all too afraid to speak up and question it."

Harry nodded – he'd figured as much. If there was one thing he knew about the wizarding community, it was that they would go to great lengths to pretend that all was right in the world. Even with all the evidence pointing to the rise of a horrifying dictator to power, they would rather bury their heads in the sand and deny the reality in front of them.

"Ah, Miss Delacour, you made it," said James, entering the room and greeting Fleur with a handshake. "I owe you a great deal of gratitude...Dahlia told me that you helped to protect her during the battle."

"It was nothing," said Fleur. "I know that 'Arry would 'ave done the same for my Gabrielle."

James smiled and nodded, but then a darker expression crossed his features. "Are you certain you wish to involve yourself with us, Fleur?" he asked. "I don't want you to be lumped in with the rest of us and viewed as some kind of threat by Voldemort and his followers."

"They already know that my family 'as helped yours in ze past," Fleur shrugged indifferently. "I am not afraid to be associated with you. Besides, they surely know better than to anger my father, who can cause many problems for ze Dark Lord with his connections overseas."

James nodded in understanding. "Thank you for being there for my children," he said, giving Fleur a hug. "We consider you a part of our family already."

"Likewise," said Fleur. "Thank you for your 'ospitality."

Dinner commenced soon after, as the Potters and their surrogate relatives sat around the table eating and conversing quietly. It was a more muted affair than normal; conversations were hushed and about largely unimportant topics. Harry knew that the fear of Lockhart's mind invasions kept them from discussing anything that might be dangerous information for the Dark Lord to learn. It resulted in a somber atmosphere that made the celebration feel more like a formality.

As the meal wound to a close, Sirius stood and got everyone's attention. "I have something to announce," he said awkwardly. "You all know that Amelia and I have been living together for the past few months. Well, we've decided to get married."

"Congratulations!" Dahlia said giddily. Remus and Alessia also looked pleased, while James looked surprised.

"What changed your mind, Padfoot?" he asked. "I thought you never wanted to get married."

"Well, recent events have made me question things," said Sirius. "I realized that life is too short to spend it alone. Being a bachelor is fun and all, but it isn't as fulfilling as sharing my life with the people I love." Amelia beamed beside him, accepting a kiss from her new fiancé.

"I didn't give him much choice in the matter," she said, resting a hand on her stomach. "I would not allow our child to grow up without a stable household."

It took a moment for everyone to register that statement. Then, the room exploded in excitement, as everyone rushed to congratulate Amelia and Sirius on the good news. Harry engulfed his godfather in a hug, as Alessia, Dahlia and Petunia fussed over Amelia, peppering her with questions and excited plans for the future.

"Have you decided on a date for the wedding?" asked James.

"Not yet," said Sirius. "But we figure sometime this fall or winter, before Lia here is too top-heavy to walk down the aisle." Amelia swatted him playfully on the arm at this quip.

"A shame, that," said Remus. "Alessia and I won't be able to make it."

The room quieted at this remark. "Why wouldn't you be able to come, Moony?" Sirius frowned.

Remus and Alessia glanced at each other. "We, er, have something to announce as well," said Remus awkwardly. "Alessia and I are leaving for the continent in a few days, and we don't know when we'll be returning."

"What?" said James, looking alarmed. "Why are you leaving?"

"It isn't going to be safe here for us much longer," Remus grimaced. "The Ministry has begun rounding up people suspected of conspiring against them. We figure that it would be best that we settle down outside of Britain, since we're known associates of the old Order."

"Amelia and I are known associates too," Sirius pointed out. "And we're not leaving."

"You're both pure-bloods, and heirs to noble Houses," Remus retorted. "I'm a registered former werewolf, and Alessia is a foreigner. We'd be the first victims if sentiment shifts against minorities, which it likely will soon."

"Where will you go?" asked Amelia. "And what will you do?"

Remus hesitated before answering. "We, erm, plan on traveling for a while," he said. "And we haven't decided what we'll do yet."

The others considered this in silence. Harry realized that Remus was being deliberately vague, and not entirely truthful with them. If Lockhart viewed the memory of this conversation, he could relay Remus and Alessia's destination to Voldemort, putting them in further danger. It was a sad reality that they had to hide their true plans from their loved ones in order to avoid future complications.

"We're going to miss you both," said James, giving both Remus and Alessia a hug. "I'd hoped to be best man for your wedding as well, but I guess that will have to wait."

"Yes, we had hoped to marry soon as well," Remus said forlornly, looking to Alessia with a sad smile. "Maybe someday the stars will align and we can all be together again to celebrate it."

Everyone nodded in agreement with this sentiment. Then, Fleur piped up, "Well, we are all together now...why not get married tonight?"

Remus gave her a surprised look. "Tonight?" he repeated. "But...that is not possible."

"Why not?" asked Fleur. "Your loved ones are all present, and ze Minister can officiate it. When will you get another chance like this?"

"It can be a double wedding!" Dahlia added excitedly, looking to Sirius and Amelia. The two couples looked at each other, considering the proposition.

"It's awfully last-minute and spur of the moment," Sirius remarked. "That's a Marauder specialty, is it not, Moony?"

Remus looked bemused by the idea. "What do you say, darling?" he asked Alessia. "Care to tie the knot sooner than planned?" Alessia beamed and nodded enthusiastically; Sirius looked to Amelia, who also agreed.

So the group scrambled to throw together a last-minute wedding ceremony. The boys set to work rearranging the living room, while the girls disappeared upstairs to prepare. Harry transfigured Sirius and Remus' clothes into nice dress robes, as their brides-to-be descended the stairs in makeshift white gowns, carrying bouquets of flowers Dahlia plucked from the garden outside.

The ceremony was quick and improvised, but no less special. The two pairs of newlyweds stood together holding hands, exchanging vows as James oversaw the proceedings. Harry acted as ring-bearer and Dahlia as flower girl, as Fleur and the Dursleys watched on from the sofa. Eventually James declared the union complete, and the two couples kissed, as Fleur and Dahlia cheered and jumped up and down excitedly.

Harry felt Fleur's sidelong glance upon him throughout the ceremony, and in the celebrations after. Sirius broke out a stash of liquor and put on some music, and soon everyone but Amelia was drinking and chatting lightly with one another. Harry was not much in the mood for such lighthearted banter, his mind bogged down by the crushing weight of everything they were facing.

Eventually Fleur dragged Harry into another room to confront him. "Why are you acting so gloomy?" she demanded. "This is supposed to be a day of celebration."

"Not in the mood for celebration," Harry shrugged.

"Today is a magnifique day for your family," said Fleur. "You 'ave become a man, both of your uncles are married, Amelia is expecting, and I am certain you will be named godfather of ze child. You should be happy!"

"It's hard to be happy with everything else going on," Harry muttered. "We'll all probably be dead in a matter of months anyway, so why should I act like—oi!"

Fleur slapped Harry lightly across the cheek. "I will not allow you to lose hope," she reprimanded him. "Things are bad right now, but we will keep fighting, non?"

"Er...sure, I guess," said Harry. "But our chances of success are looking lower by the day—"

"My father 'as demanded that I return home to France to wait out zis war," said Fleur. "But I refused, because I know you and I have unfinished business. Was I wrong to think so? Are you just going to roll over and give up, waiting to die?"

"No!" Harry protested. "I'm going to keep fighting. I just didn't think today was an appropriate time for a celebration, is all."

"We need moments to celebrate now more than ever," Fleur retorted. "Something to 'ope for. A brighter future to strive towards. Otherwise, what will we 'ave but endless misery and heartbreak? We must take these moments as they come, so that we do not lose ourselves to despair."

Harry considered her words. He supposed she had a point: in such dark days, any bit of light was worth clinging to, in order to summon the strength to carry on. If the Potters somehow made it out of this war alive, Harry wanted to look back on this day as a happy one. And if they didn't make it out alive? Well, then at least they got a brief moment of joy before the end.

"You're right," he sighed. "Sorry. I didn't mean to bring the mood down."

"I know," Fleur nodded. "Now, can we put zis terrible war to the side for one night and just enjoy ourselves?"

"I suppose so," Harry grinned.

"Good," said Fleur, taking his hand. "Because I wish to dance, and I will not do it alone."

Harry chuckled and allowed himself to be dragged back into the main room. He and Fleur began dancing an improvised jig in the center of the room, where they were quickly joined by Sirius and Remus, dragging their respective new brides onto the floor with them. James then led a reluctant Petunia into a dance, followed shortly by Dahlia and Damian, all dancing along to the upbeat music, laughing and enjoying one another's company.

Fleur was right: it felt good to let loose and pretend everything was okay for a little while. The group danced and laughed all through the night, swapping dance partners and daring to act a little silly for a change. Even the normally uptight Amelia managed to smile and enjoy herself, looking freer and more joyful than Harry had ever seen her. She and Sirius looked at one another with looks of undisguised affection, as did Remus and Alessia, with the respective couples retiring to bed after nightfall, followed soon after by the others.

Harry thought back to what Voldemort had said to him earlier that day: "Your love for your family is a weakness." He suspected that the opposite, in fact, may be the case. It was his love for his family that gave him the strength to carry on. It was their love for him that picked him up when he fell, healing his wounds and assuaging his fears. And it was for that love that he would fight, until his dying breath, to bring an end to this monster one way or another.

A/N: Real life has gotten busy again, so new chapters may be posted every other Monday from now on rather than weekly. Sorry to everyone that is disappointed by the new direction this story is taking. It's only going to get darker from here, so if you choose not to continue reading on, I understand. But for those who stick around, thanks for your continued support, and I'll do my best to deliver a satisfying ending.
Year 7-07: Registration Day

Harry's Order of Merlin ceremony was scheduled to take place on the fourteenth of August, two weeks after its announcement. The Prophet made a great show of the upcoming event, celebrating Harry's defeat of the 'dangerous Dark wizard Dumbledore' and applauding newly-appointed Headmaster Snape for selecting Harry as Head Boy. "It's only right that the Hero of Hogwarts should finish his illustrious academic career at the top," one article proclaimed.

But Harry was not the only Potter dominating the headlines. The story of James and Lily's split was wildly popular, with daily updates and speculations on what may have caused it. The country was firmly split into two camps: those who believed Lily was a lowly tramp who ran out on her perfect family out of selfish greed, and those who believed James must have done something truly atrocious behind closed doors to drive her away.

For the most part, Harry believed this was all a distraction tactic to keep the public talking about anything other than the ongoing takeover of the Ministry by Voldemort's cronies. But it turned out that the story served a greater purpose, one that had him kicking himself for not seeing it coming sooner. Two days before the ceremony, the Prophet ran the following headline that had Harry gaping in disbelief:

REVENGE TACTICS? MINISTER POTTER ANNOUNCES NEW MUGGLE-BORN LAWS TO SPURN EX-WIFE

By Sabrina Vane, The Daily Prophet

"Minister of Magic James Potter today announced a series of sweeping reforms addressing blood purity concerns within Britain. In a statement to the press yesterday afternoon, Potter indicated that he hoped to resolve the 'Muggle-born problem' that has plagued wizarding society for decades.

'Muggle-borns have enjoyed equal status with regular witches and wizards for many decades now,' said Potter, who is also Lord to a noble House. 'However, it has become clear in that time that they are simply unable to integrate properly into our society. They are lazy, entitled, and only cause problems for the civilized hard-working folk around them.'

Reporters asked the Minister if the laws are at any way related to his ongoing divorce with Lily Evans, who is famously a Muggle-born herself. 'My ex-wife has nothing to do with this,' Potter insisted. 'But she is a prime example of the kind of person our society could do without: a greedy, manipulative liar taking advantage of those who are actually contributing to the system.'

Today, the Wizengamot is expected to pass much of Potter's proposed legislation, thanks to Lord Dale Greengrass, who has acted as Potter's spokesperson within the voting body. 'I fully support the Minister's measures to make our society safer and more stable,' said Lord Greengrass. 'The Muggle-Born Registration Act will help us protect real British citizens from being taken advantage of.'

The proposed Registration Act will require all Muggle-born wizarding citizens to submit themselves to questioning by a Ministry committee, who will determine if they are worthy of keeping their citizenship. Additionally, all Muggle-borns will be barred from employment and enrollment in wizarding schools until they complete said registration.

'Muggle-borns have nothing to fear if they have done nothing wrong,' Minister Potter reiterated. 'Only criminals will be prosecuted. This is simply a way to make sure there is no funny business going on...Merlin forbid we have another Dumbledore situation on our hands. Hopefully this will only be a temporary measure until we figure out what the hell is going on!'

Albus Dumbledore famously championed Muggle-borns throughout his life and supported legislation that protected their rights as citizens. In light of his recent terrorist efforts to destabilize our government, it calls into question his true motives behind such actions. Was he raising a Muggle-born army at Hogwarts? Did he intend to upend our centuries-old culture with his horde of troublemakers? It is a chilling concern, one that the Registration Act will hopefully lay to rest."

Harry felt numb reading the article, barely able to comprehend it. The thought of such dangerous, radical legislation being passed so openly was beyond infuriating – it was mind-numbingly sad. Decades, if not centuries of progress were being wiped away in a single day, and there was little he could do to stop it.

How many people would this law affect? He didn't know the exact statistics, but it seemed that at least one in five people he came across was Muggle-born or only had a sole wizarding relative. How many of his classmates would not be allowed to return to Hogwarts? Dean Thomas, the Creevey brothers, Justin Finch-Fletchley, and dozens more...not to mention the scores of Ministry workers and Wizengamot members whom the law affected. And they would be the most likely to oppose Voldemort's broader policies, making them the perfect scapegoat to do away with.

Harry didn't buy for one second that 'only criminals will be prosecuted'. Sure, that would be the cover story, but the committee would get to decide what constituted criminality, wouldn't they? For all he knew, they would invent some nonsense about them 'stealing magic' from proper pure-bloods, a concept he'd heard thrown around by several Slytherin classmates in the past, to justify locking every Muggle-born away – or worse.

And he knew this would only make his life at Hogwarts that much harder. His peers would already hate him for what he did to Dumbledore – now they would view him as a silent enabler of the prejudicial laws, an enforcer of the worst kind of bigotry imaginable. And he couldn't speak a word against it publicly, or Voldemort would know he was not truly loyal to the cause. Part of him wished that he had just been killed rather than be forced to support such hatred.

No, that wouldn't help anybody, Harry thought grimly. His circumstances were dire, but he was far from the biggest victim here. He still had the ability to affect change, to subtly improve the conditions for those being oppressed. He would just have to be careful about doing so, because not only would he be killed if he was caught, Voldemort would then replace him with somebody more willing to enable hatred.

Harry could only imagine how difficult it had been for his father to say such hateful words. James was the most open-minded person he knew when it came to blood purity, and it must have been torture to act as Voldemort's mouthpiece and support this heinous policy. He didn't get the opportunity to speak to his father about it until the morning of his ceremony, when he found James in the kitchen eating breakfast.

"Eat fast," James told him. "We want to get to the Ministry early before the madness begins."

"D'you reckon there will be more protesters in the Atrium?" asked Harry.

"Oh, certainly not," James muttered. "People are too afraid to protest – they know they'll just wind up on a watch list, or worse. But there will be people there watching – reporters, Wizengamot members – and we want to get through the checkpoint before they all arrive."

Unfortunately, this proved impossible even with an early start, as James and Harry arrived to a great hubbub in the Atrium. Camera lenses clicked, voices shouted over one another as the Minister and his son arrived. Security kept the masses at bay and waved the two Potters through, like two celebrities walking the red carpet.

Soon Harry found himself in a lift alone with his father, standing in silence as it transported them down to the courtrooms on Level Ten. Harry badly wanted to ask about the new Muggle-born laws, to find out if there were any loopholes or other provisions James had managed to sneak through to protect them. But he had to be very careful what he said...Lockhart could view the memory at a later date, and you never knew who was listening in at the Ministry.

"How are you doing, Dad?" he asked instead.

James glanced cautiously at Harry. "Fine, son, just fine," he sighed.

"You've been working a lot lately," Harry pointed out. "Maybe you ought to take a break and rest."

"Too busy to take a break," said James gruffly. "Too much work that needs doing. Too many people counting on my every move."

He gave Harry a significant look that said, drop it. Harry was able to read between the lines and deduce that James was doing what he could to mitigate the negative effects of the bill – he just couldn't admit it aloud. It wasn't much consolation, but it was a glimmer of hope in a dire situation.

They arrived at the courtrooms, where much of the Wizengamot had already begun to congregate for the ceremony. James and Harry took their seats at the head of the room, next to Amelia Bones and Andromeda Tonks (now back to Andromeda Black, Harry realized sadly). He sat patiently waiting for the proceedings to begin, ignoring the pointed stares from the many Wizengamot members filing into the courtroom. Based on the subtle glares he received, he could tell that they knew the truth of his situation, even if they could no longer say it aloud.

Harry felt something poking at his leg as the final stragglers took their seats. He looked down; a slip of enchanted parchment was jabbing at his ankle. With a quick glance around, Harry knelt down as if to tie his shoe and unfolded the parchment below his bench. Scribbled handwriting greeted him within:

Harry,

Meet me in my office after the ceremony. Speak to no one about this.

-Amelia

To his surprise, the parchment then began to self-immolate, burning to a crisp and disappearing in a thin wisp of gray smoke. Harry straightened himself, glancing at Amelia; she sat stony-faced, staring straight ahead and not acknowledging him. He said nothing, figuring it must be something important if it warranted such subterfuge.

Eventually Andromeda stood and took to the pulpit to begin the meeting. "Senior Undersecretary Black presiding," she announced, and the room fell to a hush. "We are gathered here today to recognize the achievement of Harry James Potter, for his efforts to quash an insurrectionist plot to overthrow the Ministry of Magic and put a stop to the dark wizard Albus Dumbledore. For his services to Britain, he is therefore awarded the Order of Merlin, First Class."

The Wizengamot rose to its feet and began to clap as Andromeda beckoned Harry forward. He rose to the pulpit as James stood beside him, placing a hefty medal around his shoulders. Camera shutters clicked, and Harry did his best not to scowl, knowing Voldemort would be displeased if he made too big a show of his displeasure.

"Speech!" someone shouted, and the room fell respectfully silent. Harry groaned internally...the last thing he wanted to do was speak publicly about what happened between him and Dumbledore. He wracked his brain, trying to find the right thing to say to appease his master without making an even bigger enemy of those he still considered his allies.

"Thank you for this honor," said Harry. "I was only doing what I could to make a better Britain. If everyone strove to do the same, we could achieve our goal of a more harmonious and peaceful world. And I hope that we will."

He took his seat as the room politely applauded his short message. He hoped that others would be able to read between the lines and know that not all hope was lost, that he was still fighting for a better future. It was the best he could do to without tipping his hand to Voldemort.

Amelia Bones disappeared soon after the ceremony's conclusion. Harry made to follow her, but he was mobbed by admirers, as many Wizengamot members came up to congratulate him and curry favor.

"Well done, Mr. Potter, well done! Might we have a word later about these Mudblood employment measures? I lost several good workers to the new laws."

"Will you help convince the new Headmaster to let my son on the Quidditch team this year? He's only a first-year, but he'll be a pro one day, believe you me!"

"Harry! Might I introduce you to my daughter Merula? She's a bit older than you, but I am certain you two would make a perfect match!"

Harry politely brushed them all off, making vague promises to meet later that he had no intention of honoring. He was handed at least half a dozen marriage contract offers, which he looked forward to throwing in the fire later. Or maybe he'd give them to Dahlia for a bit of levity – he was certain most of them contained salacious photos of the young pure-blood witches in question, performing such debaucherous actions as showing a bit of collarbone or, Merlin forbid, smiling for the camera.

He made his way back through the Atrium and up to the administrative level. The last time he'd been here, the place had been all but destroyed by Voldemort and his people, scores of bodies littering the ground. Now it appeared like nothing had happened at all, workers quietly attending to their duties at their desks. It was chilling to see just how quickly normalcy had been restored after such a devastating event.

Harry spotted Amelia's office and made his way across the floor. But a voice called out after him...a voice that made a cold shiver run down his spine, a voice he'd hoped to never hear again:

"Yoo-hoo! Mr. Potter! A word?"

Harry turned, fighting the urge to retch violently as a toad-like woman dressed in a garish pink cardigan tottered over towards him. He thought he'd seen the last of Dolores Umbridge in this timeline, yet here she was again, in the flesh. A fly he simply could not swat.

"Madam," Harry said, fighting with every fiber of his being not to be rude. "What can I do for you?"

"I simply wished to introduce myself," said Umbridge, extending a grubby hand toward him. "Dolores Jane Umbridge. I have been hired to head the Muggle-Born Registration Commission."

Harry again forced himself not to throttle the woman on the spot, instead accepting her handshake. Murderous thoughts swirled around his brain, and he could not tell which were the Elder Wand's and which were his own.

"I'm eager to get to work on cleaning out the filth from our society," Umbridge said gleefully. "I had hoped to start with your slag of a mother, but sadly, she has been exempted from the list...I'm sure you would love to see her punished for her disloyalty, wouldn't you?"

Harry felt like a blood vessel was about to pop up his neck from the tension. "Hadn't crossed my mind, no," he said through gritted teeth.

"I also heard a rumor that you had a Muggle-born cousin," Umbridge tutted, as she flipped through pieces of parchment on her clipboard. "But for the life of me, I cannot find a 'Damian Dursley' on the list. Perhaps there is a typo?"

"Or perhaps you are mistaken," Harry said firmly. He had no idea why Damian wasn't on the list, but he wouldn't admit to anything if he could be spared.

"My sources sounded quite sure," Umbridge said, sounding disappointed. "Oh, well. I'm certain we will get to the truth in the end."

"You're an Umbridge, you say?" said Harry. "I can't say I've heard that family name. Is it magical?"

"Of course it is," Umbridge bristled. "My father, Orford Umbridge, was a distinguished Ministry employee in his day!"

"And your mother?" Harry pressed. "I presume she was entirely pure herself?"

Harry sensed hesitance in Umbridge's response, and knew that he'd struck a nerve. "She may have had a Muggle ancestor or two," she admitted offhandedly. "But who doesn't? And my grandparents are at least fifty percent magical, so I legally qualify as a half-blood."

"As do I," Harry nodded. "For now."

Umbridge frowned. "For now?" she repeated.

"The Ministry might go after Muggle-borns first," said Harry. "But what happens when that list of yours runs out? Will they stop there? Or will they continue to purge the impure from their ranks? What if the standards are changed, and you must have three magical grandparents to qualify? Or all four?"

Color drained from Umbridge's face at this suggestion. "They wouldn't," she stubbornly denied. "They couldn't."

"Don't be so certain," Harry shrugged. "Policies can change quickly in unstable times, as you well know. But I wouldn't worry too much about it. Good day, Dolores." And Harry strode off, leaving a stammering Umbridge behind. He loathed the woman with a burning passion, and it gave him no small pressure to watch her squirm under the pressure a little.

Harry knocked and entered Amelia's office, closing the door behind him. "You wanted to see me?" he asked.

Amelia flicked her wand to shut the blinds so they could not be seen or heard. "We need to talk about your cousin Damian," she said.

"What about him?" asked Harry. "Is he safe?"

"Yes, he's fine," said Amelia. "He'll be returning to school with you this fall."

"What about Umbridge's list?" Harry frowned. "Why isn't he on it?"

"That's what we need to talk about," said Amelia. "We've found a way to keep him off the list and enrolled in Hogwarts."

"But...he's Muggle-born," said Harry. "Everyone at the school and the Ministry knows that."

"They know his parents are non-magical," Amelia corrected.

"Same thing."

"Actually, it isn't," said Amelia. "Think, Harry: when is a non-magical not a Muggle?"

Harry found this to be a ridiculous question. But then, the answer came to him in a flash. "When they're a Squib?" he asked.

"Precisely," said Amelia. "Which is what we're going to pretend Petunia is."

"But don't Squibs come from magical parents?" asked Harry, bewildered. "Everyone knows my Mum is Muggle-born, too...why would her sister be any different?"

"Because Petunia is not Lily's sister," said Amelia. "Not anymore. From now on she is your father James' Squib sister, exiled from the Potter family at a young age. And that means that Damian would have two magical grandparents, legally making him a half-blood."

Harry frowned, trying to wrap his head around this plan. "But...doesn't everyone know my dad didn't have any siblings?" he asked. "Surely having an extra sibling is a hard thing to keep a secret."

"Look, Harry, it's more common than you think," Amelia sighed. "Every pure-blood family has given birth to a Squib at some point or another. It is traditional for such families to pretend their non-magical offspring never existed, to avoid the shame associated with such a dishonor. My own grandfather had a Squib brother that was removed from the family and sent abroad as an infant."

"That's barbaric," Harry said, horrified.

"Well, in this case, it might just save your cousin's life," Amelia said grimly. "If we can pass Damian off as a Potter, they might just leave him alone and let him continue at Hogwarts."

"And you think people will buy that?" Harry asked skeptically.

"How many of your classmates know which side of the family Damian comes from?" asked Amelia pointedly. "Would they bat an eye if you told them he was descended from the Potters?"

"No, I guess not," Harry admitted. As crazy as it was, the plan seemed fairly sound.

"So if anyone asks," said Amelia, "Petunia Evans never existed. She was Petunia Potter, a Squib who married a Dursley. Can you and your sister remember that?"

Harry considered this. "If it keeps Damian safe," Harry shrugged. "Who else knows about this?"

"Nobody," said Amelia. "Your father asked for me to update Damian's Ministry records, then to Obliviate him so he would not remember the request."

Harry shook his head in amazement at the hoops his family had to jump through to avoid detection at Lockhart's hand. "What about you?" he asked. "What if your memories are viewed?"

"One of the perks of being an expecting mother," said Amelia, patting her belly gently. "Lockhart knows there is a risk his mind invasions could harm my magic, and therefore my child's. He would never risk harming a pure-blood child, not when so few are left in this country."

Harry nodded forlornly – he supposed that was a silver lining. "Thank you, Madam Bones," he said, standing to shake her hand. "For everything."

"Please, it's Amelia," she responded with a thin smile. "We're basically family now, Harry. If you need anything, do not hesitate to ask."

Harry nodded and departed the office. As he returned home, he realized that Amelia could serve as a confidant within the Ministry if he needed. But it would also put a time limit on any secrets he divulged with her – once she gave birth, she would presumably be subject to scrutiny again, risking the truth falling into Voldemort's hands once more. He would need to consult with Fleur before determining how much they ought to share with Amelia about their secret mission.

Speaking of which, he had plans to meet with Fleur the week before the Hogwarts Express was due to depart. He Apparated to Raven House at the designated time, but she was not there yet, so he busied himself with checking his potion supplies. Most of his stores had been depleted by Dahlia in the aftermath of the battle, so he set about preparing to brew more Blood Replenishers and Wiggenweld Potions until he heard Fleur arrive downstairs.

"About time you showed—" he began to quip, but stopped at once when he noticed the look on Fleur's face. "What is it, Fleur?"

"Nothing," she said brusquely, looking like she was fighting back tears. "Let us talk."

She tried to move past him to sit on the sofa, but Harry stopped her, scrutinizing her face. He detected subtle magic concealing her features; he waved his wand, dispelling the glamour she had applied, and gasped. Fleur sported a black eye and bruising all over the left side of her face; she avoided Harry's gaze, staring embarrassed at the floor.

"It is nothing," she muttered. "Please don't make a big deal of it."

"Who was it?" he snarled. "Bill?"

"Non...some of my other co-workers, I think," Fleur sniffed, tears welling in her eyes. "Zey must 'ave known where I lived, because they ambushed me outside my flat. Called me a dirty half-breed and hit me a few times until ze neighbors heard, and they left."

"Those bastards," Harry growled. "You have to report this. They won't get away with it."

"Yes, they will," Fleur said forlornly. "Eet is more common in Diagon Alley lately. People are emboldened by ze new laws and are targeting others they deem inferior."

"You don't have to put up with such mistreatment," Harry said angrily. "Find out who they were, and I'll take care of them myself."

"I will not 'ave you get into trouble on my behalf!" Fleur retorted. "I can 'andle myself...I will simply Apparate directly into my flat from now on."

"If they know where you live, that still might not be safe," Harry pointed out. "What if they decide not to let you off so easy the next time?"

"What would you 'ave me do, then?" Fleur demanded. "I will not leave Britain. Our work 'ere is too important."

Harry considered this. "You could move in here," he suggested. "You're already Secret-Keeper, and only me and Dahlia know about this place. No one would be able to follow you here."

Fleur looked around the place thoughtfully. "I would not want to impose on your sanctuary," she said.

"You wouldn't be imposing," he insisted. "I won't be able to come that often anyway, since I'll be at Hogwarts. I'd only be here on weekends, and I could warn you before showing up unannounced."

Fleur considered the proposal. "It is not such a bad idea," she admitted. "I would 'ave more privacy here. I would lose access to ze Floo Network, but that is not so bad."

"So you'll do it?"

"I will try it," said Fleur. "For a short while, to see if it works out."

"Good," Harry sighed. He felt a lot better knowing that Fleur was safe in her own home, especially given all that she knew about him. "Now, let's get you something for your face."

Fleur sat on the sofa as he looked around for something to treat her wounds. The best he could find was a vial of murtlap essence; he soaked a small rag in it and instructed Fleur to hold it to her face.

"It's fine," she snapped at him as he hovered worriedly over her. "Do not fuss over me, 'Arry Potter. Let's talk strategy."

"Alright," said Harry, sitting beside her. "Obviously, things are going to be tricky with me stuck at the castle all year. Then of course, there's this."

He rolled up his sleeve and showed her the Dark Mark. Fleur peered at it nervously.

"'Ow much can it monitor you?" she asked. "Does it know everything you do?"

"I don't think so," said Harry. "Otherwise, Snape wouldn't have been able to work as a spy against him. I plan on speaking with him when term begins to find out exactly how it works."

"And you think that Snape will be honest with you?" asked Fleur.

"Yes," said Harry. "He is still under an Unbreakable Vow to my mother to keep me safe. It's the reason I'm alive in the first place. He wouldn't rat me out to Voldemort – he couldn't."

"Then do you think 'e can help us with our mission?" Fleur suggested.

"Hell no," Harry spat. "He may be protective of me, but he has no reason to seek Voldemort's downfall. It's the only way he can keep my mother to himself, and to avoid prison time. Telling him about the horcruxes would be disastrous."

"Alright," Fleur nodded glumly. "Then what is our plan?"

"I'm going to work on obtaining the Sorting Hat," said Harry. "Whether I have to steal it from Snape's office or find an excuse to borrow it, doesn't matter. As long as he doesn't realize how vital it is to the war effort against his master."

"What about me?"

"We have to figure out which vault that Cup is in," said Harry. "Keep looking for a way we can get in once we do. Any loopholes in the Gringotts rules that we can exploit. If it comes down to a heist, we'll cross that bridge when we get to it."

"Alright," Fleur nodded. "I'll try my best."

"There's one other thing we can consider," said Harry. And he told her about his conversation with Amelia Bones, and the unspoken understanding that they could entrust her with information without it falling into Lockhart's hands.

"She would be a powerful ally," Fleur acknowledged. "But what if something goes wrong? What if Lockhart suspects her and invades her mind anyway, or Merlin forbid, she suffers a miscarriage? She will no longer be able to protect us."

"I know," Harry muttered. "But it's a resource that is available all the same. I think we should wait until we are closer to finding a solution, then bring her in to help us once we're ready to enact a plan."

"That seems wise," Fleur nodded. "And if we fail to find a solution, she can be our last resort."

"Agreed."

"What about the snake?" asked Fleur. "And Neville?"

"Those will just have to wait until the end, I think," Harry sighed. "Nagini is usually with her master, and we have no way of finding Neville right now. But he'll have to come to us eventually."

"Why?"

"For this," said Harry, twiddling the Elder Wand at her. "He believes he needs this to win the war. Eventually he'll try to lure me into some kind of trap to get the Wand back."

"And do you think you will be able to 'andle him when he does?" Fleur asked. When Harry gave her an incredulous look, she giggled and said, "Sorry, only joking."

"Things will have to happen very close together," said Harry. "He'll surely notice if we break into the vault where the Cup is, and for all we know he'll be able to sense when the Sword is pulled from the Sorting Hat. We'll have a small window to destroy them both, kill the snake, and deal with Neville's scar."

"And then kill Voldemort," Fleur pointed out.

"And then kill Voldemort," Harry agreed grimly.

Neither of them brought up the unspoken question: how exactly would they deal with Neville's scar? They had yet to find a solution to removing the horcrux without killing him, save for Dumbledore's hare-brained scheme to make him Master of Death. Would Harry give him the Wand and the Stone in the hopes that Neville could fulfill the prophecy? Or should he take his own chances against the Dark Lord, sacrificing Neville and fighting Voldemort himself?

Harry had gotten the best of his last encounter with Voldemort, and knew he could at least hold his own against the dangerous man. But now he had the Dark Mark, adding a fresh complication to their dynamic. Besides, did he really want to surrender to the Elder Wand again? Would doing so cause him to fall into the same pitfall that doomed Grindelwald to lose to Dumbledore? It was a difficult choice with the outcome of the entire war hanging in the balance, and Harry truly didn't know what the right course of action was.

But he didn't have to figure that out right now. Many other things had to happen first before it even came to that, so there was little point in stressing about it.

"I brought something for you," said Harry, reaching into his robes. He withdrew a small diary, which he'd purchased from Flourish and Blotts the week before, and handed it to Fleur.

"Thank you," said Fleur, frowning in confusion. "But I am not sure it is wise to write down my thoughts and plans."

"It's enchanted," Harry explained. "I have an identical one that's tied to it. If you write something, it'll disappear and appear in my diary, and I can respond."

"Zat is brilliant," said Fleur, examining the small booklet. "'Ow did you get the idea?"

"Just a small project I've been fiddling with," Harry shrugged. He didn't want to admit it, but the idea had partially come from Tom Riddle's diary in his second year. He figured out the magic behind it through trial and error, then used a Geminio Charm to pair it to another copy, inspired by Hermione's Galleons in his original fifth year. "Just make sure it doesn't fall into enemy hands."

"I will keep it here," Fleur nodded, standing and placing the diary in a cupboard. "And check it daily. Do try to keep me updated on what is 'appening at ze school."

"Likewise at Gringotts," said Harry. "I want to know if anyone else gives you trouble. I do have some power now, and I won't hesitate to use it if it will keep you safe."

"Alright," Fleur sighed. Harry didn't know if he believed her – both she and Dahlia seemed determined to conceal their hardships from him, perhaps recognizing that he would do something hot-headed in response. He just had to hope nothing truly egregious occurred while his back was turned.

"I guess this is goodbye for now," said Harry. He gave Fleur a hug goodbye; she clung to him longer than expected, holding him tight, as if knowing they wouldn't see each other for a while.

"Please be careful," she whispered in his ear. "I do not want to go through zis alone."

"I will."

Harry didn't know what to expect when he arrived on Platform 9 on the first of September. It immediately felt strange, being among children again, some of whom looked too young to even be first-years. It wasn't as crowded as in years past – probably, he realized, because of the Muggle-born laws preventing a sizable fraction of the student body from returning.

The mood was quiet and tense as students filed onto the train. Hardly anyone spoke, as if for fear of standing out and drawing the attention of the Aurors on duty (most of whom, Harry realized, were now Voldemort sympathizers, if not outright Death Eaters). A few students spotted him and Dahlia in the crowd, casting their eyes down and scurrying away from them.

"Have a good term," said Sirius, who had volunteered to escort them to the station. "Don't forget to write."

"We will," Harry promised. They both knew there would be few letters exchanged – it was too risky to pass any information in written form in times like these. Any correspondence would have to be perfunctory and largely devoid of any real substance. He gave Sirius a reassuring nod before leading the way onto the train.

Usually, Dahlia and Damian went their own way when it came time to join their classmates, but today they stuck close to Harry. They too were the recipient of fearful looks, even some disdainful ones, and perhaps would not be welcome in their normal social circles this term.

"I wonder where Anna is?" Damian wondered aloud as they searched for a compartment.

"Anna who?" asked Dahlia.

"Anna Watson," said Damian. "My girl— er, my friend. She stopped writing to me halfway through the summer."

Harry did not answer the question. He hoped that she was absent because her mother had taken his advice and left Britain before the madness began. The worst case was that she and her mother had been taken in for questioning, but Harry didn't want to think about that scenario. He could only hope his warning had been heeded.

Eventually they found a compartment that was mostly empty, save for Luna and Demelza, who sat holding hands and talking about their vacations. They both look up as Harry stuck his head in. "Alright if we join you?" he asked politely.

Demelza looked frozen in fear, clearly intimidated by Harry's presence. Luna, on the other hand, flashed him a wide smile. "Of course!" she said cheerfully. "Come on in."

Harry, Dahlia and Damian slid into the compartment. Demelza shrunk into the corner as Harry approached; he allowed Dahlia to sit beside her, taking the seat farthest away from the girl.

"Have a good summer, girls?" Harry asked them.

"It was lovely," said Luna dreamily. "Daddy took me to Wales to observe a graphorn colony. And Dem got to come visit for a week at home – we did a lot of snogging!" Demelza blushed furiously at this.

"Sounds nice," Harry agreed. He was amazed at Luna's carefree disposition, given the gloomy environment around them. Was she truly so blind to what was going on around her? Still, it was a refreshing change of mood, listening to Luna chatter excitedly about everything and nothing, as though there wasn't a terrible war going on. Harry wished he could share her optimistic outlook on life, but at least it was nice to hear after a summer of doom and gloom.

The compartment door opened once more as the train rumbled into motion. Ginny Weasley and Astoria Greengrass poked their heads in, spying a hopeful Dahlia looking up at them. Ginny's face soured as though she'd smelled something unpleasant, throwing Harry a dirty look before retreating. Astoria lingered a moment longer, giving Dahlia an apologetic look before following her.

"Don't worry about them," Harry reassured his sister. "They just don't understand what really happened to us."

"Tori does," Dahlia sighed. "Her father is in the same position as ours. But I don't think Ginny will ever forgive me. I tried writing to her after the battle, and she just sent my letter back unopened, with 'traitor' written on the envelope. It doesn't help that I took her prefect position from her."

"You did?" asked Harry, surprised.

"I got the letter confirming it last month," Dahlia sighed, showing him the red prefect badge pinned to her robes. "I didn't want it, and tried to decline, but McGonagall insisted...I don't think she had a choice in the matter."

Harry grimaced...he could imagine how that would only intensify Ginny's resentment towards Dahlia, and the Potters in general. "Let me know if she gives you any problems in the dorms," said Harry. "I'll make sure that—"

"I can handle Ginny Weasley just fine, thanks," Dahlia said snippily. "She's far from the worst I'll have to deal with this term, and you know it."

Harry wished he could disagree, but he knew they would have many enemies within the castle. Not only would their former allies resent them for doing the bidding of Voldemort (even if it wasn't officially confirmed), their Slytherin rivals would continue to distrust them and suspect ulterior motives. He could only hope that the Potter reputation would be enough to protect the three of them from direct harm.

At one o' clock, Harry's watched beeped to indicate that it was time for the prefects meeting. He and Dahlia bid the others farewell and made their way up to the front of the train, where the prefects were beginning to congregate. Harry spotted Daphne Greengrass sitting alone in the corner, looking glum – she was the only potentially friendly face he saw, so he made his way over to her.

"Hello, Daphne," he greeted her neutrally. "Alright if I sit?"

She looked up at him with a grim expression. "I suppose I have little choice," she sighed. "Considering we'll be seeing a lot of each other this term."

"Will we?" Harry asked. She flashed him her badge, which was inscribed with H.G. for Head Girl. "Ah. Congratulations."

"Why was I chosen?" she asked Harry in a whisper. "I don't understand it. The Dark Lord knows my family is not loyal to him...he could have chosen Parkinson, or Bulstrode, or—"

"Perhaps it was Headmaster Snape's call," Harry reasoned. "He knows how responsible you are."

"Don't be naive, Harry," said Daphne. "This was deliberate. What if this is to keep my father in line? Or to force me into compliance?"

"Try not to overthink it," Harry reassured her. "You're a pure-blood – Voldemort doesn't want to spill any more magical blood. Maybe he just wants everyone to fall in line, and he's using you to signal that."

"Yes, perhaps," Daphne said uncertainly. But Harry agreed it was an odd decision. Why elevate Daphne to a position of authority when she had not demonstrated total allegiance to Voldemort? What message was that meant to send? He hoped that he was over-thinking things and there was no ulterior motive to the selection.

Harry scanned the train car as prefects continued to trickle in. Pansy Parkinson had replaced Daphne as Slytherin's seventh-year prefect, chatting excitedly to a clearly-disinterested Draco Malfoy, who was staring glumly out the window. Zacharias Smith and Susan Bones remained Hufflepuff's prefects, while Blaise Zabini had replaced Dean Thomas for Gryffindor (probably, Harry realized, because Dean was no longer enrolled at the school). Anthony Goldstein had earned his badge back for Ravenclaw; he and Padma Patil were glaring daggers at him, not shrinking away from his gaze. Harry hoped his Housemates would not cause any problems for him this term.

He waited until the last stragglers arrived before beginning his speech. "For those who don't know me," he said, feeling somewhat foolish doing so, "I'm Harry Potter, and I'll be your Head Boy this year. This is Daphne Greengrass, your Head Girl. We'll be overseeing the prefects for the upcoming term."

Nobody said a word. Some watched him warily; others diverted their gaze to Daphne; most averted their eyes completely, either out of fear, reverence, or both.

"For those who are new here, congratulations – being named prefect is a great honor," Harry continued. "You will be tasked with mentoring and disciplining the younger years, patrolling the school, and maintaining order within your House. The other students will be looking to you for guidance, so try not to set any bad examples with your behavior."

"Like murdering the Headmaster?" Anthony Goldstein grumbled mutinously under his breath. Padma Patil gave him an incredulous look, while several others gasped and looked fearfully to Harry for his reaction.

"Ten points from Ravenclaw, Mr. Goldstein," Harry said evenly.

"We haven't got any House points yet," Anthony scoffed.

"Then I guess Ravenclaw is starting in the negatives this year," said Harry. "Now watch your mouth." Anthony glared bitterly at Harry, but said nothing more. Harry knew the exchange would do him no favors in repairing relations with his own House, but it wouldn't do to let such insubordination slide, not this early in the term.

Luckily, there were no more outbursts as Harry continued his welcome speech, outlining the prefects' duties for the year. Once he was done, he dismissed the prefects to patrol the train, a job that he was grateful not to have to perform himself. He hoped to interact as little as possible with the other students this year...if Anthony Goldstein was any indication, he was in for a lot of antagonism from them.

Harry reconnected with Dahlia and Damian as the train pulled into Hogsmeade. They boarded a thestral-drawn carriage, which whisked them up to the castle. It gave them a few more minutes alone before the Welcome Feast separated them again.

"Listen," he told his sister and cousin. "I don't know what this term is going to look like, but we're going to have a lot of enemies in the castle. We need to watch out for one another and keep our eyes open for any threats, alright?"

"No different than any other year then, got it," Damian scoffed. Every year he'd been at Hogwarts had been a harrowing one for one reason or another.

"Damian, take this," he said, handing him a small pendant on a chain. "It's a Portkey. If you find yourself in trouble, use it to get yourself to safety. It will take you to my safe house – here, read this."

He handed Damian the slip of paper containing Fleur's handwriting. Damian read the small note, and Harry felt a small wash of magic ripple off of the boy as he was let in on the secret of Raven House.

"Portkeys won't work in the castle," Dahlia pointed out.

"You'll have to get out of the ward boundary first," said Harry. "Use the one-eyed witch's passageway, or run deep into the Forest to escape."

"You're serious about this?" Damian frowned. "You really think we'll be in that much danger?"

"Frankly, I have no idea," Harry admitted. "But it doesn't hurt to be cautious, does it? You're Muggle-born, and everyone knows it, no matter what concocted story Amelia cooked up for you." Damian conceded the point with a scowl, and Dahlia nodded forlornly in agreement.

The Great Hall wasn't nearly as crowded as it usually was, with nearly a fourth of the normal student population missing. That was just as well for Harry, who had plenty of room to himself at the Ravenclaw table. His House mates skittered away as he took his seat, leaving a ten-foot gap on either side of him, nobody willing to sit near him. It was isolating and awkward, but at least Harry wouldn't have to deal with any more snide comments from his peers.

Soon Professor McGonagall entered the Hall, the first-years trailing behind her. There were fewer than Harry could ever remember for an incoming class of students – another testament to the dire circumstances outside these walls. McGonagall passed right by Harry on her way up the center row to the front of the room. She glanced briefly in his direction, and there was no mistaking the look of deep loathing on her face, regarding him with the utmost contempt. It was like a punch to the gut from one of his favorite teachers.

Harry watched as the first-years were quickly Sorted, before Snape took to the podium to give his opening remarks. The students around the Hall continued to chatter; Snape cleared his throat, but nobody paid him any notice. Clearly he had yet to command the same gravitas as Dumbledore. Harry drew his wand and fired sparks into the air, which exploded overhead with a loud bang. The room finally quieted, looking up to give Snape their attention at last.

"Welcome back to another year at Hogwarts," he drawled. "I am your new Headmaster, Severus Snape. This year will look different than years past, as Minister Potter is determined to rectify the years of moral decay that the prior Headmaster allowed to fester. There are a number of new rules that you will all be expected to follow.

"First, there will be no discussion whatsoever of the previous Headmaster and his teachings," said Snape. "His dangerous ideologies will not be tolerated, and any show of support for him or his beliefs will be met with immediate punishment." Students began to murmur quietly amongst themselves in apparent alarm, until Snape raised his hand for quiet once more.

"Second," Snape continued, "all students will be subject to random searches and questioning as the staff sees fit. The Board of Governors has approved such measures to keep our school safe, so do not expect special treatment if you are suspected of wrongdoing. If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to fear." Once again the students seemed alarmed by this announcement, not even bothering to whisper to one another as Snape moved right along.

"Finally, all students are now required to take Muggle Studies as a core subject," said Snape. "The Minister believes that your education on the inferior human species has been woefully inadequate thus far. If you have concerns about scheduling, speak to your Head of House at your earliest convenience.

"We also have a number of staff changes to announce," Snape went on. "Stepping in as your Muggle Studies professor is Miss Alecto Carrow." The dumpy witch stood and grinned toothily at the students. A few politely applauded for her, but the majority simply looked repulsed by the foul-looking woman.

"And acting as your new Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher is her brother, Professor Amycus Carrow," said Snape. Amycus stood beside his sister, eyes raking over the student body hungrily, as though he could not wait to sink his teeth into them. Harry noticed how his gaze lingered on the female students, particularly in the lower years, and his stomach churned with disgust.

"I also wish to recognize our newest Head Boy and Girl," Snape concluded. "Please give a hand for Harry Potter of Ravenclaw, and Daphne Greengrass of Slytherin."

There was a smattering of applause as Harry and Daphne stood, mostly for the latter, as the majority of students pointedly avoided Harry's gaze. Harry tried to sit back down quickly, but realized that Snape was beckoning him and Daphne forward. Confused, he approached the Head Table, realizing with a jolt that there were two seats open at the end of the row, for him and Daphne.

Of course, Harry thought glumly as he approached his new seating arrangement. Voldemort doesn't want me mixing in with the other students – he wants to elevate me to a position of authority. And there was no better way of doing that than to put him on a literal pedestal with the other staff, and expected to be treated as such.

Harry took his seat, which was right beside Professor Flitwick. He turned to greet the man, but the diminutive professor averted his gaze, a look of stern disappointment on his face. It was somehow worse than the hatred McGonagall had showed him – Harry felt like he had let one of his mentors down, and it filled him with profound sadness.

The meal that followed was a more muted affair than normal. Usually the Opening Feast was filled with the sounds of excitement and laughter, as students shared stories of their summer holidays and looked forward to the term to come. But now, fear permeated the Hall, as students were well aware of the grim circumstances they and their loved ones outside the castle faced.

Harry glanced down the row, seeing his mother seated beside Snape. Lily kept her head down, eating quietly, not interacting with any of the staff around her. Everyone knew the story about her and Snape, and that she was exempted from the Muggle-born laws because of it. It must have only doubled the resentment others felt towards her, and he felt terribly for what she must be going through as a result. As loathe as he was to admit it, he hoped that Snape could help her avoid regressing back to her old ways to cope with the stress.

But the Carrow siblings were his primary concern. He wasn't worried about what Snape might do as Headmaster – the Carrows were uncommonly cruel and sadistic. He'd read about their crimes during the first war, and suffice to say, neither should have been allowed within a hundred miles of children. Harry hoped that he would be able to mitigate some of the damage they might inflict on the students, without tipping his hand as to his true motives.

As the meal drew to a close, students began to trickle out of the Hall, and Harry stood to make his way to Ravenclaw Tower. But a gruff voice called after him: "Oi, Potter, where ya goin'?"

Harry turned to see Amycus Carrow approaching, a sly grin on his face. "To my dorm," Harry said stiffly.

"But ya don' even know where it is!" Amycus said, grinning even wider. "C'mon, I'm s'posed to show ya. You too, hotlegs."

Daphne paled at the address, nervously stretching at her robes to conceal her ankles. She and Harry followed Amycus from the hall; he led them not towards any of the four common rooms, but somewhere in the center of the castle.

"Headmaster says you two is getting special priv'leges this year," said Amycus. "Your own private dorms. Must be feelin' pretty lucky."

"We aren't staying with our House mates?" Daphne asked worriedly. She and Tracey were quite close, and it was clear that she felt alone and exposed with these new arrangements. Harry was privately glad that he did not have to interact with his Ravenclaw peers any longer, but he kept that thought to himself.

"Not anymore," said Amycus. "Ah, here we are."

They arrived at a lesser-used corridor on the third floor, where a small hallway branched off to two doors standing side by side. Each bore a nameplate on it: 'H. POTTER, HEAD BOY', and 'D. GREENGRASS, HEAD GIRL'. Harry pushed his door open; it led to a single suite, complete with a bed, desk, dresser, and adjacent bathroom. Daphne's room next door appeared to be identical.

"Not too shabby, eh?" Amycus whistled. "I'm jealous – even my bathroom ain't this nice. I might 'ave to come share a shower sometime." His eyes flitted up and down Daphne's body as he said this.

"We'll be going to bed now," Harry said sharply. "You can leave now."

Amycus rounded on Harry. "Now, that's no way to respect your superiors," he said accusingly.

"And who said I respected you?" Harry shot back, not backing down from Amycus' blustering. "Respect has to be earned, not demanded, and I don't respect the way you're talking to Daphne."

"Harry, it's fine," Daphne hissed, clearly uncomfortable. But Amycus paid her no mind.

"I'd watch your tone, boy," Amycus snarled in Harry's face. "You might be the Dark Lord's special project, but I'm still your professor."

"Actually, you're not," Harry corrected. "I'm not taking Defense this year. And if you take issue with how I talk to you, I suggest going to the Headmaster, because I'm not playing your games."

Amycus glared dangerously at Harry. For a brief moment, Harry worried that they were about to duel. But then, Amycus laughed, a raspy, unpleasant sound.

"This is gonna be a fun year," he said. "I look forward to breaking you. Night, Potter. Night, hotlegs." And Amycus departed, leaving Harry and Daphne alone in the hallway. Harry gave Daphne a reassuring nod before shutting himself in his new quarters.

Maybe it was a mistake to antagonize Amycus Carrow so early. Harry knew he could hold his own against the man, but what if he decided to take it out on Dahlia or Damian instead? But he also refused to let such innuendos slide, knowing that they were only a precursor to more aggressive and heinous actions in the future. He knew what Amycus was capable of, and if he laid a finger on any of his classmates, there would be hell to pay.

Harry began to unpack his trunk, which had already been delivered to his dorm. He felt his diary buzzing when he pulled it out, which meant there was a message waiting for him from Fleur. He sat at the desk and opened it to read:

How was your first day back? Any problems with the other students so far?

Harry grabbed a quill and ink bottle to respond:

Could be better, could be worse. The students are terrified of me. I don't think I need to worry about any of them. The new Defense professor is a real piece of work, though...a sadistic Death Eater named Carrow. I have a bad feeling he is going to cause the most problems for me this term, and his sister isn't much better. Have you had any more issues with your coworkers?

Harry returned to unpacking for a few minutes, and by the time he checked his desk again, there was another message waiting from Fleur.

No, I have gotten some nasty looks at work but no more incidents like last week. I have begun Apparating directly from the bank to Raven House, just to be safe. You do not need to worry about me.

Of course I have to worry, Harry penned back. You're being assaulted for who you are. What if something even worse happens in the future?

Then I will fight back, Fleur wrote almost at once. I am not afraid to get my hands dirty in this war. You have not seen all that Veela can do in combat – when backed into a corner, we can cause a lot of damage.

Good to know, wrote Harry. Still, do try not to find yourself in any corners, will you?

Wow, thank you, I didn't think of that, wrote Fleur, and Harry could practically feel the irritation through her handwriting. But just seconds later, she added: I am sorry. I know you are just trying to keep me safe.

Harry chuckled to himself...he knew Fleur was a prideful person, something he found endearing about her. Sorry for being overbearing, he wrote. I just hate the thought of my loved ones getting hurt.

You count me as a 'loved one', then? Fleur wrote back. I am flattered.

Harry hesitated before responding. He hadn't thought much before referring to Fleur as such. But as he thought about it, he did feel similarly about Fleur as he did his family members. She was his closest friend – perhaps even more than a friend. But had he overstepped his bounds? Would she read too much into the label?

But Fleur continued on before he could reply: Only teasing, of course. Good night, Harry.

Good night, Fleur.

Harry closed the diary and shut it in a desk drawer, which he warded so that only he could open it. He got into bed and tried to empty his mind for sleep, already dreading what tomorrow would bring. It was clear that his seventh year at Hogwarts would be his toughest and most contentious yet. But it was comforting to know that he still had the support of the people he cared most about.
Year 7-08: Alone Together

"Good morning, Harry!" Luna said cheerfully, skipping alongside him as he entered the Great Hall for breakfast.

"Morning, Luna," Harry greeted her. "Looking forward to the start of classes?"

"Oh, yes," Luna nodded eagerly. "Professor Firenze said I would enjoy N.E.W.T. lessons in Divination this year, and I'm so happy your mother is still here to teach us Potions."

Harry was amazed by Luna's optimistic attitude. She seemed to be the only student in the castle acting as if all was normal, as if it was just another typical year at Hogwarts. Harry walked Luna to her seat at the Ravenclaw table before making his way up to the Head Table to eat.

"Won't you sit with me?" Luna asked hopefully. "Just for one meal? No one else in Ravenclaw ever does."

Harry glanced around the Hall; it wasn't very full yet, but he could see surreptitious glances in his direction from all sides. "Are you sure you want to be seen talking to me, Luna?" he asked.

"Why wouldn't I?" Luna asked, frowning.

"Because it's not safe to be associated with me right now," said Harry in an undertone. "Nobody trusts me. You'll be ostracized."

"I'm already ostracized," Luna shrugged. "And if anything, you might be the safest person to associate with in the castle. No one will bother me if they know I'm your friend, will they?"

Harry considered this. There was logic to it – Luna might not get bullied to the same extent if people knew Harry was protective of her. But was it wise in the long term? Would Luna suffer future consequences if the tides turned, if she was known to be friends with Dumbledore's killer?

"Just be careful is all," he sighed. "I won't be able to protect you if things go wrong. Just keep your head down and try not to stand out too much." And he bid Luna farewell, knowing that this was perhaps an absurd request. If there were two things he knew about Luna Lovegood, is was that she stood out like a sore thumb and lacked the self-awareness to keep her head down.

After breakfast, Harry joined the queue of Ravenclaws waiting to receive their class schedule from Professor Flitwick. Others noticed him in line behind them and quickly scurried away, allowing him to skip ahead to the front of the line. Harry grimaced, but did not call any of them back to keep their place.

"Morning, Professor," Harry greeted his favorite teacher hopefully. Flitwick glanced up at him, a look of hurt and deep betrayal on his face. Harry's stomach sank – he wanted nothing more than to reassure him, to explain to Flitwick that it was all a misunderstanding. But that was an impossibility, not with Voldemort's lackeys watching his every move. Flitwick merely handed Harry his schedule and ushered him aside without another word.

Harry glanced at his timetable – it would be a light load for his seventh year, thanks to testing out of three core subjects the year before. It meant he would have several afternoons free, which normally he would have jumped for joy at. More time to relax, to fly, to enjoy the company of his peers. But such free time would not be used for leisure activities this year. He had to spend his time more wisely, to try and win the war without tipping his hand to the enemy.

Fortunately, his week began with a friendly face, as he had Potions with his mother. He had not gotten the chance to speak with Lily in over a month, as she had been staying at Spinner's End since the 'scandal' broke. He worried about what kind of treatment she might receive from the other students, given the scandal and her status as an exempted Muggle-born.

Lily appeared more muted than usual as the seventh years filed into the classroom for the lesson. Harry glanced around – there were fewer N.E.W.T. students than last year, and those that remained were largely Slytherins, loudly laughing and conversing as though their teacher was not right in front of them. Eventually Lily cleared her throat loudly to begin.

"Welcome back to year seven," she said. "This year we will be preparing you for the N.E.W.T. exam at the end of term. You are expected to be able to brew any of the potions you have studied over the past six years, as well as several new recipes we will be – yes, Miss Parkinson?"

Pansy Parkinson had raised her hand. "Yes, Professor Potter— oh, whoops," Pansy giggled. "Sorry, is it Professor Snape now?" Her surrounding Slytherins snickered loudly at this.

Lily's face colored at the quip. "Professor Evans will be fine," she said coolly.

"Right, Professor Evans," Pansy drawled. "How come you weren't put on the list with all the other Mudbloods?"

"Muggle-borns, Miss Parkinson," Lily corrected her. "I was questioned early after the Registration Act was passed, and subsequently cleared to continue teaching."

"Right, but why?" Pansy demanded. "I would have thought you were exactly the kind of Mudblood we are supposed to be removing from our society."

"This is not pertinent to your Potions studies," Lily snapped. "Please keep all future questions to the course material."

Pansy snickered with her fellow Slytherins at the successful disruption. She preened at Draco sitting beside her, looking to him for affirmation, but he paid her no mind, staring glumly down at his textbook.

Fortunately there were no further provocations as Lily outlined the year's course work for the remainder of the lesson. Once the bell rang, Harry hung back as the rest of the class filtered out of the room. He approached Lily's desk, where she was sorting through papers and preparing for her next lecture.

"Hey, Mum," he greeted softly as he approached. "How're you—"

"What is it?" she said with surprising heat. "Come to rub more salt in the wound?"

"I—what?" Harry stammered, perplexed. "No, of course n—"

"Did your father send you to taunt me some more?" Lily demanded. "Does he wish to turn his own children against me even further?"

"What…?" Harry began, but she gave him a significant look to stay quiet. Then he understood. Lily was being watched, too. She was intentionally putting distance between herself and her children, maintaining the guise that she was estranged from the Potter family. It broke his heart to realize that his mother had to put on a show of her children hating her to protect herself – and perhaps them as well.

"Just go," Lily muttered, turning away from him. "This will do no good for anybody."

Harry sighed, knowing he could say nothing to reassure her. He turned to exit the dungeon, lamenting the state his family found themselves in. He heard Lily shiver behind him – she undoubtedly felt the nonverbal Warming Charm he'd cast on her, which would go unnoticed in any memory invasion Lockhart performed. It was the best he could do to show affection towards the person he owed his entire existence to, in more ways than one.

His other classes didn't fare much better. Most of his professors, like Sprout and Sinistra, preferred to ignore him completely, giving him the occasional rueful glance that told him they quietly disapproved of his actions. Others, like Binns and Babbling, continued on as if there was nothing different, teaching their usual material without regard to the war going on around them. Harry supposed he could handle being ignored – better that than to face the daily disappointment of his two favorite professors, Flitwick and McGonagall, both of whom had hinted at private tutoring in his seventh year before everything went to hell.

But the class Harry dreaded the most was Muggle Studies, now a required course for all students. He filed in with the other seventh-years as Alecto Carrow stood smirking at them from the front of the classroom. Her crimes in the last war weren't quite as sadistic as her brother's, but Harry got the same slimy feeling from her, knowing that she could likely be just as cruel and evil as Amycus.

"Welcome to Muggle Studies," said Alecto once the class settled in. "For those of ya who took this class before, forget everything you learned. For those who're new 'ere, we will be studying the inferior human race and talkin' about why they are beneath our notice."

Harry saw Sue Li and Padma Patil exchanged worried glances. He knew they'd both been taking Muggle Studies since their third year – he often heard them at meals, excitedly discussing Muggle inventions they'd learned about in class. He doubted they would be learning about any positive contributions Muggles made to society from now on.

"You, girl," Alecto barked, pointing at a startled Hannah Abbott. "What's one thing Muggles can do better than wizards?"

"Erm…" Hannah stammered. "My mum told me about something called a 'telephone' that lets Muggles talk from long distances to one another—"

"Wrong!" Alecto snapped. "Muggles can't do nothin' better than wizards! They are dirty savages who steal their ideas from us. Tellyphones are just copyin' what we can already do with owl post."

"But...owl post isn't instant," muttered Anthony Goldstein. "If anything it seems that telephones are the superior form of communic—"

"Lies!" Alecto seethed. "Twenty points from Ravenclaw, Goldstein. What are ya, some kinda Muggle lover? You got Muggle relatives, do ya?"

"I'm a half-blood, so yeah," Anthony said defiantly.

"Then I'll be passing a note along to Dolores Umbridge to look inta yer file, Goldstein," Alecto sneered, causing Anthony to pale considerably. "Anyone else feelin' bold? Or will ya shut up and learn what yer meant to be learnin'?"

Nobody dared say a word, looking fearful at the prospect of their family coming under investigation. Under normal circumstances Harry would have jumped to Anthony's defense, telling Alecto off for her blatant corruption and lies. But he could not be seen defying Voldemort's wishes, so he remained silent, praying that the other students would fall into line without him needing to intervene on the Carrows' behalf.

By the end of the week, Ravenclaw had yet to earn a single House point. They were the most naturally inquisitive ones, voicing their confusion at why the course material was so different than in years past, which earned them nothing but reprimands and detentions from the Carrows. Slytherin held a comfortable lead, recognizing that the new world order favored them and that they could quietly bask in the rewards. It only intensified the hatred between Houses that had been fomenting for years prior.

But that hatred wasn't only reserved for other Houses...Harry continued to receive dirty looks from his fellow Ravenclaws, both in classes and at meals. Daphne also seemed to have been iced out of Slytherin House, as her fellow snakes could often be seen laughing and throwing derisive looks up at the two of them at the Head Table. Even Tracey Davis seemed to have fallen in line, spending more time with Pansy and Millicent and avoiding her former best friend like the plague.

At least we don't have to share a dorm with them anymore, Harry thought grimly. The private quarters were the only reprieve they got from the scorn of their peers. He often heard Daphne sniffling quietly to herself in her adjacent room, knowing that she was not as used to being a social outcast as he was. Status was everything in Slytherin House, and despite her stature as Head Girl, she found herself at the bottom of the social order, nobody willing to associate themselves with her any longer.

Nobody outside of Daphne or Luna dared to speak to Harry until the second week of classes. Harry entered the Great Hall for breakfast, only to hear someone clear their throat and approach from behind. He turned to see Terry Boot stiffly walking up to him, scowling heavily.

"Boot," Harry nodded politely.

"Potter," Terry muttered through gritted teeth. "I just wondered when you planned on holding Quidditch tryouts."

Oh. Harry had completely forgotten about Quidditch with everything else going on. He had already written off the idea of playing again after last year's final, and realized that he was still technically the team captain.

Harry dug into his bag and fished out the captain's badge, which had sat there untouched since last term. "Here," he said, tossing the badge to Terry. "Congratulations, you're team captain now."

Terry looked down at the badge, confused. "But...you've been captain for years," he said.

"I'm not playing this year," Harry shrugged. "If you don't want it, give it to Kim or Frasier. I couldn't care less." And he strode onward to the Head Table, leaving a perplexed Terry behind.

Even with all of Harry's newfound free time, he had no intention of wasting it on Quidditch. He'd wasted enough of his childhood on frivolous activities, which could have instead been used fighting the war. But now he was out of time. He had to devote himself to finding the horcruxes and training to defeat Voldemort.

He spent countless hours in the Room of Requirement, practicing his spell work and technique. He'd grown rusty over the summer, neglecting his training after the battle, and knew he needed to sharpen his instincts further. To his surprise, the Elder Wand did not perform significantly better than the Kneazle core wand in these sessions – without a human enemy to fight, it was just like any other wand, performing its duties as he instructed it to do.

But Harry was not naive enough to believe it was just any ordinary wand. He still remembered what happened during the Battle of London, how the wand had taken over and performed incredible feats against the most feared dark wizard of all time. What was the Wand's true aim? Did it seek to convince him that giving up control was the only way? Was it just a false sense of security to lead Harry to believe that it was his only chance of beating Voldemort?

Harry had to admit it: he was scared of the Elder Wand. Scared of what might happen if he surrendered to it entirely. The wand was not infallible, that much was clear; countless other wizards before him had tried and failed to master it. Even the great Gellert Grindelwald had succumbed to its wiles, losing to the superior wizard in the moment of greatest need. And Harry knew that he faced another far superior wizard in Voldemort, and his need would be even greater.

He had to improve. There was no other way. Harry did not want to wind up in a situation where his options were to either surrender control to the Wand, or die. He needed to be as strong as Voldemort no matter what wand he was using, to give himself the best chance at victory.

But that was easier said than done. His Kneazle core wand was giving him troubles again for the first time since his very first year in the timeline. He found it difficult to regulate the power level of his spells; sometimes his Stunners failed to stop the target dummies from advancing, while other times they ripped the dummies right off their posts with near-lethal strength. It was almost like the wand sensed his loyalty to another wand and was jealously trying to get his attention back, demanding that he re-dedicate himself to the wand that chose him at eleven years old.

So Harry decided to stop using the Elder Wand for the time being. He kept it on him, just in case, but always used the Kneazle wand for training and in classes. It had served him well enough so far and didn't try to convince him to murder everybody in the room in every waking moment. He could not believe Dumbledore had spent half a century resisting the Wand's allure – clearly the man was far stronger-willed than Harry was.

Harry also made an effort to check in with his relatives often. Clearly Gryffindor and Hufflepuff had their share of in-fighting as well; both Dahlia and Damian seemed to be on the outs within their respective Houses. Harry spotted the latter heading towards the Quidditch pitch after Herbology one afternoon and jogged to catch up with him.

"Hey, cousin," he said as he fell into line with Damian. "Getting ready for tryouts?"

"Nope," Damian said glumly. "Not trying out this year. Just felt like flying for fun a little."

"What? You're not playing Quidditch this year?" asked Harry, confused. "But you're the best Beater in the school!"

"My teammates made it clear that I wouldn't be welcome back," Damian shrugged. "Guess they took issue with me getting exempted from the Muggle-born registration, when most of them have lost friends and relatives to it."

"But that's not your fault," Harry scoffed.

"Isn't it?" said Damian. "I'm a Potter, or at least that's the story now, and my uncle is the one who pushed for the new legislation. I guess it looks like nepotism or somethin', like I only got exempted for who I'm related to. And they're not wrong."

"They're not giving you problems, are they?" asked Harry. "If you're being bullied, you should go to Sprout and tell her—"

"Nah, people are leaving me well enough alone," Damian shrugged. "They know I could kick their arses if they tried...or worse, you would."

That was partly what Harry was afraid of. It was reminiscent of when Dahlia struggled to keep a boyfriend due to how terrified they were of him. Only this time, people were afraid that Harry might do something truly terrible to them, and get away with it, just like he did with Dumbledore. It was a small consolation to know that his cousin was safe from physical harm, but for all the wrong reasons.

"I think I'll join you for that flight," said Harry, entering the broom shed alongside Damian. "I could use the stress relief."

"You don't have class after this?" asked Damian, as the school bell rang in the distance.

"Yeah, but Alecto Carrow can eat niffler dung for all I care," Harry scoffed. "If I have to hear her lie about one more renowned Muggle scientist being a closeted wizard, I'm going to scream." Damian chuckled appreciatively; the entire school was quickly growing tired of Muggle Studies, which they all knew was blatant propaganda but could not speak out against.

Harry and Damian enjoyed a carefree couple of hours flying around the pitch, laughing and enjoying the warm weather. They took turns passing the Quaffle around and shooting goals against one another, despite neither one of them being a natural Keeper or Chaser. It felt less formal and more like casual play for the fun of it, something the both of them needed. They both used Quidditch as an outlet, something they would be deprived of this term, and carefree flying sessions like this would help them stay sane.

Harry also occasionally joined his sister in the library to study and do homework together. Dahlia seemed to enjoy the company, since she too had lost her usual social circle of friends.

"How is Amycus Carrow treating you so far?" Harry asked one afternoon, as he helped Dahlia with her Defense essay.

"He's a right proper git," Dahlia groaned. "Keeps taking points away from every House except Slytherin, and berating us for every little mistake."

"But he's not...doing anything to you, is he?" Harry asked cautiously. "Just point deductions and yelling?"

"He makes all the cute girls sit in the front row," Dahlia grimaced. "Gave Ginny Weasley a month of detention when she kicked him for brushing her thigh while walking by her desk."

"That bloody bastard," Harry said through gritted teeth. "If he ever takes it too far, I swear—"

"I know, Harry," Dahlia said. "I'm sure Professor Snape wouldn't let him get away with anything truly awful. Please don't make a big fuss about it."

Harry knew Dahlia was merely downplaying her discomfort to calm him down. But he also knew that she was right – he couldn't afford to blow his lid and pick a fight with the Carrows right now.

"Ginny still not talking to you, then?" he asked instead.

"Course not," said Dahlia. "She and Tori have turned most of Gryffindor against me."

"Astoria's still taking Ginny's side?"

"Hard to blame her, really," Dahlia shrugged. "Ginny's the most popular person in Gryffindor these days. Everyone knows her family was loyal to Dumbledore and that Ron is helping Neville, so she's become a symbol of resistance of sorts."

"She has to be careful about that," said Harry. "If Snape or the Carrows suspect that she's still loyal to Dumbledore—"

"Ginny doesn't care to hide it," said Dahlia. "She wears it like a badge of honor. She's been putting up fliers in the Gryffindor common room advertising a new secret dueling club, like the one we had two years ago."

"If she gets caught doing that, she might be expelled, or worse," said Harry. "You have to convince her to stop."

"As if she'll listen to me," Dahlia laughed bitterly. "It would probably just make her want to do it even more. It's our family everyone is rebelling against, don't you get it?"

"You Gryffindors always have been too rebellious for your own good," said an unexpected voice, as Daphne Greengrass walked up to their table and sat in the empty seat beside Harry's. "Figures my sister would only learn to conform to a crowd when she's in the lion's den."

"Hey, Daph," Harry greeted her. "Not studying in your quarters today?" Daphne had spent much of her spare time holed up in her private dorm, not socializing with anybody in Slytherin or otherwise.

"I've decided I'm not hiding from my peers anymore," Daphne sniffed, her head held high. "I am the Head Girl of this school, and I will not be shunned for it any longer."

"That's the spirit," Harry appraised her. He knew how much Daphne cared about her reputation, and how devastating her new circumstances were for her. Any chance to bolster her confidence he would jump at.

"I thought you would be angry at Astoria," Dahlia frowned at Daphne. "Considering she's distancing herself from you and your father."

"She has always done so anyway," Daphne shrugged. "But now that the Greengrass name is in disrepute, it may be her saving grace. I cannot begrudge my sister for choosing self-preservation over the family that failed her."

"Who says your name is in disrepute?" Harry said. "Your dad is the most powerful man in the Wizengamot. That must count for something."

"Everyone knows now that he's a lackey for your father," said Daphne. "He took a large risk in supporting the Minister, and now he's tied his fate to the Potters. As long as your father is controversial with the public, so is mine...our centuries-long reputation of neutrality is now gone."

"Even so," Harry shrugged, "you must feel badly that your own sister is shunning you. I couldn't imagine being estranged from a sibling."

"She has every right to save her own hide," said Daphne indifferently. "She is not the heir to the Greengrass line; I am. It is my burden to bear, and she can do as she chooses."

Harry and Dahlia shared a grim look. They may not understand the nuances of pure-blood politics, but they both shared an unspoken sadness at the thought of being shunned by a sibling. Daphne may act like she didn't care, but Harry saw the hurt in her eyes, betraying her mask of indifference at Astoria's decision.

Suddenly, a Hufflepuff third-year rushed into the library, waving around a stack of papers over his head. "They've been sighted, they've been sighted!" he shouted breathlessly, drawing the curious eyes of everyone upon him.

"Young man, lower your voice!" Madam Pince admonished the boy.

"But ma'am, Longbottom and his friends have been sighted!" the boy protested. That got the attention of the entire room; even Madam Pince seemed intrigued, joining the throngs of people crowding around the boy as he plopped whatever he was holding onto a table.

Harry, Dahlia and Daphne shared incredulous looks and stood to join the crowd. Other students saw Harry approaching and scurried away, allowing him to push through to the front of the group and see what all the hubbub was about. The boy was holding a special evening edition of the Daily Prophet, which featured full-page images of Neville, Ron and Hermione along with a headline:

LONGBOTTOM AND CO-CONSPIRATORS SPOTTED IN LONDON!

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"Earlier this morning, an employee of the Ministry of Magic reportedly saw Neville Longbottom, Ronald Weasley, and Hermione Granger snooping around the public entrance to the Ministry in downtown London. The employee, who wishes to remain anonymous, reported the sighting to the Auror Department, who quickly locked down the area; however, Longbottom and his friends were nowhere to be found.

Longbottom, Weasley and Granger are currently wanted for their conspiracy to overthrow the Ministry of Magic, along with Albus Dumbledore. They are considered highly dangerous, and anyone who comes across them is encouraged to stay away and contact the authorities immediately. The reward for a successful capture of the trio currently stands at ten thousand Galleons.

The three teens have been on the run since late June of this year, after their scheme was thwarted by former classmate and son of the Minister, Harry Potter. Mr. Potter is currently serving as Head Boy at Hogwarts School, and was recently awarded the Order of Merlin, First Class, serving as a shining example for today's youth—"

Harry set down the paper, not willing to read any more. The article went on for several more paragraphs, but it clearly had nothing more substantive to say. If there was any actual news about Neville and his friends, the Prophet would have said as much...in fact, he strongly doubted that the trio was even spotted in the first place. It was simply a convenient way to keep the public distracted, to keep them afraid of an imaginary enemy outside of the obvious one staring them in the face.

But to his surprise, both Dahlia and Daphne drank in the article hungrily, scouring the paper for the next hour searching for more clues. "What could they have been doing in London?" Dahlia wondered aloud. "Trying to get into the Ministry?"

"That would be suicide," Harry muttered. "That's the last place any of them want to be right now."

"What if they were trying to contact somebody?" Daphne asked. "What if they need help?"

"Then they would've been better off going to the Burrow," Harry pointed out. "Why risk entering the Ministry themselves when they could just visit Ron's father at home?"

"D'you think they're okay?" Dahlia wondered. "Are they safe out there?"

"I think so," Harry shrugged. "They have Dad's Cloak, and they're smart enough to avoid any dangerous situations."

"Yeah...yeah, you're probably right," Dahlia said uncertainly.

Harry had not heard Dahlia talk about Neville since the day after he ran away. He knew she had broken up with him the last time they spoke, but from the fear and worry in her expression, she clearly still had feelings for him. And based on the way Daphne hung on their every word, it was clear she too feared for the fate of the trio on the run. Harry had never seen her look so happy as when she was with Ron last spring, and suspected that what they had was more than just a brief fling as well.

He discussed the article at length that evening with Fleur via their paired diaries. It makes no sense for them to show their faces in London, Fleur wrote. Even if they sought to enter the Ministry, they would have used Polyjuice or glamours, no?

Agreed, Harry wrote back. It was probably a false alarm. If they were after the ring or after me, there would be no reason to go to London in the first place. Hermione would never have allowed them to take such a risk...they'll listen to her.

You speak highly of this Hermione girl, Fleur remarked. Were you two ever romantically involved?

Not at all, Harry wrote back quickly. Well, aside from a brief crush in our third year. But she was my best friend in a prior life, and she's the smartest witch in our year by far.

Fleur did not respond for a few minutes. Eventually she simply responded, I see. If Harry didn't know any better, he'd think that Fleur sounded jealous of the way Harry praised Hermione. But that was silly...Fleur was a beautiful witch three years his elder, and had no reason to be jealous of immature teenage crushes.

How have things been on your end? Harry asked. Any more troubles from your co-workers?

I have been followed a few times in the Alley, but I always manage to lose them before the Apparation point. And once I am at your home, I am perfectly safe. I thank you again for letting me stay.

Don't mention it. I'm just glad you're safe.

Any progress at Hogwarts? asked Fleur. Or are you still being watched too closely?

Not as closely as I expected, wrote Harry. I'm working on a plan to get in and out of the castle grounds more easily so we can work on things together.

Just be careful, said Fleur. I worry what will happen if you get caught.

I'm something of an expert in not getting caught, Harry wrote with a smile. Don't you worry about me. Sleep well, Fleur.

You also.

Harry returned the diary to its drawer. Writing to Fleur had become a nightly ritual, and a necessary stress relief after the long days of being shunned by his peers. He found himself looking forward to these makeshift therapy sessions, to being able to vent his frustrations with someone who understood his plight. It was a useful way to clear his mind before bed and end the night on a positive note.

But tonight, he was not going straight to bed. He instead pulled out the Marauder's Map, checking to see who was out patrolling the castle. Snape was in his office, pacing behind the Headmaster's desk. Professor Sinistra was patrolling near the Astronomy Tower, while two fifth-year prefects loitered around the dungeons on their night shift. It left Harry a brief window to slip out of the castle unnoticed, so he grabbed a few things from his trunk and took off down the corridor.

Harry had spent a good bit of time thinking about the Hogwarts wards and how they functioned. They had to be powerful, covering the entire school grounds, requiring lots of active magic to operate. As such, there had to be a great deal of rune stones somewhere on the grounds, anchoring the magic and powering the enchantments, just like they had at Nurmengard. And those rune stones had to be accessible by the Headmaster, in case the wards needed to be updated, added or removed.

There were a few places Harry thought to search for the rune stones and study their properties. At first he theorized they might be hidden in one of the tall towers of the castle, but none of them were large enough to house a runic complex large enough to power the entire school. It was possible there was a hidden chamber somewhere in the school that only the Headmaster knew about, but Harry knew the castle layout by heart and found it unlikely. One possibility stuck out to him above all others, and he resolved to investigate that weekend.

Harry snuck out of the castle via the back exit, and began descending the winding steps of the western cliff face, leading down to the boathouses. He then pulled his shrunken Firebolt out of his robes and unshrunk it – now that he wasn't playing Quidditch, he kept it in his dorm for easy access in a pinch. He hopped on and took off over the lake.

Harry flew low over the placid waters, staying perfectly silent and using no light to give his position away. He flew around to the back side of the castle, where a portion of the building stood proudly over the lake on high cliffs. There were ample cracks and crevasses in the rock face, and Harry suspected one of them could be housing the rune stones he was looking for.

He felt a strong pull of magic as he traversed the craggy cliffs, and eventually came across a narrow passage carving into the rock wall, barely wide enough for a person to pass through. He carefully maneuvered his Firebolt through the rocky corridor. Once he was safely out of view of the castle, he fired an orb of light forward to guide his path, cutting deeper into the cliff and underneath the castle itself. Once he reached the end of the passageway, he leapt off his broom onto a rocky outcropping, marveling at the sight before him.

Hundreds of rune stones flared to life all around him, lighting up the small cavernous space he found himself stood within. Harry marveled at the sheer complexity of the design, far more layered and nuanced than the protections surrounding Nurmengard. He did not recognize half of the runes, which were written in a language he had never studied in his classes before. Never had the difference between Dumbledore and Grindelwald's magical prowess been more clear...the Hogwarts wards were far more sophisticated, the handiwork of a brilliant mind unparalleled in his time.

Harry knew at once that he was out of his depth here. He was a fair hand at Ancient Runes, but this was far beyond his comprehension. He'd hoped to untangle some of the wards, to perhaps give himself a means of Apparating from the grounds without detection. But there was no way he could decode Dumbledore's system, not even if he had decades to study its design.

Suddenly, Harry's left arm burned as the Dark Mark flared to life. He briefly panicked, wheeling around, half-expecting Voldemort to be bearing down on him down the tunnel, having somehow sensed his attempt at subversion…

But no, this was not the same as being summoned by the Dark Lord himself. It was a more subtle burn, a simple beckoning, and Harry knew it did not come from Voldemort. He felt a sudden compulsion to go to the Headmaster's Office, and knew it must be Snape that was calling for him.

Harry hastily mounted his broom and zoomed out of the cave. He flew low up the jagged steps and dismounted in the back courtyard, shrinking his broom before rushing back into the castle. He took two secret passageways en route to Snape's office, out of breath by the time he arrived at his destination. The stone gargoyle stepped aside, and Harry rushed up the spiral staircase, wondering what this was about.

Snape surveyed Harry suspiciously as he entered the office. Clearly he seemed to suspect that Harry was up to no good, but he said nothing.

"Sit," he ordered, beckoning to an empty armchair. The one beside it was already occupied by Draco Malfoy; Draco was massaging his left arm, clearly having been summoned by the same methods. Harry sat beside him and looked up at Snape in silence.

The Headmaster looked up at the clock on the wall before addressing them both. "Eleven minutes," he said. "That is how long it took for the two of you to arrive here. An unacceptable delay."

"I was in bed," Draco protested. "And at least I beat him."

"It matters not," said Snape. "You are expected to respond more promptly when summoned. If the Dark Lord requests our presence, he will not be so accommodating if we are late."

"Will he really summon us while we're at the school?" asked Harry.

"Most certainly," Snape nodded. "He intends to initiate the two of you properly now that you are both of-age. You may be summoned to a raid, or another event requiring prompt timing, in which case tardiness may be punished."

"Why would we come here if we must leave the castle?" asked Draco. "Wouldn't it be smarter to meet at the front gate or something?"

"I have my own methods of transporting us to and from the castle," Snape said vaguely. "That does not concern you. What should concern you is a greater sense of urgency in responding to summons. Is that understood?"

"Understood," Draco grumbled. Snape's gaze lingered longer on Harry until he too nodded in agreement. Harry wondered what alternate methods Snape had of transportation, but he had more pressing questions at the moment – namely, about the Dark Mark.

"How does it work, exactly?" asked Harry, rolling up his sleeve to study the Mark in greater detail. "Can Voldemort track our every movement through the Mark?" Draco flinched visibly at the use of the Dark Lord's name, but Snape was unmoved, clearly used to Dumbledore saying the name regularly.

"If he focuses his attention on you, he can," Snape nodded. "You can resist his presence temporarily, but I would not recommend it. Igor Karkaroff attempted it when he fled to the continent upon the Dark Lord's return, but he was found within months."

Months? Harry thought, intrigued. He evaded Voldemort for that long? That told him that the Dark Mark was not as all-seeing as he feared. If Karkaroff had successfully avoided capture while being actively hunted by the man who had branded him, it meant that Harry's own actions were not being monitored at all times either.

"Can we communicate with one another through the Mark?" asked Harry.

"In a sense," replied Snape. "Only emotions and compulsions can be transferred through them. So for instance, if either of you finds yourself in danger, you can touch your Mark and think of me, and I will know you require assistance and where to find you."

"What kind of danger?" Draco demanded. "We control the entire country, don't we?"

"It would be foolish to assume that we will face no retribution or push-back in the coming months," said Snape. "Rebel forces are amassing across Britain as we speak, attempting to slow the Dark Lord's ascent to power. Both of you would make for powerful bargaining chips if you were to be ensnared by enemy forces."

Harry had not known that there were still people fighting against Voldemort within Britain. Who was behind it? The old Order of the Phoenix? The Weasleys? Neville, Ron and Hermione? It filled him with hope to know that there were still people fighting for the cause of good, even if he was currently viewed as an agent of evil.

"On that topic," Snape continued, "I have heard rumblings of a student-led resistance movement forming here within the castle. I cannot begin to tell you how disastrous of a decision that would be for all parties involved. If either of you catch wind of such happenings, I expect them to be dealt with swiftly, and quietly."

Snape looked particularly to Harry as he said this. It was as if he knew Harry was aware of such a movement – hell, perhaps Snape already knew that Ginny was behind it. But the implication was clear: handle it himself, lest the Carrows catch wind of it, or worse, Voldemort himself.

"I will put a stop to it," Harry promised.

But Snape continued to survey Harry, eyes narrowed. "Amycus Carrow tells me you were antagonistic towards him at the Welcome Feast," he said.

"I was."

"I would strongly advise against making an enemy of your superiors," said Snape.

"Amycus Carrow is not my superior," Harry said defiantly. "I'm not in his class, and I don't respect the way he behaves around the girls in this school." Draco shifted uncomfortably in the seat beside him; clearly he too had heard tales of Amycus' treatment of the female population.

"I have already spoken with Professor Carrow about his behavior," said Snape. "I will handle such indiscretions, not you. You will respect him like any other member of the staff. Is that understood?"

"If he shows that respect in return, I will consider it," Harry grumbled.

"That was not a request," Snape snapped. "We cannot afford to show discord in our ranks. If the Dark Lord learns of in-fighting within the castle, he may not grant us as much freedom as we have enjoyed thus far this term."

Harry considered this. It was certainly true that Voldemort was not as involved at Hogwarts as he had feared. Antagonizing Amycus might jeopardize that, forcing Voldemort to be more hands-on and dig deeper into what Harry was doing at the castle. He could not have that.

"I understand," said Harry stiffly. "But I will not allow students to suffer because the Carrows abuse their power and lack of discipline. Do your job and I'll do mine."

Snape's lip curled at this rebuke. Clearly he wanted to tell Harry off for his cheek, but he too understood the gravity of Harry's words. He was ultimately the one responsible for the safety of the students, and if he failed to protect them, Harry would, no matter the cost.

"Dismissed," Snape said curtly. "You will be summoned for your first initiation soon, and I expect better punctuality then."

Draco stood at once to leave the office. Harry made to follow, but he paused in the doorway, glancing up at the Sorting Hat, sitting innocuously on its perch. He needed to find a way to obtain it, either by stealing it or convincing Snape to let him borrow it without drawing suspicion. Both plans would involve some risk, and he needed more time to weigh his options, so he departed the office without further comment.

Once they descended the spiral staircase, Draco rounded on Harry. "Are you genuinely suicidal, Potter?" he demanded.

"I don't know what you mean, Malfoy," Harry said coolly.

"I dunno what you were doing when the Headmaster summoned us, but you certainly weren't in your dorm," said Draco, folding his arms.

"And what makes you think that?"

"I'm sure your private quarters are situated in a windstorm," Draco scoffed, indicating the top of Harry's head. "And you smell like the lake."

Harry felt his hair; it was still windswept from his flight across the lake. It seemed he wasn't as sneaky as he thought he was with his late-night excursion. And if Draco noticed it, Snape surely had too, even if he had not brought it up.

"It's none of your concern what I get up to in my own time," Harry said dismissively.

"Actually, it does concern me," Draco snapped. "Your actions affect other people now, Potter, and if you make us late for an appointment with the Dark Lord, I will be punished just as much as you. We're in this boat together now, and I won't have you sink it with your foolish recklessness."

"You and I are not 'together', Malfoy," Harry spat. "You're a bloody Death Eater."

"So are you," Draco pointed out, motioning towards Harry's left forearm.

"You think I had a choice?" Harry scoffed.

"You think I had a choice?" Draco shot right back. "I was forced to accept the Mark at sixteen, Potter. He made me plan Dumbledore's assassination, as a child. My family was being threatened...do you really think I wanted to do any of this shite?"

"You sure had no problems with Voldemort's ideology before," said Harry bitterly. "Calling people Mudbloods, threatening them with your father's name—"

"I was just a stupid kid!" Draco protested. "I didn't know any better! I was just parroting what I was taught growing up. I know blood purity doesn't mean a damn thing – Granger was the best in our year, and you and Dumbledore were more powerful than anyone else in the school, and you're both half-bloods."

"If you expect my forgiveness for being a little shit, don't hold your breath," said Harry. "I too was just a stupid kid once, but at least I knew right from wrong."

"I don't need your forgiveness," said Draco. "But spare me your moral righteousness. You can pretend to be a better person than me all you want – at least I've never taken a life." And Draco stalked off, leaving a stunned Harry in his wake.
Year 7-09: The Phantom Menace

As the fall term progressed, things settled into relative normalcy around Hogwarts – or as normal as they could be, given the circumstances. Students continued to ignore Harry and everyone associated with him like the plague – so too did the professors, who seemed just as concerned about drawing negative attention as the students did. It was isolating, to be put on such a pedestal and forced to lord over his peers like they were beneath him, as if Harry's morbid vision in the Mirror of Erised had come true.

But the isolation also gave him some modicum of freedom. He was able to research whatever he pleased in the library, his Head Boy status granting him unfettered access to the Restricted Section. Madam Pince did not even bother to make him check out his books, avoiding his gaze like the rest of the staff as he carted heavy volumes in and out. If Harry was forced to spend another year in the school, he might as well take full advantage of all the knowledge it contained.

Unfortunately, there was barely any literature about his current preoccupation: the school wards. As far as he could tell, they were largely Dumbledore's creation, likely in response to the rising threat of Voldemort in the 70's. Only a handful of enchantments were mentioned in tomes like Hogwarts, A History, and they mainly pertained to student safety, like the Cushioning Charms on the Quidditch pitch or the Feather-Falling Charms around the moving staircases. No mention of anti-transportation wards or how they functioned.

So Harry would have to continue his own manual research on the subject. He traveled once more to the cliffside cave housing the ward stones, but even after hours of study he was unable to make any sense of their design. He knew that unless he could convince Snape to give him the password, he would never be able to alter their design. So he put such plans on the back-burner for now.

But it did not put a stop to all of his schemes. Late one night, he waited in his dorm for Daphne to go to sleep before pulling out the Marauder's Map and activating it. The castle was clear, save for a pair of prefects patrolling the southern wing. He hustled to the third floor corridor, locating the one-eyed witch statue and tapping his wand to its hump, whispering "Dissendium" before sliding into the hidden passageway beyond.

Harry had no intentions of spending all his time in the castle this year – there was too much to do outside of it. Besides, if something bad were to happen requiring one of his family members to flee, their Portkeys would not work unless they were outside the ward boundary. With his original plan of modifying the school wards a no-go, he now had to find the next-quickest method of escaping their constraints.

He scurried down the tunnel leading to Hogsmeade, keeping his pace slow to feel the latent magic in the air. For good measure, he widened the tunnel as he went, so that one could stand nearly upright within the confined space rather than crawl on all fours. If haste became a priority, it wouldn't do to be in such cramped quarters with hostiles in pursuit.

He walked for what felt like ages, but what he knew was likely just a quarter-mile or so. Finally, he felt the magic in the air shift, like a subtle weight had been lifted off of his shoulders. He turned and Apparated on the spot, emerging in the cool night air outside Hogsmeade, before turning again and returning to the same place within the tunnel.

Harry drew his wand and carved a thick line into the dirt floor and walls. For good measure, he added a permanent Glowing Charm to the line, so that even someone running in complete darkness would know when they reached the ward boundary. If Dahlia or Damian or someone else needed to escape, they would have a clear visual clue for when they had crossed the threshold that would allow them to activate their Portkey. Satisfied, Harry turned and hurried back towards the castle.

He knew that his work was not yet complete, of course. If he found himself outside of the school when his Dark Mark was activated, he would still have a long journey to get back to Snape's office in time. Besides, neither Dahlia and Damian could Apparate, and their Portkeys could only take them one way, so what happened if they got to Raven House and were stuck there for a prolonged period of time? If Harry or Fleur was unable to retrieve them, they would have to find their way home by foot, and Raven House was nowhere near any magical community.

He was still doing research on multi-destination Portkeys that could take the user somewhere different depending on the activation phrase they used. He knew logically that it must be possible – the underlying magic involved wasn't that complicated – but he had yet to make it work in practice. Overloading one device with so many enchantments caused issues he didn't want to deal with, and the last thing he wanted was to give his loved ones a faulty device that might fail to work, or worse, attempt to take them several places at once.

Harry finally reached the end of the passageway and paused at the exit, pulling out the Marauder's Map to check if the coast was clear. The prefects were still far away, but to his surprise, he saw a dozen or so names up near the Astronomy Tower, spreading out across the castle. As he watched, more students' names began to materialize out of nowhere, no doubt exiting the Room of Requirement and sneaking back to their dorms.

The last name to appear was Ginny Weasley, who began to hurry back towards Gryffindor Tower. Harry stowed the Map away and exited the passageway, heading not to his dorm, but to the seventh floor. He had to put his foot down before this new development got out of hand.

The Fat Lady was still sleeping when Harry arrived – no Gryffindors had returned yet. He Disillusioned himself and stepped into an alcove to wait. Students began to trickle back in pairs, sneaking up to the portrait and whispering the password before slipping through the portrait hole and into the common room. Harry let them go – no need to scare them just yet. He knew who the true ringleader was that he needed to scare straight.

Ginny eventually emerged alone, sneaking stealthily down the corridor towards the portrait. Harry waited until she passed by the alcove before lunging out and grabbing her by the arm, Silencing her and pulling her into the alcove with him. Ginny began to scream silently and punch and kick at him, but Harry held her at arm's length, removing his own enchantment and holding a finger to his lips for quiet. When she finally relented and crossed her arms angrily at him, he removed the Silencing Charm on her.

"Out past curfew, Miss Weasley?" Harry asked.

"Yeah, what of it?" Ginny said defiantly. "Gonna give me detention? 'Fraid I'm all booked with the Carrows until December."

"What were you doing out this late?" Harry demanded. "Just out for a stroll?"

"Got hungry," Ginny shrugged. "Went down to the kitchens for a snack. Is that a crime?"

"No," said Harry. "But training a resistance army certainly is."

Ginny's nose twitched slightly, which he knew from years of experience was a tell that she was nervous. "I don't know what you're talking about," she muttered.

"So you weren't meeting with two dozen other students in the Room of Requirement, then?" Harry pressed. "And you haven't been pulling up flyers advertising a secret dueling club to resist the Carrows?"

Ginny's face paled considerably – she knew now that she'd been caught red-handed. "What do you want?" she asked quietly.

"I want it to stop," said Harry simply. "No more meetings. No more student rebellions. Do you realize how dangerous what you're doing is?"

"Maybe I don't care," Ginny sniffed. "Maybe some things are worth the risk. Maybe I'd rather die on my feet than live on my knees."

"Easy to say that for yourself," said Harry. "Not so easy when you consider how your family might suffer as a consequence of your actions. What d'you think might happen to your father if you refuse to stay in line? How many more of your brothers might be put in danger?"

"Is that a threat?" Ginny growled. Harry realized that, in her eyes, he was the threat to her brothers. That hadn't been his intention, but if the goal was to scare her straight, he might as well run with it.

"Yes, it is," Harry said softly, taking a step towards Ginny as she shrunk into the wall. "You need to watch your back, Weasley, or you'll get something much worse than detention or point deductions. Consider yourself lucky that it was me who caught you instead of the Carrows."

Ginny looked suitably cowed now, flinching away from Harry as he towered over her. "May I go to bed now, sir?" she asked in a defeated voice.

Harry nodded and backed away, allowing her to scurry out of the alcove towards the Fat Lady. She whispered the password, glancing worriedly at Harry once more before disappearing through the portrait hole. Harry hoped that this would be enough to convince her to stop, to consider the risk she was incurring with her actions. But knowing the Weasley family, there was always the chance that it would just galvanize her to cross the line even further.

He meant what he'd said to her, though – the Carrows were the real danger she needed to look out for. They continued to give Harry dirty looks in classes and at meals, and students constantly complained about the verbal abuse they suffered under their rule. But so far, nothing truly heinous had occurred to warrant intervention...Snape must be keeping them in line. As September rolled into October, Harry began to feel hopeful that he could escape the year without major incident.

Unfortunately, things clearly were not all sunny in the real world either. Harry entered the Great Hall for breakfast one morning, only for Daphne Greengrass to brush past him in the opposite direction, clearly in tears. The Slytherin table was openly laughing in her direction, which told Harry that something must have happened. Both Carrows also had smirks on their faces as Harry approached the Head Table – never a good sign.

Harry got his answer when he found a copy of The Daily Prophet unfolded at Daphne's empty seat. He picked it up to read for himself, stomach dropping when he saw a picture of her father staring back at him below the headline:

PROMINENT WIZENGAMOT MEMBER ARRESTED FOR FRAUD!

By Alexander Sommerbee, The Daily Prophet

"Longtime Wizengamot member Dale Greengrass was arrested late Wednesday night on suspicion of forgery and manipulation of Ministry records. He was caught by Dolores Umbridge, Head of the Muggle-born Registration Commission, who encountered Lord Greengrass in her office after hours, snooping through her files. Aurors arrested Lord Greengrass on suspicion of tampering with the official records of Muggle-borns in Great Britain.

'I take my job of protecting Britain's magical population quite seriously,' said Madam Umbridge in a statement to the press. 'I am appalled at this security breach that has compromised my ability to bring wrong-doers to justice. I call on Minister Potter to address this lapse and allow me to do my job properly.'

Minister Potter apologized for the incident and condemned Lord Greengrass' efforts. 'It seems that [Greengrass] developed a misguided conscience about the people slated for questioning under our new laws,' he said in a statement. 'He will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law, and an inquiry will be opened into how he accessed Madam Umbridge's office. I remain committed to bringing deviant Muggle-borns to justice and ensuring the security of our world.'

Greengrass' charges come with a minimum sentence of one year in Azkaban if convicted, and he may be stripped of his lordship, which seems likely to happen in today's political climate. Minister Potter has recently been dealing with reports of an underground smuggling operation, as rebel forces seek to subvert justice by allowing accused Muggle-borns to escape Britain via illegal international Portkeys.

'We continue to ask the public for any leads as to the identities and whereabouts of these smugglers,' said Amelia Bones, head of the DMLE. 'These criminals are engaging in conspiracy against Britain and preventing our justice system from doing its job. We will be investigating whether Lord Greengrass had any contact or affiliation with the smuggling operation and if further punishment is warranted.'

For more on the suspected conspirators' identities, see pg. 9."

Harry's stomach squirmed as he set down the Prophet. He knew how much family reputation meant to Daphne, and what a blow this would be to her. The Slytherin table was loudly discussing the article with glee, clearly thrilled with the prospect of Daphne being knocked down a peg. Amycus Carrow also appeared delighted by the turn of events, chuckling loudly two seats away from Harry.

"Looks like yer little girlfriend ain't too happy about the news," he chortled. "Maybe hotlegs won't act so high 'n mighty from now on."

Harry kept his mouth shut, knowing that Amycus was just hoping to get a rise out of him. The man had yet to make good on his earlier promise to 'break' Harry this term, and Harry did not want to give him the chance. He excused himself from the table and left the Hall in search of Daphne.

Her bedroom door was closed when Harry returned to their adjacent dorms. He knew thanks to the Map that she was inside, but she refused to answer when he knocked on the door.

"C'mon, Daph, it's not that bad," Harry called out. "A year in Azkaban isn't so terrible...they don't even have dementors there anymore."

"Go away," Daphne said miserably from inside.

"It'll blow over eventually," said Harry. "The Prophet always makes things out to be worse than they are...my dad and Amelia Bones won't let anything terrible happen to him."

But there was no coaxing Daphne out of her room that day, or for the remainder of the week. She remained shut in her room, skipping classes and meals, unable to show her face. Harry would have worried for her health if he had not spied her on the Map sneaking down to the kitchens in the dead of night for food. He was more concerned about her mental state in the aftermath of such a scandal, which she was not as accustomed to being the subject of as he was.

Just give her time, Fleur wrote when Harry explained the situation to her in the diary one evening. Reputation matters more to her than anything. Things will get better, but she needs time to process.

I just don't like to see my friends hurting, Harry wrote back. I feel like there's nothing I can do to fix it.

A typical male answer, said Fleur. Things don't always need 'fixing'. Sometimes a woman just needs somebody to listen. So the best thing you can do is be there for her when she is ready to talk.

Harry was glad for the guidance. He was not the best at reading or responding to Daphne's moods...Ron had always been oddly equipped for that job. He knew how to get the heiress out of her own head and stop her from spiraling. It was what made the two of them such a good couple, and why Harry knew he and Daphne would have been a disastrous one.

So he carried on with his own routine, hoping that Daphne would come around on her own. He regularly snuck a handful of fresh blueberry muffins out of the Hall at breakfast, leaving them outside her door under a Stasis Charm, knowing it was her favorite confection at meals. At least it made him feel somewhat useful in such a helpless situation.

Meanwhile, Harry worried what other repercussions might come from this incident. Had Dale been acting of his own accord? Or had his own father been involved in the scheme somehow? James had already manipulated the Muggle-born records once before, instructing Amelia Bones to alter Damian's file – was this a similar case? Surely if the Minister of Magic was implicated, it would have been reported along with Dale's arrest, wouldn't it?

Unless Voldemort still plans to use Dad for more legislation, Harry realized. He knew that this arrangement was only temporary, after all – the Dark Lord would only use the Potters as long as they remained useful to him as a scapegoat. So far that remained true, but if it didn't, James would be the first person on the chopping block. But there was no use in worrying about something so out of his control.

In Daphne's absence, Harry found himself spending more time with Luna than he'd planned. Neither of them had other friends that would associate with him, and despite his hesitance to tie Luna's fate to his own in the other students' minds, he appreciated her company. Her cheery attitude was a welcome reprieve from the gloom and doom of the world around them, and he enjoyed listening to her ramble about nothing in particular.

Not everything in Luna's life was sunshine and rainbows, of course. "Oh look, there goes Demelza," she remarked one afternoon as the girl walked past their table at the library, flanked by her Gryffindor Quidditch teammates. "It's been a while since we've spoken."

"Are you two not together anymore?" Harry frowned.

"Oh, no," Luna shrugged. "She said that she wanted to focus more on Quidditch this term. But personally, I think she just doesn't want to associate with me right now."

Harry winced...that was precisely what he was afraid of. "I'm sorry to hear that," he said. "You must miss her."

"Demelza is a good person," Luna smiled sadly. "I enjoyed her company. But if she decides she is happier without me, I can't be upset with her decision, can I?"

"That's very mature of you to say, Luna," said Harry, surprised as always by the flashes of profundity she could produce out of nowhere. "But your feelings matter too. It's okay to be upset, even if you don't blame her."

"True," said Luna. But she did not elaborate on the matter further, and Harry sensed that she was more bothered about the break-up than she was letting on. But as with Daphne, he would not pry, figuring that Luna wouldn't appreciate those wounds being reopened while they were still fresh. It was a reminder that even the most upbeat of people had their problems too in times like these.

Harry took the time to visit his sister in the Hospital Wing as often as he could, joining her for the occasional homework session there. Madam Pomfrey normally would have protested, but she gave them a wide berth, as did the rest of the staff. Dahlia was not one to complain about her troubles either, and Harry would not make the mistake of assuming she had none as a result.

They received an unexpected visitor one afternoon, when Astoria Greengrass entered the wing and timidly approached them. "Dahlia?" she asked. "Can we talk?"

"Erm...okay," said a surprised Dahlia. Astoria sat on the nearby bed beside her, wringing her hands together.

"I wanted to say sorry," Astoria muttered. "For icing you out to begin the term. It wasn't fair to you."

Damn right it wasn't, Harry thought grumpily. If he was in Dahlia's shoes, he would have given Astoria a piece of his mind about the way she'd treated her own friends and family, especially given the turmoil Daphne was going through now. But Dahlia took the high road, wrapping Astoria in a tight hug at once.

"I'm so sorry about your father," Dahlia whispered. "He tried to do the right thing, and he's being demonized for it."

Astoria broke down at once, clinging tightly to Dahlia with relief. "I'm so frightened for him," she sniffled. "I thought I could distance myself from my parents' decisions, but I can't...I love them, and Daddy has always done what he thinks is right."

"I know," Dahlia reassured her. "My dad wouldn't have worked with him if he didn't."

Harry awkwardly dismissed himself to let the two friends reconcile. He wished it was so easy to repair his own broken friendships, but somehow he didn't see himself hugging Ron or Neville any time soon. It was more likely that they would come to blows, if not lethal spellfire. They would have to cross paths again eventually before this war ended, and that was a conversation Harry was not looking forward to.

Meanwhile, Harry continued to scheme ways to obtain the Sorting Hat from Snape's office. To his chagrin, the man worked late hours into the night, pacing around his office doing Merlin knows what. Harry only knew this because he checked the Marauder's Map every few hours throughout the night, interrupting his own sleep to do. There was never a clean window to sneak in and grab the Hat, and even if there was, Harry wasn't sure if he could even get away with it.

He kept an eye on his loved ones on the Map as well. Damian still appeared isolated from his fellow Puffs, but at least he still co-existed peacefully with them in the common room. Dahlia, on the other hand, appeared to have swapped dorms with a fifth-year, bunking with Astoria rather than Ginny, reminiscent of Neville's arrangement with Mark Davis the year before. And then there was his poor mother, all alone in her quarters...no one else ever stepped foot in Lily's room after dark, not even Snape. Harry couldn't even decide if that was a good thing or not.

He could not recall a time when his mother looked so...defeated. Lily's normally vibrant red hair had dulled to a faint copper, and her green eyes lacked their usual sparkle. She appeared thinner than usual, her bony frame apparent even through her heavy teaching robes. The only silver lining was that her skin retained a healthy shade, telling Harry that she had not picked up the bottle again as a coping mechanism.

Harry was not the only person to notice her changing complexion, either. "Damn, Potter, your Mum's not looking too good lately," Pansy Parkinson whispered from behind him as they worked on a brew in Potions class. "The Mudblood looks like she hasn't slept in days...the Headmaster must be keeping her busy at night!"

"Watch it, Parkinson," Harry growled.

"What? Just making observations," Pansy smirked. "Maybe her magic is leaving her, now that she can't harvest the blood of magical infants anymore."

Harry ignored the bigoted remark and focused more intently on his own cauldron. He knew he shouldn't have responded at all...Pansy was just looking to get a rise out of him, just like the Carrows. Besides, he wasn't supposed to be seen as sympathetic to his mother, who was meant to be estranged from the Potter family for her own protection.

Halfway through the lesson, Daphne unexpectedly walked into the classroom, taking the unoccupied seat at Harry's station. "Alright if I join you?" she asked in a clipped tone.

"Of course," said Harry, glancing at the girl. She looked tired and stressed herself, but wore her usual mask of defiant indifference. "Doing alright, Daph?"

"Just fine, thank you," Daphne said snippily. "What are we brewing?"

Harry hesitated for a moment, then filled her in on the state of their potion. Daphne listened intently, pulling out her own notes and asking questions as needed to get caught up to the material. Harry knew if she wanted to talk about the incident with her father, she would bring it up herself. As Fleur had advised him, when she was ready to talk, he would listen...no need to pry.

Pansy didn't seem to get the memo, or more likely, she didn't care. "Look who decided to crawl out of her hole!" she snickered at Daphne's backside. "Where have you been, Greengrass? Sulking because daddy ruined the family legacy?"

"A Greengrass does not sulk," Daphne said haughtily. "I have simply been under the weather."

"Of course," Pansy smirked. "You must have come down with a bad case of 'falling off your high hippogriff'. I hear that's been going around lately...Potter must have given it to you."

"You know I have the power to give detentions, don't you, Parkinson?" said Daphne, turning to glare at her tormentor. "I ought to make an example out of you."

"Go ahead, princess," Pansy taunted. "Enjoy your token of power while it lasts. Your family's finished, and mine will soon take its place."

"Ten minutes remaining," Lily called out tiredly; she had clearly overheard the whole thing but lacked the energy (or authority) to intervene.

Harry turned to glare at the group of girls. Pansy and Millicent Bulstrode sneered at him; Tracey Davis, meanwhile, avoided his eyeline, shrinking behind the other girls. Tracey was a Slytherin for a reason: she had the self-preservation instinct to stay on the right side of the shifting social hierarchy within the school. Still, it was disappointing to see someone he knew to be a good person throwing her morals aside to escape Harry and Daphne's orbit.

"Just ignore them," Harry muttered, turning back towards the still-fuming Daphne. "All they have are words. They know they can't truly do anything to—ahhh!"

Harry winced as a sharp pain suddenly shot up his left arm, causing him to drop the doxy powder he'd been holding over the cauldron. The potion flared orange and began to bubble over the edges, forcing Daphne to Vanish the mixture as the Slytherins behind them guffawed at the mishap.

"What is it?" Daphne asked as Harry clutched his arm. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," said Harry through gritted teeth. His Dark Mark was burning, compelling him to act, to move. And this was no subtle coaxing from Snape...this was more forceful, more urgent. "Sorry, I've got to go."

Harry rushed from the room, throwing an apologetic look to his confused mother. Draco was right behind him, also clutching his arm; they locked eyes grimly and hurried up to the Headmaster's office.

Why now? Harry wondered. It's mid-afternoon on a Tuesday...what could the Dark Lord want from us now?

Snape was waiting for them when they ascended the spiral staircase and entered the office. "Quickly, now," he said with urgency, which told Harry that this was not a simple drill. He beckoned Harry and Draco forward; the two teens stepped to Snape's either side and linked arms with him. Snape drew his wand and muttered something under his breath; Harry felt the magic in the air subtly shift, and a moment later, Snape turned on the spot, Apparating them directly out of the office.

They emerged in a small wooded area, sunlight filtering in through the tall trees. It was a fair bit warmer here than at Hogwarts, telling Harry that they had traveled some distance south, and he could smell saltwater nearby, indicating that they were near the coast. If the circumstances of their visit weren't so dark, he might have found it a tranquil scene.

"Your hoods," Snape muttered. All around them, more dark-robed figures were appearing through the trees, their dark hoods indicating that they were Death Eaters. Draco hastily fumbled for his, pulling it out of his robes and slipping it on; Snape handed one to Harry, who quickly donned it and stepped forward into the forming semi-circle at the center of the clearing.

Nobody spoke as they circled around an empty spot of land. All Harry could hear was the whipping of tree branches in the gentle sea breeze. Then, he felt a wave of dark energy in the air as a black pillar of smoke descended from the sky, landing in the dead center of the circle of Death Eaters. Lord Voldemort emerged from the smoke, red eyes leering around at his gathered faithful.

"Welcome, my followers," he said in a low voice that nonetheless carried across the clearing. "It has been some time since we all gathered here together. If you are here, it is because you are a trusted member of my inner circle. Once I have completed my takeover of Britain, you will enjoy the riches and benefits of power above all others."

There were quiet chuckles and gleeful sneers at this proclamation. Harry, however, was confused. Isn't your takeover of Britain already complete? he wondered. You have the Ministry under your total control...what more could you need?

"Today marks a special occasion," Voldemort continued once the rabble died down around him. "It is the day we welcome two new young members into our ranks. One has served me loyally for a year already, while the other is a fresh recruit. We gather here to initiate Draco Malfoy and Harry Potter into the inner circle."

There were louder guffaws now as the gathered Death Eaters turned to face the two teens, whom Voldemort beckoned forward. Harry and Draco nervously shuffled into the center of the circle; they each felt a sharp burn on their forearms, and immediately dropped to one knee in subservience to the Dark Lord.

"Today, boys, you will witness the full might of Lord Voldemort," said Voldemort. "And you will be given the opportunity to prove your loyalty once and for all. Are you prepared to enter my service?"

"Yes, my Lord," Harry and Draco muttered in unison. Harry did not like the sound of this at all...what would he be required to do to 'prove his loyalty'? Would he be forced to torture Muggles? To partake in some act of terror against the wizarding world? This was a day he had dreaded, ever since he was forced to accept the Mark and everything it represented.

"You see," said Voldemort, turning to address the rest of the Death Eaters, "despite our stranglehold on the Ministry of Magic, there remains small pockets of resistance against us throughout the country. My spy sources have informed me of an underground trafficking scheme, to transport Mudbloods out of Britain rather than have them face prosecution." Many Death Eaters hissed in displeasure at this news.

"Fortunately," Voldemort continued, "our dear friend Dale Greengrass sang like a canary when the Reaver paid him a visit. And today, we are going to put an end to this little operation once and for all."

The Death Eaters chuckled appreciatively, and a few people patted a hooded figure on the back (whom Harry presumed to be Lockhart). Harry's stomach squirmed – he did not know who was involved in this smuggling operation, but a lot of former Order members and other Light-affiliated witches and wizards had gone into hiding after the Battle of London, and he feared whom they might encounter today.

Voldemort stalked across the clearing and beckoned for his faithful to follow. Harry trailed behind Snape and Draco, already mentally plotting for a way out. Snape had mentioned an 'initiation' for him and Draco, which meant that Voldemort expected the two teens to take part in the raid – if not be the main attraction. Would Harry have to do as told, or could he find another way to talk his way out of committing another heinous deed?

The procession came to a halt a minute later. The treeline ended about a hundred yards from the sea, opening up to a high cliff shelf overlooking the English Channel. There were no man-made structures in sight, save for a lone lighthouse, perched at the edge of the cliffside. The ancient structure was small, meant to house two or three people at most, and looked like it hadn't been operational for years.

"We wait and watch," Voldemort hissed menacingly. Harry felt a sense of foreboding as he settled behind a tree alongside the other Death Eaters, watching from the shadows. Whatever was about to happen, he knew it couldn't be good, and he feared that a lot of innocent people were about to be badly hurt, or worse.

After several long minutes of silence, there was suddenly a distant pop, and a group of about a half-dozen appeared out of nowhere on the shelf. It appeared to be a mix of adults and young children – Muggle-borns and their parents, Harry realized with horror. More pops heralded the arrival of more families, at least thirty or forty people in total. They quickly hurried towards the lighthouse, disappearing one by one through the door, into what Harry realized must be a magically-enlarged space to hide them.

"Wait for my signal," Voldemort said in a low, dangerous tone. "I will prepare the trap. Spread out wide, and do not allow anybody to leave."

Harry's stomach turned over as he realized what was about to happen. Voldemort was going to trap the families on the cliffside, with nowhere to run. And the would-be runaways would be slaughtered, with Harry expected to partake in the bloodshed as his initiation. His mind raced, trying to think of some way out, some way to protect the lives of the innocent without jeopardizing himself and his family.

Voldemort strode forward from the trees, brandishing his wand. He began to chant softly under his breath, and Harry felt powerful magic spreading around them – wards designed to keep the runaways from escaping. Anti-Disapparation wards, anti-Portkey wards, and a number of other nasty traps designed to stop any attempts at magical escape. No one was getting away unless they got to the treeline, and there were two dozen Death Eaters standing in their way – not to mention the most feared Dark wizard of all time.

"Now!" Voldemort hissed. He erupted into a plume of dark smoke, rushing forward and streaking around the lighthouse in a menacing fashion. The Death Eaters rushed forward into position, forming a wide single-file line, preventing anyone from running past them without detection. Voldemort cast a series of explosive and fiery curses, wreaking havoc on the lighthouse and forcing anyone within to flee for their lives before it imploded.

Dozens of people streamed out of the building, scrambling over one another in a mad dash for safety. Parents clutched their children tight, never having seen such terrible magic before. Children screamed in terror, their dreams of Hogwarts replaced by a nightmarish future of endless persecution. The families tried to run for the treeline, but froze at the sight of the hooded Death Eaters in their way, caught between certain death on both sides.

Flashes of green light began to erupt from the black smoke circling overhead. Adults were cut down left and right; children were extinguished before their parents' eyes. Harry squirmed in agony; he must act, he must do something to stop this, the consequences be damned. He drew the Elder Wand and prepared for the worst, knowing that this could be the end—

"Stop! We surrender!"

The voice carried clearly through the seaside air, causing a brief pause in the bloodshed. A man and woman exited the lighthouse together, hands raised in surrender. They each held a wand in their hands, indicating that they were magical – undoubtedly the ringleaders behind this smuggling effort.

The black smoke came to rest on the ground, and Voldemort strode dangerously forward, wand aimed at the two rebels. "Drop your wands," he demanded. "And fall to your knees, or every last one of your stowaways will be slaughtered."

The man and woman obeyed, instantly dropping their wands and kneeling in the grass. The other families followed suit, stuck with nowhere to go, eyeing Voldemort with utter terror in their eyes. The Death Eaters slowly advanced, tightening the net and preventing anyone from slipping through the cracks. But it was clear nobody was running...the group looked tired and defeated, clearly having been on the run for quite some time already.

"This little operation has come to an end," Voldemort said softly, though his voice carried clearly through the fearful silence. "Today, you all will learn what becomes of those who defy Lord Voldemort's will. Potter, Malfoy, come."

Harry's heart sank as the Dark Mark burned, compelling him forward. He and Draco strode forward to join Voldemort, who stood at the head of the group of runaways, the witch and wizard leading them at his feet. Harry felt an ever worse pang of dread when he realized that it was Cedric and Tonks, who had quit their job as Aurors after the Battle and clearly joined the underground resistance movement.

"Boys, today is your chance to prove your loyalty to my cause," said Voldemort to the two teens. "I will give the two of you the honor of dispatching these two shameful defectors once and for all."

Draco could not stop a quiet whimper of fear from escaping his lips. Voldemort cocked his head at the boy, a sly grin crossing his features.

"Ah, but I'd forgotten...you have not yet taken a life, have you, dear Draco?" Voldemort said softly, almost sounding sympathetic if not for the manic gleam in his red eyes. "Mr. Potter relieved you of that burden last June, did he not? You have yet to experience the thrill of watching the light leave a person's eyes. Why not begin with your abomination of a cousin?"

Tonks' eyes narrowed in defiance, chin held high as Voldemort beckoned Draco forward. The teen's wand hung limply at his side, his arm trembling fiercely. Harry slowly backed away as Draco raised his wand, aiming it between Tonks' eyes.

Think, Harry told himself. There must be a way to spare them. But what could he possibly say to convince Voldemort not to kill them? He had no leverage, no bargaining power. Cedric and Tonks were helpless, unable to defend themselves or the dozens of others around them. And Harry had no doubt that a Killing Curse from Draco would be a small mercy compared to what Voldemort might do to them otherwise.

"A-Avada…" Draco stammered, fumbling and nearly dropping his wand in the process. "Avada K-ke-kedav—"

"Breathe, Draco," said Voldemort, eyes watching the boy excitedly, seeming almost thrilled by the process. Every eye was upon Draco, the threat of imminent death hanging in the air. Cedric and Tonks clasped hands, eyes closed, waiting for their end to come.

Harry knew he had only one chance to act, while nobody paid him any mind. He palmed the Elder Wand beneath his robes and whispered, "Homunculi speculo."

"I-I can't do it," Draco stammered, his wand arm lowering to his side again. "I am sorry, my Lord."

"This is not optional, Draco," said Voldemort dangerously. "You will either kill or be killed alongside them. I won't tolerate weakness in my ranks."

Draco shook his head to clear it and raised his wand again. His arm had ceased its trembling, and Harry knew that he would not falter this time. Not while his life, and likely those of his parents, were at stake. Draco pointed his wand at Tonks and took a steadying breath to cast the deadly curse—

"Tom Riddle."

Draco actually did drop his wand this time, as the sepulchral voice echoed through the air. Voldemort wheeled around, eyes scanning the landscape for the source of the disturbance. So too did the gathered Death Eaters and captured runaways, looking around wildly for the speaker.

A cloaked and hooded figure emerged from beyond the cliffside, raising up as if out of the sea itself. He alighted on solid ground and strode forward towards Voldemort, the Elder Wand brandished in one hand. Harry kept his true form very still, crumpled to the grass as though cowering alongside Draco, hoping nobody would notice that he was the one controlling the new arrival.

"Lieutenant Prewett...we meet again," Voldemort sneered as he aimed his wand at the newcomer. "If that is your real name."

"I told you once before, Tom Riddle," Harry rasped through the body of the apparition. "I am Death, and your soul will be mine."

Voldemort laughed, a terrible, frightening sound. "You are bold, Prewett, I will give you that," he said. "But I can never be killed. You are a fool to even try."

"We shall see."

Fiendfyre billowed out from around the hooded intruder, towering high above the people below. Muggle-borns and Death Eaters alike scrambled for safety, backing away from the searing heat as Harry directed the flames to swirl around him. He was careful not to let the flames get too close to the innocent; the serpentine heads hissed in displeasure, wanting to consume everyone and everything, but he kept firm control of it, not allowing his will to slip.

"Hold the line!" Voldemort barked behind him. "Stand back! I will handle this." The fearful Death Eaters paused, maintaining a haphazard line to keep the Muggle-borns at bay, but their eyes were fixed on the swirling flames above.

Harry directed the serpent heads to swoop low, towards a cluster of Death Eaters nearby. They dove for safety, backpedaling madly in an attempt to escape the flames. Voldemort retaliated by summoning Fiendfyre of his own, crashing into Harry's own flames to defend his followers. Harry felt the might of Voldemort's magic crash against his own, but he held strong, the Elder Wand helping him to match the Dark Lord's power level.

"You can't hope to defeat me, Prewett!" Voldemort shouted over the roaring flames. "I am more powerful than you can possibly imagine!"

Harry knew that was likely true. He wasn't prepared for a prolonged battle with the Dark Lord, especially with dozens of innocent lives to worry about nearby. But he had a plan. He just had to hold Voldemort off for long enough to allow the runaways to escape.

He sent a wall of flame forwards, forcing Voldemort onto the back foot. The nearest Death Eaters broke rank, abandoning their posts and disrupting the line of defenders. That meant there was a brief opening from the cliffside to the treeline – now it was just a matter of whether the runaways would notice and make their escape.

Luckily, Cedric and Tonks were still trained Aurors, and perceptive enough to realize their opportunity. "Everyone run!" Cedric shouted; he and Tonks began ushering families forward, running behind Harry's position and streaking for the trees.

Voldemort realized what was happening and tried to divert attention towards the runaways, firing green jets of light after them. But his lapse in concentration cost him; Harry sent his Fiendfyre surging forward, snapping at Voldemort and forcing the Dark Lord to resume his own cursed flames. The nearest Death Eaters were forced to retreat even further from the searing heat, giving the runaways even more time to flee.

"Stop them!" Voldemort snarled, addressing his followers behind him. But Cedric and Tonks were not idle; they began throwing up makeshift walls and barriers along their path, protecting the Muggle-borns from oncoming spellfire. Harry also kept his own Fiendfyre flaring out towards the Death Eaters, preventing them from approaching too close to the shoreline.

Just a bit longer, Harry thought, keeping one eye on the retreating runaways as he continued to engage Voldemort. They're almost there. The slowest Muggle-borns were halfway to the tree line by now, where presumably they would be able to Portkey away to safety. It would be a matter of seconds – if Harry faltered, or if the Death Eaters wised up and retreated to the trees to meet the runaways at the ward boundary, many could die.

He was quickly tiring from the effort of maintaining Fiendfyre strong enough to match the Dark Lord's. The cursed flames were struggling to break free of his control, while the Elder Wand screamed for control of its own, meaning Harry was effectively fighting three different forces at once. He felt like his magic was at its breaking point...one false step, one lapse in concentration could mean his doom—

Then, the last Muggle-borns disappeared into the trees. Harry swiped his wand, sending his flaming serpent heads crashing at Voldemort all at once; the Dark Lord brought up his own to defend himself, creating a blinding eruption of light, smoke and ash. When Voldemort turned to engage Harry again, he was gone – he had ended the Body-Mirroring Charm, returning to his original form, cowering on the ground beside Draco.

"Where is he?" Voldemort snarled, wheeling around, scanning the horizon for the hooded intruder. Then, he realized that the Muggle-borns had disappeared; he spun around towards the tree line, but they were long gone, past the ward boundary and Portkeyed to freedom.

Voldemort looked murderous now, realizing that his would-be victims had all escaped. He rounded on his followers, red eyes aflame with pure rage. "Why did none of you stop them?" he demanded. "Why didn't you hold the line as I instructed?"

"M-my lord," stammered a hooded figure, whose voice Harry recognized as a man named Avery. "We could not hold the position...the flames were too powerf—"

"Avada Kedavra!"

A jet of green light cut down Avery where he stood. The other Death Eaters cowered away from Voldemort, none of them willing to admit weakness, to incur the man's wrath. Harry and Draco remained perfectly still, both trembling on the ground – Draco from fear, Harry from magical exhaustion.

Voldemort looked like he wanted to slaughter everyone in sight, but clearly thought better of it. Instead, he screamed with rage and turned towards the lighthouse, casting a massive fireball at the ancient structure. The edifice shattered on impact, the ancient rock crumbling and falling over the cliff into the sea below.

But Voldemort was not content with that. He continued to spew raw magic at the spot, unleashing a wave of immense power at the now-destroyed building. Harry felt his skin ripple with the force of the magic, far stronger than any spell he'd encountered before. It was like Voldemort was channeling all of his anger and magical might into his casting, taking out his frustration on the symbol of his failure.

Suddenly, Draco hissed and clenched his left forearm, as Harry's own Dark Mark began to burn. He suppressed a groan and clutched his arm, as all around him, his fellow Death Eaters sank to their knees, each experiencing their own discomfort. Harry was already feeling drained from the impromptu battle, but now it felt as if the Dark Mark was draining his magical core further, his strength leeching from his body and being absorbed by Voldemort.

Is he using our Dark Marks to strengthen himself? Harry wondered. Can he pull from our own magic? He had theorized that the Mark was a form of soul magic, but never imagined that such a thing was possible. The idea of taking someone else's magic seemed unreasonable, the kind of thing pure-bloods accused Muggle-borns of, but Voldemort had never been one to stay within the bounds of reason.

Voldemort finally relented in his outpouring of power, lowering his wand and examining the result. The lighthouse was long gone, as well as half of the landscape around it; it was like a massive chunk of the cliff side had been torn away, a gaping crater left behind. Harry could barely keep his eyes open, his body and mind completely spent, but all around him the other Death Eaters weren't faring much better, groaning on the ground and clutching their arms in pain.

Voldemort turned towards him and Draco, red eyes glaring suspiciously at Harry. For a moment Harry thought it was over, that the Dark Lord knew it was him, that he would strike Harry down while he was unable to defend himself—

"Dismissed," Voldemort spat angrily, and he disappeared with a mighty crack. He tore through the anti-Disapparation wards in the process, which collapsed behind him with a keening wail. All that was left afterwards was the sound of crashing ocean waves below, and the quiet groaning of Death Eaters all around. Harry's head sank to the grass in relief.

He heard footsteps approach from somewhere above him, but lacked the energy to look up. "Come," said Snape, reaching down to help Harry and Draco up. The two teens groggily stumbled to their feet, and Snape linked arms with them both to Apparate them away.
Year 7-10: Connecting the Dots
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Harry had no idea how long he slept after the cliffside incident. He didn't even know how he wound up back in his dorm after returning to Hogwarts. All he remembered was passing out in Snape's office, and then waking up much later in his bed, groggy and lethargic, feeling like he'd been run over by the Hogwarts Express.

He reached for his glasses on the bedside table, nearly knocking over a glass of water in the process, which he certainly hadn't placed there. He greedily gulped it down, then spotted a note sitting beside it on the table. He picked it up and read: 'Come find me when you wake up. -Dahlia.'

"Tempus," Harry croaked. The time flashed overhead: ten o' clock at night, though he had no idea what day it was. A quick check of the Marauder's Map showed him that Dahlia was still on shift in the Hospital Wing, so he groggily got out of bed and got dressed before exiting the room.

As he shuffled through the castle, he wondered what fallout might have come from his showdown with Voldemort. He was still alive, which meant the Dark Lord did not know he was Prewett – not yet, anyway. His Dark Mark prickled uncomfortably, much like his scar did in his prior timeline whenever Voldemort was angry, which was a foreboding sign. He hated being so in the dark, not knowing what kind of danger he was in or if he had screwed up royally by intervening.

Dahlia sprang to her feet when she saw Harry enter the Hospital Wing. "How do you feel, idiot?" she asked breathlessly as she wrapped him in a hug.

"Sore," Harry muttered as Dahlia helped him onto a cot. She flicked her wand to summon a Stamina Potion from the cabinet, which she handed to him; he gratefully drank it, feeling the energy slowly seep back into his body. "How long have I been out?"

"Four days," said Dahlia. "Headmaster Snape summoned me to your room to take care of you...your magical core was nearly depleted."

Harry winced at this news. "Will it recover?" he asked.

"Eventually, with a proper potions regiment," said Dahlia. "But what the hell happened? Draco also spent that night in the Hospital Wing, but he left the next day."

"The less said about that, the better," Harry sighed. "I'll be fine."

"Don't do that," Dahlia snapped at him. "I'm not someone you keep things from anymore, remember? You can trust me, and I need to know what happened so I can treat you properly."

Harry hesitated – he did not know how wise it was to share what really happened. What if Lockhart decided to breach Dahlia's mind again? But she already knew secrets about him that would be devastating in the hands of Voldemort, so he figured one more wouldn't hurt.

"I fought him," Harry said in an undertone. "At a raid. He was going to kill a group of Muggle-borns being smuggled from Britain, and I stopped him. I bought enough time for the runaways to escape."

"You fought You-Know-Who?" Dahlia gasped. "And lived? But...then why hasn't he ordered you killed?"

"He doesn't know it was me," said Harry. "I used an illusion to mask my identity. No one can know, Dahlia, I mean it."

Dahlia looked horrified by this news. "I don't like this at all, Harry," she muttered.

"Me neither," Harry sighed. "That's not all, though." He rolled up his left sleeve to expose the Dark Mark. It stood out darkly against his pale skin, and angry red veins surrounded it, as if it were a raw animal bite. Dahlia waved her wand over the Mark, flinching at whatever feedback she got from her diagnostic spell.

"I'm not sure exactly what happened," Harry admitted. "But Voldemort got angry after they escaped, and cast a really powerful spell, and me and a bunch of other Death Eaters felt a pain in our Marks. It felt like he was sapping our magic out from all of us to make himself stronger. Is that possible?"

"I have no idea," said Dahlia. "But this is really complex Dark stuff...some kind of soul magic. I can't even begin to understand how it works."

That was concerning to hear. Harry thought his soul was finally free of Voldemort's grasp – now it appeared they were tied together once more. Only this time, the connection was more one-sided, with Voldemort able to control him and even claim his magic for himself. What if the Dark Lord had done so during their fight? Or worse, realized that the 'Prewett' character was one of his own Marked followers? There would be no fighting against him after that.

"What's been happening since that night?" asked Harry. "Any news in the real world?"

"Nothing really," Dahlia shrugged. "Oh, except Amos Diggory got arrested on conspiracy charges, and his son got added to the Undesirables list, along with Tonks. They didn't elaborate on why, though."

"Makes sense," Harry sighed. "Cedric and Tonks were helping the Muggle-borns escape. Of course they would go after their families to make an example out of them."

"Then why not arrest Andromeda too?" Dahlia pointed out.

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. Maybe she was insulated because she was part of James' cabinet, and he was able to protect her. Or maybe she simply wasn't aware of the smuggling operation, and was cleared by Lockhart's memory invasions. It was maddening, not knowing exactly what was happening outside the castle and how safe the people he cared about were.

"What about the Carrows?" Harry asked to change the subject. "Did they come in for treatment that night?"

"No, but they both missed a day of lessons," said Dahlia. "They seemed extra nasty after they came back, too. Even Ginny thought better of pissing them off with the mood they were in."

Harry wondered if the Carrows had experienced the same magic-draining effect that he and the others had. He did not think they were present at the raid – they didn't come to Snape's office to travel with them, and as sadistic as they were, they didn't strike Harry as the type for Voldemort to consider his 'most trusted followers'. Perhaps they had learned of the raid in retrospect...that, in addition to the debilitating effects from their Marks, must have made them quite surly indeed.

"Are we in danger?" Dahlia asked quietly. "Will You-Know-Who figure out that it was you and come for us?"

"I don't know," Harry said honestly. "I hope not. But be ready just in case. Remember the protocol, and remind Damian about it too."

Dahlia nodded grimly. Harry had told his sister and cousin about the line he'd drawn in the one-eyed witch's passageway, marking the ward boundary. If the worst were to happen – if Voldemort were to realize Harry was behind the Prewett moniker – the entire family might have to flee at a moment's notice.

Harry retired to bed soon after to try and recover his strength. He still felt lethargic when he woke up the next morning, but he forced himself out of bed to rejoin the rest of the students. He did not want to give any indication that he was unwell, that he'd been particularly affected by Voldemort's draining effect. If Snape or the Carrows reported his excessive magical exhaustion to their master, he might grow suspicious of Harry.

"Morning," he greeted Daphne neutrally as he took his seat at the Head Table. Daphne arched an eyebrow, but thankfully did not make a scene about his appearance.

"Are you alright?" she asked him in an undertone.

"Fine," Harry shrugged. "Why do you ask?"

"You were making all kinds of noises the last few nights," Daphne muttered. "If the Headmaster had not summoned Dahlia to watch you, I would have gone to Pomfrey."

"Just a nasty stomach bug," Harry lied smoothly. "Nothing to fuss about. Okay?" Daphne must have sensed the urgency in his tone, because she merely nodded in response.

Harry glanced down the row at the other staff. Amycus and Alecto Carrow shot him nasty looks – nothing out of the ordinary, but disconcerting all the same. Snape regarded him impassively – it was always difficult to gauge what the man was thinking. Lily avoided his gaze, but Harry could sense her worry. He waited until she looked up to meet her eyeline, then gave her a reassuring nod before returning to his meal.

He hoped to return to a normal routine and put the cliffside incident behind him. All appeared to be relatively calm in the castle, and Voldemort's anger had subsided through the Mark, so there was no need to panic or draw attention to himself. Harry attended his classes, did his homework, and generally tried to forget the danger as his magic slowly healed itself. If Voldemort hadn't arrived to kill him yet, perhaps Harry had indeed escaped his notice.

In the meantime, Harry decided to delve deeper into his research of soul magic. Whatever the Dark Mark had done to him, he needed to understand how it worked, and quickly. He knew this war would not end before he had to face off with the Dark Lord again, and with such a devastating ability in Voldemort's arsenal, the battle could be over before it began.

So he spent much of his free time in the library, reading every tome in the Restricted Section that dealt in the magic of the soul. But he quickly ran into the same problem that he had when researching horcruxes years prior: the library simply did not contain the information he needed. He suspected Dumbledore had something to do with this...perhaps after Voldemort's ascent to power, the former Headmaster had removed the most dangerous of books from the library, resulting in nothing that could help him learn how to fight the dark magic, much less understand it.

Maybe Krum could help me again, Harry thought. He'd provided Harry with an illegal book on blood rituals two years ago...maybe he had other banned books that could help. But writing him a letter was out of the question – he had no doubt that international mail was being screened heavily. He would have to speak with Fleur about the issue...maybe she could arrange a meeting with Krum face-to-face overseas. As a bonus, it would be useful to know what was happening outside of Britain...what was the ICW up to? Had any other nations realized the threat of Voldemort? Or were they, too, pretending that nothing was wrong?

Unfortunately, Harry was so preoccupied with what was happening outside of the castle that he forgot that there was very much still danger within the castle, as well. One afternoon, Harry sat working on a History of Magic essay in the library, when a loud voice reverberated throughout the space: "Help! Please, somebody help!"

Harry looked up in alarm. A Hufflepuff prefect had sprinted into the library, looking panicked and desperate. He jumped to his feet at once, leaving his schoolwork behind to attend to the girl.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

The fifth-year girl startled at the sight of Harry, but apparently her need overrode her fear of him. "S-something bad is happening in the Defense classroom," the girl stammered.

"Something like what?" Harry frowned.

"I don't know, but I was passing by and I heard screaming!" the Hufflepuff girl said. "Please, you have to go see!"

That couldn't be good. Harry ran past the girl out of the library, not even bothering to gather his things. He ducked through a secret passageway to get to the Defense classroom more quickly. As he approached, he could indeed hear a high-pitched screaming coming from somewhere; several students in the halls stood frozen, worriedly looking in the direction of the screams.

Harry arrived at the classroom and burst through the door. What he saw made his blood boil: Amycus Carrow stood at the front of the room, wand trained upon a young boy, who was writhing on the floor and screaming hoarsely, clearly under the effects of the Cruciatus Curse. The rest of the class of second-years was watching on, horrified, as their classmate was tortured in front of their eyes.

Harry's wand jumped to his hand in a split second; there was a loud bang, and Amycus was blasted backward, ricocheting off of the blackboard and landing in a heap on the ground. Harry rushed forward, ignoring the hushed murmurs of the class and kneeling beside the injured boy. He was whimpering and curled up in a ball, trembling terribly from the effects of the curse, but he appeared to be okay.

Harry rounded on Amycus, who was gathering himself angrily. "Potter," he snarled. "The hell is you doin' here? You don't take my class."

"Why are you torturing a student?" Harry demanded. "Are you mental?"

"The little twerp talked back to me," Amycus huffed. "I won't stand for it in my class!"

"And you think the Cruciatus Curse is an appropriate punishment for a twelve year old?"

A sly smirk spread across Amycus' face. "The Headmaster says we is allowed to demonstrate the Unforgivables to students," he grinned. "They has to learn what they do somehow, don't they?"

Harry looked around at the class, at all the young faces staring horrified at their classmate on the floor. "You raise a good point, Professor Carrow," said Harry. "The students should learn what the awful curses do."

"Damn right," Amycus agreed.

"Let's show them another, then," said Harry, pointing his wand at Amycus. "Imperio."

Amycus' face went blank, his mind totally under Harry's control. It was trivial, commanding the simple-minded man to do as Harry ordered. He ordered Amycus to march up to the blackboard, then, with a mighty crash, he slammed his face into the board. The class gasped as Amycus repeatedly cocked back and slammed his head into the solid surface; blood began to smear across the board as Harry forced the man to injure himself again and again.

Harry eventually released the curse, allowing Amycus to slump to the floor with a gasp. The man angrily jumped back to his feet, rounding on Harry, his nose broken, blood streaming from his nostrils.

"You little shit!" he spat. "You'll pay for that, Potter."

Amycus rolled up his left sleeve, revealing the Dark Mark and causing the class to gasp with fear. He hovered his index finger over it, looking murderously at Harry, the threat quite clear.

"Go ahead," Harry said calmly. "Call your master and hide behind him. We'll see what he says when he learns that you used the Cruciatus on the son of a Wizengamot member."

Amycus' eyed flicked over to the boy on the ground. "A what now?" he asked.

"That's Daniel Galloway," said Harry. "His mother is Beatrice Galloway, who has been on the Wizengamot for twenty years. What do you think she would say if she learned about this? How might she and her allies retaliate against you and the school?"

Amycus blinked – he clearly hadn't known that. "I ain't scared of her," he spat.

"Then be scared of me," Harry growled. "Because the next time you harm a student, I'll make sure a broken nose is the least of your worries. Maybe I'll demonstrate the final Unforgivable for the class...we both know it wouldn't be my first time."

Amycus glared angrily at Harry, his finger still hovering over the Dark Mark on his arm. Harry did not look away, glaring right back, daring him to do it, as the class watched on with bated breath.

Eventually Amycus decided it wasn't worth it, rolling up his sleeve and turning away. "Class dismissed!" he spat, as he walked up the stairs to his office and slammed himself inside. The class didn't need telling twice; they stood from their desks and scurried for the door, glancing worriedly back towards Harry as they did so. If they weren't terrified of him before, they certainly were now.

Harry knelt beside Danny Galloway, a troublesome Gryffindor boy he'd caught sneaking around the castle a handful of times the previous year on prefect patrol. "How are you feeling, Danny?" he asked.

"Sore," the boy groaned.

Harry helped the boy up. Danny stood shakily, still trembling but able to stand on his own two feet.

"Let's get you to the Hospital Wing," said Harry.

"Don't need the Hospital Wing," Danny grumbled defiantly. "I just wanna go back to my dorm."

"It's not a request," said Harry. "You could suffer lasting spell damage if you aren't treated. Madam Pomfrey will patch you up."

Danny reluctantly followed Harry from the classroom and down the hall. They walked in silence, Harry slowing his pace to accommodate the injured boy, who refused any sort of help but was clearly still suffering the after-effects of the curse.

"Mr. Potter?" asked Danny timidly as they drew closer to their destination. "Are you a Death Eater?"

Harry considered the question. "What makes you say that?" he asked.

"Everyone in my House thinks so," Danny shrugged. "Ginny Weasley says you're evil. But…"

"But what?"

"But you don't act like one," said Danny. "You were always nice to me last year. You seem like a good person."

"The world isn't split into good people and Death Eaters," said Harry, smiling in spite of himself at the line his godfather once spoke in his previous timeline. "But it doesn't matter. What matters is that you have to be more careful around the Carrows."

"He was bad-mouthing Professor McGonagall," Danny said bitterly. "I couldn't just let him get away with it!"

"Yes, you can," said Harry sternly. "Listen, Danny, the Carrows are dangerous. They don't follow the same rules as the other teachers. You have to keep your head down and stay out of trouble, or they might do even worse to you, and I won't always be around to stop them."

Danny said nothing in response to this. They arrived at the Hospital Wing in silence, and Madam Pomfrey came out to greet them.

"Mr. Galloway here was placed under the Cruciatus Curse," Harry told her. Madam Pomfrey's eyes widened in horror, beckoning Danny forward towards a bed. He looked back at Harry as he walked away, obviously deep in thought. Harry hoped the boy would heed his warning and stay out of trouble from now on.

He knew it was not wise to oppose the Carrows so brazenly, especially in front of other students. People would talk about this incident, and Snape would hear about it soon – and by extension, Voldemort himself. How might he respond to such discord in his ranks? Would he punish Harry for the show of nobility? Or would the Carrows themselves seek retribution, targeting someone Harry cared more about?

But maybe Harry didn't care. There were things he could turn a blind eye to, but torturing an innocent child was not one of them. He would defend his actions to the grave, whether to Snape or to Voldemort or to Death himself. The Carrows would not have free reign to harm his classmates so long as Harry drew breath.

After all, if he did not draw the line somewhere, what greater evils could he be capable of enabling?

"Try again! Remember: destination, determination, deliberation."

Damian and Dahlia gave Harry an exasperated look as they lined up once more on the grass. They were practicing Apparation on the front lawn of Raven House, attempting to travel from one conjured hoop to another. Fleur watched on from the porch, bemused, as Harry attempted to coach the two underage teens on what to do.

"Bloody impossible," Damian grunted, sweat beading on his brow from concentration. He twirled on the spot once more, succeeding only in losing his balance and crashing back to the grass.

CRACK! There was a loud noise as Dahlia abruptly disappeared and reappeared ten feet away, just missing her target hoop. She winced and sank to her knees; when Harry approached, he saw that she was missing two of her fingers.

"Aw, hell," Harry groaned. "You've Splinched yourself. Here, let's get you back to Madam Pomfrey—"

"Back off, idiot," Dahlia grunted. She stumbled back over to her original hoop, where the two disembodied fingers lay; she waved her wand, and with a smaller crack, the two fingers reattached themselves, as Dahlia painfully flexed her reformed hand.

"That's enough for today," Harry sighed with relief. "You're making progress – both of you."

"If you say so," Damian muttered, dragging himself to his feet and shuffling over to the porch, flopping onto the wooden steps with a groan. "Quidditch was never this hard."

"You almost 'ad it a couple of times, Damian," Fleur reassured the boy. "I swear you flickered once or twice before falling on your derrière." Damian was too tired to do anything but flip her off in return.

"Why can't we just use Portkeys?" asked an exasperated Dahlia as she too flopped onto the porch. "They're just as fast and effective without any of the risk."

"Because a Portkey can only go one direction," said Harry. "And who knows if Raven House will be safe forever? If the Fidelius Charm ever fell, you would have nowhere else to go."

"Why would the Charm fail?" Dahlia pressed. "It's basically fool-proof."

"Tell that to the Longbottoms," Harry said grimly.

Dahlia fell silent at this reminder – both Neville's parents and his grandmother had been safe under the Fidelius Charm at one time, only to be killed anyway in both instances. Harry trusted Fleur with his life, but what if she was compromised in the future? What if Lockhart – or worse, Voldemort – caught wind that she was untrustworthy and decided to take a look into her mind?

"I'm going up to the lab," said Dahlia, struggling to her feet. "Maybe I'll start on that Felix Felicis brew I've been theorizing for months."

"I'll come help," Damian offered, getting to his own feet.

"On second thought," Dahlia grimaced, watching as Damian clumsily entered the house, nearly knocking Fleur over in the process, "maybe I'll just brew some Wiggenwelds instead." And she too disappeared inside, leaving Harry and Fleur alone on the porch.

The two sat in silence for a while, watching the afternoon sun dip low in the sky. After a while, Fleur broke the silence: "Something 'appened, didn't it?"

"What makes you say that?" Harry asked innocently.

Fleur gave him a scathing look. "You 'ave not written to me in over a week," she admonished him. "And I see ze way your sister and cousin are looking at you...zey are worried about something. What 'appened?"

Harry groaned internally...unlike with Voldemort, he could not hide anything from Fleur. So he recounted the incident at the cliffside lighthouse, and the task he and Draco had been given. Fleur listened with rapt attention, gasping when he described how he used the Body-Mirroring Charm to face off against Voldemort and allow the Muggle-borns and their smugglers to escape.

"Mon dieu," Fleur breathed. "It is a wonder nobody was injured or killed."

"It was very fortunate," Harry agreed. "But that's not all." He described the moment of rage in which Voldemort had sapped the magical energy of his followers to empower himself. Fleur looked shocked, then puzzled as he wrapped up his tale, showing her the Dark Mark and the fading angry red lines around it.

"It's a good thing that he didn't do it while he was fighting me," Harry admitted. "He probably didn't want to affect the other Death Eaters from holding the treeline. But if he knew it was me, it would be trivial for him to do it again, and there would be nothing I could do to defend myself."

"I 'ave never heard of such vile magic," Fleur muttered. "Does it affect all of 'is followers, or only specific ones?"

"I think all of them combined," said Harry. "It seems like the Carrows were also affected, even though they were back at Hogwarts at the time."

"What a horrifying design," said Fleur. "If 'e wanted to, ze Dark Lord could take on ze power of two dozen men, at ze expense of their own strength."

"Frankly, it doesn't surprise me," Harry laughed bitterly. "Voldemort never was one to care about anyone's lives but himself. He would gladly sacrifice every one of his followers the moment their lives were not useful anymore, and his own was in jeopardy."

"What are you going to do about it?" asked Fleur.

"That's what I hoped to talk to you about," said Harry. "Have you considered visiting your parents in France again soon?"

"Eet is difficult to secure an international Portkey these days," Fleur sighed. "They are suspicious of anyone entering or exiting ze country."

"Surely your father could help with that, though?" Harry asked hopefully. "He's an important man abroad, and Voldemort wouldn't want to anger him."

"I suppose," said Fleur thoughtfully. "But why do you wish for me to leave? Don't we 'ave more important things to do here?"

"Yes, but there's something I need from the continent," said Harry. "Krum has access to information that is heavily restricted here in Britain. I need to research soul magic more thoroughly to understand how the Mark works, and he might know of a book or two that could help."

"Viktor would be a valuable ally," Fleur agreed. "You believe we can trust 'im?"

"I do," Harry said confidently. "He covered for me at the fighting ring in Bulgaria, and he hates Dark wizards more than anybody. See if you can arrange a meeting with him while you're abroad."

"I will," Fleur nodded.

"And see what you can learn about what's happening in the outside world. How other countries are covering the war, and how the ICW is responding. I'm sure your father would know better than anyone."

"Should I ask him to begin recruiting again?" asked Fleur. "We will need an army eventually."

Harry considered this carefully. "True," he admitted. "But he should do it quietly for now. Voldemort definitely has spies in France, and if he catches wind that your father is moving against him, he might retaliate by going after you."

"Do not worry," said Fleur confidently. "My father knows 'ow to be discreet."

"What is it he does, exactly?" Harry asked, suddenly curious. He'd never gotten to the bottom of Sebastian Delacour's line of work...he seemed to be quite wealthy and heavily connected in the French Ministry and in broader European affairs.

"He is...'ow do you say in English...un arrangeur," said Fleur. "He 'elps move things from place to place, introduces clients and brokers, and finds people who do not always wish to be found."

"Like a fixer?" asked Harry. "For the mafia?"

"The what?"

"Never mind," Harry muttered. Once in his prior timeline, he had watched a Muggle movie called The Godfather on television with Dudley, who only let him stay if he promised not to wake Vernon and Petunia upstairs. He often pictured Sebastian as a Don Corleone-esque figure, making shady dealings with powerful people, but perhaps it wasn't quite so glamorous. "Is what he does legal?"

"On paper, yes," said Fleur. "But 'e often bends the law to achieve his goals. Papa always knows 'ow to get what 'e wants without attracting attention from ze wrong people."

"That's good, then," said Harry. "See what he can find out. The more people who know what's really going on in Britain, and are willing to help, the better."

"I will write to him straight away, then," said Fleur. "And in the meantime? What will we do?"

"Keep working on the Cup," said Harry. "Any leads on which vault it's in?"

"Not yet," said Fleur. "But I 'ave been compiling a list of options. I 'ave over forty vaults tagged, their locations in ze bank, and every protection I know they 'ave."

"That's very useful," said Harry, impressed. "Keep working on it. We might need to consult it once we narrow down which vault we need to enter."

"But 'Arry," said Fleur worriedly, "I do not know every protection on every vault. Some are custom-ordered by ze goblins, and employees do not 'ave access to such information."

"The more information we have, the better," Harry shrugged. "It can't hurt. Keep doing what you're doing, and I'll keep working on getting the Sorting Hat from— aahhh!"

Harry winced and grabbed his forearm. The Dark Mark was burning again.

"What is it?" asked Fleur, alarmed. "Is ze Dark Lord draining your magic again?"

"No," said Harry. "It's Snape. He's calling for me." The burn was not nearly as intense as Voldemort's beckoning, but he nonetheless felt the compulsion to go directly to the Headmaster's Office.

"You do not think there will be trouble?" asked Fleur as Harry stood from the porch.

"Nah, he's probably just going to chew me out for what I did to Carrow," said Harry. "I can handle Snape. I'll be back as soon as I can to get Damian and Dahlia."

Harry hugged Fleur goodbye before Apparating to the one-eyed witch's passageway and hurrying back onto the school grounds. He slipped through the witch's hump into the castle and hustled to the Headmaster's Office, taking care to Scourgify himself to remove any traces of dirt from the tunnel.

"Salazar," Harry announced to the gargoyle standing guard. It sprang aside, and Harry bounded up the spiral steps to the office, bursting through the door without knocking. "You summoned me, sir—?"

Harry's breath hitched in his throat. Snape sat impassively behind his desk, surveying him quietly. But he was not alone. Voldemort sat in one of the large armchairs, red eyes leering at the new arrival. Beside him sat the wandmaker, Garrick Ollivander, who had gone missing over a year prior; the man looked frail and weathered, sitting meekly with his gaze trained upon the floor.

"Ah, Harry," said Voldemort in a falsely-honeyed tone. "How good of you to join us. Have a seat."

Voldemort beckoned to the empty seat beside him with his long, bony fingers. Harry tentatively sat, working to keep his heart rate under control and his hands from shaking. The sight of the Dark Lord sitting so casually within Hogwarts was an eerie and uncomfortable one.

"I was just conversing with Severus about your initiation," said Voldemort. "It did not entirely go to plan, did it?"

"No, my Lord," Harry muttered.

"I understand many of my followers suffered some...unfortunate side-effects from my wrath that day," said Voldemort, not sounding sorry about it at all. "The appearance of this Prewett figure caused me to temporarily lose my temper. I hope your recovery was not too taxing."

"I'm fine, my Lord," said Harry quickly, hoping to downplay the magical exhaustion he felt that night. Snape eyed Harry curiously, knowing the true nature of Harry's ailments, but said nothing. Fortunately, Voldemort did not appear fixated on this – his mind was clearly elsewhere.

"The presence of this mystery man continues to vex me," said Voldemort, a look of consternation on his face. "He has complicated matters for me twice now, and I cannot allow someone of his caliber to exist, opposing my rule."

Harry said nothing, hoping that Voldemort was not about to question him about his 'Lieutenant Prewett' alter ego again. He felt that he had barely escaped without tipping his hand the last time, and wasn't sure how long he could evade the Dark Lord's prying.

"I require your wand, Harry," said Voldemort, extending his palm expectantly.

Harry's heart skipped a beat. "M-my wand?" he repeated dumbly.

"You have it on your person, do you not?" Voldemort said irritably. "No respectable wizard ought to be without it."

Harry nervously reached into his robes, careful not to fish into the wrong pocket and procure the wand he didn't want Voldemort to know about. He pulled out his own Kneazle wand and handed it over, doing his best to school his features and not give away his nerves.

Voldemort drew his own yew wand and placed the tip to Harry's wand. "Priori incantato," he whispered.

A flurry of spells displayed overhead in a virtual slideshow. It was mostly mundane...household charms, basic levitation and summoning, and some school work for his classes. Harry watched them pass by, thanking his lucky stars that he had used the Elder Wand in his battle against Voldemort on the cliffside. He was also fortunate that he had not trained in the Room of Requirement for weeks; it would take Voldemort quite a while to reach the record of those offensive spells being cast.

Eventually Voldemort ended the spell, brow furrowed in thought. Rather than hand the wand back to Harry, he instead turned to Ollivander, giving him the wand instead. "Well?" he demanded.

Ollivander surveyed the wand for a moment. "Mahogany and Kneazle whisker, twelve and three-quarter inches," he muttered. "A rare combination, but a proper fit. I sold this wand to Mr. Potter six years ago, and I sense it remains loyal to him – though only just."

Voldemort's eyes narrowed at this. "Only just?" he repeated.

"Kneazles are notoriously fickle creatures," Ollivander explained. "I warned Mr. Potter that he would have difficulty earning the wand's trust. I sense that the relationship between wand and wizard has been turbulent as of late."

Voldemort snatched the wand back, examining it thoughtfully. Harry's heart was hammering, but he remained perfectly still, doing his best not to betray his fear. Did the Dark Lord know Harry possessed another wand that was vying for his loyalty? Would he begin asking questions Harry would not be able to talk his way out of? But after a few tense moments, Voldemort finally tossed the wand back to Harry, who stowed it away in his robes without comment.

"There is a particular matter that weighs on me, Harry," said Voldemort, standing to pace about the room. "I have given a great deal of thought to it in recent weeks, and I hope to gain your insight."

"Er...alright," said Harry. What insight could Voldemort possibly hope to glean from him?

"This so-called 'Lieutenant Prewett' seemingly appeared out of nowhere in the past year," said Voldemort. "Powerful wizards like him do not often escape my notice. I have asked my spy network to look into the matter, and they have unearthed some...interesting findings."

Harry's stomach churned at this information. "Such as?" he asked.

"I like to keep an ear to the underground scene at all times," said Voldemort. "And my sources informed me of a fresh dueling talent on the scene, popping up in Knockturn Alley earlier this past year. A man who goes by the moniker of 'Phantom'."

Harry's heartbeat began to increase again. This was a line of questioning he dreaded...if Voldemort had discovered Harry was the person behind all of this, surely it could not end well.

"I viewed Barty Crouch's memories of this man's bouts in the arena," Voldemort continued. "He is a skilled fighter, there is no doubt, more skilled than most. But nothing that I would consider a threat to me...just another mercenary selling his talents for coin. However, this wizard has a distinctive style: athletic, flexible, favoring speed and versatility over raw power or branch specialty. I have no doubt that this is the same man that I have now faced twice in battle."

Harry watched Voldemort closely, unable to gauge his frame of mind. Was he playing with his food? Had he already arrived at the correct conclusion? Or was there more going on here?

"This wizard also appears to be highly connected within the Ministry of Magic," said Voldemort. "Otherwise, he would not have earned the appointment alongside the Auror Moody prior to the Battle of London. There is no record of this man as an Auror, but he nevertheless has friends in high places. Which narrows down the possibilities of his identity significantly.

"And then there is the matter of his wand," Voldemort continued. "I have viewed my own memories of my two bouts with the man carefully. He possesses a unique wand, one that is quite familiar to me. It is a wand I have fought against many times before, but in the hands of another."

Voldemort reached into his robes and pulled out a wand. For a brief moment of panic, Harry thought he was about to strike Harry down then and there. But the wand he procured was not his own...it was a smaller, more crooked and weathered wand. He recognized it at once.

"This is the wand you took from Albus Dumbledore, the night you killed him?" Voldemort demanded.

"Yes, my Lord," Harry said quietly.

Voldemort handed the wand to Ollivander. "Can you confirm that this wand belonged to Dumbledore?" he asked.

Ollivander surveyed the wand carefully. "Maple and phoenix feather, nine and one-quarter inches," he said. "My grandfather sold this wand to Albus Dumbledore, before I was born."

"How would you know that, if you weren't there?" Voldemort demanded.

"He often bragged that he crafted the wand that defeated Gellert Grindelwald," Ollivander shrugged. "He tried to replicate the maple and phoenix combination many times, but failed to find a match as good as Albus."

Voldemort took back the maple wand and stowed it back in his robes. "You see, Harry," he said, resuming his pacing, "I have long wondered why Dumbledore was not using the same wand that night that he used to fight me over the decades. It is not unheard of for an arch-wizard of his caliber to possess multiple wands, of course – I myself have experimented with others for specific endeavors. But this other wand of his seemed to possess unusual properties."

"What kind of properties?" Harry asked innocently.

"It is difficult to explain," said Voldemort. "But Dumbledore seemingly possessed a foresight I thought impossible in combat. As if he could predict my next moves before I made them. And numerous times I was certain I had him, that my spells had finally slipped past his defenses, only for a superhuman recovery on his part to prevent certain doom. It is that same preternatural instinct that this mysterious 'Phantom' seems to possess."

Voldemort was pacing faster than ever now. Harry sat as still as possible, trying to keep his heart from hammering in fear. The Dark Lord was honing in on the truth quickly, far too quickly, and there was little he could do to prevent it.

"All of this led me to a simple conclusion," said Voldemort. "This 'Phantom' must have had an intimate relationship with Albus Dumbledore, and connections to the very top of the Ministry. Someone young and capable, with motive to wish me harm. And after much deliberation, I have finally deduced his true identity."

It was over. He knew. Harry braced himself for the end, knowing that the moment was nigh. Voldemort was poised like a venomous serpent, waiting to strike; Harry had no choice, had to go for the Elder Wand and fight, hoping against hope that he could defend himself long enough to give his loved ones a chance at escape—

"I must conclude that this mysterious 'Phantom' is none other than Neville Longbottom."

Harry froze. That was not at all what he'd expected Voldemort to say. "N-Neville?" he stammered.

"It is the only answer that makes sense," said Voldemort, resuming his pacing in earnest. "Dumbledore was training the boy in his final months, as Severus has attested, in the same period that he divested himself of this mysterious powerful wand. He must have been teaching Longbottom how to wield the wand properly, in preparation for his confrontation with myself."

Harry kept his mouth firmly shut. Voldemort was partially correct, and had deduced that Dumbledore passed the Elder Wand along to Neville before his death. Only Harry knew the full truth, the actual location of the wand today, and he had no intentions of spelling it out for the Dark Lord. But then Voldemort turned to him expectantly, red eyes peering curiously at him.

"What do you make of this theory, Harry?" he demanded. "Does my logic make sense in your mind?"

Harry's mind raced, searching for the correct response. "It makes perfect sense, my Lord," he said. "Neville was quite withdrawn in the last few months I knew him, and spent a lot of time with Dumbledore. I too suspect that he obtained Dumbledore's wand in that period, and was training with it."

"Ah, yes, but I almost forgot...you fought the boy yourself that evening, did you not?" said Voldemort. "I saw the memory in your mind...he appeared far more adept than normal, more powerful. He must have had this wand then...but then how were you able to overpower him, if this wand granted him the power to stand toe-to-toe with me?"

"He was likely angry and confused," Harry supplied quickly, not wanting Voldemort to get side-tracked from his original theory. "He made a lot of sloppy mistakes. He nearly bested me."

"Yes, yes," said Voldemort, nodding in agreement. "The boy had just lost his mentor, after all. And he then had several long weeks to prepare himself before I met him again at the Battle of London, to ready his mind...it is a shame only that you did not kill him, Harry, as this problem would not have manifested itself."

Again Harry said nothing to correct Voldemort. The Dark Lord did not know that Harry had taken the wand from Neville, and must have believed the boy absconded with it when he fled the castle. And clearly he did not understand the nuances of wand ownership, or he may have suspected that Harry earned the wand's loyalty that day anyway. Harry could see Ollivander shifting uncomfortably nearby, perhaps sensing this discrepancy himself, but he remained silent.

"But no," said Voldemort, "it is fortunate that you did not. It must be me to kill the boy in the end. He has caught me off-guard twice now, but he will not do so a third. He will make another mistake, as he did against you, Harry, and then all will know who the superior wizard is once and for all."

It was then that Harry realized why Voldemort did not yet consider the war won. He needed Neville's head as a trophy to truly feel secure, to throw off the self-doubt. He still put stock in the prophecy, still believed deep down that Neville might have 'power the Dark Lord knows not' that made him afraid. No wonder he didn't even consider the possibility that Harry was Phantom...his arrogance and his fear of what happened in the graveyard two years prior prevented that.

"I must ask you again, Harry," said Voldemort, rounding on him once more. "Do you have any idea where Longbottom and his little friends have gone?"

"No," said Harry at once. "I have been trying to locate him, my Lord." He did not even have to lie this time – it was true. Neville remained frustratingly hidden from sight, preventing Harry from doing what needed to be done to finish things. Though in this instance, perhaps that was a good thing, as it seemed to be the one thing keeping the Potters alive as puppets. Once Neville was captured and killed, Voldemort would have no further use for them and could move out of the shadows at last.

"Continue your efforts in earnest," Voldemort instructed him. "Locating him is my top priority now. Severus, do what you can to aid young Mr. Potter in this endeavor."

"I will, my Lord," said Snape with a tilt of the head.

"In the meantime," said Voldemort, "I must learn more about this mysterious weapon he possesses. I know of no such wand that can make a mediocre wizard such a force to be reckoned with. It must possess remarkable qualities, and no such wand could be manufactured without drawing attention to itself. Wouldn't you say, Ollivander?"

"I have shared with you my suspicions," Ollivander said meekly.

"Yes yes, you and your fairy tales," Voldemort said dismissively. "You wandmakers would believe in something so outlandish as a 'Wand of Destiny'. Such a thing strikes me as mere myth."

A shiver of fear ran down Harry's spine. Had Ollivander told Voldemort about the Deathly Hallows? Would Voldemort put two and two together and seek out the objects himself? Would he realize that all roads led to Harry in the end? Harry prayed that wasn't the case, that the Dark Lord would not put stock into the theory.

"On the other hand," said Voldemort, "even fairy tales are oftentimes rooted in reality. I will investigate this so-called 'Deathstick' and determine if such rumors are in fact fantasy."

That was bad news. If Voldemort followed the same whispers that Harry had, it would eventually lead him to Grindelwald, who was still alive in his cell at Nurmengard. And the man knew far too much about Harry – secrets that would spell his doom in the hands of Voldemort.

"One last thing, Harry," said Voldemort. "Severus informs me that you had an altercation with Amycus Carrow last week."

Harry stiffened. "Yes, I did," he said.

"Why?"

"He used the Cruciatus on a second-year," said Harry. "The son of a Wizengamot member. I had to set him straight, so that he didn't get the idea that he could harm students as he pleased. It wouldn't do for parents to learn what he's doing to their children, would it?"

Voldemort's red eyes bored into Harry's, scrutinizing him. Harry held his breath, wondering if the Dark Lord was about to punish him, to retaliate for his transgression against a fellow Death Eater.

Instead, a chilling grin crossed the Dark Lord's features. "Right you are, Harry," he said. "The last thing we need is a public outcry against the re-education of our youth. Amycus is a loyal follower, but he lacks...discretion in matters such as these. I have instructed Severus to reign in his more aggressive tendencies with the students."

Harry breathed a quiet sigh of relief. He had not expected such a positive outcome from the altercation...would it actually lead to greater student safety?

"That is why you will be in charge of student punishments from now on, Harry," Voldemort said, his wicked smile growing wider. "A Head Boy ought to remind students of their place. They will not question your authority again if you show them what becomes of troublemakers in our new world order."

Of course it couldn't be so simple, Harry thought with an internal groan. He should have realized Voldemort wouldn't let him exist here at Hogwarts without making an example out of him. He wanted Harry to be hated, to bear the brunt of student loathing, so that once he was done with the Potters, the family name would be tarnished forever. Such was the price of letting them live in the first place.

"I suspect we shall see each other again soon," Voldemort said as he headed for the exit. "Keep an eye on the headlines in the days to come – I think you'll find an item of great interest there in the near future." And with that cryptic warning (or threat?) lingering in the air, the Dark Lord swept from the office, Ollivander shuffling meekly behind him.
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Harry spent the next few days wondering what Voldemort meant with his cryptic parting message. What kind of news was coming? Were the Potters going to be made a wider example of to the public? Was the Dark Lord going to kill someone Harry cared about as punishment for what he did to Amycus Carrow? He dreaded what was to come, knowing that anything that made Voldemort that gleeful could not be a good thing.

He did not have to wait long for the headline to drop. As soon as he entered the Great Hall for breakfast, he knew something was up – the entire room was full of nervous chatter as students hunched together over copies of the Prophet. When he arrived at his seat, Daphne was already reading her own copy, brow furrowed in concern. When he took his seat beside her, she shifted the paper to her right so he could read it over her shoulder:

MINISTER POTTER ANNOUNCES NEW RE-POPULATION EFFORTS

By Adam Staunton, The Daily Prophet

"Minister of Magic James Potter yesterday announced a series of sweeping measures designed to help re-build Britain's magical population after decades of stagnation and decline.

'Britain was once the shining pinnacle of magical society,' said Potter in a statement to the press. 'But after a century plagued by war, emigration and dangerous cross-breeding with Muggles, our bloodlines have been decimated and diluted from their original purity. Such a trend must be put to rest, lest we face the total collapse of our society within the next few generations.'

Potter also announced a series of marriage laws designed to help encourage greater procreation among pure-blooded families. For instance, wizarding couples with at least three-quarters magical parentage will be subject to heavy taxes, which can only be waived if they produce three or more magical offspring within seven years of marriage. Alternatively, couples with less than three-quarters magical parentage shall be limited to two offspring in total, with significant financial penalty for each additional impure child.

A similar tax will also be applied to un-married pure-blood males until they marry an eligible pure- or half-blood female with the intent to reproduce. Additionally, all un-married pure-blood females under the age of 40 will be barred from employment in the wizarding world, until they have entered into a magical marriage contract resulting in pure-blood offspring. This ban may be lifted if they submit themselves to public availability, such that any pure-blood may claim them as a bride.

'The youth of today does not possess the same urgency to procreate as my generation did,' said Minister Potter. 'Britain cannot afford to wait for them to make up their minds on where to work and whom to marry. We must make such decisions for them, for the future survival of our great nation.'

Potter declined to answer questions from the press about the nuances of these new laws. For instance, will pre-existing married couples without children be exempted from the tax? Will seventeen year-old witches be permitted to complete their education at Hogwarts prior to marriage? Will current un-married witches be fired from their jobs? Will there be penalties for pure-bloods choosing to marry Muggle-borns, as the Minister himself once did?

The Minister declined to answer all questions, except for one. 'I am not above this law myself,' he clarified. 'I too will be re-marrying to do my solemn duty for Britain and purify the Potter bloodline once more. Both of my existing children will also be expected to follow suit.'

The new laws will go into effect on January 1, 1998. For more on the implications of the laws, see pg. 3. For a comprehensive list of pure-blood witches eligible for marriage, see. pg. 8."

Harry's stomach sank the more he read of the article. Daphne looked like she was going to be sick, poring over the article multiple times beside him and even diving deeper into the paper looking for answers. She flipped to the list of eligible names on page 8, and sure enough her name was on there...as was her sister, Astoria, under the 'Soon-to-be-of-age' section.

"This is barbaric," Daphne seethed. "Even in the Dark Ages witches weren't prohibited from employment like this. How could anyone think this is a good idea?"

Harry scanned the rest of the Great Hall to gauge the students' response to the news. There were looks of horror from the Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, and Hufflepuff tables, many of whom had pure-bloods in their ranks who would be subject to these laws. The Slytherins mostly looked pleased, especially the boys, who were leering excitedly at their female classmates. Harry suspected that many of them had yet to secure marriage contracts, but with such a looming threat of penalty against both the men and women, that ought to be rectified rather quickly.

The Slytherin girls, to his shock, appeared pleased by the news as well. Pansy Parkinson hung off of Draco's arm, snuggling up close to him, seemingly certain of who her future husband would be. Millicent Bulstrode was making eyes at a burly Slytherin who was on the Quidditch team...clearly she had been trying to secure a marriage contract from him as well. Makes sense, Harry reasoned. Most Slytherins have been preparing for this kind of reality all their lives. The girls don't see it as degrading because they've been conditioned to be proud of it.

Harry also wondered what James meant when he said that his children would 'be expected to follow suit'. He and Dahlia were both half-bloods...what did these new laws have to do with them? Would they have to subject themselves to the new laws as a show of solidarity with their father? Harry had no intentions of taking a pure-blood bride, and he doubted Dahlia would willingly give up her Healer aspirations to pump out children for some wealthy suitor.

Was this all Voldemort's doing? Was this a ploy to appease his Death Eater followers and ensure that they could find willing pure-blood brides for themselves? Or was he simply using James Potter to enact such cruel legislation, so that when he was finished with him, he could swoop in and become Britain's savior with less overt laws that nonetheless subjected people to his rule?

Making matters worse was that Harry was forced to attend a double-hour of Muggle Studies that same morning, and Alecto Carrow took the opportunity to praise the new laws. "This has been a long time coming," she said with glee. "'Bout time we 'ad a Minister with the balls to do summat about the growing Mudblood population 'round here."

"Will you be required to marry under the new law, Professor Carrow?" asked Terry Boot.

"No, you stupid boy," Alecto sneered. "I am over forty, well past my child-bearing age, and I have better things to do than rear little twerps for the rest of my life."

"But you didn't have children while you were of child-bearing age," Terry pointed out. "Doesn't that make you part of the problem, failing to do your 'duty to Britain'?"

The class snickered at Terry's clever snark. Alecto rounded on him, looking murderous, so Harry decided to intervene.

"Detention, Boot," Harry barked from across the room. "Another word, and you'll be off the Quidditch squad."

Terry threw Harry a dirty look, but thankfully fell silent as Alecto preened in triumph. Harry knew he had to at least give off the impression of being a hard-ass, in order to appease Voldemort and give the Carrows fewer opportunities to harm his classmates.

Harry was forced to run detentions nearly every night now, as more and more students were getting into trouble for talking back to the Carrows or asking too many questions about the way things were in the world. He usually forced them to write lines or perform manual labor, like cleaning without magic, while also trying to impress upon them the importance of staying in line. He doubted anyone took him all that seriously – most students viewed him as a part of the problem, not someone to be listened to.

Ginny Weasley was one of his most frequent visitors, earning detentions seemingly every other night of the week. "You have to be smarter what you say to professors, Weasley," Harry admonished her one evening as she and a half-dozen other Gryffindors scrubbed the dungeon floors. "If this continues much longer, it could start to impact your future outside the castle."

"What future?" Ginny scoffed. "I'll be seventeen in less than a year, then I'll be sold to some pure-blood prick and forced to have his babies."

Harry had no retort for this. He'd forgotten that Ginny would be subjected to the new laws as a pure-blood herself. It was a grim reminder that she was entirely in the right for fighting back against the system she found herself in...he could not blame her for rebelling, but nor could he be seen supporting her actions, so there was little he could do.

I don't pity the Death Eater who tries to force her into submission, Fleur wrote angrily as Harry consulted her on the matter one evening. She'll sooner mutilate his family jewels than bear the children of a man she hates.

That's what worries me most, said Harry. This time next year she'll either be in Azkaban, pregnant against her will, or dead, and I'm not sure what the worst of those outcomes would be for her.

Then let's finish this war before it comes to that, wrote Fleur.

Agreed. You aren't being forced into anything with these laws, are you?

No, I am still considered a 'half-breed' by other pure-bloods and am not legally bound to marry. That hasn't stopped a half-dozen of my co-workers from offering marriage contracts anyway, and pestering me to 'stop playing hard to get'.

Harry felt his rage building once more at the injustice of it all. Dahlia had rightly predicted months ago that the new reality would be more difficult for young women than just about anyone else. The thought of so many girls' futures being taken from them made him all the more determined to finish this war before things got even more out of hand.

Harry also suspected that Voldemort had something sinister in store for the Potters. He may be a half-blood and exempt from the laws himself, but he doubted the Dark Lord would pass up on the opportunity to use Harry as a proxy for his arms. He didn't know what, but he sensed a hidden part two to all of this that he was not yet privy to. It was only a matter of waiting for the other shoe to drop.

And it seemed he wouldn't have to wait long to find out. The very next morning, a flurry of owls entered the Great Hall during breakfast, far more than usual for the morning post. A gaudy purple envelope was dropped in front of Harry, as an identical one landed in Daphne's porridge bowl. They exchanged confused glances, before each tearing open their envelopes to read:

Dear Mr. Harry Potter,

You're invited! You have been selected as one of the lucky few guests to attend the Minister's Ball, next Saturday the fifteenth of November. The Minister of Magic himself, James Potter, welcomes you to enjoy a night of dinner, drinks, and dancing in celebration of the passage of the new marriage laws.

All gentlemen are expected to wear formal dress robes for the occasion. Ladies must wear traditional gowns or dresses, with shoulders and arms covered and hems extending to at least the ankles.

Please R.S.V.P. no later than the twelfth of November. No guests or reporters will be permitted entry.

Cordially,

Andromeda Black

Senior Undersecretary to the Minister of Magic

Harry glanced over Daphne's shoulder at her own letter – it appeared to be identical. "What d'you reckon this is about?" she asked him worriedly.

"No clue," Harry muttered. Looking down the row, a few others at the Head Table seemed to have received the same invitation. Both of the Carrows were reading theirs, as were Snape and Lily. And all across the Hall, students of all Houses were reading their own invites – all pure-bloods, Harry realized. Many Slytherin sixth- and seventh-years were invited, along with a handful from other Houses. All three of the 'Terrible Triplets' of Gryffindor had gotten one: Ginny, Astoria, and Dahlia, all looking puzzled by the invitation.

Harry knew this could mean nothing good. Why had so many been invited, some as young as sixteen? What was this 'Minister's Ball' truly about? Why were guests and reporters prohibited? Something strange was afoot, and he could only guess what was to come.

The following Saturday, Harry and Daphne made their way down to the Entrance Hall, where dozens of other students awaited, all dressed in their formal best. Many Slytherins chatted excitedly, while others nervously bunched together, silently dreading whatever was to come. Eventually Snape descended the steps with Lily on his arm, beckoning students into a side chamber where a Floo connection had been established. He ushered students through the hearth one by one; Harry was the last to go, stepping into the green flames and spinning away from the castle.

He stumbled out of the grate into what appeared to be a large ballroom. Enchanted windows shone brightly with moonlight as men and women of all ages milled about the space, conversing quietly and sipping on glasses of expensive-looking liquor. Soft orchestral music wafted in from somewhere, and everyone walked around stiffly, performing all matter of ridiculous gestures and greetings with one another. It was like a parody of what Harry imagined a pure-blood function to look like, except it was real, and he was now a part of it.

Harry walked through the crowd for a bit, searching for a friendly face. There weren't many to be found. Most of the attendees seemed to be from wealthy pure-blood families, or members of the traditionalist faction of the Wizengamot. Dozens of Death Eaters were also in attendance: Barty Crouch, Gilderoy Lockhart, the Lestrange brothers, the Malfoys, and many more. Nearly everyone here seemed to be a Voldemort sympathizer or someone with connections to the top of the Ministry.

"Harry!" a voice called from across the room. Harry turned to see Sirius and Amelia waving him over; he approached and gave them both a hug.

"How are you guys?" he asked. Sirius looked tired but relatively unharmed, while Amelia was now sporting a baby bump, supporting her belly with one hand.

"Fine, just fine," said Sirius, though his clipped tone told Harry that things were not actually going all that well. "How's Hogwarts?"

"Fine," said Harry in a similarly stilted tone. Sirius seemed to get the message, grimacing and patting his godson on the shoulder supportively. "D'you know what this ball is all about?"

"No clue," said Sirius. "We're just expected to show up and be on our best behavior."

That couldn't be good news. If even they didn't know what was going on, who did? Harry had a strong suspicion what the answer to that question was, and he didn't like it one bit. He felt his robes to ensure the Elder Wand was within reach, just in case, not knowing if he would need it tonight or not.

"Potter," a new voice greeted him. Harry turned; Percy Weasley was approaching, regarding him warily.

"Percy," said Harry, inclining his head. "You were invited as well?"

"All of my siblings were," said Percy, head jerking to the left. "Well, except for one, of course." Harry turned to see the entire Weasley clan huddled together: Arthur, Molly, Bill, Charlie, Fred, George, and Ginny, all glaring daggers at him.

"Have any of you heard from Ron?" Harry asked in an undertone. "It's imperative that I speak with him."

"Not a word since he disappeared," said Percy. "As if we'd tell you even if he had."

Ouch. Harry did his best to overlook the clear rebuke. "What can I do for you, Percy?" he asked as politely as he could.

Percy looked around to ensure they weren't being eavesdropped upon, before speaking in an undertone. "I wished to offer my support to you and your father," he said. "And pledge to help you with whatever you may need in the future."

Harry sensed a greater meaning to whatever Percy was offering. "Why?" he asked.

"Just a show of good faith," Percy shrugged. "And, well, if there was anything that could be done about my sister...perhaps if she could be removed from that list of eligible brides until she is able to graduate Hogwarts as she has always dreamed…"

Ah. So that was the true purpose of Percy's offer: to spare Ginny the fate of every other pure-blood girl in Britain. "I'll, er, pass along the message," said Harry. "But I don't know if I have the power to grant exceptions to the law."

Percy grimaced; clearly this wasn't the news he'd hoped for. "Thank you for the time, Heir Potter," he said through gritted teeth, clearly resentful that he must address Harry as such. And Percy returned to his family, who welcomed him back into the circle without a word. Harry felt a pang of sadness at the looks of hatred the Weasleys were giving him – in his past life they were like a second family, and now they loathed him. They'd even managed to forgive Percy of his past transgressions, united by a common enemy in Harry.

Minutes later, James Potter took to the stage to get everyone's attention. "Please find your seats," he announced. "The proceedings are about to begin."

Everyone left the ballroom floor to find their seats around the dozens of tables situated around the stage. Harry was seated with his family and their close confidants: James, Dahlia, Sirius, Amelia, and Andromeda. To his surprise, James took his seat soon after beside Harry, leaving the stage empty. "Aren't you running the show?" he whispered to his father.

"No," James whispered back. "I was not told what this is about."

A feeling of dread began to settle in Harry's bones as the rest of the room took their seats. He could not shake the feeling that something bad was in store. And that feeling did not diminish a moment later when a side door opened, and Lord Voldemort himself strode into the ballroom.

There was a moment of stunned silence as the entire room turned towards him. Some stifled gasps, including Pansy Parkinson, who had clearly heard the rumors but had never seen the man in the flesh before. Then, people began to stand and clap as Voldemort took to the stage. More Death Eaters and sympathizers stood to show their appreciation as a grinning Voldemort stood to face them from his platform.

At first, Harry was shocked to see the Dark Lord coming out so brazenly into the open. But then, he realized that everyone invited here must have already known or at least suspected he had returned. It was yet another sign of Voldemort's growing comfort with his stranglehold over Britain, and another step towards his total takeover of the government. It seemed that Neville Longbottom was the only thing standing between him and open dictatorship.

"Thank you all," Voldemort said with a devious grin. "You have all been invited tonight because you are a crucial part of the new regime I am building in Britain. The public is not yet aware of what is to come, but you are. Britain's golden age is about to begin, and you will be the first to reap the rewards."

The crowd roared in appreciation once more. Only a few tables remained seated and silent, including the Potters, the Greengrasses, and the Weasleys.

"Now, tonight we are here to celebrate the new marriage laws," Voldemort continued once the fervor died down. "There have been many questions about how the laws will function and who will be the first to choose their lucky brides-to-be. I am pleased to inform you all that those who have proven their loyalty to me will be the first to enjoy the benefits that these laws provide."

Whoops of laughter and mirth met this announcement. Harry saw the eager look on the faces of many of the male Death Eaters around the room, who seemed to be taking stock of the young women in attendance, as if selecting their prey.

"But before we get to that," said Voldemort, "there are a few people I wish to recognize personally. Because fortunately, there are some who have already taken the initiative and begun their re-population efforts in earnest. Take, for instance, Lord Black and Lady Bones."

Harry stiffened as Voldemort crossed the room towards their table. He stopped in front of Sirius and Amelia; the former draped himself casually but protectively in front of his wife, while the latter rested her hand lightly on her growing belly.

"This is a pairing I can approve of," Voldemort said with a sickening smile. "Two proper pure-bloods uniting to produce a worthy heir. It warms my heart to see the wayward Black heir finally return home to perform his duty and continue his noble line."

Several Death Eaters laughed at this notion, Rodolphus Lestrange most loudly of all. He must have heard plenty about Sirius' defiant ways from his late wife Bellatrix, and knew that Sirius' intentions were not at all with the Black lineage in mind. But with Voldemort lording over him now, there was little doubt what the Dark Lord intended for the unborn Heir Black's upbringing.

"And then we have our poor Minister," said Voldemort in a lightly chiding tone as he turned to James. "He, too, went astray from centuries of pure breeding and married a Mudblood. But given the way she treated him and showed her true colors, it's safe to assume that he's learned his lesson about fraternizing with low-bloods. Wouldn't you agree, Minister?"

The Death Eaters around the room guffawed loudly at this. James glanced across the room to where Lily sat beside Snape, her eyes cast forlornly to the ground. Snape deliberately avoided James' gaze, eyes fixed impassively on Voldemort.

"But there is a silver lining to all of this, of course!" said Voldemort gleefully. "You are still young, Mr. Potter – not even forty years old, am I right? You have many years of child-rearing ahead of you, and are once more an eligible pure-blood bachelor. And we cannot have our own Minister viewed as above the very law he enacted...we must find you a suitable new bride!"

Voldemort scanned the room. Harry saw several younger women sit up straighter, puffing their chests out, as if hoping to be chosen as the Minister's new bride. But the Dark Lord's gaze didn't stray far, landing upon somebody seated at the very same table as the Potters.

"Ah, how poetic!" Voldemort smiled, as he rounded the table towards Andromeda Black. "Another wayward Black, who foolishly abandoned family traditions for a Mudblood. You are not yet so old yourself, Madam Black...perhaps you still have some child-rearing years ahead of you as well."

Andromeda looked stricken by the suggestion. She and James shared a horrified look, both realizing what Voldemort was implying.

"What a wonderful story to exemplify Britain's great turnaround!" Voldemort exclaimed. "A Potter and a Black, uniting to continue their noble lines. Never mind their past misdeeds and corrupted offspring...they too can be forgiven if they perform their solemn duty to their great nation. We shall have a grand ceremony this winter to celebrate the union!"

James and Andromeda both appeared stunned as the Death Eaters all around the room mockingly cheered the news. Now Harry understood why Andromeda had not been sent to Azkaban for Tonks' misdeeds as Amos Diggory had for Cedric's...Voldemort had a far more sinister and public punishment in mind for her.

Harry silently prayed that Voldemort would move on, would cast his attention elsewhere and leave the Potter table be. But unfortunately, that was not the case. His eyes lighted upon Harry, whose stomach dropped as a devious grin crossed the Dark Lord's features.

"Ah, young Harry Potter," said Voldemort softly. "My newest recruit. Half-blood though you may be, you remain the heir to a powerful family. You must therefore be thinking about your legacy, and the continuation of the Potter bloodline."

Harry had not been thinking about such things at all. His sole goal for the past six and a half years was the survival of the remaining Potters – the 'bloodline' could be continued at a future date.

"We must find you a suitable bride, Harry," said Voldemort, scanning the room. "One that is acceptable for a young man of your station, whose family can contribute to the Potter legacy—but, oh, the answer is so simple, is it not?"

Voldemort had spotted the Greengrass family sitting nearby: Daphne, Astoria, and their mother Ariadne. Dale was of course absent, serving his sentence at Azkaban; the three women flinched as the Dark Lord swooped over towards them, stopping in front of Daphne.

"Daphne Greengrass," said Voldemort, running a bony finger along her cheek and causing her to flinch. "Hogwarts' latest Head Girl, and heiress to the Greengrass line. A shame that your father could not be with us tonight, isn't it, Miss Greengrass?"

Daphne said nothing, trembling silently in her seat, eyes cast towards the floor.

"Lord Greengrass has proven to be quite an ally for the Minister in recent years," said Voldemort. "It is a wonder that no marriage contract offer has been made to formally unite the two families. Perhaps we ought to rectify that tonight, in light of the new laws. What say you, Lady Greengrass? Shall you permit your daughter to marry the future Lord Potter?"

Ariadne Greengrass looked stricken by the request. Her eyes flitted over to Harry, then to her own terrified daughter. She couldn't rightly refuse the Dark Lord to his face, so she merely jerked her head in affirmation.

"And you, Minister?" said Voldemort, turning back towards James. "Do you approve this union?"

James too looked to his son and to Daphne. He looked pained, as if realizing that he was responsible for this via his past business dealings with Dale Greengrass. He too could not refuse, so he nodded.

"Splendid!" said Voldemort, clapping his hands together. "Why not perform the ceremony here and now? Minister, would you care to officiate?"

Voldemort beckoned for the three to follow him up onto the stage. Harry felt numb as he stood and followed his father to the front of the room. Daphne joined them, still shaking terribly...he wanted to take her hand and reassure her, but worried that the gesture would be misinterpreted, giving the present circumstances.

James silently beckoned for Harry and Daphne to face each other. "Do you, Daphne Greengrass, take this man as your husband?" he said quietly.

Daphne tried and failed to speak a few times, before finally squeaking out a "Yes".

"And do you, Harry Potter, take this woman as your wife?"

"Yes," Harry said quietly.

"Then with my powers as Minister of Magic, I hereby pronounce you husband and wife," said James. "Please clasp hands."

Harry and Daphne hesitantly took each other's hands. James waved his wand over them, and Harry felt a wave of magic pulse through him, similar to that of the Unbreakable Vow; Daphne shivered as she undoubtedly felt the same.

There was suddenly a click and a bright flash of light. Somebody had taken a photograph of the moment from the front row. Harry realized then that this was the true purpose of the impromptu marriage: to make an example of him and Daphne. They would be the poster children of this new law, proving that even the son of the Minister and the daughter of a renowned Lord were not exempt. It was yet another method to control the Potters, and to tie their fates to the Greengrasses after Dale's transgression.

Harry, James, and Daphne returned to their seats, all three hopeful that this was the end of things. But Voldemort did not seem done with the Greengrass family just yet. He followed Daphne to her seat, eyes turning next to Astoria.

"Ah, but Lord Greengrass has another daughter, doesn't he?" Voldemort mused. "What is your name, dear?"

"A-Astoria," said the younger sister nervously.

"Of course...the rebellious Gryffindor of the family," Voldemort chuckled in recognition. "How freeing it must have been, to think yourself apart from your family, to not be beholden to the same lives they have led."

Harry felt Sirius stiffen in the seat next to his. Sirius, too, had been the rebel Gryffindor of his conservative family, and likely saw kinship between himself and Astoria.

"Unfortunately, Britain has greater needs at the moment," said Voldemort wistfully. "We must find you a suitable husband as well. Let's see...who shall it be…?"

Voldemort strode across the room, gazing around at the many attendees around him. Harry did not like the looks on some of the older Death Eaters' faces, eyeing Astoria greedily like a prize pig to be won. But Voldemort eventually stopped at a different table, whose eyes were cast downwards: the Malfoys, Lucius, Narcissa and Draco, all avoiding the Dark Lord's gaze.

"Ah, Draco," said Voldemort. "You too are without a bride. I am certain your father hoped to pair you with another heiress and secure a proper dowry, but given your family's recent...failures...it seems you may have to settle for a second-born."

Draco looked up in surprise. Across the room, Harry spied Pansy Parkinson watching on with horror, perhaps realizing for the first time that she would not get to marry the person she wanted after all.

"How about it, Lord Malfoy?" said Voldemort, rounding on Lucius. "Would you accept the hand of the younger Greengrass for your son?"

Harry had never seen Lucius Malfoy looking so tired and defeated. Despite being on the 'right' side of history and a member of the Dark Lord's inner circle, he looked like he had no control over his own future. Lucius eventually nodded his assent; Voldemort turned back to Ariadne Greengrass, and she too nodded forlornly in agreement.

And now Draco's fate is tied to the Greengrasses as well, Harry realized. That had to be a punishment for his inability to kill Tonks at the raid, and Dumbledore the summer prior. He wasn't familiar with the political nuances of marriage in pure-blood culture, but knew this would have dramatic consequences for both families' reputations.

"How old are you, Miss Greengrass?" Voldemort demanded of Astoria.

"S-sixteen," Astoria whispered.

"And when do you come of-age?"

"Next September."

"Ah," said Voldemort, sounding almost disappointed. "So no ceremony can be performed today, I'm afraid. But once you turn seventeen, you will be able to drop out of school and begin your new life as a mother."

Astoria looked frightened by the prospect. Harry felt terribly for the girl...she would be forced to leave Hogwarts with only her O.W.L.'s, forced into an arranged marriage and expected to churn out the next generation of pure-blood bigots. It renewed his sense of righteous anger at the circumstances everyone found themselves in. And things weren't going to get any better.

"Now, for the rest of you!" said Voldemort, returning to the stage and addressing the Death Eaters seated all around the room. "I promised my most loyal supporters that they would have their first pick of the litter, so to speak. So let us begin the festivities!"

A side door opened, and a number of young women shuffled into the room, eyes cast at their feet, looking terrified. Each wore a garish ballgown to match the occasion, and looked to be around late-teens to early-twenties in age. Harry recognized several of them from the years above him in Hogwarts, whose names had been listed in the Prophet. Once they had all been brimming with excitement for the future; now they stood trembling silently in fear.

"Here we have a selection of the finest pure-blooded women this country has to offer," said Voldemort. "Each of you will have an opportunity to claim a bride for yourself before they become available to the wider wizarding world. And to begin, I have promised the first selection to the man who nursed me back to health, who remained loyal even when many believed me dead. I welcome Peter Pettigrew to the stage."

There was a quiet scrape of a chair, and Peter shuffled forward to the front of the room. Harry heard murmurs of discontent from the pure-bloods around the room – "Why does he get to pick first?" "Isn't he a dirty half-blood?" But Peter ignored them all, clambering up onto the stage and standing meekly beside his master.

"My Lord," he said reverently with a small bow.

"You have served me loyally thus far, Wormtail," said Voldemort. "And I have promised you your choice of a bride. So, here it is. You may make your choice."

Peter walked up and down the row, examining each girl closely, as they all did their best not to flinch away from his every move. Harry realized in that moment that Saul Croaker was right all along: this was Peter's true motivation for following Voldemort. His ineptitude with women had left him bitter and alone after Alice's death, and he wanted the power that would prevent his next object of affection from rebuffing his advances.

Eventually, Peter returned to Voldemort's side. "My Lord," he said, "they are all fine women, but none of them are whom I desire."

Harry saw a flash of annoyance cross Voldemort's face, but it was replaced in an instant by the same veneer of cool calm he always maintained. "We can sample from among the lesser families if you so desire, Wormtail," said Voldemort. "But these are some of the finest wives you can find—"

"Her," said Peter, pointing across the room. "She is the one I want to marry."

All heads turned to follow his gesture. He was pointing not at any of the women standing in a row before him. He was pointing at the Potter table, directly to Harry's left. Harry turned to see Dahlia seated beside him, stiffening in sudden fear.

"The Potter girl?" Voldemort said curiously. "She is a half-blood like yourself, Wormtail. Her bloodline is tainted, and Britain's bloodlines must be made pure again—"

"You told me I could have anyone I wanted," Peter said, sounding rather like a petulant child. "And I have made my choice. I will marry her."

Once again, Voldemort briefly looked furious at this rebuke, but he maintained his calm disposition. He glanced back to the Potter table; both Harry and James were trembling with rage, glaring up at Peter. That seemed to make up the Dark Lord's mind, a devious grin spreading across his face. He glided across the ballroom towards the Potter table, eliciting a tiny whimper of fear from Dahlia as he approached her seat.

"When do you come of-age, Miss Potter?" he asked sweetly.

"J-June," Dahlia squeaked, her lower lip beginning to quiver as she realized what was being asked of her.

"Only seven months away," Voldemort mused thoughtfully. "And you will be able to complete your sixth year at Hogwarts before beginning your new life as a wife and mother. What say you, Wormtail? A summer wedding with your new blushing bride?"

Peter nodded eagerly in agreement. Harry felt James begin to rise from his seat; he grabbed his father's arm to prevent him from doing something he would regret. But he too was barely maintaining his composure; one hand remained wrapped around the Elder Wand within his robes, prepared to strike if either Voldemort or Wormtail laid a finger upon his sister, consequences be damned.

Harry glared daggers at Peter, praying that he would make eye contact for only a second, so that he could project a fraction of the intense fury he felt towards his former friend and confidant. I will kill you, Peter Pettigrew, he vowed silently. If I ever see you in public again, I will end you in the most painful manner possible. But Peter never looked at him, instead shuffling timidly back to his seat.

Voldemort began to call up his followers one by one to select brides of their own. The Dark Lord's sycophants watched on with glee as young girls were selected, like prize cattle or slaves for auction, and guided out of the ballroom by their new husbands. Their decades of bigotry and outdated tradition were finally paying off in this morbid display of chauvinism.

But it wasn't all fun and games. Some of the Death Eaters and sympathizers bickered over who got to choose before the others, or begged for their desired bride not to be chosen before their turn. Two nearly came to blows when one chose the daughter of the other. One man set off a furious round of gossiping when he selected his own niece. Not so fun when your loved ones become the victims, is it? Harry thought sardonically.

Some in the crowd also quickly realized that they were not exempt from the selection process, either. Millicent Bulstrode's gleeful smile vanished when she was picked out of the crowd by Goyle Senior, looking desperately to her own father for help but finding none. Pansy Parkinson looked like she was about to burst into tears when she was selected by Gilderoy Lockhart. Meanwhile, Rabastan Lestrange was adamant that he should get to have Flora AND Hestia Carrow for himself; after a brief discussion with his brother Rodolphus, they each selected one twin for themselves, with the unspoken understanding that they would share.

Well, this is the future you wanted, Harry thought grimly as he watched yet another horrified Slytherin girl follow her new husband back to their seat. It was hard to truly feel sorry for these people who openly celebrated the very oppression they were now themselves subject to. But he was not so heartless that he could not feel empathy for the girls, now reckoning with the fallout of a system that was completely out of their control.

Amycus Carrow was one of the last to select his bride. He gave the remaining women on stage no more than a cursory glance – Harry suspected they were a bit old for his taste. His eyes scanned the crowd, and he found his target with a malicious smirk. "I'll take the Weasley brat," he sneered.

The crowd roared with laughter at his decision. Ginny Weasley paled in horror; Molly burst into tears, as her five sons struggled to maintain their composure, murder in their expressions. At least she's not of-age yet, Harry thought grimly. If Amycus tried to take Ginny from the ballroom then and there, he had no doubt multiple Weasleys would land themselves in Azkaban tonight, if not worse.

Eventually the final Death Eater took his turn, and Voldemort took to the stage once more as the remaining girls were ushered from the ballroom.

"There is one more union we are here to celebrate," said Voldemort, beckoning across the room. "That of Mr. Severus Snape and Miss Lily Evans."

Harry heard his father give a low grunt of anger as Snape stood and strode up to the stage, Lily nervously holding onto his arm. There were hisses of displeasure as they took the stage – Lily had been lambasted by the Prophet for months now, and her union to a half-blood was clearly not celebrated in polite society. Snape looked as bored and impassive as ever, but Harry knew the man well enough to see the nervousness etched in the hard lines of his greasy face.

"You have been a loyal follower and spy to me, Severus," said Voldemort, examining the couple before him. "And as with Wormtail, I have allowed you your choice of bride to begin your new life with. Though I confess myself...disappointed with your selection."

"My Lord?" Snape asked coolly.

"Your heart belongs to a Mudblood," Voldemort sighed, sounding disappointed by this fact. "I cannot imagine why such a disgusting creature would appeal to you as a mate. But, considering your loyalty and your commitment to ending the reign of Albus Dumbledore, I suppose exceptions can be made."

Snape seemed to relax slightly at this admission. But Harry sensed something was very wrong – Voldemort looked excited, as though he was merely playing with his food.

"As your blood is also tainted," Voldemort went on, "I fear there is no saving your bloodline from being further corrupted. While I permit you to marry the Evans woman, she may never bear your children. Your lineage will end with you."

Snape blinked rapidly at this information. He looked somewhat confused. "I...understand, my Lord," he said slowly.

"Very good," said Voldemort. "However, just to be certain…"

It happened in a flash. Voldemort flicked his wand, and Snape gave a groan of anguish. A thick blood stain was forming around his crotch; he let go of Lily and slumped to the floor, curling up in a ball and grasping at the damaged area, straining to contain his yelps of agony. Harry could not see exactly what had been done, but based on Voldemort's speech, he had a fair idea, and it wasn't pretty.

"Thank you all for coming," Voldemort said pleasantly to the crowd, ignoring the man writhing on the floor beside him. "Enjoy your meal, congratulate one another, and have a pleasant evening. Magic is Might!"

"Magic is Might!" shouted the jubilant Death Eaters around the room, thrusting their wands into the air with glee.

Voldemort took his leave of the ballroom, and everyone began to converse casually again, not a care for the suffering half-blood on stage. Dahlia sprang to her feet at once, rounding the table and heading up to the stage. James reached out and grabbed her arm to stop her.

"Where are you going?" he demanded of his daughter.

"Professor Snape will die if he isn't treated soon," said Dahlia. "I have to help him."

"Not you," James growled. "Leave that bastard to rot."

"He's the only person keeping Mum alive," Dahlia retorted. "Unless you'd like her to treat Snape herself?"

James seemed repulsed by that thought, clearly unsure which was worse. But he eventually released Dahlia's arm, allowing her to rush up to the stage.

Harry stood to help his father struggle to his feet, swaying slightly, looking like he was torn between starting a fight or collapsing to the ground. "I need to get some air," James muttered; before Harry could stop him, he made a beeline for the exit, barely able to walk straight in his grief and anger. Harry rushed after him, afraid that his father would do something foolish, but a voice called after him.

"Harry, wait up!"

He turned; Daphne was approaching him. "Hey, Daph," he greeted her. "I need to make sure my dad's okay. We can talk back at Hogwarts—"

But Daphne grabbed his arm and pulled him close to whisper in his ear. "We are married," she hissed. "People will talk if we are not seen leaving together."

Right. He'd forgotten in all the chaos that he now had a wife. Harry glanced around the room; people were milling about and socializing, but there were definitely eyes on the pair, curious bystanders eager to gossip about any sign of discord between the newlyweds.

"Okay," he said, accepting her arm. "Can you Apparate us somewhere safe?"

He steered them from the ballroom and past the ward boundary. Daphne Apparated them to a quiet country lane, where Harry could see a small cottage nestled between the trees.

"Wait here," said Daphne. "You won't be able to see the place yet – I'll have to key you into the family wards."

"I can see it already," said Harry, guiding them forward. "Your family magic must already accept me as one of your own."

"Oh...right," Daphne muttered. She fell eerily silent at the reminder of the bond they now shared against their will. It was perhaps settling in for her now what all of this meant. The irony was not lost on Harry: Daphne had once sought a marriage contract with Harry out of obligation and convenience, but now that she had what she was after, her heart belonged to another.

They strode up the lane to the cottage and entered; it was a quaint little space, with a simple common area and a number of bedrooms branching off down the hall.

"This used to be our summer home," Daphne explained. "It became our safe house after the war started. Only a Greengrass can enter."

"Smart," Harry nodded. "Are your mother and sister staying here as well?"

"No, they're back at our London townhouse," said Daphne. She turned to face Harry, looking nervous. "So...should we…?"

She was beckoning towards one of the bedrooms. "Oh...Merlin, no," Harry blanched. "Listen, Daphne...we need to have a long conversation about what all of this means. But not right now. Get some rest, and I'll come back tomorrow, okay?"

Daphne blinked in surprise, but Harry did not miss the way her shoulders relaxed at his decision. "Very well," she said. "I shall wait here for your return. Good night." And she gave him a short curtsy before disappearing into one of the bedrooms. He knew she'd been hiding beneath her practiced veneer of propriety all evening to mask her emotions, and wanted to give her time to process things in private.

Harry Apparated back to Grimmauld Place in search of James. He did not find him there, so he went to Godric's Hollow next. His old family home was empty, but the kitchen light was on and James' liquor stash was ajar. The back door was also wide open, telling Harry that he could not have gone far. He set off into the night in search of his father.

He found James in the cemetery, sprawled in front of his parents' graves while nursing a bottle of Firewhiskey. He was muttering quietly under his breath, as if having a conversation with his belated parents. James looked up and saw Harry approaching.

"Oh, look, it's my eldest son," James slurred, eyes shifting in and out of focus. "Or should I say, my bastard son? Considering I have to start my bloodline over with a more 'pure' bride."

"Hey, Dad," Harry said miserably, sliding down to sit beside his father. "Doing alright?"

"Oh, just wonderful," James muttered, taking another long drink, causing steam to billow from his ears. "The love of my life is saddled to a greaseball...your sister betrothed to a cowardly pervert...and I'm stuck doing the bidding of the most evil man alive…"

"I'm not happy about it either, Dad," Harry muttered. "No use complaining about it now. We just have to make do until we figure out a plan."

"No plan, no plan," James said in a singsong voice, laughing hollowly to himself. "My family's in ruins, my legacy in the dust. We've lost, Harry. All we can do now is dance around like puppets for the Dark Lord's amusement, saying what he wants us to say, shagging who he wants us to shag—"

Harry got to his knees and stared his father directly in the face. He reared back and smacked James across the face. Hard. James was stunned into silence for a moment, then glared at Harry and swiped at him with the Firewhiskey; Harry grabbed it and chucked it across the graveyard, the bottle shattering against a headstone.

"You listen to me now," he growled in his father's face. "I'm not going to be the only one keeping this family alive, d'you understand? Mum and Dahlia's lives are at stake here, and many other people as well. So pull yourself together and keep fighting like the rest of us have been! Too much is depending on you playing your part until we can make our next move."

James continued glaring at him, but his expression gradually softened at his son's words. Harry hardly recognized the man before him: once the strongest, most confident man he knew, James Potter was now a shell of himself, receding into despair and self-pity. It was as though Voldemort had sapped the life out of him, the will to fight on. It filled Harry with tremendous sadness.

"What would they think of me now?" James lamented, turning back to his parents' headstones. "Their only son, enabling the downfall of this great nation?"

Harry paused. He knew there was a way to find out what the late Potters thought of their son. He reached into his robes and withdrew the silver ring Sirius had once gifted him. He had made one modification to the ring recently: it was now inset with a black stone, one that he'd taken to carrying with him at all times, its cold touch somehow soothing to him. He handed the ring to James, who stared down at it in confusion.

"Say their names out loud," Harry instructed his father. "And turn it over three times."

James' brow furrowed in suspicion. He'd read The Tales of Beedle the Bard and knew what Harry was implying. But he nonetheless obeyed, fingers fumbling with the ring as he turned it over thrice and whispered, "Fleamont and Euphemia Potter."

Nothing happened for a moment. Then, James gave a shuddering gasp as two ethereal figures appeared over their respective grave sites. Fleamont was tall and wiry like his son and grandson, a mop of messy dark hair framing a mirthful smile. Euphemia stood proud and stern beside him, bearing the high cheekbones and aristocratic features of her Black ancestors.

"You've been so very brave, my son," Fleamont addressed James. "We could not be prouder of all you've accomplished."

James looked like a scared little kid, tears streaming down his face as he drank in the sight of his fallen parents. "I've failed you," he choked. "I've let my family and my country fall apart."

"You've done all you can to keep everyone alive," Euphemia corrected him. "All is not yet lost. Your son has picked up the torch and carried on the fight in your stead."

James' head whipped to Harry, looking at him with wonder. "You're still fighting?" he asked.

"Yes, Dad," said Harry softly. "I've got a plan to win this war. The prophecy is not yet complete. Just keep going a little longer, and we'll have another chance to fight back. I swear it."

"He's right, Jamie," said Fleamont. "Don't give up hope. Things can someday return to the way they once were, if you just keep going."

"We love you dearly, my son," Euphemia added. "You could never fail us. We couldn't be prouder of the man you have grown to be."

James' features relaxed, and a look of peace came over his features. Harry gently took the Resurrection Stone from his fingers, causing Fleamont and Euphemia to disappear. He then drew the Elder Wand, knowing that he could not allow the memory of this conversation to reach Lockhart's ears. He pointed the wand in his father's face, whispering, "Obliviate."

James' eyes glossed over as Harry removed the memory of their conversation from his mind. When he finished, James' eyes drooped closed and he fell into a drunken slumber. Harry knew his father wouldn't remember their talk, but he hoped that the lingering emotions of relief and tranquility would remain, and give him the strength to fight another day. He then levitated his father back down the lane and into their home, tucking him in bed to rest and recover.

Harry stumbled down the hall to his childhood bedroom and crawled beneath the Snitch-covered quilt. He buried his face in the pillow and screamed. Screamed with anger at the Dark Lord and his malicious schemes. Screamed with frustration at himself for not being strong enough to protect the ones he loved. Screamed with hopelessness at the situation he now found himself in, the treacherous path he was forced to walk. He screamed until he lost his voice, then continued to scream silently until he could scream no more.

The Elder Wand continued to whisper murderous thoughts in his mind as he replayed the night's events over. And for once, he fed the emotion, allowing the anger and hatred to fester in his gut. He remembered every Death Eater's face that had gone up on stage and claimed an unwilling bride for himself. He committed them to memory, their gleeful features, the hungry look in their eyes as they preyed upon the innocent young women with no other choice.

They're all going to die, Harry decided. There will be no tribunals once this war is done. Every one of Voldemort's followers will meet a bloody end, begging for mercy. I'll make sure of it.
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James was no longer home when Harry awoke at Godric's Hollow the next morning. His bed was made and the shower showed evidence of recent use, which Harry took as a good sign that James was back to his usual routine. He could only hope that his father would be able to carry on with his new circumstances without breaking down entirely.

Harry returned to Grimmauld Place to fix himself something to eat. An owl arrived to deliver the morning Prophet as he ate; it bore a front-page photo of Harry and Daphne up on stage, clasping hands as James finalized their marriage. The headline read: 'POTTER, GREENGRASS HEIRS WED IN CELEBRATION OF NEW MARRIAGE LAWS!' Voldemort was conveniently cropped out of the photo – no need to clue people in on the cruel joke just yet, letting them keep their heads buried in the sand for a while longer, pretending all was still right in the world.

Dahlia trudged downstairs a few minutes later, heavy bags under her eyes. She poured herself a mug of coffee and sat beside Harry, glancing at the photo on the headline as she did so. After a moment of contemplation she quipped, "Nice photo. It almost doesn't make you look like a complete git."

"Good morning to you, too," Harry chuckled, glad that she had least retained her sarcastic sense of humor. "How's Professor Snape?"

"He'll live," Dahlia sighed. "But he'll never be quite the same down there again. He's recovering at St. Mungo's now."

Harry nodded forlornly. He still resented Snape for his role in his parents' break-up, but he couldn't bring himself to wish death upon the man. He had saved Harry the year before, and as Dahlia rightly pointed out the previous night, he was the only thing standing between their mother and Voldemort's wrath against Mudbloods.

"Pettigrew didn't give you any problems last night, did he?" he asked bitterly.

"I can handle Pettigrew," Dahlia muttered. "He tried to come up and talk to me while I was working on Snape, and I told him to piss off. He scurried away like the rat he is."

Harry snorted – that sounded like Peter alright. "All the same," he said. "If he lays a finger on you—"

"You'll do what?" Dahlia snapped. "He's my fiance now, Harry. Why don't you worry about your own spouse before asking after mine?"

Harry was stunned by her sharp jab. Dahlia saw the look on his face and instantly deflated. "Sorry," she groaned, massaging her temple. "Long night."

"Why don't you get some more sleep?" Harry suggested. "It's Sunday – we won't be expected back to the castle until tomorrow."

"No, I'd rather leave now," said Dahlia, finishing her coffee and standing. "I can't sleep anyway, and this bloody townhouse depresses me."

Harry couldn't argue with that. He finished his own breakfast before linking arms with Dahlia and Apparating back to the Greengrass safe house. "Wait here," he instructed; Dahlia must have been confused as she could not see the cottage. Harry hustled up the lane and knocked on the door. Daphne answered almost at once, also looking like she'd barely slept a wink.

"Morning," he greeted her. "Ready to return to the castle?"

Daphne nodded and followed him back down the lane. "Good morning, Dahlia," she greeted the younger Potter politely. Dahlia responded by wrapping Daphne in a tight hug.

"You were so brave last night," she whispered. "I thought I was going to pass out the first time I saw the Dark Lord."

Daphne accepted the hug stiffly. Harry could tell she was still hiding beneath her icy exterior to regulate her emotions. "Shall we return?" she asked, turning expectantly to Harry. He nodded and took both of their arms, Apparating them away.

They reappeared in Hogsmeade, just beyond the iron gates leading up to the castle. The gates swung open at their approach, allowing them to march up the dirt path to Hogwarts.

"I'll leave you two to talk," said Dahlia, increasing her pace before either could argue. Soon Harry and Daphne found themselves walking side by side in silence, each unsure of what to say.

Eventually Harry cleared his throat. "So…" he said tentatively. "I assume you saw this morning's Prophet."

"Naturally," Daphne sniffed. "It was a fair photo. It makes sense why they would choose us to sell the new laws to the public. We make for an aesthetically appealing couple, don't you think?"

"Er…" Harry said hesitantly. "Daphne, I hate to ask this, but you know this isn't a legitimate marriage, right?"

"Why not?" Daphne shrugged. "It's legally valid, and it could have been much worse for both of us. At least we tolerate one another."

"But neither of us wanted this," said Harry. "We don't love one another."

"Oh, grow up, Potter," Daphne scoffed. "Pure-bloods rarely marry for love. We both come from good stock and will learn to care for one another in time."

"Look, this might be normal for you with your upbringing, but it's not for me," said Harry. "I do care about you, Daphne, but not as a life partner. We don't have to just accept this—"

"Of course we do!" Daphne shouted. Her veneer was beginning to crack now, and Harry saw the desperation in her eyes now. "They'll kill us and our families if we don't! But oh, what does it matter? They probably will anyway once they're done toying with us...this is all just punishment for what our fathers did to defy the Dark Lord...oh, Merlin, what are we going to do?"

Daphne sank to her knees and began to cry. Harry cast privacy wards around them and sat beside her in the dirt; she buried her face in his shoulder, her entire body wracked with sobs. He said nothing, just allowing her to vent out the emotion she'd clearly been bottling in for a while. Eventually her sobbing ceased and she merely clung to him, trembling with exhaustion.

"You're still in love with Ron, aren't you?" Harry asked softly.

Daphne said nothing for a while. Then, she slowly nodded in affirmation.

"And you didn't want to marry me," said Harry. "It's okay, you can admit it."

"N-no," Daphne choked miserably.

"Thank you for being honest," said Harry. "Here's what we're going to do: we're going to carry on as normal. Pretend to be husband and wife. We play our part so that nobody asks questions, and finish out the school year. After that, we won't have as much scrutiny on us anymore."

"We'll be expected to produce offspring," Daphne pointed out sullenly. "Won't people notice when I don't become pregnant?"

"That's a concern for another time," said Harry. "If anyone asks, we're trying. But unless they force you to drink fertility potions or some other nonsense, it's none of their damn business. Okay?"

Daphne nodded, looking marginally more relaxed now. His decisive words were finally helping to calm her down. "Okay," she agreed.

"The good news is, most pure-blood couples hate each other, so it won't even be hard to pose as one," Harry quipped. Daphne gave him an exasperated look. "C'mon, that was a joke."

"I know," said Daphne. "And a dreadful one at that. Here, help me up."

Harry chuckled to himself...already Daphne was returning to her usual icy self, which he supposed was a good thing. He helped her to her feet and cast a Drying Charm on her cheeks; she still looked tired and miserable, but at least her brief moment of panic had passed her by. Harry took her arm and guided her the rest of the way up to the castle in silence.

Thankfully, they didn't encounter many students once they reached the Entrance Hall. Those who did spot them scurried away in fear, giving them a wide berth to their dorms. Harry looked forward to shutting himself in his room for the rest of the day and trying to get some rest. However, once they reached their third floor quarters, another surprise awaited them.

"What in Merlin's name…?" said Daphne as they headed down the hallway to their rooms. Where once there had been two separate doors leading to their adjacent dorms, now there sat only one door, centered perfectly at the end of the hall. Confused, Harry pushed it open. Inside was only one dorm, with a wider bed and two sets of dressers and desks on either side. Of course, Harry thought grimly. Why separate the married couple when they're meant to be sleeping together?

Harry let go of Daphne's arm and drew his wand. He split the bed cleanly into two halves and conjured a divider between them. "We can split our time in the bathroom and give each other privacy as needed," he said. "I won't be spending a lot of time in here anyway."

"What if the Headmaster or the Carrows see?" asked Daphne worriedly, watching as Harry split the room in two. "Won't they ask questions?"

"If Amycus Carrow sticks his fat nose in here, I'll break it for him again," said Harry darkly. "I'll accuse him of trying to peep on my wife and suggest he sniff after someone his own age."

Daphne snorted loudly at the quip, then clapped a hand to her mouth at her own un-ladylike reaction. "I think I'd like a shower, if you don't mind," she said, slipping back behind her mask in record time. "I would invite you to join me, but clearly you find me repulsive as a mate, so I won't bother."

Harry hastened to correct her, to clarify that he didn't find her repulsive, before realizing that she too was making an off-color joke. Apparently she did still have a sense of humor about the whole ordeal. She'll be alright, Harry told himself as Daphne shut herself in the bathroom. We can make the most of this somehow.

Fortunately, the mockery Harry was expecting from his peers never came. Part of that was due to the absence of many Slytherins the next morning, particularly the seventh-year girls. Pansy Parkinson and Millicent Bulstrode did not attend breakfast or their morning classes, and it struck Harry like a dull blow to the stomach when he realized why. Their time at Hogwarts was done. Their new futures had arrived literally overnight, and now they were living it, performing their solemn duty to Britain.

Harry never thought he'd feel bad for the likes of Pansy. For all the snide comments and bigoted remarks over the years, she was still just a foolish teen who was only parroting what she'd been taught by her parents. She had no clue how the real world operated, and now the reality of living under Voldemort's shadow had crashed down upon her. He couldn't help but picture her alone and scared, her future and agency stripped from her in minutes, with a cruel husband uncaring about her plight. Yes, she had supported it wholeheartedly, but did the punishment fit the crime? Harry wasn't sure.

That night, Harry wrote to Fleur in his enchanted diary. He'd half-expected a lengthy message waiting for him, demanding answers about what had happened at the ball, but the pages were maddeningly blank.

Can we talk? Harry wrote. He waited several minutes for a response, but got none. It was rare for Fleur not to respond instantly in the evenings...maybe she was asleep, or working late, or busy with something else. I'm guessing you saw the Prophet article this morning. Daphne's a friend, but I was forced into the marriage against my will. Dahlia was also forced to get engaged, and so was Daphne's little sister. I'll be stopping by the house this weekend – we can talk about it then if you'd like.

He waited a few more minutes before deciding Fleur wasn't going to write him back, then stowed the diary away and got ready for bed. Why was he so preoccupied with Fleur's opinion on the matter, anyway? She would surely understand the dire circumstances he found himself in. It's not like he owed her an explanation for getting married, arranged or otherwise. Still, her silence bothered him, and he hoped nothing bad had happened since they last spoke.

Luckily, he would get an opportunity to clear the air that Saturday. There was a Hogsmeade visit scheduled, which meant he would not even have to sneak out of the castle in order to visit Raven House. He began to plan his journey, only for a wrinkle to appear on Friday over breakfast.

"So, where do you intend to take me tomorrow?" asked Daphne as they sat at the Head Table together.

"Hmm?" said Harry, oblivious. "Er...did you want to go to Hogsmeade together?"

Daphne gave him a scathing look. "You do realize how it will look if we go to the village separately?" she said in an undertone. "We must maintain appearances, if only for a couple of hours."

"Right...yes, of course," Harry muttered. It was a reminder that he had to consider his actions carefully from now on...his reputation reflected not just on himself, but on Daphne as well. He couldn't give a damn what the Prophet had to say about him, but she did, and he didn't want to subject her to needless scrutiny as his unwilling wife.

The next morning, he waited outside the hall for Daphne to finish getting ready. She emerged wearing a traditional button-down dress, looking rather like a figurine from the previous century. Daphne gave Harry an admonishing look at his choice of outfit: a weathered traveling cloak and jeans. He shrugged and waved his wand to transfigure them into more appropriate formal attire, until Daphne nodded satisfactorily.

They took a carriage down to the village, which was cold but thankfully not yet snowing. They drew several curious eyes from students and villagers alike as they walked arm in arm down the main thoroughfare – everyone had heard the news of their union. As Daphne predicted, they had become something of the poster children of the new marriage laws, with near-daily updates and speculation about them in the papers, including possible honeymoon destinations and firstborn names for their heir.

"How about a drink at the Hog's Head?" Harry suggested.

"That place has a shady reputation," Daphne scoffed. "I can only imagine what Witch Weekly will have to say about us going there. Let's go to the Three Broomsticks instead."

Harry grimaced – he had suggested the Hog's Head to avoid big crowds, as students rarely frequented the pub. But Daphne clearly wasn't seeking to avoid crowds...if anything, she sought them out, her image-conscious thinking driving them to the busiest business in town. Perhaps that was for the best – the more people that saw them together, the fewer questions that might arise in the future.

Harry worried that they wouldn't be able to find seats inside the crowded pub, but Madam Rosmerta managed to find them a booth within minutes of their arrival. Perks of being mini-celebrities, I suppose, he thought grimly. He cast Muffling Charms around them so they could speak privately; he began to erect Notice-Me-Not wards as well, but Daphne arched an eyebrow, reminding him that they wanted to be seen together, not forgotten in the crowd.

"Astoria seems to be holding up alright," Harry remarked. He spied the younger Greengrass sitting across the pub with his own sister, chatting over Butterbeers, the two of them sadly still isolated from the rest of their House. Ginny Weasley commanded her own little band of Gryffindors across the room – she clearly garnered more sympathy for being stuck with Amycus Carrow, whom everyone knew and loathed.

"She's stronger than she looks," said Daphne. "And she knows she got off easy. Draco Malfoy's a prick, but he wouldn't impose upon her like that...not until she comes of-age, at least."

That was the one silver lining to all of this, Harry supposed. Both of their sisters were sixteen, meaning they couldn't yet be forced to leave school and submit to their future husbands. They weren't subjected to the same humiliating public ritual that Harry and Daphne had been, including the magical bond they'd undergone with James officiating the marriage.

"What exactly is the magic binding us together?" he asked aloud. He'd been curious about it ever since the ball the weekend prior, wondering how similar it was to, say, the Dark Mark, as morbid as it sounded.

"It's mostly ceremonial," Daphne shrugged. "Our magic recognizes one another as kin, which is useful for blood wards and the like. It used to prevent us from harming one another, but that practice ended several decades ago. Probably because husbands wanted to be able to smack their wives if they got out of line."

"Bloody hell," Harry grimaced. He didn't know what was more appalling: the casual misogyny, or the nonchalance with which Daphne discussed it, as though it were completely normal.

"That goes both ways, though," Daphne pointed out. "I could slit your throat while you sleep if you ever betrayed me."

"Good to know," Harry chuckled. Daphne had an odd deadpan sense of humor, but it was good to see that she was still in a joking mood, despite their grim circumstances.

The door to the pub opened, and Tracey Davis walked in, arm in arm with Zacharias Smith of Hufflepuff. She glanced briefly at Harry and Daphne as she passed by their table, then shamefully averted her gaze when they both looked up at her arrival. Zacharias, meanwhile, strutted proudly past, puffing out his chest as he made eye contact with Harry, as though flaunting that he was now with the girl Harry had dated the year prior.

"I wonder how Tracey is holding up in Slytherin," Daphne sighed. "She's the only girl from our year left in her dorm now, and one of the few half-bloods who isn't beholden to the new laws. They must resent her for that."

"At least she's making friends from other Houses," Harry remarked, watching as Zacharias pulled out a chair for her. Then it struck him that Zacharias was a pure-blood himself, and therefore subject to the new marriage laws. Was he courting Tracey out of desperation to find a mate before he graduated? Did Tracey feel compelled to date him in order to improve her low societal status? It added a new grotesque layer to their pairing, and Harry suddenly felt sick about the hoops future generations would be forced to jump through to find a proper mate.

Harry and Daphne sipped on their drinks and conversed quietly for the next half-hour. They continued to draw curious looks from onlookers, but luckily no one approached them or asked questions about their relationship. Harry had never been more grateful to be aloof from his peers – he didn't want the scrutiny that might come if his classmates felt bold enough to ask for the intimate details of his marriage.

"Would you say we've shown our faces enough to satisfy the public?" Harry asked as Daphne finished her drink.

"I suppose so," Daphne said thoughtfully. "Why, do you plan to whisk me away somewhere more private?"

"Yes, actually," said Harry, drawing a look of surprise from Daphne. "I have something to show you. Ready to go?"

Harry stood and guided Daphne from the pub. He led her down an alleyway to a quiet alcove, not far from where he had his first kiss with Katie Bell nearly three years prior. But there would be no such impropriety today. He linked arms with Daphne and Apparated them far away, to a remote country road many miles away. Daphne looked around, bewildered.

"Where are we?" she demanded.

"Read this," said Harry. He withdrew the slip of paper containing Fleur's handwriting and handed it to her. Daphne read it; Harry felt the magic of the Fidelius Charm wash over her, and she looked up to see Raven House before her.

"What is this horrid place?" she asked as Harry guided her forward onto the property.

"Ouch," Harry deadpanned. "This is my safe house. Only a few people know about it, so keep it to yourself, okay?"

"Er...alright," said Daphne slowly, as she followed him up the path towards the front porch. Harry had reservations about introducing more people to the safe house, but figured she might need the protection it offered one day, given the danger she faced as Harry's wife. If Voldemort ever discovered Harry's secret and went after him and his loved ones, there was no reason Daphne should be doomed to suffer the same fate.

The front door opened, and Fleur walked out onto the porch as they approached. Her eyes narrowed at the unexpected arrival, crossing her arms uncertainly at Daphne as she and Harry came to a stop at the foot of the steps.

"Fleur, this is Daphne," said Harry awkwardly. "My friend—er, wife. Daphne, this is Fleur Delacour."

"Enchanté," Fleur said neutrally, inclining her head towards Daphne.

"Madam Delacour," said Daphne properly, lowering herself in a small curtsy to the French witch. "I am Daphne, heiress of House Greengrass and the new Lady Potter. My father speaks highly of yours."

"Fleur's a friend," Harry explained quickly. "She knows about, well, everything. We can trust her."

"I see," said Daphne, relaxing slightly. "You were the Beauxbatons Triwizard Champion, right? I enjoyed watching you in the tournament – you're quite talented."

"Thank you," said Fleur, also relaxing somewhat from the praise.

"I did not know you two were still acquainted," Daphne remarked, looking between Harry and Fleur. "Though I suppose it makes sense, given your fathers' political alliance – wait, Merlin, you two didn't have a marriage contract, did you?"

"No, nothing like that," said Harry quickly as Fleur raised her eyebrows. "We're just friends."

"'Just' friends?" Fleur repeated. "After all we 'ave been through? I am insulted."

Harry opened his mouth to correct himself, but Daphne spoke first. "Harry does have a tendency to put a foot in his mouth," she quipped. "He had the gall to rebuff my advances on our wedding night...can you believe it?"

"Har, har," Harry groaned as he realized the two girls were teasing him. "I'm glad you two see the humor in my misfortunes."

"Do not be offended, 'Arry," Fleur giggled, bopping him on the nose playfully. "We know you are a perfect gentleman."

"And this is the thanks I get," Harry grumbled. "Can I enter my own home now?"

"If you must," Fleur grinned, stepping aside so he and Daphne could enter. He gave her the tour, and she spent the next twenty minutes commenting on the horrendous decor while Fleur loudly agreed. Harry supposed he was grateful the two were getting along, though he lamented the fact that his once-peaceful bachelor pad was slowly being infiltrated by all the women in his life.

Soon after, the three of them lounged around the sitting room, Harry perched on a broken armchair while Fleur and Daphne relaxed on the couch. "Your family must not spend much time here," said Daphne, looking around the space. "Even our summer home did not look this run-down during the off-seasons."

Harry and Fleur shared a look. "Er...my family doesn't actually know about this place," he confessed. "Dahlia and Damian do, in case of emergencies, but it's a secret from my parents."

"It is?" Daphne frowned. "Why would you need a personal safe house?"

"It's complicated," said Harry. "And this is top-secret, d'you understand? Nobody else can know about this place, or even that Fleur and I know each other personally."

Daphne looked puzzled by this. "Wait...are the two of you part of that resistance movement the Prophet has been talking about?" she asked. Then her eyes lit up as she asked, "Have you spoken with Ron and the others?"

"No, not exactly," said Harry, and she deflated a bit. "But there are some things we don't want anyone knowing about. Things that could get us in deep trouble if anyone knew. So can you keep it to yourself?"

"I suppose so," Daphne shrugged. "What kind of wife would I be if I gossiped about my husband's private affairs?"

"I appreciate it," said Harry. "Here, take this." And he handed Daphne a small pendant, which he'd enchanted into a Portkey to Raven House. He explained how it worked, and also described the boundary line he'd drawn in the one-eyed witch's passageway in case of emergency. Daphne looked alarmed by his meticulous planning, perhaps not realizing the extent of his schemes to keep everyone safe, but she nodded resolutely in agreement.

The three of them sat around making small talk for a while, the girls catching up on the last two years since they'd last seen one another. Fleur kept trying to catch Harry's eye, and he knew she wanted to speak privately with him. Daphne must have sensed this, because she gave an exaggerated yawn and stretched wide on the sofa.

"I'm afraid this heiress needs her beauty rest," she quipped. "Would it be too much to assume that this pigsty has a bedroom to nap in?"

"You can use mine," said Fleur. "Upstairs to the left."

"Much appreciated," said Daphne as she stood. "Wake me up in two hours...any later and I'll be grumpy for the rest of the day." And she trudged up the stairs to get some shut-eye. Harry waited until he heard the bedroom door shut, then cast a Muffling Charm on the stairwell and joined Fleur on the sofa.

"Your wife is quite ze charmer," Fleur remarked. "I can see why you chose her."

"You know I didn't have a choice in the matter, right?" Harry sighed.

Fleur's expression finally turned serious. "Yes, I apologize for teasing," she said. "What 'appened last weekend?"

She listened attentively as Harry recounted the events of the Minister's Ball. She shook her head sadly as Harry described the impromptu ceremony for him and Daphne, grumbled angrily as he described the line of women brought out for the Death Eaters' choosing, and gasped in horror when Harry described Snape's fate.

"He will be alright, you believe?" she asked.

"Yes, he returned to work a couple of days ago," said Harry. "Voldemort didn't want to kill him, just send him a message."

"To humiliate him," Fleur nodded.

"Partly, yes," Harry agreed. "But I think there was something else going on that night. Another reason to single us all out."

"What makes you say that?"

"Just a hunch," Harry muttered vaguely. He'd been mulling over the events of that night all week, and something still didn't quite up about it all. There was one possible explanation, however, that made sense, one that scared him. And he didn't feel like hashing it out at that moment, as it would only add one more thing to worry about that was out of his control.

"Well, what are we going to do next?" asked Fleur. "It is abhorrent, yes, but it doesn't not change our circumstances much—"

"Yes, it does," Harry grumbled. "It shortens the window for us to finish our goals. I will not allow Pettigrew to lay hands on my sister, and she comes of-age in June. That gives us roughly six months to figure out a plan."

"That is not enough time," Fleur sighed. "It 'as been over a year since we found our last horcrux."

"I know," said Harry. "That's why I think it's time we got some help."

"From who?" asked Fleur. "Who can we possibly trust that will not be under Lockhart's scrutiny?"

"Two people come to mind," said Harry. "One is Amelia Bones. She won't have her mind invaded as long as she's pregnant, and she isn't due for a few more months. I think I'll talk to her over the upcoming break."

"Alright, if you think that wise," Fleur said uncertainly. "Who else?"

Harry hesitated before answering her. "Snape," he sighed.

"But 'e is a Death Eater!" Fleur protested. "You 'ave said it before: 'e is loyal to no one but 'imself."

"And to my mother," Harry corrected. "So far, that has given him cause enough to help me, even at risk to his own life. He already knows I'm not truly loyal to Voldemort, so it's not like I'll be telling him much he doesn't know already."

"You are not considering telling him what we are up to?" asked Fleur, suddenly alarmed.

"Not everything, no," said Harry. "But he's the main thing slowing me down from doing what needs to be done. I can't fight this war with one hand tied behind my back, and we're out of time, so I think we have to take the risk."

"What if he refuses to 'elp?"

"I'll show him reason," said Harry. "Trust me, I have a plan."

"Well...if you are sure," Fleur muttered, still sounding uncertain about the idea. "Oh, my father wrote me back zis week. I will be traveling 'ome for ze holidays."

"That's good," Harry nodded. "Must be nice to get a vacation from all the madness."

"It is not a vacation," Fleur corrected him sternly. "I will be working to end zis war while I am there, and I expect you to do ze same in my absence."

"Of course," Harry nodded.

"I also heard from Viktor Krum," Fleur continued. "I will seek to meet with 'im over the break as well."

"You didn't tell him anything incriminating, did you?" asked Harry nervously. The possibility of an owl being intercepted always weighed heavily on his mind.

"Of course not," Fleur scoffed. "I wrote to 'im as if I was an adoring fan. He sent me this in return."

Fleur drew her wand and summoned a large sheet of paper from across the room. It was a full-page photograph of Krum on a broomstick, pumping his fist in triumph for the crowd. Krum had autographed the photo, along with a brief scrawled message: 'Dear Fleur, thank you for the well-wishes. Call me if you're ever in Bulgaria sometime. xoxo -V.K.'

"That sounds like an invitation to me, does it not?" said Fleur. "I think 'e understood the hidden meaning of my letter and wants to meet to discuss ze war."

"That or he's hitting on you," Harry quipped, pointing to the x's and o's at the end of his message.

"Ah, is someone jealous of ze international Quidditch star?" Fleur said with a wry grin. "Afraid I'm going to spend ze night at his manor?"

"No, of course not," Harry denied, a bit too quickly. "You're free to spend the night with whoever you want." Why am I stammering like a smitten teenager? Harry cursed himself, face burning red as Fleur arched an amused eyebrow at him. Fleur isn't even into me like that, and Krum is way more in her league than I am. Merlin, why is my mind even going down this path!?

"As I said, it is strictly business," said Fleur, thankfully not teasing him further. "I will tell 'im what you said and ask for whatever 'elp he can give us. I will not give him all ze details, of course – only what he needs to know to provide assistance."

"Good," Harry nodded. He supposed both he and Fleur were taking a risk in asking others for help – Harry with Snape, and her with Krum. But they were going to need help at some point, and with Lockhart ravaging the minds of everyone they cared about, their options were limited. Trust was hard to come by these days.

Harry and Fleur sat talking throughout the afternoon, discussing everything from the war, to their school and work woes, to gossip about the newest married couples of Britain. It was freeing to be able to talk so openly with somebody, with no judgment or fear of retribution. Harry hadn't felt such a kinship with someone since his friendship with Ron and Hermione in his past timeline, and even then there were things he felt he couldn't share with his best friends. He could tell Fleur anything, and though she may tease him lightly at times, she understood him and did not judge his missteps.

Daphne stumbled back downstairs sometime later, looking rather cross. "It has been three hours," she huffed to Harry. "I told you to wake me in two."

"You must take better care to attend to your wife's needs, 'Arry," Fleur admonished him with a smirk. "Not a good sign of a healthy marriage."

"You could have reminded me as well," Harry grumbled, rolling his eyes as he stood. "Ready to go, Daph?"

"It was nice to meet you formally, Fleur," said Daphne, extending a polite hand towards her.

"Likewise," said Fleur, ignoring the hand and pulling in the younger girl for a hug. "Make sure our 'Arry is getting his beauty sleep too."

"I would, but alas, he refuses to share a bed with me," Daphne sighed dramatically, though she had a mischievous twinkle in her eye as she extended her arm towards Harry. "Take me home, dear husband."

Daphne seemed to be in better spirits after the excursion, which was a nice change of pace from the dour mood she'd been in since the Ball. Perhaps she just needed the care-free afternoon, free from the scrutiny of her peers. Or maybe she was reassured knowing that Harry was continuing the fight in secret, and that she may not be doomed to her fate forever.

However, the mood within the castle would soon darken again, as the weather began to turn and winter reared its ugly head. Normally Harry would begin looking forward to the Christmas holidays around this time, but he doubted it would be truly relaxing and care-free like in years past. His family was fractured and everyone was walking on eggshells – if anything, spending time with his family would be even more stressful than worrying about them from afar.

Harry kept an eye on Snape in the days to come, trying to gauge his frame of mind. He appeared outwardly as stoic and unchanged as ever, though his body language had definitely shifted since the ball. He appeared less confident and assertive, returning to the old Snape he once knew: lurking in the shadows, sulking in silence. He may have gotten everything he wanted from this war – a position of power and the woman he loved by his side – but clearly it did not bring him the happiness he desired.

It ironically gave Harry a glimmer of hope for his upcoming conversation with the man. The status quo was not favoring Snape like it had in months past. Perhaps that would make him more likely to help Harry upend it.

Harry made his move on a quiet Thursday evening in early December. The atmosphere in the Great Hall was muted; students spoke in hushed groups over their meals as a blizzard raged outside. Snape ate his dinner in silence, Lily beside him. Harry glanced about to ensure no one was paying him any mind, before turning away from the table and rolling up his left sleeve.

He had never attempted to communicate through the Dark Mark before. But he knew it must be possible, so he closed his eyes and pressed his thumb to the Mark, envisioning Snape and transmitting his desire to meet with him in his office. Snape did not outwardly react to the message, though he did flex his left forearm reflexively, indicating that he had received it. He finally glanced over to meet Harry's eye moments later, and gave a quick nod of the head, agreeing to the rendezvous.

The Headmaster excused himself from the table soon after, departing from the Great Hall and heading to his office. Harry waited a couple of minutes before bidding good-night to Daphne and leaving the Hall himself. Instead of heading for his dorm, he followed Snape up to his office; the gargoyle immediately leapt aside to grant him access up the spiral staircase.

Snape was waiting for him when he entered the office, sitting behind his desk, watching him impassively. Harry sank into one of the armchairs across from him; there was a brief silence as he considered how to begin.

"Well?" Snape demanded. "You requested this meeting, Potter. I am a busy man who cannot afford to waste time with frivolous student matters."

"How are you, sir?" asked Harry. "After your—er, after the Ball, I mean."

Snape's face twitched unpleasantly at the reminder. "The worst is behind me," he said simply. "I owe your sister a debt of gratitude. She saved my life that night."

Harry nodded thoughtfully at this. "I don't think I ever said this before," he continued slowly. "But I wish to thank you as well. For saving my life last June, and for keeping my mother safe through this war."

Snape's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Why do I get the feeling that you are about to ask me for something?" he sighed. "If your intention is to butter me up, Potter, don't expect any special favors—"

"My intention was honest," said Harry, raising his hands in peace. "I am grateful, I mean it."

Snape clearly didn't believe him. "Your gratitude is noted, Potter," he said. "Now, if that will be all, I have other matters to attend to tonight—"

"I wanted to talk about the Ball, sir," said Harry. "And what it all means."

"It's quite clear what it all means," Snape scoffed. "The Dark Lord sought to publicly humiliate those who have displeased him."

"See, I'm not so sure I agree," said Harry.

"You think the Dark Lord gave you a wife out of kindness?" said an incredulous Snape. "Merlin, I know teenage boys can only think of one thing, but I implore you to think with your brain, Potter—"

"I know it was a punishment," said Harry. "That's not what I meant. Did you not find it odd who he chose for us to marry?"

Snape narrowed his eyes in suspicion. "Elaborate."

"I was betrothed to Daphne Greengrass," said Harry. "We already know each other and our families get along. If his goal was truly to humiliate, why not pair me to Parkinson, or Bulstrode? Or auction me off to the daughter of the highest bidder? It was almost a show of mercy, wouldn't you say?"

"That's not exactly the word I would use—"

"My father was married to Andromeda Black, two more people who know each other," Harry continued. "And Draco was engaged to Astoria Greengrass. Not only an age-appropriate match, but both were unlikely to be desirable picks by the wider public. After all, who would want their child to marry the daughter of a disgraced Wizengamot member, or the son of a humiliated Death Eater who had failed the Dark Lord multiple times?"

"And yet, your sister was stuck with Pettigrew," Snape pointed out, distaste apparent in his expression. "I would call that neither age-appropriate nor a desirable match for her."

"Voldemort didn't expect for Pettigrew to do that," Harry retorted. "And he wasn't happy with the choice, remember? He tried to convince him out of it, but eventually agreed to save face."

"What is your point, Potter?" Snape demanded. "The Dark Lord made a public example of those he distrusts by pairing them together. So what?"

"If he distrusts us, why not pair us all to people who are loyal to him?" asked Harry. "Saddle me with Parkinson. Force my dad to wed Alecto Carrow and give Astoria Greengrass to her pervert brother. That would have been far more humiliating, and it would ensure we were being watched more closely by his devotees, who could report any sign of disloyalty to Voldemort. Instead, he chose to quarantine us from the rest of the public, to let us stick to our own. Why do you think that is?"

Snape pondered the question for a moment. "Perhaps he simply does not want to give any of his faithful the dishonor of associating with those who have displeased him," he suggested.

"As if he would care about that," Harry chuckled. "No, I think it's simpler than that. I think he intends for all of us to die."

Snape blinked in confusion at this theory. "Die?" he repeated. "What are you on about, Potter?"

"See, in the short term we are humiliated, yes," said Harry. "Put in the spotlight and forced to do his bidding while the rest of the world laughs at us. But in the long term, he isolated us. Kept us out of the wider population. So that when the time comes – when he feels he is ready – he can do away with us cleanly, with minimal fallout to the public. No widows. No orphans. A clean cut."

Snape opened his mouth to retort, then shut it again. He was silent for a moment, considering Harry's theory, and based on the length of the silence, he was taking it seriously. "He wouldn't," he eventually said. "What reason would he have to do so? He has total control of the country already."

"No, he doesn't," said Harry. "He still feels like there is unfinished business with Longbottom. He fears the prophecy, and until Longbottom is dead, along with everyone he deems untrustworthy, he will never be completely comfortable."

"Then why go through this charade, rather than kill us all now?" Snape demanded.

"We've been useful to him so far, to maintain the status quo," said Harry. "Killing the Minister of Magic, the Headmaster of Hogwarts, and his 'golden boy' in one fell swoop would cause a panic. It might spark a civil war, not to mention an international one, forcing him to come out of the shadows and rule with an iron fist. He will not want to do so until the Longbottom variable is dealt with, so he doesn't have to keep one eye on his back while fighting a war."

"Which is why he would not do so lightly," Snape pointed out.

"Not today, perhaps," said Harry. "But give it a few more months. My father's popularity is declining with every controversial law he forces through the Wizengamot. You're the laughingstock of the pure-blood world after what happened at the Ball. And the Prophet is propping me up at the poster child of all this nonsense. With enough time, with enough successful propaganda, our deaths will be celebrated."

Snape weighed these words thoughtfully. Harry could see that he was becoming convinced by the argument. The suspicion in his face was being replaced by a new emotion: worry.

"If the Dark Lord wants us dead, there is little we can do to stop it," said Snape. "So what purpose does it serve to ruminate on such an outcome?"

"Because I have no intention of rolling over and dying," said Harry. "And I doubt you do either. I want to use the time I have remaining to change my fortunes."

Now the suspicion returned to Snape's expression. "What are you suggesting, Potter?" he said. "You seek to join the resistance movement with Tonks and Diggory? Or are you somehow foolish enough to think you can defeat the Dark Lord yourself?"

Harry took a deep breath. This was the point of no return – the moment he had to decide how much to divulge with Snape. Was it foolish to tell one of Voldemort's lieutenants that he was actively working against the Dark Lord? Was he about to risk the entire fate of the war? It was a terrifying prospect, but he was out of time and options. It was time to throw caution to the wind.

"I have a plan," said Harry cautiously. "I know a way to get us all through this war unscathed. But I need your help to do it."

"You should have run with your family when you had the chance last summer," Snape scoffed. "It's far too late now...you cannot outrun the Dark Lord."

"I'm not going to run," said Harry. "I've been working on something for years – something that can change the tides of this war. But I need information to complete my goal."

"What kind of information?"

"For one, I need to know how the school wards work," said Harry. "I need an easier way in and out of the castle. I can't do what I need to do while trapped beneath anti-Disapparation wards."

"So you're the one who was lurking around the ward stones earlier this term," Snape groaned. "I should have known. And you should have known that no one can Apparate or Portkey from within the school grounds."

"That's not true," Harry pointed out. "I saw you change the wards with a password, right here in this office, when you brought me and Malfoy to the raid."

"Headmaster's privilege," said Snape. "Why should I let a student come and go as he pleases?"

"Because the Dark Lord told you to help me, for one thing," Harry pointed out.

"He did no such thing."

"You don't remember our last meeting, in this very office?" said Harry. "He wants Longbottom found as a top priority, and he ordered you to assist me in my search."

Snape narrowed his eyes in suspicion. "If you have legitimate knowledge as to Longbottom's whereabouts," he said slowly, "you will come to me at once, and I will accompany you to the location. I will not allow you to leave this castle unattended."

"You also promised my mother to keep me safe," said Harry.

"You are perfectly safe here in the castle," Snape scoffed.

"I am not always in the castle," said Harry simply. "Sneaking out with my own methods is not an easy journey. And if I am summoned by Voldemort again while outside of the wards, I may not be able to return in time to avoid suspicion."

"That is your concern, not mine," Snape said simply.

"Wrong," said Harry. "My mother will blame you if something happens to me. She'll be smart enough to realize that you were negligent in keeping me safe, and blame you for breaking the promise you made to her two summers ago."

"I'm afraid you are the one that is mistaken, idiot boy," Snape said through gritted teeth. "I made an oath to your mother to keep you safe for the coming school year. That year has passed, and I am no longer bound by that Unbreakable Vow."

"Maybe not in a magical sense," Harry conceded. "But she will blame you all the same. She will figure out that you could have given me an easier way to travel but failed to do so, and she won't forgive you if I am caught because of it. And the woman you desire will never be yours again."

Snape looked murderous, like he wanted to draw his wand and curse Harry for his audacity. "Has anyone ever told you what a cocky little shit you are?" he grumbled.

"You never fail to remind me," Harry quipped. "That's not all I need from you, either."

"What a surprise. What else?"

"Information about Voldemort's inner circle," said Harry. "Names. Hierarchies. I need to know how many he has Marked, and who he trusts more than others."

"Even I do not know the names of every Death Eater," said Snape. "We wear masks to protect our identities, not only from the public but from one another."

"Oh, please," Harry scoffed. "The masks came off in the Ministry tribunals after the last war. And you don't strike me as the kind of person to forgive and forget. You would want to know every single individual in this country who has dirt on you, who could potentially turn on you at a moment's notice."

"What use could you have for such information?"

"To send out Christmas cards," Harry shrugged. "Keep your friends close and your raiding partners closer, as they say."

Snape was not amused by the quip. "Even if I did possess such knowledge," he said slowly, "the question remains: why should I allow you access to it?"

"Because you're starting to realize you've been caught in a trap," said Harry. "Voldemort has left you with no way out. I'm offering you a lifeline. A path to surviving this war. If you think you have a bright future ahead of you, then by all means carry on as usual. Or you can help me save both our lives."

"You must think me truly stupid, boy," Snape said angrily. "You give me absolutely nothing of substance to go off of, but expect me to believe you have some master plan to take down the most powerful wizard of all time."

"If I had such a plan, it wouldn't be wise to lay it all out for one of his closest followers, would it?" Harry pointed out. "Dumbledore did not tell you everything, either."

"You are not Albus Dumbledore!" Snape roared. "You are not half the man or wizard he was!"

"Yet you acknowledge that he knew things you did not," said Harry. "You didn't ask what he was doing with Longbottom during his final months? You never wondered what Longbottom and his friends are out doing at this very moment? What mission they are pursuing? You don't know the half of what's truly going on in this war."

Snape looked furious, like he was of half a mind to roll up his sleeve and summon the Dark Lord there and then. Harry sat patiently, not flinching away from his murderous gaze, awaiting his decision. He had to trust that his read in the man was correct, that he would not sell him out if there was even the slimmest chance that Harry was telling the truth.

When Snape spoke again, it was with a level calm, though laced with danger. "You say I know nothing," he said. "However, I am not blind. I can read between the lines better than most. So let me tell you a few things that I do know."

"Like what?" Harry asked.

"I know you are the Phantom," said Snape simply. "You fought the Dark Lord on that cliffside, using Dumbledore's wand, which I presume you stole from Longbottom. It was an impressive use of illusory magic, so seamless that nobody else seemed to realize it but myself. No one else present that evening witnessed the First Task of the Triwizard Tournament like I did, which is fortunate for you, as I recognized your handiwork straight away."

Fear overcame Harry as he realized the tables had turned in an instant. He was shocked by how much the Headmaster knew, how easily he had read into Harry's intentions. It took ever bit of willpower he possessed not to draw his wand and Obliviate years' worth of memories from Snape's mind.

"I was also watching you more carefully than you know last year," Snape continued. "I know every time you snuck in and out of the castle. You were absent the day of the incident at the Egyptian pyramids. The day of the Bulgarian Portkey incident. The day Nurmengard was breached. And I presume you were a frequent visitor of those Knockturn Alley fighting rings, being watched by Barty Crouch, who luckily did not recognize you."

Harry's heart hammered as he listened to Snape speak. His hand gripped the Elder Wand beneath his robes, ready to strike at any moment, half-expecting Snape to either draw on him first or summon the Dark Lord through the Mark on his arm.

"I have been aware of your scheming ways since the day you first stepped foot in this castle over six years ago," Snape concluded. "Dumbledore couldn't see it then, and the Dark Lord can't see it now, but I know your true nature, Potter. You are every bit as dangerous as them."

Harry's mind raced, looking for an avenue to talk his way out of this one. What else did Snape know? Might he guess at even more of Harry's secrets? He had to tread very carefully in this conversation, reminding Harry very much of his meeting with Grindelwald at Nurmengard.

"An interesting theory," Harry said, blinking in mock surprise. "A mere teenager, powerful enough to take on the Dark Lord one on one? As if anybody would believe that."

Snape's lip curled upward in a mocking smile. "So you deny it, then," he said. "Good – maybe you are half as clever as you pretend to be. Admitting to it would force my hand, you see...as long as my suspicions are not verified, the Dark Lord's Legilimency will detect no treachery when I claim ignorance to the Phantom's identity."

"If you are so certain it's me, why keep your suspicions to yourself?" Harry demanded

"Because I have seen what happens when you are backed into a corner," Snape said simply. "That is when you are at your most dangerous – to yourself and all those around you. A cornered animal will bite the hand of even those that feed it."

"Is that how you see yourself, then?" Harry scoffed. "You're feeding me? Like I'm some pitiful dog in need of shelter?"

"You would have been dead without my assistance last summer," Snape said sternly. "And you would not be here now if you did not need my help. That is my true talent, Potter – I know where my usefulness lies, and I always make sure that dangerous wizards see me as a resource to be used, not a threat to be feared."

Harry realized then just how much he had underestimated Snape. He could have gloated, could have held what he knew about Harry over his head. Instead, he demonstrated his own point: he knew how dangerous Harry was, and rather than seek to destroy him, Snape made himself indispensable, so that Harry could not do without him. It was maddeningly clever and cunning, proving he was in the correct House all along.

"You always play both sides," Harry muttered thoughtfully. "So that no matter who ends up on top, you reap the rewards."

"Some might call it dishonorable," said Snape. "I call it survival. You're right, Potter: I care for my own interests first and foremost. So tell me: why is it in my best interests to throw my lot in with a seventeen year old twerp, rather than the most feared dark wizard of all time?"

Harry felt the weight of that question, knowing how loaded it was. Snape wanted to know what he was up to, what his plan to defeat the Dark Lord was. But Harry had no intentions of telling him everything, about the horcruxes, about the Hallows. He recognized how dangerous Snape was as well, and couldn't just hand him all his secrets for fear of how he might use them against him later. Still, he had to give Snape something to earn his trust. And there was one thing that might just do the trick.

"You may recall that I claimed to be a Seer in my early years at Hogwarts," said Harry. "A claim that you did not believe."

"A blatant lie," Snape scoffed. "As I said, you are not nearly as clever as you think you are."

"And yet, I had foreknowledge of events to come," said Harry. "How do you think that to be possible?"

Snape stared at him thoughtfully for a moment. "I have asked myself that question many times before," he muttered. "And yet, none of my theories seemed plausible."

"Name some of them."

"I was forced to question whether you were a bona fide prodigy," said Snape. "But while you were always years ahead of your peers, you demonstrated above-average intellect at best. Then I thought perhaps you had exposure to the Dark Lord earlier in life, perhaps through Pettigrew, but that was quickly proven false. All I was left with were supernatural explanations that defied logic, like time travel."

Harry saw the way Snape's eyes bored into his with this statement – despite his casual tone, he was watching Harry for a reaction. That told Harry he suspected the truth. And while he could not admit it outright to Snape, for fear of Voldemort's Legilimency detecting it, he could at least let him know he was on the right track.

"Time travel?" he said innocently. "That would be quite remarkable. It would suggest I've lived all of this before, in another life. Of course, if I'm here replaying events now, it probably means things didn't go so well for me the first time. But I probably would have learned a lot along the way – skills to master, pitfalls to avoid, events to change the outcome of. And I would have had a clearer idea about how to win the war, and several years' head-start to work towards that goal. By now, I might even be close to achieving it."

Despite Snape's impassive expression, Harry could see the gears turning in the man's mind. The pieces must be clicking into place for him now, as he realized the truth in what Harry was saying. He surveyed Harry with new eyes, as though viewing him for who he truly was for the first time.

"As I have said, there are plans in motion that you are not privy to," Harry continued. "Your guesses do not paint a full picture of what is happening outside these walls. The Dark Lord is not invincible, and there is a viable path that leads to his downfall. So, I will not waste your time any longer, Headmaster. Will you or will you not help me?"

Snape and Harry sat in silence for a long while, staring one another down. The former looked pensive, as if deciding if he was willing to take the risk and expose himself further to the war. Harry betrayed no fear, staring impassively back, knowing he had to project confidence in himself and his plan to earn the man's trust. Would it be enough to convince him that Harry knew what he was doing? That he truly had the knowledge and abilities to defeat Voldemort and win the war?

Finally, Snape spoke. "There is an alcove, not far from this office," he sighed. "Roughly ten paces down the hall from the staircase."

"I've seen it," Harry frowned. "What of it?"

"There is a pocket of un-warded space within that alcove," said Snape. "A loophole in the school enchantments, allowing anyone to Apparate into or out of that space."

"There is?" said Harry, surprised.

"The Dark Lord insisted upon it," said Snape. "So that he may visit my quarters any time he wishes. No one knows of the loophole except him and myself. And now you."

"So...I can step into that alcove and Apparate anywhere outside the castle?" asked Harry. "And Apparate back into the alcove when it's time to return?" That was a game-changer if it proved to be true. It was a much simpler and easier method of leaving the castle, and if he was summoned while away, he could be at the Headmaster's Office in a matter of seconds, not minutes.

"In theory, one could use this alcove to come and go freely," said Snape. "Not that I would ever give a student explicit permission to do such a thing. And if one were to be caught doing so, the repercussions would be immense."

"I would never dream of exploiting such a loophole," Harry said with faux innocence. "Especially not without permission from my Headmaster."

Snape sneered at this quip, clearly not amused. "Any other outlandish requests you'd like to make, Potter?" he groaned.

"Just one more," said Harry. "I need to borrow something."

"Like what?" Snape sighed.

"That."

Snape followed Harry's gaze to the wall, where the Sorting Hat sat on its perch.

"The Sorting Hat?" he said in disbelief. "Why in Merlin's name would you need to borrow the Hat?"

"I can't tell you that," said Harry. "But I assure you it is critical for my mission."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then the war is lost," Harry shrugged. "Longbottom will be caught eventually, and you and I will be killed alongside him."

"Maybe I don't buy that theory."

"Fine," Harry shrugged. "Then I will simply steal it, and you can decide whether to turn me into the authorities or not. It will be difficult to explain myself, you see, and once Lockhart begins to pry into my true motivations, it will be over for everyone."

Snape looked exasperated beyond belief with Harry's antics by now. Harry knew he was putting the man in an impossible situation, but they were running out of time.

"And how will I explain myself, if anyone realizes it has gone missing?" asked Snape. "Including the Dark Lord, who frequents this office?"

"He won't notice," said Harry. "And even if he does, you can tell him it's out for cleaning or something. He will not suspect anything is afoot."

"Let me get this straight," said Snape. "You would have me believe that the Sorting Hat is somehow essential to your efforts, and yet the Dark Lord would not notice nor care about its disappearance?"

Harry snorted – he supposed that would sound far-fetched without the proper context. No one but him knew about the Hat's ability to fetch the Sword, after all. "That's precisely what I am saying," he said.

Snape mulled over these cryptic words for a long moment. "You know, Potter," he muttered, "for someone who hated Albus Dumbledore so much, you have much in common with the late Headmaster."

"Don't I know it," Harry chuckled bitterly. And without waiting for proper permission, he stood and reached up to grab the Sorting Hat from its perch. He carefully folded it and tucked it into his robes, sitting back down and watching Snape. The Headmaster looked very much like he wanted to protest, but he said nothing to stop him.

"I do hope you know what you're doing, Potter," said Snape. "If you are discovered...if you are caught—"

"I can be discreet," said Harry. "I've survived this long, haven't I?"

"It is a small wonder," Snape muttered to himself. "Now, get out of my office, before I change my mind about any of this."

"Thank you for your time, Headmaster," Harry said with a slight bow. He stood to exit the office, but as he passed through the doorway, Snape called out after him.

"The Dark Lord seeks the wand that resides in your pocket, Potter," he said. "He is on the hunt for it as we speak. I hope you covered your tracks sufficiently, or you will soon feel his breath upon your neck."

Harry did not respond to the warning. He returned quickly to his dorm, stowing the Sorting Hat away in his trunk for safe-keeping until he found a better place for it. He now had several crucial new tools in his arsenal...he had the Hat, which would get him one step closer to obtaining the Sword of Gryffindor. He had an easier method to get in and out of the castle to realize his goals. And if his read on Snape was correct, he might have a new ally in his quest to weaken Voldemort's base of strength and eventually usurp him.

He still felt as though he'd struck a deal with the devil, as he deeply distrusted Snape and all he stood for. But beggars could not be choosers, and Harry needed all the help he could get. Whether he was using Snape or Snape was using him, at least their goals were momentarily aligned...now it became a question of when those goals diverged again, and what would happen when they did.
Year 7-13: Ghosts of the Past

"Hiya, Harry! Excited for the holidays?"

"Hello, Luna," Harry greeted the girl as she plopped into the seat beside him in the library. "I suppose so. You?"

"I suppose so too," Luna sighed. "It will be nice to see Daddy again, though I hear it will be quite foggy over Christmas."

"Is that so?" Harry frowned. He had heard no such weather reports, and wondered if Luna meant this in a literal sense, or a more metaphorical one – it was often difficult to tell with her. "Well, it's always good to be with family in uncertain times."

"Absolutely," said Luna. "Though Daddy said he may be busy over the break. He is working on a big story that is due to release early next year."

"Well, I wish him the best of luck on it," said Harry. He was sure Xenophilius was hard at work concocting some new conspiracy theory revolving around magical creatures, which his readers at The Quibbler would lap up without critical thought. He remained grateful to the man for supporting him in the past, even if his outlandish beliefs continued to confound him.

Harry's own holiday was bound to be stressful as well. He had a lot of planning to do, and experimenting with the Sorting Hat to try and get the Sword of Gryffindor. He also planned to speak with Amelia Bones to feel her out as a potential ally, and hopefully meet with Fleur once she returned from abroad to see what she learned. It would be far from the care-free quality time with family he'd come to associate with Christmas in years past.

He was also nervous about what fallout might result from his recent conversation with Snape. The Headmaster had been deliberately avoiding Harry since that night, acting as though he was invisible whenever they crossed paths. Normally Harry would find this to be an improvement from Snape's usual treatment of him, but now it was worrisome. Had Snape come to regret his decision to help Harry? Would he change his mind and use the information Harry gave him to curry favor with Voldemort?

Harry did not interact with Snape again until the final evening of term, the night before the Hogwarts Express was due to depart for London. Harry finished his dinner and exited the Great Hall for his dorm to pack. Snape exited a moment behind him, seemingly in a hurry; he bumped shoulders with Harry as he brushed past, knocking him askance.

"Watch where you're walking, Potter," Snape snapped as he hurried on ahead and up the stairs.

Harry righted himself, prepared to tell Snape off for his carelessness. But then he saw a small booklet sitting on the stone floor, seemingly left behind in Snape's haste. "Sir, you dropped—" Harry called after him, but Snape was already up the stairs and around a corner, out of sight.

Harry bent down to pick up the booklet. It looked like a miniature journal, similar to one he'd seen Snape consult during Potions lessons in years past. He opened the journal, fully expecting to see some random potion recipes and jumbled lesson plans. Instead, he was shocked to read the name written atop the first page: 'LUCIUS MALFOY'. He quickly slammed the journal shut and pocketed it, planning to read more in private.

He waited until Daphne went to bed that night to pull out the journal again and study it under wand-light at his desk. Beneath Lucius' name was a jumble of information about the man, seemingly compiled over years or decades. It included observations about his declining standing with Voldemort, his tenuous personal relationship with the man, and other Death Eaters that Lucius appeared closest with.

And Lucius was not the only name in the journal. There were DOZENS of Death Eaters listed within, each with pages and pages of notes detailing Snape's observations and interactions with them. It was a gold mine of information, providing insight into names that Harry knew virtually nothing about, all laid out in an easily-accessible format. It was far more information than Harry could take in a single sitting, so he stowed it away with plans to consult it further over the break.

It was a sign that Harry had made the right decision in approaching Snape for help. Not only had the man not turned him over to Voldemort immediately, he gave Harry a copy of his own personal dossier, chock-full of information he might be able to use against his enemies. If that wasn't a show of confidence, Harry didn't know what was. Now he just had to make sure to repay the favor – namely, by not getting caught in his schemes.

The next morning on the train, he told Dahlia and Damian about the alcove that would allow them to Apparate or Portkey away from the castle. "But don't abuse it," he warned them, looking to Dahlia in particular, as she enjoyed sneaking off to Raven House as she pleased. "Keep using the one-eyed witch's passageway unless it's an emergency. Voldemort knows about the alcove too, and it wouldn't be good if you crossed paths with him."

"Yeah, I'll pass on that," Damian grimaced. He was fortunate enough to have never seen Voldemort in person before, and clearly had no plans to seek him out.

"We need to spend some more time practicing Apparation over the break," said Harry, to Dahlia and Damian's dismay. "Hey, no whining! You both made good progress last time."

"Sure, if you count losing half of a hand as progress," Dahlia grimaced.

"Just because you managed to Apparate at fourteen doesn't mean it comes easy to the rest of us," Damian grumbled. Harry and Dahlia shared a look at this – she alone knew that Harry hadn't truly been fourteen at the time. But she kept her silence, respecting her brother's wish to keep that aspect of his life a secret for the time being. Only Dahlia and Fleur (and now Snape, Harry realized) knew that he was a time traveler.

Andromeda Black was waiting for the three of them when they arrived at King's Cross that evening. Harry assumed this was an optics decision – she was soon to become their step-mother, after all, and they had to maintain that public guise to keep themselves safe. They took a Portkey back to Grimmauld Place, where Aunt Petunia was waiting in the living room, looking anxious.

"Damian dear," she said, engulfing her son in a hug. "I've been so worried about you...how have you been?"

"Fine, Mum," said Damian, squirming out of his mother's grasp. "What are you doing here? I thought you were staying at the Godric's Hollow house."

"Yes, well," Petunia grimaced. "Your uncle believes it will be safer for me to stay here, with him and Andromeda. Just as a precaution."

"Has something happened?" Dahlia frowned. "Are you not safe at Godric's Hollow?"

Petunia shifted uncomfortably, as if not wanting to answer the question. "It's, well, not the most pleasant atmosphere in Godric's Hollow as of late," she admitted. "Some of the magical population there have begun harassing the non-magical folk living there. A couple recognized me at the bus stop returning home from work one night and shouted insults at me."

"Who was it?" Damian growled angrily. "Take me to them, and I'll show them how to fight the Muggle way—"

"No, dear, don't make a big deal out of it," said Petunia quickly. "I am fine. The last thing I want is for you to get hurt on my behalf."

"They can't get away with that," Damian huffed. "It's not fair! It's—"

"It's war, Damian," Harry said grimly, resting a hand on his cousin's shoulder. "People are getting away with far worse. We just have to protect ourselves and each other as best we can."

Damian looked annoyed by this response. He shook off Harry's hand and stalked upstairs, slamming his bedroom door shut. Harry knew how frustrated Damian was with how the war was going – he too was facing his share of discrimination at Hogwarts, even if it wasn't as overt as verbal harassment. Damian was an action-oriented person who clearly wanted to fight back, but didn't have a good outlet to do so.

"Will you be here for Christmas, Aunt Petunia?" asked Dahlia.

"Naturally," said Petunia. "I am expected to attend the banquet that evening."

"What banquet?" Harry frowned.

Petunia glanced nervously across the room to Andromeda, who answered on her behalf. "To celebrate your father and I getting married," Andromeda sighed. "It's meant to be a big Christmas spectacle for the Prophet."

Of course, Harry thought bitterly. Voldemort did say he wanted James and Andromeda's union to be a celebratory event for Britain, both as a distraction tactic and a humiliation ritual. And of course Petunia would be forced to attend...she was now posing as James' Squib sister, after all.

Harry wondered if there was another trap waiting for them at the banquet. For all he knew, it would be the moment Voldemort decided to come out of the shadows and declare the start of his reign by killing the Potters on a public stage. His Dark Mark had been prickled uncomfortably for the past few days, evoking some emotion Harry couldn't quite place. Anticipation? Excitement? Something was brewing on the horizon, and he hated being in the dark.

So he dedicated himself that week to poring over Snape's notes and learning what he could about the Death Eater hierarchy. Snape's note-taking was meticulous, and reading through the journal felt like watching Voldemort's army grow in real time. He witnessed the rise of Lucius Malfoy as Voldemort's top cadet before falling from grace; the saga of Wormtail repeatedly failing his master but redeeming himself with great acts of loyalty; and the vying for control between all of Voldemort's lieutenants, all seeking to curry the Dark Lord's favor for themselves.

But Harry quickly noticed a trend in each of the profiles. Voldemort was seemingly dissatisfied with all of his followers, constantly berating them for their slip-ups and incompetencies. Despite everyone's efforts to appease their master, he found them all inadequate and lacking in terms of skill and dedication. 'It is a small wonder that the Dark Lord seeks blood purity in Britain, when he constantly tells his pure-blood followers how inept they are,' Snape wrote in one entry after Lucius' failure to capture Neville in the Department of Mysteries.

There was one glaring exception to this rule, however: Bellatrix Lestrange. Her page was full of glowing praise, as Voldemort seemingly told every one of his followers that she was the gold standard. 'Bellatrix is undoubtedly his most loyal devotee,' Snape wrote. 'He puts her in charge of nearly every mission he can. He wishes that all of us would be more like her.'

Bellatrix's entry even continued after her death. 'Dark Lord is devastated by her murder,' Snape recounted. 'He is more temperamental now and harder to please. Losing her was a great loss, and he does not trust anyone nearly as much as he trusted her.'

Harry found this peculiar. He hadn't realized just how important Bellatrix was to Voldemort, to the point that he was 'devastated' by her loss. That might be just the clue he was looking for...if he was going to trust anybody in his ranks with an important task – or object – it would be her.

Out of curiosity, he flipped next to Rodolphus Lestrange's profile. Much of it was filled with reports on his disappointing performance and subpar talent at everything. 'The Dark Lord seems to believe him to be a poor match for Bellatrix,' Snape commented once. But then, out of nowhere, Voldemort seemed to fixate on Rodolphus, shortly after his wife's death.

'Another meeting with R.L. and Dark Lord today,' wrote Snape. 'Dark Lord asking specific questions about marriage contract with B. Demanding oaths of loyalty from R. Appears anxious about something and wants to keep R. close. Promises him a new wife and other rewards if he performs well by his side.'

That was even more curious than Bellatrix's profile. Why had Voldemort brought Rodolphus in close after her death? If anything, he would have assumed the opposite – with her gone, the Dark Lord would have seen no further use for the man, whom he clearly found to be incompetent and dead weight. And yet, he sought to keep him nearby, to keep him happy...for what purpose?

A theory was beginning to form in Harry's mind. One that made more sense the more he mulled it over. Normally, there would have been no way to verify his theory. Only two people would know the truth – one was Voldemort, and the other was dead. Luckily, death was no longer an obstacle in Harry's pursuit of the truth.

He drew his wand and cast Muffling Charms on his door and every wall of his bedroom. He then pulled out the Resurrection Stone and took a deep breath. He turned it over three times in his palm, then whispered, "Bellatrix Lestrange."

The effect was immediate. A spectral version of Bellatrix popped into being before him, though younger and less manic-looking than the one he'd killed. She looked briefly disoriented, but when she spotted Harry across the room, a look of rage overcame her features.

"You!" she bellowed. Her hands plunged into her immaterial robes, as if to grab a wand and hex him, but she had none. She then lunged at Harry angrily, but she passed straight through him, her attempts to hit and claw at him resulting in nothing more than swipes of empty air.

"Evening, Bellatrix," said Harry calmly. "I have a couple questions for you."

"Go to hell, Potter!" she spat. "I'm not answering a damn thing for you!"

"Suit yourself," Harry shrugged, as he reached into his own robes. "I was just going to ask if you recognized this, but you're entitled to silence, I suppose."

Bellatrix's eyes bulged out of her head when she saw Harry withdraw a small goblet from his robes, made of pure gold and inscribed with the outline of a badger. "Where did you get that?!" she demanded.

"Oh, so you do recognize it?" Harry asked, arching an eyebrow.

Bellatrix's face twitched madly, torn between her burning curiosity and her hatred of Harry. "I didn't say I did," she muttered.

"Fair enough," Harry shrugged. "I think I'll just keep it, then. Maybe pour myself a glass of Butterbeer, or share it with my mother—"

"Don't let that filthy Mudblood's lips touch it!" Bellatrix bellowed. "That's a priceless House artifact, belonging to Helga Hufflepuff herself!"

"I thought you said you didn't recognize it?" said Harry.

"Never mind that!" Bellatrix huffed. "How did you get it from my vault? My master instructed me to tell no one of its existence, not even my fool of a husband!"

"Who said I got it from your vault?" Harry said innocently. "In fact, who said I owned the Cup at all?"

Harry snapped his fingers, and Hufflepuff's Cup disappeared into thin air, the illusion ended. Bellatrix's eyes went wide once more, this time with fury at being fooled.

"I said nothing!" she shrieked. "You lied to me, you filthy half-blood, Muggle-loving son of a whore! My master will flay you alive, and I will torment you for all of eternity—"

"No, you won't," Harry said casually. And he pocketed the Resurrection Stone, causing the shade of Bellatrix to disappear. Despite her absence, a malevolent energy lingered in the air...perhaps she truly was making good on her promise to haunt him from the other side. But she could not truly hurt him or his family. Not anymore.

That confirmed his theory: the Cup resided in Bellatrix's vault at Gringotts. Or at least, it did, prior to her death...the question was, did it remain there after? Harry suspected it did, or else Voldemort would not have bothered to focus his attention on Rodolphus. He would not want the man to know about the Cup, as he did not trust him, but he did want to ensure the Cup remained safe in their shared vault upon her death. Harry was willing to bet his life savings that the Cup was still in the Lestrange vault, with only Voldemort himself aware of its existence.

He would have to share his findings with Fleur at the next possible opportunity. Unfortunately, that would be a while, as she was currently in France, spending the holidays with her family and collecting information from the continent. She had left her enchanted diary at Raven House, out of fear that it could fall into enemy hands while passing through the rigorous Ministry checkpoint. Hopefully he would be able to meet with her before returning to Hogwarts for the winter term, as it was too risky to send an international owl with such critical news.

In the meantime, he decided to devote his attention elsewhere, hoping to solve multiple issues in one fell swoop. Two days before Christmas, with the adults all out of the house at work, Harry rounded up Dahlia and Damian and brought them to Raven House for more Apparation practice. Dahlia was improving drastically; she succeeded in Apparating into her hoop once more, only Splinching a single fingernail this time. Damian still hadn't managed to perform the difficult maneuver yet, but he did flicker a couple of times and make a loud popping noise before falling to the grass yet again.

"You're nearly there, Damian, I promise," Harry encouraged the boy as he trudged into the living room, muddied and dispirited. "You've nearly got the disappearing part down...you're just one attempt away from getting the reappearing part as well."

"Yeah, and I'm one pickup line away from getting Demelza Robins to go out with me," Damian deadpanned, earning a giggle from Dahlia. "Don't patronize me, Potter."

"I'm not!" Harry protested. "It wasn't exactly easy for me to learn, either – you haven't cut yourself in half like I did in my fourth year."

"Mum will never forgive you for that, by the way," Dahlia grimaced, as she took off her sock and wrung the mud and melted snow from it. "Can we go back to Grimmauld now? I would like a bath, and I don't trust the plumbing in this shack."

"In a minute," said Harry. "I actually need your help with something else."

He walked across the room to the kitchen, reaching up to one of the high cupboards that was rarely used. He pulled out the Sorting Hat, which he'd stored there days earlier, and brought it back to the living room.

"Is that what I think it is?" Damian frowned.

"What the hell is the bloody Sorting Hat doing here?" Dahlia demanded.

"I borrowed it," Harry said simply. "But you can't speak a word about this to anyone, got it?"

"Why would you need to borrow the Sorting Hat?" asked Damian. "Trying to get out of being a Ravenclaw?"

Harry sighed, determining how much he ought to share with the two. "I need to find the Sword of Gryffindor," he said. "And only a Gryffindor can pull it out from the Hat in a time of need."

"But the Sword of Gryffindor is just a myth," Dahlia frowned. "It hasn't been seen in centuries."

"That's not true," said Harry. "I've seen it. And you have too."

Dahlia looked perplexed, not understanding what he meant. Then, her eyes widened as she remembered the memories Harry had shown her in the Pensieve, slaying the basilisk with the Sword in his original second year. Damian too looked puzzled, as he did not yet knew Harry's background as a time traveler.

"You're not a Gryffindor anymore," Dahlia muttered thoughtfully, which only made Damian look more confused.

"But you are," Harry pointed out. "Can you please try for me? Ask the Hat for it."

He handed her the Hat. She tentatively held it upright, peering at it nervously, before raising it over her head and slipping it on. Harry and Damian watched on with bated breath as Dahlia sat quietly, the brim of the Hat covering her eyes, having a mental conversation with the thing.

After several minutes of silence, Dahlia removed the Hat again, looking disgruntled. "It won't give it to me," she grumbled. "Keeps saying that my need isn't great enough or something."

"Tell it the Sword is necessary for defeating Voldemort," Harry insisted. "And that it's urgent. C'mon, please, try again."

Dahlia sighed and slipped the Hat on again. This time she only remained under its brim for less than a minute before taking it off again.

"Bloody thing's useless," she huffed, chucking the Hat to the ground. "It told me that I'm worthy, but my cause is not. Then it just stopped talking to me altogether."

Harry sighed as he picked up the Hat to return it to its hiding spot. He was disappointed, but not surprised...the Hat had told him as much the last time he inquired about the Sword. Dahlia may be fit to wield the Sword, but clearly the circumstances didn't qualify her to retrieve it in that moment. Harry would have to think of a way to manufacture such a circumstance in the future, though he had no intention of chucking his sister in the path of a basilisk any time soon.

"We'll find a way," Harry muttered, more to himself than the other two. "We have to." Dahlia and Damian exchanged a concerned look at his dire words, but thankfully did not ask further questions about the Sword of Gryffindor. The horcrux situation was not a conversation he was ready to have with the two teens, as it would only cause them to worry.

Harry forced himself to set aside his scheming for a day or two as Christmas Eve came around and his loved ones began to congregate at Grimmauld Place for the holiday. They shared a nice dinner together that evening, as Sirius and Amelia came to join James, Andromeda, Petunia and the teens in the townhouse. The conversation was more muted than in years past, but it was still a pleasant evening shared among the people he cared most about. He knew he would have to savor such moments to get through the dark days ahead...he only lamented that his mother, Remus and Alessia could not be there to join them.

Harry watched Amelia from afar, as she conversed alongside Sirius while cradling her growing baby bump. He knew he wanted to talk with her at some point during the break – it was just a matter of finding a moment alone with her. He could not tip off Sirius about the conversation, either, as he was still under Lockhart's watchful eye. Unfortunately, Sirius was sticking by his new wife's side like glue, giving Harry no opportunity to pull her aside. No matter – he would find an excuse one way or another.

That night, the group exchanged gifts with one another, since they wouldn't have time the following day with the banquet preparations monopolizing their time. James gifted Harry with a golden watch – "a rite of passage for every wizard when he comes of-age," he explained. "I wanted to give it to you on your birthday, but, well...things got a bit crazy."

"That's okay," Harry nodded. "Thanks, Dad." His seventeenth birthday had been a scary time for all of them, with Voldemort freshly lording over them after the Battle of London. It was a nice watch, but Harry valued it more for the gesture than the quality, vowing to keep it safe through the war.

Sirius gifted him a specialized wand holster, woven from acromantula silk, which allowed Harry to keep his Kneazle wand up his sleeve without even feeling it. Petunia got him a nice set of silver dishware – "For you and your wife," she explained, as Harry suppressed a grimace at the reminder of his marital status. Meanwhile, Harry gifted his sister and cousin a self-study course planning kit ("Leave it to a bloody Ravenclaw," Damian grumbled), and gave Sirius a novelty Muggle t-shirt he'd spotted in a London storefront near Diagon Alley. Sirius roared with laughter as he held up the shirt for all to see: it featured a puppy dog in a tuxedo, with the caption: 'The Dogfather'.

"I'm going to wear this every day once my son is born!" he announced gleefully.

"Or daughter," Amelia said quietly, though she too smiled at the tongue-in-cheek gift.

Harry saved his gift to his father for last: a silver ring, inset with small red gems, which he'd custom-ordered from a Muggle jewelry shop. James went silent when he unboxed the ring, holding it in trembling hands.

"It's red, for Gryffindor," Harry offered. "I thought it would look stylish on your hand."

James slipped on the ring, examining it in the light. "Thank you, Harry," he said in a choked voice.

Dahlia excused herself quickly to the bathroom, hiding her own tears. She too understood the hidden meaning that only the Potters knew, which Lockhart would never understand when he viewed the memory. The gems were garnets – Lily's birthstone – a representation of the fourth family member that could not be with them this year. James slipped it onto his now-empty ring finger, fighting to keep his emotions in check as the rest of the family watched on in confusion.

The rest of the night was spent sitting beside the fire, swapping stories and enjoying one another's company. It was a pleasant time of laughter and merriment, a welcome reprieve from the darkness surrounding them. Harry only wished that Lily, Remus and Alessia could have been with them...hopefully next Christmas they would all be together again without the specter of war hanging over their heads.

Harry couldn't help but feel optimistic as he went to bed that night. For the first time in ages, he felt that he was finally making progress on destroying the remaining horcruxes. He now had a strong lead on where the Cup of Hufflepuff was located, and just needed to craft a plan to pull the Sword of Gryffindor out of the Sorting Hat and hunt down Nagini. That, on top of the pleasant evening with his family, left him filled with hope for the future for the first time in many months.

That feeling persisted into the next morning, as Harry awoke to clear and sunny skies to herald the Christmas holiday. He walked downstairs in a good mood, only to find that much of the house was already awake around the breakfast table. Sirius was wearing a goofy red hat and prancing about the kitchen, attempting to dance with his wife as she helped the other adults cook breakfast, all while Dahlia and Damian watched on from the table, bemused.

"Look what the Kneazle dragged in!" Sirius laughed at the sight of Harry, wrapping his godson in a tight hug. "Happy Christmas, Harry."

"Happy Christmas," Harry agreed, looking around the room – everyone appeared to be in high spirits, even higher than yesterday. "What's going on?"

"An unexpected Christmas gift arrived this morning," said James, approaching with a tired smile on his face. Harry hadn't seen him look so happy in months. "The world lost a Dark Lord today."

"What!?" Harry exclaimed, his heart leaping at the news. For the briefest of moments, he envisioned a world where Voldemort had actually died, Neville having slain him and ended the war overnight. James handed Harry that morning's edition of The Daily Prophet, and when Harry read the headline, his heart leapt into his throat:

GELLERT GRINDELWALD FOUND DEAD IN PRISON CELL!

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"Last night, ICW forces on patrol at Nurmengard Prison performed a cell check and discovered that Gellert Grindelwald, infamous Dark wizard and perpetrator of countless crimes during the Great Wizarding War of the 1940's, had died in his sleep. Grindelwald, aged 115, had reportedly been in poor health in the final months of his life, having spent over 50 years in his cell with no access to magic.

'The wizarding world can breathe easier knowing that a man as dangerous as Gellert Grindelwald is no more,' said Supreme Mugwump Tariq Onai in a statement to the international press. 'His remains were cremated shortly after his body was discovered, as his home nation of Austria rejected our offers to return the body to its country of origin.'

Onai also mentioned ongoing plans to convert Nurmengard Prison into a museum and tourist destination, to ensure future generations remember his terrible crimes and the victims who lost their lives opposing him. The prison was built by Grindelwald himself in the 1930's to house political prisoners who opposed him during the war, before he was ironically imprisoned there himself in 1945 until his death. No timeline has been announced regarding the opening of this museum.

Minister James Potter could not be reached for comment. He is due to be married later today to Andromeda Black, as per his promise to adhere to the new marriage laws. The Prophet can only assume that this news comes as an unexpected but welcomed wedding present for the newlyweds."

"For once, the Prophet is correct!" James laughed, giving Harry a hug. "The world just got a little bit safer today...can you imagine better news?"

Harry forced a smile to his face as he sat at the breakfast table. But internally, his mind was racing, trying to process what this meant. Grindelwald was dead? The Prophet made it sound like natural causes, but he had a hard time believing that. The man had been in perfectly good health when Harry saw him back in June, and somehow, dying in his sleep to a Muggle illness didn't strike Harry as the most likely outcome for a wizard of his caliber. There had to be more to the story.

Harry remembered Snape's dire warning after their conversation in his office weeks prior. Voldemort actively sought the Elder Wand...had he followed the trail to Grindelwald? Had he paid the man a visit in his cell as Harry did? That was a terrifying prospect, because Grindelwald knew far too much about Harry that could ruin everything he'd been working on. And Grindelwald clearly sympathized with Voldemort's mission of blood purity...he would have every incentive to tell the Dark Lord exactly what kind of threat Harry posed to him.

Suddenly Harry was gripped by a sense of panic as he realized that Voldemort could be on his way to kill him right this very second. Perhaps he had learned the truth before killing Grindelwald...he knew Harry was working against him...he was en route to Britain from Switzerland, prepared to strike down the Potters once and for all…

Calm down, Harry told himself. If the papers are already reporting it, he's been dead for a while now. If Voldemort WAS after the Potters, he would have been here by now, and surely Harry's Dark Mark would be going haywire as he sought to locate him. The Mark lay curiously dormant at the moment, giving Harry no indication as to what frame of mind Voldemort might be in. He forced himself to slow his thoughts and think about this rationally.

There were three possibilities that he could think of. One, Voldemort hadn't been involved in the man's death at all – Harry found that unlikely, as the timing was too suspicious. Two, Voldemort had attempted to extract information from Grindelwald and killed him when he refused to cooperate. The man had resisted Harry's attempts to Obliviate him, after all, so perhaps he was able to evade Voldemort's brutal Legilimency methods.

The third possibility is what scared Harry the most. Voldemort may have found exactly what he was looking for before killing Grindelwald to hide the evidence. He knew of Harry's treachery and was plotting a trap of some kind...perhaps at tonight's banquet. All of the Dark Lord's enemies would be in attendance, after all – it would be the perfect opportunity to draw them out of hiding and take them out in one fell swoop.

Luckily, the room was in such a jovial mood that nobody seemed to sense Harry's internal turmoil. Nobody but Dahlia, that is – she gave Harry an odd look, as if sensing that something was wrong. Damian too was watching Harry closely, having picked up on his body language to realize there was more to the story than anyone else knew. Harry just gave them reassuring nods as breakfast was served, not wanting to spoil the festive atmosphere.

The adults all left soon after the meal was done to begin preparing for the banquet. Harry wanted to warn them, to give them all a heads-up that Voldemort might be plotting something, but knew it was too risky. If he was wrong, and Lockhart viewed the memory of his warning, it would tip Voldemort off that Harry had done something to displease him. He would simply have to be on his guard throughout the banquet and do his best to protect his loved ones if the worst were to happen.

Harry excused himself after the meal to take a shower, dousing himself in icy cold water in an attempt to drown his fears. Both Dahlia and Damian were waiting for him when he emerged from the bathroom, looking concerned. "What's going on?" Dahlia demanded in an undertone. "Is something wrong?"

"Maybe, maybe not," Harry muttered. "Nothing to worry about right now." He brushed past them towards his room to change, but they followed him.

"You look like you saw a ghost in there," Damian remarked. "Did it have something to do with that Grindelwald bloke?"

"It might've," Harry said evasively. "Listen, just be on your guards tonight, okay? Keep those Portkeys I gave you close by at the banquet. If I give the signal, you two get yourselves to safety, no matter what. Understood?"

Both looked like they wanted to argue, but fell silent at Harry's stern look. "Alright," Dahlia sighed. "You aren't involved in this somehow, are you?"

"I don't know," Harry said honestly. "But I'm keeping my head low in the meantime, and you should do the same." The two teens looked at each other nervously before nodding in agreement.

Harry tried to put his worries aside as he prepared for the banquet along with his family. The house was a whirlwind of activity as everyone got dressed and bustled around preparing for the big event. It was to be held at Sirius' manor in the countryside, and according to his godfather, it had quite the extensive guest list, requiring months' worth of preparation in only a few short weeks.

"Ready to go?" Harry asked Dahlia as she descended the stairs in an elegant green gown.

Dahlia gave Harry an odd look. "Yes," she said slowly. "But why are you asking me that, and not your wife?"

"Damn," Harry groaned. He'd once again forgotten his responsibility to Daphne, realizing that he would be expected to make a public show of support for his father alongside her. He Apparated to the Greengrass safe house, where thankfully Daphne was still getting ready...it would have been awkward if he had to explain he almost forgot he was married, again, today of all days.

He and Daphne took the Floo to Sirius' manor, which was lavishly decorated for the occasion. A string quartet played soothing music; guests mingled in their finest apparel; house-elves glided around the room with trays of appetizers and drinks. Harry recognized Ministry officials, Wizengamot members, prominent citizens, and even some reporters milling about the space...it helped him to marginally relax, figuring that Voldemort surely wouldn't cause a panic at such a high-profile event.

Harry had no clue how to behave in a setting like this, but thankfully, Daphne did. She took his arm and glided gracefully around the manor with him, greeting guests and engaging them in conversation. Harry did his best to be polite and cordial with every smiling face who offered their hand to him. Fortunately, Daphne did not allow them to linger too long in each social circle, making convenient excuses to move along after a minute or two of conversation. She was an expert in these social settings, and he was grateful to have her leading the charge on his behalf.

He kept an eye on the Death Eaters that were ever-present at the event, mingling with the rest of the guests as though nothing were out of the ordinary. They stuck mostly to themselves, but Harry thought they looked bored more than anything. If they had something planned – if Voldemort had conscripted them for an ambush – they sure weren't showing signs of it right now. In fact, most of them appeared preoccupied with entertaining their young new brides, dolled up in conservative dresses, who mostly looked like they wanted nothing to do with their husbands.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the ceremony is about to begin!" someone announced. They were ushered into the main ballroom, where guests were seated around a number of tables as the main delegation took to the stage. The setup was reminiscent of the Minister's Ball not long ago, causing Harry to worry, but so far everything seemed to be normal. Perhaps he was over-reacting to the Grindelwald news after all…

Adding to Harry's growing comfort was that Voldemort did not appear to be present at the banquet at all. The proceedings were led by a portly Ministry official, who took to the stage and began to speak eloquently about the new marriage laws and the Minister's commitment to them. Harry kept one eye on the crowd all throughout the speech, still half-expecting some kind of reprisal or twist, but none ever came. It seemed the banquet was purely for public enjoyment after all.

The wedding ceremony itself was mercifully short. James and Andromeda were invited on stage to clasp hands as the Ministry official had them exchange vows. He waved his wand over the pair, causing a ripple of magic to bond the two, and he declared them man and wife, to polite applause from the crowd.

From there, the night transitioned to a social event, as guests mingled and conversed with one another. Harry was approached by all sorts of people, each seeking to introduce themselves, to offer their support. "Let me know if you decide to run for a seat on the Wizengamot after graduation," one elderly wizard told Harry. "I'm certain you could win, and I can help mold you into a perfect politician, believe you me!"

"I'll keep that in mind, thanks," Harry said politely, before Daphne steered him away.

"Lord Bancroft wouldn't know what a good politician looked like if one stabbed him in the back," Daphne muttered as they walked away. "He's been on the court for ten years and hasn't passed a single piece of useful legislation."

"He seemed well-meaning enough," Harry shrugged. He had no intention of joining the Wizengamot anyway – if he survived this war, he wanted to stay as far away from politics as possible for the rest of his life.

He and Daphne continued to court guests around the ballroom throughout the evening, as Harry mentally counted down the hours until he could finally go home. Eventually Daphne was pulled away to help Astoria after a drunken guest spilled champagne all over her dress. Harry wandered around the space listlessly, unsure where to be, who to talk to. He began to seek out a friendly face in the crowd when a less-than-friendly voice called out from behind him:

"Evening, Heir Potter."

Harry turned, his heart stopping as Rodolphus Lestrange approached him. Is this the trap? he wondered. Has he been tasked to kill me? To lure me somewhere Voldemort can deal with me personally? But Rodolphus didn't appear threatening; he had one hand casually folded behind his back, the other clutching a half-full glass of champagne.

"Lord Lestrange," Harry said nervously, inclining his head. They stood there awkwardly for a moment, sizing each other up.

"I guess you must think I want to hurt you," said Rodolphus. "On account of you murdering my wife."

"The thought did cross my mind, yeah," Harry muttered. Rodolphus leered at him for another tense moment of silence, before a broad smile crossed his features.

"What's past is past, Potter," he guffawed, clapping Harry on the back. "Truth be told, Bellatrix was a bit of a handful. More dedicated to her master than her husband, if you know what I mean...didn't get any action in my thirties. Not much of a looker by the end, either...but Merlin, you should have seen her at Hogwarts! Everyone wanted a taste of the poisoned apple back then."

Harry was perplexed as the man rambled on. It took him a moment to realize that Rodolphus meant him no harm – he appeared to be currying favor with the Minister's son, as though they were simply two colleagues schmoozing at a work function together.

"I oughtta thank you if anything," Rodolphus grinned. "If you hadn'ta done it, I wouldn't have gotten my hands on two fine broads at once." And he gestured over towards his seat, where Flora and Hestia Carrow sat sullenly together, while Rabastan chatted amicably with Barty Crouch Jr. beside them.

"I didn't realize they were of-age yet," Harry muttered, half to himself – the twins were a year below him at Hogwarts, and hadn't been pulled from the school yet.

"Not 'til April," Rodolphus said with a twinge of regret. "But I suppose a few months is worth the wait for the ripest fruit, eh? That's the best part of being a man, of course: as you get older, the pretty witches stay the same age!"

Harry very badly wanted to draw his wand and hex Rodolphus into next week. It took every ounce of willpower not to flay the man alive for his disgusting comments, knowing what kind of problems it would cause. Luckily, Rodolphus misinterpreted his silence as confusion.

"Ah, but who m'I kidding? You're too young to understand that yet," he chuckled, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. "Enjoy your wife now, while her good bits are all still in the right places. And say, if you ever feel like sharing, I wouldn't mind sampling from other people's platters...I'd happily return the favor with my own."

"I'll pass on that, thanks," Harry muttered. He excused himself soon after, not able to put enough distance between himself and Rodolphus for his liking. His hit list of people whom he would not allow to survive the war was growing rapidly, and now his only regret was not casting more Killing Curses atop the Astronomy Tower six months prior.

Rodolphus was not the only Death Eater to approach Harry that night, either. A few more low-level foot soldiers came up to offer their congratulations, acting cordial and even reverent towards him. It was more evidence that tonight was not any kind of trap – it was merely an excuse for the pure-bloods to let loose and enjoy the spoils of their victory. Everyone looked relaxed, even bored, as they mingled with the rest of high society. To them, the war was already over, and they were now focused on climbing the social ladder in Voldemort's new regime.

Harry spotted Amelia across the room, sitting at an empty table with a large exhale. Sirius was elsewhere, stuck in conversation with a couple of wealthy pure-bloods that no doubt sought his investment in some shady deal. It was the perfect opportunity for Harry to speak with Amelia in private, so he made his way through the crowd towards her.

"Doing alright, Amelia?" Harry asked her as he sat beside her.

"Just fine, thanks Harry," she grimaced as she massaged her baby bump. "Little tyke is just kicking up a storm in there...he's desperate for attention, I think."

"He?" Harry repeated, arching an eyebrow. "Not she?"

Amelia sighed, glancing towards Sirius. "I can already tell I'm producing another troublemaker like his father," she lamented. "No daughter of mine would dare behave so improperly."

Harry chuckled at this...if she was bearing another mini-Sirius, she was going to have her hands full as a mother. "Do you have a minute to talk?" he asked her.

"Of course," said Amelia, turning to give him her full attention. "Is everything alright?"

Harry glanced around the room to see if anyone was nearby listening in. He drew his wand and cast Muffling Charms and Notice-Me-Not Wards around their table, causing Amelia to arch an eyebrow.

"I need your help," he said in an undertone. "Can you keep this confidential?"

"Er...I suppose," Amelia muttered. "Are you in some kind of trouble, Harry?"

"Can you keep it from Sirius, too?" Harry asked pointedly. "And my father? I don't want this getting back to Lockhart somehow."

"You have my word," Amelia said.

Harry considered what exactly to say. He didn't want to reveal too much, lest Amelia were to give birth and Lockhart resumed his memory invasions on her. But he needed specific information, and he couldn't afford to beat around the bush too much.

"You've worked with Sirius in the past on Gringotts affairs," he said. "So you must know a bit about how the Black family finances work."

"I'd say so," Amelia nodded. "They are complex, built from centuries of shady deals and bribes, but I've learned a good amount."

"How much control does Sirius have over his relatives, as the Lord Black?"" Harry asked. "Say, his cousins?"

Amelia blinked in surprise at the question. "It depends," she muttered. "Andromeda was brought back into the family by Sirius after Ted's death, though now I suppose she'll be tied to your father's accounts. Bellatrix and Narcissa married into other families, so they fall under the Lestrange and Malfoy guidelines, which I'm less familiar with."

"So because Bellatrix was a Lestrange," Harry said slowly, "her assets would have been passed on to her husband after her death, correct? And Sirius would have no claim over them?"

"I assume so," said Amelia.

"So there's no way he could figure a way to get into the Lestrange vault?" Harry asked. "If he needed something that once belonged to Bellatrix?"

Amelia frowned at him. "Why are you asking these things, Harry?" she asked. "What does this have to do with you?"

"I'm afraid it's important," Harry sighed. "There's something in that vault that I need. And if I can get it without breaking in, I'd prefer that option."

Amelia's eyes widened at this statement. "Surely you're joking?" she gasped. "What have you gotten yourself into that you're contemplating breaking into a Gringotts vault?"

"I think it would be too dangerous to tell you that," Harry said evasively. "The fewer people that know about this, the better. Is there any way you can help me, without tipping off Sirius?"

Amelia clearly did not like this answer. She pondered his question in silence, studying his face with a look of deep concern.

"I'm afraid that's a bit beyond my purview," she sighed. "Every pure-blood family handles their finances differently, and what you're asking depends on how House Lestrange has structured things."

"I see," said Harry, disappointed. "Well, thanks anyway, I guess."

He and Amelia sat in silence for a moment, watching attendees waft by their table. James and Andromeda were nearby, accepting well-wishes from guests while trying to find a quiet place to sit.

"Maybe she can help," Harry muttered.

"Who?" asked Amelia.

"Andromeda. She's Bellatrix's sister – if anyone would know these things, it would be her."

"She is still subject to weekly memory scans from Lockhart," said Amelia. "She's not exempt like I am, since she is not pregnant."

"No," said Harry thoughtfully. "Not yet, anyway."

Amelia gave him an exasperated look. "Harry, I know you probably don't want to hear about your parents' intimate lives, but I can assure you your father has no intention of procreating with Andromeda," she said.

"I know that," said Harry. "But they would be expected to, right? And if she said she was pregnant, people would have to believe it? Including Lockhart?"

Amelia blinked once more in surprise. "In theory, yes," she said. "But the ruse would only work for so long, as I'm sure you realize. You can't fake a pregnancy for very long before someone notices."

"I know," said Harry. "But we're running out of time anyway. With luck, the war would be over before that becomes a problem."

"What are you planning, Harry?" said Amelia. "This is extremely dangerous."

"I don't know how much I should tell you," said Harry. "But I'm working on something to help us win the war, and I need what's in that vault to do it. I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important. Do you think you can help me?"

Amelia massaged her temple, hands shaking – she was clearly stressed out about this prospect. "I will speak to Andromeda about it, when things have calmed down a little," she said. "It will have to be weeks from now, or else a pregnancy would be implausible. And I cannot guarantee that she will agree...in fact, I may have to Obliviate her if she decides that it would put her in too great of danger."

"She's already in great danger," Harry pointed out. "This arrangement will only last until Voldemort has no more use for us, then we'll all be killed. I promise that this is our best chance of avoiding that outcome."

"I will relay that message," said Amelia. "Please tell me that you know what you're doing?"

"I hope so," Harry said honestly. "Write to me if she's willing to meet. I can sneak out of the castle pretty easily to talk to her about all this."

Amelia gave Harry a look that was hard to place. A mixture of worry, sorrow, and fear, recognizing the danger he was putting himself in. "Anything else you need help with?" she sighed.

"Not at the moment," said Harry. "Wait...you weren't in Gryffindor at Hogwarts, were you?"

"Ravenclaw," said Amelia. "Why do you ask?"

"No reason," Harry muttered. He had considered asking her for help with the Sorting Hat, but she would not be able to procure the Sword herself. He would just have to keep brainstorming ways to generate the right 'need' to satisfy its requirements.

Amelia looked like she was going to say more, but a commotion across the room interrupted their conversation. Harry looked up to see his father and Sirius engaged in some kind of altercation near the center of the room, as guests and reporters alike looked on. Harry quickly canceled his enchantments and rushed across the room towards them.

James and Sirius both seemed to be attempting to assault a shorter man, dressed in a hideous corduroy suit. Sirius reared back as if to punch the man in the head, but Harry caught his arm, preventing the blow from landing.

"Let me at him!" Sirius growled, as the intended target slipped and slid across the floor to escape his assailants. Harry realized that it was Peter Pettigrew.

"What's going on?" Harry demanded, as he was forced to also grab his father to hold him back.

"I'm not letting this sonuvabitch near my daughter," James snarled, glaring daggers at Peter. Harry turned; Peter got to his feet, dusting himself off indignantly.

"I simply wished for a dance with my new fiancee," Peter grumbled.

"She's sixteen, you twat!" Sirius roared. "You stay away from her!"

"You can't keep me from her forever!" Peter said petulantly. "She's mine as soon as she comes of-age...you might as well get used to that fact now!"

"Peter, leave," Harry said pointedly to the man. Peter looked like he wanted to retort, but saw the look in Harry's eye, promising extreme retribution, and backed off. He scurried away towards the exit and out of sight.

Harry finally let James and Sirius go. "What's that matter with you two?" he demanded in an undertone. "Causing a scene in public like that?"

But James was barely paying attention to his son, still watching Peter retreat. "Never in a million years…" he was muttering angrily. "One of my oldest friends...my only daughter...over my dead body…"

Harry glanced around; people were gawking at them from the crowd. A reporter raised his camera to snap a shot for the press; Harry quietly flicked his wand from within his sleeve, causing the film in the canister to evaporate in a puff of smoke, as the perplexed reporter tried to figure out what the problem was.

"Sirius, go to your wife," Harry barked at his godfather, beckoning towards Amelia sitting by herself in the corner. "Dad, come with me."

He steered James away from the crowd towards the back door. They emerged in the cold winter air on the balcony, overlooking the grounds of the manor below. Harry charmed all the windows to fog up so that nobody could spy on them from inside the manor. James began to angrily pace about the balcony; Harry hoped he would calm himself down eventually before rejoining the party.

James fished into his dress robes for a moment, and Harry was surprised to see him withdraw a pack of Muggle cigarettes. "Nasty habit, I know," James grumbled as he brought one to his mouth and lit it with his wand. "But it's better than the bottle, isn't it?"

James leaned against the banister and took a deep drag of his cigarette. He offered the pack to Harry – he had never smoked before, but he accepted one anyway. The smoke felt harsh against his throat going down, but after a few drags his mind went peacefully quiet and he quickly understood the appeal.

"You know you can't make a scene like that in public," Harry admonished his father. "People will talk, and the Prophet might write about it tomorrow."

"I'll owl the editor and make sure that doesn't happen," James said bitterly. "Besides, I should've done far worse to that prick Pettigrew. The gall he has to think he can take advantage of my Dahlia!"

"He is a slimeball," Harry agreed. "But Dahlia can stick up for herself, you know. If he tried anything before she came of-age, she'd let him have it, and he'd be the one embarrassed in the Prophet, not you."

"Yeah, probably," James conceded. "Still, I wouldn't have minded breaking that little rat's nose."

"You're not alone," Harry said darkly. They stood in silence for several minutes, smoking their cigarettes and staring out across the grounds. Harry lamented that he could not talk openly to his father, that he could not reassure him the war was not lost, that they would have the opportunity for revenge soon. He would simply have to finish this war quickly before James cracked under the pressure.

"I feel like I'm failing as a father," James admitted weakly. "For both you and your sister. I don't know how to help you any more."

"Yes, you do," Harry said firmly. "The best think you can do to help us is stay the course. Keep doing what you've been doing. As long as you do your job and play your part, we're safe."

Harry knew he had to be careful with his words. Lockhart would surely see this memory, so Harry couldn't advise James to do anything that would get him in trouble. He hoped this generic advice would satisfy Voldemort's desire to keep the Potters in line, while also reminding James of the stakes involved were he to stray from the path. They all had to just keep going a little while longer, until Harry could complete his tasks and bring the war to a close.

James remained thoughtfully silent for a long while, fiddling with the silver garnet ring on his finger as he finished his smoke. He eventually flicked the remainder over the banister into a snowbank. "I'd best go and find my wife," he said, laughing bitterly at the new implications of that word. "Good night, son."

"Good night, Dad," said Harry. He remained out in the cold a while longer, not feeling like rejoining the festivities any time soon. He stared out across the moonlit grounds, deep in thought, plotting his next moves, looking ahead to a hopefully brighter future—

He froze. The darkened grounds showed no signs of danger, but suddenly Harry felt a disturbance in the air. Something was wrong. His Dark Mark remained dormant, yet he could not shake the feeling that the energy around him had shifted. That he was being watched.

Who could be out lurking in the darkness? A reporter trying to get a candid shot? A party crasher? Or something more sinister? Harry was paranoid enough thanks to the Grindelwald article that he wasn't going to remain idle and wait to find out.

He returned into the manor, then quickly retreated downstairs to ground level. He stepped out onto the cold grounds, Disillusioning himself and quietly creeping away from the manor to see who was lurking nearby. He kept his ears strained, listening for any sign of disturbance; all he heard was the quiet whistling of wind and distant chatter of wildlife.

Perhaps the person had been scared away by his approach. Perhaps they'd either rejoined the party or left the grounds...it seemed that Harry was quite alone. He stood quietly for a moment, still listening, figuring his paranoia was just getting the better of him. He was simply on-edge from the Grindelwald news, and seeing ghosts where there were none—

Then, without conscious thought, he whipped around and fired a Stunning Spell into the darkness. There was a brief yelp and a crunching of snow as somebody toppled over to the ground. Harry lit his wand and hurried forward towards the disturbance.

There was a divot in a snowbank where somebody invisible had toppled over, felled by the Stunner. "Finite incantatem," Harry whispered. The Disillusionment Charm on the mystery individual lifted, and Harry had to suppress a loud gasp of surprise. It wasn't a reporter. Nor was it a guest of the banquet, or even a Death Eater. The person looked gaunt and ghostly white, like a specter from Harry's past, reappearing at the moment he least expected it.

Harry stared blankly at the unconscious form of Ron Weasley lying in the snow before him.
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Harry could hardly believe his eyes. It defied all comprehension: how could Ron Weasley, of all people, be here of all places? The redhead looked much skinnier than the last time he'd seen him, like he hadn't eaten in weeks, but otherwise appeared unharmed. Harry had no idea what to do or what to make of it.

Then, voices wafted down from the manor as more guests stepped out onto the balcony for fresh air. Harry snapped out of his stupor, realizing how bad it would look if he and Ron were spotted together. He needed to get them both out of there, and fast.

But where? Raven House was out, as he couldn't give Ron the secret while unconscious; Grimmauld Place and Godric's Hollow were too risky, in case a family member stumbled upon them. No time to ponder the dilemma. Harry bent down and grabbed Ron's arm before Apparating them to the first secluded place he could think of.

The Shrieking Shack creaked and groaned ominously in the wind, but fortunately was as deserted as Harry had hoped. He propped up Ron's unconscious form into a broken armchair, pocketed the teen's wand and summoned heavy ropes to restrain him as a precautionary measure. He had a sneaking suspicion that the teen would not be too happy to see him when he awoke. Harry then stepped back and pointed his own wand at the redhead, whispering, "Ennervate."

Ron came to violently, thrashing about and trying to free himself. He quickly re-oriented himself and saw Harry with his wand trained upon him.

"Go on then, Potter," Ron spat bitterly. "Kill me. I have nothing to say to you, traitor."

Harry could do nothing but laugh at the absurdity of the situation. In spite of Ron's hostile demeanor, he was genuinely glad to see him.

"How are you, Ron?" he asked. "You've looked better."

"Felt better, too," Ron sneered. "Hasn't exactly been a fun couple of months. So why don't you get it over with and put me out of my misery?"

"Ron, I'm not going to kill you," said Harry. "We need to talk."

"I'm not telling you a damned thing," said Ron defiantly. "Or your new boss. Feel free to summon him here – I'll tell him the same thing to his face."

"Ron, calm down and take a breath," said Harry. "I'm not calling anybody. We're on the same side here."

"Don't patronize me," Ron scoffed. "I know you're a Death Eater now. You've won, alright? No need to rub salt in the wound."

"Ron, you prat, listen for a second!" Harry groaned. "I'm still working against Voldemort. I've been trying to find you lot before he does, so we can defeat him and put an end to this war. Together."

"And why should I believe that?" Ron demanded.

Harry rolled his eyes and reached into his robes. "Recognize this?" he asked, procuring the silver ring and shoving it in Ron's face. The boy's eyes went wide at the sight of the Resurrection Stone, but he quickly tried to mask his features.

"Dunno what that is," Ron denied.

"Yeah, you do," said Harry. "Dumbledore told you three to find the third Hallow, right? That's what he and Neville were doing at the Gaunt shack that night, and what you three have been looking for all this time. Only, Dumbledore didn't know I found it first, which I would have gladly told you, if you had just bloody told me what you lot were up to last year!"

"Well, congratulations," Ron said sarcastically. "You got the Stone and the Wand. But you'll never become the Master of Death. Neville will never give up the Cloak, no matter how hard you look for him."

"I don't give a rat's arse about becoming Master of Death," said Harry. "I just want Voldemort dead. I don't care who is holding the Hallows when the time comes."

"Then why did you kill Dumbledore? Ron demanded. "He was the only person who could defeat You-Know-Who in a battle!"

"He was dead no matter what I did," said Harry. "I'm sure Neville told you what happened up on that tower. The Death Eaters were going to take him back to Lockhart to look into his mind, and they would have seen what he and Neville were up to. Would you rather that information got into enemy hands, or the secret died with Dumbledore?"

Ron blinked a few times in rapid succession as he processed these words. For the first time his hostile demeanor began to soften, as if he was truly considering what Harry had to say. "Hermione suggested that as a possibility," he admitted begrudgingly. "But Neville and I didn't buy it. It was so obvious that you were going down a Dark path."

"I won't apologize for dabbling with Dark magic to strengthen myself," Harry said firmly. "But you're an idiot if you think I'd want anything to do with Voldemort and his band of fools. Everything I've done in the past six and a half years was to try and defeat the bastard."

"You sure don't have a problem supporting his ideology now," Ron snarled. "You're practically You-Know-Who's poster boy."

"You think I had a choice?" said Harry. He rolled up his sleeve to show Ron the Dark Mark on his arm, causing the redhead to flinch away in fear. "He'll kill my entire family if I don't play along. Believe me, mate, it hasn't been a walk in the park for me, either...one false move, and everyone I care about is gone."

Ron considered this for a long while, still looking skeptical. "I visited my brother Bill yesterday," he said. "He swears you wiped his memory and stole his girlfriend, the Delacour witch. He says not to trust you no matter what."

"Bill knew too much that could jeopardize everything," said Harry. "Who do you think I was getting help from to find the Stone in the first place? Who do you think broke through the curses at the Gaunt Shack, and put the Rotting Curse on the replacement ring? Only, he panicked and tried to back out, so I had to wipe his memory to preserve the mission. And he lost Fleur all of his own doing – I didn't 'take' her from anybody."

Ron said nothing, still trying to wrap his head around what Harry was telling him. He was starting to come down from his initial panic now, though he remained suspicious, glaring defiantly at Harry.

"Enough about me," said Harry. "What the hell are you doing here? And where are Neville and Hermione?"

"Not telling you," Ron said bitterly. But Harry saw something else in the boy's expression: regret. He realized that Ron hadn't mentioned the pair once, hadn't asked after their condition. If they had been with him at the banquet, he would have done so at once. That allowed Harry to read between the lines and realize the truth.

"You don't know where they are," Harry surmised with a disappointed sigh. "Were you separated from them? Or did you plan to split up and meet again later?"

Ron didn't answer the question. He continued to stare stubbornly at the ground, refusing to meet Harry's eyeline.

"So you thought you'd come after me and try to take the Wand back, was that it?" Harry demanded. "You were going to ambush me outside the banquet?"

"Wasn't there for you," Ron grumbled.

"Don't give me that," Harry scoffed. "Why else would you be lurking around where you knew I would be? Did you really think you stood a chance to get me alone and take back—"

"Look, I was there for Daphne, alright?" Ron groaned.

Harry paused at this. "Daphne?" he repeated, confused.

Ron looked somewhat ashamed of himself, his face reddening. "I saw the picture of you two in the Prophet, along with the marriage announcement," he said bitterly. "I've missed her terribly while on the run. And it's Christmas, and I've been so damned lonely, and...I just wanted to see her again, that's all! I read about the banquet and staked outside the manor, hoping maybe the two of you would be there, just to get one last look at her in person."

Harry saw the truth of Ron's words in his longing expression, his haunted words. He was still smitten with Daphne, and clearly devastated that she was with somebody else – a sworn enemy. It made him realize that this was, in fact, no trap...Ron was genuinely here for his own purposes. He suddenly felt a twinge of sympathy for the boy – despite all the resentment and pettiness between them, Ron was just a love-struck teen looking for closure with the girl he loved.

It was then that Harry remembered he had left Daphne alone at the banquet before leaving with Ron. He glanced at his watch – it was nearly midnight, meaning the banquet was likely winding down by now. He needed to return quickly to fetch her, lest he draw any unwanted attention for leaving separately from his wife.

"Sorry about this," Harry muttered, pointing his wand at the redhead. "Stupefy." Ron's body went limp in the chair, and Harry immediately Apparated away. He re-emerged on the grounds of the manor again and hurried back inside, where guests were slowly trickling out of the ballroom as the night drew to a close.

"Ah, Mr. Potter!" a jovial pure-blood wizard greeted him as Harry attempted to squeeze past. "Might I have a word? I don't know if you've considered a future in finance, but I'm starting a business to predict market futures using Divination, and could use a sharp mind like yours—"

"Not now, sorry," Harry said gruffly, brushing off the man as he crossed the room. He didn't have time to field job offers and attempts to cozy up to his father through him. He needed to find Daphne, and quickly.

He found her in the main ballroom, sitting awkwardly beside her sister while their mother Ariadne made small talk with Lucius and Narcissa Malfoy. "Daphne?" he said. "We need to go. Now."

"Now, Potter, no need to be hasty," Lucius sneered at him. "I was just in the middle of conversation with my future daughter-in-law and her family."

"Afraid it will have to wait for another time," said Harry, holding out his hand expectantly. Daphne gave him an exasperated look, but accepted his hand, allowing him to guide her away.

"This will be seen as a slight against the Malfoys," she huffed once they were out of earshot. "That will not bode well for when my sister and Draco are married—"

"Trust me, this is more important," said Harry.

He steered Daphne through the crowd towards the exit, ignoring all attempts to get his attention. He spotted his father across the room, standing beside Andromeda as a Wizengamot member monopolized their attention; James briefly locked eyes with Harry, and nodded his acknowledgment. Thank Merlin Pettigrew left, Harry thought, hoping his father had avoided any negative headlines the next morning.

He led Daphne outside into the cool air, then paused to think. He had originally planned to drop her off at home before returning to the Shrieking Shack, but realized he had an opportunity here. If he wanted Ron to fully trust and open up to him, there was no easier way to convince him than through Daphne. So he linked arms with her and Apparated them both back to the Shrieking Shack.

Daphne looked around the dilapidated building in confusion. "What did you bring me here for?" she demanded.

"To show you something," said Harry. "Or rather, someone."

A confused Daphne followed Harry into the next room. She gasped when she saw Ron bound to the chair, head lolled forward onto his chest. "Who is that?" she asked, unable to see his face through the darkness.

"Ennervate," Harry muttered. Ron came to once more, looking around wildly. His eyes scanned the room, eventually landing on Daphne and going wide with disbelief.

"Daph?" he said weakly.

Daphne gaped at Ron for a long moment, as if not believing her eyes. Then, she launched herself across the room, leaping into Ron's lap and smothering him with kisses. Harry Vanished Ron's bindings and he engulfed her with his hands, kissing her back passionately, pulling her in close as if never wanting to let her go again. The two lovebirds clung desperately to one another, hands roaming over each other's backs, mouths attacking one another with fervor…

Harry let the impassioned display go on for several uncomfortable seconds, then loudly cleared his throat. Daphne and Ron sprang apart, as if remembering that there was another person present.

"Oh, Merlin," Daphne stammered, her face as red as Ron's hair. "I'm s-sorry, Harry...I did not mean to be unfaithful, but I was simply caught off-guard—"

"Relax, Daphne," Harry chuckled. "It's always been clear to me who you're truly faithful to."

"But...I don't understand," said Ron, looking like he'd been struck by a Bludger. "You married Potter. I thought you'd moved on from me."

"She didn't have a choice in the matter, Ron," said Harry. "We were forced into it because of the new laws."

"Really?" said Ron, a look of awe in his expression as he turned to Daphne. "You...you don't love him?"

"I've only loved one person in my life," said Daphne breathlessly. "And he abandoned me six months ago."

"I didn't leave you because I wanted to," Ron said hastily. "I've missed you every day since we last spoke, my love. Merlin, it's so good to see you again."

Daphne made an odd choked sound that sounded halfway between a laugh and a sob. She leapt back into Ron's arms, giving him another prolonged, desperate kiss. Harry couldn't bring himself to interrupt the display...after months of witnessing forced marriages and unhappy couples, such a reminder of what a real, passionate relationship looked like warmed his heart.

Harry awkwardly turned away from the couple until they broke apart again a minute later. Daphne looked like she was going to burst with happiness; Ron looked like he couldn't believe his good fortune.

"Where have you been all this time?" asked Daphne. "What have you been doing?"

"I was about to ask the same thing," Harry chuckled. Ron eyed Harry nervously one last time, but clearly decided he was no longer a threat, allowing himself to relax at last.

"I've been on the run, with Neville and Hermione," Ron sighed. "We didn't know who we could trust after Dumbledore died, not to mention Neville's Gran, so we went into hiding."

"But we could have helped you!" Daphne insisted. "We could've helped you hide! Right, Harry?"

"Er...Harry was kinda the last person we wanted to see," Ron chuckled awkwardly. "And we didn't know how deep the conspiracy went. After Minister Potter started supporting blood supremacist ideology, it kinda confirmed our fears."

"But it isn't his fault!" said Daphne. "The Minister didn't have a choice, and neither did Harry!"

"Yes, I can see that now," Ron muttered. "But we were scared and alone, and didn't know where else to go. The only thing we could do was try and complete the mission Dumbledore gave us."

"What mission?" asked Daphne.

Ron and Harry shared a look. "It doesn't matter now," Ron sighed. "It turned out to be a wild goose chase. But Neville and Hermione don't know that yet – they're still out there somewhere, searching for something."

"Why aren't you with them anymore?" asked Harry. "Did something happen to separate you?"

Ron squirmed uncomfortably at this question – he looked somewhat ashamed of himself. "I, er, may have got cold feet a few days ago," he admitted. "We were on the run, with no food and no plan, trying to find that damned Stone with no clues. I suggested we should split up to cover more ground, and left to do my own 'research'. In reality, I was too proud to admit I was tired of living on the run."

"Well, I hope you aren't expecting a warm welcome back at Hogwarts," said Harry. "You're wanted pretty much everywhere in Britain."

"I know that," Ron sighed. "Bill told me what's been going on. He let me stay one night in his flat, but then made me leave, because he's being watched and doesn't want to get in trouble. I've been sort of bouncing around from there, nicking food from bins and trying to get information about what's going on in the Ministry."

"But you know how to find them again, right?" asked Daphne hopefully. "You can bring them here so we can clear everything up?"

"I lost their trail days ago," Ron sighed. "We've been camping in remote locations all over Britain for months, far from civilization. Hell, we were even talking about going to the continent to continue our search there...they could be thousands of miles away for all I know." Harry groaned at this news...he'd been half-hoping to speak to Neville that very evening.

"What are we going to do?" Daphne wondered aloud, still clinging to Ron as if fearful he might disappear again. "You're wanted all over Britain, and our families are being watched too closely."

"I haven't thought that far ahead yet," Ron admitted. "Hell, it's been months since I had a concrete plan."

"We need to plan our next steps," said Harry. "And figure out a path forward to win this war. So can we please put aside all the past nonsense between us and work together?"

He and Ron met eyes. Harry saw that his plan had worked – that Ron finally understood the truth. He saw hope and gratitude in the boy's eyes, realizing that all was not lost after all.

"Alright," Ron nodded. Daphne too nodded in agreement.

Harry checked his watch once more; it was well past midnight, and he was beginning to fade from his initial adrenaline high. "It's late. We should continue this conversation in the morning."

"Mother will worry if I'm not home soon," said Daphne, wringing her hands together nervously as she looked from Harry to Ron. "What if we aren't able to see each other again?"

There was a prolonged silence as both Ron and Daphne grappled with this dilemma. Harry saw the worry in their faces, the fear that they might be forcibly separated once more.

"Your mother saw you leave with me," Harry pointed out. "So did my dad. They'll both assume we're together and won't expect us until the morning."

Daphne considered this. Her eyes went wide when she realized what Harry was suggesting. "So...you're saying…?" she said hopefully.

"We'll all stay here for the night," said Harry. "Let's get some rest, and figure out a plan in the morning."

Both Ron and Daphne visibly relaxed at these words. "Right," said Ron, stretching widely and making a great show of feigning nonchalance. "I only count one bed up here. I say the lady can have it, and Potter and I can slum it on the floor downstairs—"

"Don't be stupid," Harry chuckled. "You two stay up here. I'll be downstairs keeping watch."

Ron and Daphne shared an incredulous look. "Er...you don't mind, mate?" said Ron, his face reddening slightly.

"I don't sleep much myself, so no reason to disturb you lot," Harry shrugged. "Wouldn't want you to lose sleep over me. We'll talk in the morning." And he exited the room, shutting the door on the two teens (and casting a Muffling Charm on it for good measure).

Harry had his own motives behind leaving the two alone together, of course. In addition to allowing the two lovesick teens to reconnect, it ensured that Ron would not have second thoughts and attempt to flee into the night. Harry knew Ron was his only lifeline to Neville, whom he desperately needed to find, and wasn't about to let him go without a concrete plan to get in touch with him again.

Daphne also raised an important point: there wasn't really a viable way to bring Ron back into the fold without raising suspicion. Harry didn't want to just release Ron back into the wild, but nor could he see a way to keep him close. What would they do once Hogwarts term started up again? How could they remain in touch without raising suspicion to anybody? Harry needed time to ponder this new development and how to use it to his advantage.

He badly wished that Fleur was here to help him navigate this situation. She was always his sounding-board to help him solve problems, tempering his more outlandish and reckless ideas. He also just missed her company...despite a Christmas spent with family, he felt lonely tonight, curled beneath a ratty blanket on the creaking floorboards. He would love to just hear her tinkling laughter once more...to breathe in the flowery scent of her hair...to feel her warm embrace…

Stop that, Harry chastised himself. His mind was wandering due to the charged atmosphere of the two lovesick teens just one floor above him. He cast a Warming Charm on himself and tried to get some shut-eye to clear his mind.

Harry felt no closer to answers when he awoke at dawn, bleary-eyed and cold in the drafty building. He lit a fire in the run-down fireplace, settling in front of the flames to mull things over further. He heard creaking footsteps upstairs soon after, and Ron and Daphne descended the steps, hand in hand. They too looked like they hadn't gotten much sleep. They wordlessly bundled up together and sat in front of the fire.

"Right, so I've given it some thought," said Daphne to breach the uneasy silence. "Both Harry and I have safe houses Ron can use. You can split time between them, and I'll invent some excuse with my mum to make sure it's empty on the days you use mine. Harry will have to let you in on the secret since his is under Fidelius, and I'll need a drop of your blood to get you through my family wards, but—"

"Daphne, we can't just hole him up in a safe house forever," Harry chuckled.

"Well, it wouldn't be forever, would it?" Ron pointed out. "Just long enough to get the word out to everyone that we're bringing the fight to You-Know-Who."

"It's not that simple, Ron—" Harry sighed.

"Why not?" Ron protested. "Neville will come once he learns we're making a fight of it. And you can give him the other two Hallows, and he can kill the bastard once and for all!"

"There are a lot of problems with that plan," said Harry. "Number one being that the Hallows aren't some magical entity that makes you invincible."

"Dumbledore said it would make Neville the Master of Death," said Ron stubbornly.

"Dumbledore doesn't know what the hell he's talking about," said Harry. "He bought into the fairy tale he grew up hearing as a child, but we don't know if it's actually true."

"Sure it is!" Ron insisted. "We know they all exist, don't we? The infallible Cloak! The Stone that can summon the dead! The unbeatable Wand!"

"Unbeatable, huh?" said Harry, pulling out the Elder Wand and twiddling it between his fingers. "Then how did I take this from Neville?"

Ron blinked a few times at this question – clearly he hadn't considering this much in depth. "Well...maybe together they combine to do something more powerful!" he said. "It's worth a try, innit?"

"Yeah, maybe," Harry shrugged. "But like I said, that's not the only problem."

"What else, then?" Ron demanded.

"There's something else I need to do before Voldemort becomes vulnerable," said Harry. "I can't give you all the details right now. But until I've completed this task, he can't be defeated."

"Then let me help!" said Ron. "I've got nothing better to do, mate – what can I do?"

Harry considered this. It was enticing to have such a willing volunteer, but he did not see how Ron would be of much help with the horcruxes. He couldn't exactly walk into Gringotts and retrieve the Cup for them; nor was he a Gryffindor in this timeline, preventing him from pulling the Sword out of the Sorting Hat. He supposed he could tell Ron about Nagini, but that was the horcrux that would have to be saved for last, since it was the one Voldemort would notice the absence of first.

"The best thing you can do for me right now is find Neville," said Harry. "He and I need to have a frank conversation before we can end this war. Until that happens, we're stuck in one place."

"But I dunno where they went," Ron said glumly. "Hermione's quite good at covering our tracks, and we never stayed in one place longer than a day or two...oh, wait! I have a brilliant idea!"

Ron stood and drew his wand, clearing his throat. "Expecto Patronum," he muttered, and a silver dog burst into being over their heads. "Go to Neville and Hermione. Tell them I've found Harry Potter, and he's on our side! We're at the Shrieking Shack in Hogsmeade. Come quickly!"

The dog barked once and bounded out of the Shack and out of sight. Ron and Daphne watched it go, faces alight with anticipation; Harry, however, sighed despondently.

"Well," he muttered, "that just ensured we won't see them today, or any time soon for that matter."

"What are you talking about?" Ron frowned. "They'll be thrilled! We can finally all get together and craft a plan!"

"Let me ask you a question," said Harry. "If I had sent you three a Patronus the night Dumbledore died, saying it was all a misunderstanding and we should meet in a private place, what would you have thought?"

"Probably that you were lying," Ron shrugged. "But that doesn't matter – now I know that's not true!"

"Neville and Hermione don't," Harry pointed out. "The last time you were with them, you all believed I was your mortal enemy and working for Voldemort. They haven't seen you in days. And now all of a sudden you and I are chums again, and you want them to leave the safety of their hiding place to meet here? What are they going to assume?"

Ron was confused for a moment; then, his face fell when he realized what he had done. "They'll assume I was compromised," he groaned, sinking back to the ground beside Daphne. "That I'm being forced to contact them against my will and lure them into a trap."

"Oh, damn," said Daphne. "I didn't think of that."

"And now it's going to be harder for you to find them again," Harry added. "If you show up close to where they're hiding, they'll have to assume you can't be trusted anymore."

"Bloody hell," Ron groaned. "I've stuffed it up, haven't I?"

"It probably doesn't matter either way," Harry reasoned. "Hermione's smart enough to assume you were compromised already if you've been gone this long. They would have moved on long ago without you."

"But you must know where they're going next?" Daphne piped up. "We can try and intercept them at their next destination!"

"We haven't had a proper destination in months," Ron sighed. "All our leads dried up, and we've just been wandering aimlessly. That's part of why I left in the first place."

"But surely you would have tried to come after me eventually, right?" said Harry. "You knew I had the Wand and would have tried to ambush me and steal it back."

"Yeah, we discussed it," Ron said sheepishly. "But you were untouchable at Hogwarts, and besides, we knew you could wipe the floor with all three of us if we tried anything. We just planned to find the Stone somehow and figure out the Wand bit later."

"Well, we have to find some way to draw them out," said Harry. "You really can't think of anywhere they might be going next?"

Ron contemplated this. "We did talk about trying to find the resistance movement," he said. "We read in the Prophet about the smuggling operation to get Muggle-borns out of Britain. Hermione figured if we weren't doing anything else productive, we could help them, but Neville and I outvoted her to keep looking for the Stone."

"D'you think they might try to connect with them again?" asked Harry.

"Maybe," Ron shrugged. "Hard to tell."

"Then that's what you should do next," said Harry firmly. "Find a way to get in touch with Cedric and Tonks. They might have resources to help find Neville and Hermione. Then we can all coordinate a plan together."

Harry noticed the subtle shift in Ron's body language at this suggestion. He sat up a little straighter, looking more alert and energized than he had all night. He finally had a purpose again, and Harry knew he had succeeded in convincing him.

"I'll start the search straight away," Ron said resolutely. "I'll find them if it's the last thing I ever do."

"Surely you don't mean today?" said Daphne, gripping Ron's hand tightly as if he might run off that very second. "It's Boxing Day...and New Year's is right around the corner...you must stay with us and rest! Use our safe houses for the rest of the holiday! Right, Harry? Can't he stay at your place for a while?"

Ron and Harry shared a grim look – they had both come to the same conclusion independently of one another.

"I can't hide away at a safe house for weeks or months," Ron told her softly, as he gently removed his hand from her vice grip. "And I won't put any of your loved ones in danger by asking for their help. I need to make myself useful in this war, either by finding our friends, or joining the resistance."

"Joining the…?" Daphne said slowly, before her eyes went wide. "Oh Ronald, no, you mustn't!"

"There are a lot of people suffering on the fringes of this war," said Ron. "If I can make a difference to save lives, rather than sit around warm and comfortable, then that's what I'm gonna do."

Daphne's face began to well up with tears as she realized what he was saying. "I'll c-come w-with you," she blubbered.

"No, my love," said Ron firmly, cupping her cheek. "You go back to Hogwarts with Harry and the others, so no one suspects a thing. When the moment comes, we'll fight together. Until then, we have to play our respective parts in this war. Okay?"

Daphne looked devastated by this prospect. But she slowly nodded in agreement, as Ron pulled her in for a tender kiss. It was a heart-wrenching sight, to see two people so clearly smitten, brutally torn apart by their circumstances. Ron eventually broke apart and looked to Harry, giving him a pleading sort of look that said, Look after her, will you? Harry nodded solemnly, and Ron nodded back his gratitude.

"Will you be able to track down Cedric and Tonks, d'you reckon?" Harry asked. "Voldemort's people are trying to find them too."

"Hermione had some clever ideas for how to look for them," said Ron. "After spending so long on the run, you learn how to lurk in the right places to overhear when and where things are taking place. That's how I found the banquet, after all."

"What about Neville and Hermione?" Daphne added. "Can you find them again?"

"I hope so," Ron muttered. "There's a few more places we discussed looking, places we initially discarded as too risky. If I'm lucky, I might intercept them there, and I can explain everything."

"It's essential that I speak to Neville before this is all over," said Harry sternly. "There are things he needs to know in order for this war to end." Like the fact that he needs to die, he thought grimly. That was not a conversation he was looking forward to, nor one he had any idea how to approach with the boy. But the horcrux in Neville's head continued to keep Voldemort alive, and had to be addressed one way or another.

"How should I get in contact with you if I do find them?" asked Ron.

Harry considered this. "Tell you what," he said. "We'll meet back here in two weeks' time. Saturday night at midnight. We can coordinate and share anything we've learned in the meantime."

"Sounds like a plan," said Ron, before turning to Daphne. "Two weeks isn't so long, Daph. I'll see you again before you know it." Daphne still looked alarmed by the prospect of Ron leaving her again, but she begrudgingly nodded her agreement.

All three of them stood. There was an awkward silence as they all looked to one another, unsure of how to end things.

Ron broke the ice by extending his hand to Harry. "Thanks for everything, mate," he said. "And, er...sorry about how it all went down last year. I had the wrong idea about you all along."

"Appreciate it," said Harry, accepting the handshake. "You can make up for it by finding Neville for me."

"I will," Ron nodded firmly. Harry saw the spark in the teen's eye, the resolve to complete his new mission, finally given a purpose again. Ron was a strategist at heart, and Harry knew if he was given a motive, an end goal, he would find a way to victory one way or another. He just had to hope it would come sooner than later.

"Be safe," Daphne whispered to Ron, before giving him another longing kiss. Harry turned away to give them a moment; thankfully, they broke apart soon enough, both looking forlorn at the prospect of being separated again. Ron gave the two of them a final nod before turning on the spot and Apparating away.

Harry linked arms with Daphne and Apparated to the Greengrass safe house. "D'you need a minute before seeing your mum and sister?" Harry asked her gently as they approached the front door.

Daphne looked like she'd been on the verge of tears a moment ago. However, a veil of neutrality passed over her features as she composed herself, receding into the proper pure-blood heiress role she used to guard her emotions. "I'll be fine," she said. "Thank you for the hospitality." And she gave him a chaste kiss on the cheek before disappearing inside.

Harry Apparated back into the entryway of Grimmauld Place. He tiptoed towards the stairs, hoping to retreat to his bedroom before anyone noticed him, but a voice called out from the kitchen as he crossed the landing.

"Is that Harry?" James called out. Harry groaned and turned to the kitchen; James and Sirius were seated at the table, chatting over their morning coffee.

"Where have you been, kiddo?" Sirius frowned. "We were worried when you didn't come back from the banquet last night."

"With Daphne," Harry said smoothly (and it wasn't even technically a lie). "I brought her back to her family safe house."

James and Sirius nodded thoughtfully at this. "I've noticed the way you behave around her," said James. "You have handled yourself well, as a proper husband should. I'm proud of you, son."

"Thanks," said Harry. James knew perfectly well that Harry was forced into the union with Daphne, just as he had been with Andromeda. Even Sirius nodded solemnly in agreement...a year ago, he would have teased Harry relentlessly about his new bride, or pried for details into the night's events. It was a testament to their dire circumstances (and to Sirius' growing maturity) that he did not do so now.

Harry did not tell any of his family members about the encounter with Ron. It was odd, carrying on as if all was normal, when he felt as if a momentous shift in the war had just occurred overnight. How badly he wanted to tell them all to cheer up, that the end was in sight! But how could he, when there was so much yet to be done? Even Dahlia had to remain in the dark – Harry did not want to get her hopes up, in case Ron was unable to find Neville for a long while. He knew how much his sister missed the Boy Who Lived, despite (or perhaps because of) the way things had ended between them.

So Harry busied himself, preparing for the next steps in his war plan. The horcruxes were not the only item on his agenda...he wanted to weaken Voldemort as much as possible before the final confrontation. So he continued studying Snape's dossier, learning as much as he could about the Dark Lord's inner circle. Their tendencies, their faults, the crimes they'd committed. Some of the details Snape included about past raids and missions were grisly, making Harry's blood boil with rage.

He had not forgotten the murderous feelings he'd felt the night of the Minister's Ball. He still intended to do good on his promise to himself that night, to not let a single Marked follower survive the war. But why save them all for the final battle? Why not use the time he had between now and then to thin the herd a bit, so to speak? After all, the fewer foot soldiers between him and Voldemort when the time came, the easier his task would become.

Part of Harry felt squeamish about the idea of killing these men and women in cold blood, outside of a battlefield setting. No matter how evil they were, murder was not something he took lightly. But not only were they dangerous allies of Voldemort's, they were also unwitting donors to his magical reserves via their Dark Marks. If Harry eliminated enough of them, that would severely limit the amount of power Voldemort could draw upon in their final confrontation. That was reason enough to not let them live, among many other, more personal reasons. They had made their bed; now they could lie in it.

So he began making a list. He knew he could not take out large swaths of Death Eaters at one time...they would have to be targeted in smaller, precision strikes so that he could get away before Voldemort himself showed up to investigate. He identified the most crucial lieutenants that Voldemort relied upon the most, and also the ones that would be easiest to get to. Harry planned to confer with Fleur as well, to determine what she thought the best course of action was in his plans of bloodshed.

But that could wait for another day. First, he had to share with Fleur everything that had happened over the past week. Shortly after New Year's, his enchanted diary finally glowed again, as she announced her arrival back in Britain. That night, once everyone had gone to bed, Harry snuck out of his room and down to the entryway, where he Apparated to Raven House to meet with her.

Fleur was waiting for him in the living room when he arrived. "Merde, what a week," she sighed as she hugged him in greeting. "Getting through ze Ministry checkpoints to leave Britain was 'orrible."

"They didn't give you too much trouble, did they?" Harry groaned.

"Not after I reminded them who my father is," Fleur said bitterly. "They questioned me for over an hour until I brought 'im up. But oh, I 'ave so much to tell you!"

"Me first," said Harry. "I assume you heard the Grindelwald news?"

"Yes," Fleur frowned. "Everyone on ze continent was celebrating. What do you make of it?"

"I'm not sure," said Harry. "Voldemort has to be behind it somehow...he was looking for the Elder Wand, and the timing can't be coincidental, can it?"

"You do not think Grindelwald told 'im your secrets?" asked Fleur.

"I would have thought so," said Harry. "But it's been a week, and I'm still alive, so surely he didn't, right?"

"I suppose not," Fleur muttered. "I agree, something does not add up."

"That's not all, though," said Harry. "I ran into Ron Weasley on Christmas."

"What?!" Fleur exclaimed. "How? Where?"

Harry explained the situation that unfolded the night of the banquet. Fleur listened with rapt attention, muttering under her breath and shaking her head in disbelief. When Harry reached the part about letting him and Daphne spend the night together, she laughed aloud.

"I always knew zat you were a romantic at heart," Fleur smirked.

"It was the fastest way to calm Ron down and convince him I was telling the truth," Harry defended himself stubbornly. "Besides, I figured he wouldn't get cold feet and try to run away if she was around."

"Mhmm," Fleur hummed, not sounding too convinced. "I am sure it 'ad nothing to do with ze two lovesick teens tugging on your heartstrings."

"Yeah, well...so what if they did?" Harry grumbled. "It's been a miserable few months, and it was nice to see a happy couple together for once."

"It was not an insult, 'Arry," Fleur giggled. "Where is Ronald now?"

"I sent him out to go look for Neville and Hermione," said Harry. "And possibly the resistance movement as well. I'm meeting him again at the Shrieking Shack next Saturday to check on his progress."

"I will come too, then," said Fleur. "Perhaps we can coordinate ze British resistance with the overseas efforts."

"There are overseas efforts?" asked Harry, surprised. "What did you learn in France?"

"My father 'as not been idle," said Fleur. "He 'as been cashing in all of 'is favors to raise awareness about Britain's Dark Lord and build up an army."

"There's an army?!" Harry exclaimed, suddenly excited.

"Not yet," Fleur frowned. "Progress 'as been slow, but Papa is recruiting volunteers and mercenaries for when ze time is right. He also 'elped your Uncle Remus smuggle Muggle-born refugees from Britain to ze continent."

"Remus was helping with the refugees?" said Harry. He hadn't heard from Remus and Alessia in nearly five months, but it suddenly made perfect sense that they would be helping from abroad. It wasn't in their nature to simply run, and of course they couldn't tell the Potters what they were up to, not with Lockhart listening in on every conversation retroactively.

"Yes, but that stopped after ze cliffside incident," said Fleur. "They lost contact with ze resistance movement in Britain after that."

"They're probably lying low to be safe," Harry muttered thoughtfully. "Hopefully Ron can figure out what's happening."

"I also met with Krum," Fleur continued. "He is angered zat his own countrymen do not seem to care about zis new Dark Lord. He is considering boycotting ze upcoming Quidditch season in protest."

"What?!" Harry gasped. "He can't do that! It would jeopardize his whole career!"

"Viktor is a good man," said Fleur. "He knows 'ow important zis war is to our future. And if 'e believes taking a stand will raise ze proper awareness to Britain's plight, 'e will do it."

"Wow," Harry whistled. Some part of him deep down lamented the decision, wishing that the rest of the world could go on as normal, with things like Quidditch still celebrated and enjoyed. It was a dire reminder that the struggle against Voldemort was truly a global one, and once again he admired Krum's commitment to doing the right thing, no matter the personal blow-back he might face.

"Ze Prophet will not be able to ignore it if he does boycott," Fleur pointed out. "Quidditch is too popular in Britain, non? People will ask questions."

"They'll find some way to spin it so Krum looks like a traitor or something," Harry muttered cynically. "But if he is able to convince more people to join the resistance movement, maybe it will be worth it."

"So what do we do in ze meantime?" asked Fleur. "Even if an army is ready to fight, we 'ave not yet made ze Dark Lord vulnerable."

"I've made some progress on that while you were gone," said Harry. He reached into his robes and procured the small black journal Snape had given him, handing it to Fleur. She leafed through it, eyes widening as she realized what it was.

"Mon dieu," she breathed. "Zis is fantastique. What 'ave you learned from it?"

"For starters, that Bellatrix Lestrange was Voldemort's most trusted follower," said Harry. "Even after her death, he does not trust anybody to the same extent as her. Which is why he placed the Cup of Hufflepuff in her vault."

"You are certain of zis?" Fleur frowned. "But how can you know for sure?"

"I might have a few tricks up my sleeve," Harry smirked. He described the ruse he prepared for Bellatrix's spirit when he summoned her with the Resurrection Stone. Fleur could only shake her head in disbelief at this, muttering something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like 'casse-cou'.

"But 'ow does this help us get ze Cup?" she asked. "Ze Lestrange vault is among ze most protected in all of Gringotts."

"I'm still working that bit out," said Harry. "I've asked Amelia to help, and she's going to ask Andromeda what she knows about the Lestrange family finances. If there is a way to gain access to the vault without having to break in, she would know."

"And ze Sword?" Fleur pressed. "You 'ave made progress with that as well?"

"Er...yes and no," said Harry. He flicked his wand and summoned the Sorting Hat to his hand from its hiding place in the kitchen. "I asked Dahlia to try and retrieve it from the Hat, but it refused her. We need to figure a way for a Gryffindor to have legitimate need for the Sword."

"And 'ow do you plan on doing that?"

"Brute force, if we have to," Harry shrugged. "If we run out of time, I can give the Hat to my dad or Sirius and have them try. If I have to tie them up and leave them in a flooding room to trick the Hat into giving up the Sword, I will."

Fleur considered this for a few moments in silence. "It is progress, I suppose," she sighed. "But we still feel so far from our goals. And we are no closer to finding ze snake or Neville."

"They'll work themselves out in the end, I reckon," said Harry. "Voldemort keeps Nagini close by, so we can kill her last. And Ron's looking for Neville as we speak...seriously, Fleur, this is good news! We're closer than ever to ending this war!"

"Do not get cocky," Fleur admonished him. "There is still much work to do yet."

"Obviously," Harry scoffed. "But c'mon, can't we celebrate small victories?"

Harry could not recall feeling so light and optimistic in quite some time...months, maybe years. The holiday had been far more productive than he anticipated, and he finally felt like they were making progress in ending this terrible war. Even Fleur's skepticism could not dampen his excitement, and he insisted on opening a bottle of Firewhiskey and toasting to their change of fortunes. They spent the evening sharing drinks and swapping stories, laughing and enjoying each other's company.

His good mood persisted through the weekend and into the new year, when it soon came time to return to Hogwarts for the winter term. Amelia volunteered to take the teens to King's Cross, ushering them through the barrier to Platform 9 to catch the train. "Quickly, now!" she admonished Damian as he dropped his trunk to the ground, spilling its contents everywhere.

"Goodbye, Auntie Amelia," said Dahlia, giving her a hug goodbye. "I look forward to meeting the little one when we see you next."

Amelia looked surprised by the informal address, but she nonetheless patted Dahlia on the back affectionately. "It'll be a couple of months yet, but I will owl you as soon as it's here," she promised.

"Farewell, Amelia," said Harry, gathering his things and turning to follow his sister and cousin to the train. He paused momentarily, a last-minute idea striking him as he turned back towards Amelia and speaking in an undertone. "Say, can you meet me in Hogsmeade next Saturday night?"

"But it's not a student visiting weekend," Amelia muttered, frowning in confusion.

"I know," said Harry. "At a quarter to midnight, if you're able. It's something important."

Amelia studied his face for a moment, clearly taken aback by the request. "I will...consider it," she said simply.

"I'll be waiting behind the Hog's Head," said Harry. "See you there." And he hurried to board the train before it departed, leaving a stunned Amelia behind. He figured he might as well bring Amelia into the fold when he and Fleur met with Ron. If they were going to coordinate some kind of resistance effort against Voldemort's regime, it wouldn't hurt to have someone high up within the Ministry on their side.

Harry, Dahlia and Damian found a compartment that was empty aside from Luna Lovegood, who brightened at the sight of them. "Oh, hello, Potters!" she beamed. "Did you have a lovely holiday?"

"As a matter of fact, I'd say that we did," said Harry. "How about you, Luna?"

"Can't complain," Luna shrugged. "Father was rather busy, but it was nice to see him. I'm excited to get back to school, even though it's still going to be foggy for a while longer."

"Oh, I dunno about that," said Harry. "If anything, I think the weather ought to be clearer than ever from now on."

"What's got you so chipper all of a sudden?" Dahlia demanded as the train rumbled to life. "It's frankly off-putting."

"Can't a guy be optimistic about the future?" Harry shrugged. "I have a good feeling about this coming term, that's all."

In fact, Harry felt better about the future than he had in a very long time. He could see the finish line now, and his dream of a life without Voldemort seemed more attainable now than it ever had. Pieces were finally falling into place, and people were mobilizing for one last push, one last fight for freedom. Harry felt that the path was finally clear for him to win this war and get his family through in one piece.

If only he knew how quickly his optimism would be snuffed out in a matter of hours.

After a quick train journey and carriage ride up to the castle, Harry found himself back in the Great Hall, as students settled in for the second half of the year. Spirits seemed to be high around the room; the other students had clearly benefited from the time spent with their loved ones back home, away from the Carrows. Despite the circumstances, Harry felt somewhat wistful about the fact that this would be his final term at Hogwarts forever – his home for the past decade.

Headmaster Snape eventually took to the podium to get the students' attention. "Welcome back to the winter term," he said in a droll tone. "Some of you may have noticed a small change in our staff over the break. Professor Firenze will no longer be teaching you Divination."

There was a chorus of disappointed aww's from the students, mainly the girls. Over at the Gryffindor table, Parvati Pail and Lavender Brown exchanged looks of sadness at the news. Harry couldn't help but notice that Snape failed to mention what became of the centaur...had he retired? Returned to the forest? Or had he met a more sinister fate at the hands of sadistic blood purists, who saw him as a 'dirty half-breed' like Fleur?

"In his place, we have recruited a new professor," said Snape. "He comes highly acclaimed from the continent, and will be a more than capable replacement. Please give a hand for Professor Gregor Gorschev."

A man at the other end of the Head Table stood to accept the students' applause. Harry peered at the man from afar; he looked unassuming at first glance, an elderly man with a stooped frame and a scraggly white beard. But for some reason, Harry felt deeply unnerved by the man, and he couldn't quite put his finger on why.

Then, the man named Gorschev turned to meet his eye. And Harry's heart dropped to his stomach. He knew this man. His appearance may be disguised by a glamour, but there was no disguising that piercing white gaze, that knowing expression that made Harry feel like his very soul was under surveillance. Gorschev winked at him before re-taking his seat.

Gellert Grindelwald was not dead after all. He was here at Hogwarts, throwing all of Harry's hard work and preparation into turmoil. Britain now had a second Dark Lord to reckon with.
Year 7-15: The Seer and the Unseen

Harry sat frozen in his seat, unsure of what to do. One of the most feared Dark wizards of the century was here, in the Great Hall, and not a single student was aware of it. Was this the trap Voldemort had prepared all along? Was Snape in on it? Were Death Eaters about to pour into the Hall to kill Harry then and there?

He forced himself to breathe, to think rationally about the situation. Grindelwald did not appear threatening in the moment; he had returned to his seat, calmly resuming his meal as Snape wrapped up his opening remarks. He must be here for a reason, if he'd gone to the trouble of forging a false identity and assuming a role on the staff. And if he hadn't spilled Harry's secrets to ruin his life yet, he must have further motives Harry was not yet aware of.

When the meal was dismissed, Harry joined the throngs of students exiting the Hall to return to his dorm. He needed to write to Fleur straight away to figure out his next moves. But he would not get the chance to gather his thoughts.

"Mr. Potter! A word?"

Harry turned, blood chilling as 'Professor Gorschev' hobbled over to him in the Entrance Hall, leaning heavily on a cane. Harry had to force himself not to plunge his hand into his robes and defend himself automatically...he wouldn't attack me in a crowd of students, would he?

"Professor Gorschev," Harry said neutrally, inclining his head.

"I've heard much about you from abroad," said Grindelwald with a toothy grin. "It is an honor to meet you in person. I wondered if I might have a moment of your time, perhaps in my office?"

"Right here is fine," said Harry. He had no intention of going anywhere alone with Grindelwald – he wanted as many witnesses as possible, in case the man tried something.

Grindelwald laughed, hobbling a bit closer. Harry felt the magic around them shift as the man cast a wordless Privacy Charm around them. "So you do recognize me, I gather," he grinned. "I had worried you would not remember me."

"You're a hard man to forget, Gellert," said Harry.

"As are you, Harry," Grindelwald grinned. "I can only imagine the terror you must be feeling right now. Bet you were not expecting to see me again, were you?"

"It wasn't in my plans for the evening," Harry deadpanned. "I suppose you've had a change of heart, then? Decided to put aside your plans of world domination and settle down into academia?"

"Very funny," Grindelwald chuckled. "My days of global conquest are behind me, I fear. Why exert myself to subjugate Muggles when someone is already doing it for me? I was delighted to meet your friend Tom when he paid me a visit two weeks ago. I'd heard so much about his blood purity efforts in Britain, and I expressed my admiration for his work."

"So he did go to Nurmengard," Harry muttered. "I suppose he offered you a place in his new regime?"

"Heavens, no," Grindelwald scoffed. "In fact, he had every intention of torturing me for information before doing away with me forever. You and Albus certainly understated how cruel and heartless Tom can be."

"But he didn't kill you," Harry remarked. "What happened?"

"I gave him exactly what he wanted," Grindelwald shrugged. "I told him what I knew of the Deathstick. That it was stolen from me by Dumbledore. That he had expressed his desire to pass it on to the Longbottom boy. This seemed to confirm whatever suspicions Tom had coming into our meeting."

"So you didn't tell him anything he didn't already know," said Harry. "Then why did he let you live?"

"Thanks to Albus, I knew Tom's primary weakness," said Grindelwald. "And that is his fear of the unknown. He knew I was a Seer, and I told him about my visions of his future. That I saw him being stalked by Death itself, in the form of a teenage boy, determined to hunt him down until it reclaimed his soul forever."

Harry felt a chill run down his spine. He knew Grindelwald was far too clever for the ambiguity to be a coincidence. He had not specified whether it was Harry or Neville stalking Voldemort. But he and Harry both knew perfectly well who it really was, despite what Voldemort believed.

"Why didn't you tell him what we discussed last summer?" asked Harry.

"Never reveal your ace in the hole so early, Harry," Grindelwald winked. "Tom Riddle is a volatile creature, but a predictable one. He only tolerates those who can provide him something in exchange. He saw the value in keeping me around as a confidant and expert in prophecy, so that he would not be so blindsided by the future again."

"Then why waste your time at Hogwarts?" Harry demanded. "Surely you can be more useful at Voldemort's right hand."

"I spent over fifty years in a cell deprived of magic," said Grindelwald. "Hogwarts is situated on a leyline, a site of potent magical energy. I can think of no more suitable place to recover from my magical starvation. Once I have my strength back, I will be able to join the Dark Lord's service and enjoy the spoils of being his most trusted lieutenant."

"Spare me," Harry scoffed. "You wouldn't be here, posing as a teacher, unless you felt it was worth your time. So what's your plan? Do you intend to get me alone and kill me before I become a bigger threat to you?"

"On the contrary," said Grindelwald. "We're allies now, Harry! We serve the same master. Should we not celebrate?" As if to make his point, Grindelwald rolled up his sleeve to reveal his own Dark Mark, freshly applied upon his left forearm. Harry eyed it warily...it was at least evidence that Grindelwald was telling the truth, that he had entered Voldemort's service, but he still felt uncomfortable.

"What do you want from me?" he asked.

"Nothing at all, my boy!" Grindelwald grinned. "I'll keep your secret if you keep mine. Once Tom has the world under his thumb, we can enjoy the spoils together without fear of hiding who we are."

Harry wasn't sure what to make of the situation. Grindelwald seemed sincere enough – non-threatening and genial in his approach. He could sense the man's magical signature was indeed very weak – he would be no match for Harry in his current state. But he also knew that Grindelwald's true danger lay not in his physical strength, but his intellect. He was too smart and cunning to be trusted at face value.

"Well, I'm afraid these old bones can't hold me up for much longer," Grindelwald chuckled. "I must retire to my quarters to rest. I look forward to working with you, Harry Potter." And he turned to hobble back across the Entrance Hall, his cane clacking loudly against the stone.

Kill him now, the Elder Wand whispered in his ear. He's too dangerous to let live. He must be terminated as soon as possible.

Harry was sorely tempted to agree. Grindelwald was a live hand grenade, threatening to detonate at any moment and destroy all he'd been working towards. But what could he logically do about it? Killing the man here in Hogwarts would only cause more problems...Voldemort would quickly surmise the truth, raising uncomfortable questions about Harry's motives. And knowing Grindelwald, he likely had fail-safes in place, designed to ensure anyone who raised a wand against him would suffer for it. Harry did not know what to do.

He rushed up to his dorm and dug through his trunk for the enchanted diary. Grindelwald is alive, he scribbled hastily. He's posing as a professor until he regains his strength. I don't trust him and fear he's going to ruin me. He knows too much. Should I kill him? Should I tell Snape and ask for his help in getting rid of him? What do I do?

Harry sat anxiously, watching as the fresh ink disappeared into the parchment, waiting for Fleur to respond. Too nervous to sit still, he got up and forced himself to endure a cold shower, hoping the chill would clear his brain. But it only served to agitate him further, fearing Grindelwald might burst through the door in this vulnerable moment to strike him dead while his guard was down.

When he returned to his desk, Fleur's return message was waiting for him. Calm down, she wrote. Get some sleep and mull it over in the morning. If he wanted you dead, you would be dead already.

Harry could not believe her message was so short and nonchalant. But the more he re-read it, the more it made sense to him. Grindelwald was not the kind of person to forewarn you of your impending doom...he would much rather stab a dangerous enemy like Harry in the back. He needed to think about this logically, and could not do so in his current flustered state. He needed to take a breather and sleep on the problem – as usual, Fleur had the best possible advice for the situation.

Just to be sure, Harry checked the Marauder's Map before tucking himself into bed. The dot marked 'Gellert Grindelwald' was clear on the other side of the castle, nestled in his quarters for the night. It was disconcerting to even see the man's name on the map at all, but at least it appeared he was not a threat for the time being. So after throwing every protective enchantment he could think of at the door to his dorm, Harry stowed the Map under his pillow and forced himself to get some shut-eye.

He woke shortly before dawn, as he often did, and got up for his customary run around the grounds. As he worked off some of the excess energy he had built up, he pondered what he ought to do. He decided he was not afraid of Grindelwald in a physical sense...the man was not currently capable of overpowering Harry. At least in the short term, the man posed no threat to his personal well-being.

But Harry knew the man's true danger was in his mind – his influence. He needed to warn his loved ones to be wary around the man, to not give him anything more to work with. Grindelwald would likely seek to manipulate those around Harry, to shape their malleable minds to his will. And Harry could not allow that to happen.

He would also need to have a conversation with Snape to determine what he knew. Had he made the appointment himself? Or was he as in the dark about this as everyone else? Mostly Harry just needed to deduce what Grindelwald's long-term plans were...while he might pretend to be affable and living moment to moment, he knew there must be a more sinister motive at play.

Grindelwald did not appear for breakfast in the Great Hall that morning. A quick consultation of the Marauder's Map told Harry that he was still in his quarters...perhaps he truly did need all the rest he could get to recover from half a century of magical deprivation. That was the one thing allowing Harry to breathe easy in such a perilous situation.

As the meal winded down, Harry stood to patrol the House tables, acting in his duties as Head Boy. "Tuck in your shirt, Creevey," he admonished the sixth-year Gryffindor as he walked past. He tapped Dahlia on the shoulder in passing; he did the same when he walked by Damian at the Hufflepuff table, and Daphne at the Head Table. They thankfully all got the message, and when he exited the Great Hall soon after, they were waiting for him off to one side.

"What is it this time, idiot?" Dahlia huffed. "I have class in five minutes."

"I know, I'll make it quick," said Harry, drawing in close. "Are any of you taking Divination this year?"

All three shook their head no. "Father says Divination is crock magic," said Daphne. "Not worth my time."

"Mine either," said Dahlia. "No time for it with my mentorship with Pomfrey."

"I dropped it last year," said Damian. "Professor Firenze weirded me out."

"Be very careful around Professor Gorschev," Harry warned them. "He may seem kind and harmless, but he's the most dangerous man in the castle. Do not go anywhere alone with him, and do not give him any personal information about yourselves. Got it?"

"Why not?" Daphne frowned. "Who is he?"

Harry hesitated, unsure if he wanted to divulge the man's true identity with them. There was no sense in scaring them, he supposed, so he would settle for a half-truth. "He's a new recruit of Voldemort's," said Harry. "I don't know why he's been stationed at Hogwarts, but it's probably nothing good for us. So just be careful, will you?"

"Understood," said Damian. The two girls nodded as well.

The bell rang shortly after, and everyone dispersed to attend their classes. Harry's day began in Potions class...he watched his mother begin her lecture, wondering if she too was aware of the danger lurking within these halls. He could not tip her off directly, knowing she was being watched. It was yet another reason to speak with Snape as soon as possible and figure out what he knew.

Harry was antsy all throughout the day's lessons, still uncomfortable sharing a castle with a Dark Lord. He checked the Map hourly to keep an eye on Grindelwald; the man seemed to only spend time in his classroom or his adjoining quarters, rarely deviating between the two. Harry didn't like the idea of Grindelwald having access to such young, naive minds, but he supposed it was no worse than Amycus Carrow. At least there was no immediate threat to their physical well-being.

Harry had a free period that afternoon, which he typically spent in the library working on homework. A quick glance at the Map told him that Snape was alone in his office – now was as good a time as any to talk. He made his way to the Headmaster's Office, approaching the stone gargoyle standing guard at the foot of the stairs.

"Move," Harry barked. The gargoyle eyed him impassively for a moment, before leaping aside and granting him access. Did it always take orders from the Head Boy? Or had Snape instructed it to let him through without a password? He wouldn't question it, as he ascended the spiral steps and entered the office with a brisk knock.

Snape was poring over documents at his desk when Harry walked in. "I do not recall arranging a meeting this afternoon, Potter," he muttered without looking up.

"Too bad; it's an emergency," said Harry, sitting in the nearest armchair. "We need to talk about Professor Gorschev."

Snape looked up lazily at Harry. "What about him?" he asked.

"Why is he here?" Harry demanded. "What did Voldemort tell you?"

"And what makes you believe the Dark Lord was involved in his post at all?" Snape asked.

"Don't play coy with me," Harry huffed. "I know who he is. Are you not concerned with having another Dark Lord stationed in the castle, around innocent children?"

Snape's brow furrowed at this accusation. "So you are aware, then," he surmised. "The Dark Lord – ours, that is – informed me that he was to be stationed here temporarily, to recover his magical core. He will spend one term here before moving on to his next assignment."

"And you didn't think to question it?" Harry pressed. "Or wonder what Grindelwald's motives might be?"

"What is this about Grindelwald, then?" a voice piped up. Harry glanced up to the wall, where the portrait of former Headmaster Armando Dippet was looking on with concern. "You cannot mean to say that he is still alive?"

"He is," Harry confirmed. This set off a round of furious gossip from the surrounding portraits, until Snape held up a hand for silence.

"I do not know what you hope to alter about the fact that he is here," said Snape. "The best course of action for us would be to keep our heads down and let the term run its course, until he is no longer our problem."

"I disagree," said Harry. "He is weak now, and the longer we wait, the more powerful he will become. Wouldn't it be more prudent to deal with the issue before it becomes a threat to us?"

"The boy speaks of murder?" scoffed Phineas Nigellus Black. "What is this treachery?"

"You did not live through the worst of Gellert's crimes, Phineas," Dippet chided his fellow portrait. "I agree with the boy: no good can come of waiting for this problem to fester and become worse."

This set of a chain of heated arguments between the various portraits: "This is barbaric logic that we should have left behind in the Dark Ages!" "There is no reasoning with Dark Lords!" "Tyranny shall not stand!" "Does murder not make us any better than the tyrants?"

"ENOUGH!" Snape roared, causing the room to fall silent once more. "I fail to hear an appropriate course of action, Potter. Unless you mean to suggest killing the man in his bed, inviting an investigation from not only the Ministry, but the Dark Lord himself?"

"Why is the onus on me to have a plan?" Harry demanded. "You're the one in charge here! I'm telling you this is a problem...are you going to solve it, or leave me to clean up the mess myself?"

Snape glared at Harry angrily. "I am telling you to not draw undue attention to yourself," he said through gritted teeth. "You have a penchant for acting without thinking, and creating more problems with your ill-formed solutions. So why don't you let the adults handle this one?"

Harry stared at Snape in disbelief. He had not expected such a blasé, unconcerned reaction from the man. He stood in a huff and exited the office, slamming the door shut behind him. As he descended the spiral staircase, he faintly heard the portrait of Dippet say, "Oh dear, Severus...haven't you learned that the quickest way to make a student do something is to tell them not to do it?"

Instead of returning to the library, Harry went straight up to the Room of Requirement, which he hadn't visited quite as often this year. The familiar sight of the training arena awaited him inside, filled with dozens of dummies for him to fight. Harry drew the Elder Wand and dropped into a fighting stance, determined to let off some steam for a while.

He spent the next half-hour dancing around the arena, firing dangerous curses left and right. He had never felt more attuned to his body and magic, as though he could direct both to do whatever he wanted without more than a cursory thought. By the time he was finished he had worked himself into a deep sweat, with broken dummies piled high along the walls as evidence to his carnage. He had to summon a gust of wind to clear away the lingering smoke left behind by his destruction.

But he felt no better about his situation when he was done, returning to his dorm to shower and change. He hated being left in the dark, at the mercy of a madman. He needed to figure out what Grindelwald was after, what his true motives were. Only this time, there was no Snape dossier he could consult, no cheat sheet to tell him the man's strengths and weaknesses. Grindelwald was a complete enigma, and nobody alive could tell Harry how the man's mind worked.

A lightbulb went off in Harry's head. Nobody alive could tell him. But there was somebody dead who could.

He checked the Marauder's Map to ensure Daphne was still in class. Then he cast a Privacy Charm on the door and fished into his pockets for the Resurrection Stone. He took a deep breath, then turned it over three times and whispered, "Albus Dumbledore."

Harry felt the cold presence of Dumbledore's spirit arriving in the enclosed space. The man regarded Harry with a look of sadness, clearly not thrilled to be seeing him again.

"Hello again, Albus," Harry greeted the man.

"Harry," said Dumbledore, inclining his head. "I confess I had hoped not to be summoned again, as my soul wishes to rest."

"I understand, and I'm sorry," said Harry. "I wouldn't have called if it wasn't important."

"What is the problem?" Dumbledore sighed.

"Gellert Grindelwald," said Harry. "He's free, and he's here at Hogwarts."

Dumbledore blinked rapidly at this information. His demeanor immediately shifted from one of passive disappointment to active concern.

"Oh, dear," the man muttered.

"I need to understand what he is planning," said Harry. "He claims to be serving Voldemort faithfully, but somehow I doubt that's his true motive. You knew him better than anybody...what do you make of this?"

Dumbledore remained silent for a long while, deep in thought. "Gellert is a clever man," he finally said. "He recognizes that he must surrender to Voldemort's authority to survive. But make no mistake, he is not the kind of man to bow to another willingly."

"I suspected as much," Harry sighed. "So you don't think he plans on staying loyal to Voldemort forever."

"He will attach himself to Voldemort's hip for as long as possible," said Dumbledore. "I imagine he's magically quite frail right now and needs time to recover. But knowing Gellert as I do, he has only one thing on his mind, and that is returning to his former glory."

Harry nodded sullenly...he'd feared that to be the case. "He knows things about me that could ruin me," said Harry. "But he chose not to tell Voldemort. Why?"

Dumbledore considered this for a moment. "Gellert has a way of seeing people for who they truly are," he said. "Their essence, if you will. He told me that he sensed Death all around you, encompassing you like a blanket. He did this to scare me, of course, but I believe it scared him too. If there was one thing he and I shared as youths, it was a fear of death and a desire to escape it."

"He knows I sought the Hallows," said Harry. "And that I killed you. So he must have put two and two together to realize I have the Elder Wand."

"Which he will want to reclaim for himself," Dumbledore nodded.

"So why not rat me out?" Harry pressed. "Why let me keep it, while pretending to be my ally?"

"Because, no offense, you are just a boy," said Dumbledore. "Gellert would much rather you hold the wand than Voldemort. Once he regains his strength, he will no doubt seek to kill you to reclaim what he believes is rightfully his. If he spills the truth now, you will be killed and the Wand would become Voldemort's. And Gellert would rather fight a seventeen-year-old than another skilled Dark wizard."

That made perfect sense to Harry. "So he's biding his time," he concluded. "He's letting me believe everything is fine so I don't panic. Then once he's back to full strength, he'll try to take the Wand from me and use it to challenge Voldemort."

"That would be my suspicion as well," Dumbledore nodded. "And he knows you cannot act against him without drawing suspicion upon yourself, so he has positioned himself as close to you as possible, to keep a watchful eye on you and study your habits."

"He can try," Harry scoffed. "I find I can be rather unpredictable when I want to be."

"I would advise you not to willingly enter a battle of wits against Gellert Grindelwald, Harry," said Dumbledore. "He is smarter than anyone else I have ever met, and you will be outclassed. I do not mean to slight your abilities, but his intellect is unparalleled."

"I understand that," said Harry. "But he's already made several mistakes. And I intend to help him make several more."

"What mistakes are those?" asked Dumbledore.

"He accepted the Dark Mark," said Harry. "He doesn't know about the magic draining ability it confers to Voldemort. He won't be able to fight Voldemort without having his power stripped from him again."

"The same applies to you, I would like to point out," said Dumbledore.

"A problem I'm working to rectify as we speak," said Harry. "But that's not all. He's severely underestimated Voldemort."

"In what sense?"

"Grindelwald recognizes Voldemort is powerful," said Harry. "But he underestimates how smart he is in his own right. He probably sees him as a brute he can easily deceive when the time comes. Maybe because he saw how I was able to convince him to spare my family."

"Even I am surprised you managed to do so," Dumbledore admitted.

"It's only because Snape and I exploited his one weakness," said Harry. "Voldemort doesn't understand love. He thinks it is a weakness, that keeping us all alive forces us into compliance. But it has only pushed us to fight harder, to band together to overthrow him."

"I fail to see the connection to Gellert," Dumbledore frowned.

"Grindelwald doesn't realize that Voldemort is going to do away with everyone he views as a threat," said Harry. "There's no chance Voldemort would risk letting another Dark Lord exist in his regime. He too wants absolute power, with no question of who the most skilled and powerful wizard is. He'll use Grindelwald now, like he's using me and my family, but eventually that usefulness will wear out."

"Again, the same applies to you," said Dumbledore, still not getting Harry's point.

"Not if I can accelerate the process a little," said Harry. "Start planting seeds of doubt in Voldemort's mind. Make him realize what a threat Grindelwald is, so he'll cut him off at the knees before he can grow too powerful to challenge him."

"Perhaps you are making the same mistake of underestimating Tom," Dumbledore sighed. "You will only further endanger yourself by spreading falsehoods to a man who is quite good at deducing the truth."

"They wouldn't exactly be falsehoods, would they?" Harry pointed out. "Grindelwald is a threat – I just have to make Voldemort see that."

Dumbledore nodded slowly. He seemed to see the logic in Harry's plan. But he still seemed troubled by something.

"You mustn't let Gellert get a foothold in Britain, Harry," Dumbledore warned him. "He is twice as dangerous as Voldemort in a position of power. If even a fraction of Voldemort's support base remains after his defeat, Gellert will be able to manipulate them into doing his bidding."

"Understood," Harry nodded. "I'll make sure he never gets that chance."

"Wait, Harry!" Dumbledore said as Harry went to stow the Resurrection Stone away. "I must ask a favor of you before I go."

"What's that?"

Dumbledore hesitated before making his request, as though embarrassed by it. "I knew Gellert before he went mad with power," he said regretfully. "He was a good man. I know that good man is still in there somewhere. I only ask that if the opportunity comes – if you are able to spare his life, rather than kill him – I hope you might find it within you to be merciful."

Harry blinked at Dumbledore for a moment. He saw the sincerity in the man's expression, the bald hope that his old friend might one day be redeemed.

"You must be joking," Harry scoffed. "You do realize that all of this is your fault, right?"

Dumbledore looked surprised by this rebuke. "How do you mean, Harry?" he asked.

"You could have killed Grindelwald fifty years ago," said Harry. "You could have ended his threat against our world once and for all. You also could have pushed for the convicted Death Eaters to receive the death penalty after the last war ended. Instead, they're all free to terrorize Britain anew, so another generation is forced to suffer under their boot heels."

"Harry, that is a gross over-simplification—" Dumbledore protested.

"Save it," Harry spat. "I'm sure you thought you were doing the right thing by sparing their lives back then. But now you've created an even bigger mess with your unwillingness to do what is necessary. And as usual, it's up to me to clean up the mess you left behind." And without waiting for Dumbledore's response, he pocketed the Resurrection Stone, causing the man to fade from view.

Perhaps Harry was being too harsh in his rebuke of his former Headmaster. But he'd long ago become disillusioned with the man's passive worldview, trying to see the best in everyone and show mercy to those who did not deserve it. Now the monsters that should have been slain long ago were ravaging the land, making Harry's job ten times harder than it ought to have been. Dumbledore's spirit deserved more than just a slap on the proverbial wrist as far as Harry was concerned.

The conversation with Dumbledore only strengthened his resolve to do what needed to be done. He'd already begun his preparations to eliminate Death Eaters one by one, a task that no longer caused him moral distress. They'd all sealed their fates when they returned to Voldemort's service. None of them deserved to live. And Harry was going to take each and every one of them out.

He planned to begin his crusade that very weekend. He had already selected his first target and would stake out their property before making his move. He was so laser-focused on his goal that he nearly forgot about his other commitment, which Daphne reminded him about in the library that Friday.

"When should we leave the castle tomorrow?" she whispered to him as they worked on homework together in a quiet alcove.

"Hmm?" said Harry. "Leave where?"

"The Shrieking Shack," Daphne said in an undertone. "We're going to meet Ron, right?"

"Oh...yeah, I forgot," Harry muttered. "Er...let's leave at half past eleven." Daphne brightened considerably at this...it was obvious she was looking forward to the rendezvous more than anything.

Harry did suppose a check-in with Ron would be worthwhile. With luck, the redhead might have been able to locate Neville and Hermione by now, or at the very least, the resistance. He also wondered whether Amelia would come...he'd requested her presence, but wasn't sure if she would show up. Tipping her off about Grindelwald's return was probably a wise move, so that at least someone within the Ministry was aware.

The following evening, Harry and Daphne left their dorm and headed for the alcove outside Snape's office. After checking that the coast was clear on his Map – both Snape and Grindelwald were in their respective quarters – Harry Apparated them from the alcove directly to the Shack, which was as deserted as ever.

"Wait here," said Harry. "I need to head into the village for a few minutes."

"Why?" asked Daphne. "What's in the village?"

"I'll tell you when I get back," he said. "Just sit tight."

And he Apparated away again, reappearing just to the north of Hogsmeade Village. The Hog's Head was still open – Harry could hear low voices wafting from inside the pub, as late-night regulars enjoyed their evening drinks. He would not be entering tonight. He circled around to the back of the pub, concealed beneath a Disillusionment Charm, and settled in to wait.

Harry checked his watch – 11:43 PM. He'd asked Amelia to meet him here at quarter to midnight, but had no idea if she would show up or not. While she wasn't being mind-invaded by Lockhart, she was still being watched closely by Voldemort's people, and might not have been able to get away. Besides, she was nearly seven months pregnant now, and she may have not wanted to travel across all of Britain in the dead of night. He wouldn't blame her one bit for failing to show up.

Just as he was preparing to give up and head back to the Shack, he heard a loud CRACK just around the corner. He instinctively whipped out his wand, fearing that someone had just Apparated here to ambush him. But when he peeked around the corner, he saw a familiar bright-purple, triple-decker bus coming to a halt just down the road. The Knight Bus.

Harry watched as a handful of passengers disembarked the bus, some headed for the pubs, some headed home. A couple of drunken stragglers also filtered out of the Hog's Head, too drunk to Apparate, and boarded the bus to return home themselves. Harry watched them all from afar, wondering if Amelia was among them.

The last person to disembark was shrouded in a dark traveling cloak, as inconspicuous as could be. Any random passer-by would not have thought twice about this cloaked stranger heading towards the Hog's Head for a drink. But Harry noticed the way the figure subtly shifted their weight as they walked, as if supporting a large belly beneath the heavy cloak. The figure was pregnant. And Harry immediately knew who it was.

Amelia approached the Hog's Head, checking over her shoulder once before rounding the corner towards the back. As soon as she did so, Harry hit her with a Silencing Charm and placed a hand on her shoulder. "It's Harry," he whispered. "Can you walk a bit further?" Amelia startled slightly from the invisible touch, but nodded in agreement.

Harry placed her under a Disillusionment Charm and guided her away from the village, towards the Shrieking Shack atop a nearby hillside. Once they were out of earshot of anyone roaming the village, he removed the Silencing Charm upon her. "Thanks for coming," he said. "Did you have to make any excuses to get away?"

"Not at all," Amelia whispered. "I slipped a Sleeping Draught into Sirius' evening tea. He'll be out cold until the morning."

"And nobody on the Knight Bus recognized you?"

"Nobody asks questions on the Knight Bus," Amelia chuckled. "I'm hardly the only person who wishes to be discreet at this late hour."

Harry's only experience with the bus was in his original third year, when Stan Shunpike had pestered him the entire ride. Perhaps that experience had been an outlier – or, even more likely, people were less likely to be nosy in times of war.

"Why have you brought me here?" Amelia asked as they approached the creaking shack. "We couldn't meet somewhere more public?"

"Not once you see who we're meeting," said Harry. He fired Privacy Charms at all the windows of the shack as they approached – it wouldn't do for any villagers to notice lights on in the shack and start snooping around. He opened the broken-down door for Amelia, beckoning her inside before shutting himself in behind her.

Daphne was not alone when they re-entered the living room. Fleur had arrived, wand trained on the door as Harry and Amelia approached, lowering it when she recognized them. "Oh...Madam Black," she muttered, bowing politely. "I did not realize you would be joining us zis evening."

"Madame Delacour," Amelia greeted her in return, looking between her and Harry. "I did not realize you two remained in contact."

"We're trying to keep that quiet for now," said Harry. "So Fleur doesn't attract any unwanted attention for her association with the Potters."

"Understood," Amelia nodded, before turning to Daphne. "Lady Potter. What brings you here tonight?"

"We'll explain in a moment," said Harry. "We're waiting on one more." He checked his watch again – 12:02 AM. Ron ought to be here by now. Had he gotten the date or time wrong? Had he been unable to make time for them tonight? Or, worse yet, had he been compromised by Voldemort's people, and forced to give up information? Were there Death Eaters surrounding the Shack as they spoke, preparing an ambush...?

But a moment later, there was a pop, heralding an arrival via Apparation. Not one but two people materialized out of thin air; Harry and Fleur immediately drew their wands and pointed them at the new arrivals, but quickly lowered them. "Cedric?!" Harry gasped.

"Hey, Harry," Cedric grinned, helping Ron back to his feet after stumbling from their arrival. "Never thought I'd see the day we'd be working together again."

"Hoped you wouldn't mind if I brought a guest to this little rendezvous," Ron smirked. "Found him a couple of days ago—" He was interrupted by Daphne, who threw herself at him, peppering his face with kisses as he wrapped his arms around her.

"Mister Weasley!" Amelia gasped, looking shocked at the two new arrivals. "Mister Diggory! I can't...I don't believe…"

Cedric and Ron eyed Amelia warily. Harry realized they must be nervous seeing the head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement here, given that they were two of the most wanted people in all of Britain. "Don't worry, she's with us," Harry said quickly to placate them.

"Evening, Madam Bones," Cedric greeted her politely. "Er, sorry...is it Madam Black now? Hard to keep track with all of these recent marriages."

"Just Amelia is fine," Amelia said breathlessly. "But, my word...what are you two doing here? It's incredibly risky for you to be seen in public right now—"

"Hence why we're not in public," said Harry. "Ron and I met up a couple weeks ago and agreed to meet regularly to exchange information. I thought you might like to be present."

Amelia looked highly concerned as she looked around the odd collection of individuals around her. Whatever she had been expecting when she arrived to meet Harry tonight, it wasn't this.

"I don't...I can't even…" Amelia sputtered, swaying slightly on her feet; both Harry and Fleur rushed to assist her, lowering her down into a nearby armchair. "Are you boys alright? Are you safe? Your parents are worried sick about you!"

"Can't complain," Ron shrugged. "We're making a difference out there, so it's worth it."

"How did you two find each other?" Harry asked, looking from Ron to Cedric. "And so quickly?"

"Easy," Ron shrugged. "Fred and George."

"I don't follow."

"Hermione had a theory, see," said Ron. "The resistance movement would need a pretty sophisticated network of safe houses and resources to function properly. The twins have been expanding their business like crazy in the past few years, thanks to their Ministry contract for Shield clothing. They would be a perfect cover for the operation. I paid them a visit, and sure enough, once I managed to convince them I wasn't compromised, they introduced me to Cedric."

"We've been using their old warehouses as safe havens for Muggle-borns and their families," Cedric confirmed. "The twins helped Dora and I get set up after the Battle of London. My father fed us information from inside the Ministry about Muggle-borns due to be arrested, and Dora and I brought them into our network to protect them."

"How did the twins not get caught?" asked Harry. "After Amos got arrested, I mean?"

"I never told him about the twins," Cedric shrugged. "My father warned me not to give him too much information, in case he was compromised. We haven't been able to find new targets since his arrest, nor have we been able to transport anyone we currently have, since he was the one in contact with the resistance members on the continent."

Remus and Alessia, Harry deduced. "Can't you just make a bunch of Portkeys and send them to France or wherever?" he asked. "The Ministry can't detect them if they aren't activated near a magical dwelling." Amelia gave Harry an odd look at this remark, as though wondering how he knew this.

"The Portkeys aren't the problem," Cedric muttered. "If we send them to random spots on the continent, they might get captured by the Ministries of that country. They have been cooperating with Britain and deporting runaways back to where they came from."

"That's 'orrible!" Fleur gasped. "'Ow can they support such acts of evil?"

"They probably figure it's easier to go along with it and hope You-Know-Who stays confined to Britain," Cedric shrugged. "If they refuse to cooperate, it could put their country in jeopardy."

"He's right," Amelia sighed. "Death Eaters have already begun harassing foreign officials and intimidating them into silence. The Canadian ambassador to the ICW tried to initiate a protest vote against Britain, and she mysteriously died in her sleep...at age forty-two."

"Maybe you could help get them get the information they need to start transporting people again?" Harry offered. "Since Amos isn't available to do it anymore."

Amelia looked hesitant at this suggestion. "Madam Umbridge has increased security on her office since his arrest," she muttered. "I suppose I could pull rank to get that information directly from the archives, but it would be risky."

"It would be a tremendous help," Cedric said meekly. "If you get the opportunity."

Amelia still looked unsure. But then Fleur said softly, "Many people will suffer if you do not." That seemed to make up Amelia's mind.

"Right," she said. "Of course I will help." Cedric and Ron beamed at this news. Harry knew Amelia was a stickler for the rules, much like Hermione was...defiance of orders did not come naturally to her. But such was the nature of civil warfare: one must learn to disobey lawful orders to prevent greater injustices from occurring.

"There's something else you all need to know about," Harry said gravely. "Gellert Grindelwald. He's not dead. He's here, at Hogwarts, teaching Divination."

Amelia, Daphne, Ron, and Cedric all gaped at him. "Come off it," Cedric scoffed. "You're joking, right, Harry?"

"'Fraid not," Harry grimaced. "He's biding his time, regaining his strength until he can rise to power again."

A chilling silence met this statement. Then Amelia asked, "Who else knows about this?"

"No one outside this room," said Harry. "Except Voldemort and Snape. They think he's harmless, but I know better."

"Bloody hell," Ron breathed. "My granddad used to talk about Grindelwald all the time...he said those times were just as bad as when You-Know-Who rose to power."

"What are we going to do?" Cedric asked worriedly. "Should we sound the alarm?"

"Not yet," said Harry. "No need to cause a panic just yet. I just wanted you all to know, in case something happens to me."

"What would happen to you?" asked Amelia.

"I have something that Grindelwald wants," said Harry vaguely. "At some point he's going to try and take it from me. He's not strong enough to try it just yet, but he will be soon enough."

"Aren't you worried he's in the castle with you?" asked Ron. "What if he, y'know, comes after you in your sleep?"

"I have measures in place for that," said Harry. "As I'm sure he does against me doing the same. Besides, I know a few things he does not."

"Like what?" asked Cedric.

"Gellert underestimates Voldemort," said Harry. "He thinks him to be a simple-minded brute that he can manipulate and control. But Voldemort is smarter than that. He is not fooled by Grindelwald's act of weakness – he distrusts him, and would never allow another Dark Lord to exist that threatens his supremacy."

"Then why did 'e let Grindelwald live?" Fleur frowned.

"Because he's dangling a carrot in front of Voldemort's eyes," said Harry. "He claims to have prophetic knowledge about Longbottom, whom Voldemort fears. But once he realizes it's a farce, he'll strike Grindelwald down."

"How can you be sure?" asked Amelia.

"Because he gave Grindelwald this," said Harry, rolling up his sleeve to reveal his own Dark Mark. "Grindelwald doesn't realize the control he's relinquished to Voldemort in allowing himself to be branded. The second he tries to make a move against his master, he'll be forced into submission."

"What should we do in the meantime, then?" asked Ron.

"Nothing," said Harry. "Just be aware, in case the worst should happen. Our plans are unchanged – this is just one more obstacle we'll need to avoid."

"Bloody hell," Cedric groaned. "It's like we can't catch a break. We haven't been able to move our people in weeks...the twins' warehouses are still being inspected at 'random' by You-Know-Who's people every other day. All we can do is lay low and stay out of harm's way."

"You should probably keep it that way for now," said Harry. "Given what's coming next."

"Why?" Cedric frowned. "What's coming next?"

Harry took a deep breath before answering. He glanced around the room at all the expectant faces, then said, "Because a lot of Death Eaters are going to mysteriously die soon."

It took a moment for everyone to realize what this meant. Amelia was the first to react, with a loud gasp. "You cannot mean what I think you mean," she stammered.

"I do," said Harry grimly. "I've already gotten my hands dirty in this war with Bellatrix Lestrange. What's a few more evil lives taken?"

"Mate...you're talking about murder," Cedric breathed. "That's not right."

"Yeah, shouldn't we be using less...permanent methods?" Ron asked, scratching his neck nervously. "Doesn't that make us just as bad as they are?"

"No, it doesn't," Harry said flatly. "They are capturing and murdering people by the hundreds. You yourself saw what happened at the cliffside, Ced. And they won't just stop at Britain. Their movement will spread to the continent and beyond, like a weed, until the whole world is under their boot heel. And you don't just push weeds aside and hope they stop growing...you attack them, down to the root, until there's nothing left."

"But...what about Azkaban…?" Cedric asked weakly.

"What about it?" Harry shrugged. "What good did it do us in the last war? How many of the people the Ministry locked up are free now, sowing chaos like nothing ever happened? I won't let it happen again. They're all going to die."

"I don't like the way you're talking, Harry," Amelia muttered. "We're a civilized society. Killing isn't the answer."

"That's the same logic Dumbledore used fifty years ago, when he spared Grindelwald's life," said Harry. "And now we're left to deal with the consequences of that decision. He's back, and he's regaining strength, just like Voldemort and all his followers that were locked up in the last war. I will not make the same mistake."

"I dunno, Harry," Cedric grimaced. "I don't feel comfortable helping you with this."

"I'm not asking for anyone's help, or permission," Harry continued. "Their blood will be on my hands, and mine alone. Whatever happens to me after this war will happen. I'm just letting you all know so you don't get caught in the crossfire."

A grim silence followed these words. Amelia looked pained by Harry's words; Daphne looked shocked; Cedric and Ron also looked troubled, while Fleur merely remained silent, watching Harry thoughtfully. Finally, Amelia asked, "What are you planning to do?"

"I know where most of the Death Eaters live," said Harry. "I'll sneak in and kill them in their sleep. They'll probably think it's the resistance that's doing it, so I wouldn't want you lot to be exposed when it starts to happen."

"But what if you get caught?" Amelia asked fearfully. "These are skilled dark wizards we're talking about!"

"I'm stronger than them," Harry shrugged. "As long as Voldemort himself doesn't show up, they don't stand a chance."

"A bit sure of yourself, aren't you, mate?" Ron grumbled under his breath.

"Actually, Harry's right," Cedric sighed. "Dora watched him fight in an underground dueling tournament in Knockturn last year. The best mercenaries in the world compete in those, and Harry wiped the floor with them."

"Let me get this straight," Amelia muttered, massaging her brow. "You invited the head of the DMLE here to admit to partaking in illegal fighting rings, and that you're planning to assassinate dozens of high-ranking Ministry officials in the near future?"

"That about sums it up, yeah," Harry chuckled. "Let's be honest, Amelia: you already have enough evidence to lock me up for life for my crimes. So what's a few more?"

"That does not mean I should stand by and encourage you to commit more crimes!" said Amelia indignantly. "If your father was here—"

"He's not," Harry pointed out. "And I don't answer to him anymore. I'm of-age, and I can make my own decisions."

Amelia still looked uncertain about this turn of events; so too did Cedric, who was eyeing Harry nervously. Ron, however, looked pensive. "I'm in," he eventually blurted out. "I want to help take out those bastards."

"It will be more difficult with two people than just one," said Harry. "Besides, you still need to find Neville and Hermione. That's more important than anything else right now." Ron looked miffed by the dismissal, but he reluctantly nodded his agreement.

Harry turned next to Fleur. She hadn't said much over the past few minutes, mulling everything over in silence. Hers was the opinion he wanted the most. She looked troubled, clearly not in love with the idea of murder either. But when she looked up to meet Harry's eye, she had a look of fierce resolve, and he knew he had her support.

"What do we need to do next?" she asked.

"Carry on as usual," said Harry. "Cedric, start transporting Muggle-borns again with Amelia's help. Ron, keep looking for Neville and Hermione. Don't do anything that would draw suspicion, in case Voldemort comes calling in retaliation for his people dying."

"How long do we have to remain in hiding?" Ron groaned. "I'm itching for action, mate. I want to make a fight of it!"

"That day will come," Harry promised. "For now, we just have to do what we can."

Ron nodded in begrudging acceptance. Harry turned next to Amelia. "Have you had a chance to speak with Andromeda about what we discussed?" he asked her.

"Not yet," said Amelia. "There are still a lot of eyes on her and your father at the moment. Once things have settled down a bit, I'll talk to her."

"Good," Harry nodded. "In that case, that should be all for tonight. Good luck, everyone."

The group nodded in grim acceptance. They all had their roles to play – now it was simply a matter of executing them.

"When will we be able to meet again?" Daphne asked worriedly. She looked alarmed at her time with Ron being cut short again, holding onto his hand anxiously.

"It's probably not wise for us to set a regular meeting time, in case one of us is compromised," said Harry. "So we'll use these." He rummaged through his pockets and withdrew a handful of fake Galleons, handing one to each other member of the group.

"What are we meant to do with these?" asked Cedric.

"They are all linked together," said Harry. "I'll charm mine to change the serial numbers to the date and time of our next meeting. That will cause the numbers to change on your end as well, and you'll know when to meet here next."

"Brilliant," Ron remarked, examining his coin closely.

"This is rather impressive advanced magic," Amelia appraised him. "Where did you get the idea from?"

"A brilliant witch I used to know," Harry smiled sadly. He missed the Hermione he once knew in his prior timeline, and wished she could see him now. He knew he would not be here today without all she had done for him back then.

The group disbanded for the night. Cedric and Ron Apparated away; Fleur escorted Amelia back to Hogsmeade to catch the Knight Bus back home; Harry brought Daphne back to the castle, where they returned safely to their dorm without being noticed. Daphne retired to bed at once; Harry knew she was distraught at being separated from Ron again so soon, even if she was good at hiding it.

Harry slipped into his own bed, checking the Marauder's Map once more as he did so. Grindelwald's dot still sat benignly in the man's quarters, unmoving, unassuming. But Harry would not make the mistake of underestimating him. He may be weak now, but he was the second most dangerous man in Britain – if not the first, given the psychological power he wielded over Harry.

You're on borrowed time, Gellert, Harry thought murderously. I don't care what Dumbledore or anyone else thinks. I will not allow a single Dark Lord or their sycophants to survive this war.
Year 7-16: Collateral Damage

A/N: Posting this a couple days early before I leave town. I have a busy few weeks ahead, so I'll likely be updating every other week for a while from now on. Enjoy!

"Potter! Oi, Potter!"

Harry groaned and turned at the sound of the unpleasant voice. Amycus Carrow sauntered across the Great Hall towards him, a look of distaste upon his face. And the feeling was quite mutual.

"What do you want?" Harry huffed.

"Manners, Potter," Amycus chided him. "We need to talk."

Harry sighed and followed the man from the hall to an adjoining room. Unlike Grindelwald, he had no fear of being alone with the Carrows, who were far below him in terms of both intellect and magical ability. He'd successfully avoided the two thus far this term, and already dreaded whatever reason they had to bother him now.

Amycus rounded on Harry as soon as they were alone. "You've been slacking, Potter," he said.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Harry demanded.

"Yer not keeping the kids in line," said Amycus. "Ain't you s'posed to be disciplining them?"

"Of course I have been," said Harry. He spent multiple evenings a week running detentions, a task Snape had delegated to him and him alone. "Maybe if you didn't issue so many detentions, I wouldn't have so many to look after."

"Yeah, well, they're getting' bolder, ain't they?" Amycus complained. "I got at least ten brats per day givin' me lip! I ain't gonna stand fer it, I ain't!"

"You haven't harmed another student, have you?" Harry growled menacingly. The image of Danny Galloway writhing in pain under the Cruciatus Curse flashed through his mind, and he was tempted (as he often was) to strike Amycus down where he stood.

"Headmaster won't let me touch 'em," Amycus grumbled. "Which is why they're yer problem now. So bloody do something about it!"

"I'll take it under advisement, thanks," Harry said dryly, before turning to leave the room. But Amycus caught his arm before he could do so.

"Watch yourself, Potter," Amycus snarled. "Wouldn't wanna give the idea that yer goin' soft on the kiddies. Our master might not like that none."

"Take it up with him, then," Harry snapped. And he wrenched his arm free, departing the room and slamming the door shut in Amycus' face.

Take him out before he becomes a bigger problem, the Elder Wand whispered in his mind. You're planning to kill him anyway...why not start there to send a message?

But Harry pushed the thought away. Now was not the time to pick a fight with the Carrows. He would be the first suspect if anything became of them – their proximity meant that he had to tread carefully to avoid drawing Voldemort's suspicion. It was the same reason he could not touch Grindelwald...Harry had to maintain the guise that he was no threat, or else he and his family would come under closer scrutiny, which was the last thing he needed right now.

Unfortunately, Amycus did raise an important point: Harry had to be careful to maintain his reputation within the castle. He had to manage dozens of misbehaving students per week, coming up with apt punishments for their transgressions. Harry usually defaulted to the easiest solution – making them write lines – but knew that wouldn't actually deter anyone from acting out. If the price for standing up against bigotry was merely a cramped hand once a week, many students – especially the Gryffindors – would take the gambit every time.

It had been a while since he kept tabs on the goings-on in the castle. A few prefects had reported students out after curfew in recent weeks, but nothing to suggest there was any organized student activity happening under his nose. Was it possible his warning to Ginny Weasley had successfully deterred her? Had the illegal student defense club been disbanded? He hoped that was the case, but privately feared it had not.

So he spent a few hours every night checking the Marauder's Map, looking out for any suspicious student activity. Aside from a few student couples meeting up after curfew from different Houses, Harry did not see anything untoward that was cause for concern. He was about to give up his search until one Wednesday night, when he unfortunately found what he was looking for.

It began with just a pair of students: Hannah Abbott and Susan Bones, sneaking out of the Hufflepuff Common Room just after curfew. Normally Harry would have written it off as an isolated incident, but then he spotted another pair: Seamus Finnigan and Parvati Patil, leaving Gryffindor Tower together. More students began to leave their common rooms in staggered pairs, disappearing one by one up the Astronomy Tower and into the Room of Requirement.

Bloody hell, Harry thought with an internal groan. I thought I'd put an end to this. He kept an eye on the area for the rest of the night, waiting for the ringleader to emerge. He hated to have to come down hard on Ginny again, but clearly she hadn't responded well to verbal threats. He would have to enact a more severe punishment to make her see reason.

Eventually the students began to disappear in pairs back to their respective common rooms. Harry knew Ginny would be the last to emerge, and waited until her name re-appeared on the Map before standing to cut her off en route to Gryffindor Tower. But then, one final name appeared, just behind Ginny, causing Harry to freeze in his tracks.

Lily Evans.

What was his mother doing in the Room of Requirement? Was she aware of the student movement brewing in their midst? Was she...leading the movement herself? Harry felt a knot growing inside his stomach as he watched his mother's dot wind through the castle and eventually arrive back at her quarters. He knew now who he really needed to talk to, and it wasn't Ginny.

Harry left his dorm and made his way through the castle towards the dungeons. He encountered nobody on his journey, aside from Peeves, whom he had to yell at for attempting to flood the boy's bathroom on the second floor. He arrived at his mother's quarters and knocked firmly on the door, already dreading this conversation.

Lily answered after a moment, eyes widening at the sight of him. "Harry!" she breathed, looking out into the hallway in fear. "You shouldn't be here."

"We need to talk," said Harry. "We can do it out here, or in private."

Lily looked nervous, but she nodded, opening the door to allow her son entry before shutting them inside. It was the first time they had spoken together since last summer, as both had to maintain the guise that they were estranged. It made Harry's heart ache with sadness, and he could tell from the look in his mother's eyes that she felt the same.

"We shouldn't be talking," Lily said in an undertone. "Lockhart might check my memories."

"That so?" said Harry. "When's the last time he did that?"

Lily hesitated before answering. "It's been a few months," she admitted. "But he could decide to do it again at any moment."

"You sound awfully worried about him," Harry remarked. "And yet, you don't seem to care if he sees you leading an illegal student rebellion."

Lily froze at his words. "I don't know what you're talking about," she muttered.

"Yeah, you do," said Harry. "I'm not blind to what happens inside this castle, Mum."

"You shouldn't involve yourself in this, Harry," Lily warned. "No good will come of this."

"I agree," said Harry. "Which is why you shouldn't be involved in this either."

"What else am I meant to do?" said an exasperated Lily. "The students are afraid and vulnerable. They have no hope. At least I can give them the tools to survive when they get to the real world and have to fend for themselves."

"You'll be sent to Azkaban if you're caught," Harry pointed out. "Or worse."

"Yeah, well, so what if I am?" Lily said miserably. "I'll be no worse off than I am now. I feel like I'm just drifting slowly towards my death anyway, so why not try to make a difference before I'm silenced forever?"

Harry sympathized with his mother's position. She too was feeling hopeless, without direction or purpose in life. If she wasn't doing this, she might be back on the bottle, or worse.

"You wouldn't be the only person punished," said Harry. "Snape probably would too, leaving this place to the mercy of the Carrows. And me and Dahlia would suffer as well."

"That's why I'm trying to keep you out of it!" Lily lamented. "I've kept my distance from you two so you won't suffer the same fate as me! All I want is for you and your sister to make it through this war alive. So please, just leave me be so I'm the only person affected!"

Harry saw the pained look on his mother's face, trying to push him away despite not wanting to. He drew closer and wrapped Lily in a hug; she resisted at first, standing stiffly in place, before relenting and clinging to him tightly.

"You're my mother," Harry said softly. "I'll never abandon you, no matter what anyone says. We're all getting through this together. So please, don't give up hope, and don't try to fall on the sword for us."

Lily broke down, holding onto Harry tight as she sobbed quietly into his shoulder. The roles had been reversed...where once Harry had relied on his mother for comfort, now he was the comforter, calming her down and reassuring her everything was alright. He had not forgotten the sacrifice Lily had made for him in his prior timeline, and would gladly return the favor in this one as many times as it took.

Eventually Lily calmed down, and Harry helped her to sit on the bed. "I don't know if I can stop it," Lily admitted quietly. "I've tried to tell Ginny Weasley to stop meeting so often, but she won't be deterred."

"Keep trying," Harry urged her. "If a Slytherin prefect catches you next time, or one of the Carrows, it will be a disaster."

"I know," Lily nodded forlornly. "But she's scared to death. Her brother Ron hasn't been heard from in months, and Fred and George are under constant investigation by the Ministry. She feels like she might lose her family at any moment, and doesn't want to go down without a fight."

Harry nodded in silent understanding. He couldn't fault Ginny for feeling this way, especially given that she was due to wed Amycus Carrow at the end of the term. He wished he could relay what he knew about Ron, Fred and George, could explain his schemes with the resistance movement to overthrow Voldemort's regime, but he couldn't. The threat of Lockhart still loomed large, and he had to be careful what he said.

"Do what you can for her," said Harry. "But try to discourage this from going on much further. The Carrows are getting suspicious, and I can't protect them for long."

Lily nodded grimly. Harry squeezed her hand affectionately before standing to leave. There wasn't much more to be said; they both stood looking at one another, each wishing there was more they could say, more they could do to get out of this grim situation.

"I love you, Mum," said Harry.

"Love you too, Harry," Lily smiled sadly. "Please be careful."

"I will," said Harry. And he returned to his dorm, hoping his mother would be able to talk some sense into Ginny. The teen clearly sympathized more with Lily than the rest of the Potter clan – perhaps for the precise reason that she wasn't in the Potter clan any longer. He didn't know how else to deter the headstrong girl, and he couldn't spend all his time policing every student move within the castle...he had a much larger agenda to attend to.

He had spent the past few weeks poring over Snape's notes, deducing who the best target would be for his first precision strike. He wanted to pick somebody with actual importance to Voldemort's operations, but not someone who would be difficult to overpower. He'd love to go after Lockhart, but the man resided at Malfoy Manor which was too well-fortified. Likewise, the Lestrange brothers were an enticing option, but knew he needed a plan in place to access their vault before ending that bloodline.

He'd finally settled on a name to go after first: Barty Crouch Jr. The man was responsible for keeping Voldemort up to date on Britain's underground, keeping tabs on Knockturn Alley and all comings and goings on the Isles. Harry knew the time would soon come when troops would need to flood into Britain to prepare for battle. He hoped to keep Voldemort in the dark about such movements until it was too late.

More importantly, according to Snape's notes, Crouch lived alone, at his childhood home – the home his father had vacated when he fled to the continent. He was one of the most front-facing Death Eaters, working most days in the Ministry alongside James Potter, flaunting his new status atop Voldemort's regime. Snape had commented that Crouch had grown 'lazy and complacent' with his newfound power...Harry certainly hoped that was the case.

Harry also had personal reasons to want the man dead. He had tried to kill Harry when he was just fourteen years old, at the Quidditch World Cup, promising to 'make him suffer'. He had also been the one to try to recruit Harry at the Spiked Chalice last year, demonstrating an arrogance and lack of morality that sickened Harry. Not to mention the man's role in what happened to Harry's Evans grandparents all those years ago...he would feel no remorse in taking Crouch's life.

He shared his plans with Fleur via enchanted diary to gather her input. Be very thorough before committing to anything, she advised him. Leave no room for error. Harry promised he would, but he felt confident that his plan would work. With luck, Barty would be caught completely unawares and Harry could be in and out in a matter of minutes.

But he did intend to plan meticulously, so one quiet afternoon, he snuck off to the alcove and Apparated to North Norfolk, where the Crouch family home resided. He landed roughly half a mile from the address Snape indicated he lived – it was a quiet neighborhood, and Harry wanted to scope out the surrounding area while also watching out for any ward protections Barty might have around his property.

The home in question was situated off the main road a bit, down a winding dirt path and nestled in a grove of trees. The nearest house was at least a hundred yards down the lane...perfect, as Harry would not have to worry about any nosy neighbors spying on his operation. He circled around to the back of the property and slowly approached the home, hidden beneath a Disillusionment Charm, probing the air with his senses for any wards standing in his way.

He didn't encounter any until he got roughly fifteen feet away from the house: a handful of basic enchantments, including a Detection Ward and a Caterwauling Charm for intruders. Harry didn't want to tear down the wards entirely...doing so would no doubt tip Barty off that something was awry. So instead, Harry carefully manipulated the wards to create a small pocket for him to slip through undetected. He then settled into some shrubbery along the eastern wall for what could be a long wait.

"Hominem revelio," Harry whispered. The spell flared across the grounds, giving him no feedback...nobody was home. That was to be expected – Barty lived alone, and was likely still at work at the Ministry. Harry altered the spell slightly to leave it lingering over the house...it would update him every time the number of humans present changed, in case Barty received any visitors via Floo or other methods Harry could not see. No reason to leave anything up to chance.

Harry remained hidden from sight for a long while, hoping he would not have to wait long. Fortunately, he did not. At five minutes past five o'clock, he heard a small pop, and Barty Crouch appeared down the lane, striding purposefully towards the house. This made sense...Snape's dossier indicated that Barty was a man of routine, rarely deviating from his set schedule. Barty entered the cottage, unaware of the presence lurking nearby, and shut himself in.

Now's your chance, the Elder Wand whispered giddily. He's alone and unaware. You can take him out and go before anyone notices.

But Harry intended to be methodical and careful. He would wait here for a few hours every day, studying the man's routine, waiting to see if any unexpected developments arose. The last thing he wanted was to enter the house to find Voldemort joining the man for dinner, or a cadre of guests he would have to take out to maintain his cover.

Luckily, it seemed not to be an issue, as Harry detected no changes in the house for the coming hours. Barty had declined to take a wife at the Minister's Ball last winter, preferring to sample the Knockturn Alley nightlife according to Snape's notes. Harry's charm detected only one occupant of the house for the duration of the evening. He even mustered the courage to peer in through a window, seeing Barty enjoying a meal alone at the dining room table, studying a pile of documents as he ate.

Barty eventually Apparated away from the cottage shortly after nightfall, presumably to check in with his informants in Knockturn. Harry did not linger, slipping back through the wards and Apparating back to Hogwarts. He would return twice more that week, just to ensure that the man's routine remained the same throughout the week. If three days passed with no visible changes, he would strike on the fourth day.

Days two and three passed without significant incident. Barty arrived home at nearly the exact same time every day, ate dinner, then left for Knockturn Alley roughly two hours later. He never took visitors, never used the Floo to call others, and didn't appear to receive any owls in this window of time...a creature of habit indeed.

Tomorrow is the day, then, Harry thought as Barty Apparated to Knockturn once again. I'll let him get comfortable, then take him out quick. His stomach turned a bit at the thought of actually doing the deed, but he knew it was for a worthy cause. The world would be a better place once he completed his task...he just had to grit his teeth and get it over with.

Harry Apparated back to the one-eyed witch's passageway, pausing just outside the secret entrance to pull out the Marauder's Map. He activated it, checking to ensure the coast was clear as he always did. Snape was in his office, and the Carrows were in their respective quarters. The only prefects on patrol were a pair of fifth-year Hufflepuffs on the opposite side of the castle. His path to his dorm was clear.

Then, his eyes landed on a pair of names, and his heart stopped. Gellert Grindelwald was in his classroom. And Luna Lovegood was alone with him.

Bloody hell, Harry thought in a panic. I've forgotten to warn Luna.

He burst from the passageway, sprinting towards the Divination classroom. Had Grindelwald figured out that he and Luna were close? Could he be viewing her memories at that very second, figuring out more of Harry's secrets? Was he torturing her for information, for insights into his motives and weaknesses? The possibilities raced through his mind, each more horrifying than the last.

Harry arrived at the classroom and burst through the door, Elder Wand at the ready. But the gruesome scene he'd envisioned did not manifest itself. The classroom was alight with stars, floating benignly through the darkened sky. Luna sat at the center of it all, eyes wide with wonder, as Grindelwald knelt beside her, whispering quietly into her ear.

"Oh, hello, Harry!" Luna said brightly when she saw him. "What brings you here?"

Harry stared between her and Grindelwald. The older wizard gave Harry a knowing smirk, tilting his head in acknowledgment. And Harry did not miss the hungry look in the man's eye at the sight of the Elder Wand in his hand, which he quickly stowed away.

"What's going on in here?" Harry demanded.

"Professor Gorschev was just showing me some wonderful tricks to expand my mind!" Luna said. "He really is a wonderful teacher."

"You never told me you and Miss Lovegood were acquainted, Harry!" Grindelwald said with a voice of faux innocence. "She has a brilliant mind for the Great Beyond, you know. I have yet to meet another pupil so eager to learn how to broaden her senses and sharpen her Sight."

"Luna, Professor Flitwick is looking for you in his office," Harry lied. "I'm afraid it's urgent."

"Ah, how unlucky," Grindelwald tutted. He flicked his wand, and the stars disappeared as light rushed back into the classroom. "Perhaps we can continue our private tutoring another time, Miss Lovegood. I do enjoy our talks."

"Me too, Professor!" Luna beamed. "See you in class tomorrow?"

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," Grindelwald smiled back. Luna stood and skipped from the classroom, leaving Harry alone with the man. It was the one situation Harry had hoped to avoid, but he could not let this slide.

"What's your angle?" Harry demanded. "Trying to get close to Luna so she'll tell you secrets about me?"

"Now now, Harry, not everything is about you," Grindelwald chided him lightly. He rose from his kneeling position, causing Harry to stiffen, but he merely hobbled over to a chair and sank into it with a heavy grunt. "I truly did not know the two of you were friends."

"Then what were you doing with her?" Harry demanded, still skeptical.

"My intentions were pure," Grindelwald said innocently, throwing up his hands in mock surrender. "I have long desired a protegee in the art of Sight, but never met one who was up to the task. Most Seers are not discovered until a later age, at which point their minds have grown too narrow-minded and withdrawn. To find such a sharp young mind as Luna's was quite the delightful surprise, and an unexpected bonus of my time here at Hogwarts."

Harry felt a sense of dread at this prospect. He'd long endeavored to keep Luna's Seer abilities a secret, worried that either Dumbledore or Voldemort might attempt to manipulate her for their own purposes. The fact that Grindelwald of all people was the person to discover her was the worst possible outcome, as he would know precisely how to use it to his advantage.

"Luna has had a traumatic upbringing," Harry said sternly. "She does not deserve to be used like this."

"Many Seers have suffered past traumas that unlocked their powers," Grindelwald said dismissively. "Luna is no exception. Rest assured, Harry, she is safe in my hands. I can help her reach her fullest potential like nobody else can."

"I'm not going to ask twice," Harry snarled, whipping out the Elder Wand again to point it threateningly at Grindelwald. "Stay away from her."

Grindelwald did not appear threatened in the slightest; if anything, his coy smile only grew wider. "Is the Deathstick whispering to you now?" he asked in an excited tone. "Is it telling you to strike me down where I stand? To eliminate the threat within your walls? You may try, but I promise it would be a mistake."

The Elder Wand was, in fact, screaming at the back of his mind to kill Grindelwald then and there. But Harry had grown used to the whispers, and had no troubles in pushing the murderous thoughts away. "Not today, Gellert," he muttered, stowing the Wand away. "But one day. If you hurt Luna, I'll make you suffer for it."

"As I have said, you have nothing to worry about with your friend," said Grindelwald. "She is a delight, and I hope to have her by my side for many fruitful years. We need not be enemies, Harry...as long as you stay out of my way, I will stay out of yours."

Harry knew that last part was a lie. Grindelwald wanted his wand back, and he was eventually going to come after Harry for it. The question was, did he speak honestly of Luna? Did he truly intend to take her under his wing and mold her as his protegee? Or was she simply a tool he would use to get to Harry before discarding her? He had no way of knowing for sure.

He swept from the room without another word, heading up to Flitwick's office to head off Luna. He found her wandering around the fourth floor, humming quietly to herself with a vague dreamy smile on her face.

"Sorry, Luna, I lied about Professor Flitwick," said Harry. "I just needed to get you out of there."

"That's okay!" Luna said brightly. "Is something the matter, Harry?"

"Actually, yes," said Harry. "You need to be careful around Professor Gorschev. He's not to be trusted."

"Why not?" Luna frowned. "Gellert would never cause me harm. He's been quite helpful for my development."

"I understand that, but he isn't who he—wait," Harry frowned. "Did you just call him Gellert?"

"Oh, yes," Luna smiled serenely. "He gave me his true name to gain my trust. Quite understandable why he must use a false name."

"So you know who he really is?" said Harry, perplexed. "And it doesn't concern you?"

"Not particularly," Luna shrugged. "I've heard the stories, of course. But I do not think I need to fear him. I just have a good feeling about him, you know?"

"Luna, he's extremely dangerous," Harry said gravely. "He's likely disguising his true nature to manipulate you."

"Oh, I know that," said Luna. "I can feel his desire for power. He wants something very badly, something only you can give him. But he's deeply afraid of you, even more than he is of Voldemort. He does not understand you, and he's desperate to learn all he can about you."

Harry stopped short at these words. He often forgot just how perceptive Luna could be...despite her air-headed demeanor, she could see things about people that nobody else could. Perhaps it was a side effect of her Seer abilities...as Dumbledore had once said of Grindelwald, 'Gellert has a way of seeing people for who they truly are.' Was Luna the same?

"Surely you must recognize that he intends to use you to get to me," Harry pointed out. "He's taking advantage of you, Luna."

"I know that," Luna shrugged. "But that makes him predictable, doesn't it? I can use him too, to improve my Sight. Gellert needs me too much to cause me any harm."

"Well...I'm glad you feel safe, Luna," Harry said nervously. "But you can see my concern, right? That he might manipulate you in ways that harm me and my family?"

"I do, Harry," said Luna, suddenly looking very serious and taking his hand reassuringly. "I would never do anything to hurt you. I just have a really strong feeling that I'm right where I need to be. You know what I mean?"

Harry did not know what she meant. How anyone could willingly submit themselves to the jaws of an apex predator like Grindelwald was beyond him. But Luna seemed confident, and she had never steered him wrong before. Besides, it could be useful to have someone close to Grindelwald, keeping tabs on him and informing Harry of his progress. He felt guilty even thinking that way, but maybe Luna had the same instinct and was willing to do her part to help with the war effort.

"Please be careful," Harry implored Luna, pulling her in for a hug. "I'd hate to see anyone get hurt because of me."

"That's what makes you such a wonderful person, Harry," said Luna. "Yet you fail to realize that we don't want to see you get hurt, either." And without another word, she pulled away from him, skipping down the corridor and out of sight.

Harry still hated the idea of his friend being so close to a madman. He brought it up with Fleur that evening, explaining the situation in their shared diary. If anything happens to Luna because of me, I'll never forgive myself, he wrote.

You do not give Luna enough credit, Fleur wrote back. I have told you many times: not all women are delicate flowers that need rescuing all the time. We can be quite capable when we want to be.

Maybe Luna isn't giving Grindelwald enough credit, Harry retorted. She's too young to have heard the worst of his crimes in the Great War. He could manipulate her easily.

Don't be so sure. As you said, he needs her, and she recognizes that. If anything, she might be able to manipulate him in return.

Harry hadn't considered that possibility. As dangerous as Grindelwald was, he was also at a disadvantage...he was magically weak, and needed information about Harry. If Luna was aware of that, maybe she could help to slow him down. He might read too much into her wild and outlandish theories, brought on by her upbringing with her father, and be led astray as a result. Luna was savvier than she let on...maybe he should trust her.

How has your reconnaissance gone? Fleur asked to change the subject. Do you feel confident that your plans for Crouch will work?

Yes, I think so, wrote Harry. I'm going to do it tomorrow.

So soon? Are you sure?

No use in delaying it. I'll come straight to Raven House once it's done.

Harry knew that putting off the operation would only make him second-guess himself. If he waited any longer, Crouch's routine might change, and he wanted to strike while the man's patterns were as predictable as possible. He had all the information he needed – now it was just a matter of executing the plan.

The following day, Harry attended his morning classes as usual, doing his best not to think about the terrible task he had set for himself that evening. He ate a light lunch and skipped his final class of the day...Professor Binns would never have noticed his absence anyway. Then, after returning to his dorm and changing into Shield apparel just in case, Harry Apparated back to the Crouch cottage.

He slipped through the ward boundary and perched in the bushes. His heart hammered as the gravity of the situation began to settle in his chest. I'm about to kill a man, Harry thought grimly. The previous two times he had taken a life, it had been spur of the moment – this time would be calculated and premeditated. A murder in cold blood. It made Harry queasy, and he was grateful he'd eaten light.

Harry checked his watch: 5:01 PM. Just a couple minutes until Barty arrived. Just a couple minutes until Harry had to muster the hatred necessary to cast the Killing Curse. He could use a less Dark curse to do the deed, like a Cutting Curse to the jugular, but he wanted it to be quick. He wanted it done – what did the nature of the curse truly matter if the result was the same?

5:05 PM. Still no sign of Barty. No matter...Barty sometimes deviated by a couple of minutes, perhaps waylaid by people seeking to talk to him in the Atrium. He would be here momentarily.

5:10 PM. Strange...he'd never been this late before. But still not cause for concern. Even the most regimented man might take an extra few minutes here and there to take care of things that might pop up. Still, it unsettled Harry to be wondering why he was so late.

5:20 PM. Now Harry started to grow nervous. Barty was definitely off schedule, throwing Harry's plans into peril. What was he doing? Was he stuck at the Ministry working on something? Would he be returning with guests? Harry began to second-guess himself, knowing he ought to abort the mission. Something was off, and he did not feel comfortable with such unknown variables complicating his mission.

But just as he was about to slip off and Apparate away, he heard the familiar pop to herald Barty's arrival. He strode down the lane as he did every other day, though perhaps looking surlier than usual. Harry studied the man carefully as he entered the cottage – aside from being twenty minutes late, nothing else seemed different.

Now Harry was conflicted. Part of him wanted to leave and try again another day. But it was Thursday, meaning he would have to wait several days to try again on a normal weekday. And he wasn't sure if he could muster the courage and energy to put himself through such emotional turmoil all over again. He was here now, and his charm indicated Barty was as alone as ever...he should just do the deed now and get it over with.

Harry waited a few minutes longer just to be sure. The charm told him no visitors were forthcoming, and the smell of cooking soon wafted from the windows. Whatever had delayed Barty did not seem to have radically changed his evening plans. So Harry took a deep breath to steady himself and carefully climbed from the bushes to execute his plan.

The front door clicked open with a silent Unlocking Charm, and Harry slid into the entryway, still disguised beneath a Disillusionment Charm and half a dozen other concealers. He crept forward, listening for any sign of disturbance. The cottage was simple, and looked to have been barely re-decorated since the days before Crouch Senior had fled the home. Clearly Barty did not spend a lot of time here, except to eat meals and sleep.

Harry rounded a corner, and there he saw the man, sitting in his usual chair, munching on a plate of food while consulting his Ministry documents. Harry's heart thumped louder and louder as he inched forward, preparing to do the unthinkable. The Elder Wand practically sang for joy as Harry drew it, the promise of murder so imminent.

Just get it over with, Harry told himself, fighting to contain his emotions as he leveled the wand at the back of Barty's head. He's dead already. Just do it quickly, then you can leave and it will all be over. He took a slow, steadying breath before opening his mouth to say the dreaded curse…

"Master Barty?" an unexpected voice called out. "I did not realize we were expecting a visitor!"

Both Harry and Barty froze at these words. Winky the house-elf had appeared from the kitchen, wearing a smock and carrying a knife and tongs. The elf was staring straight at Harry, as though able to see him despite the enchantments upon him...were elves able to see through such magic? Harry cursed himself for overlooking the possibility of a house-elf...his Human-Revealing Charm would not have alerted him to such a presence.

We're compromised, the Elder Wand whispered urgently in his ear. Act now, before it's too late!

"Avada Kedav—" said Harry, but Barty acted faster. He twirled his wand, causing the kitchen table to upend itself and fly through the air towards Harry. He was forced to abandon his curse and dive aside, the table splintering against the nearby banister. Harry scrambled back to his feet and raised his wand once more, only to be met with a sofa hurtling towards him, crashing into him and slamming him into the opposite wall.

Harry groaned and fought to free himself from the splintered debris. As he did so, Winky began to wail loudly in despair. "Master Barty, Master Barty, what is happening?" Winky cried.

"Quiet, Winky!" Barty growled. "We have an intruder!"

Harry peeked over the destroyed sofa just in time to see Barty begin to roll up his sleeve to expose his Dark Mark. He quickly Banished a nearby chair towards the man, knocking him off-balance to the ground.

"What should Winky do, Master Barty?" said Winky.

Harry tried to hit Barty with a Stunner while he was off-balance, but the man managed to block it. With a mighty roar, he swiped his wand down, causing the ceiling to cave in over Harry's head. The Elder Wand flicked upwards to erect a Shield Charm in time to prevent him being crushed, but Harry was left pinned beneath the weight.

"Bloody attack him, you stupid elf!" Barty snapped. "Make yourself useful for once!" He tried once more to summon Voldemort via the Dark Mark, only to be forced to take cover behind an upturned dresser as Harry fired another Stunner through the debris.

Winky looked conflicted by her master's command. "House-elves is not supposed to harm humans," she muttered. "It is not right."

"Did I ask for a bloody morality lesson?" Barty roared. "Kill this bastard, that's an order!"

Winky's eye twitched, as though unwilling to comply. Harry knew that, according to the new Ministry laws, she could in theory refuse such an unlawful order. But was it truly unlawful? Was it a justified killing if it was in defense of her master? Winky clearly seemed to be pondering that very question.

But Harry would not give Winky the time to consider it. He aimed his wand through the debris at the tiny elf and whispered, "Imperio."

Winky's expression went blank. There was a clatter as she dropped the tools she was holding in her hands.

"What are you waiting for, elf?" Barty demanded. "I said, kill that son of a—aaauughhhh!"

There was a BANG and a crashing of furniture as Winky sent a blast of magic toward her master. Harry peered over the couch to see Barty fly head over heels through the air, slamming into the opposite wall. Barty righted himself quickly, turning towards Harry just as he vaulted over the back of the shattered sofa. They aimed their wands at each other at the same time, but Harry's reflexes were quicker:

"Avada Kedavra!"

Barty's eyes went wide a split second before the Killing Curse slammed into him. He toppled over backwards, landing on a glass coffee table and shattering it with an almighty CRASH. When the dust settled, Harry strode forward, wand trained upon the man, but the threat was over. Barty Crouch Jr. lay on the ground, eyes fixed unseeing to the ceiling, dead at last.

Harry stood frozen for a moment in the shock of the moment. Then, Winky's pitiful voice interrupted his thoughts: "M-Master Barty?"

Winky rushed past Harry, the Imperius Curse lifted, to check on her master. She gave a great shuddering gasp, cradling Barty's head in her hands.

"Y-you've killed him!" Winky bawled. "You've killed my Barty! How could you?"

Harry said nothing, backing away from the scene. He had not counted on the presence of the elf tonight, and was not sure what to do next. Should he let Winky go? Wipe her memory? Or make sure there were no loose ends?

Kill the elf, the Elder Wand whispered in his ear. She will tell the Ministry and the Dark Lord what she saw. They will put the pieces together to find you.

Winky hasn't done anything wrong, Harry fought back against the voices. She had no choice in the matter of who she worked for.

Plenty of innocents must die in war, the Wand reasoned. She is merely collateral damage towards a nobler goal.

Harry wrestled with these thoughts in silence, unable to make up his mind. Murdering Winky felt different – it felt wrong. But maybe the Elder Wand had a point: he had to commit some minor wrongs in pursuit of the greater good. The greater good...once again the image of Dumbledore sprang to mind, and Harry had to wonder if he was any better than the old man in his schemes.

But before he could even consider raising his wand against Winky, the elf had a sudden change of demeanor. She dropped Barty's head and looked down at her own two hands. "This is Winky's fault," the elf said forlornly. "Winky has betrayed her master."

"You had no other choice," Harry said, unable to stop himself.

"Winky is a bad elf," Winky wailed, shuffling across the room back towards the kitchen. "Winky must punish herself."

"Winky, wait," said Harry, as the elf knelt down to pick something up. "You don't have t— Winky, no!"

Harry watched in horror as Winky picked up the heavy kitchen knife she'd dropped earlier. She plunged it deep into her own chest, blood spurting out before Harry could do anything to stop it. Winky dropped to her knees and began to tremble terribly from the mortal wound. Harry rushed to the elf's side and cradled her in his arms, but it was too late. Within seconds the elf keeled over, slumped face-down on the ground, dead from her self-inflicted wound.

Harry backed away from the scene, fighting the urge to violently vomit on the carpet. The room was deathly quiet now, as three souls had quickly dwindled down to just one. It wasn't supposed to be like this, Harry thought, sick to his stomach. This is madness.

This is war, the Elder Wand said gleefully. Death comes for all in the end. Be glad the elf made the job easier for you.

Harry knew instinctively that the Wand was right. Winky could not have been allowed to live to tell her tale. But it did not soothe the ache in his heart, watching the dead elf twitch quietly in a pool of its own blood. Winky did not deserve such a gruesome fate. And it was Harry's own fault for hesitating, for using Winky for his own nefarious goals.

Time to go, a voice reminded Harry. He snapped out of his stupor and hurried from the house to Apparate away. He paused outside the front door, stricken by a thought. The job was not yet done. He needed to make sure Voldemort knew that what happened here tonight was no accident. That he would not go seeking another target beyond the one he already had in mind.

Harry drew his wand and pointed it in the air, whispering, "Morsmordre." A green specter appeared in the air – a skull with a snake wriggling through its mouth, suspending in air over Barty's house. But Harry added his own modification to the Mark, creating a glittering green lightning bolt, splitting the skull violently in two. I'm coming for you, Tom, Harry thought bitterly, hoping the corrupted Mark would strike fear in the man's soul, or what was left of it.

His work complete, Harry Apparated back to Raven House. Fleur was waiting for him there, standing from the couch and approaching him quickly. "'Ow did it go?" she asked. "Is Crouch dead?"

Harry tried and failed to speak a few times. Fleur studied his face, silently asking what was wrong. But Harry could not bring himself to say. He sank to the ground, collapsing in a fit of silent sobs as the weight of what he had done finally overcame him.

Fleur did not ask him any more questions. She merely sat with him, cradling his head in her lap and stroking his hair softly until he calmed down. He finally managed to choke out what had happened, and Fleur gave a quiet sigh of lament when she heard the fate of Winky.

"Ze poor thing," Fleur muttered. "Such a cruel fate for such a wonderful creature."

"Am I a monster?" Harry asked aloud. He'd been pondering the question in his head for a while now, and needed to know the truth.

"A monster feels no remorse for 'is own actions," Fleur said gently. "You will never be a monster so long as you always 'ave a conscience. Do not beat yourself up over this...eet was an unlucky accident."

Harry nodded silently, relief flooding through him. Fleur did not think he was a monster. That was reassuring enough to let him calm down from his brief moment of panic. He slowly sat up, sitting quietly beside Fleur, contemplating the night's events. She sat beside him, saying nothing but giving him quiet reassurance all the same.

Then, Harry flinched as his Dark Mark burned angrily upon his arm. "Voldemort knows," he muttered. "He must have found the body."

"Does 'e know it was you?" Fleur asked worriedly.

"I don't think so," Harry muttered. He was getting a better sense of Voldemort's emotions now, and this felt like a generalized rage, not one directed at him. "I'd best get back to Hogwarts and meet with Snape before anyone notices I'm gone."

Fleur helped Harry to his feet, casting a Cleaning Charm on his face for good measure. "Good luck," she said, giving him a tight hug. "And be safe."

"I will," Harry nodded. "And thank you for...well, you know." Fleur nodded in understanding, as Harry Apparated away.

He re-emerged in the alcove just outside Snape's office, rounding the corner towards the stone gargoyle. He nearly ran directly into Draco Malfoy, who was coming down the hall from the opposite direction. Draco gave Harry an annoyed glare as they approached the Headmaster's Office...luckily, he didn't appear to have noticed where Harry was coming from.

They ascended the spiral stairs quickly and into Snape's office. The Headmaster wordlessly extended both his arms for the two teens to take, and they Apparated away.

Harry's modified Dark Mark still glittered over Barty Crouch's home as they arrived. Death Eaters were popping into existence all around the front of the property, as Voldemort silently stalked in front of the house, looking murderous. Barty's body had been dragged out onto the front lawn, causing the Dark Lord's followers to murmur quietly in surprise.

"Who knew of this?" Voldemort demanded. "How did this escape my notice?"

Nobody said a word. Voldemort glared furiously up at his own corrupted Dark Mark, mocking him from above. "Longbottom," he muttered angrily, telling Harry that his ploy had been successful.

"It should not be possible, my Lord," came Lockhart's voice, as the hooded Death Eater came forward and dropped to one knee before Voldemort. "Crouch was paranoid and meticulous...nobody should have been able to get the jump on him—"

"And yet, a mere teenager did!" Voldemort roared. "This is unacceptable!"

Voldemort began to stalk around the semi-circle, red eyes boring into each of his followers one by one, as if accusing them of being complicit somehow. Harry Occluded his thoughts as Voldemort approached, hoping the man could not sense his nerves. Winky's shocking death may have helped him in that moment, as Harry felt numb and distant as Voldemort leered at him face to face. Fortunately, the Dark Lord could detect no treachery, moving on quickly down the row.

"I want the Longbottom boy found now!" Voldemort screamed. "All other priorities are now secondary. Bring me the boy alive, and I will flay the skin from his bones!"

With a roar of anger, Voldemort unleashed a torrent of Fiendfyre, engulfing the house in cursed flames. Death Eaters leapt backwards away from the scorching heat; many even began to Apparate away. "Come, quickly," Snape whispered to Harry and Draco; they each took his arms, and Snape whisked them away back to his office.

They stood in silence for a moment, staring at one another. Both Snape and Draco seemed to be eyeing Harry curiously...or maybe that was just his paranoia playing tricks on his mind.

"Return to your dorms," Snape instructed them both. "Keep your heads down. Tell no one of what happened tonight."

Harry and Draco did not need telling twice. They scurried from the office, heading to their respective dorms. Daphne was studying at her desk when Harry entered; she looked up in alarm as he approached.

"Blimey, Harry, are you alright?" she asked. "You don't look so good."

But Harry ignored her, ducking under the divider to his side of the room. He kicked off his shoes and robes before crawling into bed without another word. He curled up under the sheets, Winky's death replaying itself over and over in his mind, trembling silently until he eventually fell into a fitful sleep.
Year 7-17: Crack of the Whip

Harry wanted nothing more than to sleep in the following morning, to spend the entire day under the covers, hiding from what he had done. He had been responsible for two lives being taken the previous night...one he did not feel terribly about, while the other weighed on him heavily. An entirely preventable accident, borne out of his failure to account for outside factors interfering with his plans. Merlin, if that didn't just sum up his past six and a half years of missteps in this timeline…

But he also knew he could not afford to show weakness right now, not when any abnormal behavior would be scrutinized, would invite suspicion. So he forced himself out of bed for breakfast, walking stone-faced into the Great Hall as though it were a perfectly ordinary day.

"Are you okay, Harry?" Daphne whispered as he took his seat beside her at the Head Table. "You were making all kinds of noises in your sleep last night—"

"Just fine, thank you," Harry said icily. Daphne fortunately got the message and said nothing more. Nobody else in the room seemed aware that anything was awry, and he wanted to keep it that way.

The morning Prophet arrived soon after, bearing headline news of Crouch's murder. It made no mention of his past crimes or his history as a Death Eater, merely crediting him as a 'beloved Ministry official' who was tragically murdered in his home, along with his house-elf. Also included was a glittering photo of the green lightning bolt suspended over Crouch's home, though there was no sign of the skull Harry had included in his impromptu sigil before leaving the premises.

'Vigilante Neville Longbottom is considered the top suspect in this horrific attack,' the article stated. 'He has been classified as armed and dangerous by the Ministry, and is not to be apprehended by any member of the public. If anyone manages to spot this dangerous individual or his known cohorts, Ronald Weasley and Hermione Granger, they are encouraged to contact the nearest Ministry official at once.'

At least that plan succeeded, Harry thought grimly. It felt a bit slimy to pin even more of his crimes on Neville, but it wouldn't matter in the grand scheme of things. Neville would be killed by Voldemort if he was caught either way, and there would be time to clear matters up once this was all over. For now, he would take any opportunity to deflect blame away from himself.

Harry glanced down the row at the rest of the staff to gauge their reactions. Snape appeared unfazed, reading the article impassively as he ate his breakfast. The Carrows were hunched together, whispering amongst themselves, but neither appeared interested in Harry. Only Grindelwald met his gaze; the man was not even reading the Prophet, merely meeting Harry's eye and giving him a coy wink and a smile.

Did he already know the truth? Did his Sight grant him insight into Harry's actions? It chilled Harry to the core. But it was far from the most damning thing Grindelwald knew about him, anyway. The man already had enough ammunition to mark Harry for death, and was merely biding his time until he was strong enough to act against him. All Harry could do was put his head down and avoid suspicion from everybody else.

So he went to his classes, did his homework, attended to his Head Boy duties, and generally maintained appearances. He even attended the Ravenclaw vs. Gryffindor Quidditch match at the end of January...unfortunately, Ravenclaw had put together its worst team in years, with Terry Boot forced to play Seeker in his absence, losing all three Snitches to Ginny Weasley. The overwhelming roar of support she received from all Houses was cause for concern...she wasn't still leading any student resistance groups, was she? Had Lily managed to talk sense into her or not?

Either way, he had other things to worry about. As emotionally scarring as Crouch and Winky's deaths had been, Harry could not cancel his assassination plans. He had to continue weakening Voldemort as much as possible before things came to a head and his hand was forced. He consulted Snape's journal every night, determining who the next best target might be. He could deal with the legal (and psychological) repercussions once the war was over.

One night, as he perused the tome, his Dark Mark suddenly burned angrily, causing him to flinch and drop the journal on the floor. "Everything alright?" called out Daphne from the other side of the divider.

"I'm fine," Harry muttered, hastily stowing the journal away. "I have to go." And he gathered his things and threw on a traveling cloak before hurrying from his dorm to Snape's office.

The office was already full when he arrived...Snape, Grindelwald, the Carrows, and Draco Malfoy were all present. Curiously, there was no Voldemort, despite the fact that Harry could sense the Dark Lord had been the one to summon them.

"We are needed elsewhere," said Snape, procuring a short length of rope from his desk. He invited everyone to gather around and place a hand to the rope. Once they were all in place, Snape tapped his wand to the Portkey, which activated, spinning them away from the office.

They landed in the cold night air, many miles away. For a moment Harry feared they were about to partake in another raid. But Snape led the way through the trees and into a clearing, and he saw a familiar sight rise up from the darkness: Malfoy Manor.

The group strode up the lane towards the large estate. As they passed through the iron gate, Harry felt a shiver of magic wash over him, causing his Dark Mark to prickle uncomfortably. Interesting ward scheme, he thought, making no comment as they strode up to the front door and into the manor.

Narcissa Malfoy stood waiting in the entryway as they entered. She nodded politely to each of them, giving Draco a thin smile as he passed by. He merely nodded jerkily to his mother and walked on past, whether because the Malfoys weren't the affectionate type, or they simply weren't allowed to be in such circumstances.

Snape led the way down a hallway and into an ornate dining room, where a long table was set up. Two dozen Death Eaters were already seated around it, leering at the late arrivals. Voldemort himself sat at the head of the table, beckoning them forth. Two seats on either side of him were empty, which were taken by Snape on his left and Grindelwald on his right (to the clear consternation of the others present). Harry, Draco and the Carrows filed in behind Snape to take the empty spots beside him.

Once everyone was seated, Voldemort stood to his feet to address the room. "Welcome, friends," he said with a sickening smile. "Before we begin, we have a new recruit I wish to introduce you all to. One of the most notorious dark wizards of the twentieth century has joined our ranks: Gellert Grindelwald."

There were murmurs of surprise as Grindelwald stood shakily to accept the welcome. There were gleeful chuckles from those already in the know, recognizing that they had a second Dark Lord on their side.

"Thank you for having me, my Lord," Grindelwald bowed deeply to Voldemort. "Though I readily admit that I am nowhere near the caliber of dark wizard as yourself. It is an honor to serve you."

Voldemort preened at this compliment as Grindelwald re-took his seat. Harry knew exactly what the man was doing: attempting to butter Voldemort up and downplay his own threat level. He wanted to evade notice as a skilled Dark Lord returning to power until he was strong enough to hold his own in combat. Harry would have to find ways to undermine Grindelwald and convince Voldemort that he was more dangerous than he seemed on the surface, before Grindelwald did the same to Harry.

"It has been some time since we all met together," Voldemort continued. "Our takeover of the Ministry means we can normally do our business out in the open, but unfortunately, recent events have forced us to discuss matters more privately."

Several Death Eaters grumbled in assent. One of their own had just been murdered in his own home, which must have been rattling to them. Such an event would no doubt cause them to circle the wagons and seek safety in numbers.

"I am certain that Neville Longbottom is the perpetrator of this attack," said Voldemort venomously. "We have long wondered what he is up to, and clearly he has been plotting this attack for some time, attempting to weaken my intelligence network."

"Will he go after any more of us, my Lord?" asked a fearful Dolohov.

"It is possible," Voldemort said thoughtfully. "I encourage each of you to strengthen the protections surrounding your personal homes. We have no way of knowing what his next move may be."

"I have already improved the wards of this manor, my Lord," Lucius drawled. "Only visitors who possess a Dark Mark may set foot on these grounds without my explicit permission."

There was a stifled guffaw of laughter from the end of the table. Everyone turned to Grindelwald, including Voldemort; the man appeared to have had a minor laughing fit.

"Apologies, my Lord," Grindelwald grinned. "I believe this Dark Mark strategy to be sound. The Longbottom boy possesses no Mark, so he will be unable to enter."

Harry wondered if Grindelwald was making fun of him with this remark, perhaps knowing that Harry was the one truly responsible for Crouch's murder. It occurred to him that Grindelwald had his own incentives for wanting the assassinations to continue. He too planned to usurp Voldemort at some point in the future, a job that would be made easier if Harry took out a few more of his supporters first. Or, better yet, Harry might slip up again and wind up killed during a future incursion, making Grindelwald's job of retrieving the Elder Wand that much easier.

"Gellert, have you had any success in locating Longbottom with your...abilities?" asked Voldemort.

"I have opened my Sight to this 'Phantom' individual and meditated for many hours upon it, my Lord," said Grindelwald. "He has eluded my perception thus far. All I can discern is that he is a young male in his teens, inexperienced but undeniably powerful."

This time, Harry knew for certain that Grindelwald was messing with him. He had to know that Harry was the true identity behind the Phantom moniker, and was subtly needling him with these ambiguous statements. He could not out Harry publicly just yet...doing so would cause Voldemort to kill Harry and claim the Elder Wand for himself, before Grindelwald was strong enough to challenge him for it. But he was leaving the door open for Voldemort to arrive at the correct conclusion eventually.

Voldemort, however, did not seem one bit concerned about Harry at the moment. He was still dead-set on his Neville theory, pacing to and fro deep in thought. "How can it be that the Longbottom boy and his friends have evaded capture for so long?" he growled. "My spy network has been scouring the Isles for them for months, with no luck."

"It is likely that the resistance movement has been helping him," grumbled Gilderoy Lockhart. "That, or he has enlisted foreign allies to aid his quest of vengeance."

"Yes, I suspect the same," Voldemort said thoughtfully. "Crouch informed me of increased troop movements on the continent shortly before his death. It would make sense that Longbottom is amassing an army against me...he likely targeted Crouch to leave me blind to such movements in the future."

"If I may, my Lord?" Grindelwald offered. "Are we certain the Longbottom boy is quite capable of such leadership skills? From what I gather speaking to students and staff at Hogwarts, he displayed no such talents while enrolled at the school."

Harry groaned internally at these words...Grindelwald was continuing to spin his tale, to plant seeds of doubt in Voldemort's mind about Phantom's true identity. But Voldemort was having none of it.

"You did not see what I saw in that graveyard three years ago, Gellert," Voldemort snapped. "The boy may be mediocre in regular life, but he wields some unknown power I have yet to determine. And now that he possesses the Wand of Destiny, I will not make the mistake of underestimating him again."

"Of course, my Lord," Grindelwald said with a submissive bow. The man was smart enough not to press the issue and incur Voldemort's ire – his job was done, the seed sown.

"Rodolphus," Voldemort suddenly snapped, causing the man to startle across the table from Harry. "What progress have you made in locating the resistance movement? I ordered you to search for them in earnest, did I not?"

Rodolphus Lestrange squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. "Er...yes, my Lord," he stammered. "I have attempted to make contact with Crouch's old connections in Knockturn Alley, as you instructed. Except, well, many refuse to associate with me after what happened to Barty, and it is difficult to get direct answers out of anyone."

Voldemort looked highly irritated by this answer. Harry half-expected him to whip out his wand and curse Rodolphus for his ineptitude, but he showed an immense amount of restraint, bringing his features back under control.

"Very well, Rodolphus," said Voldemort coolly. "Do continue your efforts as best you can. It concerns me to no longer have eyes and ears in Britain's criminal underground."

"As you wish, my Lord," Rodolphus bowed.

Harry found this interaction peculiar, but it only served to reinforce his previous theory. Voldemort sought to keep Rodolphus close, despite his shortcomings, in order to keep his horcrux safe in the man's vault. Harry could see no other reason why he would put up with such incompetence and continue giving the man important tasks he could not complete.

"Lucius, I understand you had a matter to discuss," said Voldemort, turning to the owner of the household. "What news do you bring?"

Now it was Lucius Malfoy's turn to look uncomfortable. "I wish to inquire about...the snake, my Lord," Lucius said quietly.

"Nagini?" said Voldemort, arching an eyebrow. "What about her?"

There was a low hiss as the great snake came slithering into the room, as though sensing she was the topic of conversation. Several people jumped in alarm as the snake climbed up Voldemort's chair leg and draped itself over his shoulders, yellow eyes surveying the room warily. Harry immediately felt the malevolent energy rippling off of the great snake, similar to that of the locket and the ring, confirming his belief that she was a horcrux.

"She...well," said Lucius awkwardly, "she has been helping herself to the animals native to the area, including livestock. The local farmers have begun to notice the corpses piling up and asking uncomfortable questions."

"Yes, Nagini tells me she has taken a liking to your grounds," Voldemort chuckled, stroking the great snake underneath her chin. "It is the reason I have allowed her to roam here, even when I am away."

"Yes...well," said Lucius nervously. "The Muggle authorities already distrust us, and active suspicion is the last thing we want at the moment—"

"Then bribe them, or curse them into compliance," Voldemort snapped. "Have I not done you a great favor, Lucius, in moving out of your manor and ordering my followers to do the same, to give you and your wife the privacy you seek?"

"Of course, my Lord," Lucius said hastily. "I just wondered how long the snake will remain behind—"

"Nagini will roam as she pleases," Voldemort said firmly. "Consider it the price of your freedom, Lucius. I will not hear another word more on the matter."

"Understood, my Lord," Lucius bowed.

Voldemort moved out of Malfoy Manor? Harry thought. And the other Death Eaters as well? He'd long associated this place as the headquarters for the Death Eaters, but perhaps that was no longer the case. It made sense, considering they now had the resources and freedom to establish their own places of residence. Harry supposed he couldn't expect Voldemort to live in another man's manor forever.

He was also surprised to hear that Voldemort was allowing one of his own horcruxes to roam freely without his supervision. Then again, he did not realize that they were in danger, or even that anyone knew of their existence. That probably allowed him to act more blasé about Nagini's well-being. And Harry suspected he had his own reasons for keeping Nagini at Malfoy Manor...he clearly distrusted Lucius and wanted to keep an eye on him, which he could easily do through the snake's eyes.

"What is the state of the prisoners in your dungeon?" asked Voldemort.

"They have lost weight, but they remain relatively healthy," said Lucius. "I have ceased torturing them for information as you requested, to allow them to recover."

"Very well," Voldemort nodded. "Keep me informed if their condition significantly changes."

"I will," said Lucius. He looked conflicted, as if unsure if he should say what was truly on his mind. Finally, he blurted out, "My Lord, I would like to humbly request an additional helper to tend to them. My wife and I can only do so much on our own, since we got rid of the family house-elf."

Voldemort narrowed his eyes suspiciously at this. "Do you mean to tell me, Lucius," he said dangerously, "that you are unable to care for two unarmed prisoners on your own?"

"No, my Lord," Lucius said hastily. "I only mean to say...well, that is, I had hoped for an extra pair of hands...perhaps Wormtail, or someone else willing to move back into the manor and help…?"

"I am not your errand boy anymore, Lucius!" Peter Pettigrew shouted indignantly from down the table. "I am a valued member of society now. You can't make me do your grunt work anymore!"

"Wormtail is right, Lucius," said Voldemort. "I fear you have grown soft over the years, relying on elves and servants to do your bidding, and are now forced to perform menial tasks on your own in their absence. Am I to believe that it was a mistake to entrust you with this task?"

Lucius gaped in fear as he realized his mistake. "I apologize, my Lord," he said with a deep bow. "Forget I said anything. I will handle it myself." Voldemort narrowed his eyes malevolently at him before moving on.

The Dark Lord continued to roam around the room, calling upon various Death Eaters for reports. Harry got the sense that many of those gathered here were frustrated with their new lives as peaceful civilians, preferring the days of open violence and rebellious subterfuge they'd once enjoyed. Voldemort seemed irritated by this, urging his followers to continue on their present course as directed until they could claim total control.

"No, you may not!" Voldemort seethed when Lockhart made a meek request of him. "I have told you repeatedly not to anger the populace further with your aggressive mind invasions. Did you or did you not cause the owner of Fortescue's to slip into a coma last month?"

"I thought he might be harboring resistance fighters," Lockhart muttered defensively. "And the Healers at St. Mungo's say he's talking again."

"I will not have any more public outcries over your methods, Reaver," Voldemort said angrily. "Do not invade the memories of any more civilians without my explicit permission. In fact, do not invade anyone's memories for the foreseeable future, except the select targets of interest we have discussed."

"Of course, my Lord," said Lockhart.

Harry wondered who these 'targets of interest' might be...most likely his father and a select few close confidants of his, such as Sirius. At least he could rest easy knowing that more people would not be invaded, like Amelia Bones, who so far had evaded Lockhart's grasp due to her pregnancy.

Voldemort looked far more agitated and disappointed with his followers than he had to begin the meeting. "Now, if there's nothing else, I will be returning home for the evening," he said.

"Wait!" interjected Amycus Carrow. "There is somethin' else we gotta discuss!"

Voldemort looked irked by the interruption, but he paused to look back at the man. "And what would that be?" he asked coolly.

"There's summat suspicious goin' on at Hogwarts," Amycus said. "I can't prove nothin', but methinks there's a student rebellion group forming."

That certainly got Voldemort's attention, eyes narrowing at this news. "Is that so?" he asked dangerously.

"We found some flyers months ago, advertising a secret dueling group!" Alecto added eagerly. "They been more careful lately, but they're still meetin' in private, I'm sure of it!"

"I have seen no evidence of such a group existing," said Harry quickly. "There is dissent, yes, but only whispered between students, not organized resistance."

"As if they'd tell you about it, Potter!" Amycus scoffed. "Besides, the kids all know you're as soft as they come. You barely give more than a slap on the wrist for their crimes!"

"Yeah, well, at least I don't use Unforgivables on second-years," Harry growled. Unfortunately, Voldemort did not seem concerned by this past slight at the moment; he was glaring quite directly at Harry.

"I placed you at Hogwarts for a simple task, Harry," he said calmly, though his voice was laced with danger. "You were to set an example for students and put a stop to any deviations from the status quo. We mustn't have future generations thinking they can defy orders without proper punishment."

"Understood," Harry nodded. "I have been running detentions for dozens of students per week."

"Yer only makin' em write damned lines!" Amycus protested. "That ain't gonna stop 'em from actin' out!"

"Are you incapable of keeping your fellow students in line, Harry?" Voldemort demanded. "Shall I strip you of your Head Boy duties and give them to someone who can, like our dear Draco here?" Draco shifted uncomfortably in his seat, clearly not wishing to be put in such a position himself.

"I can do it, my Lord," Harry said quickly. "I will make sure no more comes of this."

"It had better not," said Voldemort. "Open rebellion will not be tolerated in my regime, and swift punishment will come to those who perpetrate – or enable – it. That goes for all of you." He rounded on the Carrows as he said this; while previously they had been smirking gleefully in Harry's direction, they lowered their heads reverentially under his glare.

"I expect better of all of you in the future," he said bitterly to the entire room. "Perform your duties without incident, or I will find others to do it in your place." And he swept from the room, the door automatically swinging shut behind him, causing the room to devolve into hushed murmurs as the meeting disbanded.

"You heard 'im, Potter," Alecto sneered. "Get yer act together, or else."

"Enough," Snape said sternly as he stood from the table. "We are all on the same side here, and pointing fingers is counter-productive. Do as the Dark Lord bade us, and keep your petty squabbles to yourselves."

The Carrows glared once more at Harry before standing to follow Snape from the room. Harry waited a few moments before following them, not wishing to continue the conversation elsewhere. The last thing he needed was them gloating to his face and claiming some shallow victory over this outcome.

Unfortunately, he knew that they were right. He was being too soft on the students, and had developed a reputation as a lenient disciplinarian. With him in charge of punishment in the castle, there was virtually nothing stopping students from pushing back against their oppressors. He had to start putting his foot down more and concocting harsher punishments to deter them.

His first opportunity came the following evening, as he had to conduct a detention for a dozen students across different Houses and years. They met him at the usual spot, an empty classroom on the second floor, quills already out in anticipation of writing lines. "Quills away," said Harry as he entered the room. "Follow me." Confused, the students packed their things and glanced at one another before following Harry from the room and down the hall.

They arrived at the Grand Staircase, with its multi-level flights of stairs ever-shifting and twisting around and over one another. "The stairs have not been cleaned in a while," Harry announced. "In fact, someone recently left a large mess that needs cleaning up."

"What mess?" demanded a fifth-year Hufflepuff.

Harry drew his wand and aimed it at the nearest stairwell. A sticky, viscous liquid spewed from the wand, splattering all over the stairwell and even dripping down to the stairwell below. Harry then conjured several buckets and mops and turned back to the students.

"Get to cleaning," he ordered.

"But...but there's so much!" protested a third-year Gryffindor, eyes wide at the oozing liquid, which was now emitting a foul odor.

"Then you'd best get started," said Harry firmly. "And no magic."

The students grumbled loudly, but they grabbed their supplies and set to work. The liquid Harry had conjured was thick and sticky, and occasionally it bubbled up and spewed even more liquid everywhere, including all over the robes of the students. For the next three miserable hours, students scrubbed relentlessly against the stone steps, accomplishing very little other than forming blisters on their hands.

At the end of the three hours, Harry gathered them all together to assess the damage. Not even half of the liquid had been cleaned up, and the students looked thoroughly dispirited and exhausted from the effort. "Shame," said Harry. "I guess we'll just have to pick this up next week." And he twirled his wand, instantly Vanishing the liquid from the stairs.

"But that's not fair!" complained a young Ravenclaw girl. "You could've done that to begin with!"

"And you could have not talked back to Professor Carrow in Muggle Studies yesterday, Miss Dorsett," Harry admonished her. "You're all dismissed. And I suggest you stay out of trouble in the future, or your next task will be twice as difficult."

The students began to disperse for their common rooms, still soaked in the stinking liquid. Harry drew many rueful looks of disdain, but he didn't care. They could hate him if they wanted...as long as they kept the peace, he didn't care if they saw him as the second coming of Voldemort. In fact, they probably already did.

January faded into February, bringing with it fresh snows and frigid temperatures. The frosty atmosphere was reflected in the students, miserable and defeated, going about their days with little fanfare. The joyous laughter and spirited conversations that usually accompanied meals in the Great Hall were absent, replaced by hushed conversations and fearful glances up at the Head Table. Fear ruled the castle now, with nobody willing to stick their necks out and risk further punishment.

It's working, Harry thought to himself. The next detention he conducted comprised half the number of students, and the one after that even fewer. He felt badly for coming down on them with harsher punishments, but it was necessary to keep them in line. He was beginning to feel optimistic that he could balance his duties at the school with his mission outside of it, all without attracting the wrong kind of attention from Voldemort and his ilk.

That optimism was tested soon after, as he entered the Great Hall for breakfast to the sound of animated conversation – a rarity these days. Students were huddled over their House tables, having heated discussions over some text Harry could not quite see. At first he thought it was an article in The Daily Prophet, but that morning's delivery of the paper had not happened yet. What was going on?

"Is it true, Potter?" a voice demanded from nearby. Terry Boot was waving something at him from the Ravenclaw Table. "Afraid your secrets are being exposed?"

Harry marched over to him and snatched the object from his hands. It was a magazine – more specifically, The Quibbler, Xenophilius Lovegood's publication. Harry flipped to the cover, half-expecting to see some crackpot headline about house-elf inbreeding or some other nonsense. Instead, he saw a photograph of his own father speaking at a public event, with a crudely-drawn hooded figure standing behind him, hand on James' shoulder, its glowing red eyes peeking out through the darkness. The headline read:

'THE SHADOW MINISTER: UNCOVERING JAMES POTTER'S POSSIBLE CONNECTION TO YOU-KNOW-WHO'

Harry felt a chill run down his spine. Luna had told him her father was working on a big story...he had no idea it concerned his father. He took the magazine with him up to his seat, ignoring Terry's cries of indignation as he sat beside Daphne. He flipped open the cover and began to read the accompanying article by Xenophilius himself:

"This month's edition of The Quibbler is a break from our usual content, covering the ongoing Latvian Mooncalf genocide. We, like many other British citizens, are concerned about the recent direction our Ministry has taken, with its ever-more aggressive social policies and apparent silencing of critics. The Daily Prophet has offered little in the way of explanation for this shift, other than Minister Potter's supposed revenge tactics against his Muggle-born ex-wife, Lily Evans, for running off with his childhood rival.

But what if there was a more sinister reason for the Minister's change of heart? As someone who knew the Potter family intimately prior to James' ascent to power, I can attest to his hatred of dark magic and commitment to uplifting marginalized voices. His recent actions have suggested the exact opposite, a change that cannot be simply attributed to petty jealousy of a former rival. There must be more to the story than the Ministry has told us.

I have spent the past few months accruing evidence to explain the sudden change in Minister Potter's actions. There is far too much coincidence surrounding the shift, coming shortly after You-Know-Who's return and Albus Dumbledore's death. It led me to dig deeper into the aftermath of the Battle of London and challenge the official story we were all told by the Prophet in its wake. And it led me to a simple, but horrifying, conclusion.

The Dark Lord was not defeated in the Battle of London. He was the victor, and subsequently made Minister Potter his puppet to disguise his ascent to absolute power in Britain.

This may be a shocking and unbelievable concept to many of you, but it explains all of the Minister's recent actions. He did not target Muggle-borns or enact pure-blood marriage laws for his own reasons...he was forced to do so by You-Know-Who against his will. Either via Imperius Curse or through simple blackmail and threats of violence against his family, the Dark Lord has bent James Potter to his will and made him a de facto puppet to do his bidding.

In this edition, we will examine all of the evidence pointing to this conclusion. We will also dig deeper into other potential cover-ups the Ministry is complicit in, such as the death of Albus Dumbledore and the disappearance of Amos Diggory (who has not been seen since his arrest three months ago). We'll also explore the rumors surrounding the 'Boy-Who-Lived', Neville Longbottom, and his relationship with the Potter family before, during, and after their falling-out.

Mostly, we hope this edition will cause more people to ask questions of their government and those who report on it. Who is truly in charge here? What is the future of this great nation? Why are we forced to mourn a man like Barty Crouch Jr., a convicted Death Eater if you've forgotten, while smearing the reputation of great men like Albus Dumbledore? If Britain is truly on the path to ruin, I for one will not let it die in silence."

Harry set the magazine down, deep in thought. The Quibbler was not a commonly-read magazine for the most part, but right now, students were clamoring to borrow copies and read the article for themselves. Xenophilius may have a reputation as a conspiracy theorist, but he'd done a lot to rehabilitate his image a few years back thanks to his interviews with Harry during the Triwizard Tournament, and clearly commanded enough credibility to warrant this much attention.

Harry read through the rest of the edition throughout the morning in between lessons, which comprised pages and pages of speculation about the past few months' events. Xenophilius had done his homework, backing up his claims with carefully-researched evidence, and even his 'educated guesses' were eerily close to the truth. The question was, would anybody take him seriously? Would his reputation prevent the truth from resonating with his readership?

Based on the reaction among students in the castle, that did not seem to be an issue. The discussions persisted throughout lunch, and all through the afternoon as the day dragged on. Harry saw the magazine in nearly every corridor he walked down, as students openly speculated upon its veracity. It apparently got so prolific that multiple teachers, including the Carrows, forced their classes to turn over any copies of the mag that might be in student circulation.

The Headmaster also addressed the development at dinner that evening. "From now on, The Quibbler is no longer permitted reading material on school grounds," Snape announced to the students. "The publication is unreliable and full of malicious lies designed to slander our great Minister. Anyone caught in possession of the magazine shall be subjected to heavy punishment."

There was little reaction among the students, who all stared defiantly up at Snape. Harry groaned internally, knowing that his words would only stoke the flames and help confirm the truth of the matter for students. The words of Armando Dippet just a few weeks earlier echoed in his mind: 'The quickest way to make a student do something is to tell them not to do it.'

Indeed, Harry knew the article was still being discussed and circulated among the student population. But the students were getting smarter, Charming their copies to appear like copies of the Prophet or random homework assignments when confronted by staff in the coming days. Harry noticed an uptick in dirty glances his way, as students' suspicions of his status of a Death Eater seemed to now be confirmed in their minds.

Worse yet, the students' rebellious attitudes seemed to have returned in full force, inspired by the article's call to action. There was a considerable uptick in detentions again, with more and more students getting caught with the magazine or talking back to their professors. Harry tried to come up with ever-more draconian punishments for them, but nothing seemed to break their spirit. If anything, his attempts to quell their fire only seemed to fan the flames.

Harry knew Xenophilius had pure intentions with his article and sought to reclaim the Britain that had fallen after the battle. But ironically, it only served to threaten the hard work Harry had put in to do the same. He could feel his control over the school slipping day by day, as more and more students became convinced of Voldemort's involvement and lashed out against their oppressors. He could hardly blame them – he would do the same in their shoes – but they did not realize the threat they posed to him accomplishing all he had worked for.

Harry also knew this posed a danger to Luna, who, ironically enough, seemed to be the only person in the castle unaffected by the story. She was her usual aloof, happy-go-lucky self, despite the fact that her peers seemed to regard her father as some kind of folk hero. She continued to spend much of her time alone with Grindelwald, a fact that Harry hated but knew she did not want him to interfere with. And Grindelwald might not even be the biggest threat to her well-being anymore...if Xenophilius continued to thumb his nose at Voldemort, it might put a target on his daughter's back in an effort to silence him. That worried Harry as much as any other fallout from the article.

Just let the story die out, Harry told himself. Don't react and don't lash out. People will get bored and move onto something else eventually. Surely the school rumor mill would overpower this development eventually, or the students would become convinced that Xenophilius actually didn't know what he was talking about. With luck, the article would be forgotten by the end of the month, and nothing more would come of it.

But luck was rarely on Harry's side these days.

It started as a typical Thursday. Harry went for his usual run at sunrise before attending his morning Ancient Runes and Astronomy lessons. After a free period spent studying in the library, he sat through a typically boring Binns lecture in History of Magic, already thinking ahead to his next planning session to pick a new target for assassination.

Then, off in the distance, a series of bangs and cracks echoed down the halls, causing every student in the room to suddenly perk up in alarm. Professor Binns did not seem to notice, continuing to drone on as the distant commotion grew closer and louder in volume.

Is that spellfire? Harry thought in concern, as all around him, other seventh-year students seemed to be wondering the same. He leapt from his seat and rushed out into the hall, as several other students followed close behind.

It didn't take long to find the cause of the commotion, as a sparkling multi-colored firework came careening towards them, shooting off sparks and bursts of flame. It looked remarkably like a Weasley Wizarding Wheezes creation, though no such company existed in this timeline...while normally the sight would have amused Harry, now it filled him with a sense of dread.

The firework launched itself towards the group of curious students, as if locked onto a target. As it did so, a booming voice emitted from it: "MINISTER POTTER IS A PUPPET OF YOU-KNOW-WHO!"

Several students behind Harry flinched, but he stood firm, pointing his wand at the projectile. "Finite," he said calmly. The enchantments on the firework ceased, causing it to fall to the floor and sputter to a stop. But clearly it was not the only offender, as more cracks and bangs could be heard in the distance.

The next fifteen minutes were utter chaos, as Harry ran through the halls tracking down more of the rogue fireworks and neutralizing them. The throngs of screaming students didn't help, as the pyrotechnics seemed to be enchanted to chase down the nearest target and shout pre-programmed phrases at them. Harry spent nearly as much time to shout at them to stop running so that he could catch up and stop their pursuers.

The fireworks seemed to be enchanted to shout inflammatory remarks at maximum volume, many lifted directly from the Quibbler article. "BURN IN HELL, BARTY CROUCH," "ALBUS DUMBLEDORE WAS MURDERED IN COLD BLOOD," "THE CARROWS ARE CHILD PREDATORS," and much more could be heard echoing all throughout the castle. Harry had a sinking feeling he knew who was responsible for this, and could only imagine the fallout that would result.

Finally, with the combined efforts of several teachers and prefects who joined in the hunt, the last firework was extinguished, leaving the halls choked with bewildered students. "Back to your classrooms!" Harry barked, attempting to corral them. But they paid him no mind, buzzing about the ruckus and what might have caused it.

"I got her!" a gleeful voice shouted from around the corner. Harry rushed into the Entrance Hall, where Alecto Carrow was proudly strutting down the steps, holding onto an incensed Ginny Weasley by the ear. "Caught the bitch tryin' to hide the evidence!"

Ginny indeed looked supremely guilty. She was covered from head to toe in dark soot, and she wore a look of defiant pride, as though she regretted nothing. Harry's stomach sank...clearly Ginny had not been deterred in her resistant ways, and had in fact moved into open rebellion.

"Let me have 'er, dear sister," said a gleeful Amycus Carrow as he emerged from down a nearby hallway. "She's my fiancee...I'll straighten 'er out."

"You'll do no such thing," Harry snarled, hurrying forward to wrench Ginny free of Alecto's grasp. "I'll handle this."

"Like hell you will, Potter!" Amycus snapped. "She's good an' guilty this time, and I ain't gonna let her get away with it!"

"What is the meaning of this?" a deep voice demanded. All turned to see Snape emerge in the Hall, eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Why are you three manhandling one of my students?"

"We caught 'er, Severus!" Alecto said gleefully. "The Weasley brat is behind this attack! And she's gonna pay!"

"I bet she's the one organizing resistance meetings, too!" Amycus said gleefully. "Ain't that right, Red?" Ginny opened her mouth to retort, but no sound came out, courtesy of Harry's wordless Silencing Charm. Luckily, nobody noticed.

"My office," Snape snarled. "Now." He swept away from the scene; Harry followed with Ginny in tow, glad for the chance to get out of the public eye. This was going to be a tricky situation to navigate without incurring Voldemort's wrath, and he needed time to think of a plan.

"Do not say anything to incriminate yourself," Harry whispered in her ear as he guided her towards Snape's office. "Do not admit to any resistance groups, and do not give up any of your cohorts."

Ginny said nothing, merely shuffling along beside him in silence. Harry wondered what was going through her mind in this moment...she knew her future was in jeopardy, if not her life, for this brazen stunt. Did she even care? Had she given up all hope? Would her hatred of Harry override her self-preservation instincts and cause her to do something even more foolish?

Harry and Ginny entered Snape's office, followed soon after by the Carrows. Harry guided Ginny into one of the armchairs; Amycus immediately drew his wand, summoning thick ropes that bound her tightly to the chair.

"Is that really necessary?" Harry huffed.

"She should get used to it," Amycus grinned evilly. "She'll be spending most of her time in bondage once we're wed." Ginny glared malevolently at him for this crass remark.

Harry contemplated whether to let the ropes remain in place. It was entirely over the top, and would make Ginny more likely to despair and give in, but he also knew he could not be seen to be showing leniency. Fortunately, he would not have to ponder this dilemma for long.

The office door burst open, and Professor McGonagall entered the office, looking furious. "Unhand my student!" she snapped; with a twirl of her wand, the ropes were Vanished, freeing Ginny. "How dare you treat her like this? She is a teenage girl, for Merlin's sake!"

"Keep yer nose out of this one, Minerva," Alecto sneered at her. "You ain't got the authority here; we do."

"I am Ginevra's Head of House," McGonagall said proudly. "I insist on being a part of her disciplinary process."

"She's good and guilty, no if's and's or but's about it," said Amycus. "But yer welcome to stay and watch as we break the bitch."

"Calm yourself, Amycus," Snape drawled before McGonagall could protest. "We can solve this predicament without resorting to common violence."

"Predicament?" Amycus chortled. "What predicament? This is gonna be fun! We caught the ringleader red-handed, and she'll be expelled for it!"

"Let's send 'er to Lucius!" Alecto said excitedly. "He's been itchin' to get revenge on Arthur after years of disrespect...he'd love to loosen her tongue for us!"

"No need to be hasty," Snape said placatingly. "We can solve this amongst ourselves."

"Like 'ell we can!" Amycus spat. "You 'n Potter 'ave done nothin' to stop this! I told ya somethin' like this was bound ta happen!"

"That's right!" Alecto agreed, rolling up her sleeve to reveal her Dark Mark. "Our boss ain't gonna be too pleased when he learns you and Potter couldn' handle yer jobs!" And she hovered her finger over the Mark, prepared to call Voldemort there and then.

"No," said Harry firmly. "The Headmaster is right. If she is expelled, it will draw scrutiny upon us, and our Master will not be pleased that we failed to keep the students in line."

"You mean, that you failed," Amycus said pointedly, jabbing a finger at Harry. "Yer the one that was put in charge, not us!"

"The Dark Lord will not differentiate when this matter is brought to his attention," Snape said firmly. "He cares not what the chain of command is...all of us will be punished equally for failing to stop this. Or have you forgotten what happened after the Department of Mysteries fiasco?"

Amycus and Alecto fell silent at this. Harry did not know what became of the Death Eaters who failed to apprehend Neville in the Ministry two years prior, but based on the Carrows' reaction, they must have all been punished severely.

"What do we do now, then?" Alecto demanded. "She can't get away with this!"

"She won't," said Harry firmly, before Snape could respond. "She will be punished for her actions."

"Save it, Potter," Amycus sneered. "Yer not gonna get through to her by makin' her scrub toilets. She 'as to learn somehow."

"She will learn, alright," said Harry. "And not in detention. Her punishment will be handled publicly, so that nobody questions what will happen to trouble-makers in the future."

Both of the Carrows eyed him curiously at this remark. "Publicly?" Alecto repeated. "What d'ya mean?"

"The time for leniency is over," said Harry, looking at Ginny. "Miss Weasley had her chance to atone, and she did not take it. Now, she will suffer the consequences. And they will be severe."

A chilling silence met these words. Ginny looked fearful at what this might mean. The Carrows, for their part, looked mildly surprised by his words, if not outright excited.

"What're you gonna do to her?" asked Amycus.

"Something she'll remember for the rest of her life," Harry said in a dire tone. "We'll do it in the Great Hall, while the whole school watches. Then, if she still hasn't learned her lesson, we'll give her to Lucius Malfoy and let him deal with her."

Devious grins crossed both of the Carrows' features. Professor McGonagall looked appalled by whatever Harry was suggesting.

"If you intend to hurt this girl," she said in a trembling voice, "it shall be the last thing you ever do, Potter."

"Mind your words, Minerva," Snape chided her. "Do not forget your place. I suggest you go and gather the students in the Great Hall. Now."

McGonagall gave Snape a look of such deep loathing and hatred that it send shivers down Harry's spine. She swept from the room, followed soon after by the Carrows, leaving Snape and Harry alone with Ginny.

"What are your intentions, Potter?" Snape asked him directly.

"To send a message," Harry said simply. And he grabbed Ginny roughly by the arm, guiding her down the stairs towards the Great Hall.

In truth, Harry did not know what he was going to do yet. He knew he had to concoct something to satisfy the Carrows and prevent Voldemort from being summoned. But what would satiate their bloodlust? He did not want to harm Ginny, but knew that pulling his proverbial punches would not suffice. He had to make it clear to the students that he meant business, or his position as their disciplinarian would be threatened by someone far worse.

Half an hour later, Harry stood at the head of the Great Hall, still clutching Ginny by the arm. The House tables had been cleared away, and the entire student body stood before them, buzzing with nervous energy. They did not know what was about to happen, but knew it could be nothing good. Eventually, Snape raised a hand for quiet, and all eyes turned to Ginny, wondering what might become of their rebel hero.

"Miss Weasley has been found guilty of today's firework incident," Harry announced to the gathered students. "After much deliberation, we have determined that she will not be expelled for her infraction."

Many students exchanged looks of surprise at this news. Harry even saw some wry smiles among the older students...they were likely celebrating Harry's proclivity for light punishments. But they would not be doing so for long.

"Instead," Harry continued, "she will be punished here, with you all as witnesses. Nobody will be permitted to intervene until her punishment concludes. And anybody who attempts to repeat what she has done today will meet the same fate."

That wiped all the grins off of students' faces as they contemplated what this might mean. The Carrows watched on with thinly-veiled excitement, as if anticipating what Harry had in mind.

Harry roughly forced Ginny to her knees, then summoned cords to suspend her arms over her head from the ceiling. He conjured a long, thin object made of dark leather, examining it in his hands. Most of the pure-blood students frowned in confusion at the foreign object, but those with Muggle relatives gasped in horror once they realized what it was: a whip.

Harry twirled the whip over his head and gave it a test snap against a blank stretch of wall. It snapped outward, smacking the wall with a loud CRACK. Everyone flinched at the surprisingly loud sound, murmuring in alarm.

"No!" McGonagall moaned in dismay, as the Carrows' devious grins grew wider as they realized the nature of the device. Even Ginny, who had worn nothing but a look of casual disdain for the past hour, looked horrified.

Harry locked eyes with Snape before proceeding. The Headmaster's normally stoic face was etched with hard lines, indicating his displeasure with the situation. He eyed Harry suspiciously, as though wondering whether he was serious. But, after a moment's silence, he reluctantly nodded his consent.

"You mustn't!" Lavender Brown wailed. "She's only a girl!"

"This won't kill her," Harry said coldly. "It is temporary pain. Compared to the dementors of Azkaban, she should consider herself lucky."

The Hall was deathly silent as Harry took his position behind Ginny. Her back was now turned to him, but he could see her shoulders trembling with fear. He knew how horrifying this would seem to everybody involved. Only he knew about the Cushioning Charms he'd inlaid into the tip of the whip, softening each blow to prevent the worst of the physical damage. He was taking a great risk with this charade, and it would entirely depend on Ginny playing along. He hoped she was as good an actor as she was a rebel leader.

Harry twirled the whip over his head and unleashed it at Ginny. CRACK. It connected with her back, causing the students to gasp in shock. Ginny's body shuddered from the blow, though she made no noise. Was she wondering why there was no pain? Had she connected the dots in her head yet?

CRACK. Another blow landed, causing her to shudder again, but still no sound emanated from her lips. "You'll receive no bonus points for your silence, Miss Weasley," Harry said in a taunting tone. "The exercise will not end until I am certain you've learned your lesson." Ginny said nothing in response...was she starting to pick up on the hints he was giving her to play along?

"But she's still got those darned school robes on!" Amycus complained. "It's softening the blow! We can't be havin' that!"

Before Harry could protest, Amycus walked forward and yanked Ginny's school robes over her head. Now she was left in just a thin t-shirt and shorts, suddenly looking quite small and vulnerable. Harry groaned internally...it would be much more difficult for him to hide his deception in such exposed conditions.

"Just leave 'er breathing is all I ask," Amycus whispered excitedly to Harry as he walked past. "As long as she's conscious on our wedding night, I ain't complainin'."

Harry did his best to ignore this crass comment as he resumed his stance. He twirled the whip overhead before unleashing it again. CRACK! This time he added a mild Stinging Charm to the tip of the whip, causing Ginny to yelp in surprise from the blow.

"Little birdie can sing!" Alecto cackled. "Let 'er have it, Potter!"

CRACK! Ginny once again gave a low groan from the blow, a bit louder than the last. She glanced over her shoulder at Harry, a look of confusion on her face. Was she finally processing what he wanted from her?

"Louder, Weasley!" Harry shouted. "So the whole castle can hear you!"

CRACK! This time Ginny gave a loud wail of pain, even though Harry hadn't even used a Stinging Charm this time. She seemed to be catching on now, even leaning forward and breathing more heavily to sell the charade. Harry prayed that it looked convincing enough.

So far, it seemed to be. The Carrows were practically salivating with excitement, while the gathered students and staff looked appalled. McGonagall appeared to be on the verge of sacrificing her career and smiting Harry where he stood. Only Snape looked pensive, watching Harry curiously as though suspecting some kind of trick. Similarly, Dahlia watched on from the crowd with a troubled expression, clearly knowing Harry would never stoop to such brute violence but also unsure of the greater plan.

CRACK! Harry added a Soaking Charm to the whip to cause the back of Ginny's t-shirt to pool with red liquid, simulating blood. Ginny gave another groan of pain, selling the illusion even more.

"You're hurting her!" a second-year girl whimpered, before she was swiftly hushed by her classmates. The students were afraid. And as much as Harry hated it, that was exactly what he needed them to be. He had to put a stop to all of the rebellion. He had to commit a lesser evil to prevent the Carrows from unleashing their personal brand of sadism upon the Hogwarts populace.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! Blow after blow rained down on Ginny's back, as only her pained whimpers filled the tense silence in the Hall. Despite the charms on the whip, the physical blows nonetheless took their toll on Ginny, who was now slumped over, held up only by the cords suspending her above the ground. Her breathing became more labored now, real sweat dripping to the stone floor along with the fake blood Harry kept applying to her back.

Just a bit longer, Ginny, Harry silently pleaded with her. It'll be over soon.

"Have you learned your lesson yet, Miss Weasley?" Harry demanded after another CRACK rent the air.

"Yes," Ginny panted weakly.

"I can't hear you!" Harry bellowed. In came another CRACK, this time with a mild Shocking Charm applied to it. Ginny's entire body spasmed from the blow, and she unleashed a genuine, primal scream that caused everyone to jump.

"Yes!" Ginny muttered hoarsely. "I've learned my lesson, Merlin, I swear it!"

"Please, enough of this!" McGonagall trembled. Her wand was in hand now, and Harry genuinely feared she would try and intervene this time. He did not want to start a fight that would only end in McGonagall being fired and replaced by someone far worse. So he unleashed the whip one final time with a CRACK; Ginny gave one final shudder and slumped over unconscious, courtesy of the Stunner Harry added to the final blow.

Harry Vanished the cords holding up Ginny's wrists, causing her to slump to the floor in a heap. Quiet sniffles filled the silence now as the entire Hall looked down upon her, fake blood pooling around her. Dahlia rushed forward to tend to her, Summoning a stretcher to transport her to the Hospital Wing straight away.

"Keep her there for a week at minimum," Harry whispered in her ear as she passed by. Dahlia looked confused by the message, but said nothing...she would quickly discover the ruse as Ginny's injuries would not be nearly as severe as they seemed. Harry trusted her and Pomfrey to keep it a secret from the others, along with Ginny, of course.

"Miss Weasley is to receive no visitors while she recovers," Harry announced loudly to the room. "There are to be no demonstrations or shows of support for her, and no further student gatherings without staff approval. If anyone else is caught performing a stunt like she pulled today, they will receive the same treatment, if not worse."

With that dire message, Harry strode away from the Hall towards the exit. As soon as he crossed into the Entrance Hall, he heard the room behind him erupt in furious gossip at what had just transpired. He knew he had just become the most hated person in Hogwarts, more than even the Carrows, for his brutal display.

Harry hurried back to his dorm and shut himself in the bathroom, collapsing to the floor at once. He began to hyperventilate, panic overwhelming him as the weight of what he had done came crashing down all at once. He may not have harmed Ginny physically, but he'd inflicted severe psychological damage on her and every student, using fear and humiliation as a control tactic. Something he didn't think he was capable of.

I'm a monster, Harry thought miserably. I've taken it too far this time. There's no coming back from this.

But then Fleur's words came back to him, from the aftermath of Crouch and Winky's deaths. "A monster feels no remorse for his own actions...you will never be a monster so long as you always have a conscience." These words allowed him to gradually come down from his panic, giving way to quiet weeping as he lamented what could have been.

His reputation would never recover from this. His peers would always hate him now, no matter what the outcome of the war was. If Harry somehow survived all of this, he would be forced to reckon with his actions one way or another. In fact, he wondered if it might be best if he were to die after all.

But his loved ones still needed him. And Voldemort was still the greater evil needing to be dealt with. So Harry would continue the course and bear it for the sake of winning the war. He would see this through to the end and ensure the Dark Lord's destruction – even if it meant destroying himself in the process.
Year 7-18: Great Expectations

"Good show the other day, Harry! Color me impressed."

The voice called out after Harry as he exited the Great Hall after breakfast. He groaned, turning to see Grindelwald heading towards him, back in his Professor Gorschev disguise.

"I've always been appalled by the barbaric methods with which Muggles exert power over one another," Grindelwald tutted. "But I cannot deny their effectiveness. I imagine no student will ever look at you sideways again."

"It was necessary to maintain order," Harry said simply, already wishing for this conversation to end. "I took no pleasure in it."

"Give it time, my boy," Grindelwald winked. "You'll come to realize that such displays of power are necessary in this world, and you may even come to enjoy them." And with that, he turned to walk away, heading for his first lesson of the day. Harry couldn't help but notice the man was no longer using a cane to walk around...his strength was returning by the day, a reminder of the danger he posed in the near future. He would have to check in with Luna at some point to see what she might know.

But Harry had far too much else on his plate to worry about Grindelwald at the moment. He headed for his own morning classes, wading through the sea of students clamoring for their own lessons. Students practically dove over one another in their haste to get out of his way, looks of terror on their faces. It caused him great sorrow to know that this was his reputation now: a sadistic overlord, here to terrorize anyone who stepped out of line. But he stifled the feeling and continued on as normal.

Harry had not heard a peep from the Hospital Wing since the whipping incident the week prior. It seemed that Ginny had indeed realized what Harry's intentions were, as did Dahlia and Madam Pomfrey, all of whom remained silent on the matter as she 'recovered' from her wounds. According to Damian, the rumor mill was abuzz about Ginny for the first day or two, but quickly moved elsewhere as the students adapted to the new normal. His threats of punishment for any Ginny supporters had thankfully worked – no further demonstrations or protests took place, as everyone was too afraid to step out of line and meet the same fate.

It still pained him to see the looks of hatred and betrayal from people he cared about. The majority of Gryffindor House glared at him resentfully everywhere he went, unable to forgive him for what he'd done to one of their own. Even many of the professors, especially McGonagall and Flitwick, looked at him with sheer disappointment and regret. But thankfully, nobody confronted him or made a bigger deal of the incident, which was the best Harry could have hoped for, even if the isolation was taxing on his mental health.

Contributing to his loneliness was the curious absence of Daphne from his morning classes. She was typically his seat mate during lessons, the only seventh-year willing to associate with him, but she had now missed a second day of lessons in a row. She'd spent much of the previous evening in the bathroom – Harry presumed she was just feeling under the weather. But when the lunch bell rang, he decided to stop by their shared dorm to check on her.

The bathroom door was shut when Harry entered. "Daph?" he called out, knocking softly on the door. "You alright in there?"

After a moment's silence, the door clicked open, and Daphne emerged. She looked pale but otherwise well, though the wide-eyed look she wore gave Harry pause. "Is something wrong?" he asked.

"Harry," she breathed, holding out her hand. "Look."

She handed him a small metallic instrument he did not recognize. It was like one of the contraptions he'd expect to see at St. Mungo's, or on Dumbledore's office desk. The cylindrical object was glowing, and a small propeller whirred quietly at one end. Harry had no clue how to interpret it.

"Er...what is this?" Harry asked.

"Harry…" Daphne muttered. "I'm pregnant."

Harry blinked in surprise. "But...that's impossible," he muttered, wracking his brain for any sort of explanation. Then, it hit him. "Ron?"

"Merlin, I knew it was stupid!" Daphne groaned, flopping onto her bed in despair. "Mother always taught me to use the Protection Charm, but in the heat of the moment that night I just...forgot, and it was all so very unexpected, and, oh, what are we going to do?"

Harry stood stunned, looking down at the trinket in his hands. This certainly complicated matters...a pregnancy at Hogwarts was sure to raise a lot of eyebrows, and not just within the castle. But he knew that was not the most important thing right now...Daphne was clearly freaking out, and he had to calm her down.

"Hey, no need to panic," said Harry, sitting beside the trembling Daphne to comfort her. "A baby isn't the worst thing in the world, is it?"

"Oh, Harry, this is the worst thing imaginable!" Daphne sighed. "I can't have Ron's child! Think of what people will say! I know Muggles are more relaxed about these things, but a pure-blood child born out of wedlock will destroy my reputation!"

"We have a lot of time before we have to worry about that," said Harry. "And, er...not to be blunt, but are you certain you are going to keep it?"

"What? Oh...I hadn't even thought…" Daphne said distantly. "The timing is awful, but, well, it is my own flesh and blood...Ron ought to have a say as well...and oh, I've always wanted to be a mother…"

Harry didn't know what kind of pure-blood customs existed surrounding the termination of a pregnancy. But based on the way Daphne was looking down at her own stomach, cradling it protectively, he knew at once that this was not an option. The thought had never crossed her mind, and he strongly doubted she would want to be rid of something that promised such joy in these harsh times.

"Never mind that," said Harry. "We can work around this. We do have the perfect cover story, after all."

"What do you mean?"

"You and I were meant to be trying, weren't we?" Harry shrugged. "Well, now we can say we succeeded. I'm sure Witch Weekly will have a field day...they've been speculating on how long until I produce an heir, and the bettors who put money on 'before the turn of the century' will make a fortune."

Daphne gaped at Harry, clearly not amused by his humor. "Are you mental?" she demanded. "People will know it's not yours once I pop out a red-headed baby! The Weasley genes are too strong to pass one off as a Potter."

"That will only be a problem once the child arrives," Harry pointed out. "With luck, all of this madness will be over by then."

"Nine months is not a long time, Harry!" Daphne groaned. "You really think this war will end before then?"

"I do," Harry said firmly. "And you and your child will get through this in one piece."

Daphne searched his face desperately, clearly wanting to believe him. "Please tell me you have a plan," she muttered.

"I do," said Harry, wrapping a reassuring arm around her. "And we're close, Daph, I can feel it. It might get messy, but I'll do everything I can to protect you."

Daphne nodded forlornly. "Merlin, how are we going to break the news?" she groaned. "It will be all anyone talks about!"

"We don't have to tell anyone just yet," said Harry. "Keep it quiet for now. We can use the news strategically if we need to."

"I don't want the news of my baby being used for strategy!" Daphne protested.

"It's going to be weaponized by somebody anyway," Harry shrugged. "Might as well make it on our terms."

"What about Ron?" asked Daphne nervously. "Surely he'll get the wrong idea if he hears of the news in the Prophet."

"We'll find a way to tell him soon," Harry promised. "I was planning to call another resistance meeting soon anyway."

"Do you think I can come?" asked Daphne. "I'd like to break the news to him myself."

Harry hummed a little under his breath, pretending to consider her request. Of course he would allow her to come, but it was fun to toy with her a little first. "Normally I would object to a pregnant woman traveling so late at night," he sighed. "But I suppose present circumstances warrant it."

"Thank you!" Daphne beamed, wrapping Harry in a hug.

"I just have one condition," said Harry.

"What's that?"

"If we all get through this war alive, you have to name the kid Harry Junior."

Daphne gave him a bewildered look. Then, a very un-Daphne-like snort escaped her nose, causing her to clap a hand over her mouth. "What if it's a girl?" she giggled.

"Harriet is fine," Harry shrugged. "I'm not picky."

"You are incorrigible," Daphne chided him, with a light slap on the shoulder.

"Better get used to it," Harry quipped. "I'm nothing compared to the chaos a household of Weasleys will bring you." And he burst out laughing at the bewildered look on Daphne's face. The poor girl had no idea what she was in for as a Weasley matriarch.

Harry knew logically that this development would cause major headaches for him in the near future. Still, he couldn't help but feel elated by the prospect of somebody new entering the world. For the past seven years, all he'd done had been in service of keeping everyone he cared about alive through this war. Now, for the first time, it was like he was seeing a glimpse of the future, of life after the war. Children. Families. A generation following his own, able to thrive in the world he'd fought so hard to build for them. It renewed his focus and energy to carry on, knowing that if he could just ensure a better life for those to come, it would all be worth it.

He broke the news to Fleur that evening via enchanted journal. I received some delightful news today, he wrote.

What is it? Fleur wrote back almost instantly.

Daphne's pregnant.

There was a long, unusual pause before Fleur wrote back. Congratulations, she wrote back over a minute later, punctuated with a single period.

Harry realized at once how she must have interpreted his excitement. It isn't mine, he hastily added. It's Ron's, from over Christmas. We're waiting to announce it until after we're able to let him know in person.

Fleur took another minute to process this. Then she wrote, How wonderful for them! The timing is odd, but I am certain they will make for wonderful parents.

We have to make sure this is all over before it arrives, said Harry, getting straight to business. Once people realize it isn't mine, our entire story will unravel.

Truthfully, though, his timeline hadn't changed much at all. He had no intentions of letting Dahlia marry Pettigrew when she came of-age in June, nor did he want to find out what Voldemort had in store for him once he graduated from Hogwarts. Time was running out either way – this new development was just another reminder.

Shall we pick another target for assassination, then? Fleur asked.

You read my mind.

They spent the next hour comparing notes and determining who might be a viable next target. Despite Crouch's death, he got the sense that the Death Eaters weren't taking the threat of Phantom seriously enough. They were getting more complacent in their positions of power, believing themselves untouchable thanks to their proximity to Voldemort. Sure, the recent murder had rattled them a bit, but they likely believed it to be a fluke, one that a few additional wards around their homes would easily prevent. But nothing short of a Fidelius Charm would be able to keep Harry out, and somehow, he didn't see a Death Eater considering that option. Trust did not exactly run deep in those circles.

The recent meeting at Malfoy Manor had updated his plans somewhat, changing much of what he knew of the Death Eaters and their habits. For one, Voldemort and the other Death Eaters had moved out of Malfoy Manor, making that a potential target once more. The fact that Nagini roamed the grounds freely meant he could potentially take out one of the horcruxes and get his revenge on Lucius Malfoy in one fell swoop. Of course, killing Nagini might alert Voldemort to his horcruxes being in danger, so he probably had to hold off on that plan for now.

Lockhart remained his biggest priority, as killing him would mean freeing his father and others from frequent mental invasions. He would love to enlist James' help with the horcrux hunt, and reassure the man that the war was not in fact lost. His plan at the moment was to give either James or Sirius the Sorting Hat in order to retrieve the Sword of Gryffindor, a plan that wouldn't work if Lockhart was able to witness the memory and alert Voldemort. But Harry did not know where Lockhart lived now after leaving Malfoy Manor, and asking around might seem suspicious, so that would also have to wait.

Beyond those two, the options were less enticing. The Lestrange brothers were of course on his list, but he had to make sure it wouldn't have unintended consequences for the horcrux in Rodolphus' vault. There were lesser targets he could go after, like Yaxley, Dolohov and Nott, though they held less importance to Voldemort's regime and likely weren't worth the immediate risk. He and Fleur eventually retired for the night without settling on a proper target, planning to do so the following evening.

But the news cycle had other ideas for Harry's plans. The next morning, Harry arrived at breakfast to find the Great Hall buzzing with discussion. Students were huddled over their morning copies of the Daily Prophet, animatedly discussing whatever it entailed. And based on the many looks his way, it had something to do with him.

"Harry!" said an excited voice; Luna rushed up to him and gave him an excited hug. "Congratulations! You must be so thrilled!"

"Er…" Harry stammered. "Sorry, Luna, but I don't know what you mean."

"It's in all the papers!" Luna beamed. "Another Potter coming into the world...how dreadfully excited you must be!"

A knot formed in Harry's stomach at her words...news of Daphne's pregnancy must have already broken to the press. But how could they have known? Had she gone to the Prophet herself? Or had she accidentally let it slip to somebody who leaked the news?

Harry rushed up to the Head Table, half-expecting Daphne to be freaking out in her own seat over the scrutiny. But to his surprise, she was calmly reading her own copy of the Prophet, looking unperturbed. "Congratulations," she said neutrally, handing over her own copy of the paper. Harry took in the front page, expecting the worst, but the headline was not at all what he expected:

MINISTER POTTER AND NEW WIFE EXPECTING FIRST CHILD!

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"Minister James Potter made waves late last year with his announcement of new marriage laws and subsequent betrothal to Andromeda Black. The Prophet has now learned that the newlywed couple is expecting their first child together after just two months of marriage.

'James and I are thrilled to be welcoming in a new member of the family,' the newly-minted Lady Potter told the Prophet in a statement. 'It is an exciting new chapter in both of our lives, and we simply ask for privacy as we prepare for our latest arrival.'

This is not the first child for either of the two Potters. James previously had two children with Muggle-born Lily Evans, Harry and Dahlia, both of whom are currently studying at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Andromeda shared a single daughter, Nymphadora, with Muggle-born Ted Tonks, who died in the Battle of London. Nymphadora is currently on the run from authorities for her affiliation with terrorist organizations plotting to overthrow the Ministry, and has been disowned by her mother for her actions.

The news raises interesting questions about inheritance and the continuance of the Potter bloodline. Will James' eldest son Harry remain the Potter heir, or will this newborn usurp that position? The current laws support Harry's claim to the Potter fortune, but legal experts say that his status as a half-blood may complicate matters, as this new arrival will outrank its half-brother in blood status.

'This could prove to be a landmark case for inheritance laws in the coming century,' said our Gringotts correspondent Allen Derwent. 'The Minister may choose to sever ties with his previous-borns and make the pure-blood Potter child his true heir. If the elder Potter child contests this with the Wizengamot, it could spell trouble for the already-fractured family.'

'It wouldn't surprise me to see the Minister cut ties with anything to do with his ex-wife,' said Muriel Prewett, writing in about the latest development. 'That [censored] ruined his marriage and nearly killed his career. Why should he want anything to do with her or her tainted offspring? He would be better off starting fresh, and frankly, so would the Potter line.'"

Harry set down the paper, deep in thought. The speculation over inheritance and nasty comments from the public were not unexpected, and a large part of the reason he'd held off on announcing Daphne's pregnancy. But that wasn't the main thing on his mind right now.

Was Andromeda actually pregnant? He had good reason to doubt. As Amelia had attested, she and James were not intimate and had no intentions of reproducing. So why announce news to the contrary to the public? Harry suspected he knew why...Amelia must have managed to speak with Andromeda and convince her to help the cause. But did she know what Harry was planning? How much had Amelia told her?

Harry knew he needed answers that he could not get inside the castle. So that night, he pulled out his enchanted Galleon and rearranged the digits around the edge to call for a meeting that Saturday night at midnight. He tapped his wand to the coin, causing it to glow and burn brightly for a moment before fading. He heard Daphne gasp and drop her coin from beyond the divider, telling him it had worked. Now it was a matter of waiting for the day to come.

Meanwhile, the Hogwarts rumor mill churned along, quickly finding new targets of gossip. Ginny Weasley returned to the student population the following day, bringing much fanfare in the Great Hall. All of Gryffindor table stood to greet her, giving her gentle hugs and pats on the shoulder for support. However, as Harry walked by, they quickly scattered, afraid to be openly showing her support. He said nothing, merely watching them impassively as they returned to their seats, feeling awful about it all the while.

He and Ginny met eyes briefly before he moved on. Gone was the anger and resentment she'd long regarded him with, replaced with worry, confusion, but above all, gratitude. She clearly did not understand why he had done what he did, and could not ask him openly. He merely gave her a small jerk of the head before heading to his own seat, hoping she would continue to keep quiet on the matter.

It did warm his heart to see that Ginny's relationship with Dahlia was on the mend. Perhaps that week of isolation in the Hospital Wing had given them time to reconnect and hash things out between them. Harry even spied Ginny, Dahlia and Astoria on the Marauder's Map studying together that afternoon – the Terrible Triplets, reunited at long last. It warmed his heart to see, and gave him hope that even if his own reputation in the castle was tarnished, Dahlia's would at least survive.

His eyes trailed to the other side of the Map, where he spied Luna Lovegood's dot still in close proximity to Gellert Grindelwald's in the man's classroom. It was a sight he'd grown accustomed to seeing, but it caused him no less discomfort. How much strength had he truly regained in recent months? How much was he attempting to manipulate the poor girl into doing his bidding? Was he using her to gain insight into Harry's motives and actions?

He caught up with Luna that evening after dinner, rushing ahead to follow her from the Great Hall. When the coast was clear, he gently grabbed her arm and pulled her into an empty classroom, locking the door behind them. If Luna was surprised or alarmed by the act, she did not show it.

"Evening, Harry!" she said brightly. "Is everything alright?"

"I was going to ask you the same," said Harry. "How are you doing? Has anyone been giving you a hard time since the Quibbler article released?"

"Not at all," said Luna. "In fact, people are treating me much nicer lately. I think they view Daddy as some kind of hero for his reporting of the facts...I never thought people cared so much about Mooncalf fighting rings!"

"...Right," Harry chuckled. "Well, that's good. What about your meetings with Grindelwald? How have those been?"

"Gellert is an excellent teacher," Luna said excitedly. "He has shown me so much about how to access my Sight. I have seen such incredible things!"

"What kind of things?" Harry asked. "Can you see the future?"

"Not exactly," said Luna, frowning slightly as she searched for the right words. "More like...perceiving the endless possibilities that are out there. Not all of them come true, but Gellert says the more you refine your Sight, the more you can judge which ones are likely to come true and which aren't."

"Does Gellert try and guide your Sight or ask you what you see?" asked Harry.

"Oh, yes," Luna nodded vigorously. "He's very interested in you, Harry. He often asks me to focus on you with my Sight and tell him what I see."

"I see," Harry muttered, a chill running down his spine at this confirmation of what he already suspected. "And, er...what have you told him about me?"

"Nothing that he cannot already See himself," Luna shrugged. "That you're constantly shrouded in darkness. Surrounded by Death. A thunderstorm destined to destroy all in its path, if it doesn't collapse in on itself first."

That certainly sounded dire. Harry had never imagined himself in such terms, but he could see why Grindelwald was so threatened by him if that was what Luna was feeding him. But then again, did it matter what Luna said? He was going to have to go through Harry to get the Elder Wand even if she told him he was as innocent as a puppy.

"Listen, Luna," said Harry firmly. "Grindelwald is a dangerous man. If you ever feel unsafe being in his presence, say the word, and I can protect you. You don't have to risk your future over me."

"Oh, I'm not worried," said Luna. "Gellert means me no harm. In fact, he has offered me his hand in marriage."

"He what?!"

"I have not yet accepted, of course," said Luna matter-of-factly, as though she was simply discussing the weather. "But there are worse fates I can imagine. He will never lay a finger on me, or allow anyone else to cause me harm."

"That's all well and good, Luna," said Harry. "But you realize what he's after, don't you? He wants me dead, and he's using you to get to me."

"I know that," said Luna. "All of my visions lead to you and Gellert crossing paths – that is unavoidable. So why not make myself useful and keep you informed when the time comes?"

Harry saw the sense in it. This was the same conversation they'd had a few weeks prior, but things felt different somehow. Grindelwald was healing at a much faster rate than expected, and Harry's frequent outings from the castle put him in far more danger of exposure to Voldemort than before. Luna's safety was just one more factor he didn't want to have to worry about, and he suspected that she knew this and was simply trying to assuage his fears.

"Promise you'll come to me if you feel unsafe," said Harry, pulling in Luna for a hug. "I'd hate for anything to happen to you because of me."

"I will," said Luna. "Don't worry about me. Focus on taking care of your pregnant wife, who is in far more danger than me."

They departed from the classroom soon after. It dawned on Harry later that he hadn't actually announced Daphne's pregnancy to anyone yet...Luna's insight must have helped her arrive at the truth. And whether it was meant as a distraction tactic to deflect from herself, Luna was right – he had to make sure Daphne was taken care of. Though their marriage was just for show, he was the primary person responsible for her safety now, and he had to treat her as his own family until all of this was over.

Saturday night finally arrived, and Harry and Daphne prepared for their excursion to the Shrieking Shack. "Are you able to Apparate while pregnant?" Harry asked.

"It's not advisable," said Daphne. "It's acceptable only in emergencies, but most Healers recommend avoiding it."

"We'll have to take the long way to the Shack, then," Harry decided. "Are you okay to walk?"

"I am not a helpless lamb that needs rescue, Harry," she said indignantly. "Of course I can walk."

Daphne seemed to regret this statement a few hours later, as they crawled their way through the one-eyed witch's passageway to Hogsmeade. "Who bloody designed this tunnel, anyway?" she complained, sweeping away yet another spiderweb caught in her blonde locks. "It's like it was meant more for a four-legged animal than a human!"

Harry had a sudden vision of the four Marauders traversing the tunnel in their Animagus forms and laughed aloud. Daphne, who interpreted this as a laugh at her expense, shot him a dirty glance until he stifled the giggles.

They emerged in the cellar of Honeydukes and quietly stole their way out to the dark streets of Hogsmeade. Disguised under Disillusionment Charms, they made their way up to the Shrieking Shack and slipped through the front door. The entryway was deserted and quiet, but Harry felt a familiar presence nearby, lurking just out of sight.

"It's Harry and Daphne," he announced. "You can come out."

Fleur emerged from the shadows, wand trained upon them. "You are late," she remarked, pocketing the wand. "Come, we 'ave a new visitor tonight."

She led the way into the adjacent living room. Amelia was present, still nursing a sizable belly; beside her was Andromeda, looking nervous and out of place in such squalid conditions but as prim and proper as ever.

"Lady Black," said Daphne, greeting Amelia with a hug and a kiss on the cheek before turning to Andromeda. "And Lady Potter! Congratulations on your pregnancy. Now there are three of us all at the same time!"

Both of the other women looked startled by this statement, for different reasons. "Apologies, Daphne, but you are aware I'm not truly pregnant?" Andromeda asked her softly.

"What?" Daphne frowned. "But...I saw the announcement in the Prophet!"

"Wait a moment," said Amelia. "Did you just say 'three of us'?"

"Is this another ruse I was unaware of?" Andromeda asked, turning to Harry.

"Er…" Harry stammered. He'd intended to break the news all around at the meeting, but realized there was a lot to catch everyone up on. "Sorry, Daphne, but Andromeda is not actually pregnant. She is simply pretending to be, in order to avoid mental invasions by Gilderoy Lockhart."

"Oh," Daphne said softly, reddening a bit in embarrassment. "Well...all the same...never mind, I suppose."

"Speaking of which," said Harry, turning to Andromeda, "how did my father take the news? And how did you convince him it was real?"

Andromeda looked somewhat embarrassed with herself. "There was a late night where James and Sirius went out drinking in Muggle London," she muttered. "I told him that we were together that night, and he did not remember. We have not spoken about it since...I believe he is ashamed."

Harry could imagine why. James still held the torch for Lily and never had intentions of honoring his marriage with Andromeda besides appearances. He likely felt as though he had cheated on Lily and the rest of his family with his (non-existent) actions. Harry felt badly for allowing James to believe this falsehood, and hoped that it would not be for too much longer before he could come clean.

Amelia, meanwhile, still looked preoccupied with what Daphne said earlier. "But why did you include yourself, dear?" Amelia pressed, looking between her and Harry suspiciously. "What did you mean by 'three of us'?"

Daphne and Harry exchanged a look. "Because Daphne is pregnant," said Harry.

"Goodness!" Andromeda gasped, clasping Daphne's arm. "How wonderful!"

Amelia also looked shocked but pleased with the news. "I don't understand," she muttered. "You two have been intimate?"

"Merlin, no!" Daphne giggled. "Harry is a perfect gentleman. We do not even share a bed."

"Now I'm also confused," Andromeda frowned. "If you and Harry have not been together, then how—?"

They were interrupted by a quiet pop, as three more people materialized out of thin air into the middle of the room. "Sorry we're late," Cedric Diggory muttered. "Got held up with the twins asking too many questions."

"Always too clever for their own good, those two," Ron Weasley groaned good-naturedly. "They know we're conspiring with someone in the Ministry, but we can't tell them who—"

He was interrupted by Daphne, who launched herself across the room and peppered his face with kisses. "Oh, Ronald, the most wonderful thing has happened!" she said gleefully.

"Has it?" Ron mumbled, looking down at Daphne with confusion.

"We're going to be parents, Ron!" Daphne breathed. She gently took his hand and placed it on her own belly. Ron stared dumbly down at it for a moment, then his eyes went wide.

"Come off it," he said incredulously. "You're pregnant? And...you're certain that it's…?"

"Yes, of course it's yours, you idiot!" Daphne laughed, hugging him tightly. Ron took another moment to process this, then whooped loudly with joy and lifted Daphne off her feet, kissing her passionately. Andromeda looked astonished by the display; she alone had not known the true nature of Harry and Daphne's sham marriage until now.

It took Harry a moment to register the third new arrival in the chaos of the moment. "Wotcher, everyone," Tonks greeted the room. "Hoped you wouldn't mind if I crash this party…" She trailed off at the sight of her mother, who stood awkwardly off to one side of the room.

"Hello, Nymphadora," Andromeda said tightly. "You look well. I hope that y—"

She too was interrupted as Tonks flew across the room to engulf her in a hug. "I've missed you, Mum," she muttered. "I wanted so badly to reach out after Dad died, but Ced convinced me not to—"

"He was right to stop you," Andromeda said, still maintaining her neutral pure-blood demeanor but clearly overjoyed to see her daughter alive and well. "I am so very proud of you, my dear. You have done your father proud."

The next few moments saw the two tearful pairs – Ron and Daphne, Andromeda and Tonks – reconnecting and speaking quietly with one another. Harry, Fleur, Cedric and Amelia stood awkwardly off to one side, before Amelia finally cleared her throat to get everyone's attention.

"I know this is an emotional day for us all," she announced. "However, I fear we must move on to more pressing matters. I am much too far along to be meeting this late into the night."

Indeed, Amelia's belly had grown larger than ever – Harry reckoned she must be well into her eighth or ninth month of pregnancy by now. It was certainly no time to be traveling long distances for midnight rendezvous, and a testament to the gravity of the situation that she had done so anyway.

"I take it you've agreed to help us, then?" Harry asked Andromeda.

"Amelia made it sound like it was important," said Andromeda. "But I fear I still don't understand what this is about. Is this to do with the underground smuggling operation?"

"Not exactly," said Harry. "Though I am curious how things are going with the refugees. Are they still being taken care of?"

"We've begun moving Muggle-borns and their families to the continent again," said Tonks. "Though we have to be careful not to move too many around at a time. We're pretty sure we got caught last time because we were using dozens of Portkeys at one time and leaving behind large signatures that could be followed."

"It's lucky that Crouch Jr. is out of the picture," Cedric added. "He had eyes and ears everywhere, but now that he's gone, we can move around more freely."

You're welcome, Harry thought grimly. "Fred and George aren't in danger, I hope?" he asked.

"Nah," Ron chuckled. "They get inspected every couple of months, but they always find ways to distract the officials. Leaving odd contraptions around that go off whenever they get too close to a secret entrance...they get fined every time, but it's worth it."

Harry too found the mental image of this amusing. Despite the risks involved, picturing an irate Death Eater setting off some Weasley contraption by accident made him chuckle. It warmed his heart to know that even in this timeline, the twins' sense of mischief was undiminished.

"There may be another surge in refugees when the summer comes," Amelia said, bringing the conversation back to a serious tone. "The Book of Admittance automatically informs the Ministry of all registered first-years on the first day of summer break. That means Umbridge will have a fresh list of Muggle-born targets to go after."

"Then let's plan to end this before that happens," Harry said firmly. He hadn't known this about the Book before, but it frankly didn't matter much to him. Summer was already his deadline, as too many things could go wrong by then if the war was still ongoing. There would be far more to worry about in June than incoming first-years.

"What does any of this have to do with me?" asked Andromeda, looking puzzled. "I have no power in any of these matters. Why have I been summoned?"

Harry turned to give Andromeda his full attention. She was the person he most wanted to talk to, as she would be crucial to planning his next moves.

"I need your insight into how your family finances work," said Harry. "Specifically when it comes to marriage."

"I am no longer involved in the Black accounts," said Andromeda. "I am a part of the Potter line now."

"I know that," said Harry. "And I'm actually not asking about the Black accounts at all. I need to know about the Lestrange accounts."

Andromeda arched an eyebrow. "What about them?" she asked.

"When your sister Bellatrix died, her assets were transferred to her husband Rodolphus, right?" asked Harry. "So they should be still sitting in his vault at Gringotts."

"I would assume so," Andromeda shrugged. "What does it matter to you?"

"Bellatrix owned something that I need," said Harry. "It was given to her by Voldemort for safe-keeping in her vault. I need to find a way to retrieve it without raising any red flags."

"You intend to steal from a Gringotts vault?" said Andromeda, aghast.

"Not if there's a legal avenue to gain access to it instead," said Harry. "Which is where I would need your help."

"I'm afraid I can't help you there," Andromeda muttered. "Marriage supersedes bloodline, so I have no legal claim to Bellatrix's belongings. Not even Sirius could access the vault if he tried as Lord Black."

"And what if Rodolphus Lestrange were to die?" Harry asked pointedly. "Who would be able to claim ownership then?"

Andromeda's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Theoretically, his brother Rabastan would be next in line, since Rodolphus and Bellatrix bore no heirs," she said.

"And if Rabastan were to also meet an untimely end?"

"I don't like where this is going, Harry," Andromeda said nervously.

"Yeah, me neither," Cedric said, looking troubled. "What you're implying would be murder."

"Wait…" said Ron, suddenly looking thoughtful. "You didn't have anything to do with Barty Crouch's death, did you? The Prophet said it was Neville, but I know he would never do something like that."

"That was me," Harry confirmed. Everyone in the room looked shocked by the revelation.

"Oh, Harry, you didn't," Amelia sighed forlornly.

"It had to be done," Harry said determinedly. "And he won't be the last, either."

"I don't feel comfortable with this," Cedric muttered, looking deeply pained. "This is not what I signed up for. This feels wrong."

"Well, I made your lives easier, didn't I?" Harry said hotly. "Sorry, Ced, but not everything can be accomplished through diplomacy. Sometimes violence is the only answer."

"I don't like it," Cedric said flatly. "I don't know if I want to be a part of this."

Harry opened his mouth to defend himself, but surprisingly, Andromeda spoke up first. "My husband Ted didn't sign up to be murdered, either," she snapped, looking fiercely at Cedric. "Nor did those children you are currently sheltering from a brutal fate. Are you unwilling to do what it takes to defend them?"

"I didn't say that," Cedric stammered. "I just meant...I just think we should strive to be better than they are, that's all."

"You can take the high road once this war is won," said Harry. "Until then, I'm going to make sure we don't lose it. Sound good?"

Cedric still did not look pleased. He looked like he wanted to say more, but Tonks rested a calming hand on his arm and he fell silent, simply shaking his head and muttering grimly under his breath.

Andromeda turned back to Harry. "Assuming Rodolphus and Rabastan were to die simultaneously," she said diplomatically, "the Lestrange line would end with them. Their assets would then pass on to Ministry control, unless a legal claim is made within ninety days by another surviving relative of either party."

"So you could claim ownership of the vault as Bellatrix's sister?" asked Harry excitedly.

"Not exactly," said Andromeda. "I would be unable to enter the vault during the 90-day probate period. Then, if I am able to justify my claim to Gringotts, and no disputes arise, I would gain access."

"Disputes?" Harry frowned.

"I am not Bellatrix's only remaining sister," Andromeda pointed out. "Narcissa would have equal claim to the vault as I do. And I'm guessing this mystery object is important enough to warrant such a claim."

Harry frowned...he had not considered Narcissa Malfoy's potential role in this scheme. If she placed a claim on Bellatrix's assets – whether by her own accord, or on Voldemort's orders – it would massively complicate matters. Besides, ninety days was far too long to wait to retrieve the Cup...Harry needed to dispose of it quickly and quietly, before Narcissa or anybody else could check the vault for its contents.

"There must be some way to get into that vault before those ninety days are up," said Harry thoughtfully, turning to Fleur. "Have you heard of anyone getting around that restriction before?"

"I have not," Fleur muttered. "I only know of one instance where a man tried to access 'is ex-wife's account after her death, by bribing a Gringotts official with gold. He was promptly arrested and sent to Azkaban. Ze goblins do not take property theft lightly, and always follow the letter of ze law to a T."

Harry frowned...that was not the answer he was looking for. A wild idea was starting to form in his mind, but he didn't like it one bit.

"What if we bribed the goblins with something they couldn't refuse?" he wondered aloud.

"There is nothing you could offer a goblin to be worth zat risk," said Fleur adamantly.

"What if we promised them the Sword of Gryffindor?" said Harry. "We tell them they can have it back, in exchange for an hour of access to the vault while they look the other way?"

"The Sword of Gryffindor?" Ron scoffed. "Come off it, Potter, that Sword has been missing for centuries."

"Wrong," said Harry. "Peter Pettigrew stole it from a goblin grave two years ago. And I know where it is. Or, rather, I know how to get it."

"But you haven't managed to retrieve it yet," Fleur pointed out. "What if you are unable to? What if ze goblins believe you are attempting to trick them?"

"Then I'll have to convince them," Harry shrugged.

"I don't understand," Andromeda sighed, looking deeply perturbed by this turn of events. "What could possibly be so important in that vault that you would risk a lifetime of Azkaban to steal it?"

"Something that will win us the war," Harry said firmly. "Something that must be kept out of Voldemort's hands, or he will crush Britain under his boot heel, and the rest of the world to follow."

A dire silence followed these words. Finally, Andromeda said, "What do you need from me?"

"At some point in the weeks to come, Rodolphus and Rabastan Lestrange will die," said Harry, ignoring Cedric's uncomfortable squirming beside him. "When that happens, you and I will go the Gringotts and get what we need from the vault. With luck, we will be in and out before anyone realizes we were there."

"But why would you need my help?" Andromeda frowned. "If you plan to bribe your way in illegally?"

"As a cover," said Harry. "Once we get what we need, you can place your claim on the vault so nobody suspects anything was taken when you visit. Then, even if Narcissa or anyone else shows up, they won't be able to get in until the ninety days are up."

Andromeda looked deeply concerned by his plan, as did several others in the room. Harry knew he was taking a lot for granted, assuming that all of this could be pulled off without a hitch. It relied on him killing the Lestranges without issue, the goblins accepting his bride, and Voldemort not sending someone to check the vault before they could access it...not to mention the Cup of Hufflepuff still being in the vault at all. But he knew it was the only viable path, and he had to project confidence in order to convince the others to go along with it.

"There's one other potential problem," Amelia chimed in. "Rodolphus and Rabastan have taken new brides. Won't they have superior claim to their husbands' inheritances?"

"Not if they have yet to wed," Andromeda corrected. "I was present when Bellatrix signed her marriage contract to Rodolphus at age sixteen. It stipulated that no claim to the family fortune can be made until both parties are of-age and legally wed. It prevents families from signing contracts then attempting to murder the other party to claim their wealth."

"When do the Carrow twins come of-age?" Amelia asked, looking to Harry.

"April," said Harry, remembering his conversation with Rodolphus over winter break. "That gives us about a month to pull this off. Are you willing to do this, Andromeda?"

Andromeda considered this for a moment, looking troubled. "Such a heavy burden for such a young man," she sighed, giving Harry a look of profound sadness. "Of course I will help."

"Thank you," said Harry. "I'll find a way to alert you so you'll know when the time has come."

"Perhaps using ze coins?" Fleur suggested. "The next date you set will be ze night of your attack, and Andromeda can meet you at ze bank the following morning."

"Good idea," said Harry. He fished into his pocket for a spare enchanted Galleon and handed it to Andromeda. She stared down at it, confused, and Amelia gave her a significant look that said, I'll explain later.

"This is all well and good," Ron frowned. "But when do we actually get to fight? I'm sick of slinking around in hiding and not actually accomplishing anything."

"We can't bring the fight to Voldemort until my mission is complete," said Harry. "But we're getting closer by the day. Have you had any luck finding Neville?"

"No," Ron grumbled. "I've checked damn near every spot we stayed before, and several places we talked about going next, but there's been no sign of them."

"Keep looking," Harry told him firmly. "We need to find him before we can end this." Ron nodded forlornly in agreement.

Harry turned next to Fleur. "Have you heard from your father lately?" he asked. "Is he still recruiting allies to help in the fight?"

"Yes," Fleur nodded. "We exchanged enchanted diaries, like ze one you gave me, so we can communicate more freely. 'E has recruited several hundred private soldiers to 'elp when the time comes, and he expects Viktor Krum to convince a few hundred more from Eastern Europe."

"Tell him the time is coming soon," said Harry. "Possibly before the summer."

"That soon?" Tonks piped up. "You think it will all be over by then?"

"We have to end this quickly," said Harry. "Before Voldemort has time to consolidate power. With me chipping away at his top lieutenants, and you lot preparing for the invasion, he'll be spread too thin. If we can strike him all at once with a large enough force, we might just stand a chance."

There was a grim silence at these words. "What about Grindelwald?" Amelia asked quietly. "Will he become a problem?" The rest of the group stiffened at this reminder...as if one Dark Lord was not enough, they now had two to worry about.

"I'm working on it," Harry muttered. "He's biding his time until he's strong enough to fight me. For now, you don't have to worry about him."

"But what if he does come after you?" asked Cedric. "Will we be in danger?"

Harry considered this. He was concerned about Grindelwald disrupting his plans and making his move before Harry was ready. If the worst was to happen, it seemed prudent to have a back-up plan in place.

"Tell you what," said Harry. "We'll establish a retreat protocol. In case any one of our covers is blown."

"A retreat protocol?" said Daphne shakily. "What's that?"

"If any of us is compromised," said Harry, pulling out his own enchanted Galleon and holding it up for all to see, "you should change all of the serial numbers to zero. That will alert everyone else that they need to take immediate shelter to protect themselves, in case Voldemort or Lockhart has discovered the existence of our group."

"What should we do next if that happens?" asked Ron.

"Gather as many allies as you can and warn them that Voldemort is coming," said Harry. "Amelia, Andromeda, take your husbands into hiding, wherever you can. Ron, Ced, Tonks, warn Fred and George and have them spread word to their family. And Daphne, if you could, find Dahlia and Damian and get them out of Hogwarts to the safe house as soon as possible."

"Not your mother, too?" Daphne frowned.

"She'll have Snape to protect her," Harry said grimly. He didn't like the idea of trusting Snape with Lily's safety, but he knew the man would never let her come to harm. Protecting Dahlia and Damian was far more important, as they were the two most vulnerable targets that Voldemort would likely use to gain leverage over Harry and the other Potters. In the worst case scenario, Lily could at least fend for herself.

"And what should I do?" asked Fleur.

"Contact your father and tell him the time is nearly here," Harry said grimly. "If the fight comes before we're ready, we'll just have to adapt. No sense in giving the enemy time to prepare."

"So this is really happening?" asked Tonks nervously. "We're going to fight You-Know-Who and his army? Again?"

"Yeah, how can we know this won't just end like it did the last time, at the Ministry?" Cedric piped up.

"Because Voldemort will be weaker this time," said Harry. This would hopefully be true in multiple contexts. Not only would he have fewer Death Eaters alive to protect him and augment his magic, but he would no longer have horcruxes tethering his soul to this world. Harry would be free to fight fire with fire and use every tool in his arsenal to defeat him, knowing that a killing blow would actually be final.

"And we will be ready," Fleur said firmly, standing tall alongside Harry. "We only 'ave one chance to get zis right, so let us prepare. Agreed?"

The group was momentarily stunned. "I'll be ready," Ron said resolutely, looking inspired.

"Me too," Tonks nodded, as Cedric nodded his agreement.

"Very well," Amelia muttered. Andromeda and Daphne also nervously nodded along.

"Good luck then, everyone," said Harry. "Keep going strong and be ready for anything." The rest of the group looked reinvigorated and full of purpose as they filed out of the Shrieking Shack to return home.

Harry wished he felt the same. In truth, he was terrified. The end was in sight, but so much could still go wrong...what if Grindelwald struck early? What if Voldemort discovered his treachery? What if he could not locate and destroy all of the horcruxes in time? What if Andromeda's (or Daphne's) pregnancy was exposed as a farce? What if Neville remained in hiding and could not be contacted? He felt like he was balancing on a razor's edge, with one wrong move threatening to send him teetering over the edge into oblivion.

But having the support of his friends and family kept him going. People were relying on him to guide them out of this mess, and he could not let them down. Even a simple gesture like Fleur standing to support him at the meeting meant more than words could express. He knew if he was going to get through this war alive, it would be with her support, and everyone else's.

It's almost over, Harry reassured himself. We're in the endgame now. No more mistakes from now on, and you just might get through this in one piece.

A/N: According to my notes, we have roughly 10-12 chapters to go before this story reaches its epic conclusion. That number may change slightly for pacing purposes, but as Harry said, we are most definitely in the endgame now. Buckle in, because it's going to be a wild ride!
Year 7-19: Beg, Borrow and Steal

The Lestrange brothers lived in a small cottage out in the countryside, far from civilization. As far as Harry understood things, Rodolphus and Bellatrix once lived in a proper manor until their arrest in the previous war, when it was seized by the Ministry. Since their escape and Bellatrix's death, Rodolphus and Rabastan have been living here together, with vague plans to separate and get their own manors once their brides came of-age.

But Harry quickly realized that their co-habitation arrangement was more than just a matter of convenience. Unlike Crouch Jr., the brothers frequently took guests in the evenings...fellow Death Eaters and their wives, staying well into the night and early morning. It didn't take a huge leap in logic to deduce what they were up to, especially when Harry remembered his conversation with Rodolphus at his father's wedding, inviting him to bring Daphne around and 'sample from other people's platters'. He and Rabastan seemed to be fans of sharing everything in their lives.

Harry knew all of this from the past week he'd spent surveilling the brothers' property. Their ward schema was laughably easy to pick apart; he only had to disable a basic Detection Ward and Alert Ward in order to enter the property without notice. He didn't even have to bother altering the Dark Mark detection ward, which he of course was immune to. Now it was just a matter of observing their patterns and finding the right time to strike.

He was itching to do it sooner than later, to strike while he knew their defenses were low. But he also knew how important timing would be – not just to ensure the mission's success, but because of the greater plan involved. Fleur was working to secure him a meeting with the higher-ups at Gringotts, to ensure he and Andromeda would be able to get into the Lestrange vault the morning after the brothers' death. If he went through with this plan and failed to retrieve the Cup after, he might just blunder the entire war. Patience was key.

It was also crucial to make sure he didn't invite suspicion within Hogwarts. He could not spend every evening away from the castle – he had to remain in the public eye, to keep performing his duties so nobody noticed his frequent absence. He continued to attend every meal, run detentions (for far less students now), and perform his duties as Head Boy. He felt restless wasting his time babysitting children instead of fighting a war, but such was the nature of fighting a war from the shadows.

Finally, he got the news he was looking for. He returned to his dorm after dinner one evening to find his enchanted diary glowing, indicating a new message from Fleur. He opened it and read her short missive:

Tomorrow. Ragnok the Ruthless. 3:30 PM.

Harry's heart skipped a beat as he read the message. It was, of course, phase one of their plan: meeting with the goblins and convincing them to grant him access to the Lestrange vault. A simple plan on paper, but a risky one. There was a very real chance that Harry would be arrested for bribery and sentenced to Azkaban – he would not go quietly, of course, but it would blow up all of his carefully-laid plans.

But there was no room for doubts now. They were out of time, and the only thing to be done was commit fully. Confidence and leverage were his only tools here, and while he lacked the subtlety and cunning that might come in handy in such negotiations, he felt that the Sword of Gryffindor was a strong enough bargaining chip to do the job anyway.

So the next day, Harry resumed his normal routine, going for a morning jog before attending breakfast and his early classes. Internally he was stressed about what was to come later in the day, but he betrayed no emotion, maintaining appearances through lunch and his first lesson of the afternoon. Rather than head to History of Magic for his final class, he ducked away from his classmates and stole away to the alcove outside Snape's office to Apparate away.

He arrived at Diagon Alley, walking confidently down the main thoroughfare concealed beneath a glamour. He remained nonchalant and purposeful in his stride, giving no passing Aurors or Death Eaters reason to stop him. He wasn't even sure which one would be worse to be scrutinized by (though the two were getting more difficult to distinguish as of late).

Harry marched straight up to Gringotts and into the foyer, waiting patiently in line until a teller opened up for him. "Good afternoon," he said politely. "I have a 3:30 meeting with Ragnok the Ruthless."

The goblin behind the desk rifled through a stack of parchment paper until he found what he was looking for. "Room thirty-seven, down the hall on your left," the goblin said lazily, flicking his hand towards the hallway in obvious dismissal.

Harry strode down the long hallway, which curved around the corner for what felt like an impossibly long distance. The sounds of the foyer disappeared behind him, and Harry felt like he was being swallowed whole by the massive marble building. He passed by several dozen armed guards along the way, causing him to sweat and his heart to pound even faster. If he was forced to fight his way out of here, it would be no easy task.

He finally located Room 37 and entered. It contained a simple conference table with a few chairs around it; he sat in one, waiting restlessly for Ragnok to arrive. Are goblins usually this late? Harry wondered, wiping sweat from his brow at he checked the clock on the wall...3:41 PM. Had Fleur gotten the time wrong? Or were they making him wait deliberately to make him squirm?

Finally, the door swung open, and a squat goblin in formal attire marched into the room. Two guards followed, closing the door behind them and standing guard in front of it. Harry stood awkwardly, unsure of how to greet a goblin properly.

"Ragnok the Ruthless," he said, giving the goblin a deep bow. "Thank you for taking my—"

"Sit," Ragnok said dismissively. The goblin sat in the chair at the head of the table and snapped his fingers; it rose to a proper height to allow him and Harry to speak at eye level. "What can Gringotts do for you today, Mr. Potter?"

"I…" Harry began, then froze, a chill running down his spine at the address. "I'm sorry?"

"Do you think Gringotts Bank does not wish to know who they are doing business with?" Ragnok sneered. "That is a cute glamour you had on, but such subterfuge is not appreciated in this establishment."

Harry groaned internally, feeling his face; it was still dripping with a substance he now realized was not sweat at all. They must have had Thief's Downfall misted into the halls to subtly remove any enchantments brought into the bank. A clever move on their part.

"My apologies," said Harry, deciding not to show any weakness. "My intention was not to deceive. I simply did not want to be recognized in public, given my reputation."

Ragnok sneered, surveying Harry suspiciously. "Naturally," he grinned toothily. "Many prominent witches and wizards also choose concealment in Diagon Alley. So, what message does the Minister of Magic send for Gringotts?"

"What?" said Harry. "No, I'm not here on behalf of my father. Nor am I representing the Ministry at all. I am here of my own accord."

"I see," said Ragnok. He flipped through a clipboard he was carrying and consulted some scribbled notes in Gobbledegook that Harry could not decipher. "One of our junior curse-breakers indicated that you wished to meet about a treasure discovery. Do you wish to offer an item for purchase by the bank?"

"I have recently come into possession of a rather valuable artifact," said Harry vaguely. "I believe it is something that Gringotts, and more specifically the Goblin Nation, will highly covet."

"We have assessors that can examine any such artifacts and determine their market value," said Ragnok lazily. "It hardly warrants a private audience with bank management."

"The artifact is not for sale," said Harry. "In fact, it's virtually priceless. I ask not for payment in exchange, but a favor."

Ragnok narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "What kind of favor?"

Harry took a deep breath. This was the moment: do or die. Commit or leave. But Harry knew there was no backing out now...he was in far too deep to second-guess himself at this stage.

"I need access to a secure vault," said Harry. "I expect that the owner will pass away soon without any living heirs, ceding control to Gringotts. Once that happens, myself and an associate will need one hour to ourselves within the vault to retrieve an item. After that, this artifact will be yours."

Harry's heart thumped as Ragnok stared him down impassively. It felt like hours ticked by, but in reality it was just seconds, as Harry willed himself not to break eye contact or show any kind of weakness.

"You seek to bribe a Gringotts official in order to steal from one of our vaults?" Ragnok asked in a dangerously low voice.

"Correct," said Harry.

"What you suggest is highly illegal," said Ragnok. "Something I am sure you are already aware of, Mr. Potter. Have you come seeking a life sentence in Azkaban?" The two guards by the door took a menacing step forward, as if preparing for Ragnok's orders to seize Harry by force and arrest him.

"There is no need for that, Ragnok," said Harry calmly. "I believe once you learn what I am offering, you may be inclined to agree."

"Gringotts has no interest in wizard gold or artifacts," said Ragnok. "Nothing you can offer us is worth us risking our banking license. Now, guards—"

"What about the Sword of Gryffindor?" Harry asked casually.

The effect his words had was immediate. Ragnok leapt to his feet, adding a measly six inches to his height as the two guards froze in place. "The Sword of Gryffindor?" Ragnok scoffed. "You possess no such thing. The Sword has been missing for centuries."

"Not true," said Harry. "It was stolen from a goblin grave, outside Godric's Hollow, just two years ago."

Ragnok narrowed his eyes again...he'd clearly known that already, but didn't realize any wizard was aware of this fact. "And you know who stole it?" he demanded.

"I know where it is," Harry said smoothly. "And I will deliver it to you personally, upon gaining access to the account in question."

"It is impossible," Ragnok muttered, shaking his head in denial. "We cannot grant access to a vault that is under probate."

"Not legally, no," said Harry. "But the goblins must still have a way in and out, in order to take inventory and prepare for any inheritance claims. And my associate has blood relation to the owner, with full intentions of filing a claim on the vault upon their death. All I'm asking is one hour in the vault, no records, no questions asked."

"I fail to understand your motive, Potter," said Ragnok. "There are easier ways to enrich oneself, especially a man of your stature in society."

"Like you, I have no interest in gold," said Harry. "There is a single item I require that resides in that vault...an engraved goblet. Nothing else in the vault will be touched."

"And what is the significance of this goblet?" Ragnok asked, still looking suspicious. "Will it be missed?"

Harry hesitated – he didn't want to reveal too much about the Cup of Hufflepuff, both to avoid further questions about horcruxes and to conceal the true nature of the artifact from the goblins. "The goblet has...sentimental value to me," he said vaguely. "And it will only be missed if it is reported missing. This deal would be contingent on Gringotts declining to report anything being taken from the vault."

"And which vault, pray tell, does this concern?"

"The Lestrange family vault," said Harry.

Ragnok clearly did not like this answer. "One of our most heavily-guarded vaults," he muttered. "And one of the wealthiest...I imagine it will be heavily contested with multiple claims of inheritance upon the owner's death."

"Fine by me," Harry shrugged. "I care not who gains control of the vault once the probate period is up. One hour, one object taken from the vault, and you'll have both the Sword and the vault in your possession."

"And once that probate period is up?" Ragnok demanded. "When the goblet is discovered missing?"

"It won't be," Harry said confidently. Because everyone who would care will be dead by then, he left unsaid. Either the war would be over by the time the ninety days were up, or all would be lost anyway.

Ragnok said nothing, surveying Harry curiously. A long silence followed, as the goblin appeared to actually be taking his proposal seriously. That was good news, at least.

"How can Gringotts be sure you are telling the truth about the Sword?" asked Ragnok suspiciously. "Wizardkind has deceived the goblins in such matters before."

"I have held the Sword in my own two hands," said Harry. This was technically true, though in a different timeline...which he supposed made it a partial truth, because they weren't his current literal hands at the time.

"Describe it," Ragnok demanded.

"It's roughly three feet long, with a silver handle encrusted with three rubies," said Harry at once. "The name 'Godric Gryffindor' is engraved into the side of the blade, which is forged of goblin silver."

"Anyone could have read such a description from a textbook," Ragnok muttered dismissively.

"The Sword also possesses the ability to imbibe the properties of any substance it comes in contact with," Harry continued. "Anything that makes it stronger, that is."

Ragnok arched an eyebrow at this, looking like he was starting to believe Harry. "Perhaps you do possess the Sword," he muttered thoughtfully. "Very well, Mr. Potter. Bring it to us, so that our experts may examine it, and then we will consider your request."

"Not going to happen," said Harry, shaking his head.

"What deception is this, then?" Ragnok demanded. "You mean to illegally enter a vault without proving that you possess the Sword?"

Harry took a deep breath to steady himself – this would be the trickiest part of the negotiations, as he couldn't reveal that he did not currently possess the Sword. "You will have the Sword upon receipt of the goblet from the vault," he said. "Goblins have been known to double-cross wizards, too. How am I to know that the moment I hand over the Sword, you won't attempt to have me imprisoned for entering the vault illegally?"

Ragnok's eyelid twitched slightly, and Harry knew he'd hit the nail on the head. That did, in fact, seem to be the goblin's underhanded plan. "No Sword, no entry," he said firmly.

"No entry, no Sword," Harry retorted, folding his arms.

The two stared at one another for a moment, seemingly at an impasse. Ragnok attempted to maintain neutrality, but Harry saw the telltale gleam in his eye – the undisguised greed at the prospect of obtaining the Sword of Gryffindor. Not only was it a priceless artifact, it would undoubtedly gain him significant prestige within the Goblin Nation for returning it to its rightful people.

"I can see that we are unable to reach an agreement," said Harry, standing from his seat. "I apologize for wasting your time, Ragnok. Good day." And he strode across the room towards the door; the two guards hesitated, but stood aside to let him through. Harry pushed the door open, prepared to walk down the hall and back into the Atrium—

"Alright, alright, wizard! You win. Come, sit."

Harry grinned to himself, knowing he had Ragnok right where he wanted him. He had all the leverage now...Ragnok did not want to see the Sword slip from his grasp, not when it was being offered so plainly to him. Harry retook his seat and waited for Ragnok to speak again.

"You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Potter," the goblin snarled. "Say we agree to your plan, and allow you to withdraw said goblet. What is to stop you from reneging and withholding the Sword from us?"

"Then you will have a powerful wizard in your debt," Harry said plainly. "Imagine having enough dirt on the son of the Minister of Magic to send him to Azkaban for life. What kind of political leverage might that give you?"

Ragnok seemed intrigued by this prospect. Harry could virtually hear the gears turning in the goblin's head, weighing the relative merits of committing bank fraud versus holding leverage over the Minister of Magic. If he only knew how valuable the Cup of Hufflepuff was, and how relatively powerless James was, he would surely decline in an instant.

"There is one other matter of significance to this deal," said Harry. "The Sword has been corrupted by Dark magic."

"It is no matter," said Ragnok dismissively. "Our curse-breakers can destroy any wizard-made enchantments that may linger upon the Sword."

"Even if it has become a horcrux?" asked Harry.

Ragnok recoiled at this. "A horcrux?" he repeated. "Such horrid magic, on a goblin-made artifact? It is abhorrent, simply abhorrent!"

"But you can remove it?" Harry pressed, suddenly excited.

"Naturally," Ragnok scoffed. "Goblin silver is designed to withstand extreme temperatures, including dragon fire. Five minutes in a goblin forge will ensure that any Dark magic is purged from the artifact, even a horcrux."

"I see," Harry nodded thoughtfully. It was nice to know that the goblins would be able to take care of the horcrux for him, though he found himself slightly disappointed. For a brief moment, he had a glimmer of hope that the goblins could somehow remove horcruxes without destroying the host, thereby giving Neville an alternate chance at life. "That is an acceptable outcome."

"Gringotts is intrigued by your offer, Mr. Potter," said Ragnok, drumming his fingers together thoughtfully. "However, we would still demand collateral to ensure receipt of the Sword. Goblins are not a trusting people."

"I would be willing to sign a magically-binding contract agreeing to hand over the Sword," said Harry. "If you do not receive it within ninety days of the vault being accessed, I will be bound to a lifetime of servitude to the Goblin Nation. I imagine such a document would be a valuable bargaining chip if I fail to meet the conditions."

Ragnok looked surprised by Harry's willingness (or perhaps naivete) to agree to such a deal. However, he still looked skeptical. "Such a document would also give you bargaining power over us," the goblin pointed out. "It would create a paper trail to our agreement to let you access the vault, incriminating Gringotts."

"Then the contracts will self-immolate upon completion of the transaction," Harry offered. "So we both get what we want and there is no evidence of our crimes."

Ragnok considered this for a long while. Harry's heart pounded, knowing he was tantalizingly close to getting past the most significant hurdle. After a minute of thought, a devious, toothy smile spread across Ragnok's face.

"Guards!" Ragnok barked, causing the two goblins at the door to snap to attention. For a brief moment of panic, Harry thought he was about to be arrested after all. But instead the goblin said, "Go to the legal office and fetch me a lawyer. We need to draft up a contract for Mr. Potter here."

The next hour and a half was spent poring over documents with Ragnok and a goblin lawyer. Harry meticulously read each sentence, each word to ensure he was not falling into any traps. The consequences for failure to hand over the Sword were severe, and Harry did not object to any of the subsequent stipulations in that instance, knowing he would be dead anyway if he failed to comply. Eventually he signed his name with a blood quill, and Ragnok did the same, effectively agreeing to break the law together.

By the time they were finished, it was nearly six PM. Harry hurried from the bank back to the Apparation point to return to Hogwarts in time to make a dinner appearance. He was slightly late entering the Great Hall, but few people noticed; the Carrows had long since stopped caring about him, and Snape barely acknowledged Harry these days. The only person who met his eyeline was Grindelwald, always with that knowing smirk that suggested he knew precisely what Harry was up to, unnerving him.

Harry broke the news to Fleur that evening in the diary. You should not have given them that much power over you, she reprimanded him. The goblins are not to be trifled with.

I reckon I'll have bigger problems if I fail to deliver the Sword on time, Harry reasoned. We need to end this by June anyway, right? Anything that happens after that is irrelevant.

You're putting a lot of faith in this plan to use the Sorting Hat to retrieve the Sword. What if it doesn't work?

It has to. Or we'll find another way to get the Sword. We have no other choice.

Fleur didn't respond for a few minutes. Harry could read between the lines to know what she was thinking: she hated what Harry had gotten himself into, but knew how limited their options were, and that hesitation would do them no favors. When do you plan to move forward, then? she eventually wrote.

Next week, most likely, Harry replied. On a weekday, so the bank is open the following day. I'll alert you with the coins a day in advance, so you can make sure Ragnok is ready to meet us at opening to let us into the vault.

So soon? Fleur wrote. You are certain you are prepared?

As certain as I'll ever be.

Harry knew it didn't matter how prepared he truly was – he was running out of time. March had snuck up on him out of nowhere, the warming temperatures and melting snows reminding him of how quickly time was marching ahead of him. He could not afford to wait any longer...the horcruxes had to be dealt with, or all would be lost. He would sign a million more blood contracts bankrupting his future if it meant accelerating his timeline just a day or two faster.

And as with Barty Crouch, he did not want to delay too long in case the Lestrange brothers' routine changed significantly. He'd noticed several key patterns in their behaviors...while they were unpredictable on weekends, either throwing large bashes at their cottage or absent from the home entirely, they slowed down in the middle of the week, rarely taking visitors and mostly sticking to themselves in the evenings after work. Harry was also certain that they had no house-elves or other magical creatures to surprise him, giving him the perfect window to strike.

So the following Tuesday, after yet another stakeout of the Lestrange cottage with no significant incident, Harry decided it was time. That night, he pulled out his enchanted Galleon and changed the serial numbers to tomorrow's date, Wednesday the 4th of March. Daphne startled across the room as her coin glowed; she met Harry's eye and fearfully nodded her understanding. She would need to be ready in case of emergency. Harry hoped that both Fleur and Andromeda were ready too, as both would be crucial elements to this plan working.

Somehow Harry managed to stay calm throughout classes the following morning and afternoon, going about his business as if it were any other Wednesday. He even loudly gave a third-year Hufflepuff girl detention in the Great Hall for running down the aisles, ensuring all could see and hear him. If anyone bothered to think of Harry on this particular day, it would be his presence here in the castle, performing his duties, giving no indication of what he had planned for that evening.

After a quick dinner, Harry excused himself from the Great Hall and Apparated from the castle to the Lestrange residence. Rabastan was already home when he arrived...that was typical, as the younger brother often left work before five PM. Harry had no clue what the man did at the Ministry, but clearly it wasn't that important. Rodolphus was the one Voldemort cared more about, giving him more responsibilities in order to keep a closer eye on him.

Harry settled into the bushes to wait. Usually the two brothers shared dinner together once Rodolphus returned home, which is when he planned to strike. But as the sun set, it became clear that this would not be the case this evening...Rabastan appeared to be eating alone, and Rodolphus was nowhere to be seen. Something had altered their plans for the night, and Harry did not know what it was.

He weighed his options. Should he back out and plan for another night? It would force him to somehow contact Fleur and Andromeda and warn them that the plan was off, that they would have to abort and try again later. If Rodolphus didn't show up soon, it would jeopardize all of the work Harry had planned, as both he and Rabastan needed to die for his scheme to work. He began to worry as the clock ticked past six, seven, eight o'clock, with no Rodolphus in sight…

Then, just as Harry was about to officially back out and cancel his plans, he heard the tell-tale crack of Apparation within the cottage. To his surprise, the sound of multiple voices wafted from the nearby window, indicating more people than expected. "Hominem revelio," Harry whispered; a pulse of magic flared out, telling him that there were now four people inside the home, not two. Visitors, this late? But who?

Harry knew the safest option was to just back out and try again another night, when there weren't such unpredictable factors at play. But he decided to wait it out just a bit longer, to see what might be going on inside the house. "Homunculi speculo," he muttered, creating a copy of himself that he sent slowly forward towards the house. He directed his carbon copy around to the back of the home, slipping through the back wall and into a tiny cupboard adjacent to the kitchen. Suddenly the voices inside became crystal-clear, and he could hear the conversation taking place, even though he dared not peek out to see who was speaking.

"...held up by that ponce Percy Weasley again," Rodolphus was complaining loudly over the sound of clinking china. "Keeps pesterin' me about paperwork being filed improperly. Like bloody hell, kid, fix it your damned self!"

"We oughtta exterminate all the Weasleys while we can," Rabastan grumbled bitterly. "The youngest son is a damned traitor, and the rest of 'em are all Dumbledore loyalists."

"Yeah, but they're too damned useful to be rid of," Rodolphus sighed. "The oldest Bill is one of Gringotts' top blokes, and the twins are supplying all of our Aurors' Shield garb. The Dark Lord briefly considered using the youngest girl as leverage, but the lecher Amycus Carrow ruined that plan by taking her hand in marriage."

"Thank Merlin the Dark Lord still honors the proper pure-blood wedding traditions," Rabastan muttered. Then, he laughed loudly, adding, "Damned shame we don't give a toss about 'em ourselves, am I right, Reaver?"

A third man chuckled, and Harry realized it was Gilderoy Lockhart. "Too true," Lockhart agreed. "I daresay I had my doubts, but there is a particular pleasure in seeing my dearly betrothed so thoroughly ravaged by another man. Isn't that right, dearest?"

Lockhart and the two Lestrange brothers guffawed loudly, while the fourth occupant in the room remained silent. It occurred to Harry that it must be Pansy Parkinson, whom Lockhart had selected as his bride at the Minister's Ball last November. A pang of guilt struck Harry as he realized what this meeting was about...it was rare for the Lestranges to entertain guests during the week, but it usually involved other Death Eaters and their wives, performing various group activities that Harry preferred not to visualize in his head.

"Well, shall we get straight to it, then?" Rabastan suggested eagerly. "I'd love to be the first to break 'er in...it's been ages since I had such a fair-skinned lass." Harry heard a brief whimper from Pansy, either as a reflex from being touched, or from fear at what the evening might entail for her, if not both.

"Ah, about that," Lockhart sighed, setting down his goblet with a heavy clunk. "Afraid I'm needed in Knockturn this evening, to cover for some of Crouch's old duties. But a deal's a deal...you two can have your fun with her tonight, and when your two brides come of-age next month, I am sure you'll return the favor in kind."

"Agreed!" Rodolphus said eagerly. "You're too kind, Gilderoy—er, I mean, Reaver. We'll try not to bloody her up too much."

"As long as she's still breathing, I don't much mind," Lockhart said dismissively, his chair scraping as he stood to leave. "Not like she participates much in bed herself...maybe she'd be better off as a vegetable."

Harry felt a sudden strong urge to burst into the cottage then and there and begin firing spells. Not only was his sense of chivalry stirred by this brazen discussion of domestic assault, he was sorely tempted by the prospect of taking out the Lestranges AND Gilderoy Lockhart in one fell swoop. But he restrained himself, knowing it was far too risky. Taking on three Death Eaters at once was near-suicidal – his task of subduing all three would be exponentially harder, and if any one of them got an opening to press their Dark Mark and summon Voldemort, he was doomed. As tantalizing of a target that Lockhart was, Harry had to let him go this time and look for a more opportune moment to strike.

"Expect me back around midnight," said Lockhart as he stood from the table. "Have fun, you three!" And with a small pop, Lockhart Disapparated, leaving the Lestranges alone with their prey.

"Well, she's all yours, Rab," said Rodolphus, as he too stood from the table. "Why don't you get her started while I freshen up a bit?"

"You read my mind," Rabastan chuckled. There was a tiny eep of surprise as Rabastan stood, his heavy footfalls retreating towards the bedroom indicating that he'd thrown Pansy over his shoulder to carry her to bed.

Harry weighed his options. Pansy was not much of a threat to him in these circumstances...he'd be surprised if she even had a wand. It would be a two-on-one fight, just as he'd planned, and the brothers were currently preoccupied and separated from one another. The evening had not transpired as he planned, but he still had a window of opportunity to strike.

Screw it, Harry thought. Fortune favors the bold. His operation would continue on as planned. The Lestranges were going to die tonight.

He released his hold on the body hiding in the bushes, teleporting fully into the kitchen cupboard inside. He slowly cracked open the door; as expected, the main room was empty, dirty plates and goblets still littering the kitchen table. Two doors were shut across the room, both with light spilling out from beneath them – one the bathroom where Rodolphus was readying himself, the other the bedroom where Rabastan had taken Pansy.

Harry made sure there was nothing else in the house to surprise him before creeping out into the center of the room, wand aimed at both doors. He wasn't sure which was which, but his plan was simple: wait for Rodolphus to emerge, take him out silently, then enter the bedroom and finish off Rabastan. Pansy might end up as collateral damage, but Harry would have to live with that...he could not afford to pull his punches.

His heart pounded as he waited for one of the two doors to open. How best to do this? Harry thought to himself. Starting with the Killing Curse seemed unwise – it would force him to speak the spell verbally, announcing his presence and giving both brothers time to react. Perhaps a Stupefy or Petrificus totalus would be wiser, to silently incapacitate one brother before moving on to the next, and returning to finish the job after. Yes, that would do nicely…

Then, Harry nearly jumped out of his skin as he heard a loud BUZZING sound emanating from the kitchen area. He quickly backed towards the table to locate the source of the sound; Rodolphus had left what looked like an official Ministry badge beside his plate, which was currently buzzing loudly and glowing blue.

"Again?" a voice loudly complained from across the room. "The Ministry knows better than to call me in this late…"

Before Harry could react, one of the two doors swung open, and Rodolphus emerged, half-dressed and looking irritated. He froze in the doorway, seeing Harry standing out in the middle of the room. They stared at one another for a long moment from across the room, wide-eyed.

Both acted at the same moment. Rodolphus plunged his hand into his pocket for his wand, as Harry aimed his and cast a silent Body-Bind Curse at the man. His aim was true; Rodolphus froze like a statue, his arms and legs snapping together as he wobbled uncertainly on the balls of his feet, his wand clattering to the ground.

Harry's plan had worked. Only, he didn't account for what would happen next. Before he could react, Rodolphus toppled forwards, his frozen body falling to the floorboards with a deafening CRASH.

There was a tense moment of silence. "Rodolphus?" Rabastan called out from the bedroom. "What in blazes was that?"

Harry heard footsteps approaching, then the bedroom door swung open, as Rabastan emerged from within. No time to second-guess now, Harry thought grimly, aiming his wand at the newcomer. "Avada Kedavra!" he shouted.

The green bolt of light exploded from his wand and careened across the room, aimed perfectly at Rabastan's chest. But the man tripped over his brother's frozen form, which had landed directly in front of the door frame; Rabastan too fell to the ground as the Killing Curse made contact with the door behind him. It exploded with great force, spraying splinters of wood everywhere, causing Pansy to scream from within from the commotion.

"Avada Kedav—" Harry bellowed again, but Rabastan had reacted quickly, snatching up his brother's fallen wand and firing blind curses in Harry's direction. Harry was forced to spin away, taking cover behind a support beam as the spells zoomed past his head.

"What is happening?" Pansy shrieked from the bedroom.

"Shut up, bitch, and lemme focus!" Rabastan snarled. Harry did not remain idle, spinning and whipping another series of hexes across the room. Rabastan threw up a Shield Charm, but Harry had anticipated this...he'd aimed for the ceiling above, causing it to cave in on the man, as he grunted in pain.

"Call for help, you useless wench!" Rabastan ordered as he struggled to free himself from the wreckage.

"How?!" Pansy cried. "I haven't got a wand!"

"Figure it out!" Rabastan grunted, as he finally wrestled his way out of the debris. He stumbled to his feet, prepared to face Harry one on one, and then—

SMASH! Rabastan fell backward as a twisted mass of metal and porcelain connected with his head. Harry had transfigured the contents of the kitchen table into a heavy projectile and launched it across the room, connecting with his target.

Harry did not delay. He leapt across the room as Rabastan flailed about, blood pouring down his face as he grasped blindly for his wand. A green flash of light later, and he was no more; another one sent his brother along behind him, both souls extinguished in seconds.

It was suddenly eerily quiet as Harry stood over the two fallen bodies. He felt oddly bereft of emotion as he looked upon the two fallen brothers...no remorse, no satisfaction. Just the cold finality of death, leaving nothing but empty vessels behind. If it was not for the adrenaline pounding in Harry's ears, it might have been a serene scene.

Then, a voice disrupted the silence. "P-please don't kill me." Harry whipped his wand around as Pansy emerged in the doorway, wearing nothing but a sheer nightgown. She looked different than she had when he last saw her months prior...she was thinner now, more frail-looking and pale, as though she hadn't seen the sun in weeks. Gone was the sneering pug-faced girl he'd known growing up at Hogwarts...her face was hard-etched and sunken, as though she'd seen things she would never forget.

"Potter?" Pansy gasped, recognizing him for the first time. Her eyes trailed down to the floor, seeing the two Lestrange brothers' bodies lying in a heap on the carpet. "Y-you've killed them," she trembled. "W-what have you done?"

Kill her, the Elder Wand whispered in Harry's mind. She's a witness, and she saw your face. She can't be allowed to survive and tell others what she saw.

Pansy seemed to realize the danger she was in, wide eyes turning back to Harry. "I-I swear I won't say a word," she stammered. "I'll do anything. You can do anything." And she began to slowly unbutton her nightgown with trembling fingers, as though offering herself in exchange for her life.

Now's your chance for revenge, the Elder Wand whispered gleefully. Take what you want from her and dispose of her. You hold all the power now.

But Harry was feeling something he never thought he'd feel about Pansy Parkinson: pity. This was not the same haughty Slytherin brat he'd known all throughout his childhood. That girl was gone now, replaced by a battered and broken woman, one whose entire existence had been reduced to what she could offer physically to the men who controlled her. It was a pathetic and stomach-turning sight.

She doesn't deserve to die, Harry thought. It's too cruel. Sure, she had been a menace to him at Hogwarts – an arrogant, bigoted child who knew nothing of the realities of the world. But that was not a crime worthy of death. If anything, seeing her now, reckoning with the choices she'd made and the people she'd supported, he figured she had been punished enough.

So instead, he pointed his wand between Pansy's eyes and whispered, "Obliviate." Pansy's eyes went glossy and unfocused for a moment, then she blinked and regained her bearings, staring around the room wildly. Her eyes settled on Harry again and she gasped anew.

"Longbottom?!" she breathed.

Harry had applied a glamour to disguise himself as Neville, aiming the Elder Wand menacingly at her. "Parkinson," he said coldly, emulating the boy's voice as best he could. "I should kill you, but I shall let you live to deliver a message for me."

"W-what kind of message?" Pansy trembled.

"Tell your husband Lockhart that I'm coming for him next," Harry growled as Neville. "And tell his master that his soul will soon be mine. Stupefy." A red bolt of light collided with Pansy, and she collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

Harry knew Lockhart would view her memories as soon as he learned what happened here tonight. He would see her memory of Neville and relay the message to Voldemort. That would hopefully set them both on the wrong path, by convincing them that Neville was the perpetrator and that Lockhart was his next target.

Harry knew he could not linger for long. The Ministry badge on the table was still buzzing, and he had no clue how long it would be until someone came calling to see why Rodolphus wasn't responding. He hurried from the room and out the front door. One last piece of business remained before leaving the scene of the crime.

"Morsmordre," he muttered, jabbing his wand to the sky above the cottage. His corrupted Dark Mark burst into existence, complete with his signature lightning bolt crushing the skull beneath. Just a reminder that I'm coming for you, Tom, Harry thought grimly. Then, satisfied with his work, he Apparated back to Hogwarts, checking that the coast was clear on his Map before hurrying back to his dorm.

He did not dare sleep that night...not that he would have been able to, anyway. He was too wound up from the night's events to even think about shutting his mind off. Besides, his Dark Mark was burning angrily on his arm, as Voldemort learned of the Lestrange's deaths and spent the entire night in a state of unbridled rage. But the expected summons did not come...perhaps he did not wish to alert the Death Eaters yet, did not wish to admit weakness, to demonstrate that Neville continued to elude his grasp.

Dawn slowly broke over the grounds, and while Harry was still jittery, he forced himself up and out of bed for his customary morning jog. He had to continue maintaining appearances for as long as possible. He greeted the other two students who were out exercising as well, and even went out of his way to swing by the greenhouses to say hello to Professor Sprout as she opened up for the day. The more people that could bear witness to his presence on campus, the better.

Harry was not hungry in the slightest, but he forced himself to eat something in the Great Hall when it opened for breakfast. The news of the Lestranges' murder was already in the Prophet, as students and staff alike worriedly discussed its significance. Harry felt Daphne's sidelong gaze upon him, but did not dare look back at her, calmly eating his meal as though nothing were the matter.

He checked his watch compulsively as he ate – Gringotts opened at precisely nine o' clock, and he wanted to be there right at opening so he and Andromeda could be in and out as soon as possible. Luckily he had a free period that morning, so nobody in the castle would miss him if he returned quickly enough. At quarter to nine, he excused himself from the Head Table and rushed to the Apparation point to head to Diagon Alley.

Hope Andromeda got the memo, Harry thought as he raced through the quiet morning streets of the alley. It was possible she might get cold feet, or find herself unable to get away from the Ministry as news of the Lestrange's deaths the night before hit the public. But to his relief, he spotted her standing off to one side of the bank as he approached, doing her best to look inconspicuous.

Harry circled around through a back alleyway and Disillusioned himself before approaching Andromeda from behind. "It's me," he whispered as he got close. "Are you ready?"

"Yes," Andromeda whispered back. She did not ask for details about the Lestranges or attempt to go over the plan in more detail. She was the epitome of poise and calm, which Harry greatly appreciated in that moment.

At nine on the dot, a goblin arrived to unlock the front doors with a large key, and patrons began to queue in the Atrium. Andromeda hustled to the front of the line, as Harry lingered nearby; his disguise wasn't foolproof, but nobody was likely to notice him if they weren't looking specifically for someone invisible. He crept up alongside Andromeda as she approached the first open teller and cleared her throat.

"Andromeda Potter, here to see Ragnok the Ruthless," she announced primly.

The teller flipped through a stack of parchment to confirm the appointment. "First door to your left," the goblin sneered, beckoning toward the hallway. Andromeda hurried that way, Harry close behind. They took the first door, which led directly to a set of rails, a mine cart already on the tracks ready for them.

After a few minutes' delay, the door opened behind them, and Ragnok strode in, looking cross. "What are you doing here?" he demanded, eyes landing on Andromeda. "You're the Minister's wife...I was expecting his son."

"I'm here," Harry announced, causing Ragnok to jump; he dropped his Disillusionment Charm to reveal himself. "She's with me."

"What's she got to do with this?" Ragnok pressed. "You didn't say your accomplice was someone so connected to the Ministry."

"I am the sister-in-law of the deceased," Andromeda said haughtily. "As House Lestrange is no more, I am the nearest surviving relative of the previous owners of their vault, and demand entry."

"Hmph," Ragnok sniffed, still looking displeased by the proximity of the Minister of Magic to their illegal operation. "Very well. Shall we review our terms once more before proceeding?"

"Time is of the essence, Ragnok," Harry said firmly. "Take us directly to the vault. No need for formalities."

Ragnok huffed in annoyance, but hopped up into the mine cart and motioned for the other two to follow. Harry and Andromeda had barely taken their seats when the cart lurched forward, rocketing down the rails and down into the deep caverns of Gringotts. Harry had never gone so fast on these tracks before; it took all of his Quidditch instincts to keep hold of the small railing in front of him. Andromeda clung to him tightly, trembling and cursing under her breath as they spiraled down into the depths.

The mine cart rounded a corner, and Harry saw a large waterfall cascading over the tracks. He could feel magic radiating off of it from afar...some kind of security measure? But as they approached, Ragnok snapped his fingers, and the flow of water ceased, allowing them to pass through unscathed. Harry could only imagine what might have happened if there was no goblin present.

Finally, after several hair-raising minutes, the mine cart screeched to a halt. They were deep underground, the air musty and stale, and the carved hallways looked ancient – centuries, perhaps millenniums old. Ragnok leapt from the cart and motioned them forward down the nearest hall, their footsteps echoing loudly in the cavernous space.

Harry felt a sense of foreboding as they moved closer. He heard something stirring nearby – something massive. And as they emerged into a clearing, he saw it: a massive white dragon, chained to the wall, looking delirious and undernourished but no less dangerous. It did not appear able to see, but its nose probed the air as they approached, sensing newcomers, sensing danger—

But before the dragon could act, Ragnok pulled a small device from his pouch and began to rattle it. The device made a terrible ringing noise like tiny hammers, causing the dragon to screech in discomfort and retreat. "Quickly, now," Ragnok urged them; Harry and Andromeda followed him around the perimeter of the clearing and down the nearest offshoot.

They emerged in front of an ancient vault door that looked as old as Hogwarts itself. Ragnok pressed his palm to the surface, and the door melted away, revealing a vast treasure trove of riches within. Andromeda appeared unfazed by the opulent display, but Harry marveled at the accumulated wealth the Lestranges had built up over centuries. Until I ended their bloodline, Harry thought grimly.

"You have fifteen minutes," said Ragnok. "Touch nothing but what you require." And the door sealed itself shut again, leaving Harry and Andromeda alone in the vault.

"What exactly are we looking for?" Andromeda asked.

"It's a small golden cup with two handles," said Harry, looking around the vault. "With a badger engraved on its surface."

"Huh," Andromeda muttered. Harry wondered if she was putting the pieces together of what exactly they were after. Did she realize the significance of what they were here to steal? Harry supposed its actual identity paled in comparison to the risks they were taking to get it.

Harry shuffled around a large pile of Galleons towards the back of the vault, careful not to touch anything. He sensed Dark magic in the air all around them, and didn't want to know what kind of nasty traps were set on the various artifacts kept in here. It also made it more difficult to sense the magic of the horcrux, as Harry kept his senses attuned to the room around him, trying to locate it by magic alone—

"Merlin!" Andromeda suddenly hissed; withdrawing her hand in pain. Harry turned to see a silver plate clatter to the ground off a nearby table, multiple copies bursting into existence around it. Gemini Curse, Harry thought grimly; he jabbed his wand at the rapidly-multiplying plates, ceasing the replication process.

"Careful not to touch anything," Harry reminded Andromeda.

"It was an accident," Andromeda said snippily. But as Harry turned his back, he thought he saw her slip something small into her pocket. Skiving a bit off the top, are we? Harry thought, shaking his head at the brazen display. But he said nothing, figuring it wouldn't matter in the long run. By the time anyone took full inventory of the vault and noticed anything else was missing, they would be long gone.

Harry resumed his search, using his wand to carefully move objects out of his path. He was beginning to worry now – all of his planning had been due to a hunch, that the Cup was still in the Lestrange vault. What if he was mistaken? What if it had been moved after Bellatrix's death? What if it had never been here to begin with? Or worse, what if Voldemort had sent someone here in the dead of night to retrieve it by force? A feeling of dread began to overtake him, as his mind raced, wondering what he would do if he was wrong—

Then, he felt it. A malevolent energy, piercing through the haze of Dark magic and chilling Harry to his core. Harry felt like he recognized Voldemort's soul almost as well as his own, as he was drawn immediately to the back corner of the vault. And there it was, amidst a mountain of gold and silver: the Cup of Hufflepuff, sitting innocuously atop the heap.

"Found it," Harry announced. He conjured a small marble box and levitated it up the mountain of riches, using it to scoop up the Cup and bring it back down to him. He sealed the box and tucked it carefully within his robes, careful not to touch anything else. He still felt the putrid magic wafting out of his pocket, but no matter – he could destroy it once they made it out of the bank. For now, it was safely in his possession.

Harry and Andromeda hurried back to the vault door and knocked. Ragnok opened it for them, and they stepped out into the hall; not a second later, a loud bell began clanging overhead – some kind of alarm. Ragnok groaned and snapped his fingers to silence it.

"What have you taken?" he demanded. "You were meant only to take the goblet!"

Andromeda sheepishly began to speak up, but Harry overrode her. "It matters not what was taken," he said firmly. "We have what we need, and we'll be going now."

"This was not part of the deal, Potter!" Ragnok seethed.

"Look, do you want the Sword, or not?" Harry demanded. He and Ragnok glared at one another for a long while; finally the goblin relented with a deep groan.

"Very well," he snapped. "We must make haste, before security arrives to check on the alarm."

They retreated back the way they came, past the dragon, into the mine cart, and back up the winding tracks to the surface. Harry's anxiety slowly began to dissipate as they ascended, breathing in the fresh air with relief. We've made it, he thought. We're actually going to get away with this. Now it's just a matter of retrieving the Sword and killing the snake, and we're practically done…

The mine cart arrived back at the top level. Harry prepared to Disillusion himself again and sneak out the exit, but the door opened, and a pair of goblin clerks rushed into the room, looking anxious. They exchanged brief words with Ragnok in Gobbledegook, which Harry could not decipher, but based on their tone and mannerisms, it sounded like trouble.

Ragnok motioned for Harry and Andromeda to follow him through a side door, which opened up into a conference room identical to the one Harry had met him in the week prior. "Wait here," he ordered, and followed the two clerks from the room, shutting the door behind him.

"What's this about?" Andromeda asked, looking quizzically to Harry.

"Dunno," Harry frowned. More negotiations for the Sword, perhaps? Some act of deception to demand more in exchange for their safe passage? Harry had a bad feeling about this, and as the minutes ticked by, he began to wonder if something had gone awry – if they would not be making such a clean escape after all.

Finally, Ragnok re-entered the room, leering at the two of them. "We have a problem," he growled. "Another party has arrived to dispute ownership of the vault. We are bound by our constitution to honor it."

"What dispute?" Andromeda demanded. "Who was it?"

"They are coming now," said Ragnok. Footsteps echoed in the hallway behind him, heralding a new arrival.

Panic flared up in Harry's chest. Had Voldemort learned of their plans somehow? Had he come to seize the Cup for himself? Or had he simply sent one of his lieutenants to check on it?

"They cannot know I was here," said Harry urgently to Andromeda, before turning to Ragnok. "And they cannot know the Cup was taken. You will never get the Sword if they learn it is missing." And he swiftly cast a Disillusionment Charm on himself, backing into the corner and standing perfectly still.

Not a second later, the door burst open, and Narcissa Malfoy strode into the room. She cast an imperious look around the space, eyeing Ragnok suspiciously before her eyes rested on Andromeda.

"Hello, sister," she greeted her neutrally. "It has been many years."

"Twenty-seven, to be precise," said Andromeda coolly. "That was the day I announced my betrothal to Theodore and was kicked out of the house. You never reached out after that."

Narcissa did not deign to respond to this. "I am surprised to see you here, Andy," she said. "Our dearest sister's husband is dead not twelve hours, and you have already come to plunder his vault?"

"I could say the same for you, Cissy," Andromeda retorted. "Though I suppose you had a more direct connection to the dearly departed?"

"My husband insisted upon it," said Narcissa. "And I suppose yours did the same, did he?"

"I am here of my own accord," said Andromeda. "Unlike you, I am not a lapdog that caters to the whims of other masters."

Harry watched on, stunned, as the two estranged sisters conversed stiffly with one another. They looked and acted so alike, both haughty and aristocratic, as Andromeda slipped easily back into the pure-blood persona she'd discarded decades ago.

"Let us dispose of the pleasantries," said Narcissa. "I have as much claim to that vault as you do, and I will not see it fall into the hands of someone who was removed from the family she now seeks to profit from."

"Unlike you and Bella, I was restored to House Black by the current Lord," said Andromeda. "Sometimes it pays to maintain relationships with family. Perhaps you'd like to take it up with Sirius yourself?"

"This does not concern Sirius," said Narcissa. "I am Bella's true family. I alone was there for her when she got out of Azkaban. You have no right to her belongings!"

"Unfortunately, the law says otherwise," said Andromeda. "I am just as much her relative as you are."

"We shall see," Narcissa sniffed. "I too know the law, and I am placing her vault under dispute. That means it is frozen pending legal review – no withdrawals, no deposits."

Andromeda did not respond immediately to this. Harry knew just as she did that this was the worst-case scenario...the vault would now be heavily scrutinized, and they could not legally take anything from it without disclosing it publicly. The only hope they had was that the goblins would honor the bribe and allow the Cup to be removed in secret.

"So, how much did you try to take, dear sister?" asked Narcissa coldly. "A few thousand Galleons to line your pockets?"

"I am not interested in Bella's blood money," said Andromeda. She reached into her cloak, and withdrew the small object Harry had seen her take earlier: a silver brooch, engraved with a glittering 'B' for Black. "This is all that I took."

Narcissa's eyes narrowed at the small object. After a moment, her face softened in recognition. "Your brooch," she said softly.

"The one I gave her when she announced her engagement to Rodolphus," Andromeda nodded, voice sounding far off, as if remembering the day long ago. "Before I was kicked out."

Narcissa seemed to be reminiscing on those days as well. "She was so jealous when mother gave you that brooch as a child," she muttered. "How many fights did you get into when she tried to steal it?"

"Too many to count," said Andromeda, sounding almost mirthful. Narcissa's face twitched slightly, as though she wanted to smile at the memory. For the briefest of moments, the two women looked at each other like true long-lost sisters, united by a common memory of a simpler, happier time.

But then, Narcissa's mask slipped back into place, and she turned back to Ragnok. "Does she tell the truth?" she demanded. "Is this all that was taken?"

Harry held his breath as Ragnok procured a clipboard and examined it. "Records show one item removed from Vault 34," he said. "One engraved silver brooch, no value listed."

Narcissa's stern expression relaxed somewhat at this news. Harry assumed she had been sent only to check on the status of the Cup, not caring about anything else.

"I told you so," said Andromeda sharply. "Do you truly think so little of me as to call me a liar?"

"I called you no such thing," Narcissa scoffed. "But you've no idea the danger you've placed yourself in by entering that vault. The Dark Lord would flay you alive if he knew."

A chill ran down Harry's spine at this remark, and he could see that Andromeda also appeared nervous. "Then I certainly hope he never finds out," she said coolly, though the unspoken threat lingered in the air...would Narcissa inform Voldemort of what transpired here between them?

"Luckily for you, I am not here to squabble over petty childhood grievances, so I will let this transgression slide," Narcissa sniffed, and Harry breathed an internal sigh of relief. "As I said, I am here on behalf of my husband. He wishes only to ensure that the most valuable contents of the vault remain intact."

"Naturally," said Andromeda coolly. "What kind of a Malfoy would he be if he did not jump at every opportunity to plunder from the dead?"

Narcissa's face turned sour, any vestiges of goodwill towards her remaining sister disappearing in a flash. "Our business here is concluded," she said. "See that no other objects are removed from the vault, goblin...you will be hearing from our lawyers shortly."

Narcissa turned towards the door to leave. She paused in the door frame, turning back towards her sister once more. "Oh, and congratulations," she said, nodding towards Andromeda's midsection. "If only mother were still alive to see you become a proper pure-blood." And she swept from the room, the gentle clicking of her heels disappearing down the marble corridor and out of earshot.

"That bitch," Andromeda said bitterly as Harry reappeared beside her. "Still taking out her anger on me for her unhappy marriage."

Harry knew it was not his place to comment on the Black family relations, so he did not respond to this statement directly. "Thank you for covering for me," he said, before turning to Ragnok. "And you as well. Make sure nobody else can access that Vault."

"Just bring us the Sword," the goblin snarled, in no mood for pleasantries. "We will be in touch if it is not delivered promptly." And he too swept from the room, allowing Harry and Andromeda to finally exhale with relief.
Year 7-20: Distraction Tactics

"Are you alright, Harry? You look rather anxious."

"Hmm?" said Harry, glancing up from his homework in the library. "I'm fine, Luna. Why do you ask?"

"No reason," Luna hummed, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet as she hovered over his table. "Your energy is just intense right now. I could sense it from across the room."

"I'm just tired, that's all," Harry muttered, rubbing his eyes. "Nothing you need to worry about. But thank you for asking."

"That is understandable," Luna nodded thoughtfully. "Given all the responsibilities you have. Well, I hope you are able to find rest."

"Me too," Harry grumbled. "Would you like to sit with me?"

"Oh, no thank you," Luna smiled politely. "I promised Gellert I would meet him for an afternoon meditation session. See you, Harry!" And the girl skipped off, looking and acting as though she hadn't a care in the world. As always, Harry felt a pang of worry for the girl, so pure and innocent in such close proximity to a dangerous maniac like Grindelwald. But somehow, Luna's instincts always proved correct in the end, so he had no choice but to trust her in this regard.

Case in point: she was absolutely right that Harry was stressed. The operation the previous week had gone off without a hitch – the Lestranges were dead, Neville was the presumed culprit according to the Prophet, the Cup of Hufflepuff was destroyed via Fiendfyre back at Raven House, and nobody had noticed Harry's absence from the castle. But Harry remained terrified that things could all come crashing down in an instant. What if the murders were traced back to him? What if Ragnok the Ruthless reneged on his deal and sold him out? What if Grindelwald regained his full strength and made his move against Harry too early? What if Voldemort realized his horcruxes were in danger and moved the remaining ones out of reach?

Normally he would vent these fears to Fleur in the evenings via enchanted diary, but he could not do so at the moment. She had taken another visit home to France to visit her family, leaving the diary behind, and Harry was unsure when she would return. He didn't realize how much he'd relied upon her as a sounding board until that was no longer an available option. He would simply have to do without her words of wisdom and comfort for now, and continue on as if he hadn't a fear in the world.

So Harry attended his classes, even though he already knew the material. He studied for his N.E.W.T. exams, even though he knew he was unlikely to still be enrolled as a student by the time they were administered in June. He doled out detentions to unruly teenagers, which felt pointlessly punitive compared to the death and destruction he'd witnessed (and caused) outside the castle. It all felt so arbitrary and worthless, like some intricate charade he was performing for little benefit.

But he knew deep down that maintaining appearances was perhaps his most important duty of all. Voldemort currently did not view him as a threat, and he needed to keep it that way. Eventually the Dark Lord would realize the truth and move against the Potters, but the more Harry played nice and kept his nose clean, the longer he could keep that from happening. He was more than happy to blend into the background, performing his most important tasks in secret, far from the spotlight.

Unfortunately, the spotlight always seemed to find its way back to him in the end.

He arrived for breakfast in the Great Hall one morning in mid-March to hundreds of curious eyes following him up to the Head Table. For a fleeting moment of terror, he thought he'd been exposed, that everyone knew the truth about him. No, Voldemort would have gotten to me by now if they did, he thought, forcing himself to remain calm as he took his seat. Daphne was not present for the meal, and Harry quickly realized why when he unfolded his copy of the Prophet and read:

MINISTER'S SON AND WIFE EXPECTING!

By Regina Hornsby, The Daily Prophet

"Just weeks after Minister James Potter and his newlywed wife Andromeda announced their pregnancy, the Minister's son, Harry Potter, has upstaged the pair. Sources close to the younger Potter and his wife Daphne (née Greengrass) have confirmed that the couple are also expecting a child.

According to a fellow Hogwarts student close to the young couple, the new Missus Potter has missed several classes due to 'illness' in the past few weeks. 'I overheard her speaking with [Resident Healer Poppy] Pomfrey about prenatal care in the Hospital Wing last week,' the unnamed student told the Prophet in a letter. 'By the sound of it, she's at least a couple of months along by now.'

The news comes amid speculation surrounding who will inherit the Potter family fortune. Several readers wrote in speculating that the younger Potter staged this announcement to garner public sympathy and bolster his case to claim his father's riches. Inheritance experts are torn on the issue, with some claiming—"

Harry didn't bother with the rest of the article, which appeared to be the kind of gossip-rag rubbish he expected to see in Witch Weekly, not Britain's preeminent journalistic institution. It was frankly depressing to see how far the paper's standards had fallen – not that they were that high to begin with. It also served as a reminder of why he'd wanted to control the narrative and announce the pregnancy on his own terms...now the story was bound to run amok and create unintended consequences he hadn't planned for.

He glanced around the Hall to gauge the reactions to the news. Dahlia and Damian both peered at him curiously...they both knew the true nature of his marriage to Daphne, but he had not yet explained this latest development to them. Everyone else gossiped openly about the 'scandal' (if it could even be called one), eager for something salacious to talk about and distract them from their troubles. Much of the staff appeared nonchalant, except for Lily, who met Harry's eyes with a wide-eyed gaze. He could only give her a grim nod of confirmation, wishing he could explain the truth but knowing it was far too risky.

Harry stopped by the dorm before class to check on Daphne. She was working on classwork at her desk, or at least trying to, between angry mutterings and frustrated sighs. There was shredded red paper littering the floor all around her...evidence of a recent Howler incident.

"Mother was livid that I did not inform her first," Daphne sighed in explanation. "I had planned on telling her over Spring Break...I just didn't expect the news to break so soon."

"Me neither," Harry chuckled. "Turns out some girls are that desperate to get the scoop."

"It was that bitch Tracey Davis, I just know it," Daphne huffed. "She's been hanging around me more often lately...I bet she tailed me to the Hospital Wing to eavesdrop."

"I don't think it was Tracey," said Harry. It was true that the girl was sticking closer to Daphne lately, but that seemed more like a consequence of her being iced out of Slytherin House. All of her dorm mates had departed the castle to live with their new husbands, and Zacharias Smith had broken up with her for Hannah Abbott, leaving Tracey lonely and desperate for companionship. Personally, Harry suspected Romilda Vane, the fifth-year Gryffindor and infamous gossiper he'd witnessed following Daphne from afar on multiple occasions.

"Merlin, why didn't I ask to meet Madam Pomfrey in a more private setting?" Daphne groaned. "I just asked her for advice in the middle of the Hospital Wing...I'm such an idiot."

"Don't worry about it," said Harry, wrapping her in a reassuring hug. "It's unexpected, but we were planning to tell people at some point, right? Now the pressure's off."

"I guess so," Daphne muttered forlornly. "It's just strange. I know you're used to being in the headlines by now, but I never thought I'd be so scrutinized for this kind of thing—"

"Is it true?" a voice interrupted from behind the pair. Both wheeled around to see Astoria Greengrass standing in the open doorway, staring wide-eyed at her older sister. "You're pregnant?"

There was an awkward silence. Then, Daphne rushed over to engulf her sister in a teary hug. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you, Tori," she bawled. "I was just so embarrassed, and so scared, and I didn't know what to do—"

"You don't have to apologize," Astoria reassured her. "You know I support you no matter what."

Harry's heart was warmed by the sight of the two sisters reconciling. They had grown distant over the past school year, but were now reunited by their familial bond in such a significant moment in their lives. Harry slipped out of the dorm to give them privacy to reconnect.

In truth, he didn't mind so much that the news had been leaked. It was awkward in the short term, yes, but in the long term it meant the scrutiny upon him would lessen as the gossip mill churned onward. The incident with Ginny was now long forgotten, and the recent assassinations would soon become old news as well, meaning everyone's guards would start slowly coming down. That was what he needed in order for his plans to go off without a hitch.

It also turned out that Daphne's pregnancy was not the only topic of conversation in the news that day. Later that afternoon in History of Magic, Harry heard hushed conversations behind him, as Terry Boot and the other seventh-year Ravenclaw boys whispered to one another over Binns' droning. Harry was about to turn around and tell them off when he began to catch interesting snippets of their conversation:

"...should have been the real headline news, don't you think?"

"That makes it more suspicious if you ask me. There's something mighty strange going on if they're burying a story of THAT magnitude in the back of the Prophet."

"Come off it, Boot, not everyone is as big of a Quidditch nut as you are."

"And yet everyone knows who Krum is. It's not like this is something only Quidditch fans care about – he's a household name!"

"Oi," Harry hissed, wheeling around in his seat to confront the boys. "What are you lot talking about?"

Terry gave him a rueful glare, but clearly his interest in the topic at hand outweighed his hatred towards Harry. "You didn't read the sports section today, Potter?" he said. "Viktor Krum retired from Quidditch yesterday."

Harry frowned...he had indeed missed the article that morning. "Why did he do that?" he demanded.

"Dunno, do we?" shrugged Anthony Goldstein. "Article didn't say."

"And you'd think it would be bigger news than this," Terry added. "No offense, Potter, but more people care about the biggest wizarding athlete calling it quits in his prime than some silly inheritance dispute."

"Ahem," Professor Binns spoke up, noticing the disturbance in the back of his class for the first time. "Is something the matter, gentlemen?"

"Apologies, Professor," Harry called out, turning forward in his seat again. But his mind was far from the lecture still, ruminating on this strange development. Fleur had mentioned ages ago that Krum was considering a protest of the upcoming Quidditch season to draw attention to Voldemort's rising influence. Had that been his motivation? And was that why the Prophet had downplayed the news, so as not to draw further attention to it?

Once again his first instinct was to approach Fleur about the development and see what she made of it. There was a good chance she knew more than the Prophet let on, since the continent was unlikely to suppress the news as much as Britain's papers did. He hated this feeling of flying blind, of relying on blatant propaganda for any morsel of news from the outside world. In fact, he was tempted to craft himself an illegal Portkey that very evening, to travel to the continent himself to see what the hell was going on—

No, Fleur would be the first to tell me that's foolish, Harry told himself. She had stressed the importance of him keeping his head down the last time he'd seen her, shortly after the Cup's destruction and before her departure to France. Voldemort was sure to be more paranoid than ever after the Lestrange's deaths, and any deviation from normalcy would stick out like a sore thumb. Harry could not afford to be discovered missing from the castle for a while, lest someone noticed his absence and began connecting the dots. He had to stay put and continue the course, at least for now.

Later that evening, Harry left the library for the Great Hall for dinner, only to suddenly find himself being dragged into an empty classroom by the earlobe. He found a very cross Dahlia glaring at him when he was released, Damian close behind her.

"How dare you not tell me first?" his sister demanded. "I'm going to be an auntie, and I have to find out from the bloody Prophet?"

"Yeah, what gives?" Damian piped in. "I thought family was supposed to be the first to know?"

Harry groaned and drew his wand, casting a Muffling Charm on the door for safety. "Look, I was going to warn you both earlier," he muttered. "But the child isn't mine, okay?"

Both stared at him blankly. "What d'you mean it's not?" Dahlia demanded. "Whose else would it be?"

"It's Ron Weasley's," said Harry. "But you mustn't tell a soul about—"

"Bloody hell, you're in touch with Ron Weasley?" Damian exclaimed. "I thought for sure he was dead by now!"

Dahlia too looked astonished. "You found them?" she asked quietly. "Ron, Hermione, and...and Neville?"

"No, just Ron," Harry sighed, noting the crestfallen look on his sister's face. "We crossed paths over Christmas break. I've been meeting with him periodically since then, but you can't tell anyone!"

"Of course we won't," said Dahlia, as Damian nodded emphatically beside her. "But, oh, Mum is going to be so cross with you...she thinks she's going to be a grandmother."

Harry felt a pang of guilt at this. "She has to keep believing that," he sighed. "It's too dangerous if too many people know, and she and Dad are still being watched by Lockhart and the others."

"But what will happen when the baby is born?" Damian frowned. "I reckon it'll be obvious then that it's not yours."

"Let me worry about that," said Harry. "Just please, keep your heads down and pretend like this conversation never happened. There's a lot going on right now."

Dahlia scrutinized Harry's expression. "You didn't have anything to do with Crouch and the Lestranges, did you?" she asked worriedly.

"The less said about that, the better," Harry sighed, causing both Dahlia and Damian to raise their eyebrows. "I promise I'll tell you everything when this is all over."

He wished he could fully open up to his loved ones about what he was up to, but knew it would just cause more problems. The Prophet exposé was just further proof that there were eyes and ears everywhere in the castle – and not just the Death Eaters. He didn't want to draw suspicion because Dahlia or Damian let something slip, or were simply overheard talking about things they shouldn't. He also didn't want them to worry, which they certainly would if they knew all that he'd done and what else he had planned.

Luckily, the conversation surrounding Daphne's pregnancy was not as prolific as Harry feared. He got some odd looks in the coming days, but nothing like the days following Ginny's punishment. If anything, he figured the news would make him less threatening to Voldemort and the other Death Eaters. Surely the Dark Lord wouldn't suspect Harry of taking such murderous actions if he was an expecting father-to-be, right? While the initial buzz in the press had been intense, Harry suspected that the story would fade from the spotlight sooner than later.

Harry did get the feeling, however, that students were talking privately about something, even if it wasn't him. One thing he had gained as Head Boy was a keen sense for when a student was trying to hide something. Reading body language and shifts in behavior had become second-nature to him, especially since children were not so good at hiding their emotions. So when he rounded a corner between classes one morning and walked past a group of third-year Ravenclaw girls, who immediately fell silent at the sight of him, he knew something was up.

"Morrison. Jackson. Paige," he greeted the three guilty-looking girls. "Something the matter?"

"N-no, Mr. Potter," squeaked Felicity Morrison, nervously avoiding his eyeline. Jacqueline Paige swiftly moved her hands behind her back; Harry caught a glimpse at the corner of something bright purple, causing him to sigh in recognition.

"Hand it over, Ms. Paige," he demanded.

Jacqueline looked pinned like a deer in headlights for a moment. Then, she sheepishly procured a copy of The Quibbler, which Harry took from her hands.

"Anyone else want to fess up?" he asked, looking two the other two girls. "Dishonesty will only make matters worse."

The girls exchanged a terrified look, perhaps remembering what happened to Ginny. Then, each of them pulled their own copies of the banned magazine from their robes and surrendered them. "S-sorry," one of them squeaked, cowering as if afraid she'd be struck.

"That'll be twenty points from Ravenclaw for each of you," said Harry. "If it happens again, the punishment will be far worse. Now get to class." The three girls didn't need telling twice, scurrying off down the hall and out sight.

Harry sighed as he watched them go. He knew the publication was still in circulation amongst the students...some were just better at hiding it than others. But he couldn't be seen going soft on anyone, and had to continue playing the role of bad cop to maintain order. As long as they feared retribution, the students would not try anything like Ginny did ever again.

Harry glanced at the cover of the Quibbler before stowing it away, then did a double-take. A familiar face graced the cover, looking into the camera with his trademark scowl. A face Harry hadn't seen in a while, nor expected to see again for longer still. The headline over his head read:

VIKTOR KRUM TELLS ALL: WHY THE INTERNATIONAL STAR TRADED BROOMSTICKS FOR POLITICS

Harry stared at the headline for a moment, stunned. Krum spoke to the Quibbler? he thought. He knew the man was famously reticent about talking to the media at all, even Quidditch-related publications. So why was he speaking to Xenophilius Lovegood of all people? The headline might be pointing to the reason why, and Harry was itching to dig into the article himself.

So that night after dinner, he excused himself to his dorm and pulled out the magazine at his desk. He cracked it open to the headline article and began to read:

"Many in Britain and around the world were shocked by the news that international Quidditch star, Viktor Krum, was calling it quits in the prime of his career. Why would the most talented athlete of his generation turn his back on millions of fans – not to mention Galleons – for seemingly no reason? Was the decision injury-related? Was Krum simply tired of the sport after years in the spotlight?

The British media has largely remained silent on the matter – almost suspiciously so. Which is why I decided to sit down with Mr. Krum for a one-on-one interview at an undisclosed location to set the record straight. And as it turns out, his motives for the decision were largely altruistic in nature.

'I was raised to always do the right thing,' said Krum in our interview. 'My grandfather fought in the war against Grindelwald fifty years ago, giving up his dream career as an Unspeakable in the process. Now, I believe the world faces a similar threat, if not more dire, with the British Dark Lord [REDACTED]. I must honor the sacrifices my family before me made and give up the thing I love most to fight back against this threat.'

Krum elaborated on what he called the 'negligence' of the international community in response to the threat of You-Know-Who's return. 'The ICW was too quick to accept the official version of events after the Battle of London,' said Krum. 'It was clear to anyone with eyes that the threat of [You-Know-Who] was not truly gone. Dark Lord like him do not simply retreat and give up their ambitions...they will always come back stronger and more dangerous than ever.'

I later asked Krum if he read the previous editions of The Quibbler, linking You-Know-Who to the Potter administration. He appeared troubled by the topic, as though the matter had been weighing on him.

'I knew the Minister's son [Harry] years ago,' said Krum after some hesitation. 'I competed against him in the Triwizard Tournament and believed him to be the honorable type. I am therefore shocked and disappointed to see how quickly the British Ministry's policies have shifted towards discrimination and bigotry. It has made me rethink whether the family is to be trusted.'

Krum plans to spend the coming months traveling the continent and using his platform to raise awareness to Britain's plight. 'Many in Europe are quick to dismiss Britain after its actions in the previous war,' he explained. 'But are we any better than them if we leave them to suffer at the hands of a maniac, who is arguably just as bad as Grindelwald was? If enough people call upon their respective Ministries to stand up and question what is happening on the British Isles, perhaps we can get to the bottom of what is really going on.'

He also criticized mainstream British media outlets, such as The Daily Prophet and The Quidditch Digest, for failing to report the truth, both in regards to You-Know-Who and to himself. 'Most of the hate mail I've received comes from Britain, because their citizens don't understand why I've decided to do this,' said Krum. 'Their media and Ministry are lying to them, and it's time for them to wake up. If they continue to keep their heads buried in the sand, they will slowly lose all the freedoms their ancestors fought so hard for them to earn.'"

"Is that The Quibbler?" a voice piped up behind Harry, interrupting his reading. He turned to see Daphne peeking around the divider towards him.

"Yeah," said Harry, flashing her the cover. "Confiscated it from a student this morning."

"I see," Daphne muttered thoughtfully. "D'you think maybe...I could have a read once you're done?"

"Of course you can," Harry chuckled. Though she found herself smack-dab in the middle of a rebellion, Daphne was a rules-follower to a tee and wouldn't be caught dead with a banned magazine. It was morbidly amusing that she was okay with midnight rendezvous with wanted criminals, but needed to ask permission to read a disallowed text. Truly a sign of how warped their reality had become.

Harry had to admit: Xenophilius had done a good job with his reporting on Krum. The rest of the edition discussed the recent changes the Potter administration had made in Britain and how they aligned with Voldemort's ideology in the last war. It also examined current political dynamics on the continent, and which nations had already shown signs of support for Britain or might be willing to in the future. It ended with a call to action for witches and wizards all over the world to demand transparency and accountability within the British Ministry.

To Harry, it was a breath of fresh air after months of recycled propaganda from the Prophet. It was the first clear indication that things were happening on the continent, that they were truly not alone in this war. With powerful men like Sebastian Delacour amassing allies, and now Viktor Krum joining the cause to raise public awareness, it looked like they would actually have a chance to make it a fair fight. It did hurt him to know Krum was unsure if the Potters could be trusted, but hopefully he would get the chance to set the record straight in the near future.

Again, Harry wanted nothing more than to consult Fleur and hear her thoughts on the matter. Her absence was poorly timed, leaving him completely in the dark about what might be happening outside the castle. He decided it was best not to ruminate on this new development and focus on the things that were in his control. Namely, the final two horcruxes he had to find and destroy.

The Sword of Gryffindor still eluded him, hidden away in some unknown location and unable to be retrieved from the Sorting Hat. He planned to bring the Hat home with him for spring break in a few short weeks, to see if James or Sirius might be able to pull it out. Harry hadn't heard from the goblins since the shady Gringotts deal, and the last thing he wanted was them breathing down his neck and drawing further attention to him. The sooner he could get his hands on the Sword, the better.

In the meantime, he decided to focus his efforts on Nagini. The great snake roamed freely at Malfoy Manor, separated from her master, but Harry had no way of knowing how long that would be the case. Would Voldemort wise up and keep his horcruxes close? Would he decide Lucius was no longer worth keeping an eye on? Harry didn't want to waste this window of opportunity. He had to act soon, lest he lose the chance to do away with the snake for good.

However, he was unsure how to approach reconnaissance for the mission. He could not use the same method he had with Crouch and the Lestranges...hiding out on the grounds for hours at a time was too risky. What if Nagini sniffed him out while roaming nearby? What if Lucius Malfoy had improved his defenses? Or worse, what if Voldemort himself was monitoring the Manor more closely than expected? A wizard of his caliber would be able to sense an unseen presence better than any Death Eater could.

He decided to risk one brief visit to the area on a Sunday afternoon, Apparating to a remote area about half a mile from Malfoy Manor. He did not dare approach the grounds – not only did he suspect the wards to be much stricter here, he also had the snake to worry about, with its keen sense of smell able to sense even an invisible wizard lurking where he oughtn't be. So instead, Harry disguised himself as a Muggle jogger and began to explore the area surrounding the Manor, hoping to deduce as much as he could from the surroundings.

Most of the homes around here were remote Muggle farms, operated by single families. He saw various crops and livestock on the surrounding properties – chickens, ducks, goats, and even a few cows roaming the grounds. It was a picturesque scene, the kind of place Harry could see a wealthy individual settling down for a quiet life in the countryside. If only the headquarters of one of the most evil men alive was not situated so close by…

Harry rounded a corner and came across a peculiar sight. While most of the nearby farms were bordered by fences or hedgerows, one looked more like an active war zone, lined with barbed wire fencing and heavy spikes pointing menacingly outward. It was like a scene straight out of those zombie apocalypse movies Dudley used to enjoy watching late at night as a child.

"Bit of an eyesore, innit?" a voice called from across the road. Harry turned to see the next-door neighbor, another Muggle farmer, checking his mailbox.

"Er...yes, I suppose," Harry chuckled.

"Truth be told, I been considerin' something similar myself," the farmer sighed, glancing back at his own property. "We've lost two chickens and a pig this year already."

"That so?" Harry frowned. "Lost them how?"

The farmer glanced over his shoulder, as if worried they might be overheard despite being the only two souls for hundreds of yards around. "They say a demon lurks in them woods," the man said in a hushed tone, thumbing his nose towards a heavily forested area. "Somethin' big and bloodthirsty lurks in the trees. A group of us went huntin' for the beast a few weeks back, but we got an awful bad feeling and turned back."

"You don't say," Harry whistled appreciatively. He knew the Malfoy property lay concealed within those trees, and guessed that it was the Muggle-Repelling Wards that had caused them to turn back. And though he couldn't say so, he knew exactly what kind of 'beast' the man was talking about.

"Keep yer eyes open 'round here," the farmer warned. "Stay safe, mate."

"You as well," said Harry, before taking off jogging again. Once he was out of sight, he ducked behind a hedgerow and Apparated back to Hogwarts. He hadn't learned much, but he'd at least confirmed that Nagini still roamed the area. It concerned him that she had such a wide area to roam, which could make it difficult for him to locate her when he decided to hunt her down. That was yet another concern he would have to raise with Fleur when she returned.

There was little he could do in the meantime but wait. He resumed his normal routine, itching for action but knowing it was too risky to do anything bold. He checked the enchanted diary multiple times a day, hoping to hear from Fleur, but it remained maddeningly silent. He hoped that the prolonged stay on the continent meant that things were happening and she was doing important work, but the silence was deafening, leaving him to wonder what he was missing. But no matter – Spring Break was only a week away, and they had plans to meet up then to plot their next moves, so he figured he would next talk to her then.

Then, one night out of the blue, the diary glowed brightly as he returned to his dorm and sat at his desk. He excitedly opened it to read Fleur's latest message.

Back from France, she had written. Lots to discuss. How are things at Hogwarts?

Harry quickly grabbed a quill and ink bottle to respond. Quiet, mostly, he responded. What's happening on the continent? What did your father have to say?

Papa is making preparations to transport mercenary fighters to Britain, said Fleur. He has recruited roughly three hundred so far. It is technically illegal to move that many forces across international borders, so he is fighting for approval from the French Ministry.

They won't alert the British Ministry, will they? asked Harry, suddenly alarmed. Voldemort has eyes and ears everywhere in the government.

No, France is treating Britain as a 'rogue nation' at the moment, said Fleur. Papa wanted them to upgrade their status to 'hostile', but they won't go that far against a presumed ally. Either way, they aren't sharing intel with Britain until this situation is resolved, and several other nations have followed suit.

That's good, said Harry. Can these mercenaries be trusted?

Most likely, said Fleur. Many of them have Muggle heritage and deeply angry about Britain's purity movement. They can't be swayed by Voldemort's money, and most are far better fighters than the average ICW soldier.

Harry was glad to hear that things were truly in motion on the continent. It still made him nervous that so many troops were mobilizing so close to Britain, as Voldemort might catch wind that things are trending against him and retaliate before they were ready. Ideally they would be able to strike when the Dark Lord felt at his most secure, in order to catch him off-guard.

Have you spoken to Viktor Krum lately? Harry asked. Is it true that he is recruiting as well? Is he in touch with your father?

Fleur did not respond immediately to this question. I am unsure how much to share with you, she eventually wrote after a minute's silence. Krum is mostly working on his own, but he has spoken with my father. I'm meeting with Krum tomorrow night to discuss things.

Harry was baffled by this vague response. What do you mean, you're unsure? he demanded. You don't trust me?

Of course I do, Fleur said quickly. It's just that we're at a very delicate stage in the war, and Krum is paranoid about things getting out.

So Krum is the one who doesn't trust me, then. Why not?

It's not about trust, Harry. It's about protecting information that could win or lose us the war. Surely you understand that.

Of course I understand that, Harry wrote irritably. What do you think I've been doing for the past seven years? How can you think I'm not capable of keeping things to myself?

Don't be ridiculous, Fleur chastised him. This war does not revolve around you. Krum is just being cautious due to your proximity to Voldemort.

Harry had to prevent himself from penning an angry response at this missive. He felt like he was back in his first timeline again, with Dumbledore and the Order keeping secrets from him, in a misguided attempt to protect him. He knew logically that this was not Fleur's intention, of course, but it wounded him all the same. He forced himself to calm down a bit before replying.

You said you're meeting Krum tomorrow, said Harry. But how? Aren't you back in Britain?

He has established a safe house on the Isles, said Fleur. He's making preparations here for when the cavalry arrives.

And I don't suppose I could come to this meeting? Harry asked, already fearing the answer.

No, Krum prefers that I come alone. But I promise I will relay the message that you want to talk to him as well. You know how much privacy means to him.

Again Harry forced himself not to write the first snide thought that popped into his head. Namely, that Krum was more willing to trust the pretty Veela girl than the teenage boy three years his inferior. That was overly reductive of Fleur's capabilities and significance to the war.

Fine, Harry wrote instead. I'll just be at Malfoy Manor then, planning my next moves.

Don't do anything rash, Fleur implored him. It's important that you stay in the castle as much as possible to avoid suspicion. Malfoy Manor is too dangerous to approach alone...I can help you plan next week when things aren't so hectic.

Time is of the essence here, Fleur, Harry said. One week could be the difference between victory and defeat.

So could you getting caught in a trap. It's too risky. Please don't rush into this without thinking like you often do.

What's that supposed to mean? Harry demanded. 'Like I often do'? You think I'm reckless, is that it? Is that why you won't trust me?

I can tell you're upset, Fleur deduced. I fear it's clouding your judgment. Why don't we leave it for tonight and get some rest? I'll write to you when I return from my meeting tomorrow night.

Harry did not bother responding or saying goodnight, instead tossing his diary back into his desk drawer in disgust. How could Fleur treat him this way? Like he was just a petulant child throwing a tantrum? Did she still view him as that same 'leetle boy' she'd derided when they first met? How could she be so condescending?

Breathe, Harry told himself. Of course Fleur didn't view him that way. She was risking her life to help him fight this shadow war he'd gotten himself into. And she was right – he was upset and lashing out at her. Fleur Delacour was not Albus Dumbledore – she was not hiding key information out of arrogance or condescension. She was merely respecting the wishes of a mutual friend until Krum could be convinced that Harry was worth confiding in. He needed to take a step back and reassess things in the morning after sleeping it off.

He felt far less angry when he awoke the next morning, but his frustration at being left in the dark persisted. Just when he was starting to feel like he had a handle on the war, his close allies were keeping him in the dark, wrenching control away from him. Harry didn't think himself much of a control freak, but he'd hate to see victory slip out of his fingertips because there were variables outside his control.

He attended his classes as usual, continuing to feel it was a pointless exercise amidst such a brutal war. Seventh-year courses were in full N.E.W.T. preparation mode now, and his classmates paid him little mind, each focused on their own futures that would come from the end-of-year exams he cared little about himself. He even earned a rare reprimand from a professor that afternoon, as Professor Babbling docked him five House points for not paying attention to her Ancient Runes lecture.

Harry spent that evening at his desk, anxiously awaiting word from Fleur. Would she manage to convince Krum of his trustworthiness? Would he be summoned for a late-night rendezvous with the man? He was dying to know what they were plotting without him – what was happening outside the monotonous walls of the castle he was growing sick of. But the longer the night drew on, Harry realized Fleur would not be messaging him tonight after all.

Did she just forget to update me? Harry wondered. Is she still upset with me about yesterday? Or did the meeting just stretch longer than planned? Suddenly his wild ran wild envisioning scenarios that kept her from responding. He could just picture it now...Fleur and Krum, alone at his safe house...sharing a drink to de-stress...perhaps he'd invited her to stay the night, rather than Apparate home...and why shouldn't she stay? They had prior history, after all...he was a successful international star, and she was a beautiful, single young witch...why shouldn't they get together for a harmless tryst?

Harry knew he was being ridiculous, of course. Fleur was not trying to punish him, either by keeping him in the dark or spending alone time with Krum. His mind was just growing stir-crazy being stuck in this blasted castle all year round. But it did not diminish the resentment festering in his gut, unfounded though it was...a strange sense of jealousy, which he told himself was just about being stuck at Hogwarts but he knew was partly spurred on by thoughts of what they might be doing in his absence.

The next day, Harry resolved to work off some of his excess energy in a more productive manner. He walked down to the Quidditch pitch during his free period and spent an hour zooming around on his Firebolt, relishing the feeling of the wind in his hair for the first time in ages. He also trained in the Room of Requirement that evening – mostly an excuse to blow up some training dummies and let off some steam. It was exactly the stress relief he needed after weeks of constant anxiety. It allowed him to distract himself from all the worry, all the frustration of being cooped up in the castle.

But the damned enchanted diary still remained silent when he returned to his dorm that evening. Still Fleur was keeping him in the dark, either because she was busy or because she was still mad at him for their last argument. He thought about writing her a scathing message, or even stopping by Raven House the following afternoon to demand answers. Instead, he took a cold shower and went to bed early.

Don't do anything stupid just because you're frustrated, he told himself. That's what often got him into trouble in his last timeline – hell, in both timelines. He had to think more logically and swallow his pride, accepting that certain things were outside his control. Besides, Spring Break was less than a week away, and he could safely confer with Fleur then to figure out their next moves. He knew he would feel better in the morning.

He went for his typical morning run the next day, mentally preparing himself for another week of routine. All appeared normal when he entered the Great Hall; students dully conversed at their tables about whatever had become the topic of gossip that day. Daphne had returned to her seat, now starting to show visible signs of pregnancy but no longer the center of attention about it. He muttered a greeting before sitting beside her and digging into his meal.

Minutes later, a flurry of wings overhead heralded the morning post delivery. Bandit swooped over Harry's head, dropping his copy of the Prophet before zooming over to the Gryffindor table to pester Dahlia for affection. Harry scanned the headline; it was more generic fluff extolling the 'tremendous success' of the new marriage-born laws. He was about to toss the paper aside when a smaller headline halfway down the page caught his full attention:

EDITOR OF CONTROVERSIAL 'QUIBBLER' PUBLICATION ISSUES RETRACTION

By Alexander Sommerbee, The Daily Prophet

"In a surprise special edition sent to subscribers late last night, Xenophilius Lovegood, the controversial and embattled editor-in-chief of 'The Quibbler', offered a rare apology to his readers.

'To my longtime readers,' said Lovegood in the edition, 'I wish to sincerely apologize for my role in spreading misinformation in years past. My recent reporting on political matters, particularly the Potter administration and Viktor Krum's political affiliations, were poorly-researched and misleading. They are not up to my usual journalistic standards, and I no longer stand by the dubious conclusions I arrived at.'

Lovegood has a long reputation of peddling crack conspiracy theories and making wildly unsubstantiated claims about the world, from topics as small as Mooncalf fighting rings to as large as government corruption. It should come as no surprise to readers of the Prophet that he should come under fire for his irresponsible journalism.

'We've been aware of Mr. Lovegood and his publication for many years, of course,' said Lord Corban Yaxley, the newly-minted Head of the Department of Information. 'We have never had cause to act on his poor reporting before, as nobody took him seriously, and rightfully so. But his recent editions have included some rather dangerous misinformation that we felt warranted concern. We applaud Mr. Lovegood for doing the right thing and coming to his senses before the Ministry was forced to take action against him.'

'Everyone knows The Quibbler is a bunch of crock,' said longtime Prophet reader Muriel Prewett. 'Only a matter of time before more people realized what a quack Lovegood is. That whole family is loony, I tell you...the fact that anybody took him seriously in the first place is the real surprise!'

The Prophet reached out to Mr. Lovegood for a statement, and he responded: 'I stand by the Potter administration and take back the damaging lies I told about him. He is leading Britain to a healthier and more prosperous future, and I regret the way that my actions cast doubt upon his accomplishments'."

Harry set down the paper, deep in thought. Xenophilius Lovegood did not strike him as the kind of man to admit fault, especially when he was actually in the right for once. It made no sense that he would tuck tail so easily and take back all the hard work he'd put into his recent reporting. Something was fishy here.

Voldemort's people must have gotten to him, Harry thought grimly. Of course a publication that was spreading such anti-establishment sentiment would not be allowed to survive. But why, then, had they not just done away with him? Why allow him to continue on as editor of the Quibbler rather than make an example out of him?

But the answer came to him just as quickly: to maintain the status quo. It was the same reason Voldemort had not done away with the Potters immediately after the Battle of London. It was easier to keep things the way they were, so as not to create a panic with the general public. It made just as much sense to lean into Xeno's controversial reputation and cast doubt upon his reporting than to do away with him, which would only invite questions. Now anyone who was on the fence about his recent reporting would be able to disregard his inflammatory ideas as conspiracy fodder, allowing the story to die out of natural causes.

Still, Harry had to wonder how they'd managed to silence the man. He clearly had little to lose – why cave in now, when the stakes were this high? What had they threatened him with? That question weighed on him as he exited the Great Hall for his first lesson of the day. And unfortunately, he would get his answer almost immediately.

"Harry!"

He turned; Dahlia was making her way through the crowd towards him. She wore a look of deep consternation.

"What's up?" he asked. "Everything okay?"

"Er...I'm not sure," Dahlia frowned. "I think something might be going on with Luna Lovegood."

"What about her?" Harry frowned. "Someone bullying her again?"

"She hasn't been to class in the past couple of days," said Dahlia. "Have you spoken with her?"

"No," Harry muttered. "Maybe she's fallen ill."

"That's what I thought, too," said Dahlia. "But she hasn't been to the Hospital Wing, and I asked Amy Carmichael from Ravenclaw who she said she hasn't seen her in the dorms, either. You don't think she's been sent home, do you?"

A chill ran down Harry's spine. He hadn't seen Luna all week, come to think of it. She wasn't exactly a social butterfly, after all...she was the kind of person that was easy to miss in the hustle and bustle of Hogwarts. And he had a sinking feeling that this was no simple matter of truancy. Could this be related to her father's Quibbler retraction?

"I'll find her," Harry promised. And he rushed out to the Entrance Hall, pulling out the Marauder's Map and activating it. He scoured the Great Hall, the dorms, and various other nooks and crannies for her name, but could not see it anywhere. Where had she gone? Had she been pulled from the school by her father out of concern? Or had something more sinister happened to her?

"Looking for your friend?" a voice asked. He looked up; Grindelwald was striding across the Hall towards him, a gleeful smile on his face, causing Harry's stomach to squirm.

"What did you do to her?" he demanded.

"Me? Nothing at all!" said Grindelwald innocently, throwing up his hands in mock surrender. "I'm quite fond of the girl, you see, and fully intend to wed her this summer. But our master saw fit to send her to our friend Lucius Malfoy for a bit of...motivation. He figures that if we can loosen her lips a bit, Xenophilius might learn to keep his own shut."

Fear flooded through Harry at these words. It was the worst case scenario: Luna was being tortured for what her father had written. He imagined her at this very moment, chained to a wall in the dungeons of Malfoy Manor, scared and alone, or else screaming in pain from Merlin-knows-what sadistic treatment Lucius was putting her through.

"But never fear, Harry!" Grindelwald grinned. "The body is far from a Seer's most valuable asset. I am certain they will leave her neurologically intact for me...though she can afford to lose a few limbs if it means keeping Daddy in line."

Grindelwald knew the effect he was having on Harry with his words. Try as Harry might to control his emotions, anger coursed through him, trembling with rage at the thought of poor, innocent Luna being maimed for a crime she did not commit.

"Still, that's one less student you have to punish, eh?" Grindelwald winked. "Consider yourself lucky, Harry. I'll be seeing you around." And the man waltzed off, heading back to his quarters. Harry noticed that he appeared far more spry and fit now, walking without a limp or stoop and appearing more like the powerful arch-wizard he truly was.

Harry stood rooted to the spot, mind racing. Luna's in danger, was all he could think. He could not just stand by and do nothing. He must act. He must go at once and rescue her. Malfoy Manor was already on his target list – why not bump up the timeline and attack it sooner? Why not tonight? Hell, why not this very moment? He rushed off, sprinting up the nearest stairwell, headed for the alcove outside Snape's office.

He could not think. He could not plan ahead. All that he could see was Luna in distress; all he could hear was her screams of pain and fear. It was partially his fault she was in this predicament in the first place. He should have kept her close, should have not let her fall under Grindelwald's control. He had failed in his role as protector. And now the only course of action was to rectify matters, to go and rescue her.

Harry reached the alcove and immediately Apparated away. He landed on the front porch of Raven House, rushing upstairs to the potion lab to gather supplies. He grabbed a toolkit and strapped it around his waist, then selected a set of Shield apparel from the closet to wear for the excursion. He had a feeling he would be in for a fight.

"'Arry?" a voice called out; Fleur emerged from down the hall, looking like she'd been getting ready to go to work. "I was going to write you tonight...what are you doing here?"

"Getting ready to burn Malfoy Manor to the ground," Harry growled as he began to undress and put on the shielded garb.

"What?!" said Fleur, stepping into the room. "Why? What 'as happened?"

"They took Luna," Harry huffed, slipping on an undershirt before moving on to the trousers. "As punishment for Xenophilius' articles. I have to go and get her."

"But you can't!" Fleur protested. "Ze Manor is too dangerous – I thought we agreed!"

"See if I care," Harry muttered angrily. "I hope Voldemort's entire army is there – I'll carve through them all like butter."

"Wait – slow down!" said Fleur, grabbing Harry's arm. "Tell me what you 'ave heard. Why the rush?"

"Grindelwald told me everything," Harry growled. "He was practically giddy about it. He wanted to rub it in my face, because he knows how important she is to me." And he yanked his arm free to continue getting dressed.

"What if 'e is manipulating you?" Fleur demanded. "Grindelwald wants you dead, wants you to make a stupid mistake...zis could be a trap he 'as set for you!"

"Could be," Harry shrugged indifferently. "Doesn't matter, though. I won't let them hurt Luna."

"But they would not seriously 'arm her, surely!" Fleur reasoned as Harry put his outer cloak back on over the shielded items. "She 'as done nothing wrong, and magical blood is too precious for them to kill her!"

"Doesn't mean they won't carve her up first to send a lesson," Harry growled. "I can't let that happen." And he brushed past Fleur towards the stairwell.

"'Arry, please stop and think about this for one moment!" Fleur begged him, following him downstairs. "Zis is madness! It is plain suicide! You mustn't rush into this!" She attempted to grab Harry's arm at the bottom of the stairs, but he again wrenched himself free of her grasp.

"Maybe I don't care, Fleur," said Harry as he headed for the door to Apparate away. "Maybe I'm sick of waiting around for bad things to happen to the people I care about. The time for waiting is over, and the time for action is—oh, come now, this is ridiculous!"

Fleur had rushed ahead of him, planting himself between him and the front door, wand drawn and shakily trained on him. "P-please do not go," she begged. "I can't lose you."

There was a bang and a flash of light; Fleur's Stunner was effortlessly swatted away as her wand was wrenched from her grasp, clattering into the corner of the room. She stood there, defenseless, eyes wide with fear at the prospect of what Harry planned to do.

"Now, if you are finished throwing a fit," Harry huffed, getting annoyed now as he brushed past her and reached for the door handle, "I'll just be going n— oi!"

Fleur tackled Harry to the ground, pinning him down with surprising strength for such a petite-looking witch. Harry struggled underneath her for a moment, but his Quidditch instincts and superior muscle mass soon kicked in, and he broke free, rolling them both over and pinning her arms down to the floor until she surrendered.

"Are you quite done?" he panted in frustration.

Fleur glared up at him defiantly, face inches from his, her powder-blue eyes narrowed in reproach. The last thing Harry expected in that moment was a powerful blast of magic assaulting his senses: raw, focused Veela allure. It came too suddenly for Harry to react; he was unable to Occlude it away, his mind going blissfully blank as his senses departed, leaving only his perception of the gorgeous woman pinned beneath him—

Then his lips crashed into hers, their tongues dancing in needy lockstep on the living room floor. It was exhilarating, electrifying; Harry's mind was aflame with desire, his entire world narrowed to her, to Fleur, and he wanted nothing more than to spend an eternity in this moment of delirious pleasure—

Suddenly reason interrupted his senses and he abruptly pulled back, leaping off of Fleur and backing away. He hastily erected his Occlumency barriers to shut off any Allure she had sent his way. They stared at one another in shock from across the room, each panting heavily.

"What the hell was that?" he demanded. "A ploy to get me to stay?"

Fleur sat up, and to Harry's surprise, she looked self-conscious about what she had done. "Non, I am sorry," she sighed. "I did not mean to use my Allure...you just caught me off-guard is all…"

They sat there on the floor for a minute of awkward silence, catching their breath and recomposing themselves. Harry felt an incredible burning sensation in his gut – a mixture of excitement, confusion, anger, desire, and other wild emotions he didn't want to indulge in right now. He closed his eyes until the sensation passed, then fixed his gaze on Fleur again.

"You aren't used to people telling you no, are you?" he sighed.

"Eet is rare for men to say no to Veela," Fleur admitted. "I was desperate to stop you, and I tried to take power back in ze only way I knew how. I apologize."

"It's fine," Harry muttered, massaging his temple. He'd be lying if he said he'd never fantasized about kissing Fleur before, but this...the moment was all wrong. It hadn't been a gesture of mutual interest, simply a defensive mechanism on her part. He could hardly blame her for it, even if he felt a tiny bit annoyed that he'd fallen for it.

Harry slowly got to his feet, and Fleur did the same. "You are not still going to Malfoy Manor, I 'ope?" Fleur asked, wringing her hands nervously.

"No," Harry shook his head. His mind was far from such murderous thoughts now – the charged moment had successfully broken his fit of blind rage. "You're right. We need to be smart about this – plan it out. I won't charge in without warning you first."

Fleur sighed with relief. She crossed the distance between them and wrapped Harry in a gentle hug. "Thank you," she whispered in his ear. "We will get Luna out alive. I promise."

"Yeah," Harry said numbly. He broke off the hug and awkwardly backed away. Being in close proximity to Fleur was suddenly supremely awkward. They nodded grimly at one another, before Harry Apparated back to the castle. He was just in time to rejoin his classmates for their morning lessons, but his mind was far from the course work. He knew he was not going to get anything productive done today after what had just transpired.

He did not sleep easily that night, tossing and turning, his mind still on Luna and the danger she was in. But as he calmed down from his initial panic, he recognized that Fleur was likely right. They would not really maim Luna to such an excessive degree, especially if Grindelwald remained fond of her and wished to marry her. The man was probably just baiting him, trying to trick Harry into doing something foolish. It wouldn't surprise him if her imprisonment was Grindelwald's idea...he knew Harry's weakness was his loved ones, and likely suggested the tactic to Voldemort in the hopes of leading Harry into a trap.

He would go and rescue Luna eventually, but not tonight. He would need to plan carefully and make sure no traps were waiting for him before targeting Malfoy Manor. If he managed to rescue Luna, kill Lucius, and take care of the Nagini horcrux in one night, it could turn the tides of the war overnight...he just had to take his time and account for all variables, so no more Winky or Pansy fiascoes occurred.

As he calmed himself down, his visions of Luna were slowly replaced with that of another blue-eyed, blonde-haired witch. One of immense physical beauty, but more importantly, a fiercely independent spirit and unparalleled loyalty. Their kiss had been brief and spurred by coercive circumstances, but it had been an electric shock to Harry's system, causing his entire body to buzz at the mere thought of it. He hadn't intended for it to happen, but a part of him was glad that it did...and he was pretty sure Fleur was, too…

Stop that, Harry chastised himself as his mind raced with wonderful, blissful possibilities. There will be time for romance when this war is over. You can't afford to get distracted now. But that did not stop him from basking in the warm afterglow of the moment, replaying it over and over in his mind as he gradually slipped into sleep.

After all, such moments of pleasure were hard to come by in the cruel reality of war.
Year 7-21: Prisoner's Dilemma

"Knut for your thoughts, Potter?"

Harry reluctantly pulled his gaze away from the window, mindlessly watching the English countryside roll by. Damian, Dahlia, Daphne and Astoria were watching him, all seated around him in their cramped compartment of the Hogwarts Express.

"Not much to say," Harry shrugged in response to Damian's question. "Trying not to think, mostly."

"He's worried about his friend Luna," Dahlia supplied sympathetically. "I'm sure she's fine, Harry. Her father probably pulled her out of school for fear of backlash about his articles."

"I like Luna," Astoria sighed, yawning and stretching her feet over her older sister's lap. "She doesn't deserve all the bullying she gets. She's a bit odd, but she has a good heart."

"Yes, I do hope she doesn't suffer any backlash on account of her reckless father," Daphne agreed. She lightly pushed Astoria's feet off of her, cradling her stomach protectively – she was starting to develop a small bump now as her and Ron's child grew within her.

"Yeah, I'm sure she'll be fine," Harry muttered vaguely, a pang of guilt settling in his stomach. He had not told anyone but Fleur the truth – that Luna was currently in the basement of Malfoy Manor, possibly being tortured at that very moment. He did not want them to be alarmed, knowing it would do nothing to improve the situation. If anything, it might spur them into taking action themselves, or else urge him to rush into things faster, before he was ready.

Luckily, he now had a window of opportunity to act. Spring Break was upon them, giving him a week away from Hogwarts to plan a rescue attempt. He knew it would be a delicate operation: not only did he intend to free Luna from her shackles, he wanted to take care of the Nagini horcrux while he was at it. If he was able to make it look like an accident, and also finish off Lucius while he was at it, he could turn the tides of the war in a single day. He planned to talk it over with Fleur in the coming days to craft an airtight plan.

That was the other thing weighing on Harry's mind: the kiss. He and Fleur had not spoken since the incident, and he had no idea where they stood now. He had started and stopped writing something to her in the enchanted diary twice, ultimately giving up and leaving it unspoken. What would he even say? That he was sorry? That he wished it hadn't happened? But that wasn't true, and he did not want to lie.

Ultimately, he decided not to bring it up unless she did first. No reason to make things any more awkward than they already were. They had tentative plans to meet the following afternoon at Raven House, and there were far more important things they had to discuss. Whatever had (or hadn't) happened between them could wait until the war was over.

The group separated at Platform 9 , with Daphne and Astoria going home with their mother while Harry, Dahlia and Damian returned to Grimmauld Place with Andromeda. The townhouse was as gloomy and downtrodden as ever – Harry hoped he wouldn't have to spend much more time here than necessary. He would make his necessary appearances while family was around, but hopefully spend most of his time at Raven House planning with Fleur.

James returned home from work shortly after their arrival, followed by Sirius and Amelia; the latter was now in her ninth month of pregnancy and looked fit to burst at any moment. The entire group sat around the dining room table for dinner – a rare moment of togetherness, but one inundated with silence. What even was there to say amidst such dire circumstances?

Sirius, ever the optimist, tried to ignite a conversation anyway. "Feeling ready for your N.E.W.T.'s, Harry?" he asked. "How many are you planning to sit for?"

Zero, would have been Harry's truthful answer, but there was no sense in alarming anybody. "Six," he said instead. "Ancient Runes, History of Magic, Herbology, Potions, Muggle Studies, and Astronomy. That'll put me at nine once you count the three I got last year."

"More than your father or I got," Sirius whistled. "Though Amelia here has you beat – she got ten, didn't you, love? And so did your moth— ah, I mean, Remus."

An awkward silence fell at the accidental mention of Lily. James' face darkened at the reminder of his estranged wife, and Sirius appeared too embarrassed by the slip-up to continue.

"How many N.E.W.T.'s did you get, Andromeda?" Harry asked politely, hoping to steer the conversation out of dangerous waters.

"Seven," Andromeda said stiffly. "I took ten, but I failed three of them. My parents disowned me the month before the exams, so I was a bit...distracted."

Whoops, Harry thought grimly. So much for salvaging the awkward mood. That ended any discussion of exams or Hogwarts history for the rest of the meal.

"Say, Padfoot," said James near the end of the meal, "have you been keeping up with the bookkeeping on our Gringotts transactions?"

"How do you mean?" Sirius frowned, puzzled by the odd question. "I let the goblins handle everything. Nothing should have changed recently."

"That's what I figured," James muttered. "It's just, a couple of goblins from the bank visited my office this morning. They were pretty vague about what they wanted, but it sounded like they were threatening me."

"How odd," Amelia frowned. "What could they possibly stand to gain from threatening the Minister of Magic?"

"I found it peculiar too," said James. "I can't think of anything they would care about enough to risk such a thing."

Harry and Andromeda briefly made eye contact, saying nothing as the conversation turned elsewhere. Harry suspected exactly why the goblins would be threatening James: they still wanted the Sword of Gryffindor. He technically still had two and a half months to come up with it before he was in violation of their contract, but they surely were getting antsy, perhaps suspecting they had been deceived somehow. The last thing he wanted was for Voldemort to become suspicious and look into the matter himself.

After the meal concluded, Harry retreated to the stairwell to get some shut-eye. However, James intercepted him before he could escape. "Just a moment, son," he said. "I'd like a word."

Harry's mind raced as he followed his father into the study to speak privately. Did James somehow suspect Harry to be involved in this Gringotts shakedown? Was he going to ask uncomfortable questions he didn't have easy answers to?

James shut the door behind them and studied Harry for a moment before speaking. "I never got the chance to write you last month," he said. "When the news broke."

Harry's mind raced as he wondered what 'news' James was referring to. Then, it dawned on him: Daphne. "Oh," he muttered. "That's okay, Dad."

"No, it's not," James sighed, clapping Harry on the shoulder. "You're going to be a father soon, and you're probably worried sick, wondering how you're going to provide for your new family. I should have been the first to be there for you, to reassure you that it's going to be alright."

"Er...thanks, Dad," Harry said awkwardly.

"It seems we're both going to be new fathers soon," James chuckled morbidly. "Don't you worry about a thing...we'll get through it together. And don't listen to that 'inheritance' rubbish the Prophet is prattling on about...I would never cut you out of the will."

"Good to know," said Harry. He was supremely uncomfortable, knowing that, in fact, neither of them were going to be fathers anytime soon. Daphne's child was not his, and Andromeda was only pretending to be with child, a ruse that would not last for long.

"If you ever need advice, don't hesitate to owl or Floo call me," said James. "I know we're both busy as of late, but I can always make time to help my son."

"I appreciate that, Dad," said Harry. Then, a thought occurred to him. "Actually, there is something I need your help with."

"Anything," said James, surprised.

Harry reached into his robes and withdrew a small, tattered object. He unfolded it and shook off the dust, causing James to frown in recognition.

"Is that the Sorting Hat?" he asked, confused.

"Yes," said Harry. "I need you to put it on and ask it for something. The Sword of Gryffindor."

James looked from Harry, to the Hat, and back to Harry. Then, he laughed uncomfortably. "Good one," he said. "The Sword hasn't been seen for centuries, Harry; you know that."

"I'm not joking," said Harry, thrusting the Hat into his father's hands. "Only a true Gryffindor can retrieve the Sword. I can't pull it out. But maybe you can."

James eyed Harry strangely, as it dawned on him that his son was not joking. He apparently decided it was easier to humor him than continue the argument, so he huffed and slipped the ancient Hat over his head, his eyes disappearing beneath the brim. Harry waited with bated breath, praying that it might be so simple after all.

But as expected, he was met with disappointment, as James pulled off the Hat with a chuckle. "Not sure what that was about," he said, "but it wouldn't do anything for me. Now, do I have to ask where you got this, or should I give the Headmaster a call and see wh—"

James froze as he realized that Harry had his wand trained on him. "I need that Sword," Harry said adamantly. "Try again."

"I don't know what kind of practical joke this is, Harry, but it's not funny," James said sternly. "Now, I have a lot to do tonight—oi!"

James tried to brush past Harry to the door, but Harry flicked his wand to summon a tight cord, wrapping itself around James' wrist and tethering him to the corner. James tried to draw his wand to free himself, but with another flick of Harry's wrist, it was wrenched from his grip, clattering away across the room.

"Try again," Harry repeated, indicating the Hat still in James' hand.

"You're beginning to really anger me, Harry," James growled, fighting to free himself. "If you do not release me in the next ten seconds, we're going to need to have a firm talk about your—what in Merlin's name?!"

James flinched and retreated into the corner as a massive serpent, summoned from Harry's wand, unfurled itself and rose to challenge him. The snake eyed James dangerously, as if sensing whether he was a threat.

"Your only chance of escape is in that Hat," Harry warned his father. "Retrieve the Sword and free yourself, or the snake will attack. And I don't know how venomous it is."

James eyed his son murderously, but Harry did not flinch, wand still trained on his father. Reluctantly, James pulled the Hat back over his eyes, as the snake hissed menacingly at every slight movement.

"It won't listen to me!" James said, voice beginning to panic as he shrank in a futile escape to avoid the snake's notice. "Let me go right this instant!"

"The Sword is your only salvation!" Harry bellowed. "Tell the Hat that if you don't retrieve it, you will die!"

Sweat beaded on James' face as he continued to silently plead with the Sorting Hat for salvation. Harry's heart pounded, praying that the Hat would finally listen and see James' need for the weapon. The snake continued to sway, eyes locked on target, watching for an opening to strike. Come on, Harry silently begged the Hat. Give it up, you bastard.

Time ran out. The snake lunged, fangs bared to sink into James' torso. Harry groaned and snapped his wrist; with a puff of smoke, the snake Vanished before it could connect. So too did the cord binding James in place; he stumbled forward, the Sorting Hat tumbling to the floor.

"Explain yourself!" James roared at his son, purple in the face with rage.

"I'm sorry about this, Dad," said Harry grimly before pointing his wand between his father's eyes. "Obliviate."

James' irate expression was replaced by one of bewilderment, eyes sliding out of focus as the last few minutes were wiped from his memory. When he snapped back to attention, his eyes landed back on his son, looking perplexed.

"Er...Harry?" he said slowly. "What are we doing in here?"

"You tell me," Harry shrugged. "You asked me to come in here and help you find something. What was it?"

"I...don't remember," James muttered, scanning the room around him as if trying to recall what it was he had supposedly lost.

"Your wand is in the corner over there," said Harry, pointing out the thin stick of wood on the ground. "Was that it?"

"Oh," James frowned, bending over to pick it up. "I suppose it must've been. Thank you, son."

"No problem," said Harry. And he retreated up to his bedroom, shutting himself in for the night. He was frustrated that the ploy had not worked...surely he had manufactured the proper need for the Sword, hadn't he? He pulled the Sorting Hat back out from his robes, wondering why it continued to defy his will.

Irritated, he shoved the Hat onto his own head to confront it. What's your problem? Harry demanded without waiting for a greeting. Why won't you give us the Sword of Gryffindor?

The Sword can only be summoned by a worthy Gryffindor in a moment of genuine need, the Hat said simply.

Yeah, no shit, Harry grumbled. You've told me that half a dozen times before. Why didn't this time count?

The Sorting Hat did not respond to his request straight away. I do not fully understand the intentions of my creator, it explained. However, I did not sense that the need was great enough.

Why the hell not? Harry demanded. What part about being trapped with a deadly viper threatening to bite you doesn't count as 'genuine need'?

Magic is about intent, as you well know, the Hat said patiently. I suspect that you did not truly intend to harm your father, did you? Therefore, the magic binding me to the Sword was not activated.

Harry considered this in silence for a moment. So in order for it to work...I have to really WANT to hurt my father? he asked.

Perhaps.

After a prolonged silence, Harry realized he wasn't going to get any straight answers from the Hat. He took it off and tossed it across the room in disgust. How the hell was he supposed to get the Sword now? The Hat was right: he never would have let the snake actually bite his father. Would he have to genuinely leave one of his loved ones in a perilous situation with no intention of rescuing them? He didn't think he could stomach the thought of endangering them like that.

The next day was a Monday, and all the adults left for work early. Harry wasn't due to meet with Fleur until the afternoon, as she had an early-morning shift at Gringotts, but he was too restless to sit still. He gathered his things after breakfast and prepared to make his escape, but he was intercepted on the stairs.

"Going somewhere without us?" Dahlia demanded. Harry turned to see his sister and cousin both eyeing him suspiciously.

"Got some things to do at the safe house," he sighed. "You two should stay put, and I'll be back in—"

"What, so you're allowed to leave this hellhole and we're not?" Damian scoffed. "Come off it, Potter...take us with you!"

Harry groaned...he hadn't planned on babysitting today. But that was technically his job for the day while the adults were away, so there was no point in arguing. "Fine," he said, beckoning them both forth. The two teens excitedly bounded to his side, linking arms with Harry as he Apparated them away to Raven House.

But Harry would not let them remain idle at his sanctuary...he intended to put them through their paces. He conjured target dummies in the front yard, instructing the two to incapacitate them from various positions. Damian was an eager student, throwing himself into each drill and proving his unique blend of close-quarters magic and Muggle street fighting was effective. Dahlia was more tentative, preferring to keep her distance and avoid conflict when possible.

"That won't do, sis," Harry chastised her after she fired a weak chain of Stunners at the target dummy he'd set up across the yard. "A competent fighter will close the distance between you and take you out. If you want to fight from afar, you need a more threatening arsenal of spells to keep them away."

Dahlia grunted angrily at this instruction. She muttered an incantation Harry did not recognize, firing a crackling orange bolt of light at the dummy. It ruptured violently on impact, spewing splinters of wood and leather everywhere, as Harry and Damian watched on in stunned silence.

"Bloody hell," Damian whistled appreciatively. "Where'd you learn to do that?"

"From Madam Pomfrey," Dahlia panted, surprising both Harry and Damian. "When you spend years studying how to put people back together, you realize how easy it is to break them apart." Neither Harry or Damian criticized Dahlia's spell vocabulary again after that incident.

Both teens' Apparation practice was starting to pay off as well. Dahlia had finally managed her first successful journey across the yard without Splinching herself, though she needed a break afterward to avoid magical exhaustion. Damian also managed to Apparate twice, though his accuracy was lacking; the first time he landed on the roof of the house, while the second time he reappeared a hundred feet in the air, forcing Harry to use Arresto momentum to prevent him from crashing back to earth.

"Keep it up," he encouraged both of them as they lay flat on their backs in the grass, panting from exertion. "It might seem hard now, but you'll thank me if you find yourselves in danger in the near future."

"You say that like you expect something to go wrong," Damian pointed out. "Plotting some kind of rebellion, Potter?"

That's exactly what I'm doing, Harry thought grimly. But he didn't want to alarm them with that news just yet. "Things aren't going to remain peaceful forever," Harry warned them vaguely. "You'll have to be ready to fight at a moment's notice, in case things go wrong. This war is not yet over, and we'll be on the front lines when it all goes to hell again."

"Well said," a new voice rang out; Fleur had appeared down the lane, having Apparated home from work. "Of course, 'Arry always expects things to go wrong at a moment's notice."

"Hasn't steered me wrong so far," Harry grumbled, though he knew Fleur was just lightening the mood for the sake of the others.

The group migrated up the porch steps and into the living room. Harry was glad for the presence of his sister and cousin now, lessening much of the awkwardness of the reunion with Fleur. However, that feeling was short-lived.

"Well, I'm going to check on my brews upstairs," said Dahlia, heading for the potions lab. "Coming, Damian?"

"Absolutely," Damian grinned. "Don't wanna stick around for when these two start snogging."

And the two teens disappeared up the steps, snickering at their little in-joke. Harry knew they were only teasing, but it succeeded in filling the room with tension once more as he and Fleur found themselves alone, just feet from where their charged kiss had occurred. Harry's mind raced for something intelligent to say to break the ice.

"Did you 'ave any success with that?" asked Fleur.

"What?" said Harry. "Oh...not really." She was gesturing towards the Sorting Hat, now lying in a heap atop an armchair in the corner, where Harry had frustratedly tossed it an hour prior. He flicked his wand to return it to its hiding place in a cupboard, then explained what had happened with James the day before. Fleur listened intently, frowning at the result.

"Well, that is not good," she muttered. "It sounds as if a Gryffindor must truly be in danger for ze Hat to produce it."

"Yeah, that's the sense I got as well," Harry sighed. "And the goblins have already started to harass my father at the Ministry...I fear their patience won't last for the full ninety-day period until our contract is up."

"We still have time," Fleur reassured him. "I will think on the matter. For now, we still 'ave other things to worry about, no? Such as your friend Luna."

"Right," Harry nodded. He appreciated Fleur's no-nonsense approach, preferring to get straight to business without wallowing in angst or fear. The tension between them evaporated at once as they delved into their discussion surrounding Malfoy Manor.

Harry told her what he had discovered from his reconnaissance mission earlier in the month. "Sounds like ze snake 'as quite the long leash, so to speak," Fleur hummed thoughtfully.

"It presents a problem for a couple of reasons," Harry pointed out. "For one, she'll be harder to find, and for another, she could be lurking anywhere nearby when it comes time to infiltrate the grounds."

Fleur pondered this for a moment. "I would not be concerned about that too much," she reasoned. "Snakes only need to hunt once every week or two, no? She will probably spend most of her time sleeping somewhere warm. And if you do 'appen to go during a hunting day, she could be a mile away, hunting livestock far from ze Manor."

Harry saw the logic in that. "Still going to make it harder to kill her," he pointed out. "And it has to look like an accident, or else Voldemort will suspect someone is hunting his horcruxes."

"How would it look like an accident?" Fleur frowned. "A snake that size does not 'ave any natural predators."

"Actually, that may not be true," Harry chuckled. And he described his encounter with a Muggle farmer, who had mentioned a hunting party going into the woods in search of the snake weeks prior. It might be possible to stage things so that it appeared the local Muggles had successfully overcome the great snake, possibly by spearing it with a physical weapon or making it look like a shotgun wound.

"That could work," Fleur said uncertainly. "But could a group of Muggles truly kill a magical snake like that? Doesn't it 'ave warded scales?"

"Against spells," Harry pointed out. "Not physical weapons per se." It was a discovery he'd made while testing out Fred and George's Shield apparel years ago in the Room of Requirement. Magical enchantments were great at repelling magical forms of attack, but non-magical methods ignored such protections. Harry learned that the hard way when his Shield undershirt had blocked a Blasting Curse from a training dummy, while a simple shard of wooden shrapnel had pierced straight through to his forearm, forcing a visit to the Hospital Wing.

"Perhaps we can split up and do two things at once?" Fleur suggested. "You enter ze Manor to rescue Luna, and I search ze grounds for Nagini?"

"Don't you hate snakes?" Harry asked.

Fleur hesitated, trying (and failing) to mask the fear and disgust in her expression. "Yes," she admitted. "But I will do what I must."

"I don't think it's wise anyway," said Harry. "What if something goes wrong for one or the other of us? That would endanger the other person unnecessarily. It should be a one-man operation, so we don't have to coordinate or worry about the other person. Besides, I have a stronger sense for Voldemort's horcrux magic, so I should be able to find the snake faster."

"If you think it best," Fleur sighed, though she looked relieved at no longer having to hunt the snake. "Do you intend to hunt ze snake first, or enter the Manor?"

Harry pondered this – it was a question he'd considered himself. "Probably the Manor first," he said. "I can get in quickly and deal with Lucius before getting Luna to safety. Then, assuming that all goes to plan, I'll have plenty of time to search the grounds for Nagini."

"Have you examined ze ward structure surrounding the Manor?" asked Fleur.

"Not yet," said Harry. "Lucius mentioned he was updating the wards after the Crouch incident. I wanted to wait until I had a trained Gringotts curse-breaker with me to assess the situation."

Fleur beamed at this. They both knew that Harry could shred through any wards necessary with the Elder Wand, but she appreciated the gesture. He knew Fleur would feel far more comfortable with his mission if he involved her in the process – plus, having an extra set of eyes could never hurt, in case he missed something. They decided to begin their surveillance the following evening.

Harry and Fleur spent the next hour lounging on the sofa, catching up on the past month they'd spent apart. Fleur excitedly recounted her trip to France, visiting her family and helping her father with the recruitment effort. Harry was enthralled to hear about the progress Sebastian Delacour was making, using his networking prowess to smuggle hundreds of fighters into the country without the French Ministry's knowledge. He was also warmed to hear about the more mundane details of Fleur's visit, such as her time with Gabrielle, who was on break from her first term at Beauxbatons, talking her older sister's ear off about how wondrous she found the school.

There was a lull in the conversation as they both reminisced on their shared time at Hogwarts during the Triwizard Tournament. It reminded Harry of another burning question he'd been meaning to ask. "You never told me what happened with Viktor Krum," he said. "Was your talk productive?"

Fleur froze at the mention of Krum, eyeing Harry carefully. "I...cannot tell you," she said evasively.

"What?" Harry frowned. "Why not?"

"I do not wish for you to think I am hiding things from you," Fleur said quickly. "You know I trust you completely. But Krum is still unsure. I gave 'im my word that I would not tell you everything we discussed. 'E worries about certain things leaking to people that could blow up all of his plans."

Harry's knee-jerk reaction was to get angry, to insist that he be told everything. But he stifled the urge and considered the matter thoughtfully. Krum hadn't seen or heard from Harry since the Bulgarian fighting ring incident, and since then, Harry had attacked a group of Aurors, killed Albus Dumbledore, and become a Death Eater. It was hard to blame the man for being wary about his allegiance, and not openly trusting someone so close to Voldemort.

"I get it," Harry sighed, running his hands through his hair in frustration. "But things will be so much easier if we can all coordinate together."

"I agree," Fleur nodded. "And I 'ave told him the same. He is open to believing you, but 'e needs time to think about it. Do you trust me?"

"With my life," Harry said resolutely. "If you think it best, I'll let you handle things with Krum for now."

"Thank you," said Fleur, squeezing his arm reassuringly. They were seated quite close on the couch now, and Harry was again reminded of the charged moment between them the week prior. Should he bring up the moment now? Should he clear the air? Did it even need to be cleared?

But as soon as the thought entered his mind, it was dispelled as Dahlia and Damian came bounding down the steps again. "I'm starving," Damian complained. "Do you keep any food in this godforsaken shack?"

"We should get back soon anyway," said Dahlia, glancing at the clock on the wall. "Dad and the others will be home from work soon."

"Right," said Harry, standing from the couch. "I'll be back tomorrow night to discuss...things." Fleur nodded in agreement, as Dahlia and Damian made exaggerated smooching noises, laughing raucously at Harry's expense as he guided them out the front door to Apparate back to Grimmauld Place.

Still, his mood was significantly lighter than it was a week prior. His initial panic at Luna's plight had passed, and he felt reassured that they were putting a plan in action to rescue her. Fleur never failed to set his mind at ease and help him think logically about such matters, rather than jump head-first into an emotional reaction as he too often did.

The following evening, he managed to sneak off after dinner and return to Raven House to meet Fleur. They Apparated to the same quiet country lane near Malfoy Manor, assessing the landscape as the moon silently rose overhead.

"Shall we enter from ze back, through the woods?" Fleur suggested, indicating the thick treeline to the north.

"Er...won't it be difficult to see if Nagini is lurking nearby?" Harry worried.

"Snakes are warm-blooded, 'Arry," Fleur pointed out. "She will not be out in ze cold this late – she will likely be inside ze Manor."

"Right," Harry nodded. His perception of snakes was largely dictated by the basilisk in the Chamber of Secrets...he suddenly felt a pang of guilt for the poor creature, forced to spend centuries in such damp and cold conditions. He and Fleur vaulted a low fence and snuck off toward the treeline.

They crept forward through the trees, keeping their senses open for any sign of danger. Aside from a mild Repulsion Charm designed to keep the Muggles away, Harry could not feel anything particularly perilous in their path. He still feared some sort of nefarious trap awaiting them – be it Nagini herself or some form of non-magical ensnarement awaiting them in the woods. But this was Lucius Malfoy, after all...he wouldn't be able to set up a basic Muggle bear trap to save his life.

Finally, Harry felt it: a wall of powerful magic standing in their way, roughly a hundred yards away from the Manor. "It's here," he warned Fleur, stopping her before she walked face-first into the ward field. Fleur drew her wand and waved it in the air; she exhaled sharply as she too sensed the enchantments for the first time.

"This is complex work," she muttered thoughtfully as she began diagnosing the ward schema. "I sense a mixture of Gringotts wards and older magic I do not recognize."

"See if you can untangle some of the Gringotts wards, then," Harry whispered as he drew the Elder Wand. "I'll work on the older ones."

The pair worked in silence side by side for several minutes, carefully picking apart the wards without setting them off. Fleur identified three different sets of Alert Wards and an anti-Disapparation Ward, among other basic protections. Harry located the Dark Mark detection ward (which he could ignore) and what looked to be some sort of retribution ward, which would trigger if anyone attempted to harm the owner of the home. He disabled it at once, shuddering to think what it might have done to him if he'd attacked Lucius while it was active.

"Shall we test to see if we've done it correctly?" Fleur suggested.

"Alright," Harry nodded. Fleur brought down the detection wards as Harry crept forward towards the enchantment field. He took a deep breath and stepped forward over the line, feeling the magic wash over him as he entered the property. Nothing happened immediately, and Harry stood stock-still, waiting and listening for any sign of a disturbance. But several minutes passed without incident – no Death Eaters, no snake, no sign that anyone had noticed his intrusion at all.

Harry backed up beyond the ward line and signaled for Fleur to re-activate the wards in case anyone checked them. "So far, so good," Harry muttered. "I don't think the wards will be the issue – it's the snake and the Death Eaters I'll have to worry about."

"And Voldemort," Fleur pointed out.

"And Voldemort," Harry grimaced.

"You do not wish to surveil ze grounds more before we leave?" Fleur asked.

"No way," Harry chuckled. He did not dare venture beyond the treeline...there were patches of tall grass peppered all around the Manor, any number of which could be housing Nagini at this very moment, basking in the moonlight. Besides, he knew the Manor was likely occupied at this very moment, not just by Lucius but by Narcissa and Draco, who was also home for spring break. No need to overstay his welcome and risk being spotted.

He and Fleur backed a safe distance away before Apparating back to Raven House. "When do you wish to perform ze operation?" Fleur asked.

Harry considered this. "Next Sunday, I reckon," he said.

"Sunday?" Fleur frowned. "But...is that not ze day that the train takes you back to Hogwarts?"

"Exactly," said Harry. "No one will suspect me if I'm meant to be on the train...Dahlia and Damian can cover for me. Besides, it will be a travel day for everyone, including Grindelwald, so no one will expect an attack that day."

Fleur looked concerned by the suggestion, but she saw the logic in the idea. "Very well," she sighed. "But we must go over ze plan in great detail before you go."

"Agreed."

So Harry spent a handful of hours each day that week at Raven House, going over his game plan with Fleur. He would board the train with his sister and cousin, sneak off before it departed, then enter the Malfoy property from the back woods. He would locate Lucius and deal with him (along with Narcissa if she was present), then rescue Luna from the cellar and Apparate her to safety. Then, assuming all went smoothly, he would return to the grounds and hunt down Nagini, hopefully ambushing her and staging her death to look like a Muggle hunting incident.

That would be one more horcrux down and a dangerous Death Eater gone, Harry thought to himself as he struggled to sleep the night before the planned excursion. Not to mention Luna safe and sound. Then we just need to retrieve the Sword and find Neville, and we can finally take this war directly to Voldemort.

The next morning, Grimmauld Place was a bustle of activity as the group prepared for the journey to King's Cross Station to catch the Hogwarts Express. Sirius was the designated chauffeur this time, escorting Harry, Dahlia and Damian to Platform 9 . "You lot stay out of trouble this term," he said gruffly before departing from the station. Harry grimaced at the sad irony: Sirius was normally the first to encourage trouble, and Harry had every intention of causing it that very day.

The trio boarded the train and located Daphne and Astoria in an empty compartment. Harry heard the train whistle blare and knew he had only moments to spare. "You lot cover for me," he said, standing to cast a Disillusionment Charm on himself. "If anyone asks, I'm patrolling the train."

"Where the hell are you going?" Dahlia demanded as the train began to rumble to life.

"I'll see you at the feast tonight before anyone realizes I'm gone," Harry reassured them. "Don't worry about a thing." And he hurried from the compartment, slipping unseen past a few scragglers rushing to their seats as the train slowly crawled out of the station. Harry managed to slip out the closing doors and hop back onto the platform as the Hogwarts Express pulled away, en route to its destination without him.

Still invisible, Harry carefully maneuvered through the crowd of departing parents beyond the Apparation point. He Apparated straight to Raven House, where an anxious Fleur awaited him.

"'Ow do you feel?" she asked as Harry began to prepare what he needed for the excursion.

"Fine," Harry shrugged. The nerves that preceded a dangerous mission gnawed at him, but he knew they would fade once he was in the thick of it. He moved quickly, knowing the sooner he got started with his task, the more the sensation would fade.

"And you are certain you do not want me to accompany you, for backup?" Fleur asked, already dreading the answer.

"Too risky," Harry muttered. "That would double our chances of Nagini discovering one of us lurking around the grounds. Just stay here and keep an eye on the coin."

Fleur nodded grimly. Harry had yet to use the enchanted Galleons for emergency communication, but knew they could mean the difference between life and death. If he was captured in the act, he could at least send out a distress signal so that his loved ones would know to get themselves to safety before Voldemort turned his focus on them.

Harry gathered his things and headed out the front door to leave. Fleur followed, wringing her hands nervously.

"Please be careful," she implored him.

"I will," Harry promised.

Fleur stepped forward to hug Harry tightly, clinging to him longer than expected. "Come back to me," she whispered in his ear, before giving him a kiss on the cheek. Harry felt a shiver of warmth at her touch, but knew now was not the time to indulge in such feelings. He nodded resolutely and backed away, her fingers falling from his as he turned on the spot and Disapparated to his destination.

The woods outside Malfoy Manor remained as gloomy and quiet as when he'd last visited. The sun was high in the sky, shining brightly over the surrounding area, which Harry was unsure of as a good or bad omen. It meant Nagini could be anywhere nearby, basking in the sunlight or on the hunt for her next meal, but it also meant she was less likely to be inside the Manor, lurking around every corner. That made his decision easier as he approached the ward line to breach the property.

Harry drew the Elder Wand and began disabling the wards he would need to evade notice. He took down the Alert Wards and the Anti-Disapparation Ward, as well as a few more obscure ones he could not discern the identity of. He left intact the basic Muggle repellants and Repulsion Charm, as well as the Dark Mark detection ward that he knew would be useless in stopping him. Satisfied with his work, he stepped through the enchantment field, holding his breath, but thankfully triggering no alarms as he stepped foot on the property.

Kill Lucius, Harry thought to himself, running through his mental checklist as he quietly stole across the open field to the Manor. Rescue Luna. Hunt the snake. Kill Lucius. Rescue Luna. Hunt the snake. He gave the tall grass a wide berth, just in case Nagini happened to be lurking inside, but he could not currently feel her malicious energy nearby. He stole up to the side wall of the Manor and crept around the corner to the front, slipping into the entrance without a sound.

The foyer of the Manor was empty, the halls stoic and silent. Harry strained for any sign of movement, but heard none. No footsteps, no slithering of scales on the marble floors. He considered using a Body Detection Charm, but worried about triggering some unseen enchantment with his use of such an invasive spell. The magic within these walls was ancient, handed down over centuries of Malfoys...who knew what nasty surprises might await him with the smallest slip-up?

Immediately he felt conflicted about how to proceed. Should he scour the Manor for Lucius first? It would eliminate one problem straight away, but potentially create another one, if he accidentally stumbled upon Nagini before he was ready to dispatch her. Besides, he could see the door to the dungeons straight ahead of him, and his fearful desire to check on Luna's well-being burned fiercely within him. So he decided to alter his plans slightly, creeping ahead to the entrance to the dungeons, slipping through the door and shutting it behind him with a quiet click.

Harry took the steps one at a time, heart pounding as he approached the cage where the prisoners were being held. He feared what he would find at the base of the stairs – what horrors Luna may have been subjected to. Was she being tortured at that very moment? Had she already been broken beyond repair, body mangled and spirit snuffed? He prayed silently that he was not too late, that she could still be rescued intact.

He reached the dungeons and found himself before a set of iron bars blocking his way. The gate was locked shut by a heavy padlock, and Harry could feel a subtle enchantment field between him and the interior of the cell. It was dark in the tiny space, and Harry could not make out anyone inside.

"Luna?" he whispered into the darkness. "Are you there? Are you alright?"

There was a haunting silence as Harry awaited a response. Then, to his relief, a chipper voice responded: "You see? I told you he would come!"

"Alright alright, you were right this once, Lovegood," a disgruntled male voice said in response to Luna. "Though you were so certain he would come last week too, weren't you?"

"I suspect he very nearly did," Luna's voice said matter-of-factly. "Hold on a moment, Harry; let me get the light."

There was a click as a bare lightbulb was activated at the center of the cell, allowing Harry to see inside for the first time. Luna stood at the center of the room, looking pale and exhausted but thankfully unharmed, beaming at Harry.

"Luna!" Harry sighed with relief. "You're alright? You haven't been harmed?"

"Oh, not at all," Luna said, shaking her head emphatically. "Gellert made Lucius promise not to touch me – I knew he would not allow me to be harmed. I fear the same cannot be said for my new friends, however."

She gestured to the back wall, where two older men sat in a crumpled heap. Harry recognized the older of the two men at once: Gerrick Ollivander, the famed wandmaker that Voldemort had kidnapped nearly a year prior. The other surprised him – a man he'd believed to be in Azkaban.

"Mr. Diggory?" said Harry in surprise.

"Potter," Amos Diggory spat. "Miss Lovegood insisted you would show up, and here you are."

"Er...yes," Harry said slowly. He hadn't anticipated there being more prisoners than just Luna, but figured it made sense. Voldemort had continued use for Ollivander to craft and identify wands, and likely wanted him close by to perform such tasks. Amos Diggory also made sense to be here – Cedric continued to be a thorn in Voldemort's side, and Amos had been in contact with him prior to the cliffside incident. He was no doubt being tortured for information about the resistance...Harry could see in the dim lighting that Amos was missing an arm and a leg, among other serious-looking ailments.

"So, what is your plan, Harry?" asked Luna brightly. "I take it you didn't just come to say hello."

"I'm getting you out of here," said Harry. He pointed his wand at the padlock and muttered, "Alohomora."

His magic pulsed as the Unlocking Charm activated, but to his surprise, a powerful wave of magic retaliated, jolting his arm and staggering him backwards, crashing back to the steps behind him. Amos Diggory roared with laughter at the mishap.

"Arrogant child!" he guffawed. "Obviously the Dark Lord would have stronger protections on his most valued prisoners than that! Clearly you underestimated his power and cunning when you decided to join his service."

Harry felt a twinge of annoyance at the snide comment as he picked himself back up. "You don't know the first thing about why I joined the Dark Lord's service," he grumbled.

"Sure I do," Amos spat. "Your whole family's corrupted and rotten. You and your father sold out to the Dark side rather than stand up for what is right."

"Is that what this is about?" Harry scoffed. "You think you're a better man than me, because you refused to keep your head down to fight another day?"

"I'd rather die on my feet than live on my knees," Amos said proudly. "Same as my son, who is twice the man you'll ever be."

"Cedric?" Harry laughed. "I'm working with him, you idiot! And I've been fighting Voldemort for years now!"

"So the girl told us," Amos scoffed, glancing at Luna skeptically (whose intelligence he clearly didn't hold in high regard). "But I wonder: did you only turn against him once you realize you were in too deep? Are your intentions truly as pure as you suggest?"

Again Harry was sorely tempted to lash out at the man, to correct the record. But he swallowed his pride and let the vicious comments slide. He didn't have all day to argue the finer points of the war with Amos – he had a mission to complete.

"How does Lucius open the gate when he comes to check on you lot?" Harry asked, turning to Luna for answers.

"He carries a key with him that he uses to unlock the door," said Luna. "I imagine you'll have to retrieve it from him before you can open it yourself."

Harry nodded grimly. It was an expected answer, but one he was prepared for. Lucius was already on his to-do list before leaving the Manor...this made his next step abundantly clear.

"I'll be back," he promised, backing away to the stairwell.

"So he says," Amos said cynically as Harry ascended the steps and departed the dungeons.

He emerged back in the foyer, pausing once more to listen for any sign of movement, hearing none. He knew that the east wing of the Manor was where Lucius entertained guests with the dining room, ballroom and kitchens, which Harry presumed meant the west wing was for the residences. He headed down the hall to the west, heart thumping steadily, wand poised to strike at anyone he encountered.

As he approached the residence, he could hear the distant sound of shuffling footsteps, indicating that the Manor was indeed occupied. He heard two sets of footsteps, presumably Lucius and Narcissa, as Draco was currently on board the Hogwarts Express heading back for his final term at the school. Harry hadn't intended to kill Draco's mother, as she bore no Dark Mark, but he would not hesitate if she got in his way.

Harry followed the sound of footsteps as he drew closer, realizing they were on the floor above him. He spotted a staircase at the end of the hall and stealthily made his way towards it. Only once he reached the foot of the stairs did he finally hear voices:

"...I won't do it anymore, Lucius!"

Harry froze. The voice of Narcissa Malfoy was wafting down the stairs towards him, and by her tone, it sounded like the Malfoys were deep into an intense argument.

"No one is asking anything more of you, love," Lucius said, sounding tense and exasperated. "Your responsibilities are minimal compared to mine—"

"Are they? Are they, Lucius?" Narcissa laughed. "I may not take orders directly from your master, but who is the one ultimately forced to clean up after his messes? Who prepares all the food for you and our unpleasant guests? Who cleans this Manor from head to toe without the help of house-elves, which you are too paranoid to hire? Who cleans the blood from the walls of the dungeon after you've 'interrogated' our prisoners?"

"You think I torture them by choice?" Lucius demanded. "You think I enjoy holding prisoners and entertaining guests I don't want in my home?"

"Our home," Narcissa corrected him coldly. "It's always about you, isn't it, Lucius? You never cared about what I need, what I want!"

"That's not true," Lucius said weakly. "Of course I want what is best for you, my love—"

"Stop calling me that!" Narcissa shrieked. "If you truly loved me, Lucius, you would not subject me to this miserable life! Forced to bow to a madman! Forced to keep innocent girls as prisoners, and play host to that bloody terrifying snake!"

"This life will not be forever," Lucius insisted. "The Dark Lord has very nearly won. Once he has the Longbottom boy, we will no longer have to suffer such indignities—"

"You truly believe that?" Narcissa guffawed. "You do not see just how deranged your master has become? You follow a lunatic, and it is myself and Draco who suffer the consequences. How can you live with yourself, knowing you've doomed your son to a short life of bending the knee to a vindictive tyrant?"

Lucius said nothing in response to this, and Harry could tell Narcissa had struck a nerve. "I have made mistakes, Narcissa," he said meekly. "I do not deny it. But I never intended to harm you or Draco."

"And yet, that is the repeated result," Narcissa said coldly. "No more, Lucius. I will not stay another moment to watch my family fall to pieces. I'm leaving."

"Leaving?" Lucius demanded, as footsteps moved towards the stairwell above. "Leaving where?"

"To our summer home on the continent," said Narcissa. "Draco will be welcome to join me there if he survives this madness. But you, Lucius? I never wish to see you again."

"Narcissa, please," Lucius moaned. "Do not do this."

"Save it for the lawyers, Lucius," Narcissa scoffed. "Best of luck in your future war crimes."

Narcissa appeared at the top of the stairwell, descending quickly towards him. Harry flattened himself into the corner and held his breath as she passed by; luckily, she was too flustered to take any notice of a nearby invisible presence. Her heels clicked as she walked determinedly towards the foyer and out the front door to Apparate away. Lucius did not follow her, and soon silence settled again in the echoing space.

Harry waited a good ten seconds before stealing up the steps Narcissa had just descended. He walked into the master bedroom, where he found quite the unusual sight. Lucius sat on the bed, head in hands, looking more disheveled than Harry had ever seen him. His usual sharp attire was absent, replaced by a set of wrinkled silk robes that looked worn and frayed. Never had Harry seen Lucius Malfoy look so defeated, despite being on the winning side of a lopsided war.

Harry stepped out of the shadows and dropped his Disillusionment Charm, aiming his wand at the man. "Hands where I can see them, Malfoy," he growled.

Lucius glanced up, and Harry now saw the heavy bags under the man's eyes. He did not appear alarmed or even surprised by his appearance...if anything, he looked resigned to his fate.

"So the Phantom has finally come for me," he scoffed bitterly. "I did wonder when my day of reckoning would come." Lucius reached to his left, causing Harry's wand hand to twitch; however, he merely picked up a nearby bottle of Firewhiskey, taking a deep swell of the drink and belching fire before setting it down again.

"You have evaded justice for too long, Malfoy," said Harry. "Now your judgment day has arrived. On your knees."

Lucius complied, sliding off the bed and onto the hard wooden floor. "You win, Potter," he slurred, placing his hands calmly on his thighs. "I only have one request."

Harry blinked at the familiar address. He felt his face to verify that his glamour was still intact (it was) – so why had Lucius called him by his real name? "What did you just call me?" he demanded.

"I've known it was you for some time, Harry," Lucius said despondently. "Draco determined the truth months ago. He noticed your frequent absences during significant events, and witnessed your use of illusory magic on the cliffside to battle the Dark Lord."

Harry was dumbfounded by this revelation. "Draco knew all along that it was me?" he stammered. "And he told you? Then why did you not tell the Dark Lord?"

"Please, Harry," Lucius begged, eyes wide and searching his face. "All I want is for my son to survive this war. I knew if I exposed you to the Dark Lord, you or your father might retaliate by going after Draco. He fears you just as much as he fears the Dark Lord. I did not want him to suffer the consequences of my decisions. Not anymore."

Harry had never even considered targeting Draco, either out of retaliation or as a bargaining tool. But he supposed it was a valid fear – Harry frequently worried that Damian or Dahlia would be targeted for similar reasons. The logic went both ways, it would seem.

"I still don't understand," Harry muttered. "You had all the power in your hands. Yet you chose not to expose me, to curry favor with your master."

"To what end?" Lucius lamented. "Sure, you would have been caught, and I would have been praised for it. But the Dark Lord does not reward loyalty for long. Even Bellatrix, his most faithful and devoted, was constantly berated and placed under the Cruciatus for minor missteps. What good would turning you in have done?"

"You would have delivered victory to your master," Harry said, bewildered. "Your side would have won the war."

"My side?" Lucius laughed hollowly. "I no longer know what 'side' I wish to prevail. At least while Dumbledore and your father were running things, I had wealth and power to do as I pleased. The Dark Lord has done nothing to improve the lives of those who are loyal to him...if anything, he has made them considerably worse."

"You had no problem following him before," Harry retorted. "You fought for him willingly in the first war, and were the first to rejoin him when he returned."

"A folly for which I may never recover," Lucius lamented. "I truly believed the Dark Lord had honor, that he would uphold the pure-blood traditions he enticed us with. That he would never endanger my son, my heir. I chose the wrong side, and I have lost everything because of it. My only hope was that the prophecy was somehow true, that you and Longbottom actually had a plan to defeat him, so that my family and I could flee and start our lives over anew. There is no running from the Dark Lord."

So you've reached the same conclusion as me, Harry thought. Lucius too knew that Voldemort was simply biding his time until Neville was found and killed, and then he would move out of the shadows and do away with everyone he did not trust. The Potters, the Greengrasses, the Weasleys, and even the Malfoys. He was surprised to see such contrition from Lucius, whom he had imagined to be among Voldemort's most passionate and devoted followers left.

"Be that as it may," Harry said slowly, "I cannot let you live after everything you've done. You asked the Dark Lord for permission to kill me personally in that graveyard three years ago. You planted the diary in my sister's cauldron to open the Chamber of Secrets, and assisted in her kidnapping to the Department of Mysteries."

Lucius swallowed hard as the gravity of Harry's words hit him. "I...I do not deny any of it," he stammered. "I know my life is forfeit. Just please, I beg only one thing of you, in exchange for my silence."

"And what's that?" Harry demanded.

"Spare Draco," Lucius pleaded. "He has done nothing to deserve his fate. I failed him as a father, and do not wish to see him suffer for my mistakes."

Harry hesitated before responding. "He is also a Death Eater," he pointed out. "He accepted the Dark Mark."

"Under duress!" Lucius said hastily. "Much like yourself, might I add. Would you condemn yourself to the same fate? Do you not deserve a second chance to atone, to live?"

Harry pondered this. He had often wondered what might happen to him once this war was over, if they somehow won. Would a future Minister of Magic look kindly upon his actions taken during the war? Would he show mercy, or condemn Harry to death for his associations to Voldemort, the same way Harry condemned all the Death Eaters for their own? It was an uncomfortable question to consider.

"I will...think about it," he eventually sighed. "If Draco stays out of my way and keeps his mouth shut, I may let him live."

Lucius exhaled with apparent relief. "Thank you, Harry," he whispered, a tear running down his cheek. "Just make my end quick. I have suffered enough already."

Harry obliged. Two muttered words and a flash of green light, and Lucius Malfoy was no more. No emotions, no regret. Just a wasted life extinguished, long after the will to live had already ceased.

"Accio key," Harry muttered, pointing his wand at the man's body. There was a jangling of metal as a key ring flew out of Lucius' pocket; Harry caught it, feeling the magic thrumming from the jagged tool. It matched the magic he'd felt in the dungeons, confirming it was the key he was looking for. After ensuring he left behind no fingerprints or other evidence of his identity, he retreated down the stairs.

Harry pondered this new information on his way back to the dungeons. Draco had known of his transgression for months, and had not betrayed him to Voldemort. That was worth special consideration, though it now complicated matters further. He had just murdered the man's father, after all – would Draco still be so forgiving when he learned what had happened here tonight? He would have to speak with Draco as soon as he returned to Hogwarts that evening, to explain things. If he reacted with anger, Harry may have no choice but to kill him anyway. If he promised to remain silent? Well, then Harry was not sure what he would do.

His mind continued to turn over the possibilities as he reached the foyer and descended the steps into the dungeon once more. "Oh good, you found it!" Luna exclaimed happily as Harry clicked the key into place. "Was Mister Malfoy gracious enough to give it to you?"

"Not exactly," Harry grimaced as he unlocked the grated door. "Don't worry – Lucius Malfoy won't be harming any of you ever again."

"You killed him?" Amos Diggory gasped. "Merlin, boy, you truly are mad!"

"What do you care about it, anyway?" Harry demanded. "Didn't he torture you? Didn't he cut off your limbs?"

"Yes, but we're supposed to be better than them!" Amos protested. "We serve justice in the court system, not with vigilante murders!"

"And what good did the courts do in the last war?" Harry demanded. "Lucius wriggled his way out of justice then – who's to say he wouldn't again?"

Amos opened his mouth to retort, but Ollivander calmly interrupted him with a hand on his shoulder. "Perhaps this is a conversation for another time," he suggested. "This is not the appropriate place."

"Very well," Amos grumbled. "So, how are you getting us out of here, boy?"

"Er…" Harry muttered, looking between the three prisoners. He hadn't planned on getting all three of them out, and knew the additional bodies would only slow him down. Not only would he have to find a way to transport them all beyond the ward boundary, he had to Apparate them somewhere safe, and he could only take two people Side-Along at a time.

"It's okay, Mr. Diggory," Luna piped up brightly. "Harry is going to get me out first, then he will come back for the two of you. Isn't that right, Harry?"

"Oh," said Harry, surprised. He hadn't expected Luna to suggest such a plan. "Are you sure? Perhaps we could do the other way around, or take two and leave one person back—"

"No, the girl's idea is sound," Amos said begrudgingly. "She'll be the easiest transport, and you can come get us crippled geezers after. Preserving the youth is the most important thing." Ollivander nodded in agreement.

"Alright," Harry said uncertainly. "Are you ready to go now, Luna?"

"I am," Luna nodded. "Farewell, Mr. Diggory, Mr. Ollivander. I'm sure we will see each other again quite soon."

"Best of luck to you, Miss Lovegood," Ollivander beamed at the girl. "It has been a joy having such a ray of sunshine here in this godforsaken place." Luna gave him and Amos a brief hug before turning to Harry and following him out of the cell.

"Quickly, Luna, read this," said Harry, handing her the slip of parchment with Fleur's handwriting on it. Luna read the note, magic shivering over her as she was let in on the secret of Raven House. She nodded in understanding, and Harry led the way up the stairs and out of the dungeon.

His mind was already racing ahead as they climbed the steps. This development was unexpected, but not impossible to overcome. He would get Luna out, then return for Amos and Ollivander, before beginning the hunt for Nagini. Once the great snake was dead, he would reconvene with Fleur and plot out their next steps together. For the first time, it felt like the worst of it was behind him – the end was in sight.

Harry felt a chilly hand slip into his own as they ascended. He looked down; Luna was gripping his hand tightly, face hard-set and determined. He wondered what had spurred her to do this...she was probably just anxious, seeking comfort in his embrace. He squeezed her hand tightly for reassurance as they reached the top step and emerged into the foyer of Malfoy Manor.

Suddenly, Harry felt that he was the one in need of reassurance. His blood ran icy cold, as he and Luna froze in place, terror gripping the two of them at once.

The Manor was no longer vacant. A small group had arrived, pouring in through the front door and fanning out before them. Several top Death Eaters stood at the fringes – Lockhart, Rookwood, Yaxley, and even Snape, all eyeing Harry with surprise. Gellert Grindelwald stood off to one side, eyes gleaming with triumph at the sight of Harry; and at the forefront was Lord Voldemort himself, red eyes boring into Harry's, a look of suspicion and anger in his terrifying expression.

"It is just as I have foreseen, my Lord!" Grindelwald announced gleefully. "We have a traitor in our midst!"
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Harry stood rooted in place, mind racing for some way out of this predicament. Before him stood half a dozen of the most dangerous Dark wizards in the world, all glaring at him suspiciously. He did not dare try to make a move, knowing he would be cut down immediately if he did, along with Luna beside him. He stared blankly back at Voldemort, trying to figure some way to talk himself out of this.

Luna was the first to breach the tense silence. "Hello, Gellert!" she beamed at Grindelwald. "I did not know you would be visiting me today!"

"Hello, my love," Grindelwald greeted her with a sickly smile. "I confess that I had a sneaking suspicion we would cross paths again soon. But it appears you are being unfaithful!"

"Harry was kind enough to come and break me out of that horrid jail cell you put me in," Luna said, voice still sounding light and innocent, as though two menacing Dark Lords were not staring her down. "I had hoped to leave here with him. I do apologize."

"Harry Potter," Voldemort said softly, in that dangerous tone that Harry knew meant he had murder on the mind. "What is the meaning of this?"

"M-my Lord," Harry bowed deeply. "I beg your forgiveness. I was simply worried for my friend and wished to check on her well-being."

"But the boy lies!" Grindelwald hissed. "He clearly intended to abscond with the girl! He somehow managed to break open the cell door...this was not merely a temporary visit!"

"I'm afraid he's right, Harry," said Voldemort, eyes narrowed in even deeper suspicion than before. "Your story makes little sense. Why have you taken my prisoner from her cell, and what did you intend to do with her?"

Harry's mind struggled to come up with an answer that would satisfy the Dark Lord. But he was struggling to come up with one. His story would fall apart at the barest scrutiny, and the second the Manor was searched and Lucius' body was discovered, it would all be over. Grindelwald's grin was growing wider by the second...he knew he had Harry good and cornered this time, with nowhere to run.

But once again, Luna was the one to breach the awkward silence. "Harry broke me out because he's in love with me," she said matter-of-factly.

Both Voldemort and Grindelwald looked surprised by this response. "Love?" Voldemort scoffed. "But what nonsense is this?"

"Harry and I have been seeing each other all year," Luna explained. "Things got more difficult once he was married, of course, but we managed to keep our affair a secret. I knew that once Harry discovered I was being kept here, he would come to rescue me, and we could flee to the continent to be together at last."

It took Harry a moment to realize what Luna was doing. She was trying to cover for him, to create an excuse that would spare both of their lives. Had she planned this tactic all along? Was that why she'd requested to leave the cell first, why she'd taken his hand as they ascended the steps? Or were these simply spur of the moment decisions, guided by her Seer instincts, and now used in their favor? He could never be certain whether Luna was three steps ahead or fighting to catch up...maybe it was both.

Harry saw the matching looks of bewilderment on both Voldemort's and Grindelwald's faces. The latter clearly had not foreseen this development in his schemes to trap Harry, while the former was still trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Harry felt Voldemort's passive Legilimency brushing against his mind, and presumably Luna's as well...did her Seer abilities prevent him from deducing that it was a lie? Harry kept a straight face, hoping that the Dark Lord(s) would somehow buy this explanation and show him mercy.

"Something is amiss, my Lord," Grindelwald said dubiously. "I do not believe this fiction."

"I am fully capable of distinguishing between truth and lies, Gellert," Voldemort snapped. "I cannot detect deception in the girl, so what she says must be rooted in truth. Is that so, Harry? Did you come here to steal away your mistress?"

Harry swallowed hard, knowing that he had to be as honest as possible to avoid detection. Selective truths. "I've been close with Luna since we met in my second year," he said. "I care for her as if she's my own family. I could not bear the thought of her suffering here at the hands of Lucius. And yes, I planned to leave my wife and run away with her." To where, exactly, he would leave up to the imagination.

Voldemort studied Harry closely, red eyes still narrowed in reproach. The other Death Eaters also looked skeptical, eyeing Harry with suspicion. Luna's hand trembled slightly in his, betraying her nerves despite her calm and aloof exterior. Harry's heart pounded, praying that this would somehow be good enough to convince Voldemort he was not a threat.

Then, to his profound relief, a wry smile crossed Voldemort's features. "Harry, Harry," he said in a lightly chiding tone. "I often forget just how young you really are. A foolish, hormonal boy, still prisoner to the whims of desire. And so soon after your own wife discovered she was with child! You could not be satisfied with just one lover, could you?"

The other Death Eaters chuckled appreciatively at the quip. Harry knew that infidelity was common among them; even Lockhart was chuckling at Harry's misfortune. Harry wondered what had become of Pansy Parkinson after their last encounter – he strangely hoped she was alright.

"My Lord, I fail to see the humor in this situation!" Grindelwald protested. "He clearly plotted to steal away with my wife-to-be!"

"Yes, yes, a clumsy attempt that he will be punished for," Voldemort said dismissively. "However, no harm was done, and your intended remains safe."

"The boy ought to be killed for his transgression!" Grindelwald growled, pointing his wand at Harry. But to Harry's surprise, Voldemort pushed the man's arm roughly back down.

"No," Voldemort barked. "Potter is important leverage against the Minister. He is not to be touched."

"He has a sister that you can use as leverage!" Grindelwald snapped. "He is expendable – let me punish the boy myself!"

"I said no," Voldemort said dangerously, rounding on the older man angrily. "You are not to harm the boy under any circumstances. Is that understood?"

Voldemort took his right forefinger and pressed it to the Dark Mark on his arm. Grindelwald suddenly grimaced, nearly falling to his knees as he clutched his own Mark. Harry wondered if Grindelwald had ever realized just how much power Voldemort wielded over them with the brand, how powerless they could become if their master trained his focus upon them. Eventually Grindelwald sank to one knee and fell silent, head bowed in reverence (or defeat?) to his master.

"Good," said Voldemort. "Severus, kindly take the girl back to her cell. Harry and I have some business to attend to...he is going to learn what happens to those who attempt to subvert my will."

Harry's stomach sank. He was going to be put under the Cruciatus, he was certain of it. Voldemort would not simply allow him to walk away scot-free, not after such blatant disobedience. He was going to be made an example of for the other Death Eaters. And even if Harry remained mentally intact once it was over, it was only a matter of time before Lucius' body was found, and then he definitely would not be allowed to live.

Snape moved forward to escort Luna away. Harry half-hoped that Luna would come up with some other mad concoction to talk their way out of this, but she too remained silent, still trembling as her hand was wrenched from Harry's grasp. Snape began to guide her back towards the dungeons, when a booming voice echoed through the foyer:

"I hereby invoke the Right of Reprisal!"

Everyone froze, turning towards the sound. Grindelwald had risen back to his full height, looking furious, finger pointed angrily at Harry. He had no idea what this phrase meant, but the other Death Eaters began to mutter in hushed, awed voices, indicating it was something significant.

"As I have said, the boy is not to be touched," Voldemort said irritably.

"It is European custom, my Lord!" Grindelwald insisted. "For centuries, pure-blood wizards have had the right to avenge a transgression committed by a wizard of lower status. A dirty half-blood has deflowered my intended bride, and I invoke the right to an honor duel to clear my name!"

"I am unfamiliar with any such custom," Voldemort scoffed. "This is not to be entertained—"

"You would deny me the right of my heritage?" Grindelwald demanded. "The right bestowed upon all pure-bloods from birth? You would allow me to suffer the indignity of being usurped by a filthy Mudblood?"

The other Death Eaters continued to murmur in hushed whispers around them. And Harry understood that Grindelwald was not appealing to Voldemort – he was appealing to them. The other pure-bloods would talk about this with their fellows, and word would spread that their master had allowed one of his closest followers to be humiliated by a half-blood teen. That would not reflect well upon Voldemort, as it would sow the seed of discontent among his ranks that he did not honor pure-blood customs like he claimed.

Voldemort looked furious by this development, but he said nothing immediately in response. Harry could practically hear the gears churning in his head, running through the calculus of what fallout might result if he denied Grindelwald's request. Harry also knew that this was what Grindelwald had been waiting for all along: the chance to challenge Harry for the Elder Wand. He didn't truly care about this so-called 'Right of Reprisal' – it was just a convenient excuse to manufacture the outcome he badly craved.

"What does this 'honor duel' entail?" Voldemort demanded, looking to his other followers for an explanation.

"It is a duel to the death, my Lord," Rookwood supplied with a low bow. "The winner of the duel wins the hand of the maiden in question. Any pure-blood may invoke the duel if he feels he has been wronged."

A tense silence lingered as Voldemort pondered the dilemma. Harry sensed a nervous energy from the surrounding Death Eaters, wondering if their master would honor the ancient custom, but he also saw excitement in their eyes. He suspected they would all be eager to see the great Gellert Grindelwald in action for themselves, and this 'honor duel' would be a prime opportunity to watch the once-feared Dark Lord back in action.

Voldemort, too, seemed morbidly intrigued by the prospect. He would have still been a student at Hogwarts when Grindelwald was at the peak of his powers...surely he too wondered what the old man was still capable of. He eyed Harry strangely, as though calculating whether it was worth sacrificing him to appease his followers and sate their curiosity. Grindelwald was right, after all: he could still use Dahlia as leverage to keep James in line if Harry was killed. That seemed to make up his mind.

"Very well," said Voldemort. "I will grant you your honor duel, Gellert. In fact, we shall invite all of my followers to watch you defend your honor."

"You're too kind, my Lord," Grindelwald bowed gratefully, a devious smirk crossing his features.

Voldemort pressed a finger to his arm once more; Harry felt his own Dark Mark burn as he summoned the other Death Eaters to the Manor. The Dark Lord seemed to have a renewed vigor now, a gleam in his eye at the promise of spectacle – an excuse to provide entertainment for his followers.

"Now, where is Lucius?" said Voldemort, looking around the Manor as though the man would materialize. Then, after a moment's silence he said, "Oh, never mind; I know where the arena is. Come, everyone."

Voldemort led the way from the foyer and down a hallway – thankfully, in the opposite direction of the body. Harry shuffled along numbly behind him, flanked by Grindelwald and the other Death Eaters. I'm going to die today, he thought glumly. Not only would he have to fight Grindelwald, he would be forced to do so in front of Voldemort's entire inner circle. Even if he somehow won the fight, there would be no more talking his way out once Lucius' body was found. He was fully trapped now, with no way out.

But he also knew he had to make the moment count. Harry was a fighter, and he was being given a chance to do just that: fight. He could attempt to rid the world of a dangerous man, even if it was the last thing he ever did. Maybe he'd even be able to take down a few Death Eaters before he met his end. Hopefully Luna would be alright in the fallout.

As the group marched forward, Harry subtly reached into his cloak and rummaged through the pockets until he located the enchanted Galleon. He pressed the tip of his wand into it, imbuing it with magic and causing the numbers to change to all zeroes. He prayed that Daphne, Fleur and the others would get the message and realize that he was in mortal peril. They would know what to do. They could get themselves and their families to safety before Voldemort turned his attention on them. Harry could make peace in knowing he managed to warn them with his dying breath. Now he just had to buy them as much time as he could.

They arrived at the far end of the Manor's east wing, where a hidden door in the wall gave way to a massive underground structure Harry had never seen before. It reminded him of the pit at the Bulgarian fighting ring: a sunken arena with bloodstained walls, meant for deadly bouts to take place. Harry wondered how many 'Rights of Reprisal' had taken place here over the centuries – how many Muggle-borns had lost their lives here, to sate the bloodlust of the pure-bloods who marked them for death?

Voldemort marched out into the center of the arena, beckoning for Harry and Grindelwald to join him. The older man paced restlessly around the perimeter, eyeing Harry with a manic look in his eye, looking more dangerous than he ever had since his escape from Nurmengard. Harry merely stretched at the center of the arena, trying to get limber and prepare his mind for what was to come. He knew this would be his fiercest battle since his practice duels with Dumbledore and his brief battles with Voldemort in disguise, but this time, only one fighter would walk away alive.

More Death Eaters began to trickle in over the coming minutes, taking their places on the elevated platforms around the perimeter of the arena. They were all whispering excitedly to one another...word was spreading fast as to what was going on, and everyone was looking forward to seeing what Grindelwald might be capable of. Fortunately, amidst all the excitement, nobody seemed to notice Lucius' absence...Harry hoped that would remain the case for as long as possible.

Once the last few followers trickled in, Voldemort held up his hand for silence. "Earlier this afternoon, Mr. Harry Potter was discovered trying to break a prisoner out of her cell," he announced. He beckoned towards Snape, who still held the arm of Luna, looking down into the arena at Harry with a fearful expression. "The young woman in question was the intended wife of Gellert Grindelwald, who has invoked the Right of Reprisal against Mr. Potter, challenging him to an honor duel to the death."

The gathered crowd murmured excitedly at this prospect. They regarded Harry with sneering laughs, no doubt expecting to see the teen wiped from the face of the planet in a matter of minutes.

"No one is to intervene with the duel," said Voldemort. "They will fight until only one remains, and that will be the end of it. No assistance shall be offered to Mr. Potter in any way."

The crowd chuckled knowingly at this. Judging by Voldemort's phrasing, he clearly didn't expect Harry to survive the bout. After all, why not say that Grindelwald could not be assisted either?

Voldemort retreated from the arena and took his place behind the barrier, overlooking the arena. "You will begin on my mark," he announced. "Are you both ready?"

"Ready!" Grindelwald bellowed, still pacing like a caged animal waiting to be unleashed.

Harry took his position opposite him, hesitating briefly before pulling out his Kneazle core wand. As tempted as he was to use the Elder Wand, he knew that Voldemort would recognize it immediately from his memories of fighting the Phantom at the Ministry and the cliffside. He could only pray that the wand that chose him first would be up to the task.

"Ready," Harry muttered, preparing himself for battle.

"Begin!" Voldemort shouted.

"First we bow, Harry," Grindelwald grinned. He inclined his head, and Harry did the same; a split second later, he instinctively spun out of the way as curses whizzed past his ear. Clearly the old man had no intention of fighting fair.

The duel began in earnest, with Grindelwald taking the early initiative. Harry's instincts screamed at him to move, to duck and dodge and roll like he'd trained so long to do in combat. But he had to force himself to remain static, to mask his true fighting style lest Voldemort recognized it as the Phantom's. He remained in one place, defending himself as best he could without showing off his true speed and agility. And Grindelwald seemed to realize this as well.

"Playing defensive, are we, Harry?" he shouted mockingly as he flicked deadly spells in Harry's direction like they were nothing. "Is that the way dearest Albus taught you to fight: like a coward?"

Harry ignored the barbs, knowing Grindelwald wanted to rile him up, to get him angry so he would make a mistake. He had played enough Quidditch to know such mind games and would not fall for them. He kept his focus on his casting and precision, deflecting away each spell that could do untold damage to him.

Slowly Harry began to return fire, to test Grindelwald's defenses with counter-strikes of his own. The older fighter was slow but precise, easily swatting away Harry's early probing attempts. "Is that the best you've got?" Grindelwald taunted during a lull, eyes wild with excitement.

"I could ask you the same," Harry shouted back. "Can't handle a lone teenager on your own?"

Grindelwald's smile was replaced with a snarl at this remark. "You haven't seen half of what I can do, Harry," the man spat. "But if you insist."

Grindelwald launched into his next offensive, his rate of spell-casting now doubled. Harry had no choice but to move now, alternating between Shielding and ducking out of the way of the powerful onslaught. He realized that the old man had just been toying with him – that he too was holding back his full power. Perhaps he did not want Voldemort to realize what he was truly capable of, either.

Harry tried to switch things up, to mix in other branches of magic to vary his style. He tried conjuring and Transfiguring objects to throw at Grindelwald, but the man effortlessly swatted them aside without breaking his stride. He threw in a few elemental spells to break Grindelwald's concentration, but they were merely hurled straight back at him, forcing him to cancel the illusions. There seemed to be nothing he could do that would surprise his experienced foe.

And the longer the bout dragged on, Harry knew he was hopelessly outmatched. Grindelwald had a century's worth of knowledge against him, his repertoire far more vast and advanced than Harry could ever hope to match. Nearly ninety percent of the spells being sent his way he did not recognize, forcing him to expend great effort to avoid them. He did not dare risk letting one slip through his defenses and finding out what kind of nasty effects they would have on his body.

Then, Harry made a mistake. He tripped over his own feet as he spun away from a Bone-Breaker Curse, forcing him to pause his defenses to right himself. His next Shield Charm came too late to fully deflect a Bludgeoning Curse; it caught him partially in the hip, staggering him backwards, feeling as though he'd been clipped by a speeding train. Harry grimaced and dropped to one knee, pain radiating throughout his body, as the Death Eaters roared with delight.

"Come now, Harry, you must be quicker than that!" Grindelwald jeered. He looked like he was enjoying himself, barely breaking a sweat, playing up the spectacle to his onlookers.

"Quit toyin' with the lad!" one of the Death Eaters jeered. "Finish 'im off!"

"What's the matter, Harry?" Grindelwald taunted, in a voice low enough that only he could hear. "Not strong enough to face me? Perhaps wishing you had a more powerful tool at your disposal?"

Harry's blood ran cold, knowing exactly what Grindelwald implied. He was simply no match for the man with the Kneazle core wand, no matter how hard he fought. There was only one way to win this bout. And that was by surrendering to the very object that Grindelwald wanted him to procure.

As Harry struggled to his feet, he stealthily reached into his robes and grabbed the Elder Wand from its hiding place. He cast a subtle glamour on it so it would appear no different from the mahogany wand he'd just stowed away. As he returned to his feet, new wand at the ready, Grindelwald's eyes alighted with glee...he clearly sensed the magic of the Hallows, even if the others did not.

"Very good, Harry," he smiled. "Now, let's show these mere mortals what Death is truly capable of."

And Grindelwald resumed his assault, fury in his eyes as he held nothing back this time. Finally Harry saw why he was once the most feared wizard on the planet...his blinding speed and ferocious power was on full display, not diminished one bit after a half-century of atrophy. Harry's own wand was a blur as it deflected the dangerous magic away from him – he knew he never could have defended himself from such an onslaught of his own accord. The Elder Wand was showcasing its full potential, gleeful at the opportunity to fight a worthy foe at last.

Let me have him, the Wand whispered in Harry's ear. I will destroy my old master for you. He is the more powerful wizard, but you are my Chosen. Give me control, and you will be victorious.

Harry hesitated. He was wary of the Wand's manipulative ways, knowing it was not as infallible as it claimed to be. After all, how could Dumbledore have beaten Grindelwald before, if the Wand had truly been able to match his strength? But he also knew he had little choice in the matter. Grindelwald's assault showed no signs of slowing, and Harry was fatiguing quickly. He could not win this fight alone. He needed Death's help to do it.

Alright, he reluctantly consented. Show me what you can do.

The Elder Wand sang with delight. And Harry suddenly felt like a man possessed, his entire body moving fluidly and gracefully as though controlled by a skilled puppeteer. Grindelwald was abruptly forced onto the back foot as Harry took the offensive. Suddenly he was the one firing deadly curses his enemy's way, as Grindelwald's defensive prowess was put to the test.

Unlike Voldemort, who had been shocked by such a display of raw power at the Battle of London, Grindelwald's smile only widened. "That's more like it!" he laughed maniacally as he fought back with all his might. He was clearly familiar with the Elder Wand's style and looked equally elegant as he negated Harry's attack.

They traded barbs back and forth, poking and prodding at one another's immaculate defenses. The Elder Wand was quick, but so too was Grindelwald, who had the advantage of experience both with and against such magic. Harry could hear the hushed murmurs of the Death Eaters above him, clearly not expecting him to put up such a fierce fight. And he could feel Voldemort's scrutinizing gaze upon him – perhaps not yet realizing the truth, but recognizing that Harry was a far more dangerous foe than he had suspected.

"You are a worthy adversary, Harry Potter!" Grindelwald shouted. "A talented wizard far beyond your years!"

But Harry could see that Grindelwald was beginning to tire as well. He may have the knowledge to keep up with the Elder Wand, but his advanced age was finally starting to show. Sweat peppered his brow, and he grunted with exertion with each spell cast, each incoming attack parried. Now Harry's youth and physical fitness was the tie-breaker that could decide things. Time was not on Grindelwald's side, and both fighters knew it – he would have to do something to break parity and reclaim the advantage.

With a roar of effort, the elder wizard launched into one final assault, charging forward with a deadly salvo of obscure curses. Harry planted his feet, refusing to give ground as the Elder Wand swatted them all aside. He knew he just had to outlast this one act of desperation, to let Grindelwald tire himself before he could retake the initiative and end this fight. He could sense victory coming, and so too could the Elder Wand, practically crying with joy at the prospect of claiming another soul…

Then, finally, Grindelwald made his first mistake. He lunged forward, attempting to slip a spell beneath Harry's defenses, but he lost balance, tumbling roughly to the stone floor. The Elder Wand reacted before Harry did, gleefully switching from defense to offense as the enemy's back was turned, closing in for the kill while the opportunity was ripe—

Harry realized his own mistake too late. Grindelwald's awkward tumble transformed into an elegant roll, spinning around to face him once more with lightning speed. Harry's stomach fell as he saw the look of excitement in Grindelwald's expression at the successful ruse. The savvy older wizard knew the Wand's proclivity for Death, its desire to pounce on any window to strike and take a life. And Harry had played right into the trap.

Grindelwald neatly rolled away from Harry's killing blow and fired a wordless Banishing Charm past his lowered defenses. It hit Harry from close range straight in the chest; he was thrown into the opposite wall with great force, his head smacking painfully into the stone and causing his vision to go fuzzy. The Elder Wand slipped from his grasp, clattering to the floor and rolling out of his reach.

Harry landed face first on the ground, the wind knocked out of him from the impact. Worse yet, he heard a faint snap from within his robes, which he knew was his Kneazle wand shattering beneath his body weight. He could feel the splinters of wood jabbing into his stomach, telling him that it was broken beyond repair. His backup weapon was now destroyed.

I have to get the Elder Wand back, Harry thought in a panic. He fought to shake off the dizziness, to crawl towards it, but with a flick of Grindelwald's wand, heavy ropes emerged from the ground to wrap themselves tightly around Harry, pinning him in place. Harry fought with all his might to free himself, his outstretched arm desperately grasping for the Wand some fifteen feet away, but it was no use. He had been captured. The battle was over. He had lost.

"You fought well, young Potter," Grindelwald tutted as he sauntered forward, looking triumphant. "But you are no match for the great Dark Lord Grindelwald. And now you must die." And he strolled past Harry to his left, towards the Elder Wand, sitting benignly on the ground, waiting for its next master to pick it up.

It can't end like this, Harry thought desperately. He can't get the Wand. Britain will be doomed for sure. But there was nothing he could do from his present position. He was pinned to the ground, the Elder Wand far from his grasp, as Grindelwald stalked excitedly towards it. Harry saw the manic gleam in Grindelwald's eyes at the prospect of being reunited with the Wand, after half a century apart. The man bent down to grab it, to snatch away Harry's last hope of survival, of seeing his family again—

"Depulso!"

Harry didn't know why he shouted it. He had no wand, no means of defending himself – just a desperate scream into the void. But to his astonishment, a bolt of blue energy erupted from the Elder Wand, still lying untouched on the ground, well out of his reach. It struck Grindelwald in the chest and launched him backwards across the arena, tumbling head over heel, dropping his own wand in surprise.

Grindelwald sat up, staring at Harry in astonishment. He scrambled across the ground to pick up his wand again. But when he righted himself and trained his wand on his enemy once more, Harry was back on his feet, free of his bindings, the Elder Wand in his hand. With a flick of his wrist, Grindelwald's wand was wrenched from his grasp; Harry caught it out of midair, and suddenly it was the famed Dark Lord who was powerless, as his enemy stalked towards him.

"No!" Grindelwald bellowed in anger. "It isn't fair! I beat you! The Wand belongs to me!"

"You should have killed me when you had the chance, Gellert," Harry snarled. With another flick of his wrist, Grindelwald sank to his knees, heavy chains wrapping themselves around his wrists and ankles, tying him down. Harry would not make the same mistake of letting his opponent live. He would not gloat. The deed was done.

"Just one moment, Harry," Voldemort spoke as Harry leveled his wand at his enemy's forehead. "You have already taken one of my top lieutenants from me. I cannot allow you to take another."

"M-my Lord," stammered Rookwood, "the rules of the Right of Reprisal are clear. The winner of the duel must die. No one is to interfere."

"I care not for these foolish rules!" Voldemort shouted angrily. "Potter, I order you to stand down! You are not to kill him!"

Harry briefly lowered his wand, considering the direct order. All eyes in the arena were upon him, especially Grindelwald's, who looked frightened for the first time. His fate now truly rested in Harry's hands, powerless to stop him.

"I will say nothing," Grindelwald hissed desperately, in a voice low enough that only Harry could hear them. "On my magic and my life, I shall never reveal your secrets to the Dark Lord. Let me live, and we can both forget this ever happened."

"Answer me one thing," Harry whispered back. "If the roles were reversed, would you have shown me mercy?"

Grindelwald's face twitched, as though willing himself to lie, to say that of course he would. But the roles were reversed, just moments before, and he had been fully prepared to end Harry then and there. Grindelwald's worried expression turned to hatred, as he realized what Harry was implying. There was no way both of them were walking out of here alive. There was no mercy here.

"Not one bit," Grindelwald spat.

Harry nodded in recognition. The Elder Wand crackled at his side, sensing what was to come. Grindelwald sensed it, too...he looked up into Harry's eyes one last time, a bitter smile crossing his features.

"Well met, Phantom," he snarled, loudly enough for all to hear.

Harry raised his wand once more, aiming it between his fallen foe's eyes before Voldemort could protest. "Avada Kedavra," he muttered. The Elder Wand sang in triumph as it glowed green and struck down its former master, and Gellert Grindelwald slumped to the floor, dead at last.

There was a stunned silence in the arena as Harry stood over his fallen foe. The Death Eaters stared, wide-eyed, at the fallen Dark Lord, just moments after he'd maneuvered himself into a near-certain victory. But Harry had no eyes for any of them. He looked directly up at Voldemort, who was looking not at Grindelwald, but at Harry. And his eyes were wide with shock – not just at the outcome, but the revelation that had just come to light with Grindelwald's dying breath. And Harry knew he was doomed.

"You," Voldemort snarled. And he moved his finger towards his Dark Mark, to incapacitate Harry once and for all—

"Terranus crepitus!" Harry bellowed, firing the Excavation Curse at the onlookers. The spell exploded beneath the viewing platform, causing half a dozen Death Eaters to crash down into the arena amidst the explosive debris. Harry fired two more in quick succession, not giving his enemies any time to react. Voldemort was forced to shift his attention from his Dark Mark to his wand, Shielding himself from the debris as chaos reigned in the arena.

Harry sprinted for the exit. He saw Luna cowering just beside Snape, who had relinquished his grip on the girl, whether out of shock or as a subtle means of helping Harry. He had no time to stop and ask at the moment. Harry grabbed Luna's wrist and burst through the door and down the hallway towards the foyer. He had to put as much distance between himself and Voldemort as possible.

But he also had to keep the man occupied. "Ignis diaboli!" Harry shouted, aiming the Elder Wand over his shoulder. White-hot Fiendfyre erupted from his wand, billowing down the hallway and through the still-open door into the arena. He could hear the distant scream of Death Eaters as the flames threatened to consume them. He felt resistance press up against his fire at once, telling him that Voldemort had matched him with Fiendfyre of his own.

"Luna, run!" Harry shouted at Luna as sweat poured down his brow. "Get yourself to the tree line and hide!"

"But what about Mr. Diggory and Mr. Ollivander?" Luna demanded.

"There's no time!" Harry groaned. "We have to get out while we can!"

"I won't leave them behind!" Luna protested. And before Harry could respond, she took off running in the opposite direction, towards the dungeon where the two prisoners were being kept.

Harry wanted to follow her, but it took every ounce of willpower to maintain his grip on the Fiendfyre. Voldemort was fighting back hard, his own serpent heads snapping back with ferocity, fighting to overwhelm him. Harry's strength was rapidly dwindling after such a taxing duel with Grindelwald, but he knew he could not relent. The second Voldemort had a free moment with his wand hand, he would touch his Dark Mark to regain his control over Harry and it would be the end. Harry just had to buy as much time as he could for Luna and the others to escape.

But Voldemort was steadily advancing, Harry's heels screeching on the marble tiled floors as he was forced backwards down the hallway. Harry could see Voldemort now, emerging from the arena, red eyes burning as brightly as the flames as he fought to subdue Harry's onslaught. So far, his plan was working...Voldemort was pouring his all into the fight, unable to divert attention to the Dark Mark. But he didn't need hands to enact a backup plan of his own.

Harry saw Voldemort's tongue waggle as an ominous hissing sound filled the air. He could no longer understand Parseltongue, and felt a sense of foreboding at what the serpentine speech might mean. Then, he stomach dropped as he heard a matching hiss directly behind him. Harry spared a quick glance behind him, which confirmed his worst suspicions: Nagini had arrived, planting herself between him and the exit. And she too had murder in her eyes as she surveyed Harry excitedly, body poised to strike.

There was no easy way out of this situation. The hallway was blocked at either end, with no off-shoots providing Harry an alternate means of escape. His choices were Voldemort on one side, or the embodiment of Voldemort in venomous snake form on the other. Death awaited him no matter which way he looked, and both were closing in fast, giving him little time to think of a plan.

The only way he was surviving was by doing something exceedingly reckless and unexpected. Fortunately, that was somewhat of a specialty for Harry.

Harry abruptly turned on a heel and sprinted away from Voldemort, directly towards Nagini. The giant snake bared its fangs and lunged forward to strike Harry down. But Harry leaped and spun abruptly in the air, his Quidditch instincts allowing him to barely avoid the snake's maw and tumble over its outstretched body. He rolled neatly over the snake's scales and emerged unscathed on the other side.

Nagini recovered quickly, spinning around to strike at her foe, who now lay vulnerable before her. But what the snake didn't realize was that Harry had never ended his stream of Fiendfyre down the hall. And now Nagini was directly in its path.

Harry heard a distant scream of fury from Voldemort as the white-hot flames consumed Nagini whole. The snake barely had time to react before it was annihilated, being incinerated in an instant. Harry saw a burst of pitch-black smoke and heard a much nearer, more inhuman scream as the horcrux in the snake disintegrated amidst the fiery chaos.

But Harry had no time to reflect on what this meant for the war. Voldemort redoubled his efforts in his anger, and Harry had to grip the Elder Wand tight with both hands to avoid dropping it. He was pushed all the way back down the hall and into the foyer...the exit was just to his right, but there was no sign of Luna or the others, the basement door still ajar in the other direction.

"LUNA!" Harry yelled hoarsely. "Luna, we have to go now!"

Thankfully, Luna emerged up the steps at once, followed closely by the two older men. Both appeared weathered and frail; Ollivander could barely stand on his own two feet, while Amos Diggory had to resort to hopping on his one remaining leg, leaning on the wizened wandmaker for support.

"Get behind me!" Harry yelled. The three scurried for the exit as Harry backed out the front door, maintaining his stream of Fiendfyre all the way. He could hear the two men straining to keep going behind him and knew it was going to come down to mere seconds.

"Can you Apparate us out of here?" Amos shouted over the chaos. "We haven't got wands!"

"I can only take two at a time!" said Harry. "And I'm sorry, but I'm not leaving Luna behind!"

"So you would leave us here to die?!" Amos roared angrily.

"D'you have a better plan?" Harry grunted in frustration. If it wasn't for him, Amos would still be in that dungeon, unlikely to ever get out...must Harry solve every problem on his own?

"What about Gellert's wand?" Luna suggested. "I don't think he needs it anymore."

Right. Harry quickly plunged his off-hand into his robes and retrieved Grindelwald's wand, tossing it towards Amos. "Get yourselves to the ward boundary and Apparate as far away as possible."

Amos nodded as he and Ollivander continued to hobble down the lane. Luna stayed quite close to Harry, her nervous breath in his ear as he continued to pour every last bit of strength into his casting.

Voldemort emerged on the front steps of the Manor now, looking furious. Several other Death Eaters emerged behind him, quickly fanning out to get an angle of attack against their retreating foe. Harry kept the Fiendfyre spread wide, attacking Voldemort's followers as much as the man himself, forcing the Dark Lord to match suit to prevent them all from being incinerated.

We must be getting close, Harry thought desperately. The ward boundary can't be far now. We're nearly out of here…

Then, to his relief, he heard a quiet pop of Apparation behind him, telling him that Amos and Ollivander had escaped. With a final roar of effort, Harry poured his remaining magic into a burst of flames that he sent outward in a cone ahead of him. The Death Eaters on the fringes dove for cover, as Harry ended his casting at last and grabbed Luna's hand. He sprinted down the lane, praying he'd bought himself enough time.

"You cannot run from me, Harry Potter!" Voldemort's shrill voice called out after him. But Harry felt the shiver of magic wash over him as he crossed the threshold that meant safety. He twisted on the spot, Disapparating from the Manor with Luna in tow.

They landed in a heap on the front lawn of Raven House. Harry lay flat on his face, breathing in the earthy grass, too exhausted to move, to care. It was quiet here – peaceful, even – he could perhaps lay here for an eternity, far from the chaos he had just left.

But then, the chaos found him again. The front door slammed open, and a small group rushed out of the house, Fleur at the lead. "'Arry!" she exclaimed, running down the steps towards him. "Are you alright?"

"More or less," Harry mumbled, forcing himself to sit up. "Did you get the coin message? Where are—?"

He relaxed considerably when he saw the group gathered behind Fleur: Daphne, Astoria, Dahlia, and Damian, still dressed in their street clothes, all staring at him wide-eyed. "I-I wasn't sure what to do," Daphne stammered nervously. "You said if the Galleons ever showed all zeroes, it meant run for cover. We could have waited for the train to reach Hogsmeade, but we decided to use Dahlia's Portkey to come here, just in case."

"You did the right thing," Harry reassured her, as he struggled to his feet and helped Luna to hers. "Listen, we're in serious danger. We need to alert our families and get them into hiding, right now."

"What 'appened?" Fleur demanded, looking Harry up and down for injuries. "Why are you—?"

"Please, there's no time!" said Harry. He knew it was only a matter of minutes, if not seconds, before Voldemort directed his rage towards Harry and everyone he loved. "Daphne, take Astoria to your family's safe house and warn your mother. Fleur, take the others to Grimmauld Place and warn my family. Hopefully Amelia and Andromeda got the warning as well."

Fleur stared at Harry in shock for a moment. She must have seen the grave look in his expression, because she finally nodded and sprang into action.

"Astoria, go with your sister," she instructed. "Dahlia, Damian, come with me."

"What about me?" Luna asked, briefly forgotten in the commotion.

"Er…" Fleur hesitated. "I can only take two Side-Along at a time…"

"Take her and Damian," Dahlia offered. "I have a few things to get first." And she rushed back toward the house without warning, ducking beneath Fleur's outstretched arm and through the front door.

"Dahlia, wait!" Fleur shouted after her, looking nervously back to Harry.

"I'll get her," said Harry. "Get the others out of here."

Fleur nodded and beckoned Luna towards her. They each linked arms with Damian and Apparated away; Daphne did the same with Astoria, as Harry rushed into the house after his sister.

"Dahlia, where are you going?" he yelled. "There's no time for this!"

"I can't abandon our potions lab!" she shouted back from up the stairs. "I'm grabbing a few reserves in case we can't come back here for a while!"

"Who cares about some bloody potions?" said Harry, exasperated. "We need to go right n—aarrghh!"

Harry fell to his knees as his left arm exploded in pain. The Dark Mark on his arm burned angrily, and this time, it was not a generalized anger. It was directed at him...all-devouring, all-encompassing, spreading through his body like a wildfire.

"You cannot escape me, Harry Potter," Voldemort voice spoke directly into his mind, voice laced with fury. "Do not attempt to run. Surrender yourself to me now, or suffer my wrath."

Harry could hear distant booms outside the house, confirming his worst suspicions. Voldemort was here, just beyond the ward boundary, attempting to break in. Under normal circumstances the Fidelius Charm would have shielded the home's location, but the Dark Lord knew precisely where Harry was, thanks to the Dark Mark linking their souls together. And it wouldn't take him long to break down the basic protective wards Harry had erected the year before and destroy everyone within.

Dahlia's footsteps came rushing down the stairs, gasping when she saw Harry writhing on the ground and clutching his arm in pain. "What's happening?" she exclaimed.

"Dahlia...you have to go, now," said Harry through gritted teeth. "He's coming for me. Get to Grimmauld Place and warn the others."

"What about you?" Dahlia asked fearfully.

"It's too late for me," Harry moaned, fighting to Occlude the Dark Mark from taking over his willpower, which he knew was a losing battle. "He'll find me wherever I am and kill everyone I'm with. I can't go with you – I'm sorry."

"But...but surely there must be another way!" Dahlia insisted, looking down at the handful of vials clutched in her shaking palms. "A-a potion you can take...a sedative to stop the pain—"

Another wave of Voldemort's fury washed over Harry, and it took everything he had in him not to scream. "Dahlia, run!" he shouted hoarsely. Pain was radiating up his arm, threatening to consume him whole, as the distant booms grew closer and louder. "He's nearly here – save yourself!"

"I won't abandon you!" Dahlia wailed, scurrying around the room in a panic, searching for something – anything – to alleviate Harry's pain. "There must be something to stop him—"

Suddenly, Harry's mental defenses slipped, and a sense of overwhelming calm came over him. It was like being under the Imperius Curse in his original timeline, as Voldemort used the Dark Mark to take over Harry's willpower and make him do as he wanted. Like a zombie, he stood off the ground and marched towards the front door to meet his end. But at the last moment, Harry wrenched control back, and suddenly the pain was annihilating him again, sending him back to the floor in agony.

"I'm as good as dead already!" Harry grunted through the pain. "He'll break through any second...please, Dahlia, just let me go!"

"I won't, I won't, I won't!" Dahlia sobbed, upending tables and cabinets in her search for something to help.

"Tell Mum and Dad I loved them," Harry mustered, fighting with every fiber of his being to keep his Occlumency barriers intact against the relentless mental assault. "They will understand. Don't make them lose both of us."

"I'm not letting them lose anybody!" Dahlia said frantically. She continued to rifle through the living room and kitchen for anything that could help, emptying cupboards and wrenching items from cabinets in her desperation to save her brother.

Harry knew he had perhaps seconds to live. His magic was nearly depleted, his Occlumency barriers torn to shreds, barely able to withstand the relentless assault. He felt Voldemort's consciousness pressing up against his own, breaking through the connection: This is the end for you, Harry Potter...there is no point in fighting back...just let me in, and I will end your suffering…

Yes, Harry thought deliriously to himself. I can stop this. All I have to do is walk out that door and past the ward boundary, and it will all stop...the pain will be over…

Suddenly Dahlia rushed to his side, carrying something heavy. "Your arm, Harry!" she shouted. "Give me your arm!"

"It's no use, Dahlia," Harry moaned, showing her the offending arm, the black mark snaking its way up towards his elbow with thick tendrils, moments away from overcoming his defenses…

It happened in the blink of an eye. There was a flash of silver, a brief moment of excruciating pain, then silence.

Harry blinked. He could no longer hear Voldemort's voice in his head. He no longer felt the radiating pain of the Dark Mark coursing through him.

Dahlia wore a look of abject horror on her face as she trembled before him. "H-Harry…?" she asked uncertainly.

Harry looked down. His brain struggled to process what he was seeing. A tattered hat lying in a heap at his sister's feet. A shining sword with a glittering ruby handle in her hands. His left arm, lying on the floor, the Dark Mark extinguished upon its skin. And a bloodied stump where that arm used to be, severed just above the elbow.

Harry met his sister's terrified eyes one last time. Then he promptly fainted.
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Harry expected death to be more peaceful.

Rather than the sweet embrace of nothingness, all he knew amidst the darkness was pain and anguish. He could hear people screaming, could sense the chaos happening all around him, could feel his body aflame with agony, but he was powerless to change it. What was the point of death if not to avoid such suffering? Why was his soul not permitted to rest after passing over to the other side?

Eventually, he was granted the peace and quiet he craved. But still the darkness enveloped him, and the pain persisted, as though he was still connected to the corporeal body he thought he'd left behind. It finally dawned on him that he must not be dead...he was still here, in the plane of the living, but trapped within his own mind. He had to break free. He had to get back to his family. Voldemort was still out there; his family was in grave danger, and he had to warn them—

Harry gasped awake and struggled to stand, but he felt a pair of hands holding him down, forcing him down onto his back. He felt the cool fabric against his skin and the soft pillows under his head, and knew he must be in a bed. But where? And how long had it been?

"Harry, calm down! It's okay. You're safe."

"Dahlia?" Harry croaked, recognizing his sister's voice in the darkness. "What are you doing here? I told you to run—"

"We're not in danger, Harry," said Dahlia. "Hold on – let me go and fetch the others." And he heard her get to her feet to leave the room.

"Can you turn a light on?" Harry asked groggily. He regretted this request immediately as blinding light consumed his vision, groaning and attempting to shield his eyes. As he slowly acclimated to the light, he realized he was in a familiar place: his bedroom at Grimmauld Place. He'd expected to still be at Raven House, Voldemort threatening to break down the wards and kill him. Dahlia must have gotten him out somehow.

A minute later, Dahlia returned with several people in tow. Harry's heart leapt when he saw who it was: James, Sirius, Andromeda, Damian, and Fleur, all looking worried sick.

"Harry," James said weakly, rushing forward to give his son a fierce hug. "Thank Merlin you're all right. It wasn't looking so good for a minute there."

"I'm okay, Dad," Harry muttered, reaching up to return the hug. He was confused when he could not bring his left arm around to grasp his father's backside. In fact, he could not feel his left arm at all. Had it fallen asleep? Was it trapped beneath the sheets somehow?

Then, it all came flooding back to him. The Dark Mark burning. The Sword of Gryffindor in his sister's hands. His severed arm lying on the floor of Raven House. "What happened?" he demanded, trying to sit upright as his father forced him to remain on his back. "Where's Voldemort? Is he coming? Is everyone—"

"Relax, Harry," Sirius reassured him. "Everyone is safe. Andromeda here alerted us to the danger, and we managed to get everyone to safety before the Death Eaters attacked."

"They came to Godric's Hollow first," James said grimly. "Leveled our home and half the block to the ground. Luckily, we got Petunia out before that happened."

"There's half a damned army camped outside as we speak," Sirius muttered grimly. "They knew the location thanks to Snape, but the Fidelius is keeping 'em out. As long as we stay within the ward boundaries, we're safe here."

"And the Greengrasses?" Harry asked. "And Luna, and her father?"

"All fine," said James. "The Lovegoods are hiding out in Diagon Alley, with the Weasley twins. And the Greengrasses are together in their own safe house – all four of them."

"Amelia was brilliant," Sirius said with a knowing smile. "She managed to pull some strings in the DMLE to have Dale Greengrass freed from Azkaban, just before the alarm was sounded. He was snuck off the island and back to his family just in the nick of time."

Harry sighed with relief at this news. But as he took in the occupants of the room, one notable absence stood out. "What about Mum?" he asked nervously.

James and Sirius exchanged a grim look. "We assume she's still at Hogwarts," said Sirius. "We sent her a Patronus, but she didn't respond."

"There hasn't been anything in the news about her, which is good," James sighed. "We just have to hope Severus can find a way to keep her safe."

Harry nodded slowly. As loath as he was to admit it, being with Snape was probably the second best option for his mother besides being here. Harry knew the man had survived the Fiendfyre, having seen him just before Apparating away from Malfoy Manor – hopefully he had a crafty plan to protect her. Or maybe Voldemort wouldn't even bother with her, assuming her to be truly estranged from the family. He always did underestimate the bonds of love, failing to realize that James and Lily could never truly be separated.

Then, one more pressing matter came to the forefront of his mind. "The Sword of Gryffindor," he said, looking to Dahlia with alarm. "It's not safe to handle. We have to retrieve it, we have to—"

"Relax, 'Arry," said Fleur with a small smile. "Ze Sword is taken care of. I brought it into Gringotts yesterday myself."

Harry took a moment to process this. The horcrux is gone, then? he thought in bewilderment. The Sword had not even been on his radar in the chaos of the evening, and yet, it had appeared to Dahlia in her moment of need. Suddenly another horcrux was taken care of without him even meaning to.

Then he remembered the encounter with Nagini at Malfoy Manor, watching the snake burn up in the Fiendfyre. "The snake is gone, too," said Harry, looking up to Fleur. Her eyes went wide as they both processed what that meant. The horcruxes are all destroyed. Well, all except for one…

"Clearly there is much to discuss," said James, eyeing Harry curiously. "Fleur mentioned that you two had been working on something in secret, but she did not elaborate."

"I wanted to wait for you to wake up," Fleur explained to Harry. He nodded gratefully...explaining the horcrux hunt would be a tricky conversation with James. He would no doubt have questions about Harry knew so much, which would unearth uncomfortable truths about his past. Fleur had the tact to let Harry do the talking, knowing how much he feared his parents' reaction to the truth.

"Yes, we'll explain everything soon," Harry muttered absent-mindedly. He reached across his body to feel for the stump where his arm had been. But to his surprise, he could not find it...he moved up his torso, surprised to find that his entire arm was missing up to the shoulder, where heavy bandages concealed the wound. He turned back to Dahlia, frowning in confusion.

"Harry, I'm so sorry," Dahlia sighed glumly. "I tried to save your arm, but there was some kind of curse on it...I could not stop it, so we had to amputate again at the shoulder to stop it from spreading to your body."

"Oh," Harry said softly. He knew that arm re-attachments were technically possible in the wizarding world, though he instinctively knew that would not be possible in his case. Not only was the Dark Mark still attached to his forearm, the Sword had been a horcrux, meaning the wound was no doubt infested with dark magic. If anything, he was lucky not to have lost more of himself in the process.

Then, out of nowhere, Harry began to laugh. It began as a quiet chuckle, then grew into a deep chortle, until eventually he was cackling at the top of his lungs. The rest of the group stared at him in bewilderment. "'Arry, what's so funny?" asked Fleur.

"I just realized…" said Harry in between fits of laughter. "This is really going to impede my future Quidditch career."

Everyone just stared at him in bewilderment, wondering if he'd gone insane. And maybe he had. The thought wasn't funny at all, but it was a morbid reminder of how absurd Harry's life had become. Here he was, on the brink of death from fighting a shadow war against a madman, thinking about something as trivial as Quidditch! There were roughly three dozen other reasons why he would never play the sport again – what difference did losing an arm make at this point?

"Now that we know you're in a joking mood," James said grimly, "what the hell were you thinking that night? Dahlia told us you snuck off the train...Miss Lovegood told us about your mad break-out attempt...why were you anywhere near Malfoy Manor to begin with?"

"That's a long, long story," Harry sighed. Where could he even begin to explain the events leading up to the Manor mission? Everything he'd done as Phantom? The Grindelwald situation? The horcruxes? It would take hours to explain it all.

"And what's this business with the Sword of Gryffindor?" James demanded. "Andromeda filled me in yesterday about your Gringotts bribery scheme...what in Merlin's name have you been up to for the past year?"

Harry and Fleur shared a significant look at this. Dahlia once again piped up to salvage the awkward moment. "Maybe that's a conversation for another day," she said diplomatically. "Harry still needs to rest – he's been through a traumatic event, and he's lucky to be alive."

"That's a fine idea, Dahlia," said Sirius. "We've all been through the ringer in the past few days – let's take some time to decompress, and we can figure things out another day."

Harry nodded. His brain still felt like it was swimming in a thick soup, and his entire body ached. But at the same time, he was still burning with questions, aching to know all that had happened since the Malfoy Manor incident.

"What's going on at the Ministry?" he demanded, turning to James. "Are you still Minister? What's Voldemort been up to? How—"

"Slow down, Harry," James chuckled. "A lot of things are happening, but nothing you need to worry about right now."

"We've been in touch with Remus and Alessia on the continent," Andromeda added. "They're working to begin moving troops into Britain with the help of Cedric, Nymphadora and the rest of the resistance. Fleur's father is helping as well."

"I want to help, too," said Harry, once again trying to sit up as his father forced him to stay put. "If we're going to fight, I want to be there."

"The war's not going anywhere, son," said James. "I promise you're not missing anything important. Right now, the best thing you can do to help is heal."

"You 'ave done so much for this war already, 'Arry," Fleur said softly. "Please, for the love of Merlin, let the rest of us take care of things for a while."

Harry met her eyeline, seeing her firm gaze fixed upon him, giving him silent reassurance that things were being taken care of. He felt a swell of gratitude towards her in that moment...she knew what needed to be done next, and was taking over in his stead. It reminded him that he was not alone in this war, that he had loved ones supporting him every step of the way.

Suddenly, Harry heard an odd noise coming from elsewhere in the house. A foreign sound, one he had not heard for many, many years: that of an infant crying. He froze, looking to the others for confirmation.

"Is that what I think it is?" he asked with wonder.

"Amelia had her baby," Sirius nodded with a smile. "The same night you turned up half-dead on the doorstep, in fact. I suppose the excitement of the day was too much for little Cassie to keep herself hidden away from us any longer."

"Cassie?" Harry repeated, heart leaping. "It's a girl?"

"We named her after my favorite great-aunt, Cassiopeia," Sirius grinned. "Four days old and she's already a handful. You're going to love her."

Harry smiled broadly at the thought. Despite the gloom and darkness around them, a new life had come into the world, and he could not wait to meet her. Happiness burned bright within him...he'd jumped through the Veil after Sirius to rescue him, and now here his godfather was, a new father, enjoying the life he always should have had. It was a reminder that, for all Harry had done wrong along his journey, he'd gotten a few things very right.

"You'd best get yourself healthy so you're able to hold your new niece," James suggested with a small smile. "We've got a lot to do in the meantime. Don't you worry about a thing, son." James and the adults departed soon after, leaving just Dahlia and Fleur at Harry's bedside.

"I need to go and check on Mr. Diggory," said Dahlia. "He's recovering at one of Fred and George's safe houses. Excuse me." She hurried from the room rather quickly...Harry suspected she wanted to give him a Fleur a moment alone. They looked at one another, unsure of what to say.

"I am very upset with you right now," Fleur chastised him, though her eyes told a very different story. "You were not meant to get into a huge battle without me."

"I'll be sure to invite you next time," Harry deadpanned. "It wasn't on my agenda for the evening, believe me."

"Luna told us about your duel with Grindelwald," Fleur added, eyes wide with fear. "'Ow on Earth did you beat him?"

"Er...I kinda didn't," Harry muttered, glancing over to his bedside table where the Elder Wand sat innocuously beside him. "Grindelwald got the upper hand and disarmed me, but the Wand still responded to my magic and caught him off-guard. I dunno how it happened. It's like I could still cast with it, even though it wasn't in my hand."

"How odd," Fleur muttered, brow furrowed in thought. "'Ave you ever been able to cast through a wand you were not holding at the time?"

"Only once I can think of," Harry muttered. He'd once wandlessly cast a Lumos in his original fifth year, when he'd dropped his wand while running from dementors with Dudley, but it had been inches from his face at the time, not meters out of reach.

"Well, we can ponder ze specifics another time," Fleur shrugged. "For now, I am simply glad you made it out alive."

"Me too," Harry chuckled. "So you are certain the horcrux in the Sword was destroyed? The goblins didn't lie to you?"

"I insisted that zey let me watch the purge," said Fleur. "They placed ze Sword inside a forge and burned it with dragon fire. All ze rubies and decorations were destroyed, and I saw ze black smoke of Voldemort's soul rise up with my own two eyes. When it was done, only goblin steel remained...Ragnok confirmed its purity himself and said our business was concluded. He even threw your contract into ze flames to destroy ze paper trail."

Harry breathed a sigh of relief. "Now we just need to find Neville," he muttered. "He's the last thing preventing Voldemort from becoming mortal again."

"And 'ave you given much thought to what you will do when you find Neville?" Fleur asked.

"Not really," Harry muttered. He had been so preoccupied with finding all the other horcruxes that he hadn't managed to come up with a solution to the one in Neville's scar. The boy simply had to die in order to untether Voldemort from this reality, and he could see no way around it. All he could think to do was find the boy, then figure out the rest after.

"We do not 'ave to decide anything today," Fleur reassured him. "Just rest up, and mull it over in ze meantime."

"Yeah, I guess so," Harry sighed. It wasn't like he had much better to do while confined to the bed.

"Oh...you are bleeding through your bandaging," Fleur remarked, glancing at his left shoulder. "Shall I change it for you?"

"If you don't mind," Harry shrugged.

Fleur drew her wand and knelt at Harry's side to attend to his wound. He winced slightly in pain as she unraveled the bandage and began to quietly mutter under her breath, cleaning the blood and re-sealing the wound. He watched her work, marveling at the look of intense concentration on her face, taking immense care not to hurt him further.

Suddenly Harry felt a strong wave of desire wash over him. Fleur's face was quite close to his; her long blonde hair tickled his face as she leaned over his prone form. He felt the sudden primal urge to pull her close and kiss her again, much like that charged evening at Raven House a few weeks prior.

"Er...Fleur?" Harry mustered. "Could you back up a little bit?"

"Am I 'urting you, Harry?" Fleur frowned, turning to examine his expression.

"No," said Harry. "It's just...your Allure is a bit overwhelming at the moment."

Fleur studied his face with a frown. "I am not using my Allure," she muttered. "I 'ave been suppressing it around you on purpose."

That didn't make sense to Harry. If she wasn't using her Allure, then why did he have such strong feelings towards her? It didn't make sense. Unless...unless those feelings were unbidden by an Allure. Perhaps they were brought on by something more natural – more genuine. Harry saw Fleur's face processing this too, no doubt coming to the same conclusion.

They made their minds up at the same time. The space between them disappeared as Harry pulled Fleur in close for a desperate kiss. And this time there was no mistaking it: she was eagerly returning the gesture, pressing herself into him with a contented sigh. Harry's heart soared as they finally gave in to one another, the last barrier between them dissolving at last.

Harry spent the next week recovering in his room in Grimmauld Place. His physical recovery was the quickest part...his severed arm was healing nicely, thanks to Dahlia's pristine medical work and his own augmented healing courtesy of the blood ritual the year prior. His magical exhaustion was another matter – the fight with Grindelwald had taken a lot out of him, not to mention the prolonged Fiendfyre exposure afterward, and the Occlumency required to keep Voldemort out of his mind via the Dark Mark. It made him feel sluggish and oddly empty inside, unable to remain upright for long.

Luckily, he had Fleur to keep him company. She stayed with him day and night, tending to his wound and sharing his bed, an arrangement that nobody else in the house seemed to question or be surprised by. The transition from friends to lovers felt seamless – they were already as close as two people could possibly be, so the physical component was just a natural next step. She brought him warmth and comfort at a time he badly needed it, and he could no longer imagine life without her by his side.

This is the future I want, Harry decided one night as he held Fleur close while she slept peacefully beside him. I'll fight for this future until my dying breath.

He was gradually drip-fed information over the coming days about developments in the outside world. Harry was now Undesirable #2 behind Neville, for the suspected murders of Barty Crouch, Lucius Malfoy, and the Lestrange brothers. James was Undesirable #3 as his 'accomplice'; he and all of his allies had fled the Ministry, with the Prophet quick to label him a deserter and a traitor to Britain. Gilderoy Lockhart had been named acting Minister of Magic in his stead, with the papers praising his comeback story after Rita Skeeter's 'vicious lies and smear campaign' against him five years prior. Harry could hardly believe that the public was buying into this obvious con.

Meanwhile, James was coordinating with Cedric, Tonks, Remus, Alessia and the resistance movement to determine a plan of attack against Voldemort. Progress was slow, which was good in a way, because Harry had yet to explain the Neville situation to his father. Hopefully by the time a massive battle broke out, the scar horcrux would no longer be a factor they had to worry about. Harry decided that that would be his primary focus for the time being.

According to the Prophet, Hogwarts remained in operation, despite the 'scandal' of several students being outed as co-conspirators against the government, including the Potters and Greengrasses. Snape remained Headmaster, giving Harry some hope that the entire subterfuge had not yet been unraveled. There was no mention of Lily in the press, meaning she would hopefully avoid any consequences for her estranged family's treachery.

But Harry knew the balance remained delicate, and they would not be able to remain in hiding forever. Voldemort surely wanted him dead, and he knew about Grimmauld Place, even if it was protected by the Fidelius Charm. Sooner or later he'd figure a way to get to the Potters before they were ready to fight. And Harry refused to be weak and bed-ridden when the Dark Lord eventually came knocking.

So against Fleur and Dahlia's protests, he began venturing from his room to build his strength up again. He could not walk for more than five or ten minutes at a time before exhaustion overcame him, but he fought through it, pushing himself to walk up and down the stairs several times a day to get some semblance of exercise. His muscles ached and his magic screamed for rest, but he would not remain idle. Time was not on his side, and he refused to give up the advantage he'd fought so hard for against Voldemort.

Eventually he felt strong enough to remain upright for longer than an hour at a time. He began joining the family for meals and spending time in the library reading to pass the hours of recovery. "D'you reckon I could meet Cassie now?" Harry asked Sirius over dinner one evening.

"Oh...yes, I suppose so," said Sirius thoughtfully. He retreated to his own bedroom to check on Amelia and fetch the baby while Harry settled on the sofa. He emerged with a bundle of cloth, within which was wrapped the tiniest, most precious little human Harry had ever laid eyes on. Cassie Black was practically the size of his hand, a thin wisp of pitch-black hair adorning her crown. She squirmed softly in her father's arms, and Harry felt like he might melt into a puddle of joy from the sheer cuteness.

"Can I hold her?" he asked as Sirius sat beside him.

"Er…" Sirius hesitated. "I'm not sure that's the best idea right now, kiddo, given your...condition."

"Oh," said Harry. Frankly, he was getting sick of having only one arm, which greatly limited his ability to perform simple tasks. Even eating and cleaning himself was more of a hassle than he was comfortable with. He knew it was not something he wanted to continue to suffer through, and he'd begun formulating a plan days prior, so he decided to put it into action now.

He reached into his pocket for the Elder Wand, which he now refused to part with. He tapped it to his injured shoulder, and the bandages fell away, exposing the mangled flesh that had been magically sealed shut. Then, ignoring the protests of Dahlia and everyone else around him, he pressed the tip of the Wand to the stump and began to utter incantations under his breath.

Magic flowed from the Elder Wand into his shoulder, causing his entire left side to burn with a hot but not-too-unpleasant sensation. The entire room watched with wonder as a shimmering limb began to grow out of the wound – flesh, blood and bone stitching itself together and running down his side. Harry felt his stamina draining fast, but he persevered, pouring magic through the Wand until the job was done.

When he finally pulled the Wand away, he had a brand-new arm in place of the old, looking slightly pale and unnatural but fully intact all the same. Harry flexed and stretched the arm to test its strength; it tingled mightily as blood pumped through the new arteries, and the muscles needed strengthening, but it appeared to work just fine.

"Bloody hell, how did you do that?!" Dahlia demanded. "Healers can reattach limbs, but we can't grow them out of nothing like that!"

"Indeed, that magic is far too advanced for a seventeen year old," James agreed, looking bewildered. "Where did you learn that spell, Harry?"

"Oh, just something I picked up along the way," Harry muttered vaguely. In truth, he'd never studied or cast the spell before, but it felt like ancient knowledge he'd been able to pluck out of nowhere. He supposed it was because Albus Dumbledore had used the very same spell to regrow his own arm two years prior. The Elder Wand somehow retained that knowledge, and therefore Harry was able to emulate it, much like the other seemingly impossible things the Wand allowed him to do.

"Clearly there's a lot you have to tell us," James sighed. "I know you've been dabbling in magic you oughtn't for far longer than you've let on."

"That's true," Harry sighed. "And I promise I'll tell you everything. But right now, I want to meet my newest family member."

Harry beckoned for Cassie once more. Sirius hesitated briefly before sighing and gently handing the baby over to him. Harry's newly-grown arm screamed in discomfort as he accepted the weight, but nothing in the world could make him drop such a precious package. He nestled the little girl in the crook of his right arm, a silly grin plastered on his face as he marveled at her tiny features. Cassie blinked sleepily up at him, her light-gray eyes staring up at him with innocence and wonder.

"She must like you, Harry," said a new voice. He looked up to see Amelia in the door frame, looking pale and exhausted but otherwise healthy. "I haven't seen her this quiet and still since she popped out."

"Darling, you should be resting," Sirius chided his wife, standing to help her to the nearest seat.

"Please, Sirius, I'm not a fragile vase," Amelia huffed, shaking him off as she sat under her own power. "You don't have to fuss about me breaking every five seconds. Women are hardier than you men give us credit for."

"Congratulations, Amelia," Harry smiled. "She's beautiful."

"Thank you, dear," said Amelia, smiling at the sight of Harry holding her daughter. "I'm glad to see you're alright. When the Galleon showed all zeroes, I assumed the worst had happened."

"It almost did," Harry muttered, as he let little Cassie play with his fingers. She cooed and fussed in his arms, looking innocently up at him, not realizing all the awful things he'd done to protect her. The men he'd killed. The men he still intended to kill. Will she think me a monster when she's grown and learns what I really am? Harry wondered. But for the moment, he was content to know that his family had grown in size by one, and he would defend her life even if it meant killing a thousand more evil-doers.

Suddenly, there was a distant whoosh as the Floo activated in the other room. Instantly the adults went on high alert; James, Sirius and Andromeda sprang to their feet; Harry instinctively shifted Cassie to his newly-grown arm and flicked the Elder Wand to his hand, aimed at the doorway as footsteps approached from down the hall.

Then, the last person he expected walked through the doorway. "I...I wasn't sure if I'd be accepted by the wards," Lily stammered, eyes wide at the wands trained upon her. "I hope I'm not intruding—"

James crossed the room in a flash and embraced his estranged wife with a groan of relief. Harry's heart soared as his parents clung to one another, hugging and kissing as tears streamed down their cheeks. Even Dahlia, who normally blanched at such public shows of affection, beamed brightly at the sight.

"Are you alright, darling?" asked James, cupping Lily's face in his hands. "Did he hurt you?" It took Harry a moment to realize James was referring to Snape, not Voldemort.

"Severus did a brilliant job keeping me safe," said Lily. "He convinced You-Know-Who that I had no knowledge of the resistance movement, and his mental scans proved that correct. But once he realized I might be used as a pawn to lure you into a trap, he allowed me to run and find you."

Harry once again marveled at Snape's display of selflessness. He'd risked everything to protect Lily and her children, and was now willing to let her return to her rightful family if it meant keeping her safe.

Lily's eyes landed on Harry, still holding Cassie protectively. "Is that...my granddaughter?" she said weakly. "I did not think Daphne was due for several months still…"

The adults all exchanged amused expressions. "Actually, she is mine," Amelia said apologetically. "There's clearly much to catch you up on."

The rest of the afternoon was spent filling Lily in on everything that had happened since she left to join Snape the previous summer. She was delighted to hear about the dual wedding and Remus and Alessia's ongoing efforts to help Muggle-borns flee to the continent. She was slightly crestfallen when Harry revealed he was not the true father of Daphne's child, but quietly pleased to learn that Andromeda was not truly pregnant by James' doing.

"What's been happening at Hogwarts, dear?" James asked. "There's been very little news out of the castle since we all fled."

"It's a madhouse," Lily chuckled darkly. "The students are in full revolt. The Carrows have been attacked multiple times in the halls, and it's taking everything Severus has to keep a hold of them all. Ginny Weasley trained quite the little resistance army over the last year."

"Isn't she worried about being punished again?" Harry frowned. "Voldemort must know she's the ringleader behind all this."

"Oh, Ginny fled the day after you all did," said Lily. "Disappeared from the castle without a trace. Severus claims ignorance to how she did it, but I suspect he helped her escape. I imagine she's back with her family now."

"That's good," Harry muttered. He wondered if Ginny would tell her family the truth about her 'punishment' earlier in the term. Would they understand his true intentions? Or would the Weasley family continue to loathe him?

"Other than that, the school's been running as normal," Lily sighed. "Oh, except Divination has been canceled. Professor Gorschev just disappeared over the break – how odd."

"Er...Mum, Professor Gorschev was Gellert Grindelwald," Harry said awkwardly. "Voldemort broke him out of Nurmengard and disguised him as a professor to regain his strength."

Lily's eyes went wide. "Merlin," she breathed. "I always got a bad feeling about that man. But to think...an actual Dark Lord, walking the same halls as my children? Where has he gone?"

"He's dead," Harry said grimly. "He challenged me to a duel, and I killed him."

"I'm sorry...did you say you dueled the Dark Lord Grindelwald?" Sirius said slowly, eyes widening in horror at his godson. "And you beat him?"

"Yes," Harry nodded tiredly, causing all the adults in the room to gawk in disbelief. "I got incredibly lucky, truth be told. It's a long story."

"I think 'Arry needs to rest," said Fleur, sensing Harry's waning stamina. "He can tell ze full story another time."

"How about later tonight?" James suggested, eyeing Harry warily. "I would still like to know what you two have been up to over the past year."

Harry nodded in agreement, and Fleur helped him back up to his bedroom for a nap. But he did not fall asleep, still mulling over this impending discussion with his parents that he so dreaded. And Fleur could sense his anxiety.

"Tell me what you are so afraid of, mon chéri," Fleur whispered as she stroked his hair beside him.

"I don't know if I'm ready to tell them the truth about who I am," Harry said weakly. "I'm afraid they won't accept me once they realize I've replaced the boy they raised for eleven years."

"You may not 'ave been raised by them, but they 'ave loved you for the last seven years all the same," Fleur reasoned. "And you are still their son."

"But not the same one they thought they knew," Harry lamented. "I've done so many awful things, Fleur. I've killed so many people. I'm afraid they'll think their child has been replaced by a monster."

Fleur considered this in silence for a moment. "Let me ask you something," she said. "After you killed Bellatrix Lestrange, did your parents stop loving you?"

"Er...no," Harry admitted. "But that was different—"

"And when you killed Albus Dumbledore, did they reject you?" Fleur continued. "Did they turn you away and refuse to ever look at you the same way?"

"Not exactly," Harry muttered. "But still—"

"I think you continue to feel like a fraud because you were not raised by people who loved you," said Fleur. "You think that you do not deserve your parents' love, that it belongs to someone else. Am I right?"

Harry was stunned by these words – he'd never heard it framed in such terms before. "Er...I guess so," he muttered. "The Dursleys were never affectionate towards me."

"And you think if your parents knew the truth, they would start behaving like the Dursleys."

"Maybe," Harry sighed. "I know it sounds stupid. But you don't know what it's like to not have parents who love you. I never thought I would have that, and I got a second chance to experience it. And I don't want to risk losing it ever again."

Fleur nodded in understanding. "It is your decision to make," she said. "But your sister accepted it with no problems, and I think your parents will too. Nothing you tell them could ever make them love you less."

Harry hoped she was right. It was possibly an irrational fear that he would lose their trust, but an all-consuming fear all the same, one that scared him even more than Voldemort did. He would have to think carefully about how he wanted to approach the subject with them, if at all. But Fleur's words reassured him, reminded him that he was probably overthinking things. She curled into him in the bed, and he gradually managed to fall asleep, clinging to her possessively.

Hours later, Harry and Fleur descended into the living room. Dahlia and Damian had retired to bed, leaving the five adults to converse quietly over tea. They all perked up at the new arrivals, clearing space for them to sit on the sofa.

"Feeling better?" James asked his son.

"Loads, yeah," Harry nodded. His strength was finally starting to return to him, and his body was adjusting to the new limb he'd grown, which was rapidly acclimating to being a part of him.

"I still want to know how you did it," Sirius chuckled, watching intently as Harry flexed and stretched his new arm. "I've never seen magic like it before."

Harry sighed and pulled the Elder Wand out of his pocket. "I suppose we should start with this, then," he muttered.

"Yes, where did you get that?" James asked. "That's not the same wand I remember you buying from Ollivander – we found that one shattered in your robes pocket when you arrived."

"Dad, do you remember when I asked you for a copy of The Tales of Beedle the Bard a couple years ago?" asked Harry. "You mentioned that your grandfather believed the Potters were descended from the third brother in the tale about Death."

"Ah, yes," James smiled wistfully. "Your great-grandfather Henry loved to tell that story. He believed to his dying breath that the Invisibility Cloak in the tale was the same one passed down through the Potter line."

"Well, he was right," Harry sighed. "The Deathly Hallows are real. And this is the Elder Wand."

The other adults stared blankly at him. "But that's just a fairy tale, dear," Lily frowned.

"It's not," said Harry. "Dumbledore won the Wand when he defeated Grindelwald, and I wound up with it last summer. The Cloak was passed down the Peverell line to you, Dad, until Dumbledore borrowed it because he knew what it really was. And Fleur and I found the Stone a couple years ago."

He reached back into his pocket and procured the silver ring, which was still inset with the Resurrection Stone. He tossed it to James and Lily, who examined it carefully, marveling at the triangular inscription of the Hallows on its weathered surface.

"It's said that this Stone can revive the dead," James muttered. "But that's preposterous."

"It doesn't work like that, exactly," said Harry. "It's more like an echo of their souls. You saw your parents with it last winter, after the Minister's Ball."

James blinked in confusion at this. "I think I would have remembered something like that," he scoffed.

Harry groaned...he'd had to Obliviate the memory from James' mind to prevent Lockhart from seeing it. He did not know if it was possible to restore memories after they had been erased. But he felt the Elder Wand in his hand urging him forward, so he pointed his wand at his father and whispered, "Erudiare."

James gasped as the blockage on his mind lifted, and the memory of that night flooded back into his mind – the ghostly figures of Fleamont and Euphemia Potter giving him comfort in his time of need. When Harry was finished, tears streaked down James' cheeks as he relived the moment as if for the first time.

"I've had dreams about my parents visiting me that night," James choked. "It kept me going through many of the hard times. Thank you, Harry." And he handed the ring back, still quietly weeping as Lily consoled him.

"But then...doesn't that mean you have all three Hallows?" Sirius frowned. "If you have the Wand and the Stone, and the Cloak belongs to the Potters?"

"Neville still has the Cloak," Harry muttered. "He took it with him when he went on the run. Dumbledore's plan was to give him all three pieces and use them to defeat Voldemort. I sorta ruined those plans by accident."

"So Dumbledore knew the Hallows were real?" said Amelia. "Were you planning to find them together?"

"Not exactly," said Harry. "Dumbledore and I didn't get along too well. He thought I was going dark, and refused to share information with me. So I did the same to him. Neither of us knew the other was holding one of the Hallows until it was too late."

"So that's what you have been doing all this time, then?" asked James. "Searching for the Deathly Hallows?"

"No," Harry sighed. "Finding the Stone was a complete accident. We were actually looking for something else at the time."

"Something else?" Lily frowned. "Like what?"

Harry and Fleur shared a grim look. "Did you ever wonder how Voldemort survived the first war?" Harry asked the room. "Why he couldn't be killed?"

"We did think it was odd," Sirius muttered thoughtfully. "But then again, so was Longbottom surviving the Killing Curse. Some strange Dark magic, wasn't it?"

"He survived thanks to something called a horcrux," said Harry.

James' eyes immediately went wide – he alone seemed aware of what that was. "He made a bloody horcrux?" he breathed. "That is some foul, foul magic."

"He made seven," Harry corrected, causing James to pale even further.

"Sorry, what's a horcrux?" asked Lily, looking to her husband with a frown.

"It's a vessel that holds a part of a person's soul," James explained. "It requires an act of murder to perform, and once completed, the person cannot be killed as long as the horcrux remains intact."

"That's horrifying," Amelia gasped. Lily, Andromeda and Sirius nodded in agreement.

"The Cup of Hufflepuff was one of them," said Harry, looking to Andromeda with a grim expression. "So was the Sword of Gryffindor. And the Diadem of Ravenclaw, the Locket of Slytherin, the Gaunt ring, the Riddle diary, and the snake Nagini. But they're gone now. Fleur and I found them all and destroyed them."

"All this time, you've been hunting and destroying Voldemort's horcruxes?" said James, aghast. "All by yourselves? Why did you ask for help?"

"We did have help, for a time," Harry pointed out. "Saul Croaker was the first person I approached for help, before his death. And Bill Weasley, until I had to wipe his memory for my own protection."

"We were going to tell you last summer," Fleur said to James. "But then ze Ministry was attacked, and it was too dangerous to tell anyone else with Lockhart around."

"Oh, my dear boy," Lily sniffed, crossing the room to engulf Harry in a hug. "To have such a terrible burden upon you, from such a young age...I can't imagine how frightened and alone you must have felt."

"But...I don't understand," said Sirius, brow furrowed in thought. "How was a teenage boy able to figure all of this out when nobody else alive could?"

Harry felt a pit form in his stomach at this question. This was the moment of reckoning...should he explain the full truth now about his past? Should he drop the bombshell that he was not from this world, that he had come back in time to right a past wrong? He felt Fleur grip his hand for support and knew she would have his back no matter what he decided. Still he felt that gnawing, pervasive fear gripping his heart, terrified of what they might say.

But Lily was surprisingly the one to answer first. "Isn't it obvious?" she said to Sirius. "Our Harry has seen things about the future nobody else can see with his Sight. Isn't that right, dear?"

Harry hesitated – he'd nearly forgotten all about his previous cover story of being a Seer. "Yes, that's right," he eventually mustered. "I had visions about the horcruxes and confirmed their existence years ago. I've been hunting them ever since."

He met Fleur's expression and saw the subtle disappointment in her gaze. I will tell them, he tried to silently communicate with her. Just not today. It's too much for them to take all at once. She seemed to read his mind, nodding grimly in acceptance.

"But...how?" James asked, still trying to wrap his head around this concept. "How have you managed to hunt and destroy seven horcruxes, all while you've been at Hogwarts year-round?"

Harry sighed...he knew it was going to be a long story. He began from his second year, explaining the circumstances surrounding the diary that had opened the Chamber of Secrets. He then moved on to third year, with Pettigrew breaking into the castle to steal the diadem to be used in Voldemort's resurrection ritual. He meticulously broke down how he identified and located each and every horcrux, slightly altering details here and there to avoid uncomfortable questions about his prior knowledge of things.

The other adults listened with rapt attention, occasionally muttering under their breath or shaking their heads in bewilderment at the risks he'd taken on his journey. He also described his hunt for the Elder Wand, and his visit to Nurmengard to speak with Grindelwald. James and Lily especially looked horrified as he described fighting his way out of the ICW's grasp.

He finally caught up to the present day, explaining how Nagini had burned up in the Fiendfyre at Malfoy manor and Dahlia pulled the Sword of Gryffindor from the Sorting Hat. "And then I woke up here, without an arm," he concluded with a tired sigh. "But now the horcruxes are all gone."

"Do you think You-Know-Who will notice all of his horcruxes are missing?" Lily asked worriedly.

"I don't think so," said Harry. "We dealt with the first four without him noticing. Nagini died by complete accident, so he won't suspect that she was being targeted specifically. And the Sword was probably hidden somewhere far away, where his followers wouldn't even be aware of its existence...unless he decides to randomly check on them, he won't suspect a thing."

"But then that means…" Sirius said slowly. "That he's mortal again? If he's killed, this time it will be permanent?"

"That is good news," James agreed. "That means we can take the fight to him, and finish him off for good!"

"Yes, maybe," Harry said hesitantly. "But we need to find Neville Longbottom first. I need to talk with him urgently before we fight."

"Why Neville?" asked Lily. "Has he been helping you too?"

"It's not more of this prophecy nonsense, is it?" James frowned. "Dumbledore was so convinced that boy would be our savior because of that crackpot Trelawney woman."

Harry shared a grim look with Fleur. This was the moment of no return: should he tell them about the true nature of Neville's scar? What kind of can of worms might he open by letting more people in on the terrible truth that the boy was unwittingly keeping Voldemort alive?

"I...need to discuss the Deathly Hallows with Neville," Harry eventually sighed. "I have two and he has one. Our chances of beating Voldemort might improve if one of us is holding all three."

"Well, then it should be you," Sirius said matter-of-factly. "That Cloak is yours, isn't it?"

"Sirius Black!" Lily gasped. "What are you suggesting? That Harry takes on Voldemort himself? He should be nowhere near the man! Let James or somebody else fight him!"

"I can beat him," Harry said confidently. "I've faced him three times over the past year and held my own. And the next time, I won't have to hold anything back."

He did not admit his own self-doubts about his chances against Voldemort. As the duel with Grindelwald had proven, he was still at a disadvantage against such a powerful and advanced wizard. The Elder Wand was not infallible, and it had been a fluke that he survived the first Dark Lord, one he could not count on again for the second.

"I don't like it, Harry," James muttered. "You're seventeen, and he's the most powerful wizard alive. With or without that wand, he could be the end of you."

"He'll be the end of all of us if somebody doesn't stand up to him," Harry said resolutely. "I won't let him take over the world. And if there's any truth to that prophecy, I'm giving myself or Neville the best chance of winning."

There was a long silence at the adults grappled with the immense weight of those words. Lily was trembling quietly beside James, tears forming at the prospect of her son seeking out Voldemort again. Even Sirius, normally the first to crack a joke in such tense moments, stared at his godson with a haunted expression.

"We don't have to decide anything right now," James eventually muttered. "We have much to plan before any kind of fight takes place. If Neville decides to show his face in the coming days, we'll sit down and hash it all out together."

"Agreed," Harry nodded. He felt Fleur shifting uncomfortably beside him and knew what was on her mind. And when they retired back to bed that night, she confronted him in short order.

"You did not tell them about ze scar horcrux," she muttered. "Why?"

"I just…" Harry sighed, struggling to put it into words. "I feel like Neville deserves to find out before anyone else does, you know? It's his life on the line, and he has a right to know what's coming to him before everyone decides his fate for him."

"But what if your family has any ideas for 'ow to save him?" Fleur suggested.

"Like what?" Harry demanded. "I've already delved deep into dark magic looking for a solution and found none. We've been brainstorming for years and we're no closer to solving it. Even the great Albus Dumbledore, after fifteen years of planning and research, could only come up with the crackpot 'Master of Death' plan. All we would accomplish by telling everybody else is freaking them out for no gain."

"So you're convinced that Neville cannot be saved," Fleur deduced.

"I'm convinced that he should be part of the bloody conversation!" Harry snapped. "How would you feel if everyone else was making plans for your life without you getting a say?"

"I know it is not fair what has 'appened to Neville," said Fleur gently. "But zis is an important matter—"

"Then Neville had bloody better make himself known soon," Harry huffed. "Before someone else makes a decision about his future for him."

Fleur remained silent for a long while after this. "We will talk about this another time," she sighed, rolling away from him to sleep. Harry stewed for a while longer, knowing it was foolish to snap at her for simply raising the important questions. But he still felt stubbornly protective of the topic, knowing that they were doing precisely what he'd resented Dumbledore for doing in his last timeline. Harry would have demanded the truth in Neville's position, and if he truly was doomed, he would have wanted to know before his future was wrenched from him so cruelly. Neville deserved that much grace, despite all his faults.

Fleur was absent from the bed when Harry awoke the next morning. He assumed she was off with the resistance, making plans with her father for the coming invasion. Was she upset at him for last night? Did she think he was being foolish by keeping the truth about Neville to himself – not to mention the truth about his past?

We're so close to the end now, Harry thought to himself. No use in jeopardizing everything by having that information fall into the wrong hands. He hated himself for thinking that way, knowing that was the same justification Dumbledore had used all those years. But Harry had long accepted that he and Dumbledore were more alike than he wanted to admit. They both felt the crushing burden of responsibility and did not trust others to share it. Generational trauma passed down from one misanthropic wizard to another.

He figured he would apologize to Fleur as soon as she returned that evening. She was right, after all: it was crucial information to the war, information that could decide the result of the coming battle. If Neville did not show up promptly, he would share what he knew with the others. As much as Harry hoped for a solution to the boy's problem, he was still a liability. The remaining horcrux had to be destroyed, even if it meant committing a terrible deed to do so, one that Harry would never forgive himself for. Just one more addition to the list of unforgivable acts I've committed, he thought grimly.

But Fleur still had not not returned that evening when he went to bed. He wondered if he'd truly screwed things up, if she was having second thoughts about her association with him, much like she had with Bill. Was she planning to leave him? To wipe his memories of her and start over anew? The thought filled him with dread, realizing that he never wanted to be apart from her again.

He would seek her out in the morning, he decided. He would beg her forgiveness and agree to work out a more productive solution. Neville be damned, she was the most important thing in his life now, and he would not jeopardize that over such a petty squabble. He drifted off to sleep hoping that things could still be patched up between them.

It would be much sooner than expected before he got the chance to.

"'Arry? 'Arry, wake up."

Harry's eyes flew open, but saw nothing before him. It was late, and Fleur had returned, but the light was out and she was knelt beside the bed rather than beneath the covers with him.

"Fleur," Harry sighed groggily, reaching out towards her with relief. "I'm sorry for snapping at you. It wasn't fair to you—"

"Never mind all of that," Fleur whispered. "Get dressed. There is something I must show you."

Harry was still tired, but he sensed the urgency in her tone and got up at once. He gathered his things in the dark, throwing on a traveling cloak and grabbing an emergency Portkey just in case. He then wordlessly followed Fleur from the room and down the stairs through the silent townhouse.

They paused in the entryway, and Harry expected Fleur to take his arm and Apparate them somewhere. Instead, she reached into her robes and procured a small slip of parchment. "Read this," she said.

Harry unfolded the paper and read: 'The safe house of Viktor Krum is located at Number 11, Walnut Lane in Ashbury.' He immediately felt a thrill of anticipation as the magic of the Fidelius Curse accepted him. He was finally going to speak with Viktor Krum. He recognized the neat cursive handwriting on the parchment, but could not immediately identify who had written it.

"You managed to convince him to meet with me?" he asked excitedly.

"Yes," said Fleur. "But 'e is still skeptical. You will need to convince him. Are you ready?"

"I suppose so," said Harry, nonplussed. Fleur seemed more anxious than he expected, but he knew how essential Krum's help could be in the war to come. He had the ability to bolster their forces and help to unite the entire continent against Voldemort – of course Harry would do anything to bring him into the fold.

"Quickly now," Fleur muttered, taking his arm before Harry could say more. She spun them into oblivion, and they emerged in a sleepy village in the countryside, small houses peppering the landscape. The home they had appeared in front of – Number 11 – looked nondescript, but Harry felt the thrum of magic surrounding it, indicating a wizarding dwelling.

Fleur led the way through the gate and onto the property of the home. The front door opened, and Viktor Krum emerged from the home, meeting them on the front steps. "Evening, Fleur," he greeted her curtly. "Harry."

"Viktor," Harry nodded politely. "Thank you for inviting me." He saw the wand held loosely in Krum's right hand, and was very careful to keep his own hands open and non-threatening, in order to put the man at ease. But that seemed to be easier said than done.

"I must ask you to surrender your wand before entering my home," Krum said stiffly. "Just as a precaution."

"Er—" Harry hesitated as Fleur grimaced beside him. "I'm afraid I can't do that, Viktor. I refuse to be apart from my wand in such uncertain times. I mean no disrespect nor harm by it."

Krum scowled...he'd clearly anticipated such a response. "Very well," he said reluctantly. "Just know that my wards vill harm you severely if you attack anyone in my home."

"Understood," Harry nodded. He indeed sensed such dangerous ensnarements in the air around him, and had no intention of finding out what they would do. "So long as I do not have to defend myself."

"You haff my word you will not be harmed," Krum said solemnly. Harry nodded, knowing he would have to trust the man at his word. It wouldn't do to start their meeting with such suspicion and distrust.

Krum beckoned them inside, and Harry found a much larger interior than he expected. While the home looked to house only two or three bedrooms from the outside, it was far more expensive within, with a large foyer, several hallways branching away from the center, and even a second story connected by a spiral staircase. Harry wondered if there were others staying here – perhaps this was meant as a staging ground for new recruits being smuggled onto the Isles.

Krum led the way into an ornate dining room, with a long wooden table fit to seat twenty but currently standing unused. He sat at the head of the table, beckoning for Harry and Fleur to join him; they obliged, sitting nervously on either side of him. Krum studied Harry for a long moment of silence, skepticism and curiosity on his face.

"Can I get you anything?" Krum asked abruptly. "I haff no house-elves here, but I can fetch you water if you would like—"

"I'm fine, thank you," Harry said quickly. He was far more interested in learning what Krum had summoned him here for.

Krum swallowed hard as he decided how to begin. "I haff much to share with you," he said uncertainly. "But I am still unsure if I can trust you vith what I haff to say."

"I can understand your hesitance," said Harry. "And I would be happy to explain myself – provided I can trust you to keep your silence as well."

Krum nodded thoughtfully at this. "It seems that an Unbreakable Vow is in order," he suggested. "Would you agree to perform one?"

Harry considered the idea. "I would," he said. "As long as I can set a few conditions of my own."

"Very well," said Krum. "Fleur, vill you do the honors?"

Harry and Krum leaned forward to clasp hands as Fleur hovered her wand over them, thin bands of golden light connecting them. "Does Harry Potter agree to keep vot he learns tonight to himself, unless given permission by Viktor Krum?" said Krum.

"I agree," said Harry. "So long as none of the information endangers myself or my family." Krum nodded, and the magic bonding them flared to life, sealing the promise.

"Does Harry Potter agree to tell only the truth in response to Viktor Krum's questions tonight?" asked Krum.

Harry pondered the request. "I may not be able to answer every question directly," he said tentatively. "But I promise to tell no lies." Krum nodded in begrudging acceptance, and the magic of the Vow once again flared in response.

"My turn," said Harry. "Do you promise not to take any action that will directly harm me or any of my loved ones?"

"I do know know who you consider a 'loved one'," Krum scowled. "But I haff no intentions of acting maliciously against you or your family. Provided they do not serve the Dark Lord Voldemort."

Harry shrugged in agreement with this, as the Vow accepted the terms. "And do you swear not to repeat any of the information I share with you tonight?" he added.

"I vill speak of it with nobody outside of those in this room," said Krum. Harry nodded, and the magic flared once more. The two men broke apart, the magic between them dissipating as Fleur ended the spell binding them together.

"Fleur tells me that you wish to join forces against the Dark Lord Voldemort,"said Krum.

"I do," said Harry.

"But you haff been his follower for the past year," Krum pointed out. "Explain."

"Not by my own choice," said Harry. "My entire family was captured after the Battle of London was lost. Voldemort was going to kill us all. But I convinced him to keep us alive and use us for his purposes, to prevent the public from revolting. My father became his puppet in the Ministry, and I was branded with the Dark Mark to do his bidding."

"Why vould he not kill you?" Krum pressed. "Considering all you haff done against him in the past?"

"He was sufficiently convinced I had turned dark," said Harry. "Severus Snape was feeding him misinformation about me to sway him, to protect me. And he felt that he could use me as a poster child for his new regime to keep Hogwarts in line."

"And vas that your intention in returning to Hogwarts?"

"My intention was to keep my family alive at all costs," said Harry. "And that meant keeping up appearances. I had to do some regrettable things, yes, but only the barest minimum to keep Voldemort in the dark about my true plans."

"Which were?"

"Sorry, I can't share all the details with you," said Harry. "But it was all in service of defeating Voldemort."

Krum nodded thoughtfully at these words. Harry wondered what was going through his mind – whether he believed what he was hearing or not.

"You killed Albus Dumbledore," Krum went on. "Before even accepting the Dark Mark. Why?"

"Didn't have a choice," said Harry. "He was going to die either way. I made sure his secrets would not fall into Death Eaters' hands in the only way that did not draw suspicion."

"But you ambushed him atop the Astronomy Tower," Krum pointed out. "And disabled him before any Death Eaters even showed up."

Harry blinked in surprise...Krum knew much more about the events of that night than he realized. "He ambushed me, as it so happens," he huffed. "I never had a chance to identify him before I was forced to defend myself. I didn't realize he was up on that Tower at the time...in fact, I had planned to speak with Dumbledore that very evening, to make plans against Voldemort, not deliver his body to the man."

Krum's face remained unreadable as he considered Harry's response. Harry could not make heads or tails of what he was looking for...did he really not see the truth that was so blatantly obvious by now? Was this just Krum's odd way of thoroughly vetting allies? Even after what they'd done together in the past?

"One last question," said Krum. "Vot is your relation to Neville Longbottom?"

"Neville?" repeated Harry, genuinely confused now. "We were friends – well, kinda, at the start. More like acquaintances, I suppose. Only, Neville started to view me as an enemy around our fourth year, and there was nothing I could do to convince him I wasn't some budding Dark Lord."

"Yet you haff been looking for Longbottom," Krum surmised. "Why? Looking to enact revenge?"

"What? No!" Harry exclaimed, still wondering how Krum had figured all of this out so fast. "I need to talk to Neville urgently. In order for this war to end."

"And vot do you need to talk to him about?" Krum pressed.

"I can't tell you that," said Harry. "It's between me and him. But it's essential to the war, believe you me."

Krum continued to eye him warily. "How can I believe vot you are telling me?" he sighed. "Would I be a fool to tell you vot I know, when you haff been at the Dark Lord's side for the past year?"

Harry sighed and massaged his temple in frustration. He was getting tired of being distrusted...why was Krum being so obstinate, after all they'd been through? Hadn't Fleur explained all of this to him already?

"Look, I don't give a rat's arse if you believe me or not, Viktor," Harry groaned. "I want the bastard Voldemort dead at all costs. D'you hear me? I'll follow him to the outer rings of hell and back if it means erasing his existence from the planet for good. My business with Neville is my own, but frankly, I don't care if he likes me anymore or not. Whether he's truly the prophesied 'Chosen One' destined to defeat the Dark Lord, or I'm forced to throttle Voldemort with my own bare hands, I'll do whatever it takes. Even if I die trying."

Krum nodded thoughtfully at these words. A full minute passed after Harry's impassioned outburst. Then another minute. Harry could not explain why, but he sensed a tension in the room, something being left unsaid between them. Fleur was shifting nervously in her own seat...did she too know something he did not?

Eventually Krum grunted and turned to his right. "Satisfied now?" he said, seemingly addressing no one at all.

Harry frowned in confusion. He opened his mouth to ask for clarification, before he suddenly felt the magic in the room shift around him. A familiar magic he had not felt in nearly a year.

There was a rustling of fabric in the corner of the room. Harry turned in time to see two torsos appear out of nowhere, previously concealed beneath an Invisibility Cloak. Suddenly he found himself face to face with Neville Longbottom and Hermione Granger, each eyeing him warily from across the room.
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Harry stared at Neville and Hermione in disbelief. For months he'd wondered where they were, what they were up to, and how on earth he was going to find them. Now here they were, in the flesh, staring right back at him. He saw the worry and suspicion still etched on their faces, particularly Neville's – still gauging whether he could be trusted.

"Hey, Harry," Hermione said awkwardly to break the tension.

"Er...hey, 'Mione," Harry greeted her, nonplussed. "Neville. Doing alright?"

"Could be worse," Neville shrugged. They both looked paler and skinnier than the last time Harry had seen them, but in nowhere near as bad a condition as he'd expected. "You?"

"Same, I guess," Harry grimaced. "Might've lost a limb or two along the way, but who's counting?"

"Is it really true you made yourself a new arm?" Hermione blurted out, unable to keep her curiosity at bay. "The one your sister cut off?"

Harry glanced at Fleur, who shrugged apologetically. He sighed and rolled up his left sleeve, showing off his newly-grown arm to the room. Neville and Hermione inched forward cautiously to see; the skin still looked rubbery and unnaturally pale, but it was starting to gain some definition as Harry slowly put it through its paces.

"So...you don't have the Dark Mark anymore?" asked Neville timidly.

"Nope," Harry chuckled darkly. "Not that I'm sorry to be rid of it, mind you. I didn't exactly ask for it to begin with."

"Right," said Neville awkwardly. To his credit, he at least seemed embarrassed by his prior suspicion.

"But enough about me," said Harry. "Where the hell have you two been? We've been trying to find you for nearly a year now, to explain things."

"Yes, we realize that now," Neville sighed. "But we had reasonable cause to think you'd gone dark, didn't we? After what happened with Dumbledore...and the news about the Battle of London...and when Ron went missing over Christmas...you can't blame us for being cautious."

"Maybe, maybe not," Harry huffed. "Where did you go after being split from Ron?"

"We almost came to the Shrieking Shack, when Ron sent his Patronus," Hermione confessed. "But we decided that it was too much of a risk, that he might have been compromised. So we covered our tracks and moved on without him."

Yeah, that much is obvious, Harry thought bitterly. From the look on Neville's face, he could tell it had been mostly his decision, rather than Hermione's. "Then what?" he asked.

"We were out of ideas for where to find the Resurrection Stone," Hermione muttered. "And it was too cold to camp properly, and we were running out of food and options...so we went to Bulgaria."

"Why Bulgaria?"

Hermione reddened slightly as she glanced at Krum. "I knew Viktor's address from when I visited two summers ago," she said. "So we went to his manor and asked for his help. He was kind enough to let us in...we've been staying with him ever since."

"And we're eternally grateful," Neville added hastily, nodding to Krum in thanks.

"It vas an easy decision," Krum said dismissively. "It vas not fair what your government did to you after Dumbledore's death."

"So that's why you didn't trust me after all this time," Harry surmised. "Neville told you his side of the story."

"Yes, he did," Krum nodded. "But Hermoninny was more open-minded. She believed there may be more to the story that we did not yet know. So I kept an open mind as well. And when Fleur came to visit, she also insisted that you were still on the side of good."

Harry turned to Fleur, who was looking guilty beside him. "You know about all of this the whole time?" he demanded. "And you didn't tell me?"

"I did not find out about Neville and 'Ermione until last month," Fleur said sheepishly. "And only after Viktor made me perform an Unbreakable Vow of my own. I could not tell you they were here. I am sorry."

Now it all made sense to Harry. Fleur's reluctance to share information with him over the past few weeks. The secrecy surrounding Krum's retirement from Quidditch and arrival in Britain. He'd been sheltering two undesirables all that time, and wanted to be entirely sure Harry was trustworthy before revealing Neville's location.

"So you finally decided to trust me," said Harry, turning back to Krum. "Why?"

"We saw the recent articles about you and your family in the Prophet," said Krum. "And we knew there must haff been a falling-out between you and the Dark Lord. Fleur explained vot happened at the Manor, and we decided to bring you here, to get your side of things."

"I wanted to hear it out of your own mouth," Neville admitted. "Sorry, mate."

Harry groaned, massaging his temple tiredly. Logically it all made sense in his mind, but he was still frustrated beyond belief with Neville. How much harder had he made all their lives with his refusal to trust Harry? Not just for the past year, but for the past seven? Ever since the incident in the Forbidden Forest with Firenze and the 'sister star' nonsense, it was like the universe was literally conspiring to keep them apart.

"Well, you're here now," Harry sighed. "So we can put all the sorries to the side for now. We have a lot to discuss."

"Is it true that you have the Wand and the Stone?" Hermione asked eagerly. "Fleur said you were the ones who found the real ring in the Gaunt shack a year before Neville and Dumbledore found the fake."

"Yeah," said Harry grimly. He fished into his robes and procured both the Elder Wand and the Resurrection Stone. He placed both on the table before them, and the two teens shuffled forward to view them in the dim light, eyes wide. He could see the wonder in their faces, knowing how hard they'd been searching for the tiny rock for the past year.

Neville, who was still clutching the Invisibility Cloak to his chest, looked particularly entranced, as though drawn to the magic of the objects. His hand instinctively reached out for them, but Harry placed a hand over them protectively, causing the boy to freeze.

"Er...sorry," Neville stammered, red-faced. "I guess we need to figure out this 'Master of Death' business, don't we?"

"Perhaps eet would be best to do so with fresh minds," Fleur suggested, noticing Harry's discomfort. "Eet is quite late, and we 'ave accomplished what we 'oped to do tonight. We can discuss ze particulars tomorrow, after some rest."

"That is a good suggestion," said Krum. "You two are welcome to stay the night, if you please."

"I think I'd prefer to return home, actually," Harry said awkwardly. He wanted to speak with Fleur privately before deciding to do anything with Neville. Krum nodded in agreement with this plan.

Harry and Fleur headed for the front door, with the others following behind to see them off. Harry did not miss the fact that Krum and Hermione had linked hands, looking more than just chummy in their closeness. He had long suspected a budding romance between the two, and had a feeling the past few months together had been more than just a business arrangement.

"Is there a chance you could bring Ronald with you, when you come?" asked Hermione hopefully. "It has been months since we last saw him."

"And, er…" Neville said uncertainly. "Could you bring Dahlia, too? I just...I have some things to say to her."

"She might not take too kindly to seeing you," Harry pointed out. "Considering where you two left off."

"That's why I'd like to see her," Neville said sheepishly. "To explain things."

"I'll...think about it," Harry said vaguely. Neville nodded, as Harry took Fleur's arm, allowing her to Apparate them back to Grimmauld Place. Minutes later, they were back beneath the warm covers of his bed, but Harry was nowhere near ready to fall back asleep.

"You still harbor resentment against him," Fleur deduced. "Why?"

"Why?" Harry scoffed. "Because he's been a total prick to me, that's why! He spent months poisoning Ron and Hermione's minds that I'm evil, not to mention Krum...he pissed off my sister so much that she dumped him, despite still having feelings for him...and he's half the reason we're in this mess to begin with!"

"Much of that is not his fault, though," Fleur pointed out. "Dumbledore turned 'im against you, and that was because of Grindelwald."

"Even before that, though," Harry huffed. "During the Triwizard Tournament...the Chamber of Secrets debacle...he always acted like I was some kind of schemer, trying to undermine him for my own gain. After all I've done for him! All the sacrifices I made to keep his ungrateful arse safe!"

"I think there is something important that you are forgetting," Fleur said thoughtfully.

"What's that?"

"Neville is just a boy," said Fleur. "He makes foolish mistakes and false judgments because 'e does not yet know any better. Despite all he 'as been through, you forget just how young he still is."

"He's a day older than me!" Harry protested.

"No he isn't," said Fleur. "Not really. You 'ave had five extra years prior to zis timeline to process the war and your place in it. Neville was thrust into it with no preparation, only to be upstaged by 'is own peer at every step along the way. Can you blame him for feeling resentful?"

"Yeah, I can!" Harry bellowed. "I had friends that were smarter and more powerful than me in my last timeline, and I didn't whine about it! I worked with them, instead of against them! Is it so much to ask that he take more than three seconds to think about things rationally before mucking everything up that I worked so hard to plan?"

"You do not give him enough grace," said Fleur. "You also made mistakes in your own timeline...you had already died due to them by this point, hadn't you? Perhaps trust just does not come easy for 'Boys Who Lived'. You 'ave shown mercy to others your age, such as Pansy Parkinson...why not extend that same mercy to Neville?"

"Because…" Harry huffed, searching for an answer. "Because he should hold himself to a higher standard! He should have realized long ago that he has to take control of his own destiny, not let other people dictate it for him! I just...he...why is he so weak and helpless?"

He did not know why he was so upset about Neville's ineptitude. But Fleur seemed to understand exactly where he was coming from.

"Darling, you 'ave had a rough life," she said, caressing Harry's face gently. "You did not 'ave a proper childhood, in either of your timelines. I think you are simply upset that Neville did not suffer as much as you have."

Fleur's words hit harder than Harry expected. As usual, she was right...Harry was unhappy with how his life had turned out, in both timelines. He continued to shoulder the terrible burden of Voldemort alone, despite no longer being the Boy Who Lived. To see Neville living innocently despite the looming threat of death over his head irked him more than he wanted to admit. Yet wasn't that what Harry wanted all along? To allow Neville to live the life he'd been denied?

But Harry had failed. Neville had spent the last year on the run, terrified for his life. Voldemort still hunted the boy day and night without rest. And now none of it even mattered...the boy still had to die. Harry hadn't found a way to rescue him from the horcrux, and he had to break the tough news that Neville's life was forfeit. He wasn't truly angry with Neville...he was angry with himself.

"I thought we had more time," Harry sighed forlornly. "What are we supposed to do about Neville's horcrux?"

"There is still ze Hallows," Fleur pointed out. "We do not know if zis 'Master of Death' phenomenon is a myth, or if it can actually save him as Dumbledore hoped."

"Yeah, maybe," Harry muttered. He was not hopeful that Neville would find any success evading Death with the Hallows. He had possessed all three at various points throughout his life, and never felt that they conferred any kind of ability to cheat Death. But there was a minuscule chance that he was wrong, that the trio held more power together than apart. So he decided to cling to that hope, allowing him to gradually drift to sleep despite his troubled conscience.

He didn't feel much more at ease the following morning, but he forced himself out of bed along with Fleur for breakfast. The other adults were all present; James, Lily, Sirius and Andromeda ate their meals in relative silence, while Amelia fussed over a squirming Cassie, who seemed determined to launch herself out of her mother's arms and onto the hardwood floor.

"What's on the agenda for today?" Harry asked, looking to his parents.

"A few of us are going to Diagon Alley to meet with the resistance," said James. "We're preparing a space for all of the fighters Sebastian is importing into the country."

"Can 'Arry and I come?" Fleur asked. "We are anxious to see 'ow progress is coming."

James and Lily exchanged a tense look. "Perhaps it's best if Harry gets some more rest," said Lily. "He has been through an ordeal, and Dahlia said his core was nearly depleted when he got here last week—"

"I'm feeling much better now, honest," said Harry. "And I promise I won't use any magic. Fleur will be with me the entire time."

Harry's parents looked at Fleur, who nodded earnestly in agreement. That seemed to make up their minds.

"Very well," James sighed. "But we don't want you wandering too far. The entire wizarding nation is searching for us at the moment, and we can't afford any more slip-ups."

"Alright," Harry said, though he knew it was a lie. He planned to return to Krum's safe house later, which he of course could not tell his parents due to the Unbreakable Vow. Hopefully they would be able to slip away for a while unnoticed. "Where's Dahlia, by the way? Still sleeping?"

"She's already at the warehouse," said Lily. "Mr. Diggory and Ollivander are still in rough shape, and we couldn't take them to St. Mungo's, for obvious reasons. She's been treating them as best she can."

Perfect, Harry thought. Hopefully they would have the opportunity to steal her away for a few hours to reconnect with Neville. He assumed Ron would be present at the warehouse as well...he knew the teen would be thrilled to learn that Neville and Hermione were safe.

James linked arms with Harry as Lily did the same with Fleur, and they Apparated into an unfamiliar storefront in Diagon Alley. Harry could see the alley through the shuttered blinds, but the shop they were in looked nondescript, with sets of shield apparel lining the walls and shelves.

"Fred and George's apparel shop," James explained. "Most of their business is through contract work with the Ministry, but they also sell some of their supply to the public for self-defense. Come, it's through here."

He led the way to the back of the shop, behind the counter and into a small storeroom. Lily drew her wand and approached a small bookshelf, placing the tip of it to a book entitled 101 Counter-Curses. "Long live the resistance," Lily whispered.

At her command, the bookshelf retracted into the wall and slid sideways, revealing a hidden passageway. The four made their way through and down a spiral staircase, emerging into a much larger hidden underground area. Harry marveled at the sight.

They were at the entrance of a massive warehouse, thousands of square meters in size. Much of the space was occupied by shelves of inventory, though many had been shoved aside to make room for rows of bunk beds. Several rows were already claimed, as hundreds of men and women milled about the space, lightly working out or simply chatting with one another. It reminded Harry of the staging ground for the ICW forces prior to the Battle of London, though this group looked more disjointed, albeit far more dangerous and skilled.

"Ah, James!" a voice greeted them from across the vast space. Sebastian Delacour walked towards them, arms open in greeting.

"Sebastian!" James smiled, greeting the man with a hug. "It's been too long, my friend."

"Glad to know you are no longer under ze thumb of that 'orrible Dark Lord," Sebastian commiserated. "And ze rest of you, as well." He greeted his daughter with a kiss on the cheek, and surprised Harry with a smothering hug as well, rather than the customary handshake.

"Is this everyone you've recruited?" asked James, turning to the assorted groups of fighters wandering around the makeshift barracks.

"Non, zis is roughly a third," said Sebastian. "And Viktor Krum contacted me zis morning, offering several hundred more."

Harry's heart leapt at this news. There were already hundreds of people present here – if this was only a quarter or less of their total force, they might just stand a chance, especially if they could surprise Voldemort with a coordinated attack. James seemed to be of the same mind.

"I have some ideas I'd love to run by your fighters," James offered.

"Yes, of course," Sebastian nodded. "I shall arrange a strategy meeting for zis afternoon."

"Is Dahlia here?" Harry asked.

"She's upstairs, tending to ze two patients," said Sebastian, indicating a small upper story on the other side of the warehouse.

"Do not stray too far!" Lily called out as Harry and Fleur made their way in that direction. "Come find us after our meeting is over."

Harry nodded in confirmation before slipping away through the crowd. He intended to find Dahlia and Ron as soon as possible so that they could meet up with Neville and the others. However, as they traversed the large warehouse, he spotted a familiar face, wandering aimlessly around the space, and averted course to greet her.

"Luna!" he exclaimed, rushing over to the blonde. "How are you? Were you injured in the escape?"

"Not at all!" Luna beamed, accepting his hug. "I knew you would be able to get me out safely. I saw it all along."

"Glad I could help," said Harry, though her words reminded him of a long-standing question in the back of his mind. "But Luna...why did you stay so close to Grindelwald, knowing that something like this could happen? Did you not think he would use you as bait to get to me?"

Luna considered his question for a moment, humming to herself and rocking back and forth on her heels. "I knew that Gellert's path always had to go through you," she said slowly. "But none of your paths ended with him. I'm sorry, I can't explain it any better than that."

"Huh," Harry said thoughtfully. He still failed to understand how Luna's mind worked, but he supposed he saw the logic in it – he'd always felt that Voldemort would be his final obstacle, not Grindelwald. And in the end, they had emerged unscathed from the ordeal, so far be it from him to question her judgment now.

"Harry!" a new voice piped up, as Xenophilius Lovegood strolled towards them. "I must thank you profusely for saving my daughter. Her kidnapping caused me much distress."

"My pleasure, sir," said Harry, shaking the eccentric man's hand. "And thank you for having the courage to publish the truth in The Quibbler. I know it couldn't have been easy."

"My Pandora would never forgive me for doing otherwise," Xenophilius smiled sadly.

"Come, Daddy," said Luna, taking her father's hand. "Harry has far more important things to do today than talk to us." She waved goodbye to Harry and Fleur before guiding Xenophilius away across the warehouse.

"I used to be jealous of zat girl, you know," Fleur remarked as they continued across the warehouse. "I always thought you would end up marrying her."

"Maybe in another life," Harry quipped. He undeniably cared for Luna, but more like a sister than a lover. He found her eccentricities endearing, but also exhausting in prolonged exposure. Whoever wound up marrying Luna would need to be a far more patient man (or woman) than him.

They reached the other side of the space and ascended the steps into the small second story area. It was set up like a makeshift field hospital, with cots lining the walls and shelves stocked with a small supply of potions. The nearest bed to the door was occupied by Garrick Ollivander, who sat upright reading a small paperback novel; he glanced up at their arrival with a small smile.

"Mr. Potter!" he beamed. "And Miss Delacour, is it? I remember you from the Triwizard Tournament."

"Hello again, Monsieur Ollivander," said Fleur, kissing his cheeks in greeting. "I am glad to see you recovering."

"Yes, this old man isn't done living just yet," Ollivander chuckled. He still looked somewhat sickly and pale, but nowhere near as emaciated as he had been in the dungeon of Malfoy Manor. "Thank you again for rescuing me, Harry."

"Of course," Harry nodded. "Is your arm alright, sir?"

"Oh, this?" said Ollivander casually. "It causes me some discomfort, but I can bear it." His left arm looked shriveled and blackened by some kind of horrible curse, and Harry could only imagine what kind of abuse he'd suffered at the hands of Voldemort and Lucius Malfoy.

"May I?" Harry asked, drawing the Elder Wand.

Ollivander consented as Harry waved the wand over it, sensing the dark magic still lingering in the limb. He felt the Wand calling for him to give up control, and Harry relented; suddenly, Ollivander's arm glowed bright blue for a moment, before settling back to its original state. It no longer looked quite so shriveled, as though it was mending itself in rapid succession. Harry sensed the malevolent energy fleeing the man's arm, as whatever the Elder Wand had done seemed to have reversed the spell.

"My word!" Ollivander gasped, a tear running down his cheek as he gingerly felt the arm with his right hand. "You've countered the curse! Your sister said it was impossible…"

"My pleasure," Harry said awkwardly. Ollivander was staring reverently at the Elder Wand, clearly recognizing it for what it was; he quickly stowed it away, still not comfortable with advertising that he had such a powerful and longed-after tool. "Is my sister here?"

"She's next door, tending to Amos," said Ollivander, pointing down the hall. "Thank you, my boy...thank you…"

Harry and Fleur made their way through a makeshift divider into the next small room of cots. There, they found Dahlia applying an ointment to the stump that remained on Amos Diggory's right leg. He wore a crude Muggle prosthetic on his missing left arm, and looked quite cross about his current predicament.

"Hopefully we can speak to St. Mungo's about crafting synthetic limbs once the madness is over," Dahlia was saying to him. "I fear we will be unable to find your existing limbs, if they even still exist."

"They probably burned up in the Fiendfyre your mad brother conjured," Amos said darkly. "Oh, and speak of the devil!"

Dahlia looked up, also noticing Harry and Fleur arriving for the first time. "Hey, idiot," she greeted him. "Come to join the cause?"

"Something like that," Harry chuckled.

"Come to cover his own arse, more like," Amos muttered under his breath.

"Say again, Mr. Diggory?" Harry asked loudly.

"Looking to salvage your reputation, eh, Potter?" Amos said bitterly. "Make amends with the public after betraying their trust to You-Know-Who? Just know that not all of us will so easily forget your past crimes."

"I'm not that interested in my reputation, thank you very much," Harry said coolly, though Amos' words irritated him. "And if you've forgotten, I did just save you from Voldemort's clutches."

"Only under duress," Amos scoffed. "You were more than happy to abandon me and Garrick until Luna changed your mind. You've always looked out for yourself first and foremost, haven't you, boy?"

Harry was not in the mood to bicker over the particulars of the past year right now, particularly with someone so openly hostile towards him. "Dahlia, we need to borrow you for a while," he said loudly to change the subject.

"Alright," said Dahlia. And she stood to follow them out of the room and back down the stairs.

"What a sanctimonious prick," Harry spat bitterly. "He acts all high and mighty for not selling out, but if I hadn't, there wouldn't have been anyone left to rescue him!"

"I wouldn't take him too seriously," Dahlia said diplomatically. "He's just been through a lot, that's all."

"Haven't we all," Harry grumbled unhappily. He'd been more than prepared to offer to regrow Amos' limbs for him with the Elder Wand, but he didn't feel too inclined at the moment. He would reserve special treatment for those who truly appreciated it from now on.

"Where are we going?" Dahlia asked as they descended the steps and re-emerged on the warehouse floor.

"To find Ron Weasley," said Harry. "There's something we need to show the two of you."

They eventually found Ron in a makeshift mess hall, chatting with his parents, Arthur and Molly. Harry knew they too had been evacuated for their own safety, along with all their children. The redheads all stiffened at the sight of Harry and the others approaching them.

"Hey, Ron," Harry greeted. "Mr. Weasley. Mrs. Weasley."

"Hello, Harry," Molly said stiffly. They had not spoken since their altercation the previous summer, ending in a firefight that saw all the Weasleys incapacitated and Bill's memory wiped. Harry presumed that Ron had filled in the rest of his family on Harry's true allegiances, but he could not blame them for their icy demeanor towards him.

"Ron, we need to speak to you," said Harry. "It's urgent."

Arthur looked like he wanted to protest, but Ron spoke up before his father could. "Of course," he said. He gave his parents reassuring nods before following Harry and the others away.

"Don't mind them," Ron muttered as Harry led them towards a quiet spot. "They'll come round eventually. They're just wary of everyone right now."

"I'm sure they will," Harry muttered. Frankly, he wasn't concerned about how Amos Diggory, Molly Weasley, or anybody else thought of him right now. He had far more important things to worry about than public perception of him – that could wait until after Voldemort was dead. And there were still several things that had to happen before that reality became possible.

They reached a quiet corner far from prying eyes, as Harry threw up privacy wards around them. "What's going on, then?" Ron asked, as Dahlia too looked puzzled.

"No time to explain," Harry muttered. "Fleur, you still have the slip of paper?"

Fleur procured the small slip containing the secret to Krum's hideout and showed it to the others. Ron and Dahlia read it, the magic of the Fidelius Charm washing over them as they were let in on the secret.

"You've spoken to Viktor Krum?" said Ron excitedly. "He's here, in Britain?"

"Yes, and we need to go quickly," said Harry. He extended his arm to Ron as Fleur did the same for Dahlia. The two hesitated briefly before accepting, and the four Apparated away.

They arrived on the front lawn of Krum's safe house, looking the same as when Harry had left it the night before. The front door opened as they approached, and Krum emerged from within to greet them.

"Hello again, Mr. Krum," said Dahlia with a small curtsy. "I don't know if you remember me, but we met—"

"'Ow could I forget you?" Krum smiled sweetly. "You are the girl who tended to me during the Triwizard Tournament. I do not forget such a kind soul as yours."

"That's very generous of you," Dahlia said, blushing slightly at the compliment. It seemed that no matter what shadow her brother's reputation cast overhead, nobody ever came away with a poor impression of Dahlia.

"Bloody good to see you again, Viktor," said Ron, shaking Krum's hand enthusiastically. "Though it was a right shame to hear about your retirement. You're not injured, are you?"

"No, not exactly," Krum chuckled. "I hope to be back in the air next season, assuming this war ends by then."

"That's brilliant!" Ron beamed. "But, then...why did you decide to call it quits?"

Krum exchanged a bemused look with Harry and Fleur before replying. "Perhaps it is best I show, rather than tell," he said, beckoning them both inside.

The group followed him into the dining room. Harry placed a reassuring hand on his sister's shoulder as they walked forward; Dahlia, who would normally shrug away from such contact, seemed to sense his tension and did not protest. And he felt her own shoulders tense up when they walked into the dining room to find Neville and Hermione standing there, anxiously awaiting their arrival.

There was a moment's silence as they took one another in. "Blimey!" Ron shouted, rushing forward to engulf his two best friends in a hug. "You found them! Merlin's balls, you actually found them!"

"Good to see you, Ron," Hermione laughed. Neville too patted his friend enthusiastically on the back, but his face betrayed a different frame of mind. He was staring nervously at Dahlia, who was staring right back, wide-eyed.

"H-hey, Dahlia," Neville gulped. "Erm...surprise?"

Dahlia walked forward in a trance towards him. Her hand came up to touch Neville's face, feeling its contours as if not quite believing he was real. Neville closed his eyes to the familiar touch, a broad smile crossing his features.

Then, Dahlia reared back and slapped him hard across the face.

"How dare you?!" she shrieked, as Neville lurched back in shock. "How dare you, Neville Longbottom! You leave Hogwarts without telling me, without even saying goodbye? You don't write to me even once? And now you have the gall to just show up here, and say 'Hey, Dahlia', as if nothing ever happened? Are you mental?!"

"I…" Neville stammered, completely flabbergasted. "I didn't know if you would have wanted to see me again. You, er, kinda broke up with me the last time we spoke."

"And that's another thing!" Dahlia ranted, looking flustered herself now. "You stole my father's cloak, you prat, even when you promised to return it before leaving! And you continued to bad-mouth my brother, after everything he did to protect you!"

"I know," Neville sighed, face pained at the reminder of his shortcomings. "But I didn't get a chance to return the Cloak before the Aurors showed up, and I wasn't sure how long Hogwarts would be safe for. I didn't write to you because I feared it wasn't safe, and didn't want to endanger you by making people think you and I were still in contact."

Dahlia paced to and fro, looking exasperated, overwhelmed and furious all at once. "For ten months I had to wonder what you lot were doing!" she shouted. "Ten months of torture, of wondering when you'd show up in the news, dead or in Azkaban! And I wouldn't get the chance to tell you what a big, stupid, arse you were!"

"Dahlia, I'm sorry, okay?" Neville pleaded with her, dropping to his knees in contrition. "I'm a total idiot, alright? I didn't realize how lucky I was to have you, and I threw it all away over some petty jealousy with your brother. I've spent the past year wondering if you're safe too, and wishing I could reach out to let you know I'm okay. All I've been wishing is for the chance to say how sorry I am, and beg your forgiveness. But if you don't forgive me, I understand. I'm a fool, and you deserve better."

Dahlia stared at Neville for a long moment, as though torn between slapping him again or bursting into tears. The tension in the room was palpable, as everyone waited to see if she was about to explode into another diatribe at him.

"Well, you can't say much fairer than that," Dahlia said breathlessly. And she rushed forward, throwing her arms around Neville and kissing him deeply. Neville stood stock-still for a moment of shock, then eagerly responded in kind, clutching onto Dahlia for dear life.

The display of affection went on for several seconds before it became uncomfortable for the others present. "Ahem," Harry said loudly. "Maybe you two can continue this when there isn't a bloody war on?"

Neville and Dahlia finally broke apart, both red in the face. "Er, yeah, alright," Neville chuckled, looking like he'd been struck by a Bludger but nonetheless pleased with himself. "It's just been a lonely year, that's all."

"We do not 'ave unlimited time," Fleur pointed out to clear the air. "Perhaps we can find a suitable place to talk?"

"An excellent suggestion," Krum grunted. He led the way into the next room, which was a small sitting room lined with bookshelves. Harry and Fleur squeezed into an armchair together, as did Krum and Hermione; Ron, Neville and Dahlia took the sofa, the latter two still draped over one another, holding on tight as though fearing the other might run off without warning.

They spent the next few minutes catching everyone up to speed. Ron and Dahlia listened with rapt attention as Neville and Hermione filled them in on their recent activities. Hermione squealed with delight when Ron excitedly shared the news about Daphne.

"Blimey...you're gonna be a dad?" said Neville, staring at Ron in awe. "That's...wow, mate, you must be thrilled!"

"I'm bloody terrified is what I am," said Ron. "It puts things into perspective, doesn't it? Before I found out, it was just my own life I had to worry about...now there's a whole other person coming into the world who needs me. Makes me want to train even harder, to make sure I get through this in one piece, y'know?"

"Don't you worry about a thing," Neville told him resolutely, clapping his best friend on the back. "Nobody in this room is dying. We'll all have each other's backs, and this time next year we'll be celebrating our victory."

Harry's stomach twisted uncomfortably at this statement. It reminded him of the difficult conversation ahead of him – the terrible knowledge he'd been keeping from Neville all this time. "We should get straight to business," he said nervously, as Fleur massaged his arm reassuringly.

"Absolutely," said Ron, looking eagerly from Harry to Neville. "Can we please address the elephant in the room? All three of the Deathly Hallows are here, in this room! Together again for the first time in centuries!"

Harry nodded awkwardly. He pulled out the Wand and the Stone from his robes, setting them carefully atop the coffee table. Neville procured the Cloak and folded it neatly beside them. The room stared in reverent silence at the three objects...all seemingly benign just sitting there, but forged of myth and centuries of death and strife over their existence. Even Harry, who doubted the validity of the 'Master of Death' claims, felt a chill of anticipation run down his spine at the sight.

"Well...I'll just say what I'm thinking out loud," Neville said, clearing his throat awkwardly. "Dumbledore wanted me to have all three Hallows, so that I could defeat Voldemort. But I know the Cloak belongs to Harry, and he won the Wand from me fair and square, not to mention getting to the Stone first. Maybe it should be him instead of me."

"But...you're the Chosen One, mate!" Ron said eagerly. "The prophecy referred to you! 'The Dark Lord will mark him as his equal'...that means your scar, mate!"

"Ronald, we've discussed this at length, remember?" Hermione said gently. "Harry was also marked by Voldemort with the Dark Mark, wasn't he? He fits the criteria too."

"Yeah, but he chopped off that mark, didn't he?" Ron scoffed. "Not like you can do the same with your forehead, Nev."

"I'm not going to make the same mistake as before, Ron," Neville said firmly. "I won't take Harry for granted. If he thinks it's best that he becomes the Master of Death, I'll defer to him."

The trio continued to bicker over the dilemma as Harry stewed in silence, stomach still twisting itself into knots over what he knew must happen. "Please," he said firmly, and the room fell respectfully silent. All eyes were on him, and he felt that terrible weight upon him again – the horrible, inevitable reality he'd fought so hard to avoid, but failed. It was time for Neville to learn the truth.

"The night Voldemort tried to kill you," Harry said slowly, looking up at Neville with a pained expression, "the Killing Curse rebounded on him. But neither of you died. Did you ever wonder why?"

"My mother's protection saved me," said Neville blankly, not fully understanding the question. "Hermione thinks it created a magical vow of sorts, because Pettigrew asked his master to spare her but he refused—"

"I don't mean why you survived," said Harry. "I mean him. Why was he able to come back to life?"

Neville looked puzzled by this thought. "I mean, he's a Dark wizard, isn't he?" he frowned. "He probably did some nasty ritual to tether his spirit to the world."

"That's...not actually far off," Harry said, somewhat impressed. And he began the laborious process of explaining the horcruxes to the trio, and how Voldemort had undergone the terrible process of immortality. He gave an abridged version of his quest to locate and destroy them all, culminating in Nagini's death at Malfoy Manor and the Sword's reappearance in the Hat, then subsequent purging by dragon fire in the goblin forge.

"But, then...that's brilliant news!" said Ron excitedly once his story was done. "You got them all! So now You-Know-Who should be mortal again, shouldn't he?"

"Not exactly," Harry sighed. "He created one more horcrux, one that he didn't intend to make or was even aware of. A soul fragment that latched itself onto a baby, sixteen years ago, after being separated from the whole."

He looked directly at Neville as he said it. Neville frowned in confusion for a moment, then his eyes wide as he realized what he was referring to, hand flying up to feel his scar.

"You're saying…?" Neville breathed, finger lightly brushing across the red lightning bolt. "Voldemort made me into a horcrux?"

"That's why you're a Parselmouth," Harry explained. "It's why the Sorting Hat put you in Slytherin. It's why you can see from his perspective sometimes, can feel his emotions and thoughts. Part of his soul is attached to yours, and as long as that soul fragment lives, so too does he."

Neville blinked rapidly as he processed this information. Harry knew the truth of the revelation was sinking in, that Neville knew that the information about his scar was correct. Then, the horrible truth finally dawned on him, and a despondent look came over him, looking fearfully up at Harry.

"So then, in order for Voldemort to die…" he said slowly. "I have to die, too?"

"What? That's mental," laughed Ron, still in denial. "Right, Harry? Hermione? Tell him that's mental."

Hermione remained silent, her eyes wide as she too realized the truth. Harry had eyes only for Neville, feeling sick to his stomach as he could only nod in affirmation.

"I've tried for years to find a way around it," Harry said in a strained voice. "But I couldn't find one. I'm sorry, Neville."

A stunned silence followed his words as the gravity of the situation fell upon the entire room. Neville stared off into space for a long while, contemplating the end – his end. Then, to Harry's astonishment, he laughed aloud.

"Right, then," he said matter-of-factly. "Just give me a moment to compose my will, then I'll be off to jump in front of the Knight Bus."

The tension in the room lessened somewhat, as Hermione stifled a gasp and Ron guffawed darkly as the gallows humor. "Don't you even joke about that!" Dahlia said in a scandalized tone, slapping Neville on the shoulder. She curled herself even more tightly around him, as if to prevent him from running off and doing as he'd suggested.

"There might be another way," Fleur suggested softly.

"Fleur, don't give him false hope—" Harry sighed tiredly.

"Maybe eet is not false hope!" Fleur insisted. "If Neville becomes Master of Death, 'e may be able to survive ze Killing Curse again. It is what Dumbledore 'oped for."

"That's why Dumbledore wanted him to unite the Hallows?" Hermione gasped. "He knew about the horcrux all along?"

"Yep," Harry said bitterly. "But Dumbledore didn't know what the hell he was talking about. He was just chasing a childhood fantasy that he never fulfilled in his youth."

"But it's worth trying, isn't it?" Ron suggested, gesturing to the three Hallows still sitting on the coffee table. "We have what we need right here!"

"Don't be absurd, Ron!" Hermione scoffed. "Nobody here is going to cast the Killing Curse on Neville!"

"Maybe they should," Neville muttered thoughtfully.

Both Dahlia and Hermione protested at the same time: "It could be suicide!" "What if it doesn't work?"

"Yeah, so what if it doesn't?" Neville said hotly. "If it works, then great, I live. If it doesn't, well, then at least the problem's still solved, isn't it? The horcrux will be gone, and Voldemort will be mortal again."

"You can't just sacrifice yourself like that, mate!" Ron said weakly. "We need you!"

"It sounds like maybe you don't," Neville laughed hollowly. "You'll still have Harry – he was always the strong one, the one who could fight. I'm not a fighter. Maybe that's my role in all this after all...to die so that everyone else can live."

"You stop that self-pitying nonsense right now!" Dahlia chastised him, tears in her eyes as she implored him to see reason. "We do need you, don't you get it? You are not throwing yourself on the sword for no reason!"

"It's not for no reason, Dahlia," Neville smiled weakly, brushing a strand of her hair away with an affectionate, almost wistful expression. "It's for everyone else's sake. I'm keeping a lunatic alive and preventing him from being killed. It would be selfish of me not to do it, wouldn't it?"

"Let us all take a moment to breathe," said Fleur nervously, sensing the unbearable tension in the room. "We do not 'ave to decide anything right this moment."

"How about lunch?" Krum piped up helpfully.

That succeeded in breaking the tension, as everyone migrated towards the kitchen for a bite to eat. But Harry could still see the darkness behind Neville's eyes, contemplating this new revelation that could mean his end. The dark life he was enabling with his own. The others too appeared troubled; Ron and Hermione were shell-shocked by the revelation about their best friend, while Dahlia trembled quietly at Neville's side, clearly terrified by what might become of him.

The group finished the meal in silence, all looking automatically to Harry for what came next. "I reckon the first thing we should do is unite the Hallows," he suggested. "Maybe it will give us some insight we're missing."

"Hear, hear," Neville agreed before anyone else could object. "It's your call, Harry. Do you want them, or should I give it a go?"

"You're the one who needs it more right now, mate," Harry chuckled.

Neville also laughed darkly at the quip, though nobody else did. It was a testament to the unique bond they shared: two boys marked by Death, embracing the twisted humor of the situation rather than dreading it.

The group returned to the sitting room, where the three Hallows still sat benignly on the coffee table. They stood in a circle staring down at them for a long moment, contemplating their significance.

"I just 'ad a thought," Fleur muttered. "What wand will 'Arry use if Neville takes the Elder Wand? His own wand was destroyed in the fight with Grindelwald."

"You fought Grindelwald?" Hermione gasped. "But...I thought he was killed over Christmas?"

"That's a long story for another day," Harry grimaced. He reached into his robes for the remains of his Kneazle core wand, placing the splintered mahogany shards on the coffee table.

"A shame, that," Ron sighed. "Maybe you can get Ollivander to make you another one?"

"Doubt I'll ever find a stronger bond than this one," said Harry. "Took hundreds of tries to find one that suited me to begin with. I'd rather keep the one I have."

"But wands can't be repaired," Hermione pointed out. "Once they break, they're useless."

"Maybe," Harry muttered. "Maybe not." He reached for the Elder Wand nearby, feeling its whispering in his mind even now. The bond he'd developed with it clearly extended beyond mere touch, as he could hear and feel it even from across the room. He would be saddened to part with it, but it was also a burden he could do without. And he sensed that he did not have to lose his original wand just yet.

He placed the tip of the Elder Wand to the mahogany and whispered, "Reparo." Immediately the splintered wood began to reform and repair itself, forming into a single whole once more. And when Harry picked it up, he felt the warmth return, indicating that he had succeeded.

"Bloody hell," Ron whistled. "Guess the wand really has special powers, doesn't it?"

"Let's hope it has a few more tricks up its sleeve," Harry sighed. "Neville, you should disarm me first, so you regain ownership of the Wand."

"If you're sure," Neville muttered. He drew his own holly and phoenix core wand and faced off with Harry, who held the Elder Wand loosely in his palm. Harry felt a sudden onset of anxiety, as though anticipating what was to come – or maybe the Wand itself did, not wishing to change owners again.

Neville aimed at Harry's hand and said, "Expelliarmus." A jet of red light rushed at Harry, who suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to block it, to defend himself. But with the mightiest of Occlumency efforts, he suppressed the urge and allowed the spell to hit him; the Elder Wand was wrenched from his grasp, flying through the air towards Neville, who caught it in his off-hand.

Harry abruptly dropped to one knee, gasping for air. The abrupt shift in magic was overwhelming, nearly causing him to pass out. "Are you alright, Harry?" Dahlia asked fearfully.

"Yes, fine," Harry grimaced. It was difficult to explain the sensation...like a part of himself had been wrenched away from him. Almost like a bereavement, a voice in his head that was no longer whispering to him. He felt dizzy with a sense of loss, and suddenly understood why Grindelwald had been so desperate to reconnect with the Wand after fifty years apart. But he forced the feeling aside, focusing on Neville once more.

Everyone in the room collectively held their breath as Harry grabbed the other two Hallows from the table. It felt like some sort of sacred ritual, as Harry solemnly draped the Invisibility Cloak over Neville's shoulders and slipped the ring containing the Resurrection Stone onto his finger. Then he stepped back, marveling along with the others as Neville stood uncertainly with all three Hallows.

"How do you feel, Neville?" Hermione asked quietly.

"Cold," Neville admitted. "And heavy. Like I have an extra weight on me."

The room silently weighed these words. Harry knew he was referring to the weight of responsibility, of the burden upon his shoulders, literally and metaphorically. Then Ron quipped, "What did I tell you, mate? Shouldn't have gone for that second sandwich at lunch." That succeeded in relieving the unbearable tension, as everyone groaned good-naturedly at the bad joke.

"Can you feel anything different about your scar?" Harry asked pointedly. "Can you see any way to be rid of it?"

"Not exactly," Neville frowned. "I can still sense Voldemort, but he feels as part of me as he always did."

"Well, then how are we going to remove it?" Hermione asked.

"Isn't it obvious, Hermione?" Neville smirked. "I have to die."

"What? No, you can't!" Dahlia protested at once.

"But maybe the Hallows will let him come right back!" Ron reasoned. "That's what Dumbledore thought, isn't it?"

"Dumbledore didn't know for sure, though," Hermione said anxiously. "Harry's right...Professor Dumbledore was smart, but he might have been wrong."

"So what if he was?" Neville huffed. "At least the horcrux will be gone, won't it? If this doesn't work, nothing ever will, so why bother stressing over it?"

"We can find another way!" Hermione insisted. "We can...we can research other methods—"

"Didn't you hear Harry? He's been searching for years for an answer and couldn't find any!" Neville laughed hollowly. "That's probably why he sought out Rakhaman the Defiler, isn't it?"

All eyes turned to Harry in shock. "Er...yes, that's true," he admitted. "I told him about Neville's scar, and his reaction was to try and hunt him down, so I had to kill him before he got the chance."

"See? There you go," Neville said matter-of-factly as the others blanched at this information. "If a literal necromancer couldn't solve it, that's that. So, who's going to do the honors?"

He looked expectantly around the room. Fleur and Krum immediately shook their heads no; Ron, Hermione and Dahlia just stared at him in horror for such a suggestion.

"Guess it won't be my first time," Harry said grimly, pulling out his mahogany wand. "Everyone else stand back."

Everyone scattered as Harry pointed his wand at Neville. The boy stared at it, trying to look calm and nonchalant despite being anything but. He was trembling slightly, the Elder Wand quivering in his palm and the Cloak threatening to slip off his shoulders to the ground.

"Your call, Neville," said Harry. "Are you sure about this?"

Neville glanced up at everyone else in the room. From Ron and Hermione, watching worriedly; to Fleur and Krum, troubled but keeping silent; to Dahlia, on the verge of tears, trembling quietly at Fleur's side.

"Just get it over with," Neville sighed. "I'm sick of thinking about it."

Harry tried to steel himself and not think too hard about what he was about to do. Was this truly the culmination of his last seven years in this timeline? After spending so long saving Neville's life time and again, he was about to knowingly take it? What if the Hallows didn't work? What if he really was about to murder Neville Longbottom, in front of his nearest friends and loved ones? Would they be able to forgive him? Would he be able to forgive himself?

It will work, Harry told himself. It HAS to work.

No point in prolonging the inevitable. Like Neville, it was agony to even think about it for long. He cleared his mind and steadied his arm, aiming the Kneazle wand between the boy's eyes. "Avada Kedav—" Harry said.

"Wait!" Neville blurted, flinching away from Harry abruptly. "S-sorry, I wasn't ready yet. Let's go again."

Harry lowered his arm, heart pounding. Everyone else in the room had also flinched audibly at the sound of the Killing Curse being cast. His wand tip had even briefly glowed green, as he canceled the spell at the last possible moment.

"I can't watch this," Hermione muttered, rushing from the room into the hall. Krum followed after her. Harry glanced at the others; Ron was trying his hardest not to tremble while leaning haphazardly against the wall, while Dahlia clung tightly to Fleur, face buried in her robes. Only Fleur looked to Harry, meeting his gaze; she knew how difficult this was for Harry, giving him silent support in a difficult moment.

Harry turned back to Neville, raising his wand once more. This time he would not hesitate. He knew intent would be important, as he would need to summon the hatred necessary to cast such a terrible spell. So he fed into the anger that was always simmering just below the surface of his psyche. Anger at Dumbledore for forcing them into this impossible corner. Anger at Voldemort for creating this situation in the first place. And above all, anger at himself for failing to solve this problem sooner. After all, self-loathing was perhaps the strongest form of hate there was.

"Avada Kedavra."

The Killing Curse erupted from Harry's wand and shot across the room towards Neville. Harry saw the boy's eyes go wide as Death rushed forward to greet him; at the last possible millisecond, the Elder Wand flicked forward, deflecting the curse upwards. Debris rained down from the small crater gouged into the ceiling, as Neville sank to his knees, gasping for air and trembling terribly.

"I can't do it," Neville choked. "I'm s-sorry. I just can't."

Dahlia rushed to Neville's side, kneeling beside him and wrapping him in a tight hug. "We are not doing that again!" she said firmly, glaring up at Harry.

"No, we're not," Harry agreed sullenly. It was just as he feared: for all his talk of being brave, of falling on the sword, Neville did not want to die. And Harry did not want to be the one to kill him. It was a bridge too far...for all the lives he had ended in this timeline, this was the one he could not bear to take. They had to find another way. They just had to.

"Harry, take it back," Neville groaned, thrusting the Elder Wand towards him. "I can't take it anymore. The whispering. The cold. It's too much."

Harry took pity on the boy, lifting his own wand once more. "Expelliarmus." The Elder Wand flew from Neville's fingers into Harry's newly-grown hand; he immediately felt the rush of cold as it re-accepted him as its master. Along with it came a sense of euphoria as the missing piece of himself reintegrated into him, but he did his best not to indulge in the feeling.

"I don't want to die," Neville cried softly as Dahlia clung to him for dear life. "I don't want to die."

Ron came forward and sat at Neville's other side, wrapping his arm around his best friend. Hermione also rushed back into the room and joined the others, forming a protective layer around the Boy Who Lived, reassuring him quietly. Harry felt a terrible sinking weight in his stomach at the sight, and now he was the one who could not bear it, stepping out into the hall to recompose himself.

Harry paced up and down the hall, trying his best not to hyperventilate. This was not happening. This was the worst case scenario: he was out of options, out of time. Neville had to die for this war to end, but Harry couldn't bring himself to kill him. Not against the boy's will. But what else was there to do? How were they supposed to defeat Voldemort, when he remained tethered to life by the very boy whose life Harry was desperate to save?

Fleur came out to join him in the hall, gently guiding him to the adjoining library and onto the sofa. She sat quietly beside him, caressing him gently as Harry tried to come down from his panic attack.

"I know," she said softly. "I know. Just breathe."

It took Harry a few minutes to calm down. Eventually he curled himself into a ball, resting his head in Fleur's lap as she gently stroked his hair.

"It's not fair," Harry eventually mustered. "It's just not bloody fair."

"You're right, it's not," Fleur agreed.

"I don't know what to do, Fleur," Harry sighed. "Killing Neville would be like killing a part of myself."

"Then we will find another way," Fleur said decisively. "I will kill ze boy myself if it means you do not 'ave to."

"Don't be stupid," Harry scoffed. "I wouldn't want you to become a killer on my behalf."

"You think I 'ave not killed?" Fleur said indignantly. "I fought in ze Battle of London, if you've forgotten. I took several lives then while protecting your sister, and I will do it again when ze time comes. Do not mistake my kindness for weakness."

"Oh," said Harry softly. He had never thought to ask Fleur about her experiences in the last battle. His own actions in the war weighed on him heavily, and he'd never considered what past deeds must keep Fleur awake at night. That sobering thought helped him get out of his own head, as he sat back up and took a steadying breath.

The pair stood and returned to the other room to rejoin the others. Ron, Hermione, Dahlia and Neville still sat in a tight circle on the floor; they flinched instinctively as they saw Harry enter, the former three moving instinctively to shield the latter. But Harry merely sank into an armchair, tossing the Elder Wand back onto the coffee table in disgust.

"What a bloody nightmare this is," he sighed heavily.

"You can say that again," Ron agreed. Hermione and Dahlia nodded forlornly in agreement. Neville, however, seemed to be steeling himself again, glancing determinedly at Harry before abruptly jumping back to his feet.

"Right, let's go again," he said with as much bravado as he could muster. "I'm ready."

"No, we're done for the day," Harry said firmly. "I don't want to do that again any more than you do."

Neville visibly relaxed at this. He drifted towards the sofa and sank into it, as the others fell back to their seats in turn. They all sat in silence for a long while, each contemplating the horrible reality they found themselves in.

"It's getting late," Harry remarked, looking towards the window at the sun dipping towards the horizon. "Let's call it for today. We can get some rest and work out a plan tomorrow."

"We can ask Mum and Dad for help," Dahlia offered. "Maybe they know something. Maybe...maybe Dad still has connections in the Ministry that can solve this."

Harry chuckled hollowly at this naive notion. If Saul Croaker, Head of the Department of Mysteries of all people, couldn't solve the problem of Neville's horcrux, he doubted anyone else at the Ministry could. But he did not admit this thought aloud.

"A fine idea, Dahlia," he nodded. "Let's all get some rest and tackle the problem fresh in the morning."

"We can consult with your parents and mine," Fleur added. "If they 'ave any ideas, it will be best to gain their perspective as well."

"Let's meet at the warehouse where the resistance is planning, then," said Harry. Krum and the others nodded in agreement.

Soon after, the group stood to part ways for the evening. Harry, Fleur, Dahlia and Ron headed for the exit to return to the warehouse, as Krum, Hermione and Neville saw them off.

"Harry, wait," said Neville suddenly. "Don't forget this." He removed the ring containing the Resurrection Stone from his finger, handing it out for Harry to take.

"Keep it for tonight," said Harry. "Maybe there are some people you'd like to talk to again for advice."

"Talk to…?" Neville said, confused. His eyes went wide as he realized the implications of the Stone, as if remembering what it could do for the first time. He could talk to Dumbledore again. He could talk to his parents again. He stared down at the ring with trembling fingers, placing it carefully back on his hand with a heavy sigh.

"I can stay with you if you'd like," Dahlia offered softly. "If you want the company."

"No," Neville said, shaking his head forlornly. "I need to be alone tonight. Just to...to mull things over."

Dahlia looked crestfallen by this, but she nodded in understanding. She linked arms with Fleur as Harry did the same with Ron, Apparating back to the warehouse in Diagon Alley.

Harry did not sleep well that night. He kept replaying the moment in his head, watching the green bolt of death rush towards Neville before being deflected away. How close he'd come to ending the boy's life. To winning the war. To corrupting his own soul. To defeating Voldemort. To extinguishing his sister star forever. Such a cruel and complicated task he had ahead of him, and he truly did not know what to do.

But Dahlia was right about one thing: he had to talk to his parents about this. To alleviate the burden that was consuming him whole. He would confide in them on the matter, even knowing full well that they would not be able to help him. But perhaps they could guide him, could help him rationalize what needed to be done, or at least share in the responsibility of the terrible task.

You've come this far, Harry told himself to force the uneasiness from his mind. Your soul is already damned for what you've done...what's one more senseless murder at this point?
Year 7-25: Support and Sacrifice

Harry arose early the next morning, unable to stay in bed and pretend to sleep any longer. Dahlia was already up as well, reading nothing of substance in the library...based on the heavy bags under her eyes, she too was unable to find rest. Fleur joined them soon after in the kitchen for breakfast, adding to the somber silence that nobody wanted to breach with meaningless small talk.

James and Lily entered the kitchen together, bringing a ray of sunshine into the room full of gloom. They were holding hands and practically glowing with contentment...both looked infinitely happier now that they were back together after a year spent apart.

"Morning, gang!" James said cheerily, pouring himself a cup of coffee as Lily planted a wet kiss on his cheek before joining the others at the table. "Sleep well?"

Lily was the first to notice the heavy atmosphere around her. "Why the long faces, everyone?" she frowned. "Is something the matter?"

Dahlia and Fleur both glanced at Harry, who sighed heavily. "Something's happened," he said. "We need to talk to you."

"What about?" asked James, frowning as he glanced between his two children with concern.

"We found Neville Longbottom," said Harry. "He's here, in Britain, staying with Viktor Krum."

"He is?" said James, bewildered. "But that's good news, isn't it? Is he injured or something?"

"No, he's fine," said Harry. "It's just...well, there's a problem."

"Like what, dear?" Lily frowned, looking on in concern.

Harry took a deep steadying breath. He felt Fleur's hand slip into his own, silently reassuring him and giving him the courage to continue.

"Remember when I told you about Voldemort's horcruxes?" he asked his father. "And how we've been trying to destroy them all?"

"Of course," said James. "And you succeeded, didn't you? They're all gone."

"Almost," Harry sighed. "There's one more. And it's inside Neville's scar."

There was a moment's silence as James and Lily processed this. "What do you mean, 'inside' his scar?" asked Lily. "How did it get there?"

"Voldemort created it by accident, when he tried to kill Neville as a baby," Harry explained. "Part of his soul latched itself onto Neville, which is why he can see through Voldemort's perspective at times and speak Parseltongue. And as long as that soul fragment remains active, Voldemort is still immortal."

James frowned as the implications of that statement, as Lily's eyes slowly widened in horror. "Is Voldemort aware of this?" he asked.

"We don't think so," said Harry. "Or else he wouldn't be trying so hard to kill Neville, would he?"

"No, I suppose not," James muttered, brow furrowing in concern. "This is concerning news, highly concerning indeed."

"But why did you not tell us this the other night?" asked Lily. "Have you known this all along?"

"Yes," Harry admitted sheepishly. "I wanted to talk to Neville about it before involving anyone else. I figured he ought to have a say in what we do about it. We hoped that the Deathly Hallows would be able to rid him of the horcrux safely, but well, that didn't work either."

"And we're not bloody trying it again," Dahlia said emphatically, paling at the reminder of the harrowing afternoon the day prior.

"How would the Hallows have helped rid him of the…?" James muttered, confused. Then, realization dawned on him, as he raised his eyebrows in disbelief. "Don't tell me you did what I think you did!"

"It was Neville's idea!" Harry protested. "It wouldn't be murder if it was planned between us, would it? And it's not like we've found a better method to destroy the damned thing!"

"You were going to kill the poor boy without coming to us first for help?!" Lily gasped, putting two and two together herself. "What were you thinking?"

"I was thinking we have a war to win!" Harry said hotly, feeling strangely defensive. "And destroying that horcrux is the only way to finish off Voldemort for good!"

"'Arry was only doing what he thought was best," Fleur said placatingly, sensing his growing agitation. "We 'ave been searching for a solution without success for years now, and an opportunity presented itself. It was a group decision."

"There must be another way to remove it," said Lily, looking worriedly to her husband. "Right, dear? You said you've dealt with horcruxes before as an Auror...surely one of your old colleagues can help us."

"The only way I know of removing one is by destroying the host," said James. "I can't think of anyone who would know more, besides maybe an Unspeakable or one of the goblins or curse-breakers at Gringotts."

"We've already tried that," said Harry. "Saul Croaker and Bill Weasley didn't know of a way, and the goblins' method is purging the host in a dragon-fire forge. We even asked a necromancer, Rakhaman the Defiler, and he couldn't help us."

"You did what?!" Lily exclaimed. "Don't tell me you were responsible for that incident at the Pyramids last spring!"

"Yeah, that was us," Harry said sheepishly; he'd omitted that part from his explanation about the horcruxes the week prior. "And Dumbledore's only solution was the Hallows, so that's what we tried. Nothing else seemed plausible enough to try."

The room sat in awkward silence for a moment, mulling over the gravity of the situation. Then, everyone jumped as a loud buzzing sound emitted from James' side. He reached into his robes and withdrew a small pocket watch; he consulted it for a moment before tapping his wand to the metal shell, silencing it.

"We need to get to the warehouse," James muttered, glancing at Lily. "I've called a strategy meeting to discuss tactics."

"We're coming too," Harry said firmly, indicating himself and Fleur. "And so are Viktor, Hermione and Neville."

"Good," James nodded. "We can all get together and discuss what to do about this horcrux situation."

"Pardon, Monsieur Potter," Fleur said uncertainly. "But eez it wise to tell so many people about ze scar? What if that information leaks to Voldemort?"

"We aren't meeting with the full resistance," said James. "Only a smaller group of people we can trust. It will be a good opportunity to talk this over."

Something about this plan struck Harry as odd. Did James not trust everybody at the resistance? Didn't they all share the same goal of defeating Voldemort? Or were there fractures within the larger whole that concerned James? He would definitely have to ask about that later.

"We should go," said Lily, standing from her seat. "Dahlia, you can stay here and help Amelia with the baby until we return."

"No way!" Dahlia protested. "I want to come! I want to be a part of this!"

"You're still underage for another month," James said sternly. "And you haven't even completed your sixth year of schooling. It's too dangerous."

"But I've been training with Harry all this time!" Dahlia insisted. "I can hold my own, honestly!"

"She should at least be in the loop about what we're planning," Harry piped up in defense of his sister. "It's not like she'll be on the front lines when the battle comes. It's just a meeting, isn't it?"

James and Lily shared a worried look. "Very well," Lily sighed. "But you are not to stray from our sight for a moment, is that understood, young lady?"

"Yes, Mum," Dahlia said sullenly. She gave Harry an appreciative nod as the group moved toward the entryway, linking arms to Apparate to the warehouse.

The place was far busier than Harry remembered from the day before. Most of the once-empty bunks were now occupied, and several hundred more fighters were present, a cacophony of voices filling the cavernous space with noise. The group also looked more organized than the ICW forces had been the year prior...Harry could see small groups forming, with commanders issuing orders as they went through light training exercises. Sebastian had chosen his people well, and it filled Harry with hope for the war to come.

And almost as soon as they crossed the floor towards the meeting room, another sight filled him with joy. "Uncle Remus!" Harry exclaimed, running across the expanse towards his surrogate uncle. "You're here!"

"Harry!" laughed Remus Lupin, embracing the teen in a fierce hug. "Glad to see you in one piece again. I heard it's been a rough couple of weeks for you."

"Glad you could make it, Moony," said James, clapping his fellow Marauder on the shoulder. "Not too much trouble getting back into the country, I hope?"

"Oh, not at all," Remus grinned. "Voldemort never was too strict in monitoring the more mundane forms of transportation in and out of Britain. Did you know the Muggles dug a tunnel to France beneath the Channel? We only had to Confund one train conductor to make it through unnoticed."

"Yes, it is nice to be back in Britain, despite ze circumstances," said Alessia, also greeting the group with a broad smile. "We look forward to liberating her from her captors."

"Hear, hear," said James. "Have you spoken with Sebastian?"

"Yes, he's meeting with his recruits at the moment," said Remus, pointing in the direction of the makeshift barracks across the room. "He's raised quite the formidable army...his men are well-trained for combat."

"Papa is quite experienced in ze art of combat," Fleur agreed with a faint smile of pride. "'E often deals with shady people, and 'is closest confidants are used to things going wrong."

Harry got that sense as well from his brief glimpses of the training going on across the room. A select group of older, gruff-looking wizards were barking orders at the other recruits, looking calm, poised and experienced despite the heavy odds against them.

"Are you able to join us for a meeting in about ten minutes?" James asked Remus and Alessia. "We have some important matters to discuss with Harry and Neville."

"You found Longbottom, then?" said Remus. "Tremendous news! I know many people will be eager to hear he's alive and well."

Harry's stomach twisted uncomfortably at the reminder of the difficult task ahead with Neville. Fleur must have sensed this, as she slipped her hand into his to calm his nerves.

"Come, let us find my father before ze meeting," she suggested. And she guided Harry away, leaving the former Marauders to catch up. She continued to hold his hand tight, squeezing it for reassurance.

"Thanks," Harry muttered. "I'm okay, honestly."

"You are doing the right thing in telling your family the truth," Fleur reminded him. "They can 'elp you, and want only what is best for you and your future."

"Yeah, you're right," Harry nodded. He knew she was referring not only to Neville, but the truth about his past. He would disclose that uncomfortable truth to them when the moment presented itself...but not right now. Too many other pressing matters needed addressing first before he could drop that bombshell on his loved ones.

They wandered past the rows of training fighters, watching the various witches and wizards running through their drills. None of them seemed as skilled as some of the mercenaries and Death Eaters that Harry knew were among Voldemort's ranks, but they were at least competent duelists and willing to take orders. He wondered how many of these fighters were volunteers, and how many were being paid by Fleur's father or other benefactors to aid Britain's cause. The logistics of war were way over Harry's head, and he was glad he was not in charge of such operations.

They located Sebastian near the heart of the barracks, speaking with a handful of what Harry presumed to be his top lieutenants. All seemed familiar with one another, speaking jovially and addressing one another as one would a long-time friend or partner. Sebastian turned towards the new arrivals, a smile brightening his features when he spotted his daughter.

"Ah, ma puce," he greeted Fleur, kissing her on the cheek. "It 'as been too long. Are you well?"

"Oui, Papa," Fleur smiled. "You remember 'Arry, of course?"

"Naturally," said Sebastian, giving Harry a gruff handshake. "It would appear that you are courting my daughter, Mr. Potter."

"Er…" Harry stammered. He realized that he and Fleur were still holding hands, and he had not had the opportunity to speak to her father about the development. "Yes, sir. And I apologize for not discussing it with you earlier. But I care deeply for Fleur, and I hope you know that I would never hurt her or take advantage of her."

Sebastian scrutinized Harry silently, studying him with a calculating expression. The four other men around Sebastian also regarded him with mild suspicion – Harry wondered if they were close enough to the Delacours to be protective of Fleur as well. It dawned on Harry that Sebastian would make for a formidable and dangerous enemy if he and Fleur ever had a falling-out.

But to his relief, Sebastian laughed and pulled Harry in for a tight bear hug. "Eet is about time!" he exclaimed. "As if I could ever prevent my Fleur from going after what she wants. She is a strong-willed woman, 'Arry, and you would do well to remember that if you are to keep her favor."

"I'll keep that in mind, thanks," Harry chuckled awkwardly. Fleur blushed as her father proudly cupped Harry's cheeks and kissed him on the forehead...that was about as clear of a blessing as Harry could have hoped for. Sebastian must have already known (or at least suspected) he and Fleur were together...apparently everyone but Harry had seen it as an inevitability.

"Are these all of your fighters?" asked Fleur, gesturing around the room in an obvious attempt to change the subject.

"Almost," said Sebastian. "We are working on bringing ze last few groups into the country without detection. And I 'ope to speak with Mister Krum about integrating his own recruits into our own."

"He will be here soon for the strategy meeting," said Harry.

"Good, very good," said Sebastian. "I 'ope that he can bring some much-needed unity for zis unruly bunch."

"Unity?" Harry repeated. "Why wouldn't everyone be united?"

"I imagine that is what your father wishes to discuss today," Sebastian sighed. "Things have been...tense in ze past few days."

Once again Harry wondered what kind of tension and disunity could be brewing behind the scenes of the resistance. James had also hinted at it earlier, suggesting a need for a more tight-knit group to rely on within the larger whole. He remembered Amos Diggory's rebuke the day before, as well as the suspicious looks the elder Weasleys had given him, and wondered if that had something to do with it.

But before he could voice these concerns aloud, a hubbub across the room caught everyone's attention. Groups of fighters were flocking to the center of the room, towards a new arrival. A buzz of excitement followed this mass migration, and Harry and the others followed to see what the commotion was about.

Harry spotted Viktor Krum through the crowd, at the center of everybody's attention. It wasn't a surprise, really: the international Quidditch star had arrived, to rally everyone to a common cause. But he quickly realized that it was not Krum that had everyone excited. It was Hermione, who stood uncertainly beside him, that was receiving the lion's share of attention.

"Miss Granger!" someone shouted. "Where have you been all these months?"

"Is Longbottom safe?" someone else asked. "Has he returned to save us?"

"Please, everyone, Neville is fine," Hermione shouted over the crowd, shaking a few outstretched hands. "He's feeling a bit under the weather this morning, but he'll be back with us soon."

Harry was astonished by the near-celebrity status Hermione was receiving, particularly from the British members of the resistance. But he supposed it did make sense: Neville had become something of a symbol of hope in the country, as word of the prophecy became known amongst the public. Harry had heard the whispers in the past, calling Neville the 'Chosen One' who would one day return from his exile to vanquish Voldemort, and Hermione was his closest ally, receiving reverential treatment in kind.

"Mr. Krum," said Sebastian, making his way through the crowd to shake the ex-Seeker's hand. "A pleasure to be finally meeting you face to face. Shall we talk in a more private setting?"

"By all means," Krum agreed. The two headed across the room, with Harry, Hermione and Fleur close behind.

"So where is Neville, really?" Harry whispered to Hermione as the crowd began to disperse around them.

Hermione glanced around nervously before leaning forward to respond in a hushed tone. "He decided to stay home," she whispered. "He still feels unwell after yesterday, and didn't want to face a big crowd right now."

"Got it," said Harry. He supposed he couldn't blame Neville...the boy had just received the worst news possible, and still needed time to process his impending mortality. Coming here and receiving a hero's welcome was probably far from the poor teen's mind right now.

The group headed to the far end of the warehouse, where a number of smaller enclosed rooms sat. One of them contained a long conference table, around which several people were standing and chatting with one another. James, Lily, Sirius, Remus, Alessia and Andromeda were all present, along with Dahlia, Damian, Ron, and another familiar face that made Harry grin.

"Mr. Greengrass!" he greeted the man. "Glad to see you alive and well."

"Likewise, Harry," smiled Dale Greengrass, shaking Harry's hand fervently. He looked thinner and more on-edge than the last time they'd met, but then again, so was everyone else amidst the hardships of war. "I must thank you for watching over my daughter this past year. I am forever grateful."

"Of course," said Harry. "She's been a tremendous help to me as well."

"Is that Ronald, then?" asked Dale, frowning slightly as he eyed the redhead across the room. "I hear he may be my new son-in-law soon."

"So it would seem," Harry chuckled. "I'm honestly not sure if he's more afraid of you or Voldemort right now." Indeed, Ron appeared to be pointedly avoiding Dale's gaze, hiding behind Damian's bulky frame to evade his notice.

"It's my wife he should truly be afraid of," Dale grinned. "She'll be the first to have his hide if he neglects his duties as a father. But I've seen the way Daphne lights up when she talks about him...if he makes her happy, then I'm happy as well."

"How is Daphne?" asked Harry. "I hope the stress of the escape didn't harm her or the baby."

"She's doing fine," said Dale. "A bit shaken up, but she's been remarkably brave. She's recovering at our safe house with her mother and sister."

"Give her my best," said Harry. Dale nodded his agreement, as James called the room to order to begin the meeting.

"Thank you all for coming," he said as the small group took their seats around the table. "Tomorrow we will be conducting a much larger strategy meeting with the rest of the group. But first, there are some things we need to discuss in private, among friends and family."

"Yeah, why all the secrecy?" asked Harry. "What's really been going on around here? Aren't you the one in charge?"

James exchanged a terse glance with Sebastian before responding. "There are some, shall we say...disgruntled members of the resistance movement," he sighed. "Mainly among the British contingent."

"Disgruntled how?" Fleur asked.

"Many are unhappy with ze way Minister Potter 'andled things in office," Sebastian explained. "Some feel that 'e is complicit with ze Dark Lord's crimes, and is unfit to lead."

"Bullshit," Harry huffed. "He's half the reason we're still in a position to fight back. If he had done anything differently, Britain would have collapsed much, much sooner."

"Of course many understand this," Sebastian said placatingly. "Mostly on ze continent, 'e is still well-regarded for his past efforts. But his fellow countrymen may not take too kindly to 'is leadership efforts at ze moment."

"Well, they can just deal with it," Harry said hotly. "We have a common enemy, and we can deal with our petty differences once Voldemort is dead."

"I wish that all shared your sentiment," said James. "But such heavy-handed leadership will not go over well with many. Some grudges run too deep to be set aside so easily."

Harry thought back to his interaction with Amos Diggory the day before in the infirmary. "Not all of us will so easily forget your past crimes." How many more agreed with him within their ranks? Would the Potter name ever be able to recover, even if the war was won?

"So if you're not in charge, who is?" asked Remus.

"That's what we need to discuss," said James. "There will likely be a vote, and we'll have a significant voting bloc to support a candidate that we can work with. Ideally it would be somebody in this room, but that may not be feasible. Anyone close to me will be distrusted by association, and anyone from outside of Britain will face similar problems gaining the trust of the British fighters. No offense, of course."

"None taken," Krum shrugged. Knowing him, Harry doubted the man would have wanted to lead an army anyway.

"Who are ze leading candidates?" asked Sebastian.

"Amos Diggory is making a push for leadership," said James. "He's well-liked by his fellow Brits, but he has an axe to grind with me and would likely make cooperation difficult. The Weasleys are also popular, but they too hold a grudge, particularly against Harry."

"Not all of us," Ron said defiantly. "Fred and George still trust Harry, even if the rest of my brothers or my parents don't."

"One of them could be an option, then," said James. "Though I worry about their lack of tactical experience...talented wizards though they are, combat strategy is not their area of expertise."

"Maybe Cedric or Tonks?" Harry suggested. "They were both Aurors, and they've been in the resistance longer than most."

"That's a thought," James mused. "Though I don't know how close Cedric is to his father. If Amos is constantly in his ear, he could prove just as problematic."

"I'll ask around and see which way the winds are blowing," Dale offered. "I still have some sway among the British group, even if they know I was allied with the Potters in the past."

"Very good," said James. "We should settle on a name to champion by tomorrow morning. Now, let's talk logistics. Viktor, how many fighters are you able to provide for us?"

"I haff spoken to over five hundred who volunteered for the cause," said Krum. "I do not know how many vill stay true to their word, but once I put the word out, I can have them here within hours."

"I have a few 'undred more in waiting as well," said Sebastian. "All told, zat is close to two thousand fighters."

"We can work with that," said James. "By our last estimations, Voldemort's army is just over three thousand, but many are spread across the globe, preparing their own takeover operations. We might just be able to gain the upper hand if we strike quickly and decisively."

"How are we going to draw Voldemort out of hiding, though?" asked Sirius. "He rarely shows his face in public anymore."

"That will be a discussion for tomorrow's strategy meeting," said James. "But first, we need to talk about Neville Longbottom."

"Yes, why is he not with us?" said Remus, turning towards Hermione and Ron. "Everyone assumed you three were working on something important for the war effort."

Hermione looked sheepish at this reminder. "We were...well, in a sense," she muttered. "But that doesn't matter now. We, er, have a bit of a problem, you see."

"What kind of problem?" asked Andromeda.

Hermione seemed reluctant to answer, as a gloom settled over the teens in the room who knew the truth. Harry took it upon himself to respond.

"To make a long story short, Neville is housing a piece of Voldemort's soul within his scar," he said. "Voldemort himself is unaware that it exists. But as long as Neville remains alive, Voldemort's soul is tethered to this world, and he cannot die."

"Bloody hell," breathed Dale Greengrass. "Can this soul piece be removed?"

"That's what we've been trying to figure out for the past few years," Harry sighed, indicating himself and Fleur. "But so far the only method we know for sure will work is killing the host. We've searched for ways around it, but as far as we can figure, the only way to be sure the fragment is destroyed is for Neville to die."

"How awful," Alessia lamented. "To think that ze poor boy was doomed to die all along...it is unconscionable."

"Maybe he still doesn't have to die," Harry insisted. "We can try again with the Hallows. Neville doesn't think they will work, but Dumbledore did, and it's worth a second try if he might survive it."

"If my memory is correct, you did not seem to believe it vould work, either," Krum pointed out. "Or any of us for that matter."

"Well, maybe we were wrong!" Ron piped in. "And if it comes down to being murdered by Voldemort, or him having a small chance at living, it makes more sense for one of us to do it, doesn't it?"

"You can't be serious, Ron!" Hermione gasped. "You're talking about killing your best friend!"

"I'm talking about saving him!" Ron protested. "It's like chess...sometimes you have to put your valuable pieces in danger to win the long game! Would you rather Voldemort live on forever?"

"No, of course not," Hermione said crossly. "I'm just saying...oh, I don't know what I'm saying! It just doesn't feel right to talk about Neville this way without him here!"

"I too would feel more comfortable if he was here with us," James said diplomatically. "Condemning him to death without his input is not a pleasant situation to be in. Regardless, we may have to make a difficult decision very soon."

"Decision?" Dahlia repeated. "Dad, you can't be saying what I think you're saying!"

"This is war, sweetheart," said James softly. "Of course we all want what is best for Neville. But if his life stands in the way of us and victory, we may be left with no other option."

"You can't be seriously considering murder, James!" said Lily. "He's just a boy!"

"A boy who is harboring a dangerous Dark Lord within him," James sighed. "I don't like it any more than you do, but this war must end, and soon. Unless anyone here has any better suggestions?"

Nobody responded. It was just as Harry feared: there was no alternative, no other way out of this predicament, except the obvious, most cruel solution.

"I'll do it," Harry said resolutely. "I'll give him the Wand back and we can try again. Worst case scenario, his blood is on my hands, and nobody else's."

"We are doing nothing until we've sat down with Neville and gone over the options with him," James said firmly. "And you are not doing this on your own, do you understand? You have enough blood on your hands already, Harry...I don't need you adding more on your conscience."

"But I don't want anyone else to damage their souls on account of my failures," Harry lamented. "I can do it, I've done it before—"

"Dear, you must stop taking on every problem on your own," said Lily softly. "No one should have to shoulder as much responsibility as you already have in this war. Let us handle this one – you don't have to worry yourself with it any more.

Harry nodded sullenly. In spite of his qualms, he felt a wave of relief at her words. It was like a tremendous burden had been lifted off of his shoulders...the responsible adults would now be able to help share the load. Whether or not they found a productive solution to the scar horcrux problem, he no longer felt like he was alone, like he was the sole arbiter of whether Neville lived or died.

"Here's what we're going to do," said James, pulling out his pocket watch and checking the time once more. "I have more work to do around here preparing the ingress of more fighters to the Isles. You lot speak to Neville and invite him to dinner at Grimmauld Place tonight. We'll go over everything together and figure out a plan, with his input included. Whatever we decide, it will be as a group. Agreed?"

"Agreed," said Harry. The other teens nodded their assent as well.

"Good," said James, rising from his seat. "I've got to speak to the twins about preparing more Portkeys from the continent. See you all tonight." And he swept from the room, disbanding the meeting as the other adults also stood to attend to their own respective duties.

"Be honest, Hermione," said Harry, turning to her as the group began to filter out of the room. "How is Neville, really? Did you talk to him long this morning?"

"Only through the door to his bedroom," Hermione sighed. "Sounded like he didn't sleep very much. I'm sure he's just stressed after yesterday."

"I'll talk some sense into him," Ron said confidently. "Nev just gets up in his own head too much sometimes."

"Can I come and speak to him?" Dahlia asked hesitantly. "He'll listen to me, I just know it."

"Yes, perhaps you should," Hermione agreed.

"Anything I can do to help?" Damian Dursley piped up, long forgotten amidst the chaos of the past few weeks.

"Where's your mother?" Harry asked the teen...he had not seen Aunt Petunia in weeks. "Shouldn't you be with her?"

"She went into hiding in the States, to get away from this whole mess," Damian shrugged. "Uncle James says I'll have to join her once the fighting starts, but I don't wanna leave while you lot are all still here. I've been staying in the barracks and helping Cedric out here and there."

"Go see if he needs help with anything, then," Harry suggested. "We might need his support later, depending on how the leadership vote goes tomorrow."

Damian nodded and took off across the floor. Harry joined up with Hermione, Ron, Fleur, Krum, and Dahlia, all linking arms and Apparating together to Krum's safe house. It was quiet – there was no indication anyone was up and active in the home.

Dahlia marched straight up the stairwell without delay. "Which room is Neville's?" she demanded.

"Second door on the left," Hermione responded.

Dahlia headed straight for the indicated door and began knocking incessantly. "Oi, idiot, open up!" she called out. "I'm not going away until you answer me."

There was no sound from within the room...Neville clearly was not in the mood to talk.

"C'mon, mate, we're all here to support you, y'know," Ron shouted. "Just open up and quick being a ponce about this." Still there was no response.

"Oh, enough of this," Hermione huffed, drawing her wand and pointing it at the doorknob. "Alohomora." The door clicked open, swinging outward as the group peered inside.

Harry frowned...Neville was not in his room at all. In fact, there was hardly any sign that anyone had been there to begin with. The bed was neatly-made, and none of Neville's belongings were strewn about.

"But...where could he have gone?" Ron wondered aloud. He turned toward the stairwell and yelled, "OI, NEV! YOU DOWNSTAIRS, MATE?"

"I don't think he's here," Harry muttered. A sinking feeling was settling in his gut, and he was starting to suspect that something had gone very wrong.

"Why do you think that?" asked Dahlia worriedly.

"Look," said Harry, pointing at the bed. There, unnoticed at first, was a small bundle of fabric, tucked neatly beside the pillow. It shimmered slightly in the dim lighting, and Harry recognized it at once as the Invisibility Cloak. And sitting atop it, along with the ring containing the Resurrection Stone, was a folded note, bearing a brief missive on the outside: 'To Harry'.

Harry rushed forward and picked up the parchment, as the others gasped in realization of what this meant. He unfolded the slip of paper and read:

Harry,

I'm writing this to you because I know you alone will understand. The others will just freak out and think I'm crazy, but you've always known me better than anybody. Sometimes I think you know me even better than I know myself.

I spoke to Dumbledore last night, and he confirmed everything you said. I think you're right – he didn't sound too sure about this 'Master of Death' business either. He just hoped that the fables were true and they would help me cheat death, even though he always said it could not be cheated. Bit contradictory, don't you think?

I also talked to my parents. They told me they loved me and were proud of me. I asked them what they thought I should do. They said it was my decision, but they would support me no matter what I did.

It made me think a lot about family. I've always envied the relationship you have with your parents and sister. Plus, you and Fleur make a great couple and I'm sure you'll be happy together. Ron and Daphne have their baby on the way, and I have a sneaking suspicion that Viktor and Hermione won't be far behind them. Please don't ask me how I know that...I'm a light sleeper.

Even Dahlia—

At this point, the letter was blotched with inky liquid, and it looked like Neville had crossed out large portions of text that he started and stopped to write multiple times. Eventually he moved on to write a new paragraph, and Harry read on:

Point is, I don't have a family. I lost mine ages ago, and I've never known what it's like to have one. And that's okay. Mine is waiting for me on the other side. I've realized that this is what's best for everyone. You all have your families who would miss you if something were to happen to you. Nobody will miss me, and I've made peace with that. I'm tired of being a burden for everyone else to deal with.

So I'm leaving tonight and going to find Voldemort to turn myself in. The prophecy says that 'one must die at the hands of the other,' so I'm not going to try any more Hallows nonsense to avoid my fate. He will kill me, and then that will be that. You won't have my blood on your hands. I won't be a burden anymore. The horcrux will be gone, and the path will be clear for you lot to finish him off once and for all.

Now don't get all mopey and depressed on me like I know the others will. I'm returning the Stone to you, along with the Cloak I should have returned a long time ago. You're the one that's supposed to have them, I just know it. So take them, and put them to full use like I couldn't. Master of Death or not, I know you have what it takes to kill that bastard. So don't let my death go to waste – avenge me when the time comes. And make it look bad-ass! I'll be watching from beyond, and I expect a good show.

Tell the others I'm sorry. I hope they'll forgive me someday. Just know that I am at peace, and I'm glad to be seeing my parents again on the other side. See you when you get here – just not too soon, you hear?

Thank you for everything, Harry. You truly are the best of all of us. Consider this my penance for failing to recognize that all these years.

Your sister star,

Neville

"Okay, stop! Everyone calm down – one at a time, please."

James and Lily stood in the mess hall of the warehouse, bewildered, as a small army of teenagers implored them to see reason. Dahlia, Ron, and Hermione were on the verge of hysteria, begging for them to take immediate action; Harry and Fleur attempted to calm them down, as Krum watched on with concern.

"Start over from the beginning," Lily sighed. "When did you see him last?"

"This morning," Hermione said shakily. "We left him at the safe house for the meeting, but when we came back, he had left."

"But where could he have gone?" asked James. "And why leave the Cloak behind?"

"Aren't you listening?" Dahlia demanded. "He's going to sacrifice himself, to be rid of the soul fragment!"

"Keep your voice down," Harry hissed, glancing around the room. Though the mess hall was sparsely populated, they were attracting significant attention; he hastily cast privacy wards around them to avoid being eavesdropped on.

"But why would Neville do that?" asked Lily. "Why not wait to talk to us first, to figure out a plan?"

"Perhaps he does not believe in any plan," Krum said gruffly. "Vhen a dog knows it is about to die, it goes off to be on its own. It is just the way of things sometimes."

"Neville is not a dog!" Dahlia protested. "He's a human being, one who's in a very vulnerable state of mind right now! And we have to stop him from making a foolish mistake!"

"Let's all take a deep breath here," James said placatingly. "Panicking will not solve the problem. We need to sit down and discuss this rationally."

"We don't have time for that," Hermione said in exasperation. "Dahlia's right – we need to go and rescue him before he does something stupid!"

"Yeah, we should send scouts to keep an eye on Death Eater safe houses, like Malfoy Manor!" Ron agreed fervently. "In case he shows up there, we can grab him before Voldemort does!"

"That is far too dangerous," James said, shaking his head. "I will not endanger any more of our people that way. Voldemort does not even know we still have people in Britain."

"B-but Voldemort will kill him!" Dahlia said tearfully. "We have to rescue him!"

"Sounds like he may not want to be rescued," James said grimly. "He would not want any of you getting caught trying to help him."

"With all due respect, sir, Neville's not in his right mind," said Ron. "We just...we just need to talk to him. To convince him to try again with the Hallows. He doesn't have to do this—"

"Alright, alright, just let me think for a moment," sighed James, rubbing his temple tiredly. "Maybe we can use this development to our advantage somehow."

"To our advantage?" Hermione repeated indignantly. "You would use Neville's life as a bargaining chip?"

"Use your brilliant mind for a moment, Miss Granger," James told her sternly. "We still have a war to win. I know you are worried about your friend, but we cannot sacrifice all our progress on one boy. Especially if he is doing this of his own accord."

Hermione still looked distraught, but Krum came forward to wrap her in a comforting hug. Lily did the same for Dahlia, and Harry clapped Ron on the shoulder, giving him a reassuring look. Ron nodded forlornly...he was a strategist at heart, and he knew how crucial the next few moves of this proverbial chess game would be.

"Voldemort will want to advertise the fact that Neville is dead," said James. "He wouldn't keep it a secret. So we'll know when it happens."

"He won't kill him," Harry spoke up. "Not right away, anyway."

"What makes you say that, dear?" Lily frowned.

"Like Dad said, he'll want to advertise his death for the world to see," said Harry. "Voldemort is a proud man...he'll want to prove to everyone that he's the better wizard, that Neville is not the hero everyone thinks he is. If I know him at all, he'll stage Neville's death publicly, for all to witness."

"What would the point of that be?" Ron asked.

"It would accomplish two things," said Harry. "One, it would be a show of strength to kill the morale of anyone still resisting his takeover. And two, he would be able to come out of the shadows and take direct control of the country at last. This is what he's been waiting for all along: Neville was the last remaining wild card that scared him, and after he's gone, he'll feel emboldened to rule Britain as a dictator, like he always dreamed."

That left a sobering silence in the room. Then Dahlia piped up, "Well, what are we going to do about it?"

"First off, we need to move all available fighters into the country as soon as possible," said James, looking expectantly to Krum. "The fight is coming sooner than we expected, but we can use this to our advantage. If we know Neville and Voldemort are going to be in the same place in public soon, we can spring our trap and stage a last stand when Voldemort least expects it."

"I vill speak with Sebastian Delacour straight away," said Krum. And he turned to exit the mess hall at once.

"The rest of the resistance needs to be notified as well," said James, looking to Lily. "This could shift our timeline up significantly, and we need to be prepared."

"Let's find Sirius and Remus and start spreading the word," Lily agreed.

"What can we do?" Ron asked eagerly.

"Go find Cedric and let him know," said James. "His faction will be important when the battle comes, and we need him on our side."

Ron nodded and took off, Hermione close behind him. Harry moved to follow as well, but James called after him.

"Not you, Harry. We need to talk."

"What about?" Harry asked innocently.

"You and Dahlia are to return to Grimmauld Place immediately," said James sternly. "You will stay there until further notice."

"What? Why?" Harry demanded. "Why am I not allowed to help?"

"Because I know you," said James. "I know you care for Neville's well-being and will want to do something rash to save him. This is a direct order: do not go out looking for him. That goes for you too, Dahlia. You two stay together, and do not leave the ward boundary of the home. Is that understood?"

"But Dad, I can still be useful!" Harry protested. "Neville gave me the Cloak back...I can do a stealth mission, gather intel, get eyes on the enemy—"

"No!" James barked. "I know you want to fight, but now is not the time. I need you to watch over your sister while we put things into motion."

"You can't leave me in the dark like this!" Harry shouted. "It isn't fair!"

"We will summon you when it is time for the next strategy meeting," Lily promised. "We aren't leaving you in the dark...we just need to know that you are safe and out of the way for a little while."

"Keep an eye on them, will you, Miss Delacour?" asked James, turning to Fleur.

Fleur looked stricken by the request. "I...of course, Monsieur Potter," she said.

"Good," James nodded. "Now go. We'll be in touch soon." And he and Lily took off, in search of Sirius and Remus to begin spreading the word.

"Come," Fleur said gently to both Harry and Dahlia. "Let us return home." Both Potter siblings begrudgingly let Fleur slip her arms into theirs, and they Apparated back to Grimmauld Place.

As soon as they alighted in the entryway, Dahlia turned to Harry. "Right, so what's the real plan?" she demanded.

"What do you mean?" asked Harry.

"Naturally you couldn't say with Mum and Dad around," said Dahlia. "And I know you have something up your sleeve, like you always do. How are we going to find Neville?"

"Er…" Harry said hesitantly. "I'm not sure there is a plan."

"But there has to be!" Dahlia insisted. "We're not going to let Neville die, right? There's still time to find him...to give him the Hallows back...to make him see reason!"

"Dahlia...Neville made this choice of his own free will," Harry said gently. "Even if we knew where he was, he wouldn't want us to risk our lives going after him."

"But he's not thinking straight!" Dahlia protested, desperate tears welling up in her eyes. "He...he doesn't know what he's saying! We have to save him from himself, before it's too late!"

"Now is not the right time," said Harry. "The odds are stacked against us right now. There's a good chance Voldemort makes a mistake, and provides us an opportunity to go after him when we have more of a chance. But right now, it's too risky."

Dahlia looked heartbroken by Harry's words. He saw the fire extinguish in her eyes, her last fleeting hope that Harry had a plan dying in cruel fashion. It made his stomach twist unpleasantly to see her in such despair.

"I hate you!" Dahlia shrieked. She stalked up the steps to her bedroom, slamming it shut behind her.

"Do not take her words too seriously," said Fleur gently. "She is simply upset and did not mean it."

"I know," Harry said glumly. He could sympathize with his sister's frustration, of course – she felt hopeless and fearful for Neville's life. He did, too. But he also knew he had to think logically about the situation. His father was right: going out looking for Neville would only do more harm than good. There were simply too many places he could be, and too many chances that Harry tripped some alarm that told Voldemort the Potters were still in Britain. He could not jeopardize the entire war effort to try and save one boy.

About an hour passed before Dahlia had calmed down enough to apologize and rejoin Harry and Fleur in the library. They sat in a circle around the fireplace, quietly discussing theories of where Neville might be at that very moment. It was maddening, not knowing if he was safe or even still alive, but Harry supposed no news was good news, at least for now.

Harry idly fidgeted with the three Hallows as they sat and talked. He twiddled the Elder Wand in his right palm and the Resurrection Stone in his left, with the Invisibility Cloak folded in his lap. Fleur noticed and decided to comment on it.

"I suppose this makes you 'Master of Death' now," she said. "'Ow do you feel?"

"No different, really," Harry muttered. He could still feel the Wand whispering in his mind, and the cold magic of the Stone and Cloak blended seamlessly with it, permeating him and paradoxically warming him. But he did not feel any less human and mortal...his heart still beat steadily in his chest, his blood still running through his veins, those crucial bodily functions keeping him alive, threatening to end his life if their rhythms ceased.

"But you think they could still be used to save Neville's life?" Dahlia asked nervously. "I mean, you and Neville both came back from the dead before, didn't you?"

"That was different," said Harry. "Neville was protected by his mother and didn't actually die. And I did die, in my original lifetime...I wasn't able to go back to my old life."

"But it's worth a shot, isn't it?" Dahlia insisted. "I mean, if he's going to die anyway, couldn't you try again with the Hallows?"

"Maybe," Harry sighed. "It might be too late now. Neville's likely in Voldemort's clutches by now, and it will be difficult to get close to him without setting off any alarms."

"So what are you going to do?" Dahlia asked. "I know you well enough – you're not just going to sit back and let things play out the way You-Know-Who wants."

"I don't know," Harry muttered. "I'll have to get close to Voldemort either way, in order to kill him. Maybe if we play our cards right, I can transfer the Hallows back to Neville and try the Killing Curse again."

"All under Voldemort's nose?" Fleur frowned. "'Ow are you going to pull that off?"

"No clue," Harry sighed. "Maybe it's a pipe dream. Maybe Neville wouldn't even want me to try. But I have to hold out hope he can still be saved, don't I?"

There was a long, uncomfortable silence at these words. Dahlia clearly clung to that same hope...Harry knew she was just as invested in Neville's survival as her brother was, if not moreso.

"Just promise me one thing, Harry," Dahlia said quietly. "If you get the chance...I mean, if Neville CAN be saved without risking your own life...just try, will you?"

Harry saw the fear and worry etched in his sister's face. He knew it was not easy for her to ask such a thing...losing Harry would be equally as devastating to her as losing Neville. She must truly be desperate to hold on to the boy she loved.

"I'll do everything I can for him," he promised. Dahlia relaxed visibly at this, nodding forlornly, even if they both knew it would be a tall order.

James and Lily did not return as the sun set, so the group shared a solemn meal in the kitchen together before retiring to bed. Harry had barely slept the night before, and he had a feeling he was in for another restless night. Too many things were rattling around in his brain – too many worries and concerns for the immediate future. About Neville. About his family. About the future of the wizarding world.

"I must also ask you to promise me something," Fleur spoke through the darkness as they lay in bed together. "Do not lay your life down for Neville. We cannot lose you."

"It wasn't my intention," Harry chuckled. "You can't be rid of me that easily, Miss Delacour."

"I'm serious," said Fleur sharply. "Do not joke about this...a lot of people are counting on you now. You're one of ze few people who can kill Voldemort. If you die trying to save that boy, thousands if not millions will suffer."

"I know," Harry muttered. "I may not even get the chance, if we're being honest. Voldemort may be arrogant, but he's not stupid, and he won't risk letting Neville slip through his fingers again."

"In which case you mustn't engage," Fleur insisted. "I know you 'ave a tendency to want to save everyone, but Neville made 'is choice. Do not squander his sacrifice."

Harry nodded thoughtfully. He knew that Fleur was right, that it was a fool's errand to try and save Neville at this point. Even if he succeeded without drawing the wrath of Voldemort, he would just have to kill the boy himself and cross his fingers that the Deathly Hallows could bring him back. And all of that assumed that Neville wanted to live in the first place! The logical move would be to simply let Voldemort kill him and be done with the horcrux for good, but the idea still caused Harry immense pain and heartbreak for the boy.

He opened his mouth to respond, but abruptly paused in confusion. The room had suddenly lit up, as though a light switch had turned on. Harry instinctively drew his wand, sensing danger, but lowered it when he saw the source of the light: a silver Patronus, soaring through the window and flying towards them. It alighted on one of the bedposts, allowing Harry and Fleur to recognize its form at last: a bat.

"We must speak urgently," the silver bat spoke in Severus Snape's voice. And the Patronus took flight again, flapping its way back through the window and out of sight.

Harry immediately sprang to his feet in alarm, with Fleur not far behind him. "You mustn't go," Fleur said at once. "Eet could be a trap."

"Maybe," Harry muttered. He rummaged through his bedside drawer and procured one of the few objects he'd retained from his Hogwarts belongings: the Marauder's Map. He tapped his wand to it and whispered, "I solemnly swear that I am up to no good."

The Map came to life, displaying a live map of the Hogwarts grounds. Harry scanned its contents for any sign of trouble...the students were asleep in their dorms, while a handful of prefects patrolled the halls. There was no sign of Voldemort – or Neville, for that matter – and up in the Headmaster's Office sat Severus Snape, unmoving. Alone.

"I don't like it," Fleur muttered. "'E is still a Death Eater, and no longer has to win your mother's favor."

"He's alone," Harry pointed out. "I can take him if I need to."

"And what if 'e is preparing to summon his master the moment you show up?" Fleur demanded.

"I don't think so," Harry muttered. "It would be too obvious of a trap. Besides, I think I can trust him."

"Why?"

"He's helped me this far," Harry shrugged. "What if he has intel about Neville? What if he still seeks Voldemort's destruction?"

"It's too risky," Fleur said adamantly. "I do not think you should go."

"Take this," Harry said, thrusting the Map into her hands. "If I'm gone longer than thirty minutes, or you see Snape take me anywhere outside his office, sound the alarm."

Fleur saw that Harry would not be deterred in his decision, and sighed heavily. "Fine," she groaned. "But if you are not back in 'alf an hour, I am coming to rescue you."

"Wouldn't expect anything less," Harry grinned, planting a grateful kiss on her pouting lips. He threw on a traveling cloak, then draped the Invisibility Cloak over it before turning on the spot and Apparating away to Hogwarts.

Harry had missed the comfort and security the Cloak brought him. He felt like a ghost, slipping unseen out of the alcove and striding down the corridor to Snape's office. He did not even bother providing the password to the gargoyle, slipping unnoticed behind it and ascending the spiral staircase. He paused at the door, listening for any sound of disturbance. He heard none, but he was not going to take any chances.

With a flick of his wand, the office door burst open; in one fluid motion, Harry stepped inside and fired at the desk. Heavy ropes sprang from his wand, wrapping themselves around the Headmaster and pinning him down to his chair. Snape appeared unmoved, staring impassively at the opened door as though nothing had happened at all.

"So, you finally decided to join me," he sneered.

Harry removed his Invisibility Cloak and closed the door behind him. "Afraid I'm not taking any chances," he said, before taking the seat opposite Snape's.

"A wise decision," Snape said curtly. "Perhaps you are smarter than I gave you credit for, Potter."

"You always knew how to flatter me," Harry deadpanned. "Now, what do you want?"

Snape surveyed Harry for a moment. "I take it your mother found her way back to your family safely?" he asked.

"She did," Harry nodded.

"And you did not leave the country," Snape continued. It was a statement of fact, not a question.

"I cannot confirm nor deny the whereabouts of my family," said Harry cautiously.

"I know your father well enough to know he could never back down from a fight," Snape scoffed. "He's here, somewhere in Britain, and he's plotting something."

"If you think I'm going to tell you everything my family has been up to over the past month, you're sorely mistaken," said Harry.

"I am under no such illusions," Snape replied. "That is not the purpose of your summons. I have information that might be of interest to you."

"What kind of information?" Harry asked.

"Approximately two hours ago, I received a visit from the Dark Lord," said Snape. "He informed me that he had captured Neville Longbottom, and intends to publicly execute him tomorrow evening."

Harry's blood chilled at this news. "Tomorrow?" he repeated. "Why not tonight?"

"The Dark Lord is aware of the rebellion still brewing in Britain," said Snape. "He seeks to make a public example of Longbottom, to show what becomes of trouble-makers. He will be inviting members of the press and making a show of force to announce his ascendancy to power."

It was just as Harry feared. Neville was the one thing preventing Voldemort from coming out into the open, and with the Boy Who Lived out of the way, he would be emboldened to terrorize the country openly, rather than through his puppets. The only good news was that Neville was still alive, but that clearly would not remain true for long.

"Where is this execution taking place?" Harry asked. "The Ministry, I assume?"

"No," said Snape. "It will be done here, on Hogwarts grounds."

"Why here?" Harry frowned.

"The student body has been rather...unruly since your departure last month," Snape muttered, looking sour about this fact. "The children are in open rebellion against the staff, refusing to attend classes or obey orders. Even the Carrows have been unable to contain them...Alecto wound up in the Hospital Wing last week after mysteriously being pushed down three flights of stairs."

Harry felt a gleam of pride for his fellow students fighting back against the evil plaguing their school. But then he remembered the dire consequences such actions could carry, and fear returned to replace the brief feeling of satisfaction.

"Is Voldemort going to punish them?" Harry asked.

"Not directly," said Snape. "He is going to send a message, by forcing them to watch their hero die."

Now Harry understood. Voldemort could not harm the students of Hogwarts directly...their blood was too valuable for the nation's future, nor could he risk angering their parents. He instead planned to rule them by fear and take away their last glimmer of hope for a victory. Such an act would deliver a devastating blow to students' morale.

"Why are you telling me this?" asked Harry.

Snape studied Harry carefully. "Knowing your father as I do, he will be seeking an opportunity to engage the Dark Lord in combat," he said. "Perhaps he has even managed to raise an army of his own. After tomorrow night, there may never be another moment in which the Dark Lord is vulnerable. He will begin to recruit supporters from the continent and beyond, the seeds for which have already been planted by his followers, and his takeover of the globe will soon become inevitable."

"So you want me to encourage my father to lead an attack against Voldemort here, at Hogwarts," Harry surmised.

"I am suggesting no such thing," Snape sneered. "I just presumed that this information would be of interest to you."

"Don't play coy with me now, Severus," Harry huffed. "You know my father tends to act first and ask questions later. And you know I have a personal stake in protecting Neville. You wouldn't be sharing this with me if you didn't seek a particular outcome, and wanted to goad me into action. So, what's in it for you?"

Snape merely smiled at Harry's deduction. "I am an opportunist, Potter," he said. "And an opportunity has presented itself to me. Perhaps I'm tired of playing the double agent. Perhaps one final, decisive battle is in my best interests. One side or the other will prevail, and I'll be able to escape this unenviable position I've found myself in."

Harry considered this. Snape had not lured Harry into a trap, that much was true. But part of him still felt that Snape was being dishonest somehow. Why would he invite a bloody war right to his own doorstep? Why risk letting the entire war come down to a single display of might, rather than continue the subterfuge that had largely been successful thus far?

"What about the students?" Harry asked. "You would have the bloodiest war in Britain's history break out while they are caught in the cross-fire?"

"I trust that you and your father will come up with a solution to keep them safe," Snape said simply. "I no longer have much say in what transpires within these castle walls. Consider this my last attempt at relevancy, before it is wrenched from me permanently."

So maybe that's why he's doing this, Harry thought. Snape was afraid that he would be punished for his failures to keep Hogwarts in line. Perhaps Voldemort would no longer see any utility in Snape and dispose of him permanently. Was that what had prompted Snape's summons tonight? Primal, basic fear for his life?

"Give me access to the school wards, then," said Harry. "That way I'll know you're telling the truth."

"Don't make me laugh, Potter," Snape scoffed. "As if I'd entrust the defenses of the world's most prestigious wizarding school to a teenage boy."

"You basically are already," Harry pointed out. "You expect me to come up with a plan to protect the students and catch Voldemort by surprise, all in less than twenty-four hours? With one hand tied behind my back? Besides, how can I know I wouldn't be leading my people into a trap?"

"What do you intend to do with the wards?" Snape demanded. "If you plan on removing the anti-transportation wards around the grounds, you could unleash chaos and invite Merlin-knows-what evil to the school grounds."

"I'll keep that information to myself, thanks," said Harry. "If you really care about giving my side the upper hand, you'll let us use the location to our advantage. If we know how the wards work and Voldemort doesn't, it might level the playing field."

"As always, you demand information while giving none in return," Snape snarled. "I am the Headmaster of this castle, and I will not endanger her fate by placing it in the hands of an impulsive seventeen-year-old."

"Then we have nothing more to discuss," said Harry, standing from his seat. "Enjoy the festivities tomorrow, Severus. I'll see you on the battlefield at some future date, when the odds are more favorable for my side...assuming you're still alive by then."

Harry strode across the office towards the door. He opened it and made it two steps down the spiral staircase before a frustrated Snape called after him.

"Carpe lilium," said Snape.

"Come again?" said Harry, turning to re-enter the office.

"That is the password," Snape sighed. "To unlock the school ward stones. I take it you already know where they are located."

"I do," Harry nodded. "And I appreciate your trust."

"You'd better," Snape sneered. "Now, remove me from my bindings."

Harry did so, waving his wand to remove the heavy ropes from around the man's torso. Snape reached for his left sleeve, and for a moment of terror Harry thought he was about to roll it up and summon Voldemort via the Dark Mark; instead, he merely adjusted his cloak, smoothing out the wrinkles, as though recovering from a grave indignity.

"Choose your next actions wisely, Mr. Potter," said Snape. "The castle grounds will be swarming with Dark witches and wizards within hours...I suggest you don't linger here long enough for them to find you."

"As if I'd let them," Harry grinned. And he pulled the Invisibility Cloak over himself, turning his back on an astonished Snape and sweeping from the office.

This was a development that could decide the entire outcome of the war in a single battle. Harry now knew where Voldemort (and Neville) would be in less than a day's time, and had the means to sculpt the battlefield in his favor. He needed to return home quickly and share what he'd learned with the others, so that they could craft a plan for battle.

He still wasn't sure if he entirely believed Snape's motives or not. All this time he'd seemed to be driven by his affections for Lily, but Harry could not see how this aided his quest to win her back. After all, if this plan were to take fruit, Lily herself would be on the front lines in a matter of hours, at risk of being killed. The man remained an enigma to Harry, and he could not be certain what his true plans were.

But there was no time to question the source of his kindness. Snape's motives didn't truly matter anymore...all that mattered was that Harry used this development to his advantage. With luck, they might be able to win the war in a single fell swoop.

And maybe save Neville in the process.
Year 7-26: The Balance of Power

The conference room was far more crowded than the last time Harry stepped foot in it less than twenty-four hours ago. He suspected Expansion Charms were in effect, as nearly fifty people were crammed around a table fit to seat a third of that number. An emergency meeting had been called, and despite the ungodly hour, everyone wanted to attend and figure out what was going on.

Everyone from the Potter clan was present, along with all the other key players of the resistance: Sebastian and his French commanders; Krum and his Eastern European allies; Cedric, Tonks and the other former Aurors; the Weasley family; and several other Brits who had been shoved out of government over the past year. Amos Diggory was among the last to arrive, hobbling in on his makeshift cane.

"It's three o' clock in the bloody morning," he complained loudly as he sank into the chair Cedric had been saving for him. "Why couldn't we do this after sunrise, like civilized folk?"

James stood to address the room from his seat. "I have some critical news that requires urgent attention," he said. "Neville Longbottom has been captured by Lord Voldemort. He will be executed before a public crowd this evening, on the grounds of Hogwarts."

That set off a rapid flurry of shocked whispers around the room. Many appeared dismayed by the news, particularly the British members...Harry knew just how much of a symbol of hope Neville had become for them over the past year.

"It must be part of his plan," someone chimed in. "Something to do with his powers to defeat You-Know-Who. He's been preparing for this all year, hasn't he?"

Others around the table nodded in fervent agreement – clearly the belief in Neville as Britain's savior was more wide-spread than Harry realized. Many eyes turned to Ron and Hermione, who could only squirm uncomfortably at this naive remark.

"We don't believe that to be the case," said James. "But it doesn't really matter. This will be a rare opportunity for us to strike, as Voldemort will be out in the open and exposed to an attack."

"How do we know for certain the execution is taking place there?" asked Cedric.

"Headmaster Severus Snape has been acting as a double agent for us over the past few years," said James, setting off a series of disgruntled murmurs around the room. "He passed along the information to my son Harry, with the intention of disrupting his master's plans."

"That's rich," scoffed Bill Weasley. "One Death Eater sharing information with another Death Eater, and we're meant to take it at face value?"

"Watch it, Bill," Fred Weasley growled at his brother. But Bill was glaring daggers at Harry from across the table – all of his memories with Harry had been erased, so he still bore plenty of suspicion against the teen. And considering Harry and Fleur were a known item now, he had twice as much reason to be resentful.

"If anyone here still suspects me to be working on Voldemort's behalf, speak up now," said Harry, standing to his feet. "I'd rather cut my own arm off rather than serve him any longer...and for the record, I already did."

He rolled up his sleeve and showed off his newly-grown arm as evidence, drawing many curious eyes. Several people scowled at him, particularly among the Brits present, but nobody spoke against him.

"Bill has a point, though," said Hestia Jones from among Cedric's camp. "How do we know Snape isn't leading us into a trap? Doesn't he control the school wards? Could he manipulate them to put us at a disadvantage?"

"I have access to the school wards now," said Harry. "I will be able to alter them and give us whatever advantage we need going into the battle."

"So we are meant to trust the judgment of a sixteen-year-old twerp to keep our fighters safe?" Amos scoffed. "I don't like it."

I'm seventeen, actually, Harry thought irritably, but he held his tongue.

"Like it or not, this is our best opportunity to confront Voldemort and finish him off for good," said James. "We've all been brainstorming ways to draw him out of hiding for the past few weeks, and finally we have our opening. Does anyone object to this plan?"

Nobody spoke up. Clearly the distrust of the Potters ran deep, based on the suspicious glances being thrown their way, but the desire to finish off Voldemort for good clearly outweighed that resentment.

"Good," said James. "Now, we have a number of challenges in making this plan work—"

"Hold on just a moment there, Potter," Amos sneered. "I don't remember putting you in charge of anything. In fact, I don't think we've ever settled on a single commander to lead our troops." Several grumbled in agreement with this sentiment.

"Very well," said James, clearing his throat. "I will humbly put my name forward as a candidate, as I believe I have the leadership and combat experience necessary to win this war."

This caused a great deal of consternation around the room. "After running this country into the ground?" somebody protested. "Over my dead body!"

"What if he's still compromised?"

"He'll just sell us out to You-Know-Who again!"

Amos Diggory capitalized on the moment by climbing to his feet. "I too will put my name forward," he announced proudly. "I have served this country faithfully on the Wizengamot for two decades, and refused to bend the knee for evil, even when threatened to do so. Unlike some people here, I lost my limbs against my will, not out of a performative desire to right my past wrongs!"

Several people clapped at this declaration. Harry winced at the thinly-veiled insult, noting the many nasty glances being thrown his way.

"With respect, Monsieur," Sebastian spoke up. "'Ow do you intend to command troops in battle if you yourself cannot fight?"

"I can draw up a winning strategy just fine from here," Amos said confidently. "War needs great minds in addition to talented wands."

"But how can you give orders while sitting in a warehouse hundreds of miles from the battle?" Sirius demanded.

"That's what my second-in-command is for!" said Amos, clapping an uncomfortable-looking Cedric on the shoulder. "My boy's been on the front lines for years now...he'll be my eyes and ears out on the fields of battle!"

Many among the British contingent nodded in agreement with this plan. Harry saw James glance at Dale Greengrass, who could only shrug forlornly...the Diggory's were popular within the resistance, and clearly the Potter clan had been unable to rally votes against anyone else.

"Why create a middle-man, then?" Harry asked. "Why doesn't Cedric take command of the army directly?"

All eyes turned to Cedric, who looked stricken by the plan. "Me?" he said. "I mean...I have fighting experience, but my father has been a leader in the community for far longer than I have—"

"Don't sell yourself short, mate," said Ron. "You were Head Boy and Quidditch Captain at Hogwarts, and everyone respects you. I'd happily follow you into battle."

Many around the room nodded in begrudging agreement with this plan. Harry noted that many of the foreign delegates also seemed amenable to the plan...unlike Amos, who was abrasive and distrusted by the non-British resistance members, Cedric was generally well-liked by everybody.

"Let's put it to a vote, then," said James. "All those in favor of Cedric Diggory taking command of the resistance and its fighters?"

Slowly, hands began to raise around the room. There was some hesitation among the Brits, looking to Amos for guidance. But as soon as Amos raised his hand in support of his son, everyone else fell into line.

"And those opposed?"

All the hands went down. Cedric had a clear majority, and nobody wanted to stand out by voicing their opposition now.

"It is decided, then," said Sebastian, clapping his hands decisively. "Mr. Diggory, what do you propose?"

Cedric nervously stood and cleared his throat. "First, we will need to find a way to access the school grounds," he said. "Hogsmeade would be an ideal staging ground, but we do not know if the school gates will grant us entrance."

"I'll make sure that they do," said Harry. "I can lower the wards to make sure everyone can get in when the time comes."

Cedric nodded appreciatively to Harry. Amos, however, looked less sure.

"Why not alter the wards to let us Apparate directly into the castle?" Amos suggested. "That would give us a fortified base of operations to work from."

"That would endanger the students still in the castle when the battle begins," Remus pointed out. "They will be caught in the crossfire with nowhere to run."

"So you would have them take shelter within the castle instead?" demanded another British delegate. "Where You-Know-Who can hold them hostage?"

"I can give them ways to Portkey or Apparate away from the castle," said Harry. "We can send them here, so they are far from the action."

"That would also allow us to set up a triage area away from the battlefield," James mused. "We can also send injured fighters out through the castle and into the warehouse."

"And allow enemy fighters to infiltrate our own base of operations?" Amos scoffed. "Utter madness!"

"Not if we plant some of our people within the castle ahead of the battle," said Harry. "They can protect the students and prevent any of Voldemort's people from using the castle as a fortress of their own."

"Sounds like a job for us," said George Weasley, indicating himself and Fred. "We know all the ins and outs of that castle by heart."

"I'll volunteer for that job," Ron jumped in. Several others voiced their support for this plan as well.

"We won't have to worry about a breach if we just infiltrate the castle ourselves!" Amos protested. "I care about the students' lives as much as anybody, but if it comes to winning a war, we might just have to take our chances. Besides, You-Know-Who doesn't want to harm them, so we could use them as shields!"

Several people around the room took offense to this plan, particularly those who still had children in attendance at Hogwarts. Quiet bickering broke out between the two opposing sides, until eventually Tonks stood from her seat and whistled loudly to call for order.

"Cedric, it's your decision," she said. "What's our plan of attack?"

Cedric looked uncomfortable under the expectant eyes of the entire room. He glanced from his father, to Harry, back to his father, who was eyeing his son intensely. It dawned on Harry that Cedric was not actually nervous about making a tough decision...he was worried about defying his father's wishes.

"I favor attacking from Hogsmeade," he eventually sighed. "Fred, George, I'm deputizing you to form a small team to secure the castle before the battle. Evacuating the students should be a high priority."

Fred and George nodded eagerly in agreement. Amos looked displeased at his plan being usurped, but he said nothing, merely grumbling quietly in his seat. Harry met Cedric's eye and gave him a grateful nod...he knew Cedric to be a decent and reasonable man, and was glad to know he would not just parrot whatever his father wanted.

"I have a question," another voice spoke up. A British man stood to his feet to speak; Harry recognized him as Ramesh Patil, a former Wizengamot member and father to Parvati and Padma. "Even if we manage to surprise You-Know-Who with our attack, how are we meant to kill him? Nobody but Albus Dumbledore was ever strong enough to face him in combat."

"We will have to overwhelm him," said James. "One person alone can't take him, but multiple people at once might be able to. We can assemble a small group of our most talented fighters, whose only goal is to engage Voldemort as a group before he can escape."

"So the rest of us are just meant to be your pawns then, eh, Potter?" Amos Diggory scoffed. "You send us to our deaths so you and your cronies can swoop in and save the day, taking all the credit for yourself?"

"Dad, calm down," Cedric muttered to his father.

"No, Ced, I won't calm down!" Amos spat. "I won't let this charlatan get away with bankrupting this country's future, then act the hero when it is convenient for him to turn on his old master!"

"See reason, Amos," James sighed tiredly – clearly this was not the first time the two had argued in recent weeks. "You know full well I was acting under duress. I had no choice but to do Voldemort's bidding, to protect as many people as I could from immediate harm."

"Save it for the tribunals, Potter," Amos spat discontentedly. "I for one won't take orders from a war criminal."

"You shut your mouth, Diggory," Ron spat, standing to point accusingly at Amos. "You don't know what the hell you're talking about."

"Ronald, you can't speak to Mr. Diggory that way!" Arthur admonished his son.

"Like hell I can't!" Ron scoffed. "It's easy for him to talk about sacrifices and loss of life – he won't even be fighting in the war!"

"Not by choice, foolish boy," Amos snarled, waving his prosthetic leg and arm at Ron. "I spent the last year in a dungeon, being tortured for having the courage and conviction to stand up for what's right!"

"And who do you have to thank for getting you out?" Harry demanded, also getting to his feet. "You've been nothing but ungrateful for your sudden reversal of fortune."

"We wouldn't be in this position to begin with if you hadn't murdered Albus Dumbledore!" said Molly Weasley, pointing a trembling finger at Harry.

Harry opened his mouth to retort, but an unexpected voice spoke up in his defense: "Oi! Leave Harry alone!"

He turned towards the source of the interruption, as did Molly and those around her. Ginny Weasley had risen to her own feet, glaring angrily not at Harry, but at her own mother.

"How can you defend him, Ginevra?" Molly groaned. "After the hell he put you through at Hogwarts for the past year?"

"He's the only reason I got out unscathed!" Ginny said hotly. "The Carrows would have done things ten times worse if it wasn't for Harry. So lay off him, will you?"

Molly was gobsmacked by the harsh rebuke from her own daughter – as was Harry. He had not expected her support after the tension between them at Hogwarts for the past year. Molly looked to the rest of her family for support, but Ron was clearly on Ginny's side, and Fred and George appeared to be, too. She eventually shrank back into her seat and fell silent.

"Perhaps we should all calm down," Viktor Krum spoke up, the fresh voice succeeding in lowering the temperature in the room. "We haff less than eighteen hours to come up with an attack plan. I propose we break up into groups and prepare for our assigned roles accordingly." Everyone nodded in agreement.

Cedric began going around the room, assigning jobs to the various resistance members in attendance. Alessia volunteered to run the triage station in the warehouse; Sebastian and Viktor were put in charge of organizing command units among the fighters; Fleur offered to help create Portkeys to get the students out of the castle; Angelina Johnson took charge of a flying division of broomstick riders; and Amos took it upon himself to draw up battle schematics for the entire army, looking quite pleased with himself for doing so. Amos was less pleased when Cedric gave James autonomy to put together a 'Voldemort task force' to challenge the Dark Lord directly, but fortunately he did not comment.

The meeting disbanded soon after, as the room dispersed across the warehouse to begin their preparations. Fred and George approached Harry at once, beckoning him into a smaller side room to talk.

"A little birdie told us you have a way in and out of the castle," said Fred.

"Yeah, I do," said Harry. "And I know where the school rune stones are located. Want to come with me and give them a look?"

"By all means," said George. "But are you sure it's safe? What if the place is crawling with Death Eaters?"

"Let's find out," said Harry. He reached into his pocket and withdrew the Marauder's Map, whispering, "I solemnly swear that I am up to no good." The Map came to life, showing the castle in its entirety. It was quiet, being that it was still pre-dawn...only a small handful of staff were awake, as the students all slept in their dorms.

"Whoa!" Fred breathed, looking at the map over Harry's shoulder. "Is that what I think it is?"

"Did you make this?" asked George, marveling at the labeled dots moving around the map. "This is mental!"

"My dad and his friends made it, actually," Harry chuckled. He'd completely forgotten that the Weasley twins never possessed the Marauder's Map in this timeline. It was Harry who had stolen it from the caretaker's office, not them. Now he got to return the favor, after they had shared it with him in his original timeline.

"Well, no sign of ol' Moldyshorts, so that's good," Fred remarked, scanning the Map's contents. "And no Death Eaters besides the obvious...urgh, the Carrow siblings share a bedroom? I always thought they were funny in the head."

"You two also used to share a bedroom," Harry quipped, drawing mirthful raised eyebrows from the twins. "Should I be concerned about what went on in there?"

"Har, har," George scoffed, putting Harry in a playful headlock. "C'mon, Potter, let's go storm the castle."

Harry and the twins borrowed broomsticks from the warehouse's storeroom and shrank them in their pockets before preparing for their journey. As a precaution, Harry had the twins Disillusion themselves, then threw the Invisibility Cloak over himself. They linked arms and Apparated to the alcove near Snape's office; a moment later, they were stealing through the empty corridors towards the back exit.

"Never thought we'd be back here sneaking around, eh, Georgie?" Fred whispered.

"Never thought I'd be this scared doing it," George chuckled. "Strange, because we're practically professionals at it."

"The stakes are much higher now," Harry pointed out. "If we get caught, we'll get much worse than a detention." That sobered the group up, continuing their journey in silence.

The trio slipped out the back door of the castle into the courtyard. Harry pulled out his broom and unshrunk it, as the twins did the same; they kicked off from the ground and soared down over the steps to the boathouse and the lake beyond. They flew low over the lake in the moonlight, skimming the placid waters as Harry led them to the crevasse in the rock wall that he knew housed the school wards.

They landed on a rocky outcropping at the entrance to the narrow passage leading into the wall. Harry lit his wand and led the way forward; eventually they reached the enclosed area that contained the rune stones, hundreds of which glowed all around them.

"Blimey," Fred whistled. "We always wondered how the school wards worked...this place must be a thousand years old."

"Wish we hadn't skived off Ancient Runes, eh, Freddie?" George grinned. "We're out of our depth here, Potter."

Harry felt the thrum of magic in the air, the complex symphony of interlocking enchantments he could not decode. But luckily, Snape had given him the key. "Carpe lilium," he whispered.

At once, a rush of magic accepted him, and the wards responded in kind, seemingly untangling themselves for him to decipher. Suddenly he had an intimate understanding of what each rune stone did, and what he could do to alter their properties. It was like viewing the blueprints to the most complex building ever designed, with the ability to change the floor plan as he desired.

"What are you thinking?" asked Fred. "Lower the transportation wards to let folks in and out?"

"Too risky," said Harry. "We don't want to give Voldemort any opportunities to flee, and we can't have enemies popping into the castle at will. But I can open a few loopholes in the wards to let the students out."

"Where?" George asked. "That alcove seems a bit too small to funnel hundreds of kids through."

Harry considered this, studying the various options at his disposal in the wards. "The common rooms," he decided. "That's where they'll naturally flock to once the fighting starts, to take shelter. We open a space in each one for Portkeys to take them out of the castle."

"That's sensible," Fred shrugged. "Shame for the lions and birdies, though...hope they've been exercising to make it to their towers in time."

"We'll have our own people in place to help guide them," said Harry. "I figure ten to fifteen minutes should be enough to get them all to safety. Then we can focus on the battle itself."

"We should have volunteers at each common room to help them get out, then," George mused. "We can help the Gryffindors, but we'll need a Puff, a Claw, and a Snake to assist the others."

"I'm sure Ron and Hermione would volunteer to help," said Harry. "Hopefully we can find a Slytherin the students would trust...maybe Andromeda or one of the Greengrasses."

Harry began to alter the wards as he spoke. The rune stones flared to life one by one as he opened up pockets of un-warded space in each of the four common rooms. The students wouldn't notice a thing, and it could easily be reversed later, but it might prove critical to saving hundreds of young lives.

"Any other changes you can think of?" asked Fred.

"I'll have to come back and open the gates to Hogsmeade for our army to get into the grounds," said Harry. "I should probably close the loophole in the alcove before the battle starts as well – Voldemort himself knows about that one."

"Wouldn't want him sneaking up behind us," George agreed with a shiver. "What else?"

Harry thought for a moment longer if there were any other alterations he wanted to make. An idea struck him, and he made one final change, causing several rune stones to glow bright red before fading.

"What did that one do?" asked Fred.

"Anti-Dark Mark detectors," said Harry. "I added one to each entrance of the castle. So none of Voldemort's inner circle can get in from the grounds."

"Clever," George whistled. "Poor Amycus and Alecto won't be able to hide under the covers of their shared bed once the fighting starts."

"It won't stop the rest of Voldemort's army, though," said Harry. "Most of his recruits don't have the Mark. But it's something, at least."

Harry stepped away from the rune stones, surveying his handiwork. It was a crazy plan, but it just might work. Voldemort would mostly be preoccupied with fighting the larger army invading from the south – he would not be so focused on the castle itself. And once the students were evacuated, it would allow Harry to join the fight from the back lines – with luck, he could engage Voldemort directly before the fighting got too severe.

And before Neville is killed.

The sun was just beginning to peek over the surface of the lake when Harry, Fred and George emerged from the crevasse, bringing fresh dawn to the grounds. They flew up to the castle and snuck back to the alcove to Apparate back to the warehouse. When they arrived, they found it a bustle of activity; the fighters had awoken in the barracks, and were training in earnest, preparing hard for the battle to come.

Fred and George left to begin recruiting for the castle operation, as Harry searched for his family. He found James and Lily speaking with Cedric and Tonks near the conference room.

"The school wards are almost complete," said Harry. And he explained his plan to them, including opening the way from Hogsmeade and letting the students escape through the common rooms.

"That's a solid plan," Tonks mused. "But how are we going to ensure the students return to the castle, instead of scattering across the grounds?"

"I'll be with them when the fighting starts," said Harry. "Beneath the Invisibility Cloak. I can shepherd them inside and make sure they don't run into danger."

James scrutinized Harry at this. "And then what will you do?" he asked. "Once the students are safe?"

"Fight," Harry shrugged. "Isn't that what we're there to do?"

"I don't like knowing that you'll be separated from us, dear," Lily fretted. "We'll be with the Hogsmeade team, fighting our way onto the grounds."

"The castle will be a safer place for Harry than the front lines," James reasoned. "As long as he sticks to the outskirts of the battle until he finds us – then we can seek out Voldemort together."

He gave Harry a stern glance at this, telling him it was not just a suggestion. Harry nodded his agreement, though he was unsure how far from the fighting he'd be able to remain for long. He still hoped to rescue Neville if the opportunity arose, and for that to happen, he'd have to be quite close to Voldemort when the battle broke out. But he would not share this sub-goal with his parents just yet.

Harry spent much of the morning checking in with the various groups and filling them in on the plan. Most groups regarded him neutrally, focused on their own goals, but some continued to leer at him suspiciously, as though suspecting foul play. He hoped they would not go rogue and disregard his plans out of some mistaken idea that he remained compromised to Voldemort. The last thing the resistance needed was to distrust one another, as unity would be key to banding together and winning this war.

As he made his rounds, a familiar voice addressed him, one he had not heard in nearly a year: "Oi, Potter! I hear you're in need of a Slytherin's services?"

Harry turned, a broad smile crossing his face as he saw who was approaching him. "Mark!" he exclaimed, rushing forward to wrap him in a hug. "Blimey, it's been ages! How have you been?"

"Fine, thanks to you," Mark Davis grinned. "A few more bumps and scratches than before, but hey, makes me more appealing to the ladies, don't you think?"

Harry chuckled appreciatively at the quip. The last time he'd seen Mark, he was bleeding to death from a Fenrir Greyback mauling during last year's Hogwarts invasion. The stocky young man bore some nasty-looking scars along the right side of his face and neck, but otherwise, he appeared no worse for wear.

"What are you doing here?" Harry asked. "You've joined the resistance?"

"Yup," said Mark. "Was working at my father's shop in Diagon Alley for a while after graduation, until it got raided by Death Eater arseholes a few months ago. Mum and Dad left for the continent, and I decided to approach the twins about volunteering."

"Huh," said Harry. "Well, we're glad to have you here."

"I heard what Amos Diggory has been saying about you," Mark muttered grimly. "That bastard's been bad-mouthing you and your whole family since he arrived. But I won't stand for it. I know you were never as evil as they made you out to be."

"I appreciate that, Mark," Harry chuckled awkwardly.

"But seriously," said Mark, leaning in close, "to hell with what the Diggory's want. If you have a different plan, I'm all ears."

"As a matter of fact, I do," said Harry. And he explained the student evacuation plan to Mark, and the need for a respected authority figure inside the Slytherin common room to get them to safety.

"I can do that," Mark nodded. "What about the students in the castle who sympathize with You-Know-Who? Are you concerned about them?"

Harry considered this for a moment...the thought hadn't crossed his mind. After all, Draco Malfoy was still at Hogwarts, along with his band of Dark sympathizers like Crabbe, Goyle and Nott. What if they decided to go rogue and turn the tables on the group within Hogwarts, thus compromising the castle?

"I'll keep an eye on them myself," said Harry. "Just be wary of the Slytherin students who might be problematic. You know them better than I do, I reckon."

"I'll keep an eye out," Mark nodded. "That lot can be unruly, but they'll listen to reason, I hope. You'd be surprised how quickly people's true colors show when spellfire starts flying."

Harry hoped Mark was right. Despite his unpleasant interactions with the Slytherins throughout his time at Hogwarts, he knew most of the students were all bark and no bite. His last encounter with Pansy Parkinson was evidence enough...when faced with the realities of her bigoted worldview, she wilted under the pressure. Perhaps the other students would recognize the error in their ways as well.

He wandered his way over to the far corner of the warehouse, where was looked to be a miniature hospital was taking shape. Rows of beds were being erected, and shelves full of potions were being stocked. Dahlia had donned her white Healer robes as she assisted in the set-up process.

"Hey, moron," she greeted him. "Need patching up, or just feeling nostalgic for hospital beds after spending so much time in them?"

"Good one," Harry quipped. "Mum and Dad are letting you help out here?"

"Yep," said Dahlia. "They don't want me anywhere near Hogwarts once the fighting starts, but they're letting me volunteer here with Alessia to help injured fighters coming through."

"That's good," said Harry, though he noticed a slight irritation in his sister's expression. "You don't seem thrilled about this plan."

"What about all the fighters who can't make it to the Apparation point?" Dahlia groaned. "There will be loads of people who need help before they can make it here. Dozens, if not hundreds could die if we don't have Healers on-site to help them."

"I'm sure Madam Pomfrey will be on the scene assisting those who need immediate help," Harry reasoned. "And we'll have people dedicated to transporting injured fighters to the Apparation point."

"Even so," Dahlia frowned. "I hate having to be here, wondering if you are all okay, and not knowing for sure until it's all over."

"We'll look out for each other, I promise," said Harry, pulling her in for a hug. "And if I do die, I'll make sure my ghost haunts you so you know right away."

"Don't joke about that," Dahlia reprimanded him, smacking him on the arm for the quip.

"Sorry," Harry muttered. It was probably in poor taste to make light of death at a time like this, considering the battle could very well result in their entire family being slaughtered.

The rest of the day passed very quickly, as rapid preparations were made for the coming battle. Harry drifted between groups, checking on progress and determining where everyone he cared about would be situated during the fight. He felt a bit like a ghost, drifting from place to place, not quite fitting in anywhere. Most of the British contingent still regarded him with suspicion, while the foreigners viewed him as a sort of curio...they knew he was to be trusted thanks to Sebastian Delacour and Viktor Krum vouching for him, but kept him at a respectful distance all the same.

"You should get some rest," Fleur suggested as they crossed paths later that afternoon. "You 'ave not slept in ages."

"Wouldn't be able to sleep if I tried," Harry shrugged. "Too much going on. Too much to worry about."

"At least stop pacing like a madman," she groaned. "You are making people uneasy."

That was likely true. Harry felt jittery, and his frantic energy was no doubt rubbing off on the others, contributing to his feeling of isolation.

So he forced himself to sit in the mess hall and get some nourishment before the battle came. He watched people pass by, laughing and joking, wondering how many would survive the bout. How many people that he loved would lose their lives? How many funerals would he have to attend once this was all over – if he even made it out himself? The thought made his stomach squirm, so he forced it from his mind.

As he ate, one passer-by in particular caught his eye. "Oi! Dursley!" he called out. "Get over here!"

A sheepish Damian Dursley slunk over to his table. "Hey, cousin," he greeted. "What's up?"

"What are you still doing here?" Harry demanded. "You should be in the States by now!"

"I know, I know, I'm going," Damian huffed. "But you can't blame me for wanting to know what's going on, can you?"

"You'd better be staying out of everyone's way, at least," said Harry. "We need to focus on our tasks."

"Of course, of course," Damian said evasively. Harry doubted this to be true – he'd seen Damian hanging around Angelina Johnson and the other former Hogwarts Quidditch players, and hoped he was not proving to be a distraction for them.

"You still have your Portkey my dad gave you, at least?" asked Harry.

"Right here," said Damian, procuring a small whistle hanging from a chain around his neck. "I'll get out of here before the battle starts, promise."

"You'd better," Harry groaned. Damian slipped away soon after, back in the direction of the equipment station. Harry hoped the teen would not try something foolish by joining the fight, even though he himself would probably do the same at his age.

Soon – far too soon – it came time for final preparations. Every sub-group had formulated their plans, and now came together at the center of the warehouse for a last send-off. Harry made his way towards the front of the pack as Cedric took to a makeshift stage to address the room.

"You've all done a remarkable job at coming up with a plan on such short notice," Cedric appraised them all. "Tonight is going to be difficult for all of us, but if we execute our plans and work together, we can win this war in one fell swoop."

Cheers and applause met this statement. Harry hoped the enthusiasm and energy would continue once the spellfire began raining down...battlefields tended to be far less glamorous than they were made out to be ahead of time.

"We've sent out a few scouts to gather intel ahead of time," said Cedric. "Dora, what were you able to learn?"

Tonks stepped up to address the room. "I snooped around The Daily Prophet offices this morning," she said. "They received an invitation from the Minister for a 'special event' at Hogwarts. Their reporters were simply told to arrive on the front lawn by no later than seven-thirty P.M."

"That's when the execution will be held, then," Cedric deduced. "I suspect they will let the students eat dinner first before forcing them to attend as well."

"So we attack at seven-thirty, then," Amos said decisively.

"Er…" Cedric stammered. "What if the timing is slightly off? What if the event runs late? We'll be blind to what's happening on the grounds from Hogsmeade."

"One of us in the castle could send a signal for when it's time," Fred Weasley suggested.

"Leave it to me," said Harry. "I'll create a diversion. Something you'll be able to see from Hogsmeade. That will be your signal."

"Why a diversion?" Cedric frowned.

"To give the students time to escape," Harry replied. And possibly Neville, he left unsaid. He hadn't shared that part of his plan with anyone yet, and wouldn't if he could get away with it.

"I don't like it," Amos frowned. "Better early than late, I always say. We must strike before You-Know-Who can get comfortable!"

"What if the battle starts before he even arrives?" Harry retorted. "Then all of this will be for nothing!"

"Forgive me for not placing the fate of the wizarding world in the hands of a child," Amos scoffed. "The grown-ups are talking, Potter; why don't you let us handle this one?"

"Enough!" Cedric groaned, massaging his temple. He was clearly uncomfortably being caught in between the two arguing factions. "A diversion is a good idea, Harry. Student safety is important, and the timing could be critical."

"I'm just saying," Amos grumbled unhappily. "If we wait too long, we'll risk a counter-attack."

"Then we will play things by ear if the timing feels off," said Cedric diplomatically. "Let's move on."

Cedric went around to the various squadron heads to check on their progress. Harry listened intently, and was pleased to hear how prepared and organized everyone was. There was a bit of friction between some of the members, particularly between the British and foreign fighters, but hopefully they would be united by a common enemy once the fighting began.

"Injured fighters should head into the castle for treatment," said Cedric. "And that should cover everything. Anyone else have something to say?"

"If you see one of Voldemort's inner circle, kill them," Harry piped up. "Even if they surrender. The time for non-lethal force is long past."

"That's a war crime, Potter!" Amos Diggory protested. "You can't order people to kill defenseless fighters like that!"

"If you won't kill them, at least cut off their left arm," said Harry. "Their Dark Marks are linked to Voldemort, and act as power reserves for his magic. The more Death Eaters we kill or sever from his connection, the weaker he'll become." Fortunately, that seemed to hit home, as the gathered fighters murmured worriedly at this news.

"Best of luck, everyone," said Cedric. "Today will live on in history...let's make sure we're on the right side of it." The room exploded in cheers and chants at this. Cedric could be meek and soft-spoken at times, but he was undeniably respected by all. Harry could even see him being a popular Minister of Magic someday.

The room began to gather into Apparation groups to make the journey to Hogsmeade. Harry located Fleur at once and made his way over to her to say his goodbyes.

"You'll be on the front lines, then?" asked Harry.

"Yes," said Fleur, sounding nervous for the first time. "I will be with your parents and ze other group tasked with fighting Voldemort. Once ze army clears a path for us, we will be engaging him directly."

"Be careful," said Harry. "I'll rejoin you as soon as I can."

Harry drew closer for a hug, but Fleur surprised him with a deep, impassioned kiss, one that elicited cheers and cat-calls from the surrounding fighters. When they broke apart, Harry could see the fear in her eyes, as the reality of the battle settled in.

"Come back to me," she whispered. "Whatever it takes."

"I will," Harry promised. Fleur nodded, then with seemingly great effort, tore herself away to rejoin her assigned group. Harry saw his parents nearby; they too approached for last good-byes.

"Please be careful, dear," said Lily, hugging her son tight.

"You, too, Mum," said Harry.

James came forward to embrace his son, holding him longer than expected. "I know what you're planning," he whispered in Harry's ear.

"Sorry?"

"You're going to try and rescue Neville," said James. "Don't deny it."

Harry said nothing. James knew his motives better than he let on.

"Just take care of yourself first and foremost," said James. "Losing you would destroy our family. Please don't do anything reckless."

"I'll try," said Harry.

James eventually pulled apart, giving him one last long, pained look before nodding and pulling away, joining his Lily with the rest of the departing party. The warehouse was filled with a series of loud pops as the fighters all Apparated or Portkeyed away, to the staging area in Hogsmeade.

Soon the cavernous space was eerily quiet. Only a handful remained behind: Dahlia, Alessia and a few other Healing volunteers, and the Hogwarts incursion party, which now compromised about three dozen people.

Fred and George were barking last-minute orders to the group. "Man your assigned stations for as long as you can," said Fred. "Ideally fifteen minutes or more. If you get overwhelmed, fall back to the secondary choke point and fire sparks to call for assistance."

"The four common room guides will be able to communicate with these," said George, holding up a small coin that Harry realized must have been inspired by his own resistance communication devices. "Once all your students are out of the castle, send word to the others, so we'll all know when it's safe to leave the castle and join the fight." Ron, Hermione, and Mark Davis – the other three common room guides – nodded their understanding.

"I'll be closing the entry point into the castle as soon as we're all through," said Harry. "From that moment on, it's exit only. So make up your mind fast on where you want to be once the fighting starts."

Fred and George handed out armfuls of Portkeys to the other guides, then made their way over to Harry. "Best have a peek at that magical Map of yours before we depart, eh?" George grinned.

Harry pulled out the Marauder's Map and activated it. The three of them looked it over – as anticipated, the students were all congregated in the Great Hall for dinner. All else appeared normal, but on the edges of the map, Harry saw a frightening amount of ink near the Forbidden Forest. The dots were clustered so close together that it was difficult to make out any individual names.

"Voldemort's army," Harry deduced. "Snape wasn't joking about him making a show of force to the students and the press."

"Let's hope that's not all of them," George said grimly. He took the Map gently from Harry and scrutinized it. "Looks like there's nobody else in the castle we need to worry about...hold on, what's this?"

He pointed to another corner of the Map. Harry peered at it; Amycus and Alecto Carrow were not in the castle as expected. Their dots were situated near the Black Lake, in a spot far off the beaten path.

"Say, isn't that near where we were this morning?" Fred remarked. "By the rune stones that controlled the school wards?"

"Yeah, it is," Harry frowned. That was a concerning sign...what were they doing there? Did Voldemort suspect some kind of trap, and situated them there to protect the wards – or alter them in his favor?

"What are we gonna do about it?" George asked. "Should we send a squad with you to take them out?"

"No, I can handle them on my own," said Harry. "The plan remains the same for everyone else."

"Roger that," said George. He folded the Map and handed it back to Harry.

"Keep it," said Harry. "You lot will need it more than me once the battle begins. Use it to monitor the castle and see who needs help."

"You sure, mate?" asked Fred. "It belongs to your family, doesn't it?"

"You can return it once all of this is over," said Harry. "Besides, I owe it to the two of you in the first place."

"How do you reckon?" George frowned.

"Maybe I'll tell you one day," Harry grinned. Both twins looked puzzled by this cryptic response, but they did not comment further.

The task force then got together in preparation for the incursion. As planned, they amassed into smaller sub-groups, gathering in a circle around the pre-prepared Portkeys that would take them to the alcove inside Hogwarts. Harry joined Fred, George, Ron, Hermione, and Mark Davis, all standing around a small enchanted cord of rope.

"Harry!" a voice called from behind him. Harry turned to see Dahlia rush up to him, looking worried; she threw her arms around him, trembling, as she was about to be left alone with the other Healers.

"I'll be alright," said Harry, patting her on the back for reassurance.

"Don't forget what you promised me," Dahlia whispered in his ear. And she pulled away, looking at him fearfully.

"I haven't," said Harry. He knew she was worried not just about her family, but Neville as well. He had told nobody of his plan to try and rescue the boy, but Dahlia seemed to understand it all the same. She nodded forlornly before returning to her station.

Harry turned back and placed his hand on the rope. Fred, consulting a pocket watch, counted down to its activation; at seven o' clock precisely, Harry felt the jerk behind his navel, yanking him through space and eventually placing him and the rest of the group inside the Hogwarts alcove. They shuffled out to secure the corridor; Harry threw up Privacy Wards on either end as the rest of the task force arrived, appearing in thirty-second intervals and spreading out through the hall.

"Less than thirty minutes until the fireworks begin," Fred announced. "Get to your assigned posts and secure the area without attracting notice. If you come across any students, direct them to the common rooms."

The group separated, spreading through the castle to attend to their duties. Harry threw on his Invisibility Cloak and headed for the exit. Once he reached the back courtyard, he unshrunk the broomstick from his pocket and mounted it, taking off down the hillside towards the lake.

Harry alighted as quietly as possible on the rocky outcropping, leaving his Disillusioned broom behind. He crept forward, footsteps muffled by Silencing Charms, wand at the ready. The Carrows were deeper within...were they guarding the rune stones? Did they anticipate an attack on the school wards? Would they have a trap prepared for the moment he showed himself?

But he quickly realized he was giving them too much credit. As he drew closer, he heard the sound of loud, bickering voices from deeper into the passage. The siblings appeared to be arguing about something. Harry quickened his pace, soon drawing near enough to hear what they were saying:

"...must 'ave misheard 'im!"

"You accusin' me of going deaf, you dumb cow? I 'eard the Headmaster perfectly well, thank you! The darned password just ain't workin'!"

"Then try it again, nimwit!"

"Well I was about to, wasn't I? Carpe maianthemum! CARPE MAIANTHEMUM!"

They're trying to activate the school wards, Harry thought. But why? And had Snape given them a false password?

He finally reached the small enclosure housing the rune stones, where the two Carrows were practically nose to nose, bickering furiously with one another. As expected, Amycus was jabbing his wand fruitlessly towards the wall, but it would not light up for him.

"That's it," Alecto huffed, rolling up her left sleeve. "I'm callin' the Dark Lord."

"No!" Amycus breathed, grabbing her hand before she could touch her Mark. "We're only meant to call 'im in case of emergency!"

"Well, this qualifies, don't it?" Alecto protested. "'E gave us an order to alter the wards, and we can't do it!"

"It's not life or death, woman!" Amycus huffed. "'E just wants to make a flashy entrance. We're s'posed to let him Apparate in and out from the front lawn, to spook the students some!"

"Are you gonna be the one to tell 'im we failed?" Alecto demanded. "Cuz I sure won't do it!"

"We'll blame it on the Headmaster," Amycus chuckled. "Severus is already in hot water with the boss...Rookwood reckons he's gonna get the axe soon, then we'll be the ones in charge of Hogwarts!"

Alecto's eyes alighted with glee at this prospect. "Yeah," she said. "Yeah, let's pin it on 'im." And she rolled her sleeve back down, concealing the Dark Mark.

Which is precisely what Harry was waiting for.

"Avada Kedavra."

A green bolt of light erupted from the Elder Wand, and Alecto Carrow collapsed to the ground, dead. Amycus stared in shock for a moment, frozen...just long enough for Harry to train his wand on him next.

"Imperio."

Amycus' eyes went unfocused as Harry handily overpowered his mind. Harry sifted through his surface memories with Legilimency, but as expected, his thoughts were mostly dull and simplistic. Voldemort had ordered him to complete this one task, without giving him any further details.

"Send a message to your master," Harry ordered. "Tell him the wards have been updated to his satisfaction."

Amycus dutifully obeyed, rolling up his sleeve and pressing a finger to his Dark Mark. It glowed black for a moment against his pale skin, then faded again as the message was sent. A moment later, another green jet of light cut him down where he stood, and the Carrows were no more.

Harry stepped over the two bodies and into the enclosure without preamble. "Carpe lilium," he whispered. The wards flared to life all around him, and he immediately got to work. He removed the enchantments protecting the gate to Hogsmeade, and closed the loophole allowing Apparation to and from the alcove near Snape's office. He then did as Voldemort instructed the Carrows, by opening another hole in the wards to allow him to Apparate directly onto the grounds, just outside the great oak doors.

He can make his flashy entrance if he wants, Harry thought grimly. He'll be in for a rude surprise when he tries to Apparate back OUT, though…

His job complete, Harry levitated the Carrows out of the cavern and back towards the lake. He summoned heavy boulders and tethered them to each body via their ankles; then, he launched them out towards the center of the lake, where they splashed down and rapidly began to sink into the murky depths. Might as well feed the grindylows...that would be the most useful thing the Carrows ever did with their pathetic lives.

Harry checked his watch; it was just after seven-twenty. Less than ten minutes to go until the festivities began. He mounted his broom and took off again, heading not for the back entrance but around the turrets of the castle. He flew high in the dwindling light, still invisible, to survey the scene. He could see small fires lit throughout the Forbidden Forest as Voldemort's forces lay in wait; and off in the distance, Hogsmeade was a bustle of activity as the resistance fighters prepared to storm through the gates and onto the grounds. Battle was imminent, and it sent a shiver of anticipation down his spine.

He swooped down low towards the front entrance, taking care to avoid the wide windows of the Great Hall. He alighted along the stone walls of the castle, crouching in a thicket of bushes to remain out of sight. The great oak doors were still shut, but in mere minutes, the students would be ushered outside to witness the presentation.

Over the coming minutes, new arrivals began to trickle into the area. A handful of reporters emerged from the castle, setting up near the front steps, looking confused as to why they had been summoned here. Dark-clad forces began to emerge from the Forbidden Forest – hundreds, if not thousands, standing in a line, forming an intimidating wall of evil. But still there was no sign of Voldemort, or Neville for that matter.

I thought they would be here by now, Harry thought, disappointed. He'd hoped for an opportunity to get to Neville before the students arrived, so that they would not be caught in the ensuing crossfire. But clearly Voldemort had a showy entrance in mind for the students, and would be the last to arrive. That would make Harry's task more difficult.

Finally, the oak doors opened, and students came spilling out onto the front lawn. Teachers herded them into neat rows, barking at them for silence; Harry noticed that the students were more unruly and insubordinate than usual, rebelling against their strictures. That attitude slowly faded once they noticed the vast army spread out before them, realizing this was not the appropriate time to act out.

From out of the Forest emerged a smaller number of black-clad fighters, these with dark hoods to distinguish themselves as Voldemort's inner circle of Death Eaters. Harry heard the reporters at the Daily Prophet gasp at the realization...they clearly had not known Voldemort was behind all of this. The students, on the other hand, appeared unfazed...they had figured out the truth long ago.

Snape emerged from the castle last, donning his own hood and joining the other Death Eaters in waiting. An uncomfortable silence fell as the sun began to dip below the horizon, and everyone waited for what would happen next. Nobody seemed to know where to look or what they were waiting for. Only Harry had an inkling of what was to come, and knew it would come as a shock to many.

Suddenly, a thick cloud of black smoke appeared before the students. From out of the darkness emerged Lord Voldemort, leering at everyone present. The students and reporters gasped in horror...even those who suspected the Dark Lord's involvement were frightened by his presence here.

And Voldemort had not come alone. He had a bound prisoner with him, a heavy hood over his head. Neville, Harry realized. Voldemort forced the teen roughly to his knees before addressing the gathered crowd.

"Students of Hogwarts," Voldemort announced in a booming voice to the terrified children, "you have been summoned here because you have failed to behave yourselves within Britain's new regime. You have repeatedly disrespected authority of your betters, especially two of your professors. Speaking of which, Severus, where are Amycus and Alecto?"

"Likely in the Hospital Wing, my Lord," Snape said coolly from Voldemort's left side. "Recovering from one of their many injuries inflicted by the students."

"Insubordinate fools!" Voldemort said angrily to the gathered students. The children flinched at this rebuke, as Harry breathed an internal sigh of relief at his lack of suspicion.

"Shall we teach them the true meaning of punishment, my Lord?" asked another Death Eater with glee. Harry recognized the voice of Gilderoy Lockhart, no longer maintaining appearances as the puppet Minister of Magic.

"They will not be the ones punished, Gilderoy," Voldemort sneered. "Only one will be punished today. And it's someone they know quite well."

Voldemort dramatically ripped the hood off of Neville's head, revealing him to the crowd. The boy looked ragged and defeated, staring glumly into the grass. The students screamed in horror at the sight of him – their promised savior, broken and beaten.

Harry took the momentary distraction to creep forward, stealing through the rows of students under the Invisibility Cloak. He had to get closer, to try and separate the boy from Voldemort before he met his end. But first, he had to warn a couple of people of what was to come.

"We are also graced with the presence of Britain's most respected journalists!" Voldemort announced, gesturing to the frightened reporters standing nearby. "Not to worry, dear fellows...you will not be harmed. In fact, you have an important job to do once you depart this place: you will announce to the world that the great Lord Voldemort has returned, and he has conquered Great Britain without a single drop of blood being spilled!"

As Voldemort continued his triumphant monologue, Harry crept around to the side of the throng of students, where the staff stood watch. He positioned himself directly behind Flitwick and leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

"Professor Flitwick, it's Harry Potter," he said. "Don't react, but there is going to be a battle in a matter of minutes. The students will be in danger, and they must be protected and sent back into the castle. Can you help me?"

The diminutive professor yelped and leapt about three feet in the air, which would have attracted significant attention if not for the Privacy Wards Harry had erected around them. Flitwick trembled quietly for a moment, processing this information, before reluctantly nodding his understanding.

Harry made his way around to Professor McGonagall and repeated the message. To her credit, she did not jump or even seem surprised by his presence, merely nodding in agreement as well. However, he could tell from her subtle body language that she too was on-edge, with the looming threat of death and endangerment to her students overhead.

He hoped that the two professors would heed his warning and shepherd the students back inside as he suggested. Part of him feared that they continued to distrust him, much like Amos Diggory, and would assume some kind of nefarious trap awaiting them inside the castle. But he could only hope that they still saw the good in their once-star pupil, still believed he was not as evil as he was made out to be.

"As you can see, we are also joined by a selection of some of the world's finest fighters," said Voldemort, gesturing to the small army behind him at the treeline. "Just know that this is merely a fraction of our power, as we continue to recruit from abroad and grow our ranks. And you should recognize, students, that if you intend to rebel against my regime, you have no hope of victory. My forces outnumber yours a thousand to one, and soon, the entire globe will bend the knee to my might."

"We'll never bow to you!" someone yelled from the crowd of students. Others shouted in agreement, until Voldemort raised his wand and unleashed a deafening bang that silenced them.

"Then you will die!" Voldemort snarled. "You are but children now, and your magical blood is too precious to spill today. But soon you will enter society and be expected to comply. If you fail to do so, you will not be granted the same grace. No dissenters will be permitted to exist in my new world order. Is that understood?"

Harry could tell from the gathered students that this message did not go over well. But nobody was brave enough to speak out again, and silence fell on the grounds once more.

"Very good," Voldemort smiled. "Now, there is one matter we have left to attend to. For years, you have all been deluded into believing that a mere child could stand against the mighty Lord Voldemort. Here before you is your so-called 'Chosen One', Neville Longbottom. Does he look like a hero to you? Does he look like he can defeat me? Crucio!"

Neville screamed and fell to the grass, writhing in agony beneath the torture. Students gasped and trembled at the fearsome display of power. Voldemort eventually relented, lifting the curse and leaving Neville to moan and dig his nails into the dirt for relief.

Harry continued to steal forward, reaching the front row of students watching the terrible display. There was roughly fifty feet of open ground between the students and Neville...could he cross that space unnoticed beneath the Cloak? Would Voldemort be able to sense his presence by magical means? And could Harry somehow get between the two and steal Neville away to somewhere private, in order to administer the Hallows and try to remove the horcrux again? He was running out of time to find a solution.

Voldemort reached down and grabbed Neville roughly by his hair, pulling him back up to his knees. "Today, I will demonstrate what happens to trouble-makers in my regime," he said. "You will witness the end of your so-called hero, and see just how 'powerful' he truly is. Neville Longbottom will die tonight."

Several of the younger students began to cry softly as Voldemort aimed his wand at Neville. The teen looked resigned to his fate, still staring dully at the ground. Never had Harry seen someone look so downtrodden, so defeated. But to his credit, Neville did not cower or cry – his back remained straight, and he looked proud in death, refusing to beg for mercy.

Just a bit closer, Harry thought as he stole across the no-man's land, inch by inch, hoping to avoid detection. A few more yards, and I can try to catch Voldemort off-guard...all I need is a second of distraction…

"After today, none shall stand against the might of Lord Voldemort again!" Voldemort proclaimed to the gathered students and reporters. "As Longbottom dies, so too do the last embers of resistance against my rule. Tonight marks the closing of one chapter in history as a new one begins: the eternal rule of Lord Voldemort."

Time to move, Harry thought grimly. Time to make something happen—

But then, something happened that he – or Voldemort – had not expected.

From the south came a great war cry, as thousands of fighters spilled onto the grounds from Hogsmeade. The resistance had arrived. They had not waited for Harry's signal as planned – they were attacking now, leaving the students exposed.

It's too soon, Harry lamented. I can't reach Neville in time.

Voldemort spun around towards the source of the commotion, snarling in anger. And Harry knew this was his last opportunity. He ran forward, abandoning the pretense of stealth to reach Neville as quickly as possible. He felt like he was moving in slow motion, his legs molasses as he tried to reach the boy before it was too late. Neville seemed to sense his presence, turning towards Harry, as though he could see him through the Invisibility Cloak he had enjoyed the use of for so long.

And there, Harry saw it. Something in Neville's expression that told him everything he needed to know. Hope. Elation. Fear. He may have been acting brave, but Harry knew in that instant what was truly going through Neville's mind. He did not want to die. He was second-guessing his decision and wished for a second chance at life.

Then, Neville acted as well. He sprung up to his feet, running forward towards Harry. His arms were still bound behind his back, but he was desperate to escape, desperate to reach safety. And Harry was desperate to get him there. He had to reach the boy. Had to free him from Voldemort's clutches. Had to keep his promise to Dahlia, to himself, to do whatever he could to spare Neville's life—

Then it happened. A muttered incantation. A flash of green light. A gleam of triumph in Voldemort's blood-red eyes as he claimed his ultimate prize.

Harry skidded to a halt, stumbling to his knees in disbelief. He stared blankly as Neville Longbottom was struck by the Killing Curse in mid-stride. His hopeful expression went blank as he fell forward, landing face-down in the grass and moving no more. The students screamed in horror as they realized what had just happened. And there was nothing Harry could have done to prevent it.

The Boy Who Lived was dead. And the battle for Britain's soul had just begun.

A/N: Buckle your seatbelts. See you next week.
Year 7-27: The Last Stand

Harry felt like the entire world had stopped spinning. He stared blankly at the ground in front of him, at the body sprawled out across the grass, unmoving. The body of Neville Longbottom. The body of the teen he'd tried so hard to save for the past seven years. The body of the Boy Who Lived.

Then, a great war cry filled his ears, and he remembered that he was in the middle of a battlefield that was about to erupt. He flinched as spellfire erupted into the air all round him; he raised his wand to defend himself from an oncoming assault from Voldemort, his army, or the resistance storming the grounds. But it was none of the above. Instead the attack came from the angry students behind him, distraught at their hero being killed, firing directly at the Dark Lord.

Voldemort seemed stunned by the audacious attack from the children standing before him. He summoned a heavy shield, deflecting the spells to the sky with a resounding gong. He trained his murderous gaze on the students, who immediately seemed to sense they'd made a mistake. Voldemort raised his wand, all pretense of civility abandoned, prepared to smite those who had disrespected him so—

But then, spellfire began to rain down upon him from behind, as the resistance closed ground on him. Voldemort was forced to ignore the students and turn to meet this oncoming force head-on. His army began to pour out of the Forest as well, bellowing war cries as they rushed to meet their foes, as Harry too sprang into action at last.

"Take cover!" he bellowed as loudly as he could. "Get to the castle!"

The students immediately heeded this advice, even though Harry was still invisible beneath the Cloak. They scrambled over one another for safety, pouring back up the stone steps and through the great oak doors. To Harry's relief, the teachers immediately sprang into action to defend their brood.

"Single file through the doors, everyone!" McGonagall shouted over the din. "No need to panic – walk, don't run!"

But the students had very good reason to panic. The two warring armies began to clash one another, with rogue spellfire flying in all directions. Many errant hexes and curses sailed askance and threatened to hit the students at the back of the pack; Harry was forced to jump in their path and begin deflecting them all. There were even Killing Curses sprinkled into the fray, forcing him to summon physical objects to block the incoming bolts of death.

You won't get away for long, Harry thought murderously as he watched Voldemort disappear into the fray of battle, unable to leave his defensive post. I'll find you and end you as soon as I can.

Slowly but steadily, the mass of students were herded through the oak doors and into the castle. The cooperation of the teachers was essential – Harry remained under the Invisibility Cloak, and he couldn't blame the students for being wary of a disembodied voice barking instructions at them. Harry, Flitwick, and McGonagall protected the flanks of the students as the last stragglers crammed into the Entrance Hall.

"What do we do?" a hysterical fourth-year Gryffindor screamed. "Where do we go?!"

"We should send them to the back exit," Flitwick suggested to McGonagall. "Perhaps they can make a run for it from there."

"No," said Harry, removing his Cloak at last. "Send them to their common rooms."

"They'll be sitting ducks there!" McGonagall protested.

"We've opened the transportation wards for them to escape," said Harry. "Please, Professor, trust me...we have a plan."

McGonagall surveyed Harry's face, as though deciding whether to believe him or not. Fortunately, a friendly voice called out from nearby: "Hufflepuffs, this way! With me!"

Ron Weasley emerged from the hallway leading towards the kitchens. There was a great roar of excitement when the students saw him, and at once, the Hufflepuffs began to congregate towards him.

"Slytherins, with me!" shouted Mark Davis, emerging from the dungeons to a similar reception. "Quickly now!"

Harry turned back to Flitwick and McGonagall, who looked stunned by the appearance of their two former students. "Can you take the Ravenclaws and Gryffindors back to their towers?" he asked. "Hermione Granger and George Weasley are waiting there to Portkey them to safety."

The mention of yet more beloved former students of theirs finally spurred them into action. "Gryffindors, with me!" McGonagall barked, striding forward towards the stairwell. Flitwick followed suit, as the red and blue-clad students scurried after their respective Heads of House.

"What if we want to fight?!" shouted Seamus Finnigan, eliciting whoops and shouts of agreement from the other students.

"Only if you are of-age," said Harry. "It's too dangerous for the rest of you."

"And who put you in charge?" demanded Ernie Macmillan. "Aren't you on You-Know-Who's side?"

"Not anymore," said Harry, rolling up his left sleeve to show off his Mark-less arm. "If you want to fight, talk to Fred Weasley in Central Hall. He's organizing the defense of the castle."

Fortunately Ernie, Seamus and the others seemed to heed this advice, sprinting off in search of the Weasley twin. Harry hoped that they would be safer in the castle than out on the open battlefield. He would have to ensure a decisive victory tonight so that Voldemort would not turn his attention on the students once more.

"Oi, Harry!" Ron called out to him, as he ushered Hufflepuffs down the hallway. "You find Neville yet? Is he okay?"

Harry felt a jab of pain at the reminder of what had transpired just moments before. He saw the hope and fear in Ron's expression, and could not bring himself to tell the truth.

"Not yet," he lied. "I'll find him."

"Good luck then, mate," said Ron. With a small salute, he hurried off behind his students down the hall. Harry headed in the opposite direction, back out the oak doors and into the fray.

He was immediately disoriented, as the battle was raging on in all directions before him. The sights, sounds and smells of death surrounded him – bodies sprawled unceremoniously on the grass, injured soldiers screaming from their lethal wounds, the odor of blood and ozone choking the air. Harry was overwhelmed, searching the haze desperately for Voldemort, but not seeing him anywhere.

An errant spell whizzed past his ear, and Harry was shaken from his reverie. He could not afford to stand here like a statue while his allies suffered without him. He pressed forward to join the fight, raising his wand against the first enemy he saw. The black-clad figure turned to greet him, raising his own wand to duel—

"Oi Potter, duck!"

Harry heard a metallic whizzing sound behind him, and instinctively ducked, as he might dodge a Bludger on the Quidditch pitch. The enemy fighter was not so lucky; there was a loud CLANG as he was bludgeoned in the head by a heavy metal object, collapsing instantly to the ground and moving no more.

There was a whoosh as someone swooped low on a broomstick, and Damian Dursley dismounted cleanly beside Harry. "Alright there, cousin?" he grinned.

"Damian!" Harry exclaimed. "What the hell are you doing here? You should be in the States by now!"

"Bugger that," Damian scoffed. "You lot get to fight for the future of Muggle-borns, and I have to sit back and watch? I won't let you have all the fun."

Harry had about a million other reasons he wanted to reprimand his cousin, but there was no time to belabor the point. "What did you just throw?" he asked instead.

"A Head-Hunter," said Damian. He snapped his fingers, and a small metallic ball zoomed from the fallen fighter's head into his palm. "Newest Weasley twin invention. It's like a Bludger, but lighter, faster and designed to cave people's skulls in. Pretty mental, innit?"

There was a primal war cry nearby as another enemy fighter rounded the corner towards them. Harry raised his wand to defend them, but Damian simply chucked the Head-Hunter at the man. It collided with his forehead with a sickening crunch, and he too was down for the count.

"Where's your wand?" Harry demanded, as Damian summoned the Head-Hunter back to his hand, now coated red with blood.

"Dunno," Damian shrugged. "Dropped it somewhere over the Forbidden Forest, I think. Never much cared for attacking with spells, did I?"

"Well, I'd feel more comfortable if you had one," Harry muttered. He flicked his own wand to summon the fallen enemy's weapon, handing it to Damian.

"If you say so," Damian chuckled, tucking the stolen wand behind his ear. "I'd best go regroup with the other flyers. Oh, and I'd avoid the west grounds if I were you; Hagrid's brother is stomping around over there and trampling folks on both sides. Later, Potter!" And Damian kicked off from the ground again into the night sky, leaving Harry to shake his head in bewilderment at his cousin's nerve.

Better up there than down here, he supposed. Damian was an adept flyer and had an arsenal of miniature Bludgers at his disposal – he was practically in his element.

Harry decided to take Damian's advice and head east, away from the sounds of Grawp's rampage and towards another group of fighters. He could not quite make out who was who in the darkness, but he saw plenty of flashes of light being exchanged across the grounds and rushed forward to help where he could.

He skidded to a stop when he realized something was very wrong. Most of the flashes of light were coming from his own people – the blue and gold-clad resistance fighters, valiantly defending themselves against some mysterious enemy. Harry saw a blur of movement streak across the grounds as one of the resistance fighters fell, crumpling to the ground in the blink of an eye. More streaks of movement were barely perceptible, as whatever the resistance was fighting was fast.

Then, something abruptly changed course and streaked directly towards Harry. The Elder Wand reacted before he could, whipping around to ensnare the oncoming attacker in a tangle of vines. Harry was shocked to see a ghostly-pale figure with pitch-black eyes, fangs bared, blood dripping down its chin as it hissed angrily at him.

Vampires, Harry thought with a sinking sense of dread. From the looks of things, there were dozens, if not hundreds, of the dark creatures roaming the grounds, attacking resistance fighters and Voldemort loyalists alike. Terrifyingly fast and immune to most curses, they were tearing people to shreds before his very eyes, dragging poor, screaming souls into the Forest to feed.

Then Harry heard a chilling roar as something massive and hairy burst out of the treeline. A werewolf, fully transformed, leaping twenty feet through the air to trample another resistance fighter to the ground. The woman screamed shrilly for half a second before the terrible beast ripped her throat out with its teeth, feasting upon the defenseless fighter.

Harry looked up to see a false moon hovering high above the Forbidden Forest, at full strength, empowering the werewolves. The combination of their raw power and resilience, compared with the blinding speed and agility of the vampires, was simply too much for the fighters to overcome. Within minutes they would all be slaughtered, unable to match the onslaught of the dangerous creatures.

Unless Harry did something to turn the tides. And he had just the solution.

He aimed his wand at the false moon and began muttering incantations under his breath. He could have simply dispelled the moon, as Dumbledore had two years ago, to prevent the werewolves from transforming. But he had two enemies to deal with tonight. So instead he began to transfigure the heavenly body into a different one, heating the rock so it melted down into liquid, turning the suspended orb into a glowing magma sphere, giving off a blinding bright light as it was set ablaze.

But Harry did not stop there. He continued to supercharge the molten rock, increasing the pressure and temperature until even the base molecules could not survive the heat. The moon erupted with massive energy as the atoms began fusing together, giving off a burning heat that instantly transformed the pitch-black night into day. Harry stepped back, examining the false sun he had just created, suspended over the Forbidden Forest.

The werewolves had long begun to transform back into their human forms again, disoriented, as the resistance fighters rounded on them and began to cut them down. The vampires were a different story altogether. They looked up to see their mortal enemy, the sun, bearing down upon them, their skin beginning to sizzle and melt under the blazing heat. There were screeches of pain and discomfort as the dark creatures fled for the safety of the only shade they could find: the Forbidden Forest.

Bad move, Harry thought, stalking forward after them. For he knew the secondary weakness that all vampires shared. And he was about to use the forest itself against them.

He whipped his wand in a circle over his head, uprooting several nearby trees and breaking them apart to swirl around him in a cyclone of shattered timber. He began to reshape the splinters into long spears, sharpening the tips until he had hundreds of makeshift wooden stakes at the ready. He marched straight into the Forbidden Forest, now lit up with the power of a miniature sun, prepared to strike down any dark creatures he encountered.

Any other day Harry might show mercy. He knew that every vampire in existence had once been a human that was turned against its will, much like werewolves. But this group had chosen to come here, had chosen to fight on Voldemort's behalf to feed on the innocent. There would be no mercy here. Every vampire Harry encountered was going to die.

So Harry began hunting. One by one, he located the vampires lurking in the shade of the trees and cut them down, spearing them through the heart with his wooden stakes to end their existence for good. It was brutal and methodical, as Harry calmly but effectively neutralized the threat, snuffing of the lives of the terrified beasts that had made the mistake of facing off against the Master of Death. You're welcome, Harry thought grimly as he delivered hundreds of wayward souls to Death, waiting greedily to accept them on the other side.

The job done, Harry turned his attention away from the Forest and back to the grounds. He extinguished his false sun, plunging the grounds back into darkness once more. Some vampires had escaped, but they were no longer his concern. He still had a Dark Lord to kill.

"Where's Voldemort?" he demanded, as dozens of wide-eyed resistance fighters gawked at him. One pointed a trembling finger to the north, shrinking away from Harry in fear. He knew he likely cut an imposing figure at the moment, slaughtering hundreds of vampires in minutes, but he could not think about that right now. He knew he would hear the terrified screeches and dying breaths of those vampires in his nightmares for the rest of his life. He could dwell on what he had done another time, assuming he survived the night.

Harry stalked back up the hill towards the castle. The fighting had migrated in the direction of Hogsmeade...he hoped that did not mean the resistance was being pushed back, that they were failing to overpower Voldemort's army. He sprinted through the darkness, not even bothering with his Invisibility Cloak, trying to rejoin the fight as soon as possible—

He heard a chorus of shouts nearby, and ducked as half a dozen curses whizzed past his ear through the night. He turned towards the assailants, expecting more of Voldemort's men; instead, he was stunned to find a small group of Hogwarts students bearing down on him.

"Surrender yourself, Potter!" shouted Michael Corner. "We won't let you get away with this!"

Harry hesitated. These were not Voldemort sympathizers at all – they were old members of his defense club from fifth year, who had likely continued training with Ginny in secret over the past year. The collection of Gryffindors, Ravenclaws, and Hufflepuffs spread out before Harry, wands trained on him, looks of stubborn determination on their faces.

"You've got the wrong idea!" Harry shouted. "We are not enemies!"

"Save it!" spat Parvati Patil. "We all know what side you're really on!"

Harry's heart ached at the sight of his once-friends now firmly set against him. He knew he would have time to explain everything later, once the war was over. But right now, he had a war to wage, and could not spare the time to reason with these impulsive teens.

"Please get out of my way," he said. "I don't want to fight you."

"Tough shit," scoffed Zacharias Smith. "We're taking you in, Potter, so just come quietly."

"I'm sorry about this," Harry sighed. And he opened fire, unleashing a salvo of non-lethal spells at his former classmates. The students raised their wands to defend themselves, working in tandem to defend themselves (and each other). Under normal circumstances, Harry would have been impressed with their teamwork, with the accuracy of their spell-casting. But right now, it was a hindrance more than anything. And he had other places to be.

Harry pressed forward, mixing in different branches of magic with his casting to overwhelm his temporary foes. Seamus Finnigan went down to a crackle of illusory lightning; Sue Li failed to keep her balance as Harry transfigured the ground beneath her into ice; the Patil twins were overrun by conjured golems of earth and stone, pinning them to the ground. One by one he overpowered the teens, until he found himself standing alone with a dozen Stunned students at his feet.

He was torn on how to proceed. He could not revive them and have them attack him from the rear as he rejoined the battle; but nor could he leave him here, exposed to the elements and passing dark fighters. So he bundled them all together and levitated them off the ground, transporting them closer to the castle, searching for a place to hide them away.

Harry decided to deposit them in a thicket of bushes, not far from where he'd been hiding prior to Neville's execution. He made certain that no arms or legs were sticking out of the greenery before turning away, satisfied that they were out of sight. He then began to head back towards the fight, leaving the students behind.

He paused. Someone was lurking nearby; he could hear them rustling in the bushes, just out of sight. Had he failed to Stun someone properly? Were they trying to sneak up on him?

Harry fired a Stunner through the dark towards the unseen presence; he heard a yelp as the spell connected, sending someone crashing backwards into the bush. He yanked his wand back to drag the person out into the open, groaning when he saw who it was. He trained his wand on the newcomer and muttered, "Ennervate."

Draco Malfoy came to, sputtering and gasping as he regained his bearings. He looked up to see Harry's wand in his face, eyes going wide with terror.

"P-please," Draco stammered, throwing up his hands in surrender. "Don't kill me. I'll do anything."

Draco did not appear to be a threat in the slightest...in fact, he didn't seem to have a wand. It occurred to Harry that the teen had been unable to evacuate via the castle, considering the anti-Dark Mark wards Harry had erected at the entrances.

The memory of Lucius Malfoy's final moments replayed in Harry's mind, using his final breaths to beg mercy for his son. But was it wise to leave an enemy such as Draco alive? He may be powerless now, but given time to assume the head of the Malfoy estate and build up his wealth and influence again, he may prove to be a dangerous foe one day, seeking to avenge his father's death.

Kill him, the Elder Wand whispered in his mind. He's a loose end.

But he didn't turn me in, Harry thought. He knew I was the Phantom and said nothing.

That's his folly, not yours, the Wand whispered. Don't reward him for cowardice. He's dead weight.

But Harry couldn't bring himself to do it. Draco never had a choice in who his allegiances were. He was forced into Voldemort's service and given no opportunity to choose his own path forward. He deserved that opportunity. And if he chose wrong? Well, Harry would deal with him then.

With a flash of red light, Draco was sent sprawling to the ground, unconscious once more. Harry grimaced and slashed his wand at the boy's left arm, severing it at the elbow; Draco's body squirmed painfully at the sudden trauma. Harry cauterized the wound and summoned heavy bandages to cover it; he then levitated Draco's Stunned form back into the bushes, out of immediate danger from the battle.

You'll regret that later, the Elder Wand chided Harry as he kicked aside the boy's severed arm, the Dark Mark now extinguished upon its skin.

Shut up, Harry groaned internally at the bloodthirsty object. You'll have your chance to kill again soon enough. Preferably a Dark Lord.

My specialty, the Wand whispered gleefully back.

Harry followed the length of the castle wall back towards the sounds of battle. Bodies littered the grounds in all directions, as fallen soldiers lay dead or dying from their wounds. Harry spotted a white-clad figure flitting from body to body, tending to their injuries. A Healer. And following close behind them was a figure in black – one of Voldemort's people.

Harry got a bad feeling in his gut, increasing his pace towards the pair. They did not appear to be in conflict, but nor did they look particularly friendly with one another. And as he drew close enough to recognize them both, his stomach lurched with discomfort.

"...shouldn't be here, my darling!" the Death Eater was saying. "This is no place for a wife to be."

"And who says I am going to be your wife?" the Healer retorted. "I never agreed to such a thing, and you never asked me what I wanted!"

"You'll learn to love me with time," the Death Eater insisted. "I may not be as handsome as some of the boys your age, but I can be a generous lover! I'll make you happy, I swear it!"

"Don't touch me, you creep!" the Healer protested, wrenching her arm out of the man's grasp.

"Get away from her!" Harry bellowed, raising his wand. A Shield erupted between the two; Peter Pettigrew staggered backwards as Dahlia righted herself, straightening her robes indignantly.

"We needn't be enemies, Harry!" Peter insisted. "We can be brothers once the betrothal is finalized – we'll be family! You wouldn't hurt your own brother, would you?"

"I have no brother," Harry growled. "Just a creepy uncle who never learned to take no for an answer."

Harry raised his wand against Peter, but Dahlia was quicker. With a roar of anger, she jabbed her wand forward; Peter grunted, doubling forward and clutching his midsection. Harry watched in horror as blood began to seep out of the man's eyes, nose and ears; he opened his mouth to speak, but only a grotesque, guttural sound was emitted. The purple-faced man keeled over, twitching violently for a moment before going eternally still.

"I had him under control," Dahlia sighed, stowing her wand away as she knelt beside the next victim in need. "But thanks for stepping in anyway."

Harry stared in shock at the scene, torn between asking where she had learned that spell and whether she was okay. But a more pressing question pushed those to the back burner.

"What are you doing here?" he demanded. "I thought you were back at the warehouse with Alessia!"

"I was," Dahlia said evasively. "But I couldn't bear to think about Madam Pomfrey dealing with the wounded out here by herself. Most of these lot will die if we don't treat them soon, won't they?"

Harry glanced around at the gruesome sight of death and suffering all around him. Fallen fighters were screaming out in various states of agony – most looked like they had perhaps minutes to live. Several others looked ghostly and still, but Harry realized they may have been placed under Stasis Charms by his sister before they succumbed to their wounds.

"Still, you shouldn't be here," he muttered, as he deflected a stray curse sent their way. "If Voldemort realizes you're here, you'll become a priority target."

"Then give me a disguise or something!" Dahlia huffed, as she placed the fighter she was tending to under stasis. "I'm not leaving!"

Harry groaned...he hated knowing his sister was exposed to danger, but her logic made sense. As long as they didn't realize she was a Potter, the chances of a fighter targeting a Healer on either side were low. So he drew his wand and pointed it at Dahlia's face, mildly distorting her features and changing her hair color to a faded brown. It wasn't a perfect glamour on such short notice, but she should be nondescript enough at a glance – someone that would not be perceived as a threat nor a target.

"Stay out of trouble," he said, before turning to return to the battle.

"Wait!" said Dahlia, grabbing Harry's arm before he could go. "Have you seen Neville yet? Is he alright?"

Harry's stomach squirmed as he saw the fear and hope in her eyes. He could not bring himself to tell her the truth. That the boy she loved was dead.

"I'll find him," he lied. And he took off, slipping gently from her grasp to rejoin the fray. He shoved his guilt aside, knowing there would be plenty of time for it later.

He still could not see Voldemort anywhere through the darkness, but he was encouraged to see the number of blue uniforms still standing. The resistance seemed to have the advantage, forcing Voldemort's forces back away from the castle. But Harry knew that numbers meant nothing so long as the Dark Lord remained alive. He had to find him quickly and put an end to him to finish this war once and for all.

A number of dark fighters spotted Harry and engaged him, but they were cut down in short order. None were powerful enough to stand against the Elder Wand...hell, Harry doubted they would have stood a chance if he was using his mahogany wand. He would not be deterred, not now, not to these low-level goons. He had a Dark Lord to slay, a higher destiny to follow.

As he drew closer to the center of the fighting, however, Harry found his progress more and more difficult. Enemy fighters seemed to recognize his threat level and respond in kind, attacking him in groups of two, three, or even four. Harry effortlessly defended himself from their onslaughts, but was surprised by their level of coordination and skill, outpacing even most Death Eaters. Voldemort had recruited well, as he had some talented fighters in his employ.

"Surround him!" one of the masked fighters shouted to his fellows. Harry recognized his voice at once. And suddenly it all made sense: these were not your typical pure-blood recruits who had signed on out of nationalistic pride. These were paid recruits – mercenaries, likely scouted from The Spiked Chalice the year before by Barty Crouch and others. And they were not to be taken lightly.

"Hello again, Reaper," Harry greeted the speaker. "It's been too long."

The Reaper stared at Harry for a moment, puzzled, before recognition seemed to dawn on him. "Phantom?" he asked. "You're still alive? And fighting on the wrong side?"

"It's you who is on the wrong side," Harry said coolly, as he shot down the mercenaries who were attempting to circle around behind him. "Some causes are worth more than mere money."

"Never took you for a bleeding heart, kid," Reaper sneered. "Shame I'll have to rip yours out for you."

And without further preamble, the Reaper launched into a vicious attack, trying his hardest to maim his opponent. Harry blocked the incoming spells with lightning speed, and was frankly not sure if he would have been able to without the Elder Wand's assistance. This was the first real test he'd faced on the battlefield tonight.

The two men exchanged blows back and forth, poking and prodding at one another's defenses. Neither over-extended themselves or left any obvious openings, clearly respecting one another's talent. The other mercenaries watched on in awe, momentarily stunned by the display of skill. They both knew what the other was capable of in combat, and neither would be holding back tonight.

"What are you waiting for, you fools?" Reaper panted. "Attack him!"

The other mercenaries snapped out of their reverie, moving forward to gang up on Harry. But they would not get the chance. Harry summoned thick, snarling vines from the ground, pinning the men and women to the ground. Some tried to summon flames to free themselves, but only succeeded in lighting themselves and their fellows on fire, leaving a cacophony of screams around the two fighters.

Meanwhile, other resistance members realized what was happening and came forth to Harry's aid. They engaged the other mercenaries, allowing Harry and Reaper to battle uninterrupted. It allowed Harry to enter a flow state, focused on nothing but the enemy across from him, his entire being channeled into the fight.

Reaper realized quickly that he was fighting a losing battle. He tried every underhanded trick in the book, attempting to catch Harry off-guard, but nothing worked. He even tried a last-ditch illusion to fool Harry's eye, but he was well-versed in such magic himself, ignoring the false visions being thrown his way and focusing only on his very real opponent, who was losing ground fast.

Finally, Reaper faltered. His defenses slipped, a Cutting Curse slipping through his Shields and opening a heavy gash in his right arm. The man grimaced and fell to his knees, dropping his wand as heavy ropes caught him around the torso and sent him sprawling to the ground, defeated.

"Wait!" Reaper stammered as Harry moved in for the kill. "Don't kill me! I have money – I'll give you whatever you want!"

"I don't care about your money," Harry spat, leveling his wand at the man.

"I have a family!" Reaper protested. "In Florida! Just let me go home to them, and I'll never return to Britain again!"

"I have a family, too," said Harry. "You should never have come here and endangered them. Avada Kedavra." There was a flash of green light, and the mercenary went still.

Harry had no remorse for killing the man whatsoever. In many ways, he was even worse than the pure-bloods who had been deluded by Voldemort. At least they stood for something...they hadn't sold their souls to the side of evil for something so basic and selfish as money. Such men did not deserve second chances.

He pressed onward through the battlefield, fending off attacks and carving a path through the mayhem. He had yet to encounter any of his loved ones, but he sensed he was drawing closer. The skill level of these fighters was far higher than at the fringes of the fighting, and soon only the elite fighters would remain. He saw Death Eaters and Aurors lying among the dead, and knew Voldemort must be close.

One enemy seemed to be drawing significant attention from the resistance, fending off multiple attackers at once. And as Harry drew closer, he could see why the man was such a target: Gilderoy Lockhart, the 'Reaver of Memories' and puppet Minister of Magic. The man's hood had slipped as he fought viciously, cutting down fighters left and right with dark magic that few seemed to recognize. Voldemort had used the Time-Turner well, crafting the once-bumbling charlatan into a formidable fighter indeed.

Harry raised his wand to engage the man, but somebody else cut in front of him, eager to get her shot at him first.

"Hello again, Mr. Lockhart," Tonks growled, poised in a fighting stance. "We have unfinished business to attend to."

"Do we?" Lockhart smirked, eyes raking up and down Tonks' form. "I'm afraid I have no memory of us meeting."

"Funny you should say that," Tonks growled. "Neither do I."

And she launched into a furious attack, immediately putting Lockhart on the back foot. But he quickly recovered, his features resolving into a snarl as he met Tonks' deadly force with strength of his own. Soon both were firing lethal curses at one another, holding nothing back, each desperate to get the upper hand over the other.

Harry joined Tonks in the fight, Shielding and parrying the Reaver's deadly assault. Even the two of them combined made it a nearly equal fight, as Lockhart was able to handily defend himself while keeping them both on their toes with his arcane arsenal. If it wasn't for the Elder Wand, Harry wasn't even sure if he'd be able to recognize and counter most of the curses sent his way, which he'd never encountered before in his studies.

He heard a low grunt beside him, as Tonks was grazed by a Blasting Curse that slipped past her defenses. She stumbled to one knee as Harry stepped forward to protect her. Lockhart grinned in triumph, doubling his efforts to overwhelm his opponent's defenses. Harry was forced onto the back foot, panting from the effort of keeping up with the man's furious pace.

Give me control, the Elder Wand whispered. I can handle this flea with ease.

Harry was sorely tempted to give in. He knew Lockhart would be no match for the power of Death, and he was rapidly expending stamina just trying to keep up with the man. But there were too many resistance fighters in the vicinity – collateral damage that would be caught in the crossfire once Death was unleashed on the battlefield. He was still reluctant to have so much blood on his hands, despite knowing that it may be necessary to win the fight—

"Harry, on your right!" a friendly voice shouted. He turned to see Sirius and Remus jump into the fray, engaging with Lockhart to ease the pressure on Harry. Lockhart snarled with rage at the new arrivals, as he now found himself on the receiving end of three enemies, each fighting as hard as the last.

Now it was Lockhart on the back foot, desperately defending himself beneath the onslaught. All four fighters were fatigued, their spell-casting slowed and ponderous, throwing curses with as much might as they could muster. Harry continued to press forward, seeking the finishing blow, trying to slip one past Lockhart's frantic defenses—

But it was Remus who finally punched through. His Cutting Curse hit Lockhart in the neck, causing blood to coat his uniform; the man sputtered and grabbed at the wound, attempting to stem the bleeding. That opened him up to the follow-up from Harry and Sirius; their spells hit the man at the same time, causing him to topple backward, hitting the ground with a dull thud.

Harry turned back towards Tonks, who remained on one knee, catching her breath. "You alright?" he asked as he extended his hand toward her.

"I could've taken him," Tonks quipped, though she accepted his hand up. "Thanks, Harry."

"Any time," Harry asked. "Where's Cedric?"

"Took a Bludgeoning Curse to the back," Tonks grimaced. "He's alive, but only just. Pomfrey is transporting him to the Apparation point as we speak."

Harry could see the worry in her expression, glancing wistfully towards the castle even as the battle continued around them. She was distracted, and that would do her no good in this setting.

"Go," said Harry. "Get out of here. Go be with Cedric while he recovers."

"What?" Tonks scoffed. "But there's still a war to be won here!"

"You've done more than enough," said Harry. "And you'll need patching up too, once the adrenaline wears off."

He beckoned to her side, where Lockhart's Blasting Curse had grazed her. Tonks' uniform had partially burned away, exposing charred and mottled flesh that looked incredibly painful.

"Right, yeah," Tonks grimaced, tenderly poking at her exposed rib cage. "Suppose I should. Stay safe, eh, Potter?"

"You too," said Harry.

Tonks limped off towards the castle, as Harry turned to rejoin the fray. Sirius and Remus were now engaged in a vicious duel with two Death Eaters, who had stepped up into the void left behind by Lockhart. Their hoods had slipped, revealing themselves as Yaxley and Dolohov. Harry rushed forward to the aid of his two surrogate uncles.

But as he did so, he heard a loud, guttural roar, a moment before something streaked across the battlefield towards him. Harry was knocked askance, stumbling to one knee as Fenrir Greyback launched himself at him again. A powerful Shield Charm was barely able to contain the man, who was knocked sideways but recovered quickly, looking like a man possessed. He was no longer transformed thanks to the false moon, but he looked dangerous all the same, mouth bloody from a recent feast. Harry wondered if he was being augmented by some kind of stimulants, magical or otherwise.

Greyback snarled and leaped at Harry again with inhuman speed. But a spell caught him mid-air, sending him sprawling again. Harry turned to see Mark Davis approaching, fury in his eyes as he engaged his former attacker.

"You won't be hurting any more students tonight, Greyback," Mark said angrily. He began throwing more spells at the werewolf, who was forced to defend himself with his wand, still snarling angrily. Harry stepped forward to aid Mark in the assault.

"What's happening in the castle?" he asked as they took on Greyback together. "Are the students safe?"

"Yeah, they're all out," said Mark, as Harry sighed with relief. "We thought You-Know-Who's people might try to siege the castle, but nobody has bothered. Most of us have come out to rejoin the fight."

Harry saw more familiar faces now amidst the fighting: the Weasley twins, Ron, Hermione, and several other students that had stayed to fight. His heart soared to see them working so well together, even though he remained terrified that any number of them might meet a bloody end.

He redoubled his efforts, as he and Mark showed Greyback no mercy. The werewolf remained stubbornly upright for some time, and Harry suspected his skin had some kind of unnatural resistance to spellfire, as his defenses were sloppy at best. Finally, a Bludgeoning Charm sent the man sprawling to the ground, and Harry's summoned vines pinned him to the earth at last.

Harry summoned a thick silver spear to finish off the werewolf for good. "Please," said Mark. "Allow me."

Harry relented, allowing Mark to have his revenge. He took the spear in his hands, not even bothering with magic, and approaching Greyback with anger in his eyes. The werewolf stared ruefully back, refusing to beg, fury in his eyes.

Mark plunged the spear downwards into Greyback's chest. The werewolf lurched in agony, blood gurgling from his mouth as he writhed from the mortal wound. Finally he went still, as Mark's chest heaved from the effort, trembling at the sight of his fallen tormentor. Harry clapped the teen on the shoulder in solidarity.

There was no time to contemplate the kill, however. The fight raged on, as Harry and Mark were separated by attacks from different directions. Harry made his way back towards Sirius and Remus, relieved to see that both were still standing. Remus had overwhelmed his target, joining Sirius in the fight against Yaxley. Harry ran forward to join them.

But there was no need. Sirius caught Yaxley under the chin with a smoky black curse. The Death Eater fell to his knees, scrabbling at his throat as his skin began to turn a gruesome shade of puce. He eventually fell to the ground, twitching violently as the curse did its work, slowly throttling the life out of him.

"Black family specialty," Sirius said grimly. "My ancestors were right bastards, but they knew more ways to kill a bloke than most Dark Lords."

"Have you seen my parents?" asked Harry. "Or Fleur?"

"Fleur's with her father," said Remus, pointing nearby. The two Delacours were dueling back to back, a fearsome duo engaged in a delicate dance of death. None of their enemies seemed too eager to engage the two, and Harry felt hopeful that they would not come to harm any time soon.

"Your mother took a bad spill earlier," said Sirius. "She's alright though – broken ankle, we think. Last we saw, Pomfrey was struggling to keep her still while she tried to rejoin the fight."

"And my dad?"

"In the thick of it," said Remus, pointing towards the worst of the fighting. "We'd best go find him."

The three rushed forward into the fray, protecting one another as they searched for James. Harry recognized more and more of his friends and loved ones now, among both the living and the dead. His heart ached as he recognized more and more of the bodies littering the grounds: Angelina Johnson. John Dawlish. Terry Boot. Andromeda Black. The amount of senseless death was staggering, and it took all Harry had not to fall to his knees in despair.

Don't let their deaths be in vain, he told himself. They wouldn't want you to despair. Win this war for them.

It took several minutes for Harry, Sirius and Remus to locate James. When they did, he too was engaged in a savage battle with a Death Eater, lethal spells being fired in both directions. Harry realized at once that this was no average fighter his father was facing...the hooded man was trained in combat, lethal in his spell selection and accurate in both his defense and casting.

James fired a rapid salvo at his opponent, using his trademark Transfiguration combined with powerful curses to overpower his enemy. The Death Eater canceled the conjured attackers while spinning away from the worst of the curses, but one of them caught him in the cheek. The man grunted as his hood caught fire; he yanked it from his face, snarling as he faced his enemy once more. Several people gasped when they saw who it was.

Snape.

Harry could not understand it. Wasn't he on their side? Hadn't he assisted Harry and the resistance movement all along? Hadn't he given them the tools to wage this battle with more favorable conditions? Why was he now standing beside his old master and betraying the side of the Light?

James and Snape resumed their fight in earnest, neither man holding back. "No!" James roared, as Sirius rushed forward to help. "Back! Get back! He is mine!"

Snape also appeared to be yelling at a fellow Death Eater offering his assistance, who backed away meekly. And suddenly Harry understood. This was not a fight for the war, for good versus evil. This was a fight for Lily, between the two mortal enemies who loved her most. This was what Snape had wanted all along, the outcome he'd masterfully maneuvered himself into: the opportunity to draw his true target out of hiding, to remove the one obstacle keeping Lily from him. Not Harry, not Voldemort – James.

There was cold murder in Snape's eyes as he tried his hardest to kill the man that had gotten the better of him for the past three decades straight. James too looked furious, unleashing his anger at the man who had tried to steal his wife from him. They were equally matched; James was the better fighter, despite his years of rust since last serving as an Auror two years prior, while Snape had a more vast vocabulary of dark magic to draw from, keeping his enemy on his toes.

Harry watched on with mixed elation and terror as the two mortal enemies did their best to kill the other. The bout had attracted many eyes, the surrounding battle momentarily pausing to watch the two skilled wizards duke it out. Nobody dared intervene, either because they could not hope to keep up with the furious pace or they did not want to disrupt what was clearly an honor duel.

Harry was torn...should he step in and help his father? He knew James would be angry with him for it, would feel that his pride was wounded. But what if Harry didn't care? What if the only thing that mattered was his family's survival, the consequences be damned. He agonized over the decision, watching the two men trade blows, praying the worst would not happen.

But the decision was soon taken from his hands, as someone did step forward to join the fight. Lily, hobbling on a bandaged ankle, Shielding her husband from what would have been a deadly blow to the rib cage. She then began to fire curses of her own at Snape, joined soon after by James. He seemed surprised by the new arrival, but not nearly as surprised as his opponent.

"Lily...what are you doing?" Snape asked, aghast, as he fought to stave off the double attack.

"What I've always done, Severus," Lily said resolutely. "Defending my family."

My family. Harry saw something break behind Snape's eyes at her words. Perhaps he'd hoped otherwise, had plotted meticulously over the past two years to insert himself into Lily's life, to become someone she considered family. But he was wrong. Her heart belonged to James. Their bond truly was unbreakable. And Snape knew in that moment he had failed.

The fight went on for a minute more, but Harry sensed that Snape was just going through the motions. He was dueling on instinct now, purely on the defensive, moving mechanically and without purpose. And when his defenses failed – when Lily's immaculate charm work slipped past his shields and overwhelmed him – he did not seem surprised or angry. He simply fell to his knees, wand clattering to the ground, all the fight sucked out of him. Severus Snape had already been defeated – this was simply a formality.

James stalked forward, wand trained murderously on his foe. His lifelong enemy. And Harry saw the fury in his father's expression, a look he had never seen on him before. He had murder on the mind. And Snape knew it too.

"Go on, Potter," Snape muttered. It was said without malice, without fear – just quiet acceptance. "Put me out of my misery."

James' chest heaved as he trained his wand between Snape's eyes. And Harry truly wondered if his father would do it. If he would go against his own code of ethics and take the man's life. Nobody intervened, nobody protested...it would be completely justified in the throes of war. Even Lily looked away, giving her husband tacit approval to kill the man she had defended all these years. And yet, James hesitated.

Finally, he made up his mind. "This is for my children," James spat. And he slashed his wand viciously downward; Snape flinched, expecting the killing blow to come. Instead, the man groaned as his left arm was severed at the elbow, flopping to the ground, the Dark Mark fading to white upon his forearm. James followed it up with a Stunning Spell, causing the wide-eyed man to fall backwards to the ground, unconscious.

Everyone in the vicinity stared as James conjured a ribbon of cloth to tourniquet the bleeding. Then he looked up and noticed everybody was looking at him. "What are you lot staring at?" he demanded. "Do we still have a battle to fight, or what?"

That broke everyone out of their temporary stupor. The group dispersed, re-engaging nearby enemies and clearing out the courtyard. Harry met James' eyeline and gave him a brief nod of support. James merely shrugged and beckoned him forward, back into the fray. So father and son charged forward, side by side, to finish the war together.

Harry and James were a formidable duo, carving a devastating path of destruction through the battlefield. Lily, Sirius and Remus covered their flanks, ensuring that neither would fall to surprise attacks from the peripheries. Fleur and her father joined in as well, forming an impenetrable bubble around the two men as they cut down enemies left and right. And for perhaps the first time in this timeline, Harry felt that he was right where he was meant to be. Fighting the good fight with his family by his side, protecting them as they protected him in kind. Everything he'd done in both of his timelines had led him to this moment – a vessel of war, fighting for the people he cared about most.

Harry did not know where Voldemort was, but he could sense they were drawing closer, as the Death Eaters and other dark loyalists began to consolidate towards the northwest. There were no strategic landmarks drawing them there, yet they all seemed to gravitate towards something – or someone – in that direction. No words needed to be exchanged between him and James. They pushed onward, mowing down everyone in their path as they approached the heart of the battle. The Potters never backed down from the tough battles, and their toughest challenge yet lay ahead of them, but neither hesitated for a second to confront it.

Finally, they saw him. Voldemort, smiting his foes left and right at the center of the fray – a furious buzz-saw of death. Resistance fighters were scrambling over one another to get away from the zone of death, as anything that got within twenty feet of the Dark Lord was annihilated in short order. Only a few were brave enough to fight back, and their lives were summarily snuffed out.

But Voldemort's forces were waning. Only a few Death Eaters remained alive, and Harry could see them on the edges of the battle, reduced to lifeless husks as Voldemort drained the last of their magic for himself through the Dark Marks. A few hundred dark loyalists remained, but many were surrendering, realizing they were outnumbered and on the losing side of the battle. That number only increased as Harry and James reached the heart of the battle, rallying the other resistance members to redouble their efforts and overwhelm the enemy.

None of that mattered anymore. The only thing that counted was Voldemort himself. If he escaped, he could retreat to nurse his wounds and rebuild another army from scratch. Perhaps create another horcrux or two. The only way this war would end for good was with his death. So Harry and James continued onward, knowing there would be no terms of surrender. This was a battle to the death.

Voldemort finally saw the two Potters approaching, a manic smile crossing his features. "I wondered when you two would arrive," he sneered, as he simultaneously unleashed a blast of dark energy that killed a dozen resistance fighters in an instant. "The foolish Potter men, come to die at last." He fired another blast of energy at the two approaching fighters, but Harry and James thrust their wands forward at once, deflecting the blast into the night sky, careening away with an eerie screeching sound.

The battle seemed to come to a dead stop as everyone realized what was happening. The two primary forces of the battle had arrived to settle things once and for all. A ring of onlookers formed as Voldemort squared off on one side of the grounds with Harry and James on the other.

"Two against one?" Voldemort sneered as he sized the two men up. "Hardly a fair fight...for you."

"As if you've ever played fair, Tom," James laughed humorlessly. Voldemort's smile evaporated at the use of his real name, morphing into a vicious snarl.

"Very well, then," Voldemort spat. "I should have killed you both long ago. Now, all will understand that nobody is powerful enough to match the power of Lord Voldemort."

He struck without warning, unleashing devastating curses at Harry and James. The duo split apart at the same time, rolling away from the torrent of dark energy and returning fire in turn. Voldemort actually laughed as he effortlessly defended himself from the split attack and continued to fire deadly curses at his two foes. Like Harry, he too was in his element, demonstrating his immense power before a captive audience.

Harry and James each delved into their own specialties in an attempt to overwhelm Voldemort with a variety of attacks. James demonstrated his transfiguration mastery by harnessing the elements around them, sending beasts of rock and dirt at the Dark Lord while warping the air and moisture around them to disorient him. Harry was a blur of motion, using agility and speed in an attempt to catch Voldemort off-guard. But Voldemort effortlessly evaded it all, dodging and spinning away from the worst of Harry's assault while turning James' own creations against him, forcing him to end the animations.

"Is this truly the best Britain has to offer against me?" Voldemort taunted. "A schoolboy and a washed-up Auror?"

Harry and James regrouped, each panting hard as the duel fell into a lull. Harry knew that he was capable of more, could unleash a far more devastating attack against Voldemort if he gave himself over to the Elder Wand. He could hear it whispering to him now, begging for a change to be unchained. But he could not do so with his father in such close proximity. The Deathstick did not distinguish between friend and foe, and would pose just as much of a danger to James as it did to Harry's intended target.

The fight resumed in earnest, this time with Voldemort on the offensive. Harry and James became a blur of synchronized motion, defending one another from the deadly onslaught. James took on the brunt of the defense, his Shields valiantly holding up against the minor curses, while the Elder Wand took care of the more devastating magic that neither man recognized. Harry knew without a shadow of a doubt that without the arcane knowledge of the centuries-old wand, they both would have been felled by now.

And he also knew that Voldemort was the superior wizard in every way. It did not matter how many blood rituals Harry had undergone. It did not matter if James had been at his peak performance after years away from his Auror training. Tom Riddle had gone farther than any wizard before him to strengthen himself beyond any reasonable human level.

Harry and James were out of their depth. And it was only a matter of time before one of them made a mistake.

Harry was too slow to raise his Shield when a surprise counter-attack came from Voldemort. James reacted in time, blocking the Blood-Boiling Curse that would have hit Harry in the chest. But it left him exposed to a follow-up; a moment later, James grunted in pain as a silent Cutting Curse hit him in the thigh, splitting him open to the bone and causing thick red blood to gush down his leg.

But James did not go down. He valiantly remained upright, continuing to aid Harry in the defense. But now it was Harry forced to take up the brunt of the Shielding as James' strength quickly waned. Harry did not know how severe the injury was, but he could feel his father fading fast, unable to stay in the fight for long. And Voldemort sensed his weakness, a gleam of triumph on his face as he pressed in for the kill, like a shark smelling blood in the water.

With a roar of effort, Voldemort unleashed a powerful Blasting Curse directly at Harry. He gritted his teeth and summoned the strongest Shield he could to absorb the blast. It held, but only just; the curse collided with his shield with a deafening BANG as Harry was forced five feet back from the impact. And James, too weak to brace himself, was knocked askance, flying sideways to the grass. Alone. Defenseless…

The jet of green light was in flight before Harry even registered it. He watched with horror as the Killing Curse rocketed across the battlefield to claim his father. He felt like he was moving in slow motion as he whipped around to try and deflect the curse from afar. But he was too late. James was too far away, unable to raise his wand in time as Death rushed forward to greet him—

At the last possible moment, James was yanked backwards, the Killing Curse splashing into the ground where he'd just been. He flew haphazardly through the air, and was caught awkwardly by Sirius, Remus and Lily, who had reacted just in time to save his life. James tried to get up and rejoin the duel, but he was in no further state to fight. He was forced to sink to the ground as Dahlia rushed forward to tend to his wounds, officially out of the battle.

And now Harry stood alone. He turned to face Voldemort again, steeling himself as the Dark Lord roared with laughter. "Your father can't protect you any longer, young Harry!" Voldemort sneered. "I gave you the chance to join me and become more powerful than you can imagine. Now, you will die."

"Not today, Tom," Harry said coolly. "One of us will die tonight, and it won't be me."

"You think you can stand against me?" Voldemort laughed. "A mere child, against the most powerful wizard in history?"

"You're forgetting about this," said Harry, twiddling the Elder Wand in his hand. "I have the Elder Wand. I have the power of Death at my beck and call."

Harry could see the hungry gleam in Voldemort's eyes, the undisguised desire for the powerful object, but it disappeared behind his cool demeanor in a flash.

"The Wand is not infallible, Harry," Voldemort sneered. "It could not save Gellert Grindelwald from defeat at the hands of Dumbledore. And it will not save you from me."

"I guess we'll find out," Harry shrugged. And he lowered himself into a fighting stance, preparing for the fight of his life. A ghost of a smile tugged at Voldemort's lips as he, too, readied himself for battle.

Time to show me what you're capable of, Harry told the Wand in his hand.

I thought you'd never ask, the Wand whispered triumphantly, as Harry felt its cold, invasive magic wash over him for what he hoped would be the last time.

Voldemort struck without warning, throwing powerful curses his opponent's way. The Elder Wand flashed through the night, meeting power with power and blocking Voldemort's assault with ease. The violent crashing of magic between them was overwhelming, causing all onlookers to back away several feet to avoid being caught in the crossfire.

There was a lull in the Dark Lord's offensive, and Harry calmly began his counter-attack. He became a blur, combining his own strength and dexterity with the centuries of knowledge and experience the Wand gave him. Voldemort seemed shocked by the breadth of Harry's arsenal, forced to alternate between Shielding and dodging his attacks. Even he seemed to not recognize some of the arcane magic being thrown his way, looking more uncertain and overly-cautious than Harry could ever remember him being.

For the first time in either lifetime, Harry felt that he had the upper hand. Voldemort was tiring, his frequent explosions of rage and power finally taking its toll. Harry had youth and stamina on his side, while for all of Voldemort's rituals and dark sacrifices, he was still an old man. Harry kept him on the back foot, not ceding any ground. He was done with hiding his true potential, done with hiding in the shadows. He had come to fulfill his destiny, to claim what was rightfully his.

Voldemort backed away from the furious assault, panting hard and sweating profusely. He pressed his forefinger to his Dark Mark, presumably to draw more power from his followers, but there was none to be taken. All of his Marked followers had either been killed or amputated. His reserves were spent. Lord Voldemort had no more followers to exploit, no more horcruxes to save him. He was completely alone.

Harry knew the end was nigh. Voldemort's face was scrunched up in an expression of utmost fury, as he realized he was well and truly cornered. The Dark Lord eyed him with utter hatred, stalking forward with terrible purpose. Harry prepared himself for one last assault, knowing Voldemort was not going to go down without a fierce fight.

They continued trading blows, with each spell cast powerful enough to reduce entire city blocks to rubble. The onlookers were terrified, forced to look on helplessly, unable to comprehend much less counteract such violent magic. It was the final stand of the most powerful dark wizard who ever lived, being matched blow for blow by the embodiment of Death, channeled through a teenage boy who would not be denied. This was his moment. Harry Potter would not fail. He'd lived multiple lives to get to this moment, and nothing would stand in between him and victory.

Voldemort knew the battle was lost. His rage burned bright and fierce, but it was dwindling fast, his reserves spent in this last-ditch effort to overwhelm his opponent. The man looked more human now than he ever had, his skin wrinkled and pallid, his body drooping and frail. Harry stood strong, his own strength waning, but his iron-clad resolve refusing to give in. Just a bit longer, and his enemy would tire, and he could deliver the finishing blow…

With a mighty roar, Voldemort canceled his offensive and swiped his wand angrily upwards. Harry readied himself for the next blow, but it never came. He paused, confused...had Voldemort missed his attack? Was this some kind of fake-out to rattle his nerves?

But then, as the crowd began to murmur around him, Harry understood. Energy was building in the air above them, forming into a deadly maelstrom of magic, waiting to be unleashed. But where? Voldemort sneered at Harry, before swiping his wand downwards, sending the terrible vortex of power screaming downwards. But not at Harry. At his family, standing together behind him.

Harry spun around. James was still on the ground, being tended to by Lily and Dahlia; Sirius, Remus, Fleur and Damian looked skyward, seeing the doom careening towards them. They raised their wands, but it would not be in time. They did not have the combined power to stop such an attack. Harry watched in dismay as Voldemort's spiteful beam of death rushed down to strike down everyone he ever loved.

Harry couldn't let that happen. He wouldn't.

With a great roar of effort, he jabbed the Elder Wand towards the oncoming magic and fired a blast of his own. The raw magic collided just ten feet over the heads of the crowd, causing a colossal explosion. Bodies went flying, as those who were unable to defend themselves were pulverized and scattered across the grounds. Only those who managed to raise Shields survived – Harry's heart leapt as he saw that the combined efforts of Fleur, Sirius and Remus had protected his family from the worst of it.

But his elation was short-lived. His back was now turned towards the enemy, and Voldemort took advantage. Harry felt the spell coming and tried to roll away from it, but the savage Cutting Curse caught him in the legs, severing them just below the knees. He screamed in pain, dropping his wand as he fell to the ground, clutching his bloodied stumps in agony.

Through the haze of immense pain, only one coherent thought pierced his brain: I have to get back to the Elder Wand. Harry crawled blindly in the direction he thought it had landed, ignoring the horrified screams of the onlookers. He could not give up. He had to get the Wand back. Had to finish Voldemort off, before—

Then, he felt Voldemort's heel crunch down on his outstretched wrist, pinning it to the earth. He saw the Elder Wand flick out of the mud and into his enemy's hand, as Voldemort stood over his fallen foe.

"So predictable," Voldemort spat. "So weak. I told you all along that your allegiance to family would be your downfall. You could have struck me down and won the war. Instead, you foolishly chose to save them instead of yourself."

Voldemort kicked Harry roughly in the side so that he was on his back, staring up at him. Harry could only glare up at his conqueror, unable to move. The Dark Lord aimed his wand directly between Harry's eyes, not repeating the same mistake Grindelwald had. There would be no monologuing. No gloating. Only the cold finality of Death remained.

"Goodbye, Harry Potter," Voldemort snarled.

Harry could not bear to look. He turned his head to gaze out across the silent crowd, eventually settling on his family. They were the last thing he wanted to see before he met his end. James and Lily, staring at their son with haunted expressions. Dahlia, beside herself with tears, clinging to Sirius and Remus for support. Damian, bloodied and bruised from the battle, looking drained of the will to live on. And Fleur, looking absolutely shattered, sharing his sense of loss and absolute defeat.

I'm sorry, he silently pleaded with them. I wasn't strong enough. I failed.

This was the end. There was nothing more he could do. The war was lost.

Harry Potter closed his eyes as Voldemort shrieked the dreaded two words. His vision filled with green light, and then there was nothing.
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Darkness.

Harry blinked, but it did nothing to clear away the oppressive black void all around him. Did he have eyes anymore? Was he even conscious? Or was this truly the end? Eternal emptiness – nothing to fear, nothing to perceive?

But Harry instinctively knew this couldn't be the case. It felt too surreal, too familiar to be true death. He drifted forward, feeling as if he'd been here once before. In another life. In another body. Another time…

Sure enough, the darkness slowly receded as he emerged onto a bright station platform of purest white. King's Cross, Harry thought glumly. The place between life and death. He'd come here seven years before, after passing through the Veil, chasing after Sirius. Only this time, he didn't think he'd be getting any second chances. He'd taken his one lifeline from Death and squandered it.

He did not bother exploring the space this time. He merely sat on a bench and waited for his train to arrive. Perhaps his family would be joining him here shortly. It gave him some small consolation, knowing that at least they could be together here—

"Harry?"

He looked up. He was not alone in this place. To his surprise, Neville Longbottom strode across the platform towards him, eyes wide. He looked exactly the same as he had in life, only there was no lightning-bolt scar on his forehead, which was blemish-free.

"Neville?" said Harry, standing to greet the boy. "What are you doing here?"

"I was gonna ask you the same thing," Neville grimaced, looking around the space. "I heard Voldemort say the Killing Curse, saw the flash of green light, and the next thing I knew I woke up here. With that thing."

Neville pointed towards a nearby bench, and Harry instinctively recoiled. There was a shriveled, baby-like figure curled beneath the bench, looking similar to the infant form Voldemort had taken on in their fourth year. He felt the Dark magic radiating off of the thing, and knew it must be the fragment of Voldemort's soul that had resided in Neville's scar, now sent to the other side with them.

"But...but why are you here?" Neville went on. "Did you get him? Did you manage to kill Voldemort after I died with the horcrux?"

"No," Harry sighed despondently, returning to his seat. "I lost. He got the upper hand on me, then he killed me too."

"Bloody hell," Neville sighed, sitting beside Harry on the bench. "I suppose our fates really were linked all along, weren't they?"

"They sure were," Harry chuckled hollowly. "The prophecy turned out to be true after all: neither of us could live while Voldemort survives."

"You wizards and your foolish prophecies are so predictable."

The unfamiliar voice caused Neville to leap upright in alarm. But Harry recognized the figure at once: Death, striding down the platform towards them, smiling cryptically at them.

"Who are you?" Neville demanded shakily. "Identify yourself!"

"I am Death," the figure explained calmly. "You are here, in this liminal space between the living and the dead, before passing on to the other side. It has been quite the busy evening for me, but I needed to speak with you both before we go our separate ways once more."

"Save it," Harry groaned. "I already know the drill. Just do whatever you're going to do, then let us move on and be at peace."

"Wait…" Neville muttered, glancing from Death to Harry. "You two know each other?"

"You could say that," Harry laughed hollowly. "This tosser sent me into your reality after I died the first time."

"My reality?" Neville repeated, confused. "You died already…? Wait, does that mean you're—?"

"A time traveler, yeah," said Harry, causing Neville's eyes to go wide. "I'm no Seer, Nev. I have no special abilities. I'm just a moron who's lived all of this before."

"On the contrary, Harry Potter," said Death. "You may not be a Seer, but you are special. You have many exceptional qualities, but one in particular that drew my interest in you, in your last timeline, and compelled me to make you an enticing offer."

"Let me guess," Harry said dryly. "Love? Is my special talent that I'm just so damned good at loving? I have a couple ex-girlfriends that would heartily disagree."

"You do have a remarkable capacity to love," Death conceded. "Your compassion for your family, and even those whom you disagree with, has given you a strong moral compass to guide you. But that is not what makes you special. It is your tenacity, your unflappable perseverance that sets you above the rest."

"Again, I have several professors that would disagree with that assessment," Harry scoffed. "I usually finished behind Hermione in class because I couldn't be arsed to do my homework."

"And yet, when faced with insurmountable odds that would break most men, you succeeded," said Death. "You hunted down and destroyed each and every one of Tom Riddle's horcruxes. You did what even Albus Dumbledore failed to do, with his one hundred-plus years of life, and you did it in only seven."

"But I failed," Harry said glumly. "I didn't get the most important soul fragment. Voldemort still lives, and now I'm stuck here."

"Says who?" Death demanded. "I decide who comes and goes from this place. I am the final arbiter of who passes to the other side, not Tom Riddle. And I am not finished with you yet, Harry Potter."

Harry blinked in confusion. "You can send me back?" he asked. "So the Deathly Hallows can make you immortal? I really am the Master of Death?"

"I have no Master," scoffed Death, looking affronted by the very idea. "Such is the notion of fairy tales and myth. I gifted my Hallows to the Peverell brothers as mere tokens of my power, nothing more. They confer no ability to evade my grasp, even when unified."

So we were right all along, then, Harry thought glumly. There WAS no way to save Neville. But it still didn't answer the most pressing question.

"Then how?" he asked. "How could you send me back, if I am not immortal?"

"Because you are my Emissary, Harry Potter," said Death. "I chose you to fulfill a specific task in this world, and your mission is not yet complete. As long as your body continues to function, I can send you back as often as I like, until you deliver Tom Riddle's soul to me."

That answer only served to confuse Harry even more. "Hang on," he muttered. "That's not what you told me the last time we met. You said you sent me here as a reward, to enjoy a new life with my family, free of the burden of Voldemort—"

"I lied, Harry Potter," Death sneered at him. "I knew that you could not keep yourself from doing what needed to be done. Tom Riddle remained at large, and you stepped up to meet his threat head-on, just like I knew you would. I had to entice you to come here, knowing that once you arrived, you would dedicate yourself to the task of delivering me my most coveted prize."

"So then...you tricked me," Harry muttered. "You had no intention of letting me live a peaceful life. You wanted me to wage war against Voldemort, because you couldn't do it myself."

"Precisely," said Death. "There exist many different timelines in which Tom Riddle eluded my grasp by rendering himself immortal. In all those alternate universes, Tom Riddle performed unspeakable acts upon his soul to hide from me. And in each case, someone was there to stop him. Well, except for a couple exceptions."

"Exceptions?"

"The variables in each universe are slightly different. In this one, for instance, Neville Longbottom was the Boy Who Lived, rather than yourself. And for as pure of heart as Neville is, he was too meek and mild-mannered to take on Tom Riddle himself. Not alone, anyway, and not with this version of Albus Dumbledore to guide him."

Neville looked somewhat abashed by this description of himself. But Harry couldn't spare the boy's feelings right now – he needed answers.

"What was wrong with this version of Dumbledore?" Harry asked.

"He was far too obsessed with collecting my Hallows," said Death. "He never learned the lesson from his youth, that I cannot be tricked or avoided. He was blinded to the true nature of the horcruxes in his own quest to secure immortality. The conditions were therefore just right for Tom Riddle to slip through my fingers. Which is why I brought you here, to tip the scales back in my favor."

"So I'm just a puppet, then," Harry deduced. "Sent to do your bidding in whatever timeline you need me."

"I gave you a tremendous gift, didn't I?" said Death. "I did not lie when I said you would get to experience a life of love with a family who adores you. The last seven years you experienced here were far more joyous than the sixteen you spent in your last body, were they not? Not many can say they got to experience life a second time, but you are my Emissary, and the rules do not apply to you the same."

Harry supposed he couldn't argue with that. He felt far happier with his life than he ever had in his original timeline, even though he had lost. But he still felt used, like Death had manipulated and exploited him by dangling the one thing he always wanted in front of him. And like a dutiful pack mule, he had reached for it.

"I suppose it doesn't really matter anymore," Harry sighed glumly. "Even if you send me back, it's over. Voldemort beat me. I have no legs, and he took the Elder Wand from me. If I couldn't beat him before, I don't see how I'll manage now."

"I'm certain you will find a way," Death smiled. "As I said before, it is your tenacity that sets you apart. You always find a way to accomplish the impossible, even if it takes you several tries to get it right. You are the unstoppable force destined to unseat the immovable object, and I will send you back as many times as it takes to finish Tom Riddle for good."

Harry considered this grim reality. He could go back to his body, lying broken and defeated at Voldemort's feet, as many times as he wanted. The Battle of Hogwarts was lost, but both he and Voldemort would live to fight another day. Harry would be forced to recover from his wounds, his army defeated, his family slaughtered, and hunt down Voldemort anew. Only this time, the odds would be even more stacked against him, and it could take him years, if not decades, to find a way to beat him.

Dying sounds far preferable, Harry thought. I could just move on and join my family on the other side. That doesn't sound so bad.

But deep down, Harry knew he couldn't abide by that. Just as with his last timeline, he had unresolved business to attend to. He could not live with himself knowing that he twice failed in his goal and died unfulfilled. He had to see this thing through to the end. He had to defeat Voldemort, no matter how many tries it took. Though he hated to admit it, Death was right: he was no quitter, and even if it made him predictable, he would keep going until he eventually succeeded.

"Fine," said Harry, getting to his feet at last beside Neville. "Send us back. I'm ready."

"I'm afraid only one of you will be returning, Harry Potter," said Death. "You are my Emissary, but Neville Longbottom holds no such claim to life. He will be coming with me to the afterlife, once the soul fragment he brought with him is disposed of."

"But...you told me it was possible last time," Harry frowned, thinking back to his last interaction with Death. "Neville had two souls in one body. And his body is still intact. That means he can go back to it, can't he?"

"As I said, Harry, I was not entirely truthful with you the last time," said Death. "I did not send you here out of kindness...it was to fulfill a specific purpose. Neville serves no purpose to me. He will not be permitted to join you on your mission."

"But that's not fair," Harry muttered. "He was the one that was supposed to live...this whole time I've been looking for ways to bring him back, not myself…"

"There was nothing you or Albus Dumbledore could have done to save him," Death said matter-of-factly. "He was marked for death as a baby, and his fate was unavoidable."

"Harry, it's okay," Neville muttered beside him. "You don't have to argue on my behalf. I can move on."

"We have little time to waste, Harry Potter," said Death impatiently. "You must return to the land of the living to complete your mission."

"Will you stop calling it a mission?" Harry snapped irritably. "I don't remember agreeing to one. I'm doing this for myself and my family, not for you."

"Your motivations matter not to me," Death chuckled. "Not so long as I get what I desire in the end."

"So you're just going to take credit for what I accomplished?" Harry said hotly. "I'm the one who destroyed all the horcruxes, not you! You needed me, not the other way around!"

"You're welcome to believe that," Death smiled. "But tell me this: imagine I sent you to another alternate universe right now. You find yourself in another instance of your body, in another reality where Voldemort threatens to rise to power once more. What would you do?"

Harry understood what Death was getting at. He wanted to argue the point, but knew it was futile. "I would do everything in my power to stop him," he sighed resignedly.

"And that is why you are my Emissary, Harry Potter," said Death. "Your very essence prevents you from allowing an abomination like Voldemort to exist. You are the necessary counter-weight to maintain the delicate balance between life and death – acting out my will in the land of the living, where I have no agency myself."

"So you do need me, then," Harry deduced. "And what if I refuse your offer this time? I won't go to any more alternate universes. I'm done acting on your behalf. I want to move on."

"Is that so?" Death smiled. "You have no one waiting for you on the other side, Harry Potter. Your family carries on without you now. You will be forced to watch from afar as they grieve for you. Your parents will be forced to bury their own child. Your sister will forever be missing a part of herself. Would you leave them to suffer such a fate?"

"Stop manipulating me!" Harry bellowed. "You are not my master, any more than I am yours. You don't get to dictate my future for me. I will decide what I do, not you."

"Let us do away with such foolish notions as free will, Harry Potter," Death scoffed. "A man can want what he wills, but he cannot will what he wills. We both know what you will choose, because there was never any other choice. Your conscience would not allow it. So say your goodbyes, and let us proceed with the mission you were always destined to follow."

As Death spoke, there was a rush of imaginary wind as a train pulled into the station. Its compartment doors opened, revealing a bright white light within. The train to return to life. Harry stared at it uncertainly, not wanting to leave Neville behind.

"Go on then, Harry," said Neville gently. "Give 'em hell. I'll be watching from the other side."

Harry turned to Neville. "What about you?" he asked. "Don't you want to live?"

"Doesn't matter, does it?" Neville shrugged. "You heard Death...I was always meant to die. I can go be with my parents now."

Harry studied Neville expression. The boy was putting on a show of calm, of quiet acceptance, but his eyes told a different story. He looked profoundly sad, staring at the train of light, at the promise of a future he'd always wanted. An adulthood free of pain. A family of his own. A life free of Voldemort.

"Be honest with me, Nev," said Harry. "Did you really want to die?"

Neville hesitated before answering. He may be putting on a brave face, but Harry suspected the truth. His bravado was slipping, and Harry knew what the answer would be before it came.

"No," Neville admitted. "I thought I would have more time."

Figured as much, Harry thought grimly. Like Harry, Neville would always feel unfulfilled, having been denied a chance to live his own life, free of the manipulations of others. It truly was unfair, to be marked for death at such a young age. And Death was inflexible, it seemed, except when it came to his Emissary.

That gave Harry an idea. Let's see how badly Death really does need me, then.

Rather than head for the train, Harry returned to bench and sat back down, staring defiantly up at Death. "I'm not going," he said flatly. "Not unless Neville can come back too."

Death narrowed its eyes at him. "Of course you are," he said. "You have unfinished business in the land of the living."

"I think I'll let some other bloke handle it," Harry said, yawning and stretching exaggeratedly. "When does the next train come in? I think I'll get on it with Neville and check out this 'afterlife' everyone's been raving about."

"I cannot send Neville back," said Death. "It is impossible."

"Yeah, well, achieving the impossible is kinda my specialty," Harry smirked. "It's why you chose me to begin with, isn't it?"

"You cannot bargain with me, Harry Potter," Death said hotly.

"I beg to differ," said Harry. "Because from the looks of things, if I don't get on that fancy train of yours, Tom Riddle will forever elude your grasp. It would seem that I hold all the cards in this scenario, don't you think?"

Death studied Harry for a moment, as though struggling to comprehend what was happening. "You are my Emissary," it repeated. "You will complete the task of retrieving Tom Riddle's soul for me—"

"I've decided I won't, actually," Harry said firmly. "I'm going to stay right here." And for good measure, he crossed his legs beneath him, acting nonchalant about his fate.

"I will not allow you to move on," said Death. "You will be stuck here, in limbo, forever."

"Fine by me," Harry shrugged. "It's nice here. Clean. Peaceful. There are worse ways to spend eternity."

Death was clearly getting frustrated now. It was not getting the answer he wanted, and as Harry had hoped, it did not seem to have the power to force Harry to do anything.

"You would resign yourself to defeat?" Death demanded. "In order to spite me?"

"That's right," Harry nodded. "And your 'most coveted prize' will never be yours."

"You would doom this world to the clutches of Voldemort forever," Death pointed out. "Can you live with that on your conscience?"

"It's not my world though, is it?" Harry shrugged. "And it seems like you're more bothered about it than I am. Must suck knowing that Tom Riddle actually found a way to beat you...maybe he was the true 'Master of Death' all along."

"This is how you would repay me, Harry Potter?" Death said angrily. "For giving you the life you always wanted?"

"Let's not mince words with one another any longer," Harry spat. "You didn't do it out of the goodness of your heart. You did it because you knew I would be motivated to protect them. You knew how desperate I was for affection, and that I'd do anything to keep them safe. You used me, and I'm done being used."

"Your family would suffer immensely in your absence—" Death tried to reason with him.

"Briefly, perhaps," Harry shrugged. "But soon enough they'll be at peace on the other side, while you continue to watch helplessly as Tom Riddle's soul eludes you forever."

"You cannot do this, Harry Potter!" Death roared, and the figure took on a monstrous form, towering over Harry menacingly as Neville dove for cover. "This is not how your service was meant to end!"

"Too bad," Harry shrugged. "Either Neville and I get on that train together, or neither of us does."

He did not fear Death one bit, not any more. There was nothing Death could do to him now, nothing he could take away. Harry had the power now, and he intended to use it.

Death regarded him for a long while, working through this new conundrum. Harry knew that he must have struck a nerve, as Death seemed truly at a loss, unable to accept that someone would willingly accept their own demise. Maybe that's what true mastery of death is, Harry thought to himself. The ability to accept your own demise rather than run from it.

It was a long while before Death addressed him again. The figure paced angrily to and fro across the platform, trying to find a way to force Harry to do its bidding again, but it clearly could not find one. Eventually Death rounded on Harry once more, looking furious but begrudgingly compliant.

"Very well, then, Harry Potter," Death sighed. "I will grant you what you wish. However, in exchange, I have a condition of my own."

"What kind of condition?" Harry asked.

"Once your mission is complete, I will permit you to live out the rest of your natural life," said Death. "But when you expire, you will owe me another service."

Harry's stomach dropped. "What kind of service?" he asked nervously.

"There are yet more universes in which Tom Riddle evades my grasp," said Death. "As with this one, the conditions are not quite right for his defeat, and they require a more direct intervention to untether him from the land of the living."

"I would have to do this all over again?" Harry groaned. "Start over from scratch and figure out how to defeat him?"

"Yes," said Death. "And I cannot promise the conditions will be advantageous this time. Your family may not be alive, and your journey may be far more difficult. This version of Tom Riddle may have even found alternate means of immortality besides horcruxes, and you will have to discover for yourself how he did it."

"What about my friends and loved ones in this life?" Harry asked. "What will happen to them?"

"They will eventually pass over when their time comes," said Death. "But you will not be allowed to cross over to the other side with them. You will be sent on to the next life to complete your service once more."

Harry considered this. It was a steep price to pay on someone else's behalf. Was it worth saving Neville's life, if it meant he would be unable to see his family again after death? If he would have to potentially suffer once more, and spend another lifetime fighting Voldemort? He was of half a mind to refuse, to simply let Neville pass on and be with his loved ones again. Surely he would understand, wouldn't he?

But Harry's conscience simply wouldn't allow him to do so. Neville deserved the choice to live. He'd never been given a proper chance to, having been destined to die young and alone since before he was even born. How was it fair that Harry got a second chance at a loving family and Neville didn't? He should be the one to thrive and be happy. Harry could shoulder the burden for him. It's what he was accustomed to by now.

"I'll do it," he told Death firmly. "I'll complete one more lifetime of service. Then I'm done forever."

Death smiled at him, as though knowing once more what he would choose ahead of time. "Then let us not waste any more time," said Death. "Lord Voldemort awaits...I suggest you make this next life count."

"I will," Harry said resolutely. "Ready to go, Nev?"

Neville walked forward in a daze, staring at Harry in disbelief. "I...I don't understand," he stammered. "Why would you do that for me?"

"Because I made someone a promise," Harry smiled. "And I intend to keep it."

He thought of Dahlia, back in the land of the living, who had asked him to return Neville safely to her. And he thought of Fleur, to whom he had also made a promise to return. Who was to say he couldn't achieve both? He always did have a knack for doing the impossible.

Harry and Neville walked across the platform towards the waiting train, and stepped into the carriage together. The train lurched into motion, pulling out of the station at last.

"Good luck, my Emissary," Death called after them. Harry ignored the voice as the train doors slid shut. He closed his eyes, steeling himself for what was to come as he was whisked off into a swirling mist of blinding light…

Pain.

Harry had to bite his tongue to avoid screaming out in pure agony. He'd forgotten just how painful the land of the living could be, compared to the blissful serenity of purgatory. And right now, he was in about as much pain as one could be, with two bleeding stumps for legs and an entire battle's worth of bruises and scars littering his body.

Then there was the emotional pain. He heard the horrible screams of his family – his parents, his sister, his uncles, his cousin, and his partner, all wailing at the sight of Harry dead on the ground. The sounds of lamentation pierced his heart and threatened to overwhelm him. He wanted to reach out and ease their suffering, to let them know he was okay.

But he couldn't right now. Not with a maniac Dark Lord standing over him, gloating in his victory. Harry cracked his eyes open just enough to see Voldemort standing over him, twiddling the Elder Wand between his fingers. He could do nothing but play dead and avoid drawing Voldemort's notice.

"And now, this war is truly mine!" Voldemort sneered, arms outstretched in challenge to the remnants of the resistance army around him. "Who else dares to stand against me? I, who is more powerful than any alive, and now has the most powerful wand in existence at my command?"

Nobody dared speak. The crowd was afraid – they knew they had lost. After the fearsome display they'd seen between Voldemort and Harry, none believed they could ever stand a chance.

"You have all fought admirably," Voldemort said, though he sounded reluctant to admit it in his current state of anger. "The wizarding world will need strong witches and wizards like you to rebuild from the ashes of tonight. And if you pledge yourself to me peacefully, I will forgive your past transgressions and allow you to live."

"We'll never bow to you!" Hermione screamed hoarsely.

"Silence, foolish girl!" Voldemort snapped. He raised his wand to strike her down; as if by instinct, Harry's wrist flicked upward to defend her, even though he had no weapon. Hermione ducked as Voldemort's curse sailed just over her head, missing her by inches.

"The next person who speaks will not be so lucky," Voldemort seethed. "Now, bow to your better, if you know what is good for you. Bend the knee to your conqueror, Britain, or suffer my wrath."

Slowly, the survivors of the resistance began to bow. They each dropped to a knee, some more reluctantly than others. The foreigners were the first to do so, just wanting to return home in peace; the Brits were slower to swallow their pride, but one by one they did so, lowering their head towards Voldemort in fear. It was eerily similar to the scene Harry had seen in the Mirror of Erised, only instead of standing over them all, Harry was crumpled in a heap before them, his vanquisher soaking in the praise in his stead.

"Good, very good!" Voldemort laughed. "Of course, not all of you will be permitted to live. Some among your number must suffer the consequences of their repeated failures to listen to reason. Starting with you, Mr. Potter."

Voldemort snapped the Elder Wand, and James Potter was dragged out into the open, grunting in pain as he clutched his injured leg. "Haven't you taken enough from my family tonight?" James spat bitterly.

"Your family has been a thorn in my side from the very beginning, Mr. Potter," Voldemort spat. "I gave you ample opportunities to prove your loyalty to me, but still you resisted me. You must be punished for your insubordination."

"I don't fear death," James spat. "Go ahead and finish me off, Tom. I'll be laughing at you from the grave, reunited with my son once more."

"You will be with your son shortly, Mr. Potter," Voldemort sneered. "But that would not be sufficient punishment for you, would it? First, I am going to force you to watch as the person you care about most is slaughtered."

Harry heard a high-pitched scream as somebody else was dragged out into the open. He chanced another peek through his eyelids, stomach lurching as he saw Voldemort clutching Dahlia by the hair, struggling and kicking to get free to no avail.

"Don't hurt her!" James shouted hoarsely. "She's done nothing wrong!"

"No, she hasn't," Voldemort admitted. "Her only sin is being loved by you. And as I have just proven to your son, love is a curse, Mr. Potter. She will suffer because it will make you suffer even more."

There came a choking sob from the sidelines as Lily watched on helplessly, trembling in Fleur's arms. Harry knew he had to act somehow, had to get to his Kneazle wand in his robes, pinned beneath his weight. But how to do so without drawing Voldemort's attention, still hovering directly overhead?

"You're a monster," Dahlia growled, glaring angrily at her captor.

"I do not deny it," Voldemort said simply as he raised his wand. "Say goodbye to your daughter, Mr. Potter. I hope her screams of anguish cause you as much pain as you have caused m—"

"Let her go!"

All heads turned towards the sound of the disruption. It had not come from James, or Lily, or even Harry. There were collective gasps of shock and amazed whispers as the gathered crowd realized who it was. Neville Longbottom, limping forward into the circle from the direction of the castle, a look of grim determination on his face.

There were whispers of awe at the boy's arrival: "He survived!" "The Boy Who Lived!" "The Chosen One!" But the crowd went silent once more as Voldemort released his hold on Dahlia at last, circling dangerously around to observe Neville properly.

"Impossible," Voldemort breathed. "It must be a trick. I watched you die with my own eyes."

"Wouldn't be my first time surviving the Killing Curse, would it?" Neville chuckled darkly. "Now I've come to finish you off."

Voldemort's surprise was slowly wearing off, eyes raking up and down the newcomer's form. Neville wore a brave face, but he looked unsteady on his feet, limping slightly and clearly not ready for a fight. Even in the dim lighting Harry could see that he was not holding his own wand, and Voldemort seemed to recognize this, too.

"Whose wand are you holding, Neville?" he asked softly. "I seem to remember snapping yours when you surrendered to me."

"Found it," Neville shrugged, looking down at the stubby black wand in his hand. "Think it belonged to one of your people."

"Oh, but this is rich!" Voldemort laughed, suddenly back in control of the situation. "You mean to fight me with a wand that is not your own? The twin cores cannot protect you this time, Neville...you lack your phoenix feather wand, and I have the Deathstick now. We fight on skill alone, and you will be slaughtered."

"Doesn't matter," Neville said stubbornly. "I won't let you win. I'll keep fighting you as long as it takes until you're dead."

Neville doesn't stand a chance, Harry thought grimly. He'll be annihilated if he tries to fight Voldemort.

Harry knew he had a brief window of opportunity to act. Everyone, including Voldemort, was staring transfixed at Neville across the clearing. With one fluid motion, Harry reached underneath himself and grasped the hem of the Invisibility Cloak, throwing it over himself. Not a soul noticed as he disappeared from view.

"I know not how you continue to survive my Killing Curses, Longbottom," Voldemort muttered. "But I care not how many times you come back. I will continue killing you until you learn to stay down."

"So be it," Neville grimaced, raising his wand. "Do your worst."

Harry carefully rummaged through his pockets until he located his Kneazle core wand and grabbed hold of it. The immediate warmth it brought him was a pleasant change from the icy cold of the Hallows. It was as if the wand was rewarding him for returning to it at last, for calling upon its aid once more.

And he had the perfect task for it now. The Trickster had one last request of the trickster wand. The Phantom had one last victim to haunt.

Voldemort raised his wand to strike, but it was also the precise moment Harry chose to act. He twirled his wand beneath the Invisibility Cloak, and a crackle of thunder and lightning rippled across the darkened sky above them, causing everyone in the vicinity to flinch.

"Tom Marvolo Riddle…" a voice boomed ominously in the sky. "Come to meet your end at last."

"What? Who said that?" Voldemort demanded, eyeing the swirling clouds overhead warily.

"I am Death," Harry directed the disembodied voice to growl. "You have fled from me in vain, Tom Riddle. I have come to claim my prize: your soul."

"It will never be yours!" Voldemort cackled triumphantly. "I have delved deeper into dark magic than any before me! Even Death bows before the great Lord Voldemort."

"Did you really think your precious horcruxes would save you?" Harry taunted through the voice, causing Voldemort to blanch in surprise. "A cup, a locket, a diadem, and a sword? A ring, a diary, and a snake?"

Voldemort had never looked more shocked as his horcruxes were rattled off one by one, which he'd believed to be unknown to anybody but himself. "Impossible," he muttered in horror. "Simply impossible…"

"None can hold domain over what is mine, Tom Riddle," Harry spoke through the embodiment of Death. "You have already lost."

"What are you?!" Voldemort roared at the sky, firing bolts of green death at the smoky apparitions in the sky. "I tire of your games!"

"And I tire of your existence," Harry taunted him. "Accept your end with dignity, Riddle."

"ENOUGH!" Voldemort roared; he swiped the Elder Wand viciously through the air, sending a gust of wind outwards that dissipated Harry's illusions. He then redirected the wand at Neville's heart. "Time to die, Neville Longbottom. Avada Kedavra!"

Voldemort's jet of green light rocketed across the clearing. Neville flinched, but Harry flicked his wand upwards; a massive black shade erupted from the ground, swallowing the Killing Curse whole and flying off into the black of night. There were murmurs of shock and surprise from the onlookers, as even Neville looked stunned by what had happened.

Voldemort tried another green bolt of death, but it too was intercepted by a mass of darkness. He tried again and again, stubbornly repeating the Killing Curse over and over. And one by one, Harry blocked them, gouging out chunks of earth to stop them while surrounding them with illusory creatures of darkness for dramatic effect.

"Die!" Voldemort snarled as he continued trying to kill Neville in vain. "Why won't you die?!"

Eventually he stopped in his fruitless assault and stared at the boy, bewildered. Neville looked just as perplexed as Voldemort did, but he stood strong, gaining confidence by the second. Whatever force was protecting him, he certainly wasn't questioning it now.

"Your parlor tricks are...impressive, Neville," Voldemort said through gritted teeth. "But they accomplish nothing. Even if you will not die, you cannot hope to defeat me."

"He beat you once before!" Ron Weasley shouted from the crowd. "He'll beat you again!"

"Silence!" Voldemort seethed, rounding on the redhead. Harry instinctively flicked his wand upwards to intercept the spell fired at Ron, but there was no need; Voldemort's aim was off, his green jet sailing harmlessly over the heads of the crowd. Apparently in his anger and bewilderment, the Dark Lord's accuracy was suffering.

Voldemort turned back to Neville, red eyes narrowed in reproach at the teen. "I tire of your games, Longbottom," he snarled. "Fight me like a man. Die with honor, not as a coward, like your sniveling parents did."

Neville quivered in fear as Voldemort circled him like a hawk stalking its prey. The boy was afraid. And Harry was, too. He could not keep up these charades for long, and was unsure what he should do. Neville would not be able to stand for long against Voldemort's full power. And Harry was unable to stand to face the man himself. Unless—

Unless he used Neville to stand for him.

Harry spun around beneath the Cloak, a wild idea forming in his head. He aimed his wand not at Voldemort, but at Neville, whispering, "Imperio."

He could feel Neville's panic as Harry's mind connected to his consciousness, trying to wrench control away from him. Unlike Amycus, who had been easy to dominate, Neville put up a fight, his Occlumency barriers fighting to push Harry out. It's me, Nev, Harry reassured him. Let me in. Let me face him for you.

Neville hesitated, unsure what to do. But clearly his fear of Voldemort was greater than the fear of relinquishing control, so he dropped his defenses and allowed Harry in. Suddenly Harry found himself standing in Neville's shoes, holding an unfamiliar wand, staring down Voldemort once more.

"Very well, Tom," said Harry through Neville's mouth. "Let's finish this."

And Harry launched into an attack, channeling his will through Neville to strike Voldemort with everything he could. Voldemort seemed surprised by the effort, the casual smirk on his face vanishing as he re-focused to defend himself.

Neville's body protested against Harry's commands...he lacked the physical and magical stamina that Harry had built up over the past seven years. His stolen wand also protested the strain, clearly not responding well to being used by someone other than its chosen master. Harry's spells were not as powerful as he would have liked, and Voldemort was able to recover quickly, swatting aside the otherwise-dangerous curses and quickly regaining his confidence that he was the superior wizard.

This isn't going to work, Harry realized. I'll never be able to break through his defenses this way. He paused in his assault to re-assess the situation, but Voldemort did not give him the chance to.

The Dark Lord struck. It took all of Harry's willpower to shield through Neville, unable to dodge and duck like he normally would due to the boy's limited mobility. Neville's stamina was draining quickly as well, and Harry was not sure how long he could keep up the defense. Voldemort's attack was relentless, throwing a wide variety of arcane and Dark magic at his opponent to overwhelm him. The only thing keeping Neville upright was Harry's recognition of these spells, granted to him by the Elder Wand.

But wait – Harry no longer held the Elder Wand. Then how was he able to identify each spell Voldemort threw Neville's way? It was as if he could predict each spell before it was cast, performing the necessary counter-curse each time. Voldemort seemed bewildered by this, snarling in anger at each failed attempt to smite his enemy.

Harry felt Neville's strength waning and knew he would not last much longer. But he felt something else, deep down – something entirely separate from Neville's consciousness. A small whisper in the back of his mind, calling out for his attention. Like an old friend beckoning him home. A lost pet separated from its master, begging to be reunited. All Harry had to do was reach out and grab it.

Harry's real arm twitched beneath the Invisibility Cloak as he struggled to maintain the connection with Neville's mind. And out of the corner of his eye, he caught an imperceptible movement – a small twitch from Voldemort, his wand arm skewing just slightly to the left, missing his target before resuming the assault.

And suddenly, Harry understood. He knew what had to be done.

Voldemort finally paused in his attack to catch his breath. Neville's stamina was almost completely spent, but Harry did not hesitate for a moment. He summoned what strength remained and aimed Neville's stolen wand at Voldemort, bellowing, "Avada Kedavra!"

Time slowed to a crawl as the jet of green light burst from the stolen wand and rocketed across the clearing towards the Dark Lord. Voldemort's eyes briefly flashed with surprise, then he actually laughed at Neville's decision. The Killing Curse was powerful, but also easily telegraphed and trivial to counteract for a wizard of his caliber. Voldemort lazily raised the Elder Wand to block the incoming bolt of death.

What he didn't account for was Harry abruptly withdrawing from Neville's mind and returning to his own body. He turned his attention fully to Voldemort and focused not on the man, but the wand in his hand. He felt the Elder Wand calling out to him, to its true master, yearning to answer to him again. Just as it had during the fight against Grindelwald. He did not have to be holding the wand for it to respond to him.

So Harry reached out with his consciousness and took it back.

Voldemort twirled his wand to block the incoming Killing Curse, but it failed. The Elder Wand had not responded to the command to protect him, because it no longer answered to him. The Dark Lord's eyes widened with shock, realizing too late that he was truly vulnerable for the first – and last – time.

The curse hit Voldemort square in the chest and sent him sprawling backwards. The look of shock never left his face even as his red eyes went eternally dark. He hit the ground with a dull thud, unmoving, gaze fixed upon the starry sky above, unseeing. Lord Voldemort was dead at long last.

Two seconds of stunned silence followed, and then the battlefield erupted with cheers and screams of relief. Neville swayed on his feet, nearly toppling over from all the energy he'd just expended, before he was mobbed by supporters, grabbing at him, shouting incomprehensibly, sobbing uncontrollably at the fact that it was over, it was finally over.

No one paid any notice when the Elder Wand left Tom Riddle's dead fingertips and soared through the air towards Harry. He sat up, the Invisibility Cloak slipping off of him as he did so, and caught it in his free hand. He dropped the Kneazle wand in the process, with no intention to retrieve it. He would never have need for it again. Another wand had taken its place, a wand that was his by right. A wand that would answer to no other so long as he lived. A wand that could never be claimed from him, even by death, because he was Death's Emissary.

Harry stared blankly at the body of Tom Riddle, unmoving in the grass, forgotten amidst the celebrations. He's gone, Harry thought dully, head spinning with exhaustion. He's actually gone. A stupendous feeling of relief settled deep in Harry's bones...seven years of preparations, seven years of struggle were finally at an end.

"Harry!" a nearby voice shrieked. A moment later, Harry was bowled over by Dahlia, clutching onto him for dear life. Then James was there; then Lily and Fleur; then Sirius, Remus, and Damian, all huddled around him, crying as they clung to one another. The Potter clan had somehow made it through the war intact. And Harry would never take that fact for granted.

Nobody paid any mind to the Potters in their little huddle, as the rest of the surviving army mobbed Neville. They hoisted him onto their shoulders, ignoring his ashen look of bewilderment, worshiping their savior. The hero of the Light. The Boy Who Lived. The Man Who Won. Neville played his part well despite his exhaustion, accepting their well-wishes, clasping the hands of the bereaved – a proper leader to guide them out of war times and into a lasting peace.

And it was with bittersweet emotions that Harry realized he would never be viewed in such a light. His own actions in the war would forever be tainted, his image tarnished by the dark path he was forced to walk down. The corrupted hero, seduced by the dark side, doing Voldemort's bidding in the public eye. Many would never accept his heroic about-face, would never believe that he was on the right side of history all along. Harry Potter would forever be a name associated with the evil deeds committed in the final year of the war.

But right now, Harry couldn't care less. The opinions of the masses had never concerned him much before – why should they now? All he cared about was that his family was safe. There would be difficult days ahead, but Harry would meet these challenges head-on with no fear. He had conquered his demons at last.

He had won.
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Harry could not recall a time where he felt so at peace.

He awoke in a warm haze, feeling fully rested and stress-free for the first time in years. It was the first night of uninterrupted sleep he'd gotten in longer than he could remember – no nightmares, no waking up in cold sweats, visions of Voldemort in his mind. This was a blissful sensation he felt he could get used to after years of non-stop stress.

He could not say he would miss the feeling of hospital cots, however. The one he was in now was coarse and scratchy compared to his bed back at Grimmauld, and the florescent lighting overhead pierced his eyelids, giving him little reprieve. But when he opened his eyes, rather than the sterile white wards of St. Mungo's or the drafty halls of the Hogwarts Hospital Wing greeting his vision, he found himself in a humid and cramped room, almost feeling like a closet. In fact, that's exactly where Harry believed he was...boxes were piled high all around him, and his was the only bed in sight. There was a small monitor on the table beside it, which was currently whirring and blinking red.

The door opened, and Dahlia walked in, still dressed in her white Healer robes. His heart soared at the sight of her safe and sound. "Hey, idiot," she greeted him, tapping the monitor with her wand to silence it. "How do you feel?"

"Alive," Harry mused, checking himself for injuries. He was sore all over from fatigue, but most of his bumps and bruises had been healed, and his limbs all seemed to be intact. "It would appear that I have legs again."

"Yes, we managed to re-attach them just after the battle," said Dahlia. "I know that fancy wand of yours could have grown you new ones, but I figured you'd appreciate keeping the originals."

"I do," Harry agreed. "As fun as crafting new limbs can be, I'd rather not be Darth Vader for the rest of my life."

"Who?"

"Never mind," Harry chuckled. His sister was woefully uninformed on Muggle pop culture – something he'd have to rectify in the years to come. "What's been happening? Is it...is it actually over?"

"Yeah," Dahlia smiled, looking more relaxed than Harry could recall her seeing in years. "It's over."

A smile spread across Harry's face as well. It hadn't just been a wonderful dream after all. He had actually ended it. Voldemort was dead. He was free.

"Sorry for sticking you in a closet," Dahlia remarked, gesturing around the cluttered space. "I figured you might be nostalgic for the Dursleys, and wanted to make you feel at home."

Harry gawked at her for a moment, then cackled with surprised laughter at the dark humor. "You're such a brat," Harry laughed, swatting her arm playfully as she giggled mirthfully. "But seriously, why am I in here?"

Dahlia's face fell slightly before answering. "Actually, er, some of the other injured fighters took offense to you being in the main triage area," she admitted. "They said it should be reserved for 'actual heroes' of the war, not turncoats."

Harry's sense of elation lessened significantly at this revelation. "So people still don't trust me or Dad, then?" he sighed. "Even after seeing us fight Voldemort?"

"The consensus seems to be that you only fought back because you lost favor with him," Dahlia groaned. "Utter rubbish, of course, but resentment still runs deep after the past year of hardship."

"Right," Harry sighed, rubbing his face tiredly. He'd always known there would be a need to clear things up once the war was over. Now a new challenge had emerged: convincing people that he was always on the side of the Light, and never willingly followed Voldemort or his teachings. But compared to the threat of Voldemort himself, that ought to be a cakewalk.

"I'll let the others know you're here," said Dahlia. "You need a couple more days' rest before you're free to go."

"I'd prefer to rest at home, thank you very much," Harry chuckled. And ignoring her protests, he swung his legs over the bed and stood to his feet; a moment later, he was flat on his face on the cold ground, groaning in pain. Apparently his newly-attached legs still had some recovery to do.

"Are you done being a know-it-all now?" Dahlia giggled, as she helped him back onto the bed. "Why don't you let the experts handle things for a little while?"

"If you know any experts, I'm all ears," Harry fired back with a grin. He and Dahlia had not enjoyed this kind of rapport in ages...he'd missed it dearly. "What's got you in such a good mood, anyway?"

"You're alive," Dahlia said simply. "And so is Neville. I don't know what you did, but Nev made it sound like he owes you a great debt. So, thank you." And she leaned down to kiss Harry on the forehead before exiting the room.

So Neville remembers what happened in purgatory, then, he thought. He wasn't entirely sure until now if it had been an elaborate dream, or just a figment of his imagination. The deal he'd struck with Death felt like many lifetimes ago, even though it had only been two or three days since the battle. He still had not fully wrapped his head around its ramifications, and he wasn't sure he wanted to right now. That could wait until he'd properly celebrated their victory.

Minutes later, the door opened again, and Harry's heart warmed even more at the sight of James, Lily, Sirius, Remus, Damian, Dahlia, and Fleur entering the room. It quickly became cramped in the confined space, but Harry didn't care – he wanted them all there at his side. He never wanted to be apart from them again.

"We did it," Harry smiled as he accepted the hugs from his family.

"You did it, by the looks of things," Sirius chuckled. "Neville got all the credit for killing the Dark Tosser, but he swears up and down that it was your doing."

"Yeah, I kinda placed Neville under the Imperius at the end there," Harry chuckled. "Ironically, even though I used an Unforgivable on him, I have a feeling he will forgive me for it."

"But 'ow did you beat him?" Fleur asked. "Voldemort did not block ze Killing Curse cast against him...why not?"

"Because he was using my wand," said Harry simply. "I did not allow him to."

"But...he took the wand," Remus frowned. "After killing you. Wouldn't that make it his?"

"You'd think so, wouldn't you?" Harry chuckled humorlessly. "But the wand chooses the wizard, doesn't it? And it chose me. Voldemort thought he defeated me with my death, but I could not die, so I kept its loyalty."

"That's the other thing," Lily muttered. "We were certain you were dead. How did you survive the Killing Curse? And how did you come back?"

Harry hesitated before answering. He knew there was a difficult conversation ahead of him about Death and purgatory, but it would come uncomfortably close to the truth about his past. He was not sure he was ready to taint this wonderful moment with such a dangerous topic.

Fleur ultimately came to his rescue. "It must be because 'Arry became Master of Death," she remarked. "We theorized that uniting ze Hallows would prevent 'im from dying. And we must 'ave been right."

"Er...yes," said Harry. "I was able to bring myself and Neville back from the other side."

Nobody questioned this explanation, which Harry was grateful for, since he wasn't in the mood to elaborate. A dark silence followed his words as everyone contemplated the gravity of what had transpired, and how close they'd come to total defeat. Harry felt Fleur's curious gaze upon him, as though suspecting there was more to the story, but she thankfully did not ask for more details.

"Who else did we lose in the battle?" Harry asked.

"Andromeda died at the hands of Voldemort himself," Sirius sighed heavily. "We almost lost Cedric the same way, but he healed well and just got discharged last night, along with Tonks. A few students in your year died who stayed to fight, and we lost several hundred fighters from overseas, but most of our closest allies survived."

"Angelina Johnson died protecting me in the air," Damian said sullenly. "Swooped in and took a Blasting Curse that was meant for me...she fell a hundred feet to her death."

"Yes, Fred Weasley's quite torn up over it," James grimaced. "I believe the entire Weasley family will be at her funeral this Saturday."

"I'd like to go, too," Harry said at once. He wasn't as close with Angelina in this timeline as the last, but he had played a season of Quidditch with her in his fourth year, and felt he ought to pay his respects.

"That...might not be such a great idea, Harry," Sirius said hesitantly. "You're a bit of a controversial figure in the British community right now."

"Still?" Harry groaned. "Even after fighting Voldemort to the literal death? After proving my allegiances?"

"People are looking for anyone to blame for their shattered lives right now," Remus said diplomatically. "And you were the poster child of Voldemort's regime. It will take time and effort to rectify that perception of you."

"Then I should be out there, telling people what really happened!" Harry insisted. "Not hiding away from the world! Doesn't that make me look more guilty?"

"We have to be very cautious about our public appearances in the coming days and weeks," said James. "No need to fan the flames while emotions are running high...the wounds of the war are still raw."

"Perhaps it would be best if we waited things out abroad, then," Lily said in a strained tone. "What's the point of remaining in Britain if we can't show our faces in public?"

"Because Britain is our motherland," James said stubbornly. "Because we risked our lives fighting for her and deserve to be a part of shaping her future."

"All the same…" Lily sighed, but she did not belabor the point.

Harry got the sense that this was an argument his parents had had multiple times over the past few days. And he could see the logic in both viewpoints: why not let tensions cool off in Britain and regroup elsewhere? But at the same time, it felt cowardly to just leave, to run from their problems. The Potters had not run from Voldemort, after all – why run now from a little bad press?

"We will be attending Andromeda's funeral, of course," Sirius said firmly. "Tonks is technically the one organizing it, but Andy was our family, too. We have as much right to be there as anybody."

Harry nodded in agreement – of course he would be there. Andromeda had been a critical ally in the resistance movement, helping him craft a plan to retrieve the Cup from Gringotts. He hoped she would be vindicated in Britain one day, rather than going down in history as the disgraced former Minister's second wife.

"There will be time to go over everything later," said Lily. "For now, you should rest. We want you healthy and back on your feet as soon as possible."

The family said their good-byes and filed out of the cramped room. Only Fleur remained behind; she climbed onto the tiny cot beside Harry and snuggled in next to him. It was a tight fit, and Harry's repaired legs screamed in protest, but he did not complain, relishing in her comforting touch.

"I watched you die," Fleur muttered quietly. Harry heard the pain in her voice, the trauma that lingered from the battle, and his heart ached for her.

"I did die," Harry sighed. And he told her everything that happened after he was struck by the Killing Curse, including the encounter with Neville and Death at King's Cross. Fleur listened intently, sighing and muttering under her breath at all the appropriate points of his tale. She actually laughed when Harry explained his gambit to save Neville, threatening not to return unless he could come back too.

"You really would 'ave done it?" Fleur asked. "Remained in purgatory forever, rather than come back?"

"Probably not," Harry shrugged. "Death was right about one thing: I could never live with myself knowing Voldemort was out there terrorizing people. But Death needed me badly enough that it couldn't afford to call my bluff."

"And Death just let you and Neville return?" asked Fleur. "Just like that?"

"Er...yeah," said Harry hesitantly. "Just like that."

He did not tell her the full extent of the deal: agreeing to another lifetime of service to Death in exchange for Neville's return. He felt slightly guilty, knowing that Fleur would want to know such a significant sacrifice that he had made. Maybe he would tell her someday in the future, but part of him felt that it was his business alone. Why ruin the promise of a happy future with such a grim detail?

"Does Neville remember everything that 'appened there?" asked Fleur. "Or was 'e merely a figment of your imagination?"

"Dunno; I haven't been able to talk to him yet," said Harry. "But I have a feeling it was real. Dahlia mentioned that he seemed grateful to me, so he must have some memory of it."

"He is quite ze heroic figure at the moment," Fleur remarked. "Making public appearances and attending funerals of ze dead nearly every day."

"Good for him," Harry muttered. Though deep down, that thought nagged at him somewhat, and Fleur picked up on it at once.

"You are resentful of him," she deduced.

"No," Harry denied. "Not exactly. Neville deserves to have good things happen to him after all he's been through. I just...I wish it wasn't so one-sided."

Fleur hummed in understanding. It definitely wasn't fair that one boy should be so lauded and lionized while the other was forced to recover in hiding due to his tainted reputation. Especially considering that one had done the majority of the work towards Voldemort's defeat.

"People will understand one day," Fleur reasoned. "It may take some time, but ze Potters will be vindicated in Britain. I am sure of it."

"I hope you're right," said Harry. "But enough about me. What else has been going on since I've been here?"

Fleur filled Harry in on what else was going on since the battle concluded. All of Voldemort's sycophants in the Ministry had fled the country after his defeat, leaving the government in a state of chaos. Sebastian Delacour had wisely appointed some of his men to defend the Ministry while it reorganized itself, heading off several power grab attempts from the wealthy pure-blood families. A new acting Minister of Magic had not yet been named, but the Wizengamot planned to convene in the coming days to appoint one.

"What is the Prophet saying about all of this?" asked Harry. "Are they taking sides?"

"Not really," said Fleur. "They are mostly just reporting ze facts, I think. Though they are talking a lot about ze heroes of the battle, especially Neville and Cedric. They haven't mentioned the Potters at all."

That made sense to Harry. For the first time in a long time, the newspaper had no overbearing forces breathing down its neck to push a particular narrative, leaving them to interpret current events for themselves. The default position in that case would be to play into public sentiment and satisfy their readership, which meant celebrating the spotless heroes and ignoring the more controversial figures in the war effort. They would wait until public opinion on the Potters solidified until taking a firm stance on the matter.

"What about the rest of the world?" asked Harry. "What do they make of what happened?"

"Most other countries are just shocked, I think," said Fleur. "They did not realize 'ow bad things had gotten here. There is some resentment on ze continent about the fighters who died defending a country not their own, but it is minor. Your father is getting most of the credit for leading the resistance...Papa is making sure that 'is contributions are known abroad."

That gave Harry some hope for the future. Even if Britain remained stubbornly opposed to the idea of the Potters being heroic figures, at least the rest of the world would understand the sacrifices they made to enact real change.

"Is your father back in France?" asked Harry.

"He returned two days ago," said Fleur. "Maman was pleased to 'ave him back, according to her last letter. And she is eager for me to return this summer, as I am sure Gabrielle will be too."

"You're going back home, then?" said Harry. A small knot formed in his stomach at the thought of her leaving Britain – leaving him.

"Oui, it 'as been too long," said Fleur. "No offense to your homeland, 'Arry, but Britain is quite dreary and cold compared to France. Veela do not thrive in such conditions."

"I understand," Harry said in a strained voice. "Well, let me know if I can come and visit you sometime."

Fleur blinked at him in confusion. "Visit?" she repeated. "But 'Arry, you are coming with me. I thought zat was obvious."

"I am?" said Harry, hope blossoming within him again.

"We are partners, 'Arry," said Fleur adamantly. "Just because zis war is over does not change that. I am never letting you out of my sight again."

Harry gawked at Fleur, hardly believing his good fortune. Visions of a future with Fleur emerged in his mind – finding a home together. Having children. Raising a family. All the wonderful possibilities of a life he thought he'd been denied felt so tangible now, so real, and he wanted all of it and more. He thought he could die with happiness right then and there.

"I mean…" Fleur stammered, suddenly looking self-conscious and unsure. She must have interpreted his silence as reluctance to commit. "Only if you still want that, of course. I know we 'ave not really discussed ze future—"

Harry responded by wrapping his arms possessively around her, kissing her passionately. Fleur sighed with relief and responded in kind, hungrily kissing him back. The feeling of mutual desire was overwhelming, like being enveloped in her allure; Harry held her close, never wanting this moment to end, wanting to keep Fleur close and never let her go—

"Oh! Er, ahem...we'll just come back later."

Harry and Fleur broke apart just in time to see James and Lily standing in the doorway. They looked stunned by the display of affection, but both wore unmistakable smiles on their faces as they backed out and shut the door behind them. Fleur began to laugh heartily as Harry's face burned red with embarrassment.

"Do not be ashamed, mon chéri," said Fleur, bopping him playfully on the nose. "They suspected all along that we are paramours...why hide it now?"

"I'm not ashamed," Harry grinned. "We Brits just aren't used to showing affection so openly."

"Not to worry, I will train zat instinct out of you," Fleur winked. "I shall write to Papa and tell him we intend to visit soon. He will be glad to 'ave you."

The thought of visiting the Delacours in France again warmed Harry's heart. The last two times he'd been there had been stressful affairs, due to the ICW conferences and horcrux hunt looming over their heads. Now, he'd be able to fully relax for the first time and truly enjoy his time there. The Delacours were starting to feel like part of his own family – and maybe they truly would be soon.

Harry spent the remainder of the week recovering in that closet, with Fleur accompanying him most of the time. His legs mended themselves rapidly, to Dahlia's astonishment. "It makes no bloody sense," she muttered. "Most re-attachments take four to six weeks to heal fully."

"Well, most people haven't undergone multiple illegal blood rituals and stared Death in the face twice," Harry quipped. "Can I please get out of this godforsaken bed now?"

Dahlia finally relented and let Harry leave the confines of the closet, under Fleur's careful supervision. His legs were able to support his weight now, and he hobbled around the triage area of the warehouse, taking breaks every so often to let the burning sensation subside. He brushed off Fleur's attempts for help, though he did appreciate her presence, prepared to help him up if he fell. Just as she always had been.

The warehouse was mostly empty now, as most of the resistance fighters had returned to their homes abroad. Only a hundred or so remained – those still nursing injuries or waiting to attend the funerals of their fellows before leaving Britain. A few of them looked up warily as Harry shuffled past, still uneasy in his presence. They'd all seen what he was capable of now against Voldemort, and even those who trusted his motives now viewed him with fear. Such was the price of victory, he supposed: he was now the biggest magical threat in Britain, if not the world, and that came with its fair share of suspicion.

Fortunately, not all were as alienating. One morning, Harry and Fleur were walking a lap around the deserted barracks when they suddenly heard applause coming from nearby. Harry turned; the Weasley twins were watching him from afar, a small group of Brits around them.

"There he is!" Fred grinned. "The Hero of Hogwarts!"

"Back on his own two feet again, against all odds!" George quipped.

"Hey, guys," Harry smiled, limping over to greet them. "Though I dunno if anyone calls me 'the Hero of Hogwarts' anymore."

"Well, they should," Fred insisted. "Considering we'd all be toast if not for you."

"Neville told us what really happened, you know," George winked. "Or an abridged version, anyway – something about Death and Hallows and Unforgivable Curses that seemed way above our pay grade. Point is, we know who the real hero is."

"Er...thanks, I guess," Harry said sheepishly. He wasn't one for public praise, but it was nice knowing that at least some people were aware of what he'd done. The other Brits in the circle eyed him warily, no doubt nervous like the others but at least not outright rejecting him, either. "Where is Neville, by the way?"

"Probably off at some public event or other," said Fred. "Everyone in Britain wants him to come to their parties, their fundraisers, their funerals. He's the biggest celebrity of the hour, after all."

Once again Harry felt a small pang of jealousy at Neville's good fortune. It wasn't the boy's fault, of course, but it still nagged at him to have to hide away from the public while his counterpart basked in the glory of a victory he didn't achieve. He forced the feeling aside, resolving to talk to the boy about it at a future date to clear the air.

"Well, if you see Neville, let him know I'm looking for him," said Harry. "And listen, Fred...I'm so sorry about Angelina. I know you two were close."

A look of sadness crossed Fred's features at the reminder. Harry knew the pair had dated briefly at Hogwarts and wasn't sure if that had continued after graduation, but clearly he'd been fond of her, and the loss wounded him deeply.

"Not your fault, mate," Fred said in a strained voice. "She died a hero, from what Dursley told us after. She wouldn't have it any other way."

"I'm sorry about missing her funeral," said Harry. "You know I would have been there if I could."

"Yeah, 'course we do," said George, suddenly looking evasive. "Listen – we'd better run. You get yourself healed up, yeah?"

Fred and George departed in the direction of the exit, where Harry could see Arthur and Molly Weasley waiting. They were both eyeing Harry from afar, still with that suspicious look in their eyes that most others regarded him with. He would always lament the rift that had grown between him and the Weasleys in this timeline, as he'd considered them his own family in his past life. He hoped that one day soon he'd be able to sit down with them and explain things, and perhaps mend that bridge between them.

The next morning, Dahlia finally discharged Harry and allowed him to return home to Grimmauld Place. The entire family greeted him and Fleur upon arrival: James, Lily, Damian, Remus, Alessia, Sirius, Amelia, and Cassie. It was a tight fit in the cramped townhouse, but Harry didn't mind one bit, nor did the others. They were all together and safe at last, and they wanted to enjoy each other's company at last without the threat of war looming overhead.

The following days were as care-free and blissful as Harry had ever remembered – sharing meals, laughing over celebratory drinks, and generally luxuriating in one another's presence. There was no mention of the war and the lingering trauma it had caused – there would be ample time for that later. They all understood that they would go their separate ways again soon and wanted to enjoy this time together while they could.

Only one absence lingered in between them, and that was Andromeda. She wasn't technically a part of their family, but Harry had grown accustomed to her presence over the past year and missed having her around. Sirius seemed the most affected by her loss than anyone...he'd always called her his 'favorite cousin by far', and the lone tolerable member of the Black family. Harry hated to see his godfather so torn up over the loss, and went out of his way to try and cheer him up whenever he could.

That weekend, the entire group got dressed in their finest and headed to the cemetery for her funeral. It was a quiet affair – only a small handful showed up to pay their respects. Harry hoped that the public would understand her contributions to the war one day and give her the respect she was due. For now, he would take the opportunity to grieve and comfort those she'd left behind.

Cedric and Tonks were in attendance, flanked by a handful of Aurors that Harry suspected were there for security more than anything. They eyed the Potter clan warily, but luckily, no one protested their appearance. Cedric looked tired, like he hadn't been given the chance to process his own trauma from the war yet amidst the parade of public appearances. Tonks looked more muted than Harry had ever seen her, dressed in all black, her hair its natural shade of brown as she prepared to bury her mother just a year after her father.

Tonks gave a short and clipped speech beside the grave before returning to her seat. Sirius also got up to say a few words, sharing a few childhood memories with his 'beloved Andy', before he too broke down in tears and could not continue. He and Tonks shared a tearful hug afterwards, which Harry took to be a good sign that there were no hurt feelings between them.

As the proceedings continued, Harry took notice of a hooded figure lurking in the treeline, watching from afar. He kept the Elder Wand ready at all times, wary of some kind of ambush, but the figure did not appear to be a threat. They simply watched in silence as the casket was lowered to the ground and covered in earth, then turned to leave when the ceremony concluded. Harry caught a glimpse of familiar, bleached blonde hair beneath the hood as the figure retreated.

Come to see your sister off, then? Harry thought grimly. He wondered what Narcissa Malfoy – now Black, he presumed – was up to now that the war was over. Her husband was dead, her son in prison, and now her last remaining sister gone as well. Harry remembered the tense stand-off in Gringotts after stealing the Cup of Hufflepuff and the harsh words she and Andromeda had exchanged. Did Narcissa regret those words now? Did she seek to make amends with her belated sister? He supposed it didn't matter much anymore.

James appeared on-edge as the family returned to Grimmauld Place that afternoon. Harry wondered if he'd noticed the hooded figure as well, but that didn't seem to be the case. Lily too picked up on his tension as they shared a meal in the dining room.

"Something the matter, dear?" she asked her husband.

"Nothing, I'm fine," James muttered. Then, after a moment's silence, he admitted, "The Wizengamot is meeting today to appoint an interim Minister of Magic."

"Really?" said Remus, arching an eyebrow. "Any chance they put you back in charge?"

"Not likely," James chuckled hollowly. "I'm far too controversial a figure right now. They'll want someone with a clean track record, someone the public will accept as their leader."

"Ten Galleons says they try to put Longbottom in charge," Sirius quipped. "Or maybe Cedric Diggory. The Prophet has been fawning over the two of them all week."

"I imagine they'll want to choose someone they know," James muttered. "Someone with experience, someone who can put their head down and do the job. I'd be surprised if it wasn't one of their own."

Harry wondered if James had a particular person in mind. Harry certainly did, and he felt too superstitious to bring it up aloud. The unspoken implication was clear as day: how would the new Minister impact the Potters' status in Britain? So far they had gone unnoticed in the commotion of post-war rebuilding, but surely the question remained of what would become of them. And depending on who was named Minister, that question might be answered sooner rather than later.

The family retired to the study that afternoon to relax, though the atmosphere remained tense. James kept glancing up at the clock, and Harry knew that he was just counting down the minutes until the results came in. Finally, at a quarter past five, there was a whoosh in the hallway as the Floo activated; a moment later, Dale Greengrass strode into the room, wearing his official Wizengamot robes.

"Well, it's official," he sighed. "Amos Diggory has been sworn in as interim Minister of Magic."

The room fell solemnly silent at this news. Something told Harry this would not be good news for the Potter family, and based on his father's reaction, James didn't think so either.

"Well, it makes sense, I suppose," said James, failing to suppress a grimace. "His son is being celebrated for leading the resistance to victory, and Amos must have parlayed that goodwill into support of his own."

"Will he be a good Minister, d'you think?" Harry asked.

"Hard to say," said James. "He's generally progressive on most issues, but tends to take a 'my way or the highway' approach to legislation. He'll demand major concessions in exchange for his vote on an issue without offering anything in return. I think he only managed to pass one or two bills of his own in twenty years of service, because nobody wanted to work with him."

"How did he win the vote, then?" Remus frowned.

"Because it is that very refusal to compromise that makes him appealing," Dale sighed. "Most people believe that James bowed the knee to Voldemort in exchange for keeping his power. Amos refused to bow, and he's being rewarded for it now. People need heroes to believe in right now, and anyone with an unblemished record like his are in short supply."

"But he didn't accomplish anything during the war!" Harry said hotly. "The Potters are the one that actually made progress and fought back – he just coasted on our hard work!"

"I didn't say it was fair," Dale said placatingly. "Besides, Amos is far from the worst option we could have had. Lord Selwyn nearly won the vote by positioning himself as a moderate, but it was discovered that he was being financially backed by the Nott and Avery estates, which effectively killed his chances."

"What does this mean for us?" asked Sirius. "Amos had an axe to grind against all of us...will he pursue charges?"

"I'm not sure yet," Dale sighed. "I imagine he has more pressing matters on his plate before attending to the problem of the Potters."

"Maybe we should leave now, before things get worse," Lily suggested, glancing anxiously at her husband. "Wait this out on the continent. It wouldn't do to be caught unawares if he does decide to target us, would it?"

"I won't run from this, Lily," James said firmly. "A Potter does not flee when the going gets tough. I stand by my actions during this war and will gladly defend them before the public, the Wizengamot, and Death itself."

"Well, I hope you get that chance," Dale grimaced. "Diggory's first act as Minister was to order the public executions of Severus Snape and Draco Malfoy, set for tomorrow night."

Harry's stomach lurched at this news. "Why them in particular?" he asked.

"They were the only two Death Eaters captured alive in the battle," said Dale. "The others were all killed. People are baying for blood after what happened, and they are the obvious candidates to lash out against."

"But Draco had nothing to do with Voldemort's rise to power!" Harry protested. "And Snape actively worked to sabotage his efforts over the past two years! We wouldn't have won the war without him!"

"The bastard should have thought about that before he tried to kill me," James grumbled. "I won't shed a tear to see him go."

"He at least deserves a fair trial!" Lily protested. "An execution without a proper hearing before the Wizengamot? It's unheard of!"

"How can you still defend him?" James demanded. "After what he did in that battle?"

"He warned us of the battle in the first place," Lily pointed out. "And he kept me safe throughout the war, not to mention our children. I know his motives were not honest, but that's worth consideration all the same, isn't it?"

"He threw all that out the window as soon as he tried to kill James," Sirius said adamantly. "You come after a Marauder, you lose the right to live. He deserves what's coming to him. Right, Harry? ...Harry?"

But Harry was deep in thought. Something about the way Sirius framed the issue gave him pause. The irony was not lost on him: in his last timeline, Sirius had gone after a fellow Marauder, and he too had been sentenced without a trial by the Wizengamot. It didn't sit right with him.

"He still deserves a fair trial," Harry muttered. "If he's found guilty, then that's that. But people deserve to know all that he did for the war effort. He shouldn't die a villain."

"Unbelievable," James scoffed, throwing up his hands in disbelief. "And what if he walks free – what then? Am I supposed to look over my shoulder for the rest of my life?"

"He won't come after you again," said Harry. "He only did so because he thought he still had a chance with Mum. The second she chose you over him, he gave up. He knows now that it's finished between them."

"I really thought he was over me," Lily said softly, looking troubled. "He admitted that he had a crush on me in our younger years, but he never once made an advance over the past year. I suppose he was just trying to get me comfortable, to get me to care for him organically. But I only ever saw him as a friend...I thought he knew that."

"In any case, it doesn't matter," Dale pointed out. "If they've been sentenced to death, nobody will dare question it. No one wants to be seen voicing support for a known supporter of You-Know-Who, not in this hysterical political climate."

"Then that's that," said James, clapping his hands decisively. "We will speak nothing more of it."

But Lily still looked troubled by the development. Harry knew what she was thinking: that despite all the mistakes Snape had made, this was too cruel a punishment. And Harry was inclined to agree with her. He was being made the scapegoat for the crimes of others, and it didn't sit right with him.

Draco's fate bothered him even more. Harry had spared the boy's life intentionally in the battle, in the hopes that he would take the opportunity to grow and change as a person. Now, that opportunity was being snatched away from him. He was being punished for the crimes of Lucius and his ilk, and would forever be remembered as an accomplice in a war he wanted nothing to do with.

"You 'ave that look in your eye," Fleur remarked later that afternoon, as they sat quietly together in the library. "You are plotting something. What is on your mind?"

"I was just thinking," Harry muttered thoughtfully. "If Draco and Severus might have better luck at a fair trial overseas. An international court of law...maybe your father could help arrange something like that."

"Not on such short notice, surely," Fleur frowned. "If zey are to be executed tomorrow, it will be too late."

"True," Harry shrugged. "Unless they aren't here to be executed at all."

"Come again?" asked Fleur. "Why would they not be here?"

The seeds of a crazy idea were starting to take root in Harry's mind. And the more he thought about it, the more he began to seriously consider it. "I'm thinking about breaking them out of Azkaban," he said.

"What?!" Fleur exclaimed. "You can't do that!"

"Why not?" Harry shrugged. "I've already done plenty I could be arrested for. Besides, I reckon I could get away with it without being seen."

"But it is among the most heavily-guarded prisons in ze world!" said Fleur.

"Didn't stop me from getting into Nurmengard," Harry pointed out. "And that was without the Hallows to help me. Besides, how many guards do you think they can afford to spare after such a bloody battle? I bet there's no more than three or four Aurors watching the place."

"What about ze dementors?"

"They don't scare me anymore," Harry laughed hollowly. He couldn't explain how, but he somehow knew that the dark creatures would not affect him anymore. He'd already laughed in the face of Death itself and lived to tell the tale...what could a dementor even hope to scare him with now?

"Even so," Fleur groaned, "is it truly worth ze effort? Both men 'ave reason to want you dead...you killed Malfoy's father, and Snape tried to kill yours."

"Call it a gut feeling," Harry shrugged. "But I still think there's good in them. They've both had to make hard decisions to survive the war...maybe they deserve the chance to choose something different."

Fleur searched Harry's face, as if trying to decide if she believed him. "I do not believe zis is a wise course of action," she eventually sighed. "But I support whatever you decide. As long as you keep yourself safe and return to me in one piece."

"Always," Harry grinned. He leaned forward and kissed Fleur deeply; she sighed and melted into him, setting his heart aflutter. He had a long future ahead of him, and he wanted Fleur to be at his side every step of the way. He'd vanquished a Dark Lord...a few guards at Azkaban couldn't dream of stopping him now.

So that night, as the rest of the family went to bed, Harry got dressed in his warmest clothing and grabbed his Firebolt before sneaking down to the landing and Apparating away. He arrived on the shores of the Yorkshire Coast, looking out over the pitch blackness of the North Sea. He knew Azkaban was somewhere in that direction, hundreds of miles off-shore, with no way of discerning its exact location. But he nonetheless mounted his broom and rocketed off over the stormy waves, in search of the infamous prison.

Harry flew for what felt like hours, but was likely less thanks to the blistering speed of the Firebolt. He could barely see where he was going through the darkness, but was guided by an unmistakable pull of magical energy, somewhere far over the horizon. The prison was undoubtedly protected by hundreds if not thousands of enchantments, which made it secure but also easily detectable thanks to his heightened sense of magic. So he continued blindly following the radiating thrum of power towards the source.

He knew he'd arrived when he felt himself bump up against an invisible barrier of magic, preventing him access. But the wards would be insufficient to keep Harry out. He drew the Elder Wand and began to mutter incantations under his breath, guided by the arcane knowledge stored within the wand to disrupt the enchantment field. Eventually a small pocket of un-warded space opened up for him, and he slipped through undetected.

And there before him lay the rocky isle housing the prison of Azkaban. It was a formidable sight indeed...a great black prism rising to the darkened sky, heavy waves crashing into the rocks below. Harry felt a chill of foreboding at the sight.

But it wasn't just the sight of the prison that disturbed Harry. It was also the hundreds of cloaked figures, hovering menacingly around the building. Dementors. His father had banned the use of the creatures shortly after becoming Minister, but Voldemort had brought the dark creatures back to the isle during the war. And apparently Minister Diggory had no qualms about continuing their usage.

But there was no time to ponder the ethics of the matter now. Harry dipped his broom handle down to fly low over the waves towards the prison. He landed on a rocky outcropping, at the tip of a pitch-black island jutting haphazardly out of the sea. The wind chilled him to the bone, massive waves lapping up at him from below. He threw the Invisibility Cloak over himself and strode forward purposefully towards the towering prison before him.

A few dementors sensed Harry's arrival, though invisible, and swooped down to greet him. But almost immediately they were repulsed, flying away to keep their distance from the newcomer. The creatures fed on pure souls, those that feared the severing of their connection to their earthly hosts. They wanted nothing to do with Death's Emissary, whose soul straddled the divide between the living and the dead. Harry's soul was not theirs to take.

Harry marched straight up to the front gates of the prison, where two human guards stood watch. They each had a Patronus hovering overhead to keep the dementors at bay, yet they both looked miserable all the same, forced to co-exist with such miserable creatures.

Both guards suddenly snapped to alert as Harry approached, triggering some kind of proximity alarm. "Halt, intruder!" one shouted, wand aimed into the darkness though neither could see him. "You are in a restricted area. Identify yourself, or you will be—"

Harry lazily flicked his wand, and the two guards fell unconscious to the ground. He allowed their Patronuses to remain, standing guard over their fallen forms so the dementors would not come to feed on them. He was not here to take lives today. He was here to save them.

Harry entered the prison, glancing up at the vaulted ceilings and the rows upon rows of cells. "Hominem revelio," he whispered, sending a pulse of magic through the cavernous space. Only two blips registered from his scan...two souls, confined to separate cells at the very top of the prison. The only two enemy survivors from the terrible battle.

Harry leapt off the ground, his magic carrying him upwards through the center of the prison to the top level. He alighted upon the catwalk and stalked forward to the end of the row. All dementors in the vicinity scattered, clearing his path and lightening the oppressive darkness and cold. He reached his destination and paused, looking down into the two cells at their inhabitants.

Draco Malfoy was whimpering quietly to himself, curled up in a ball in the far corner. He was clearly suffering mightily from the effects of the dementors, mumbling incoherently, too mentally weak to resist their terrible effects upon his mind. Severus Snape, on the other hand, merely sat sullenly upon his bed, staring blankly at the opposite wall. Dementors preyed upon people's hope, and this was a man who had none left.

Snape was the first to realize they had a visitor. "Come to put us out of our misery?" he asked weakly.

"Not today, Severus," said Harry. He removed his cloak, and both Snape and Draco looked up towards him.

"P-Potter?" Draco muttered, as though not believing his eyes. "What are you doing here?"

"He's come to finish the job," Snape said sullenly. "His father was too good a man to kill us, but Harry doesn't like to leave a job unfinished, does he?"

"That's not why I'm here," said Harry. "The Minister of Magic just signed your death warrants this morning. You will both be executed in front of the public tomorrow."

Draco gave a pitiful whine at this information. "Without a trial?" he whimpered. "B-but it isn't fair."

Snape, on the other hand, appeared unconcerned. "Amos Diggory always was the vindictive sort," he mused. "It stands to reason he'd want to use us to put on a show. After all, there's no one left to punish but us."

Harry had recently made the same grim realization himself. He had done such a thorough job of purging Voldemort's inner circle that there was virtually none left alive. They had either been felled by the Phantom over the course of the past year, or killed in the Battle of Hogwarts thanks to Harry's warning about the Dark Marks. Draco Malfoy and Severus Snape were the only Marked followers of Voldemort, besides Harry, that had survived the war.

"I d-don't want to die!" Draco sniffed. "I d-didn't want to be a part of any of this!"

"Take solace, young Draco," said Snape calmly. "Diggory will want it over with quickly. They'll make a show of us for a while, but our deaths will be swift. No more suffering. Only peace awaits us on the other side." This did not seem to comfort Draco, who only began to sob harder.

"That's not going to happen," Harry said firmly. "I've come to break you out. We're leaving."

"Leaving?" repeated Draco, his quiet sobs ceasing for a moment as he looked up with a glimmer of hope. "But where?"

"To the continent," said Harry. "You will be placed in international custody, awaiting a proper trial. You will have the opportunity to plead your case and have your fate determined fairly."

Draco's eyes went wide at this prospect – at the opportunity to plead his case. Snape, however, appeared unmoved.

"What's your angle, Potter?" Snape demanded. "Why try and protect two people who were your enemies in the war?"

"I figure I owe it to both of you," Harry shrugged. "You both knew I was the Phantom and chose not to sell me out to Voldemort. And Severus, you kept me alive after I killed Dumbledore, and facilitated the final battle, even if your motives were compromised. That counts for something, I reckon."

There was little time to argue the finer details. Harry swiped his wand, causing both cell doors to swing open. He Vanished the heavy chains pinning the two prisoners to the walls, freeing them. "Get up," he barked at them both. "Time to go."

Draco struggled to his feet at once, limping out of his cell to stand beside Harry. Snape, however, remained where he was, not even looking up at his opened door.

"Now or never, Severus," Harry urged him. "The Aurors will be here soon."

"Let them come," Snape muttered. "I care not either way."

"You won't be given a fair trial here in Britain," said Harry. "At least in an international court, you'll be given the chance to plead your case, to prove your contributions to ending the war. To live."

"To what end?" Snape scoffed. "I've nothing left to offer this world. I cannot procreate, and I will not be welcomed in wizarding spaces any longer. The only person who would tolerate me has turned her back."

"You'll have to live for something more than my mother," Harry said firmly. "She loves my father, and that's that. There are other women in the world, Severus."

"Not for me," Snape said sullenly. "I died the moment she rejected me on that battlefield. There will never be another."

Harry groaned internally. He'd known Snape was smitten with Lily before, but this was just pathetic. Was he really so obsessed with her that he could see no future without her? Had every action he'd taken throughout this war been for the sole purpose of claiming her as his own? Harry thought the man had more complex motives, but perhaps he'd been mistaken all along.

"You would willingly fall on the sword?" Harry asked. "Even when given the chance at life?"

"My fate is sealed," said Snape. "I shall not run from it. If am to be executed tomorrow, it will be a blissful release from my agony. I shall bear the weight of my sins, and give Britain the villain they crave to satiate their bloodlust."

Harry was torn between disgust at Snape's lack of survival instinct, and begrudging respect for his courage at subjecting himself to the fate he knew was coming. Not only would he be killed, he would be reviled. The nation would use him as an outlet to project their frustrations, their anger at the past year of misery he'd subjected them to. He would forever be remembered as a traitor, no matter what he'd done to aid the war effort. It was almost honorable, if it wasn't for such pathetic reasons.

"I will ensure your sacrifices won't be forgotten," Harry promised the man. "We would not have won the war without your help."

Snape merely shrugged in apathy. He didn't care about the outcome of the war. The only outcome he cared about – Lily – had escaped him. Severus Snape was a defeated man, and Harry wouldn't waste his time saving someone who lacked the will to save himself.

He turned instead to Draco and offered his arm. The blonde hesitantly took it, and Harry Apparated them away, directly through the wards of the prison. They appeared on a quiet cobblestone street in Paris, the roads deserted, not far from the magical district and the Ministry.

"So what's your plan here, Potter?" asked Draco, looking around the place dubiously.

"Er...to be honest, I hadn't planned this far ahead," Harry admitted. "I figured I would contact Sebastian Delacour and have him arrange custody of you. The French Ministry will probably take you in."

There was a moment's silence as both he and Draco contemplated this prospect. "Not to sound ungrateful or anything," said Draco slowly. "But who's to say the French Ministry won't send me straight back to Britain? I've committed no crimes against France."

Harry considered this. In the eyes of an international Ministry, Draco may not have even committed any crimes whatsoever. They might simply extradite him, back into the waiting arms of Amos Diggory, who would be all too happy to send him straight to the gallows. That was not an outcome Harry would be satisfied with. It left him with only one alternative.

"What would you do if I set you free?" Harry asked aloud.

Draco's head jerked towards him in surprise. "Come again?"

"Where would you go?" Harry insisted. "What would you do?"

Draco pondered the question for a moment. "Go to Gringotts, I suppose," he muttered, glancing wistfully towards the magical district. "Access my father's vault – my vault, that is – and find my way back to my mother. From there? I've no earthly idea."

"Would you come looking for me or my family again?" Harry demanded.

"What?" Draco stammered. "Why would I?"

"I killed your father. You would not harbor a grudge against me for it?"

Draco swallowed hard at this reminder. "My father's mistakes were his own," he said quietly. "He deserved what he got. I just want a chance to become my own man."

Harry nodded slowly. He knew it was a big risk to take, but it would save everyone a lot of time and hassle. His conscience could not abide Draco being irreversibly punished for the crimes of his father.

So he released his hold on Draco's arm and stepped back. Draco could not believe his good fortune, understanding for the first time what Harry was implying. He took a testing shuffle backwards, as though seeing if Harry was just pulling his leg, eyes wide as he realized he was well and truly free.

"Just know this," Harry warned. "If I ever see you again, I will not hesitate to kill you."

"Trust me, the last thing I want is to ever see you again," Draco chuckled nervously. "I will never seek you or your family out again so long as I live. You have my word, from the heir of one noble House to another."

Harry nodded his approval. Draco's entire demeanor had shifted, as he realized that he was actually getting a second chance in life. A chance to start over fresh. But still, something nagged at him, preventing him from accepting this gift at face value.

"Potter?" he asked. "Why did you spare me? I mean...I thought you hated me."

"I used to," Harry admitted. "But we were just kids then. No one ought to be judged for how they behaved as a child. From now on, I'll judge you by the adult you become."

"Even after everything that happened between us?" asked Draco. "All the grief my family caused yours?"

"Lucius has already paid his penance," said Harry. "And I promised him I would not punish you for his transgressions. As long as you don't repeat them, I think we can lay our feud to rest."

"Thank you, Potter," Draco said earnestly. He extended his good hand forward; Harry hesitated, then shook it. "I don't know how to repay you."

"You can do it by not getting caught," said Harry. "And if you ever find yourself in a position to do some good in the world, try paying it forward."

Draco nodded thoughtfully. He turned and began shuffling down the empty boulevard towards salvation. Harry watched him go, mixed emotions running through his head.

You oughtn't leave a potential future enemy alive like that, the Elder Wand whispered discontentedly in his mind. Admittedly, Harry wasn't sure if it was the right decision either.

But he figured the boy deserved a second chance at redemption. Like him, Draco had been forced into difficult decisions from a very young age with little chance to decide things for himself. Now, he would get to choose his own life.

And if he chose wrong? Well, Harry would be watching, and he would not be so merciful the second time around.
Year 7-30: Absolution

There was nothing in the news the following morning about the break-in at Azkaban or Draco Malfoy's disappearance. Instead, the front headline of the Prophet announced the impending execution of Severus Snape, with members of the public invited to witness the event that evening. Harry figured the Ministry couldn't afford the negative press of a security breach right now, and would seek to sweep the incident under the rug. Which was perfectly fine by him.

Fleur did not question Harry's decision to spare Draco when he told her what had transpired. She merely kissed him and hugged him tight, which he took as tacit approval of his actions. He hoped he had made the right decision, though he probably would not know for sure for many years.

"Papa wrote back to me last night," Fleur remarked over breakfast. "He is eager to 'ave us come visit. When would you like to go?"

"Any time, I suppose," said Harry. Part of him did not wish to leave, taking comfort in being at home with his family, but he also knew Fleur was eager to see her own loved ones. "Maybe next week?"

"I would like that," Fleur agreed. "Anything you would like to do before we leave?"

"Actually," said Harry, "I had a bit of a field trip in mind. Would you like to accompany me?"

"It won't be dangerous, will it?" Fleur asked worriedly.

"No more than usual," Harry winked. Fleur huffed and rolled her eyes, but joined him in the entryway after the meal and allowed him to Apparate her away.

They emerged on the quiet country lane just down the road from Raven House. Harry had not returned here since Voldemort breached the wards, but figured it would be safe to return now that he and all of his followers were dead. He and Fleur approached with caution, just in case there were any traps left behind, but the coast seemed to be clear as they walked down the lane and arrived at their destination.

As Harry feared, the wards had completely collapsed and the house had been reduced to rubble. There wasn't much left behind for Voldemort to find, so he likely destroyed the place out of spite and anger at Harry slipping through his fingertips. He and Fleur sifted through the wreckage, levitating piles of charred wood and bricks aside in search of anything that could be salvaged.

"Zis place was beginning to grow on me," Fleur lamented. "It 'ad a certain charm to it, even though it was barely habitable."

"We can model our next home after it if you'd like," Harry quipped.

"Absolutely not," Fleur sniffed haughtily. "We will be living somewhere much more cheerful and sunny, thank you very much."

Harry chuckled as he reached down to pick up a cracked vial that appeared to come from his old potions lab. He knew Dahlia would be the most upset at losing that place, even though it mostly held sentimental value rather than financial. Most of their brewed potions and ingredients were ruined and scattered about the place...it was fortunate that they'd already used up all their Lethifold remains, which would have rendered the place a toxic hazard.

A bit of fabric caught his eye, and he levitated rubble out of the way to unearth the Sorting Hat, still lying where Dahlia had discarded it. He gingerly picked it up and shook off the soot; it looked more weathered and beaten than ever before, but still intact. Thankfully, Voldemort had either not recognized it or realized its significance for obtaining the Sword horcrux. After all, how could he, when he'd never been a Gryffindor himself?

Harry carefully folded the Hat and tucked it into his robes pocket. He would return it to Hogwarts in the coming days, so that it could be used to Sort the next year of incoming students and beyond. Hopefully he would also have the chance to explain himself to his former professors, particularly Flitwick and McGonagall...he hated to think that they might still view him as a monster.

Suddenly, Fleur gasped as she unearthed something in what used to be the kitchen. "'Arry, look!" she exclaimed as she dusted off a small, round object that was buried amidst the rubble. Harry came over to examine it, surprised to see that it was the Pensieve he'd purchased from the Watson family in Diagon Alley. It had somehow survived the destruction, save for a small hairline crack along its underside that looked repairable.

"How about that?" Harry whistled. "Those are quite expensive, you know. I'm surprised Voldemort didn't take it for himself."

"I am sure 'e could just borrow one from his followers if he 'ad need for one," Fleur reasoned. "Besides, 'e did not strike me as ze kind of man to put much stock in memories."

"True enough," Harry chuckled. Voldemort had taken great pains to erase his own past...why would he waste time returning to it?

Harry and Fleur didn't find much else of use in the wreckage, so they returned to Grimmauld soon after. They passed James on the stairwell heading back to their room, who spotted the object tucked in Fleur's arm.

"Is that a Pensieve?" he asked, reaching out to gently examine the object.

"Yeah, it's mine," said Harry.

"I haven't seen one of these since I was a child!" James smiled, looking nostalgic. "My grandfather used to have an old one, but it broke before my father could inherit it. How did you get it?"

"Bought it last year," Harry shrugged. "I thought it would help me fight Voldemort better, if I could analyze my past battles with him."

"A fair investment, I would say," James remarked. "Where did you get the money for it? Actually, on second thought, I probably wouldn't like the answer to that question…"

"Ooh, you found the Pensieve!" exclaimed Dahlia, who had appeared at the top of the stairwell. "I'm glad it survived...I'll never forget when Harry showed me his childhood memories with it last year."

"What memories?" James frowned, looking from Dahlia to Harry. "You two had the same childhood, didn't you?"

Oops. Dahlia knew she'd slipped up, clapping a hand to her mouth. Harry felt a knot forming in his stomach again, as he remembered that he still had not shared his ultimate secret with his family.

"I think what she meant to say," said Fleur quickly, trying to rectify the situation, "is that 'Arry showed me his childhood memories, and Dahlia just 'appened to be there with us—"

"It's okay, Fleur," Harry sighed. "I think it's time."

"Time?" James repeated. "Time for what?"

"Let's sit down today and have a talk," said Harry. "There's something I need to tell you. All of you."

"Er...alright," said James, looking perplexed by the sudden dark turn in the conversation. "Shall I fix up a big lunch for everyone?"

"Sure," said Harry. That cast a pall over the rest of the morning, as his anxiety was suddenly ratcheted up to levels he hadn't felt since the war was still on. He hid away in his room for hours, mind racing at the implications of what he was about to do.

"You are certain you want to do this today?" asked Fleur.

"Yeah," Harry muttered. "No point in putting it off any longer. They deserve to know the truth, before we all go our separate ways again."

"You 'ave nothing to worry about, you know," said Fleur gently. "They will still accept you."

"You're probably right," Harry sighed. "I've just been dreading this conversation for seven years. I've played through it in my head hundreds of times, and I always envision the bad outcome, the one where they want nothing to do with me anymore."

"Well, that outcome will not come to pass," Fleur said firmly. "And I will be with you through it no matter what." Harry nodded, grateful for her support.

An hour later, the entire Potter clan had gathered in the kitchen, laughing and conversing over soup and sandwiches. Harry could not bring himself to join in the fun, could barely even eat due to the turmoil in his mind. James and Lily alone seemed to sense their son's distress, watching him worriedly but not commenting until the conclusion of the meal.

"Well, that hit the spot," Sirius announced with a hearty belch that made Amelia roll her eyes. "What's the special occasion, Prongs?"

"Actually, Harry had something he wanted to tell us," said James, looking to his son. "Want to do it here?"

"Let us find somewhere more comfortable," Fleur suggested. The others were amenable to this plan, standing from the table as Harry tried his hardest not to vomit.

The group migrated to the sitting room next door. Fleur guided Harry to the couch, where he was flanked on either side by her and Dahlia, who also took his hand for support. The others filed in behind them: James, Lily, Damian, Remus, Alessia, Sirius, and Amelia, the latter clutching a fussy Cassie to her chest. They all looked to him curiously, as Harry struggled to fight through the knot in his stomach.

"There's something I've been meaning to tell you all for years now," he finally said. "Fleur already knows, and I told Dahlia last year."

"It's alright if you fancy blokes, Harry," Sirius quipped. "We won't give you too hard of a time – just a bit of light teasing is all."

"No, it's not that," Harry muttered. Sirius seemed to realize this wasn't the time for jokes and fell respectfully silent. "I've been lying to you all from the beginning. I'm not a Seer."

The room processed this fact in silence. "Well...that's not terribly surprising," said James slowly. "I searched our family records for weeks and found no evidence of other Seers in our heritage."

"But that doesn't make sense," Lily frowned. "How did you know so much of what was going to happen? Weren't you experiencing visions of the future?"

"No, I wasn't," said Harry. "They weren't visions of the future at all...they were memories of the past. My past."

"I don't follow, Harry," said Remus, looking troubled. "How could the past tell you what would happen in the future?"

Harry swallowed hard. He felt both Fleur and Dahlia squeeze his hands for reassurance, taking a deep breath before continuing.

"I'm not from this world," he admitted. "I grew up in an alternate timeline, one identical to this one, except I was the Boy Who Lived, not Neville. I grew up an orphan with no parents and no sister. Then when I was fifteen, I was lured into a trap by Voldemort and killed. But rather than moving on, I was sent here, to this universe."

"Hang on…" James said, trying to wrap his head around this information. "Are you sure this wasn't a bad dream you had? You think you came from a different planet?"

"A parallel timeline," Harry corrected. "I'm a time-traveler, Dad. I woke up in this body on my eleventh birthday, with no memory of this place, only those of my previous life. And none of you realized it. I'm not the same boy you raised for the first eleven years of his life. I replaced that boy and took over his body and mind. And I've felt guilty about it ever since."

Harry fell silent as he watched his family's reaction to this news. James' face slowly morphed into one of bewilderment as the reality dawned upon him. Lily's green eyes went wide as she regarded her son in this new light for the first time.

"Well, that explains a lot," Sirius muttered. "I've been trying to get Harry to do our secret handshake for years, and he ignored the signal every time. Guess he never learned how to do it in the first place."

"It does make perfect sense," James frowned, deep in thought. "I took Harry to the Quidditch museum in Leeds for his tenth birthday, and he wouldn't shut up about wanting to go back. Then one day he just stopped talking about it out of the blue and never brought it up again."

"Why didn't you tell us this earlier, Harry?" asked Lily.

"I thought you would hate me," Harry admitted, feeling ashamed. "I thought you would view me as a stranger who entered your lives against your will. I'm not the same boy you raised for the first eleven years. I'm...I'm an impostor."

"No, you're not," Dahlia insisted, squeezing Harry's hand for support. "You are as much a part of this family as anyone else. You've done more to keep us safe over the past seven years than any 'impostor' would ever dare."

"Hear, hear," said Remus. "He should be proud of all he's done."

"Yeah, you're way better than the tosser of a cousin I grew up knowing as a kid," Damian chuckled. "Every time you came over to Privet Drive for dinner, you wouldn't shut up about how much cooler the magical world is than the Muggle one. It made no sense why you were suddenly so nice to me when I entered Hogwarts...now, I guess it does."

"I always told Sirius I thought you were wise beyond your years," said Amelia thoughtfully. "What you accomplished during the war would break most grown adults. I for one will forever be grateful, no matter where you came from."

Sirius, Remus and Alessia hummed in agreement, smiling kindly at Harry. But he had eyes only for his parents. They still seemed to be processing the information, brows furrowed in thought. Harry's heart pounded in his chest, wondering if his worst nightmares might indeed come to pass, if they might reject him for supplanting their 'true' son.

"I'm hurt, Harry," Lily said softly. "Hurt that you would ever think we'd turn our backs on you. You may not be the same son we raised, but you are our son, no matter what. And I would never love you less for choosing the family you were denied the first time."

"Agreed," said James. "I've spent the past few years wondering how I ever managed to raise such a wonderful young man. I couldn't be prouder of who you've turned out to be, and it doesn't matter to me where you came from. You are my son, and I love you no matter what."

Harry felt like a great weight had been lifted, like a knot had been untangled after seven years of tension. He stood and embraced his parents tightly, all crying softly in each other's arms. Finally, he could let go of all the worry and anguish over his past. He was accepted. He was loved. And this time, it was not built on a lie – his parents saw him for who he really was, and they still saw him as theirs. It was all he'd ever wanted and more.

Harry heard a soft babbling sound coming from behind him. He turned; little Cassie was squirming in her mother's arms, reaching out towards him. Harry reached out and took her from Amelia; Cassie immediately giggled and nestled into the crook of his arm, looking up at him with adoration. The entire family smiled at the endearing sight.

"Well, that settles it," Amelia said matter-of-factly. "Cassie loves you, and the rest of us do too." The whole family nodded in agreement, and Harry felt like his heart might burst with joy.

"So this must be what Dahlia was talking about earlier, with the Pensieve," said James thoughtfully. "You showed her memories from your previous childhood, not this one."

"That's right," Harry nodded. "The one where I never knew you guys, and Dahlia was never even born."

"That must have been so hard for you," Lily sympathized. "Who raised you? What happened in your last life?"

"It's...a long story," Harry chuckled nervously.

"Well, we have time," Remus remarked. "I for one am curious to hear what our alternate selves were like."

"Yeah, was I as awesome in your universe as I am in this one?" Sirius asked. "Did I manage to ensnare Lia in that timeline too?" Amelia slapped him good-naturedly on the arm for this comment.

Harry sighed as he saw all the eager eyes upon him, wanting to hear his story. It was not a pleasant tale, but he figured he owed them an explanation. So he returned to his seat and launched into the tale of his first timeline, starting from the beginning.

Lily was appalled when he described his treatment at the hand of the Dursleys. "I'll kill Petunia the next time I see her!" she seethed. "Locking you in a closet? How could she?!"

"It wasn't her, Mum," said Harry quickly. "That version of her doesn't exist here, and she didn't have Damian to soften her heart towards magic. Besides, it was Vernon that caused most of my problems."

"Thank Merlin she left that sorry excuse for a husband," Lily grumbled irritably. "Er...sorry, Damian dear."

"No arguments here," Damian chuckled darkly. "That bastard won't be seeing heaven."

"But I don't understand something," James frowned. "Why didn't Sirius raise you after we died? He's your godfather, and our will would have clearly passed guardianship onto him."

"Er...he kinda got arrested after your death," Harry admitted. "He was framed for selling you out to Voldemort, even though it was really Pettigrew. He spent twelve years in Azkaban without a trial while Peter went into hiding."

"That sonuvabitch," Sirius growled angrily. "I should have known that little rat would stab us in the back all along. I just wish I'd been the one to find him on that battlefield last month."

"Don't worry, he got what was coming to him," Harry said grimly. He looked to Dahlia, who merely shrugged...she took no pleasure in taking the man's life, but she clearly suffered no guilt over it, either.

Harry continued with his story, moving on to his Hogwarts days. He described meeting Ron and Hermione on the train and getting sorted into Gryffindor (James did a subtle fist-pump at this news). He gave an abridged version of the events of each year – Quirrell and the Philosopher's Stone; the diary and Chamber of Secrets; Sirius' break-out and Pettigrew's escape; the Triwizard Tournament and Voldemort's resurrection; Umbridge's reign of terror. He concluded with the excursion to the Department of Mysteries, and following Sirius through the Veil of Death.

"And that's the first time I met Death," Harry sighed. "I was given the choice to move on, or to return to my younger body in an alternate life. One where my family was alive, and I was not the Boy Who Lived. I wanted to meet you properly, so I chose the latter. Next thing I knew, I woke up here, on my eleventh birthday."

"The 'first time' you met Death?" Remus repeated. "So you met him again?"

"Yes, during the battle," Harry nodded. "Neville was there too. I convinced Death to send us both back to life."

"How did you manage that?" asked Amelia. The others also looked eager to learn the answer.

"Er…" said Harry hesitantly. He still did not want to talk about the deal he'd struck with Death, and decided to continue with his white lie. "Because I am the Master of Death. The Hallows let me return, and bring Neville with me."

"Could you bring others back?" asked Sirius hopefully. "Like Andromeda?"

Harry saw the pain in his godfather's expression at losing his cousin, and felt a pang of guilt. "No, it doesn't work like that," he muttered. "Neville was a special case because he was a horcrux. I wish I could revive everyone who died in the fight, but I can't."

A somber silence followed. The losses from the war were staggering, and Harry knew there would be a long grieving period ahead. The reveal about his past did not change that fact, and he knew that now the future was all that mattered.

"Well, I would be interested to see memories from your past life sometime," said James. "If you're open to sharing them, of course."

"Same here," Sirius agreed. "I won't believe that basilisk story until I see it with my own two eyes."

"I'd rather not relive most of those memories, to be honest," Harry sighed. "But I can leave some for you all to view in the Pensieve if you want."

"I thought it would be fun to show Harry some of the happy memories from this life," Dahlia piped up. "When we were kids. We had so many good times that you don't even remember!"

"I'd like that," Harry agreed. James and Lily also smiled at the thought.

"Let's do something fun tonight," James said, clapping his hands together. "This should be a cheerful occasion, not a somber one! How about a proper dinner feast?"

"Not tonight," said Lily. "I have to be at the Ministry for Severus' execution."

"You can't be serious," said James, looking appalled. "After everything, you're still supporting that bastard?"

"My children and I would not be alive if not for him," said Lily firmly. "He is not a perfect man, but we owe him that much. The least I can do is be there for his final moments."

James clearly could not argue with that logic, but he still looked uneasy with the prospect. "I don't know if you should be in public by yourself," he muttered. "Diggory is unpredictable right now, and that's not to mention any other members of the public who might hold a grudge."

"I'll go with her for protection," Harry offered. He too felt that he owed Snape somewhat and ought to be present as well.

"You might be in even more danger," James said nervously. "There's still a lot of anger over what happened with Dumbledore last year."

"I'm tired of hiding from my past," Harry said firmly. "It's like you said: the Potters should not run from our problems. Besides, who would dare stir up trouble after seeing what I'm capable of against Voldemort?"

James shook his head in amazement, but Harry could tell the argument had swayed him. "Very well," he sighed. "Just be careful, and come straight home afterward."

So a few hours later, Harry and Lily Apparated to the Ministry to attend the execution. The place was crowded with members of the public, all of whom sought closure after the psychological torment of life under Voldemort's thumb. The atmosphere was charged, and Harry pressed forward with his mother, hoping to avoid notice.

They drew several questioning looks as they pushed forward towards the courtrooms. Harry could see looks of anger and resentment being thrown his way, but he paid them no mind, keeping his head held high and continuing on. Part of him wondered if they should have used glamours to maintain anonymity, but he also stood by what he'd said to his father. He would not hide away from the world, would not act ashamed when he knew he did not deserve scorn. He would demand respect for what he'd done to save Britain.

There was a bottleneck as the crowd funneled down the stairs towards the courtroom where the execution was due to take place. Harry and Lily joined the queue, shuffling forward through the crowd. But suddenly a great number of people moved out of the way, whispering frantically to one another. Harry wondered what the commotion was about, until he turned towards the source and understood.

Neville had spotted them and was approaching. He was dressed in sharp robes of blue, and surrounded by throngs of admirers. Harry saw the looks of reverence and awe in the gathered crowd as they cleared a path for him. They watched on curiously as he approached Harry, pausing in front of him uncertainly. The hero of the war, the shining beacon of the Light, and the disgraced follower of the Dark...the crowd hushed, wondering what they would say to one another.

"Hey, Harry," Neville said awkwardly. "Doing alright?"

"Yeah," said Harry. "You?"

"I'm alright," Neville shrugged. He looked uncomfortable, and Harry could tell it was because of the many eyes watching them. They had yet to get together and discuss what had happened in purgatory after their deaths, and neither wanted to do so with so many eavesdroppers listening in.

"We should talk," Neville offered. "After this is over."

"Agreed," said Harry. "Meet me in the Atrium afterwards?"

"Sure," Neville nodded. And he turned to leave, followed by scores of admirers, all gossiping curiously at the cryptic exchange. Harry watched him go, still feeling a twinge of annoyance at how differently the public regarded him compared to Neville.

Longbottom thinks he's too good for you now, the Elder Wand whispered mutinously in Harry's ear. Soaking up all the praise while leaving you to take all the scorn.

That's not his fault, though, Harry thought. He can't control how the public behaves.

He could if he wanted to.

That malignant thought lingered in Harry's mind as he made his way down to the courtrooms. He didn't want to be resentful of Neville, but it was hard not to be, given the disparate treatment the two boys were receiving in the wake of the war. The Elder Wand was not entirely wrong – Harry did have sore feelings on the matter that he could not ignore. The Hallows were simply voicing thoughts and feelings that already existed within him, buried deep down.

Harry was distracted as he entered Courtroom Ten, which was already crammed with people. He slipped through the crowd with Lily in search of a free seat, when a sarcastic voice heckled him from the back of the room:

"Come to support your old Death Eater pal, have you, Potter?"

Harry turned towards the voice. Bill Weasley was leaning against the far wall, eyeing him suspiciously. Other members of his family were also present on the fringes, looking between the two men nervously.

"Evening, Bill," Harry greeted him. "Just here as a neutral member of the public, like yourself."

"Save it," Bill scoffed. "Everyone knows how chummy you were with You-Know-Who's lot during the war. Bet you're worried that you'll be the next to face the axe, aren't you?"

"Not at all," Harry said simply. "My allegiances are and always have been to the side of the Light. Now excuse me." And he guided Lily forward, away from the Weasleys.

"Where's the Veela, anyway?" Bill called out. "Did she finally realize you're a snake? Or did she move on to some other smooth talker and hang you out to dry?"

"Harry, don't indulge him," Lily warned, grabbing her son's arm as Harry wheeled around angrily at Bill's remark. The taunts really got under Harry's skin, and a part of him wanted to hex the man for his insolence. The Elder Wand certainly encouraged it, whispering sweet violence in his ear.

But he also knew that this situation was partially his fault. Bill would not be this antagonistic if Harry had not wiped the man's memories wholesale like he had. And he realized now that such a measure was no longer necessary. The knowledge of the horcrux hunt was no longer mission-critical, and he could unburden the man of the resentment he felt towards Harry and Fleur.

Harry drew his wand, immediately causing alarm among the bystanders. The other Weasleys drew their own, stepping in front of Bill and raising their weapons at Harry.

"Bill, please," said Harry placatingly, raising a hand for peace. "Let me show you."

The other Weasleys did not budge, glaring suspiciously at Harry. But Bill seemed to sense the sincerity in Harry's tone, looking curious for the first time. He eventually nodded and signaled for his family to lower their wands. Harry pointed his wand between Bill's eyes and muttered, "Erudiare."

Bill gasped as a flood of memories returned to him in a tidal wave. Years' worth of experiences were restored in his mind as Harry undid the block on his mind and returned that which he had stolen from the man the year before. Bill stumbled and nearly fell to his knees from the overwhelming sensation, as his family caught him to hold him upright. When Harry was done, Bill was quivering and clutching his head, panting heavily.

"Bill, are you okay?" Molly Weasley fretted, before rounding on Harry. "What did you do to him?!"

"Put things back the way they ought to be," Harry shrugged. "And released him from his Vow." And he turned to leave, guiding Lily through the crowd and towards the stage.

"You did the right thing, dear," Lily appraised him. "The Weasleys are good people – they're just scared and confused right now."

"They deserve the truth," Harry shrugged. That seemed to be the theme of the day, after telling his own family about his true past. Hopefully more and more people would come to realize the Potters were not the enemy, even if it took longer to explain than he wanted.

There was no open seating left for the event, so Harry and Lily pushed forward to the standing-only area nearest the stage. A few people noticed Harry approaching and scattered nervously, granting them a clear path to the front. Soon they found themselves right at the base of the stage, only ten feet or so from the block where the deed would be done.

"Are you sure you want to be this close?" Harry asked his mother.

Lily didn't look certain herself, but she held firm. "I'm here to support Severus," she said resolutely. "I owe it to him to be here."

Harry wasn't sure if he agreed. The man had tried to tear her family apart to get to her, even if some good deeds had been done along the way to facilitate that goal. He never claimed to understand his mother's complex relationship with Snape, or why she continued to show him such grace. Maybe she partially blamed herself for how his life had turned out, for not setting firmer boundaries earlier in life. Maybe she was here to mourn the person Snape used to be, rather than the person he had become. In any case, it was her business and hers alone.

As they waited for the proceedings to begin, Harry glanced to his left, sensing a familiar presence. Minerva McGonagall was present, standing by herself a few rows back from the stage. Harry wondered if she had come to pay her respects to her former colleague, or was merely here for public appearances, to signal that Hogwarts would continue on despite the terrible war.

"Professor?" he called out, making her way towards her. McGonagall saw him coming and flinched slightly in fear. Harry felt a pang of regret at the rift that had formed between them over the past year.

"Mr. Potter," she greeted him stiffly. "Do you need something?"

"I wanted to return this," said Harry. He reached into his robes pocket and procured the Sorting Hat, which he handed to McGonagall. She accepted it carefully, eyes widening at the sight of it.

"I noticed this was missing months ago, but Severus was not forthcoming in telling me why," she muttered. "Why were you in possession of it?"

"I borrowed it," Harry said simply. All around him, he could hear the crowd quieting as the event began, and knew he wouldn't have time to explain here. "I just wanted to make sure it got back to the school, so it can help the next generation of students like it helped me. I'd love to sit down and explain myself in the next few days, if you're open to it."

McGonagall regarded Harry curiously at this request. He could not tell if she believed or trusted him, or if she even wanted to. She gave a small jerk of the head in agreement, which Harry took as a good sign.

"I'll owl you tomorrow," he promised, as he made his way back to his mother.

The room fell to a hush as a pair of Aurors marched on stage, holding Snape by either arm. Or rather, one held his right arm while the other guided his arm-less left side forward. The man did not resist or protest, merely shuffling ahead, gaze cast down to the floor in resignation.

A Ministry official took the stage as Snape was thrust forward to face the crowd. "Severus Snape," the man read from a scroll of parchment, "you have been charged with a litany of crimes, including domestic terrorism, association with the Dark Lord known as Voldemort, conspiracy against magical Britain, facilitating known child predators within Hogwarts School, and several counts of murder. How do you plead?"

"Guilty," Snape said softly, still gazing forlornly at the ground. Many in the crowd muttered in surprise, though such whispers were drowned out by jeers and overeager calls for violence. The atmosphere was charged and aggressive, and Harry suddenly felt nervous being in the midst of such bloodlust.

"For these crimes and many others, you have been given the maximum punishment permissible by law," said the official. "By the decree of Minister of Magic Amos Diggory, you have been sentenced to death."

The crowd roared with delight as an executioner sauntered on stage, a long, sharp axe in his hand. Harry was eerily reminded of Buckbeak's near-execution in his original third year and the injustice therein...while Snape was by no means an innocent man, it still felt similarly unfair.

The two Aurors roughly forced Snape to his knees, his head pushed forward onto the chopping block. Still the man did not resist, did not try to fight his fate, merely accepting his end with quiet dignity. Harry might have been impressed if he did not know the true reason for Snape's stoicism: he no longer cared about living. He had given up long before the sentence was passed down.

The gathered crowd buzzed with anticipation as the executioner took his place beside Snape on the stage. He made a great show of sharpening the blade on the whetstone, playing up the moment of suspense to the crowd. Harry was sickened by the display – this wasn't about justice, or even punishment. It was entertainment, designed to satisfy the masses who were baying for blood after a year of persecution. It only reaffirmed his decision to spare Draco such a ghoulish fate.

Soon, the moment came. The executioner lined up his blade with Snape's neck, and a hush fell over the crowd in anticipation. The hooded man raised his arms, the axe hovering menacingly overhead as he prepared to cast the felling blow.

And finally, Snape looked up. It was as if he was drawn telepathically to the one person he wanted to see, locking eyes with Lily at the base of the stage. A look of amazement crossed the man's normally-stoic features, as Harry felt his mother stiffen beside him. Snape smiled softly as he closed his eyes, a single tear running down his long hooked nose.

There was a gentle whoosh of air, a thud of metal on wood as the axe swung home, and Severus Snape was no more.

The crowd roared with delight as the Aurors rushed forward to secure the body. Harry felt Lily trembling beside him, and wrapped his arm protectively around her; she buried her face in his shoulder, weeping quietly. Harry would not mourn Snape after what he had done to his father, but he did say a quiet word of thanks to the man for keeping the rest of his family safe through the war.

After a few minutes, the room began to empty as the crowd dispersed to return home, the spectacle over. Harry was grateful that nobody paid them much mind; aside from a few dirty looks, nobody approached him or Lily, instead filing out calmly around them.

"You alright, Mum?" Harry asked softly.

"Yes...or, I will be," Lily sniffed, slowly pulling herself together. "Thank you for coming with me, dear."

They turned for the exit, filing out behind the rest of the rabble. But once again, Harry was unable to slip out unnoticed, as someone called out to him before they reached the exit:

"Hey, Harry! Got a minute?"

Harry turned. Cedric was approaching, dressed in his official Auror robes, flanked by Tonks and several other Aurors. He struck an impressive figure, as people parted the way for him in reverence. He was nearly as respected in Britain now as Neville was.

"Hey, Ced," Harry greeted him. "What's up?"

"My father would like a word in his office," said Cedric. "Will you come with us?"

"We really must be getting home," Lily said uneasily. "Harry is still recovering from his battle wounds—"

"It's alright, Mum," said Harry. "Of course I can make time for the Minister. I'll meet you back at home...can you find Neville and tell him I'll meet him another day?"

Lily looked nervous, eyeing the Aurors with suspicion. "Very well," she muttered. And she reluctantly headed for the Atrium as Harry followed Cedric and the other Aurors towards the lifts. He did not know what this was about, but like his father, he refused to show fear when he had every right to remain in Britain as anybody else.

As they boarded the lift, Harry noticed the gleaming silver badge pinned to Cedric's breast. "Head Auror?" Harry whistled. "Congratulations. That's quite the promotion."

"Thanks," Cedric said with a small grimace. "My dad appointed me yesterday. Though to be honest, I recommended Dora for the job, since she has more seniority in the department and deserved it more."

"Nonsense, dear," said Tonks from behind him. "You and I spent the same amount of time in the job after my accident. And we wouldn't have won the final battle without your leadership."

"Agreed," said Harry. "Don't doubt yourself, mate...you're a worthy leader that people will look up to." The other Aurors grumbled in agreement with this, and Cedric begrudgingly nodded his gratitude.

"Tell your family thanks for coming to my mother's funeral, by the way," piped up Tonks. "We weren't expecting many people to show up – I really appreciate it."

"Of course," said Harry. "She was as vital to the war effort as anyone, and she deserves to be remembered as a hero."

Tonks smiled in thanks at these words. It was encouraging to know that Harry at least had their support in the wake of the battle. Perhaps Amos could eventually be swayed if his son and eventual daughter-in-law were advocating on the Potters' behalf.

The entourage stepped out on the administration level and strode across the floor towards the Minister's office. It was a foreboding feeling – the last time Harry had been here was during the Battle of London, as Voldemort held his family hostage. Now, workers scrambled across the floor as if such a terrible event had never happened. Harry wondered what Amos could want with him, and hoped he could broker some kind of peace agreement on behalf of all the Potters.

Immediately Harry got a bad feeling as they entered the Minister's office. Amos had reverted the floor plan to that of Minister Fudge; rather than an open arrangement with a desk surrounded by chairs for visitors, Amos sat imperiously from a high perch, looking down upon his visitors from an elevated and distant position. Harry sat calmly in one of the sparse wooden chairs against the wall as Cedric bowed to his father and turned to leave.

"Actually, stay a moment, Cedric," Amos called out to his son. "In fact, all of you can stay for this."

That can't be a good sign, Harry grimaced. The Aurors fanned out across the room, standing casually but at attention. Did Amos fear Harry? Did he want the Aurors there for protection? Or was there something more nefarious planned?

"I must ask you to surrender your wand, Harry," said Amos. "Purely for my own safety, you see."

"Very well," Harry shrugged. He withdrew the Elder Wand and handed it to Cedric standing nearby. He knew now that he did not need to possess the Wand to have it answer to him, so it mattered not who was holding it – not that he'd ever let the Minister know this. Amos visibly relaxed, leaning back in his chair and regarding Harry curiously.

"So, you survived the battle," said Amos with a heavy sigh. He sounded almost disappointed by this fact.

"I did," Harry nodded.

"Many witnesses attested to the fact that you were struck by a Killing Curse from You-Know-Who," Amos remarked. "How did you live?"

"I'd rather not get into the details, sir," said Harry. "Let's call it a well-timed illusion and leave it at that."

"Hmph," Amos snorted. "I don't suppose you heard about the incident at Azkaban last night? We had a break-out. Draco Malfoy escaped with the help of a mysterious accomplice."

"Did he, now?" said Harry, quirking an eyebrow. "You should probably up your security measures, then. The dementors never were too reliable."

"You deny involvement, then?" asked Amos directly.

"Are you officially accusing me of a crime, sir?" Harry asked. "If so, I'd prefer to have legal counsel present before we continue."

Amos clearly didn't buy it. He glared suspiciously at Harry before continuing.

"There is also the matter of your behavior during the Battle of Hogwarts," he said. "As I understand it, you were placed under the supervision of Fred and George Weasley to help defend the castle."

"You are mistaken," said Harry. "I assisted Fred and George in the castle of my own volition, but my mission lay elsewhere. My intention was always to enter the battlefield and engage Voldemort directly."

"Then you should have been at Hogsmeade, with your father's task force!" said Amos. "Where my son could keep a proper eye on you!"

"Dad, please—" Cedric groaned.

"With respect, sir, I could not do what needed to be done if I had a commanding officer," said Harry. "I was needed in multiple different places and required freedom to move fluidly between tasks. For instance, I helped guide the students into the castle—"

"Eyewitnesses told me otherwise," Amos frowned. "It was McGonagall and Flitwick who protected the students."

"I was under an Invisibility Cloak," Harry grumbled. "I also protected resistance fighters from the vampires and werewolves who were attacking them—"

"Yes, I have the report right here," said Amos, consulting a roll of parchment on his desk. "Three hundred twenty-six vampires and one hundred seventy-five werewolves were killed in the battle, most by yourself. Are you aware that both are classified as 'protected species' in Europe? Can you imagine the international outcry over the slaughter of nearly one-quarter the European population of each species?"

"They were participating in the battle, the same as anyone else!" Harry protested. "As far as I'm concerned, they gave up their legal immunity the moment they traveled to Hogwarts with the intent to feed! What kind of bullshit logic is this?"

"You also attacked a group of your fellow students!" Amos went on. "Don't deny it; we found them in the bushes unconscious, and they told us what happened when they were revived."

"They attacked me first!" said Harry. "I moved them to the bushes so they wouldn't be in the way of the fighting—"

"And don't even get me started on your actions in the year leading up to the battle," said Amos. "I know you were initiated as a Death Eater, even if you got rid of your Mark somehow. I know you aided in the brainwashing and punishment of students at Hogwarts alongside Snape and the Carrows. And lest we forget that you murdered Albus Dumbledore, which got us into this mess in the first place!"

"Sir, I will happily provide testimony and memories to explain my actions in all instances," said Harry. "Or you can ask Neville Longbottom, who will attest to the fact that my actions were justified—"

"Longbottom's opinion matters not!" Amos said hotly. "I don't know what you did to hoodwink that poor boy into defending you, but I don't care. Do not invoke his name again...Longbottom may be willing to overlook your past transgressions, but I am not."

"What are you saying, Minister?" Harry demanded.

In response, Amos snapped his fingers. Harry jumped in surprise as thick chains sprang from the floor, tethering Harry in place.

"You must be punished for what you've done, Harry," said Amos. "Britain will have justice for the murder of Dumbledore and the countless other crimes against humanity you and your father committed. Just because you jumped on the resistance bandwagon at the last possible moment does not absolve you of your sins."

"So you're going to chuck me in Azkaban?" Harry scoffed. "After rescuing you from Malfoy and winning this war for you almost single-handedly? This is absurd, Amos."

"That's Minister Diggory to you, boy!" Amos snapped. "And you'll be lucky if Azkaban is indeed your fate. You saw what became of your old friend Severus just now."

Harry could not believe what he was hearing. He turned to Cedric for help – surely he could get his father to see reason! Cedric indeed looked troubled, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot.

"Father, we've talked about this," said Cedric. "Harry was working with us for months prior to the battle. He did a lot to help the war effort that most people are unaware of. He at least deserves to stand trial and defend himself."

"Oho, there will be a trial, alright," Amos sneered. "A public trial, oh yes, where your crimes will be listed for the whole of Britain to hear. Then the Wizengamot will decide your fate, along with your father."

Harry knew that such a trial would be a kangaroo court. It would be a spectacle, one where the Potters would be dragged into the spotlight for public scorn. Even if the vote was fair – which Harry already doubted – who would dare go against public opinion and draw the nation's ire by letting Dumbledore's murderer walk free? He would be vilified, convicted, and killed...of that he had no doubt.

And he could not abide it. Harry did not come this far to submit himself to public humiliation, to die a scapegoat, reviled by everyone. He had no intentions of going to Azkaban, not now, not ever. He would rather live his life on the run than let a pathetic man like Amos Diggory lock him in a cage and dictate his fate.

This is it, then, Harry thought grimly. The moment I become a fugitive. He did not want to hurt Cedric, or Tonks, or the other Aurors, but it was looking increasingly like he had no choice. The Elder Wand hummed nearby, sensing violence, prepared to act on its master's orders. He would have to fight his way out of here...would have to find his family and get them out of Britain...would be forced to go on the run for the rest of his life…

"Harry James Potter," said Amos with an air of importance, "I hereby place you under arrest for your many crimes, including—"

It happened in the blink of an eye. The office door sprang open, and suddenly, spellfire was crackling throughout the enclosed space. The Aurors drew their wands and turned towards the assailant, but they were struck down by Stunners before they could react. Cedric, Tonks, and the others all fell to the ground, unconscious.

Amos Diggory shakily drew his own wand, but it was wrenched from his grasp, flying across the room towards the door and getting snatched from the air by the newest arrival. Amos gaped at the intruder. "Mr. Longbottom?" he gasped.

Harry turned; Neville stood in the doorway, wand drawn, a look of determination on his face.

"Apologies, Minister," he said casually, before firing one final Stunner; it struck Amos in the chest and he slumped backwards, splayed in his chair, out cold.

Neville turned to Harry and pointed his wand at him. For a moment, Harry thought he too was about to be Stunned, but then the chains binding him in place retracted into the ground, allowing him to stand.

"Neville?" said Harry, astonished. "What are you doing here?"

"Rescuing you, if it wasn't obvious," Neville scoffed. "Now, c'mon. Do you have the Cloak on you?"

"Of course," said Harry, pulling it out from his robes. He moved to throw it over the both of them, but Neville held up his hand.

"You need it more than I do, mate," he chuckled. "Let's get out of here."

Harry threw the Invisibility Cloak over himself and retrieved his Wand from Cedric's unconscious form before following Neville from the office. Alarms were blaring in the distance, and workers stood around looking confused, unsure of what was going on. Neville appeared unconcerned, leading the way down the hallway towards the lifts.

As they reached the end of the hall, the lift grate sprang open, and six more Aurors jumped out, wands drawn. Harry pulled out the Elder Wand in preparation for a fight, but Neville appeared unconcerned, merely stopping in the middle of the hallway as they approached. Rather than engage Neville in spellfire, the Aurors seemed surprised by his presence – even star-struck at the sight of the Man Who Won.

"Mr. Longbottom," one of the Aurors said reverently, bowing at the sight of Neville. "What is going on here? We were alerted that the Minister has been attacked—"

"Yes, it seems that Harry Potter has escaped," said Neville casually, sounding almost bored. "I think he ran in that direction. You'd best hurry if you're going to catch him."

The Aurors followed Neville's pointed finger in the opposite direction of the lifts. "Men, on me!" the lead Auror announced, and the group hurried off in a tight formation, around the corner and out of sight. Neville strode confidently into the open lift, and Harry jumped in behind him, as the grate closed and whisked them down towards the Atrium.

"I don't understand," Harry muttered once they were alone. "Why are you doing this?"

"I reckon you've saved my hide enough times over the past seven years," Neville shrugged. "About time I returned the favor, don't you think?"

"But won't this make you a fugitive, too?" Harry asked. "They'll arrest you once Amos tells them what really happened."

"Nah, I doubt it," Neville chuckled. "I'm the Man Who Won...how d'you think they'll explain that one to the public? They can't afford that kind of scandal right now. They'll give me a slap on the wrist and hide me away from the public eye to let things blow over. Frankly, I could use the bloody vacation."

Harry had to laugh at the boy's audacity. It was clever – Amos Diggory would indeed not risk public scorn for speaking out against Neville at a time like this. Perhaps Neville was more of a Slytherin than Harry ever gave him credit for.

The lift arrived at the Atrium level and clattered open. Neville walked across the marble floor towards the exit, as people immediately began to flock towards him and clamor for an autograph. It was easy enough for Harry to evade notice, slipping through the cracks of the gathered crowd while they shouted and crowded one another to get Neville's attention. But he managed to glide past them all, brushing off all attempts to stop him as he passed through the security checkpoint, Harry close behind.

Neville reached the Apparation point and subtly held out his left hand. Harry grasped it, and Neville twisted them away into darkness. They reappeared in an abandoned district across town, alone at last.

"Bloody Amos," Neville groaned. "I tried my hardest to talk him out of it, but he's been dead-set on bringing charges against you and your dad ever since he took office."

"I had a feeling he might," Harry sighed. Ever since Amos Diggory was elected Minister, he'd been expecting such an outcome. It felt like an inevitability more than anything.

"He's going to be pretty angry once he's revived," said Neville. "I'd lay low somewhere far away for a while. You can get your family out of the country to safety, yeah?"

"I think so," said Harry. "I reckon we'll go to France first and talk to—"

"No, don't tell me," said Neville, plugging his ears. "Better this way. They'll probably question me about where you've gone, so it's best if I don't know."

"Alright," said Harry. "Listen, Nev...thank you for rescuing me, sincerely. But you didn't have to. Why are you sticking your neck out for me when you have no reason to?"

Neville gave Harry a blank stare, as though not understanding the question. "You saved my life, Harry," he said. "On more than one occasion. Even when you had no reason to intervene, when you could have left me to fend for myself, you were always there to help. I was a prat to you for seven years, and still you stuck up for me. I'll never understand why, but I know I owe you everything. So quit asking stupid questions and get your family out of here, before it's too late."

Harry nodded thoughtfully. Neville had grown considerably since he first met him in this timeline, from a naive and somewhat haughty first-year to the quietly confident man standing before him now. He was wiser, humbler, and more self-aware now, finally recognizing what Harry had sacrificed for him to make it out of this war alive.

"I guess I'll be seeing you," said Harry, turning to leave. "Or maybe not. I guess I should go ask a bloody centaur if the sister stars are done converging yet." Both he and Neville snorted in appreciation at this.

"Take care, Harry," said Neville, extending his hand.

"You too, Nev," said Harry. "I'll tell my family what you did for me." Including Dahlia, he left unsaid.

"And I'll tell everyone here what you did for me," Neville insisted. "I mean it, Harry. I'll clear your name if it's the last thing I do."

"If you say so," Harry chuckled. He doubted Neville would make much of an impact in swaying public opinion on the Potters, but he supposed it was the thought that counts. So with one final nod of thanks, he Disapparated back to Grimmauld Place.

He found his family waiting for him in the sitting room, looking worried. "There you are," said James. "We were about to send a search party. What did Diggory want?"

"He tried to arrest me," Harry sighed. "And he intends to put out a warrant for you too. I only got out because Neville intervened...we have to get out of Britain, and fast."

"That bastard!" James seethed as Lily gasped in horror. "I knew he would double-cross me the second he took power! When I see him next—"

"Darling, now is not the time," Lily said soothingly, placing a hand on his chest. "Harry is right...we need to go."

"Britain is my home," James said stubbornly. "I can't just turn my back on her."

"Well, Britain's turned her back on us," Harry said grimly. "Fighting back isn't going to change anything...it might only make things worse."

"James, please," Lily begged, looking him deep in the eyes. "I can't go through this again. Let's leave together, as a family, and put all of this behind us. I can't stand to see anyone else I love in danger."

"Dad, you didn't see what we saw at that execution tonight," Harry insisted. "People are angry. Even if we get a trial, it won't be fair. We'll be crucified. Please, let's cut our losses and live to fight another day."

James looked heavily conflicted. Harry knew what was going through the man's mind: he was a prideful man, having been forced to do the bidding of another for the past year, and was now being ostracized from his homeland because of it. It was unfair, and he knew it. But James softened at the look in Lily's eyes, and slowly nodded.

"Alright," he sighed. "But where?"

"We will go to my father," said Fleur adamantly. "He will keep you safe and 'elp you apply for political asylum."

"Your family has done enough to help mine," James told her. "I can't ask Sebastian to do any more for us."

"You don't understand," said Fleur adamantly, stepping forward and slipping her hand into Harry's. "Our families are one and the same now. The Delacours and the Potters will never stand apart again."

"You mean it?" asked Harry quietly, meeting Fleur's eyes. "The Potter name is tarnished. You're still with us?"

Fleur answered him with a blazing look and a tender, lingering kiss that sent jolts of electricity down Harry's spine. "Always," she whispered when she pulled apart. Harry's heart soared at this, visions flowing through him of a brighter future, of a family of his own, like the Mirror of Erised come to life before his eyes. Fleur smiled brightly at him, and he knew she was thinking the same thing.

"Very well," said James, smiling in spite of himself at the loving couple before him. "Everyone pack your things; we leave in ten minutes."

Harry felt wistful as he quickly packed a bag with essentials. The reality of leaving Britain, perhaps for good, was starting to hit him all at once. The last twelve years of his two lifetimes – fighting a war that he never thought would end – had led him to this: exile from the only place he'd ever been able to call home. He was no longer welcome here, and that filled him with an aching sadness he knew would always linger.

But as his family gathered in the living room to Portkey away, Harry looked around and realized just how lucky he was. Somehow, in spite of the odds, his entire family had survived the war – in fact, it have even grown in size. All of his loved ones were still on his side, and despite their shared circumstances, they were determined to stick together and support one another to the very end.

Harry thought back to his final conversation with Neville, to the subtle resentment he'd felt towards the other boy for their unequal fates. Neville was the clear winner of this war, the shining white knight and hero of Britain, while Harry had become a pariah despite all he'd done in the shadows. Yet in this moment, Harry felt that he had all he could ever want right now, Britain be damned. And as the Portkey activated to whisk them away from the Isles, he thought that perhaps, in a strange way, he was the true victor between the two.
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Epilogue: Fighting From the Shadows

One year had passed since Voldemort's defeat, and still Harry could not be rid of the nightmares.

He saw green flashes of light wherever he turned, consuming his vision. His family in mortal peril, with him powerless to save them. Voldemort, back from the dead, with Harry having missed one of his horcruxes to allow him to return to full power once more. And Death itself, lurking around every corner, waiting to cash in on its favor and ensnare Harry in another lifetime of misery—

"'Arry, it is okay! Calm down, mon amour...it is only a dream."

Harry groaned as he was wrenched from yet another horrid dreamscape. It took several minutes for him to calm down, his heart beat gradually declining as Fleur held him close, stroking his hair gently. Finally his tremors ceased and he was able to breathe normally again, though he still held onto Fleur for dear life.

"Sorry," he panted. "That was a really bad one."

"You do not need to apologize," said Fleur. "Eet is normal for someone who 'as been through all that you have."

And how many people can say they've been through what I have? Harry chuckled humorlessly to himself. Twelve straight years of looking over his shoulder, with the weight of the world upon him, should have been enough to break him down completely. He was frankly surprised he had not been driven to madness by it all.

Harry knew he would not be able to sleep any longer, so he slipped out of Fleur's arms and stepped out onto the balcony. He stood on the terrace overlooking the moonlit sea, breathing in the placid summer breeze. The distant roar of the waves soothed him – the power of a force much larger than himself, churning endlessly for millions of years without pause. The thought of something that mighty and eternal, far beyond the silly machinations of mankind, both awed and comforted him.

The cliffside villa Harry and Fleur resided in was once a safe house owned and operated by Sebastian Delacour. He had stationed the Potters there temporarily while searching for a more permanent arrangement, but Harry had taken a shine to the place. The isolation from society and serene surroundings appealed to him – he wanted to be far away from the bustle of society for a while. Once the rest of the family found lodging elsewhere, he and Fleur simply stayed, with her father's approval. Harry had offered to pay the man back someday, but Sebastian would hear of no such thing.

After a few minutes, Fleur stepped out onto the balcony with him, pressing herself into his back affectionately. "I can owl Professor Dupont again," she offered. "Perhaps you would like to see 'im again—"

"No," Harry said quickly. "I'm fine, honestly."

"'E would never repeat what you told him to anyone," Fleur encouraged him. "I know that 'e would help you as much as 'e helped me—"

"Thanks, but I can handle it on my own," Harry snapped.

Shortly after the war ended, Fleur had begun meeting with Professor Dupont, a retired Beauxbatons teacher who had taken up Mind Healing in his later years. She recommended that Harry also meet with Dupont separately, but he'd canceled their meetings after just one session. The man asked too many probing questions that made Harry uncomfortable, inviting him to share intimate details about himself that he did not want to divulge. He knew that wasn't the answer Fleur wanted to hear, but she thankfully dropped the subject.

"Are you excited to see your family tonight?" asked Fleur.

"Is that really today?" Harry asked casually. But he knew perfectly well it was tonight. They'd received an invitation from Sirius and Amelia to meet them for dinner, with everyone else in the Potter clan slated to attend. It would be their first time together since they split apart nearly a year prior, shortly after leaving Britain. And Harry had been anticipating the reunion for weeks.

"I am going into town later to pick up some things for dinner," said Fleur. "Would you like to come?"

"No, thank you," said Harry. Fleur liked to shop in a quaint French village some five miles away, which Harry had accompanied her to several times. It was a nice enough place, reminding him a bit of Godric's Hollow, but too crowded for his liking. Being around people gave him anxiety, so he preferred the isolation and safety of home.

So when the sun rose a few hours later, Fleur Apparated to the market while Harry settled into the library downstairs. He liked to start his days reading, having built up a rather impressive collection of books over the past year. He'd borrowed many from Krum's personal library, while also perusing bookstores in magical districts around the European continent. Most countries had an equivalent of Knockturn Alley that contained a darker selection of tomes, which interested Harry more than what was legally available.

Currently he was reading a centuries-old book on soul magic from a Greek necromancer named Skiaphos, who had been a former understudy of Ekrizdis before the man went on to found Azkaban. It was clear to Harry that their research had formed the basis for the creation of dementors, using rather foul magic to allow Lethifolds and Inferi to breed together. Some of the graphic descriptions and sketches caused Harry's stomach to turn, but it was captivating work all the same that deepened his understanding of the creatures.

Fleur returned from the market around noon, nose wrinkling in displeasure at the sight of the book. "Must you continue to read such 'orrid tales?" she fretted.

"You never know when the information might come in handy," Harry shrugged, closing the book to join her in the kitchen. He pulled her in for a tender kiss, and despite her overtures of annoyance, she relented and returned the gesture.

"Your Dark Lord is dead, 'Arry," she said softly. "Why do you continue to burden yourself with these things?"

"You never know when the next Dark Lord might pop up," Harry shrugged. "I want to be better prepared for when they do."

He didn't dare divulge the true reason for his studies. He knew he would one day be forced to face Voldemort once more, in another world, another lifetime. According to Death, the man may have found alternate means of immortality, and Harry did not want to be caught unprepared to deal with it. He would spend the rest of this lifetime studying the topic, in the hopes of unearthing the same methods Tom Riddle used – or would use – to hide his soul away from Death.

"Father owled me this morning," Fleur added. "He is preparing a trip to Japan in ze fall to pursue a new business venture. He asked if you would like to join 'is party."

"Sure," said Harry. "Maybe we can make a vacation of it."

"I would like that," Fleur smiled.

Sebastian Delacour had offered both Harry and James work after the war as part of his personal security detail. The man's business dealings sometimes put him in contact with powerful and dangerous witches and wizards, so he kept a rotating staff of bodyguards to keep him safe in case of an incident. Harry had accompanied him on a handful of trips, most of which were uneventful, though he did successfully thwart an assassination attempt in Turkey months prior, bringing the would-be killer (and his financier) to justice. Sebastian had offered Harry a full-time position for a significant sum after that, but he'd declined, preferring the luxury of picking and choosing his jobs while maintaining his hard-earned freedom.

James, on the other hand, did not take a liking to the job. By his own admission, he was no longer as spry and nimble as he once was, and the work was taxing on his body and mind. He'd been present for the assassination attempt as well, but suffered an injury from an obscure curse that confined him to a bed for weeks. It might have claimed his life if not for Harry's efforts with the Elder Wand to undo the curse. The man had officially retired from combat life after his recovery, much to Lily's relief.

Harry found himself restless that afternoon as the family reunion approached. Normally he enjoyed having afternoons off with Fleur, lounging around the house and luxuriating in doing absolutely nothing, but for once he was eager to leave. So the pair got ready to leave early, and linked arms at five o'clock sharp to Apparate away.

Sirius and Amelia had purchased a home in the French countryside shortly after the war, just south of Paris. It was modest compared to Sirius' old British manor, but still a luxury by Muggle standards, with two stories and a multitude of spare bedrooms to accommodate visitors. Harry had stayed there on several occasions, to help out with Cassie while Fleur or Amelia were away on business, and of course to spend quality time with his godfather after such a stressful war.

"There they are!" Sirius laughed as Harry and Fleur approached the front door. He wrapped Harry in a tight bear hug before greeting Fleur with a kiss on both cheeks.

"Are we early?" asked Harry, glancing over his shoulder into the house.

"Not at all!" said Sirius. "In fact, most everyone is here already."

"Huh," said Harry. It appeared that he was not the only one eager to see family tonight.

Sirius ushered the pair inside the home. Harry was granted a brief view of the entryway before a blur of black hair obstructed it, and he was nearly bowled over by a full-body hug. "Hey, moron," he laughed, setting his assailant back on her feet. "Staying out of trouble?"

"Hey, idiot," Dahlia giggled. "Not even a little bit."

"Spoken like a true daughter of a Marauder," chuckled Sirius. "Boy, I've missed you lot."

"Missed you too, Uncle Sirius," said Harry. "How's Cassie doing?"

As if in answer, Harry heard a peal of laughter from somewhere above him. He looked up just in time to see a blur tumbling head-over-heels towards him; his Quidditch instincts kicked in, catching the object before it hit the ground. Cassie squealed with delight as Harry righted her, bewildered at the girl's lack of fear.

"Oh, yeah, she does that now," Sirius chuckled, seemingly unconcerned. "She likes to jump from the second story and bounce down the hall. She's got the Black insanity gene, that's for sure."

"It's normal for magical babies to test their limits early," said Dahlia, reverting into explanatory Healer mode by instinct. "Her magic protects her from serious harm, so she's far more resilient than a Muggle baby would be."

"Don't I know it," Sirius chuckled. "Reggie and I used to launch ourselves head-first down the stairs at Grimmauld Place as toddlers. Nearly gave ol' Walburga a heart attack...shame we stopped, or we could've finished her off earlier."

"Sirius?" a voice called out from above. "You didn't forget to block the banister again, did you? You know Cassie likes to climb over it."

"Of course not, dear!" Sirius called back innocently, as he frantically motioned for the others to keep quiet. "She's down here with me."

Amelia appeared on the stairwell, looking suspicious as she descended towards them. She kept one hand protectively cradling her belly, currently swelling with her second child. Harry handed off Cassie to Sirius to greet her with a gentle hug.

"Sorry I'm late," Amelia sighed. "Couldn't get out of work until half an hour ago."

"You are still working zis late into pregnancy?" Fleur remarked. "That must be exhausting!"

"It's not so bad," Amelia shrugged. "I figure if I can join a resistance army in my ninth month of pregnancy, I can handle some light legal work in my eighth. Besides, Sirius has been a great help around the house."

"Someone's gotta look out for this little troublemaker," Sirius grinned, motioning to his daughter. "If you ask me, Lia got the easier gig." Cassie took that very moment to leap from Sirius' shoulder towards the ground, bouncing harmlessly off the tile floor and into Dahlia's arms, giggling hysterically at her own stunt.

"Your mother and father are out in the back garden," said Amelia, gesturing down the hall. "I imagine they are quite eager to see you."

Harry headed outside at once to greet James and Lily. He found them sitting side by side in the grass, holding hands and conversing in soft tones. It warmed his heart to see them like this, still madly in love some twenty years after first getting married. They look up and saw him from afar, beaming and standing to greet him.

"Harry!" James exclaimed, throwing his arms around his son. "How have you been, son? It's been too long this time."

"Yeah, it has," Harry agreed. He hadn't seen his parents in several months, as there hadn't been a handy excuse to get together since James' quasi-retirement. He would simply have to make more excuses in the future.

"Good to see you, Fleur," said Lily as she hugged the French witch. "Keeping our son out of trouble, I hope?"

"I do what I can," Fleur said with an exaggerated sigh. "Ze best I can do is guilt him into inviting me along for ze trouble."

"Like father, like son," Lily grumbled good-naturedly. "Best get used to it, dear."

The group migrated inside to reconnect with the others in the sitting room. Remus and Alessia arrived soon after, looking sun-tanned and cheerful. Harry was glad to see Remus thriving in this life, genuinely happy for what seemed to be the first time in both timelines. Alessia had also quickly become part of their little tribe, matching the chaotic energy of the Marauders while infecting them all with her sheer enthusiasm for life. It was no wonder Remus had fallen for her.

Harry relished in the cozy environment, surrounded by loved ones once again. He normally didn't like such chaotic atmospheres as this one, but for family, he would make an exception. It was similar to summers at the Burrow in his first timeline, but this time it was his own family he got to enjoy the company of. He hoped this would be just the first of many such reunions over the years (and decades) to come.

Soon the group moved to the kitchen to prepare for the meal. "Is Damian coming?" Remus asked as the table was set. "I thought he'd be here by now."

"He had to cancel last minute," said Lily. "He was invited to a Quidditch camp in Colorado for the summer. Apparently it's a place for professional scouts to assess young talent for the big leagues."

"Wow, good for him," Remus remarked. Damian had picked up the sport again after enrolling in Ilvermorny the previous fall, and proved to be just as much of a menace there as at Hogwarts. He was already slated to be one of the top Beater prospects for the American Quidditch League after he finished his upcoming seventh year.

"I'd love to see him play sometime," James mused. "Maybe we can make a trip to Massachusetts this fall to watch one of his school matches."

"I saw him play in the spring," said Harry. "He's brilliant."

"You did?" said Remus, looking confused. "How did you get a Portkey to the States? I've heard the wait list for approval can take months!"

"I, er...made one," Harry admitted.

"You what?!" Lily exclaimed. "Dear, that's extremely illegal! What if you'd been caught?"

"Well, I didn't," Harry said stubbornly. "I know how to be discreet."

"We really don't need another magical government on our backs, son," James sighed. "Try not to take risks like that in the future."

"C'mon, Prongs, Harry here knows how to handle himself," Sirius said. "It's not like you've never taken risks like that! Remember when we were sixteen and stole your dad's brooms to fly across the Channel and back?"

"Not so loud, Padfoot," James grumbled, as Lily just rolled her eyes and pretended not to have heard.

Soon after, the group was seated around the dining table and eating the feast Sirius had prepared. The meal was punctuated with excited talk as the group told one another what they had been up to for the past year. Scattered though they were across the continent, it warmed Harry's heart to know everyone was finding their feet again after the turmoil of fleeing Britain. Such an event had been traumatic in the moment, but with one another's support, they were finally picking up the pieces and building happy and successful lives elsewhere.

Once most people had cleared their plates, Lily clinked her glass for everyone's attention. "I just want to say how nice it is to have everyone back together again," she said. "It's been a challenging year for all of us, and I wish we could do this more often."

"Hear, hear," said Remus. "It shouldn't need to be a special occasion to see family."

"Agreed," said James. "That said, this is a special occasion...let's give it up for Dahlia graduating from Beauxbatons with top marks!"

The table cheered as Dahlia blushed in her seat. She had finished her seventh year of study at the French institute the month prior. Harry was initially worried that she would not fit in at the foreign school, but she proved immediately popular at the school, thanks in part to her relationship with the Delacours and the tales of her contributions to the British war effort.

"Dahlia mentioned in her last letter that she had more good news to share," Lily added. "Want to tell everyone, darling?"

"I just received the owl last week," Dahlia smiled. "I've been accepted for post-graduate study at the Healer institute in Milan." That set off another round of delighted cheers, as everyone toasted to the good news.

"Congratulations, kiddo!" Sirius grinned. "Isn't that the same place Alessia studied?"

"Yes, it is," said Dahlia, grinning over at the woman. "She was a tremendous help with the application process. She even put in a good word for me with the professors."

"I was 'appy to do so," Alessia beamed at her. "Though I suspect you would 'ave been accepted either way...your accomplishments during ze war are well-known among Healer circles by now."

Harry had indeed heard whispers of Dahlia's growing reputation abroad. Her efforts to save lives during both the Battle of London and the Battle of Hogwarts had earned her significant acclaim, as many international soldiers had brought tales of her heroism back to their home countries with them. Her clever use of Stasis Charms to save lives had even been discussed in research papers and recommended for broader adoption worldwide. Dahlia would undoubtedly find support and success in whatever endeavor she pursued next.

"Since we're on the topic of good news," said Remus, gesturing to himself and Alessia. "We have some to share as well."

"You two working on a cousin for Cassie yet?" Sirius quipped. "We're not getting much younger here, Moony."

"No, it's not that," Remus chuckled, as Alessia blushed beside him. "Well, soon, we hope. But it's about the potion business. We're starting up production again in the fall."

"What?!" Lily gasped, looking astonished. "But how? I thought you couldn't find the money!"

Remus and Alessia had been trying to secure government funding to revive their potions manufacturing business for the past year straight. But no Ministry around the world was willing to fund the project, due largely to the exorbitant cost of basilisk venom. The pair had even been contemplating moving to South America to start a basilisk breeding farm to increase the world supply.

"We got a message from Gringotts last month," said Remus. "An angel investor reached out with an offer to donate the fifty thousand Galleons we need to get up and running again."

"But why?" James frowned. "What do they get out of it?"

"Dunno," Remus muttered. "But it gets weirder. We tried to find out who is behind the donation, but the goblins wouldn't tell us. All we know from the paperwork is that it came from a non-profit organization called 'The Dobby Foundation'."

"The Dobby Foundation?" Harry repeated, bewildered. "Isn't that the name of the Malfoys' old house-elf?"

"Could it be Narcissa stirring up trouble?" asked Lily, turning to Sirius. "What is her angle?"

"It couldn't be her," Sirius frowned. "Not alone, anyway. By law, she can't access the Malfoy funds by herself because Lucius' heir still lives. Doesn't matter if he is a fugitive – as far as Gringotts is concerned, Draco is still in control of the family vault."

"But what could Draco want with our business?" Remus wondered aloud. "Is he trying to gain a favor over us? Use the company as leverage to get revenge somehow?"

"I don't think so," Harry muttered thoughtfully. "It might be a genuine token of goodwill."

"How can you know that, dear?" asked Lily. "Weren't you and Draco enemies?"

"Once upon a time, yeah," Harry shrugged. "But the last time I saw him, I told him to 'pay it forward' to the next person that needed help. Maybe this is his way of doing that."

"We aren't the only ones the Foundation has donated to, either," said Remus. "According to legal filings, they've also contributed to a house-elf resettlement program and a support fund for fighters who were disabled in the Battle of Hogwarts."

"How about that?" James whistled. "Maybe the little shit actually grew up and decided to use his father's money for good."

"Yeah, maybe," Sirius grumbled suspiciously. "I'll do some research and see if it's all above-board. My nephew is still a Black, after all."

"You're also a Black," Harry pointed out. "So was Andromeda, and Tonks, and your brother. You wouldn't say they were all evil, would you?"

Sirius raised his eyebrows at Harry. "Point taken," he snorted.

"How are things at Gringotts, Fleur?" asked Lily. "Was the transition difficult moving from London to Paris?"

"Not at all," said Fleur. "Ze goblins transferred me with no questions asked. I 'ave only six months left before I officially obtain my curse-breaker license."

"Good for you!" James appraised her. "I hear that program is extremely difficult."

"Yes, well, I 'ave had plenty of help," said Fleur, winking towards Harry. She had indeed asked him to help identify several difficult enchantments during her studies, leaning on his heightened sense of magic and the Elder Wand's knowledge of obscure curses.

"She's brilliant in her own right," Harry said quickly. "Thirty people began the program last year, and she's one of only five who have made it this far."

"You aren't planning to go diving through cursed tombs though, I hope?" Lily winced. "I hear people die or get disfigured every year in that line of work."

"I do not think so," said Fleur. "I will likely leave Gringotts after I get my license. I was thinking about opening my own business, specializing in enchanting and disenchanting objects for everyday use."

"What a lovely idea!" Lily beamed. "A far safer profession to pursue while raising a family— er, I mean, if you decide to."

Fleur merely smiled and nodded politely at the remark. James and Lily had been subtly dropping hints to Harry and Fleur about the prospect of grandchildren for the past year. And they weren't the only ones – Fleur's parents also seemed to expect it in the near future. Apolline was far more direct about it, cornering Harry on their third day back in France and demanding when he intended to put a ring on her daughter's finger.

They had discussed it, briefly, after leaving Britain. Neither Harry nor Fleur was eager to rush into parenthood, but they both wanted it someday. Fleur had also made it clear that she didn't expect a proposal right away if Harry did not feel ready for it. He was grateful for it – he knew he wanted to spend his life with Fleur, but he also needed time to process the trauma of the war and figure out how to live life as more than just a child soldier. Twelve years of stressing over whether one might be killed any day had taken its toll on his psyche, and he didn't want to begin a marriage on such unstable footing.

"What about you, Harry?" asked Amelia to change the subject. "What have you been up to lately? I heard you had a guest residency at Beauxbatons this spring?"

"Er...yeah, I did," said Harry. Fleur had reached out to her old Defense Against the Dark Arts professor, who invited Harry to guest lecture the students and speak about his war experiences. He'd been reluctant at first, but it wound up being an engaging and fulfilling week.

"He was brilliant," said Dahlia. "Even with Fleur translating for him, the students hung on his every word. He's a great teacher."

"I agree," Fleur smiled. "And so did Olympe. She 'ad glowing things to say about 'is performance."

Indeed, Madame Maxime had been effusive in her praise of Harry's teaching prowess at the end of his visit. She had even hinted that she might offer him the Defense job after the current professor retired.

"Did you enjoy yourself as a teacher?" asked James. "Could you see yourself doing it full-time?"

"Maybe," Harry muttered. "I dunno."

"Well, you're still young," Lily offered. "You can always return to it when you're older."

"Funny, Professor Flitwick told me something similar once," Harry chuckled.

In truth, he had enjoyed his time instructing the students. Once he got into the rhythm, it came naturally, and he'd had little trouble finding a rapport with even the youngest students. But something about the experience felt...off, somehow. He felt like an alien visitor, and not just because of the language barrier. And after pondering it for some time, he'd recently realized why that was.

He missed Hogwarts. It had been his true home for twelve years across both timelines, and he yearned to return to its majestic halls. Beauxbatons was beautiful as well, but it lacked the same sense of wonder and, for lack of a better term, magic. All he could think about while teaching at Beauxbatons was how much better it would be if he was home, among the familiar stone walls he'd always taken such comfort in.

But that future was no longer possible for him. After all, how could he ever find respect in the castle again, after murdering its most beloved Headmaster within its very walls? After carrying out the bidding of a Dark Lord upon his fellow students? It pained him to even think about the place he loved more than any other.

The conversation turned elsewhere, as Alessia asked Lily about her recent trip to Algeria for a potions conference. Harry's mood had darkened somewhat, but he did his best to mask it, continuing to smile and laugh with the others. Fleur alone sensed his shift in demeanor and held his hand tight beneath the table for support. As always, he was grateful for her unwavering support, even if she did not always understand his bouts of unexplained sadness.

Suddenly, James' head perked up, and he stood to full attention, causing the table to go quiet. "Someone's breached the wards," he said in a low tone.

Harry felt it too. He leapt to his feet, the Elder Wand leaping to his palm in an instant.

"Dad, Harry, it's okay!" Dahlia said, standing to calm them both down. "It's not a threat. It's for me."

"Dahlia asked us if she could invite a guest," Sirius explained sheepishly to James. "I must have forgotten to mention it."

"A guest?" James repeated, looking to Dahlia in confusion.

A knock at the front door caused everyone to jump in surprise. Dahlia just rolled her eyes and headed for the entryway. Harry ran after her, wand poised to strike just in case anything were to go awry, but when she opened the door, an unexpected face greeted him.

"Neville?" he said.

"Hey, Harry," Neville smiled sheepishly. "Hope I'm not intruding."

The boy – now a man, Harry had to admit – looked far different than he had the last time they'd crossed paths. He had re-gained the muscle weight he'd lost while on the run from Voldemort during the war, looking far stockier and healthier than ever before. He also sported a fresh haircut and neatly-trimmed facial hair, looking every bit the celebrity he had been in Britain for the past year.

"Mr. Longbottom?" said James, looking surprised. "What are you doing here?"

Neville suddenly looked self-conscious. "Er...I don't mean to intrude," he said. "Dahlia invited me to come and celebrate her acceptance to the Healer institute. But I understand if I'm not welcome here."

There was a tense stand-off as James and Neville stared at one another. Harry knew that his father bore some of the same resentment he himself did – not at Neville necessarily, but the unequal treatment the Potters had received in comparison to him. Neville was enjoying the praise and goodwill the Potters were being denied, and for all his humility, James' pride was clearly hurt by this fact.

But James stepped forward and extended his hand. "Of course you're welcome, Neville," he said. "Good to see you, young man."

That broke the ice, as everyone came forward to greet Neville. Lily rushed to fix him a plate as the group returned to the table, with Neville now squeezed in between James and Sirius. He quickly became the center of conversation, as despite the group's expulsion from Britain, they were all eager to hear news from their home country.

"Things have quieted down a lot," said Neville. "The first few months after the war were full of public events and ceremonies honoring the lost. But then most people moved on with their lives and began to rebuild. Ginny told me last week that this was the first incident-free year at Hogwarts she'd ever had."

"How are Ginny and Tori?" asked Dahlia eagerly.

"They're doing well," said Neville. "Astoria just got her Head Girl badge for her upcoming seventh year. And Ginny graduated with five N.E.W.T.'s and plans on trying out for the Quidditch league this fall. Last I heard, she's been writing with Mark Davis a lot...wouldn't shock me if they became an item soon."

"And that girl told me she'd be single forever," Dahlia chuckled. "Bet she'll be married within the year."

"She'd still be the third in her family," Neville chuckled. "Ron and Daphne tied the knot this spring with little Dale Junior watching on. Kid looks nothing like his namesake, though – those Weasley genes are simply too strong. They wanted to invite you all to the ceremony, but...well, you know."

"Who else in the family got married?" asked Lily, skating past the uncomfortable topic.

"George eloped with Alicia Spinnet just a few weeks ago," said Neville. "Wouldn't surprise me if Fred and Katie Bell did the same soon...they reconnected after Angelina's death. Oh, and Bill's been seeing a fellow curse-breaker he met in Indonesia last winter. I think he's finally moved past what happened between him and Fleur."

Harry was glad to hear it. He still felt guilty about his role in Bill's unhappiness over the past few years. He hoped that restoring the man's memory would help him find closure and move on from that unfortunate chapter in the war.

"What's been happening in the Ministry since we left?" asked James, clearly disinterested in the relationship drama back home. "Amos still rounding up anyone he suspects of being a Death Eater?"

"Actually, Minister Diggory is rather unpopular at the moment," Neville admitted. "He lost a lot of favor once he tried to open an audit into half of the Wizengamot's voting history during the war. People are ready to move on and don't want to follow him on his quest for vengeance any longer."

"Britain has an election this fall, doesn't it?" asked Remus. "Is Diggory running for re-election?"

"Doubt it," Neville shrugged. "He knows he won't be able to win even if he does."

"Who are the front-runners to win the Minister job next?" asked Amelia.

"Well, if you ask the Prophet, myself and Cedric are the most popular options at the moment," Neville chuckled humorlessly. "But I'm sure as hell not running, and Ced is perfectly happy running the Auror Office with Tonks. Er, Dora, I should say – they just got married in April. They're expecting, by the way."

"Good for them," Sirius smiled. "Another Black entering the world that won't have total tossers for parents."

"Dale Greengrass also has support, but he doesn't want the job, either," Neville continued. "The most likely candidate to win it right now is Arthur Weasley. He and his whole family gained celebrity status after their resistance efforts became public knowledge, and he's well-liked within the Ministry."

"Oh, lovely," Harry said dryly. "A Minister Weasley will do wonders for the Potters' reputation. They were at the forefront of our smear campaign at the end of the war."

"You might be surprised," said Neville. "The Weasleys and I all got together after the war and talked things through. Ginny told everyone what you did for her at Hogwarts, and Ron and the twins explained your efforts with the resistance. Bill shared what you had been up to in the years leading up to Voldemort's return. Even Percy admitted he'd been wrong about you all along."

"Huh," Harry said thoughtfully. It was indeed a surprise to hear the Weasleys were coming around on him. "What about Arthur and Molly?"

"Molly still has her reservations, I think," Neville shrugged. "She always thought you were trouble, even if she doesn't see you as outright evil anymore. Arthur is harder to read...he keeps his opinions to himself, mostly. But he respects his children's opinions, and I think they might be able to sway him."

"Arthur always was a sensible bloke," James remarked. "A bit eccentric, but not in a bad way. He might make a good, fair leader for Britain."

Harry could not disagree. Despite his friction with the Weasley family over the years, Arthur had always kept his distance, quietly processing information rather than jump to conclusions. He had supported his sons and wife during the attack on Harry in the park, but Harry got the sense that he was a reluctant participant rather than a driving force behind the assault. Besides, he still had fond memories of the man from his prior timeline – the only proper father figure he'd had up to that point.

Could an Arthur Weasley administration herald a more positive attitude towards the Potters in the future? Harry had assumed Britain would continue to be ruled by sycophants like Amos Diggory for the foreseeable future. Could it be that the fires of discontent would cool on the Isles? Could the Potters actually return to their homeland one day? It was almost too much to hope for.

The conversation about politics carried on for a while as James, Sirius and Amelia discussed the new developments within the Ministry. Harry could tell that Neville had other things on his mind, however. Eventually, he awkwardly cleared his throat and motioned for silence around the table. Harry suspected there was more to the visit than Neville had let on; based on the way the table quickly fell silent, so too had most of the others.

"There's, erm, actually another reason I'm here," Neville said nervously. He turned his attention to James at the head of the table. "I've come to talk with you about Dahlia."

Harry felt his sister stiffen in the seat beside him. Did she know that this was going to happen?

"What about her?" James asked, keeping his face stoic and unaffected.

"I...well…" Neville stuttered, staring down at his feet before forcing his gaze back up to the Potter patriarch. "I wish to ask your permission to marry her."

That sent ripples of reaction across the table. Lily gave a low gasp of surprise; Sirius muttered something under his breath; Remus and Alessia shared a significant look. Only James did not react immediately, simply studying Neville's face, scrutinizing him.

"I don't understand," James muttered. "You two have been apart for a full year. Where is this coming from?"

"We've been writing letters to each other nearly every day," Neville admitted. "Poor Bandit has probably flown across the Channel hundreds of times this year alone. We've had feelings for each other for a while now, and the past year has only made things more clear. I don't want to be apart from her any longer."

"Neville," said Dahlia, sounding slightly exasperated, "I've already told you that you deserve better than me. You shouldn't sully your name with ours; it will hurt your reputation—"

"Maybe I don't give a damn about all of that," Neville said sharply, looking far more assertive and confident now than he had all evening – hell, in all his life. "Maybe I'm sick of my future being dictated to me by other people. I know what I want, and it's you, Dahlia."

Lily stifled a small sob at this heartfelt gesture, and Fleur squeezed Harry's hand so hard he thought it might break. The men were not entirely unaffected either; both Sirius and Remus regarded Neville with begrudging admiration. Yet still James remained stoic, his feelings on the matter not readily apparent.

"Dahlia is right, Mr. Longbottom," James finally said. "Associating yourself with the Potter family would disgrace you in Britain. You would throw away much of the goodwill you've built up for yourself in the past year."

"They'll come to understand it," Neville shrugged. "I've spent the past year defending yours and Harry's actions during the war to anyone who will listen. I wouldn't have all this goodwill if you two hadn't taken all the heat off my back in the first place...hadn't done the dirty things I never could have."

"I'm afraid we have little to offer you in the way of a dowry," James said, and he actually seemed wounded by this admission. "The Potter vaults were decimated during the war."

"I don't ask for anything," Neville said adamantly. "Only Dahlia. She's all I could ever want from you."

James nodded thoughtfully as he contemplated this. He looked to his daughter. "This is something you want, my darling?" he asked.

Dahlia looked slightly bashful, but she straightened herself and nodded. "Yes, Daddy. We've been talking about it since last fall."

"I waited to ask you until she got her N.E.W.T.'s," Neville confirmed. "And I know she intends to continue her studies in the fall. We wouldn't have to rush anything – I'm happy to wait until she finishes her schooling to settle down and start a life together."

"And what of her career after that?" Lily demanded. "You would not have her give up her passion to become a housewife, I hope?"

"Never!" Neville shook his head. "I think she'll be a brilliant Healer...hell, she already is one. I mean, I do want a family someday – a big one," he chuckled, blushing slightly, "but I'm willing to wait if she wants to put her career first."

"Well, despite my best efforts over the years, I've never been able to control my daughter's wishes," James chuckled softly. "So I'm afraid my word means very little...even if I said no, she would just do what she wants anyway. I will defer to whatever she decides and support it fully."

All eyes turned to Dahlia, who looked frozen by the sudden attention. Neville stood and walked around the table towards her, kneeling at her side. "Dahlia," he said, his voice trembling and full of hope, "I love you with all my heart. Will you marry m—"

"Of course I will, idiot!" Dahlia sobbed, launching herself at Neville with a passionate kiss. That opened the floodgates; Sirius and Remus whooped with excitement, Lily and Fleur both burst into sobs, and everyone stood to congratulate the newly-engaged couple.

All the tension of Neville's arrival was broken, and the gathering now truly felt like a celebration. James broke out a bottle of champagne and filled everyone's glasses, and soon they were all sitting around, laughing and enjoying each other's company. Harry had never seen Neville so content, so happy in his life, with Dahlia sitting in his lap, head nuzzled up against his.

The group retired to the sitting room to continue their drinks and merriment. Neville fit right in with the group, laughing and joking along with the Marauders. He'd gained a lot of confidence over the past year, and despite the circumstances, Harry was glad to see the young man come into his own. He wouldn't have wanted his sister saddling herself with someone who was unsure about his place in the world. He knew Neville would care and provide for her in his stead.

Still, though, Harry could not fully swallow his lingering resentment about the whole situation. Neville truly had it all: celebrity status, the admiration of his peers, and now the girl he loved at his side. And still Harry was an outcast, unable to return to his true home, unwelcome and unwanted. He congratulated the pair and celebrated with the others, but still in the back of his mind he could not shake just how unfair it all was.

That's not Neville's fault, though, Harry told himself. He deserves to be happy.

Not as much as you deserve to be happy. You've accomplished far more than him, and aren't getting the proper credit.

Harry shoved that secondary voice from his mind. Sometimes he wondered if it was the Elder Wand playing tricks on his psyche, but it was becoming harder to distinguish its whispers from his own thoughts now. The Hallows were an inextricable part of himself now, and sometimes Harry was unable to tell where the boundary between his soul and Death's objects stood. Perhaps there simply wasn't one any longer.

Soon after, Amelia retired upstairs to put Cassie to bed, and Remus and Alessia said their good-byes to catch their Portkey back to Italy. The others continued to chat and reminisce in their stead, unwilling to go their separate ways so soon. James and Lily were slated to leave for Monaco for another potions conference the following week, and clearly wanted to spend as much time with family as possible beforehand.

After a while, Harry realized that Neville was curiously absent from the group, having left for the bathroom and not returned. He excused himself to search for the teen, eventually finding him on the back porch, staring up at the stars in silence.

"What are you doing out here alone?" Harry asked, sitting on the ground beside Neville.

"Just thought I'd give your family some time to themselves," Neville shrugged. "Considering I burst in unannounced and all."

"Don't know if you noticed, mate, but you kinda joined the family tonight," Harry chuckled. "You're not intruding."

"So you're not upset about this?" Neville asked, looking to Harry for reassurance. "Me and Dahlia?"

"Eh, I think I got that out of my system during fourth year," Harry shrugged. "Besides, I wouldn't dare stand in the way of what she wanted. Dahlia doesn't like being told what to do...you'd best remember that when you two are married."

"Believe me, I will," Neville grinned.

"Now, I want to be the cool uncle," Harry said with faux seriousness. "I'm expecting plenty of nieces and nephews, and I have no other siblings to rely on for that."

"I'll see what I can do," Neville smirked. "I wouldn't mind being an uncle myself...any word on you and Fleur?"

"Someday soon, I hope," Harry said, grinning at the thought himself. "Fleur wants to finish her curse-breaker certification first before we decide on next steps. But I think she's as keen on starting a family as I am."

"Good on you, mate," said Neville, playfully punching Harry on the shoulder. "Three Triwizard Champions in the same family...what are the odds of that?"

"You could always break things off with Dahlia and propose to Viktor Krum," Harry quipped. "Though I imagine Hermione would be quite cross with you."

That drew raucous laughter from the both of them, their guffaws echoing out into the cool French air. Hermione and Krum had recently announced their engagement, and Hermione had made it clear in her last letter that Harry would be invited to the eventual ceremony abroad.

The two eventually fell silent, contemplating their futures. Harry sensed that Neville's mind had traveled elsewhere, that he was suddenly plagued by much darker thoughts than musings on proposals and babies.

"There's actually one more reason I came today," Neville admitted.

"What's that?"

"I, er...I wanted to ask your permission for something," said Neville.

"Like what?" Harry chuckled. "You've already taken my sister from me – what else are you plotting?"

Neville suddenly looked more self-conscious than he had all night. "Some publishers have been hounding me to write about my experiences during the war," he said. "They bought the rights to my auto-biography."

"I'm sure it will be a best-seller," Harry quipped. "But what does that have to do with me?"

"I sat down and started writing it a few months back," said Neville. "Only, the more I wrote, the more I realized that I wasn't the protagonist in my own story. You were."

"I don't follow."

Neville reached into his robes and withdrew something small and rectangular. He unshrunk it with his wand and handed it to Harry, who was gobsmacked to see his own face staring back at him. It was a book cover, with an image of himself, along with a title:

FIGHTING FROM THE SHADOWS

The True Hero of the Second Wizarding War

by Neville Longbottom

"Neville...what is this?" Harry asked slowly.

"I've spent the last year talking to everyone who was involved in the war," said Neville. "And they told me all the things you did behind the scenes to keep everyone safe. Ginny told me about when you spared her from public torture at Hogwarts. Bill told me about the horcrux hunt and your attempts to remove my scar fragment. Cedric and Tonks told me about the refugee attack and how you distracted Voldemort long enough for them to escape. Daphne told me how you protected her and the baby after the forced wedding. McGonagall spoke with the Sorting Hat and figured out what you'd done with it to retrieve the Sword of Gryffindor. We even questioned Snape's portrait, who told us about the deal you struck with Voldemort after Dumbledore's death."

"But why does any of that matter?" Harry asked. "We won. None of it is important anymore."

"Because you don't deserve what happened to you," said Neville. "None of the Potters do. You were put in a terrible position and forced to do questionable things under duress. But you also won us the war, and I don't think exile from Britain is an appropriate reward."

"We were an easy scapegoat," Harry shrugged. "But we're safe now, and we have each other. That's all I ever cared about."

"Well, I'm not comfortable taking credit for someone else's good deeds," said Neville. "So I'm going to dedicate my life to changing people's minds. I hope that this book shows people who you really are, and why you're the one they should be celebrating, not me."

Harry shook his head in amazement. "You don't have to do this, Neville," he said. "Why risk your reputation for me?"

"Because you were kind to me when I didn't deserve it," Neville shrugged. "I was awful to you as a kid, but you were able to look past it. Hell, you even fought to save my life, even knowing that I had to die to win the war. I don't know why you did that, but I'm eternally grateful."

Harry considered this. There had been times over the past decade that he'd wondered why he even bothered to be patient with the boy. Neville had been irritating at best and aggravating at worst to deal with, and plenty of times Harry had considered cutting ties with him completely. But now it seemed his patience was paying dividends. Neville had finally recognized Harry's efforts and was responding in kind, repaying the favor by helping to right the wrongs committed against the Potter family.

"So, what do you think?" asked Neville. "Do I have your permission to publish your unofficial biography?"

"Sure, Nev," Harry chuckled, still shaking his head in amazement at the cover. "As long as you don't make me look like a total git."

"Give it a read for yourself," said Neville, pressing the book into Harry's hands. "If there are details you want to add or remove, just say the word. And don't worry, I left out all the parts about death and time travel – as far as I'm concerned, that's nobody's business but yours."

"Appreciate it," said Harry, shrinking the book and putting it in his pocket. "You don't think the publishers will be upset?"

"I'm sure they will be," Neville shrugged. "But who cares? I've gotten tired of appeasing people who just want to take advantage of me. I even started saying no when Minister Diggory invites me out to events...I figure I deserve a break from being Britain's hero for a while."

"That you do," Harry grinned. "Hopefully they stop hounding you when you return home."

"To be honest, I won't be returning for long," said Neville. "There's not much left for me there. All my friends have either left or gotten eloped, and I'm tired of being gawked at like a deity everywhere I go. I reckon I'll finish the book, then leave the country for a while."

"Where will you go?" asked Harry.

"Somewhere warm, ideally," Neville chuckled. "I won't miss the British winters, that's for sure. I was thinking somewhere on the Mediterranean, like Italy."

"Italy, eh?" Harry grinned. "And I don't suppose the fact that my sister will be attending an Italian Healing institute had any bearing on that decision?"

"Well, obviously that's a big draw," Neville admitted with a sheepish grin. "But honestly, the magical flora in that area is magnificent! Did you know that there are over two thousand species of magical plants in Italy alone?"

Harry grinned at Neville's childlike enthusiasm for Herbology...he'd forgotten how passionate the boy was about the subject amidst the chaos of the war. He had a sudden, vivid memory of the chubby-faced fourth-year reading Magical Water Plants of the Mediterranean in his original timeline and suppressed a laugh.

He and Neville continued to sit and chat about the future for a while longer. Harry's feelings of resentment had finally melted away, and he was able to accept the fact that they were now family. The 'sister stars' were now proper brothers, and Harry suspected they would not be diverging again any time soon.

"Well, it's getting late," Neville chuckled, checking his watch. "I'd best turn in."

"You're not Apparating home, are you?" Harry asked. "You've been drinking."

"Nah; got a Portkey to take me home," Neville said, brandishing a small metal pendant dangling from a chain around his neck. "But I don't leave until tomorrow."

"Where are you staying tonight, then?" Harry asked. But he quickly realized what a stupid question it was, and the furious blush on Neville's face more than answered it. "Ah, right. Wasting no time, then?"

"You're one to lecture, Potter," Neville mustered with a sheepish grin. "You and Fleur are living together, aren't you? And I don't see a ring."

"Touche," Harry smirked. "I suppose a good brother would threaten to beat the mickey out of you if you ever hurt Dahlia, but she'd probably do it herself."

"That she would," Neville agreed with a grin. "I couldn't even muster the courage to kiss her for the first time until she slapped me and demanded what was taking so long."

That certainly sounded like Dahlia to Harry. She knew what she wanted, and wouldn't let any 'idiot' man deny it to her.

"Good night, Neville," he said, extending his hand. Neville shook it, suddenly looking pensive about something.

"Say, Harry?" he muttered. "Can I ask you something?"

"Alright," said Harry. "What's up?"

"When were were in...that place," said Neville, the quiet reverence in his tone telling Harry exactly where he meant. "Death mentioned that you were brought here from another reality. Did we know each other in your old life?"

"Er...yeah, Neville, we did," said Harry. "But things were different there. I was the Boy Who Lived, and it was my parents who were targeted and killed. You were one of my closer friends, though, and you came with me into the battle where I died. I always appreciated that."

Neville nodded quietly, still looking troubled. Harry sensed that there was a deeper question coming, one that he was having more difficulty articulating.

"Were my parents alive in your other life?" he asked quietly. "Did you...meet them?"

Harry saw the vulnerability and pain in Neville's expression and knew this was the heart of his question. He was second-guessing his decision, was wondering if he would've been happier if he'd reunited with his family on the other side. Harry had met the Longbottoms briefly, at St. Mungo's in his original fifth year, though they were shells of their former selves by that point. But Neville didn't need to know the finer details...he didn't deserve any more pain.

Selective truths.

"Yeah, I met them," Harry nodded. "Frank and Alice were considered heroes of the First Wizarding War. They loved you very much, and were incredibly proud of you."

Neville broke down then, sobbing quietly into his hands. Harry came forward and gently wrapped him in a hug; Neville clung to him for dear life, weeping softly into his shoulder. After a few minutes they broke apart, Neville wiping his eyes on his sleeve.

"Thank you," he whispered hoarsely. "I needed to hear that. I know they're proud of me now, too...it's just nice to have that reminder, y'know?"

Harry nodded forlornly...he certainly knew what Neville meant. He'd been starved of that love and affection in his former timeline, and while he missed his friends from that other life, he wouldn't trade what he had now for anything in the world.

Neville slowly regained his composure and gave Harry a grateful clap on the shoulder, before heading inside in search of his fiancee. Harry sat for a while longer outside, deep in thought, before returning to the house himself.

He and Fleur said their good-byes soon after and returned to their cliffside home. They retired to bed almost at once, drowsy from the drink and the lively evening with family, snuggling tight under the covers.

"Did you 'ave a good night?" Fleur asked sleepily.

"Yes, my love," said Harry, gently stroking her hair. "It was a wonderful time."

"I am so 'appy for your sister and Neville," Fleur sighed contentedly. "Zey will make beautiful babies together."

"I don't need that mental image right now, but thanks," Harry chuckled.

"Are you alright, 'Arry?" Fleur asked, perhaps sensing that his mind was elsewhere. "What is ze matter?"

"Nothing," Harry lied. "Just thinking about the future, is all. The unknown is always scary."

"Oui, it can be," Fleur acknowledged. "But you will always 'ave me by your side, non? There is nothing in zis world we cannot overcome together."

"Agreed," said Harry. "And...I think I will owl Professor Dupont tomorrow about another Mind Healing session."

"Really?" said Fleur hopefully. "What changed your mind?"

"Dunno," Harry shrugged. "I just figure it's time to lay the past to rest. And I can't do it alone."

"It takes a brave man to admit that 'e needs help," Fleur smiled. "I am proud of you, mon amour, and I love you dearly."

"I love you too, my flower," Harry said, hugging her tight. "One day soon, when the time is right, I will ask you to be my wife."

"And on that day, I will say yes," Fleur said. She shifted slightly to face him, and they shared a tender kiss. Minutes later, Fleur was asleep, contentedly wrapped in Harry's arms.

Harry lay awake a while longer, still pondering his future. For the first time in years, he could foresee a future where he returned to Britain. Neville was laying the groundwork for his return, and it sounded like he would soon have enough ardent defenders to offset the naysayers. Could he reside on the Isles once more someday? Raise a family there? Perhaps return to Hogwarts as a professor and mentor the next generations of witches and wizards? It was a wondrous thought.

But he had plenty more he wanted to do before returning home. He and Fleur had more trips planned to various far-flung locales, as Harry wanted to see what the wider world had to offer him. He hoped to continue his studies of death and the soul in the meantime, in preparation for his next journey beyond this lifetime. He knew Death would not make things easy and wanted to be prepared for whatever the next life threw at him.

He still had not told Fleur his terrible secret, the deal he'd struck with Death for Neville's life. Would she understand his decision, or resent him for it? Was it cruel to start a family knowing that he would not be able to join them on the other side when this life of his came to an end? Could she ever comprehend such a choice?

But Harry was starting to think that maybe he never had a choice at all. Death knew that he was never one to back down from a fight. If presented with the same choice naturally – knowing there was another universe in need of rescue – would Harry have turned down the offer? Part of him suspected that he would have accepted the bargain anyway, regardless of Neville's fate, just to liberate another world from the scourge of Voldemort. Hermione once called it his 'saving people thing' – his unstoppable drive to right the world's wrongs. It's why he was chosen as Death's Emissary to begin with.

That was a worry for another day, however. For now, he was content to lay in the arms of the woman he loved, drifting off to a peaceful sleep, dreaming of the wonderful life that awaited him tomorrow and beyond.

A/N: And so we reach the official conclusion of the story. I have complex feelings about the end of this epic journey, and I will save them for a longer author's note that I plan to release as its own chapter in the next few days. But if you decide to end things here, I want to sincerely thank you all for sticking around this long and seeing the story through to the end. Flawed though this fic may be, I'm proud of the final result and hope it continues to entertain folks for years to come.
Final Author's Note

(Warning: Sappy earnest-posting ahead! Feel free to disregard.)

After 2.5 years, 120 chapters and over a million words, we have reached the end of this crazy journey. I didn't realize what a mammoth undertaking this fic would be when I started it, or how much it would take out of me by the end of it. But in spite of the rocky road it took me on, the mistakes I made along the way, and the criticism I got for it, I am proud of the result. I set out to tell a specific story, and I mostly succeeded, even if it wasn't always the story everyone else wanted.

The past two and a half years working on this project have been complicated for me. I found myself between jobs for a large chunk of that time, and writing this story became my primary focus for a while. It also became a major source of personal validation, in a way that probably wasn't very good for my mental health. There were days I was feeling down, but a positive review of the latest chapter would lift my spirits and get me through the day. Other times I would be feeling upbeat, only for a scathing review to tear down all my confidence and make me want to delete the entire story.

Writing a fic this long feels like a Sisyphean task sometimes. You have to have skin tougher than diamonds to subject yourself to scrutiny from thousands of online strangers with a variety of opinions. The unfortunate reality of the Internet is that it took 2.5 years for me to write this story, and just 0.25 seconds for someone to type "this sucks" and obliterate my soul. Sometimes I was able to laugh off the criticism. Other times it got right under my skin and made me want to crawl under a rock and never share my work online ever again. To this day I'll occasionally see my fic being mocked on Reddit or elsewhere and I'll want to launch myself into the sun.

But this is not meant to be a "woe is me" post. And I get it...allowing feedback means opening yourself up to the possibility of rejection. I can't begrudge anyone who didn't like the story for making their displeasure known. I simply had the "misfortune" of writing a story popular enough to draw a large number of people in, only to let many of them down when their expectations weren't met. I specifically wrote a flawed Harry that did not follow the typical tropes of time travel stories, and that rubbed a LOT of people the wrong way.

I can also admit that I got a lot of things wrong, especially early on. I didn't give Harry enough victories to balance out his defeats. I didn't let his positive traits shine enough while amplifying the negative ones. I let my desired plot dictate events in ways that required Harry to act particularly foolish. There is a LOT I would change about this story if I could start over from scratch, but after a certain point I couldn't do that, so now I have to live with the flaws and the negative response to them.

Ultimately, I wanted to write a story about redemption and grace. About giving more of yourself away to those who may not even deserve it. You were supposed to dislike Neville and be frustrated with how much leeway Harry granted him – it was kinda the whole point of the story. Similarly, Dahlia was meant to be annoying and bratty and a bad sister in the beginning, but she gradually changed as a result of Harry's proper treatment of her in return. Same goes for Draco, Ron, and other minor characters – a lot of folks do Harry dirty throughout the story, and rather than seek vengeance, he turns the other cheek. Being able to look past a person's surface flaws and forgive their pettiness may not be as satisfying as cold revenge, but it's a valuable tool for healthy living.

Maybe that's a matter of age and perspective as someone who's been out of his teenage years for a long time. People change a LOT after becoming adults, and suddenly the way they treated you back in primary school doesn't matter as much anymore. Holding grudges might feel good in the moment, but in the end you're only hurting yourself. And I like to believe that showing kindness and grace in the face of such childish behavior pays dividends towards building stronger relationships. You never know when a bridge you burned might be the one you needed to cross someday – I've learned that lesson the hard way.

I try to see the best in people and assume they have the capacity to change. That's considered a weakness by many, and I can understand why if you've been burned by people you trusted in the past. But I'm also a firm believer that you get from the universe what you put into it, and if you try to inspire positivity and show compassion to everyone, eventually you will have it returned to you. I think the canon Harry exhibits that mentality, sometimes to a fault...this is the man who named his kid after his childhood bully, after all. And while my version of Harry is definitely on the grayer side, I couldn't bring him to be fully dark, because he always has this light side that gives people second chances to grow and learn from their mistakes.

In short, I know I was going against the grain of typical time-travel "fix-it" tropes with this story. As fun as it is to see an OP Harry going sicko mode on his enemies without remorse, it always rang slightly false to me and against his character. This fic was my attempt at what it might ACTUALLY look like if the moody but still pure-hearted 15-year-old Harry was sent back in time, balancing his grudges and recklessness with a desire to do good. Did I succeed? Many will say no, but I'm glad to have tried something different either way.

I want to end with an impassioned plea to the fan fiction readership: be kind to your authors. There are not nearly enough well-written, epic-length stories out there, and after creating one myself, I understand why. Not only does it take a mammoth amount of effort, it is an exercise in masochism, as I had to endure two and a half years of the most vitriolic, hateful comments from detractors discouraging me every step along the way. Why would anyone ever willingly sign up for that?

Many of you didn't like my story and wanted to make your displeasure known. That is your right. But understand that in doing so, you are cannibalizing your own hobby and discouraging current and future writers from undertaking such a difficult task. Imagine pouring your blood, sweat and tears into a passion project for years, FOR FREE, and having thousands of strangers call you an idiot all along the way. Even though I could take what I've learned with this story and create something better in the future, I will never, ever write a fanfic this long again. That's 95% because of the assholes making sure that I am miserable the entire time.

And before you say that I'm just coping and refusing to face any kind of criticism: I see this all across the fandom, not just on my own work. Other highly talented writers, far more talented than myself, put up with this shit just as much as I do. One of my favorite ongoing fics, Genius Fratris, has had to lock its comments due to the author's declining mental health after facing a relentless barrage of criticism. Or check out the comment section of any TheBlacksResurgence fic, one of the most consistently entertaining writers in the fandom, and the horrendous things people feel comfortable writing about him behind a veil of anonymity. There is a human being behind every story you read, putting in a massive effort for your entertainment, and the feedback they receive is the only reward. When that feedback is relentlessly negative, why should they bother creating more?

Again, criticism is fine and an important part of the hobby. It's how writers know what is working and what isn't. But the WAY you criticize someone is just as important as what you say. Criticize with the aim of helping the writer make their story better. And if you feel they are not taking your criticism into account, stop reading. It's that simple. I was pulling my hair out having the same people pop up in the comments every few chapters, complaining about something that I knew was not going to change and would just make them show up and complain again. Stories don't have to be for everyone...spare yourself (and my inbox) and read something else! I'd rather lose disinterested readers than have them keep reading and whining when the story goes the opposite direction they were hoping.

We live in an era where AI is threatening to take over the act of content creation from humans. We've already seen a worrying number of slop accounts pop up in this space, generating safe stories with cozy and familiar elements to keep readers coming back for more. Some of you might not see the issue with this, thinking, "Well, then human writers should learn to appeal more to readers instead of writing only what they want!" But AI cannot create anything new and will never take risks, resulting in the same old shit over and over. Every popular trope you love had to start with somebody trying something different, taking a risk that people wouldn't like it.

So support the risk-takers! Art is dying because there is little incentive to innovate and deviate from the norm. If someone takes a risk that you didn't like, don't crucify them for it. Tell them politely what didn't work and move on. There was once a director who test-screened his new movie and was told it made no sense and would never find an audience. The studio wanted him to shut down production and salvage the budget they'd already put into it by dumping it in theaters without further refinement. But he was stubborn, sticking with the risky project and re-working it to make it better. That director was George Lucas, and the movie was Star Wars.

Anyway, after such a long time focusing on this project, I have to ask myself: what's next? I've had ideas for a sequel to this story in my head for a while, following Harry's next time-travel adventure to repay his debt to Death. But I doubt I'll begin working on one, at least not for a while, as I want to move on to other things and leave this version of Harry behind me. Which leads me to an exciting announcement!

I have written an original novel! It's called The Blood Games, and it is a dystopian action-thriller centered around a popular deathmatch sport in the near future, and a jaded athlete trying to find inner peace after a lifetime of fighting for his life. I am still exploring publication options, but you can follow my blog at my official website austindanielwrites d0t c0m for updates on my journey, as well as a sample of the book free of charge!

My focus will probably shift to original works of fiction from now on, so I am unlikely to publish any more fan fiction for the foreseeable future. But you never know when the HP bug might bite me again, so keep an eye on this profile in case I decide to start a new Potter adventure!

Finally, a heartfelt thank you to everyone who stuck with this story and left kind words along the way. For all the negativity this story attracted, the positive comments also gave me life and inspired me to keep going. I learned so much from this experience and hope to use that knowledge to continue growing as a writer. So whether you choose to follow me along for the next chapter of my journey or not, I'm eternally grateful for the encouragement and feedback (both good and bad).

TL;DR: Be earnest. Be sincere. Be kind. Be the type of person you want to see more of in the world. And never stop learning!

With peace and love,

bachau (aka Austin)

"Art should comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable." - Cesar A. Cruz
